6B I WEDNESDAY, MAY 5, 2021 I USA TODAY

LIFE

MOVIES

‘Sesame’ documentary hits the ‘Street’

Brian Truitt
USA TODAY

“Sesame Street” didn’t start with Big
Bird, Bert and Ernie. It started with
Joan, Jon and Jim.

Directed by Marilyn Agrelo, the docu-
mentary “Street Gang: How We Got to
Sesame Street” (in theaters, on video-
on-demand platforms Friday) - which
premiered at the virtual Sundance Film
Festival in January - offers a compre-
hensive look at the origins of the influ-
ential children’s educational program
(now heading into its 52nd season) be-
ginning with TV executive Joan Ganz
Cooney, writer and director Jon Stone
and puppeteer Jim Henson in the late
1960s, how it became a cultural phe-
nomenon, and its steadfast commit-
ment to inspiration and inclusion.

The show “was so intentional and
purposeful,” producer Ellen Crafts said
in a Sundance Q&aA this year. “The cre-
ators of ‘Sesame Street’ were doing
something in response to the civil rights
movement and the disparity in educa-
tion among children of color.” The long-
time program showed “how creativity
and education can combine together to
make change in the world.”

Making “Street Gang,” based on the
Michael Davis book of the same name,
was an opportunity for Agrelo (“Mad
Hot Ballroom”) to “tell a story that peo-
ple think they know so well. I was really
hopeful to tell the adult story of ‘Sesame
Street,’ the struggles and the dreams of
these people who came together.

“We don’t think of ‘Sesame Street’ at
all as political or earth-moving but it
really was.”

The documentary shows a bunch of
the famous names who stopped by to
see Oscar the Grouch, Grover and the
rest of Henson's Muppets crew, from
James Earl Jones and Stevie Wonder to
Johnny Cash and Paul Simon. With be-
hind-the-scenes footage, “Street Gang”
lets audiences take a peek at the puppe-
teering comedy team of Henson and
Frank Oz, but also digs into how it ex-
plained the death of Mr. Hooper to kids
after actor Will Lee had a fatal heart at-
tack in 1982, and even deals with the
workaholic sensibilities and mental
health struggles of the “Street” creators.

“This is a vast, vast story with a huge
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Puppeteers Jim Henson, left, and Frank Oz laugh with “Sesame Street” writer/director Jon Stone in “Street Gang: How We
Got To Sesame Street.” PROVIDED BY ROBERT FUHRING/SUNDANCE INSTITUTE

cast of characters,” Agrelo said, so when
making the documentary, she decided
to focus on the first 20 years of the show.
“The origin is the most groundbreaking,
the most experimental period of ‘Sesa-
me Street. By reducing the vastness of
it, we were able to make it stronger.”
Making the movie opened “Sesame
Street” in new ways for the filmmakers.
Producer Lisa Diamond appreciated the
very early decision to have the Muppets
share the street on screen with their hu-
man neighbors when experts and edu-
cators initially argued that they
shouldn’t mix fantasy and reality. Hav-
ing them separate was “boring,” she
said. “Jon’s like, ‘We’re going to put them
together, and it was such a huge step.”
Agrelo didn’t really know that at the
very beginning, “Sesame Street” was di-
rectly aimed at Black inner-city children
ages 3 to 5. Ramifications came out of
that, from public television stations in
the South being resistant to the show’s
integrated cast to the rejection of Mup-
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Puppeteer Caroll Spinney and Oscar
the Grouch, in “Street Gang.”
PROVIDED BY LUKE GEISSBUHLER/SUNDANCE
INSTITUTE

pet character Roosevelt Franklin, creat-
ed by actor/writer Matt Robinson to ap-
peal specifically to Black kids, because
of his vernacular. “It was the Black par-
ents who didn’t want to be pigeonholed
into that stereotype,” Agrelo said.
Producer Trevor Crafts just loves the
multicultural aspects Stone wanted for
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the Street itself, where all races and ages
and genders can live together in harmo-
ny with an 8-foot bird walking around.
“That’s such an inspiring way to create a
show for kids,” he said, “to show the
world the way you want it to be so they
have that implanted in their earliest
memories, that this is the way we're all
supposed to be.”

Agrelo directed segments for recent
seasons of “Sesame Street” and she af-
firms that the Sesame Workshop still
does a lot of research on issues such as
social justice and homelessness. “To
elevate to a higher thinking, to always
have teaching (and) humanity in mind,
is very much there,” the filmmaker said.
And watching Black Lives Matter
marches and unrest in America in the
past year “made me proud of this film
because everything that was true in
1968 is true in 2021. We still have to open
up our minds and our hearts, and this
program is still very much a part of
that”
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