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Ah, Yes, I Remember it Well
by Mel Biske

The headline above is a song title from the 1958 movie, “Gigi”. It seems to fit the
thoughts and photo images this article will provide. This current delay in our lives called
a “Pandemic” tests our memories from what is referred to now as normal times or the
good ol’ days. Not that old really but sixteen months or so. It just seems like ages. In recent months, with the
remarkable efforts of medical science, new vaccines discovered have led the way to a degree of anticipated normalcy.
The result of following the suggested guidelines most of us have followed have
led us to a gradual lifting of returning to more of a normal socializing way of
life. If, dear reader, you have arrived this far in the article, stay tuned for what
could be enlightening thoughts for you to ponder. We have in our guild dedicated
puppeteers who during this lull in life have taken the initiative to use this time
to prepare for when the time arrives to evolve back into full time performance
schedules. (Reference the March 2021 Puppet Patter)
In a recent contact with the Great Lakes Regional Director, Rick Morse, we
discussed the possibility of celebrating Potlatch this November. He has been in contact
with the manager of the Potawatomi Inn, Lake James, Angola. It was discussed that
definite plans to reserve the traditional first weekend of November 5th, 6th and 7th for
the Great Lakes Region cannot be guaranteed at this time. It would depend on COVID
conditions at the end of July. We would be hoping for a full 120 plus turnout rather
than a limited number of guests. Rick will be updating information with the guilds in
the Great Lakes Region. We will keep you informed with updates.
Here are those enlightening thoughts mentioned earlier. While it was always difficult
to schedule regular guild meetings there were always two events that brought us together
socially. One was the annual banquet in September. The indoor facility would be difficult
to manage with the restricted seating following the COVID required rules. However, an
outdoor event such as our annual CPG picnic would present us an opportunity to gather
in a more relaxed setting. A suggested weekend date could be set during the Summer
months of July, August or even the September, Labor Day weekend.
How about a good location? May I suggest the backyard, deck, an empty garage for a puppet picnic potpourri and
a driveway for audience seating at the home of the Melikin Puppets in Bolingbrook, Illinois? It’s been done many
times before and the Biske family would be honored once again to host the event. Please take a little time to “ponder”
your thoughts and let us know, via email, if you would enjoy a CPG Reunion Picnic. If you would, also suggest a
weekend date in the time slots of July, August or the September, Labor Day weekend. Please respond no later than
Friday, June 11, 2021 to melikinpuppets@comcast.net

Not Santa’s Workshop
by Susan Bass Marcus

Almost anyone can make a puppet and you don’t need a studio to do so. If you have a
hand available, flex it sideways with your thumb underneath your palm. By moving that
thumb up and down, your hand imitates a speaker’s jaw in motion. If you have two hands
available, link your thumbs and stretch your remaining eight fingers to make a wiggly
spider, an octopus, or a butterfly. Clap two hands together horizontally and you have the
beginnings of a crocodile.
As a novice puppeteer performing within my family cocoon and for a few neighbors,
I used store-bought puppets. Beautiful puppets from Germany and the US. Frustrated
by their inconsistency—every toy company had its own aesthetic, and animal puppets never had an underlayer long
enough to hide my arms—I learned to craft my own sets through a challenging process. After consulting some library
books, I experimented with papier-mâché figures and produced a few novel characters with hefty heads. One I called
Prince Macaroni had a noble profile loosely inspired by my husband’s handsome face. My method involved making
an armature of aluminum wire, crushed brown paper, and other small objects I found in our apartment, all of which I
covered in layers of newsprint soaked in diluted white glue. Acrylic paint defined the puppet’s features; brown yarn
topped his head; and I hand-stitched his royal costume. Once I connected with the Chicagoland Puppetry Guild and
studied both performance and hand puppet sculpture with a few members who were professional puppeteers, I built
my puppets with sturdier and lighter materials that allowed more nuanced and sympathetic characters and saved my
arms from going numb in mid-performance.
Where did I design and craft these creatures that after 20 years became a collection of more than one hundred
puppets? Prince Macaroni and the rest of his company came to life on the dining room table of our Evanston, Illinois
apartment. I found most of my supplies at a hardware store. My sewing-savvy mother had a wealth of cloth odds and
ends I used for my puppets’ costumes, and I ordered paints and brushes from Dick Blick, whose catalog made me
dizzy with supply-greed.
Three years later, we moved to a suburban single-family home, built in 1916 on a
brick foundation which formed the walls of our basement. There I set up my studio,
nothing fancy: a six-foot folding table, shelves for art supplies, boxes of fabrics piled
on the floor, and clip lamps attached to pipes for lighting my workspace. The set-up was
rudimentary , but I loved it. A space of my own to design, sculpt, and dream. For the
next seven years, I wrote, produced, and performed many shows, workshops, puppets,
and scenery. By then, I had a four-foot by seven-foot portable proscenium stage, a
sound system, basic lamps, and cases to transport my shows, plus my little red Toyota
short-bed pickup truck with a Jem-top to protect all that equipment from theft and the
elements.
I was in business. Advertising mostly in the Pioneer Press papers and by word-ofmouth, I was a popular puppeteer as well as an officer of the Chicagoland Puppetry
Guild, and eventually a regional director of Puppeteers of America, a national nonPrince Macaroni
profit organization founded in 1937 to provide information, encourage performances,
and build a community of people who celebrate puppet theatre.
In 1980, our family moved to Chicago’s South Loop. Our idiosyncratic loft, formerly a printer’s shop, had two
areas, my studio and the family’s living space. At the time, the move was great for our finances with lower property
taxes, minimal assessments, and unbelievably cheap square-footage. The loft building buzzed with creativity: most
of our neighbors were artists or architects, and I was creating right alongside them. At last, I had a sturdy shop table,
a drawing table, storage for my sets of puppets, materials, supplies, and documents. My ambitions matched my
expansive workspace. I enrolled in a program at Columbia College Chicago with the intention of developing my
puppet shows into puppet performance art and graduated two years later with my second master’s degree, this one in
Interdisciplinary Art in Education.
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That degree led to internships and eventually jobs in Chicago museums where I became an instructor and later a
leader of educational programs. When I joined the staff at Spertus Museum, I continued to produce puppetry programs
for the institution as a sidebar to my work in museum education, but running my department, writing curriculum,
designing and building exhibits, and training exhibition interpreters left me little time for puppetry. By the 1990’s, my
husband and I redesigned my studio into an office space and now abbreviated workshop. I stopped performing, but in
that small space I continue to make puppets as art works, write my stories, novels, and essays, and spend hours at my
drawing table. Starting with our three years in Evanston, wherever I have lived, I have had a space dedicated to my
art and I have cherished every one of them.

