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     Since their creation in the 1950’s, Jim Henson’s Muppets have experienced several revivals in 

the media, with a variety show for television in the 1970’s and 1980’s, several motion pictures in 

the 1980’s and 1990’s, a Disney motion picture revival in 2011, and recently, a new 

mockumentary-style sitcom for ABC. The first episode of the 2015 television series The Muppets 

portrays the beloved characters in a newer light than previous media has done. The humor is 

aimed more at adults than at children, character development differs from previous incarnations 

of the Muppets, and the behind-the-scenes setting of a talk show updates the setting of The 

Muppet Show from decades earlier while adding a more modern visual style. The result, 

however, is ultimately lacking because of the show’s execution. 

     The Muppets is shot in a mockumentary-style format, similar to sitcoms such as The Office 

and Parks and Recreation. The show, while entirely scripted, is shot with multiple handheld 

cameras to simulate a documentary look and features ‘interviews’ with cast members sharing 

personal feelings about their environment, relationships with other characters, and their late night 

talk show as a whole. The show’s comedy comes not only from sight gags and verbal humor, but 

also from a contrast between the situation going on and the characters’ attitudes toward it (for 

example, Gonzo may say he hates one aspect of the show in his interview, but in real life, he says 

he loves it). 

     This concept has been used effectively in television sitcoms before, and The Muppets had the 

potential to also use it well. After all, Randall Einhorn, director of the show’s pilot and first two 

episodes, also directed five episodes of Parks and Recreation and 15 episodes of The Office, 



making him well experienced in this visual style. Applying this mockumentary format to The 

Muppets introduces the characters to a more contemporary television setting, thus updating the 

characters’ environment. The mockumentary format also pays homage, perhaps, to The Muppet 

Show that aired on television decades before. That variety show, in addition to featuring guest 

stars and live musical performances, showed the characters in behind-the-scenes situations that 

contributed to the show’s comedy. Although the characters are now in a new setting, The 

Muppets continues this structure and character development. 

     However, updating the Muppets to this mockumentary-style format affects the delivery of the 

humor, unfortunately for the worse. The Muppet Show, like many other sitcoms and variety 

shows on television in the 1970’s and 1980’s, featured a live audience that laughed at the jokes, 

responded with applause to guest introductions, and made the variety show format seem more 

authentic. Sitcoms like The Office, Parks and Recreation, and now The Muppets that are filmed 

in studios without live audiences face the dilemma of getting audiences to laugh while the 

audiences are not actually with them in the room. When a joke doesn’t get a laugh, there is only 

uncomfortable silence. 

     The Office and Parks and Recreation, however, do benefit from a more improvisational style 

of acting. In order to add realism to the mockumentary style, characters overlap dialogue and go 

off-script in order to sound more natural. In The Muppets, however, because of the (literally) 

colorful cast of puppet characters and the coordination that goes into operating the puppets, 

scenes cannot be improvised, or at least not completely. Because of this, the dialogue all sounds 

as if it were previously written, and the show forsakes any chance of realism (that could be 

gotten from watching a sitcom about a frog, a bear, and a pig putting on a talk show, anyway). 

     As a result, The Muppets is not only somewhat unfunny but also rather forced. There is no 

live audience to respond to the show’s humor, and the puppetry leaves no room for improvisation 

in the mockumentary-style format. Thus, even as the characters (even the humans) attempt to 



make the environment as natural as possible, the scripted dialogue becomes more obvious, and 

the jokes fall flat. This show might have been better received if the humor were more similar to 

that of the recent Muppets films in 2011 and 2014, with a quicker pace and more observational 

camera, allowing the viewer to simply sit, watch, and laugh at jokes that keep coming rapidly. As 

is, however, The Muppets stops short of creating the hilarity and timelessness of previous 

revivals of the Muppets. Time will tell if the characters will stay on television for longer than one 

season, but based on the show’s first episode and its layout, chances are slim. 
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