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jim henson’s fantastic world
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muppet history 101

Presented by Craig Shemin, 

President of the Jim Henson Legacy and longtime Muppets writer
Saturday, July 30, 1:00 p.m.

Sunday, July 31, 1:00 p.m. and 2:00 p.m.

Running time: Approx. 80 minutes. Video courtesy the Jim Henson Legacy. 

Selections from “Taking Silliness Seriously: Jim Henson’s The Muppet Show, the Anglo-American Tradition of Nonsense, and Cultural Critique” by Michelle Ann Abate, Journal of Popular Culture, August, 2009:

“Alahna Mahna. Do doo be-do-do. Mahna Mahna. Do do-do do. Mahna Mlahna. Do doo be-do-do be-do-do be-do-do be-do-do-doodle do do do-doo do!”
So go the lyrics to a now legendary opening sketch for an episode from the first season of Jim Henson’s The Muppet Show (1976-81). Sung as a call-and-response number between a purple monster with bright orange hair and two fuchsia-colored creatures, this chorus repeats about a half-dozen times while the three monsters dance about. Then, just when the tune seems finished and the camera cuts away to the show’s amphibian emcee, the cycle begins all over again. Kermit the Frog answers a ringing telephone and informs the two pink creatures that the call is for them. As soon as the pair comes to the receiver, the voice of the third monster can be heard shouting from the other end of the line, “Mahna Mahna!” With this, The Muppet Show’s two resident curmudgeons—perennially perched in the theater’s balcony—chime in with their thoughts on the musical number. Statler asks, “The question is, what is a Mahna Mahna?” to which his sidekick Waldorf gives the dry reply: “The question is, who cares?”
Since the debut of the “Mahna Mahna” song in the inaugural 1976 season of The Muppet Show, it has become a classic. Often, simply uttering the opening two words of the playful tune inspires adults and children alike to burst into song…

The lighthearted “Mahna Mahna” song is so well known because it is so emblematic of The Muppet Show as a whole. The simple, silly skit embeds a key facet of the series: nonsense. Throughout nearly every sketch of every episode of every season of The Muppet Show, this theme recurred. From the often bizarre musical numbers planned for celebrity guest stars and the silly backstage antics of Kermit and company to Gonzo’s odd animal tricks and the mostly unintelligible ramblings of the Swedish Chef, the Muppets routinely embraced absurdity, irrationality, and foolishness; indeed, they became famous for their celebration of it. Nonsense contributed to the show’s mainstream success, its signature goofy humor, and—perhaps most importantly—its popularity with adults and children alike…

The Muppet Show participates in [a] long-standing literary and cultural phenomenon of nonsense, and, in doing so, it demonstrates the importance of taking silliness seriously. This seemingly innocuous entertainment style routinely embeds powerful social, cultural, and political commentary. Given the way in which nonsense resists and even openly rejects elements of logic and linearity, it opens up the possibility for unconventional artistic forms, innovative aesthetic styles, and irreverent—often subversive—cultural interpretations…

The production aired during a six-year period that was punctuated by social, economic, and political turmoil. Between 1976 when The Muppet Show made its debut and 1981 when the series signed off, the nation faced an array of challenges: from a domestic oil shortage and crushing economic recession to a Mideast hostage crisis and ongoing social unrest—over black civil rights, feminism, gay liberation, and more. In this turbulent era, nonsense emerged as a potent artistic style and relevant mode of social discourse. Many of the silly and seemingly nonsensical sketches on The Muppet Show contain subversive messages about an array of topics. The skits challenged established notions about gender, race, and sexual identity; defied ideas of central control and hegemonic authority; and raised issues of normalcy and abnormalcy, identity and difference, and monstrosity versus “freakishness.” Unpacking the subversive nature of the ostensibly harmless fun of The Muppet Show demonstrates the social, political, and cultural sense that is paradoxically encoded in its nonsense…
The Muppet Show, which was filmed just outside of London and aired in both Great Britain and the United States, embodies…formerly overlooked coordinates on the map of Anglo-American nonsense. With their unusual appearance and equally bizarre names, many of Henson’s Muppet creatures resemble the fantastical Jabberwockies, Bandersnatches, Sneetches, and Zooks found in the work of [Lewis] Carroll and [Dr.] Seuss. In skits like the “Mahna Mahna” song or the comic ramblings of the Swedish Chef, much of the show’s Muppet-generated language owes an obvious linguistic debt to the fun neologisms and playful portmanteau words of nonsense classics like “Jabberwocky”… Moreover, in an oft-mentioned detail about Kermit and company, the word Muppet is itself a portmanteau, a combination of puppet and moppet that Henson believed more accurately described his creations.
The Muppet Show did more than simply incorporate selected facets of nonsense; it adopted this style as an integral facet of its creative principle. As Christopher Finch has written, Henson’s production “confronts us with a universe of generally benign absurdity.” In this world where logic routinely breaks down, causality does not hold, and the laws of physics are commonly ignored, “it’s hardly surprising that most of the puppet cast take the prevailing mayhem for granted and accept incongruity as the norm”. An episode that formed one of the two pilots for the series provides a representative example, demonstrating how thoroughly nonsense permeated the production from the beginning. Recorded during January 1976 in England and aired on April 25, 1977 in the United States, the program is infused with elements of absurdity, irrationality, and silliness from its initial dance number to its closing credits…

The nonsense elements that permeated skits from this early pilot for The Muppet Show set the tone for the remainder of the series. Throughout each of the production’s six seasons, Henson continued to use silliness, irreverence, and irrationality as a guiding creative principle and overall operating aesthetic. If anything, in fact, he further honed and expanded these traits with each episode…
In a crucial detail, however, while The Muppet Show trafficked in insanity, mayhem, and turmoil, it did not embrace anarchy. Recalling the distinction between nonsense and gibberish, the skits respected the line between absurdist parody and complete pandemonium. As Finch has written, while “everything is taken to its illogical conclusion,” the action “never threatened to degenerate into out-and-out chaos”…
While the show’s appeal to a dual adult and child audience certainly furthered this project, so did less obvious elements like its use of nonsense. Moments of subversive silliness and allegorical absurdity were what made The Muppet Show so popular with viewers when it was on the air. Moreover, these traits help to explain why the production remains so historically significant three decades later. Jim Henson…knew the importance of taking silliness seriously. So should we.
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