The Phillip Huber Marionette’s
“Suspended Animation” Rescheduled ...Again!
This piece appeared in the September 2020 Patter. Remember?
The Playhouse at White Lake and My Air Productions had originally scheduled
the following performance The Phillip Huber Marionette’s “Suspended
Animation” for April 25, 2020. Due to COVID-19 pandamic and restrictions, it
was resheduled for September 26, 2020, and is now re-rescheduled for May 15,
2021. Watch the CPG website for any updates and let’s keep our fingers crossed
that it won’t have to be re-re-rescheuled.
Well guess what? The May 15th preformance has been RE-RE-RESCHEDULED!
The latest date is now August 14, 2021. There are currently two shows on the
schedule - 2:00 pm and 7:30 pm. Barring any natural disasters (e.g. earthquake,
flood, famine, or a stray asteroid hitting The Playhouse at White Lake), the show
will go on. Again, keep an eye on the CPG website for any updates, and/or changes
to this.

The

Marc Dunworth Foundation
for the Performing Arts
The Marc Dunworth Foundation for the Performing Arts, is a
non-profit organization founded to promote and encourage
the performing arts, especially the puppet arts, through grants,
scholarships, performances and education.
Any help you can provide to this cause, whether monetarily and/or spreading the
word would be greatly appreciated.

Thank you
Please visit our web site for more information
https://www.dunworthfoundation.org
Page 3

A Tribute to Mrs. Melikin:
LaVerne, Mom, Gramma, Great-Gramma
by Jeff Biske

Recently, Mel asked me to write an article about LaVerne. My first question was, “How
many pages do you want?” How can you tell people what she meant to all of us in just a few
paragraphs? Now I don’t write many things for the Patter, but when I do I try to keep them light
and fun - that’s who I am - but that’s kinda hard to do when you’re writing something about
someone that has meant so much to so many people and with her passing, has left a gaping hole
in your life.
My first thought was to simply copy the obituary that was posted on the funeral homes’ website, and give you
what Sergeant Joe Friday used to say, “Just the facts.”
LaVerne M. Biske, “Mrs. Melikin”, age 85, a resident of Bolingbrook, IL and a former longtime
resident of Burbank, IL, passed away peacefully on March 8, 2021 at her home, surrounded by the
love of her family. She was born on November 18, 1935 in Chicago.
LaVerne is survived by her devoted husband of 63 years, Mel; her loving children, Neal (Kim)
Biske, Greg (Tracy) Biske, Jeff (Sandy) Biske and Jennifer (George) Mantia; her cherished
grandchildren, Michael (Laura) Biske, Mary (Jason) Lynn, Grace Biske, Nicolette (fiance Clark
Williams) Mantia, Gina Mantia, Samantha Mantia and Ana Biske and great-grandchildren, Nathan
and Carter Lynn, Sadie and Hudson Biske; and her dear brothers, Larry (the late Angel) Pritzen and
Aloysius Pritzen. She was preceded in death by her parents, Aloysius and Adeline Pritzen and her
twin sister, Lenore (the late Ted) Loomos.
LaVerne graduated from Lourde High School, Chicago and earned her Registered Nursing degree
from Columbus Hospital, Chicago. She dedicated the next 16 years as a neonatal intensive care nurse
at Little Company of Mary Hospital. In 1967, Mel and LaVerne founded the Melikin Puppet Theatre.
Together they entertained and educated countless children and families across the country for the
next 54 years.

There they are. Just the facts. But they don’t really tell the whole story of her life and how her life touched so many
people in so many ways. So, let me try to expand on some of the points in LaVerne’s life.

The Other Half of The Melikin Puppets

When I first met LaVerne she was already married, had two children and was working at Little
Company of Mary Hospital. I’ll tell you, dinner conversations were sometimes very interesting
- hearing about some of the babies she cared for in the NICU. Flash forward 5 years and now, in
addition to raising three boys and working full time as a nurse, her husband quits his steady job
and they dive head-long into puppetry! That first part is scary enough, but to go into a profession
like that? WOW! As Mel pounded the pavement and got the Melikin Puppets off and running,
LaVerne continued to do the nursing thing. And helped run the household. And went from the
hospital to a third floor Chicago Public School to do two performances with Mel. Then come
home, make dinner, and get up and do it all again.
Eventually, the Melikin Puppets were established enough so that she was able to “retire” from
nursing and “stand by her man” - backstage - and become a full time puppeteer. Over the next 54
years she would lend her talents to the Melikins. There were many nights we would fall asleep
to the gentle hum of the sewing machine as she helped work on costumes and construction of
the puppet performers. In addition to performing and helping in the creation of the puppets,
LaVerne also lent her voice to several characters for a few shows.
There were times when a sitter was not available, so it became a “Take Your Kid(s) to Work”
day. We saw more than a few libraries, park districts, other schools, and theaters that way. On
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occasion, we (the kids) would accompany them on trips
to the Detroit Institute of Art, or beautiful Waterloo,
Iowa, or a two day drive to Houston, Texas during a
massive heat wave, or drive clear across country to San
Luis Obispo for a national puppet festival. The whole
time, there she was carrying in equipment, setting up
the stage, and performing. When we were asked what
our parents do for a living we would say that they’re
puppeteers. People were amazed at the adventures we
would go on and the things we did but for us, this was
normal.

More Than a Mom

As we grew up and got married, LaVerne now had
a new role to fill: Mother-In-Law. She was not be the
typical, sitcom, interfering type Mother-In-Law. She
was a second mother and friend to the new family
members and their families.
Once the grandchildren started arriving, Mom
became Gramma and what a Gramma she was. The
activities were basically the same - school events,
little league, soccer games, dance recitals, and more.
She would go to as many as she could. Ask any of the
Grand-kids what was the best thing about growing up
with Gramma and their response will be pretty much
the same: The sleep overs with pancakes in the morning
and making cookies with Gramma.

More Than a Puppeteer

In addition to traveling across the country
“performing for young theater audiences,” LaVerne
was also a Mom. Wait. A great Mom! If we were in a
school play, there she was in the audience applauding
as if we were actually good. When we played Little
League Baseball, there she was in the stands cheering
us on, even though we struck out a lot. When the
scouts came calling … um…
the Cub Scouts, she stepped
up and became a Den Mother.
She had the patience of a saint
especially when she came
downstairs to find that her
“den,” while working on a
project, had not only painted
dowel rods red but most of
their arms, faces, tables, and
floor, as well. The Girl Scouts were a little more well
behaved but just as active. She would help Jennifer sell
cookies and assist in many of the activities they had.
And then there were the dinners.
The delicious dinners not just for
us but for big family gatherings.
Days of preparation, and hours
of cooking. Of course what are
the holidays without cookies?
Every Christmas the house was
filled with the smells of cookies
coming out of the oven. And not
just one type of cookie. At least
five different kinds. She baked dozens for friends,
neighbors, and family. Every year trays of delicious
treats were put together, and every year we would try
to sneak a few before they hit the tray. “Those aren’t for
you! They’re for (fill in the blank). I’ll make some for
home. Later.” There were always homemade cookies
in the house.

Eventually, the Grandchildren would start having
kids of their own and LaVerne stepped into the GreatGamma role. Given certain restrictions, she did the best
she could. They were far too young to make cookies
with her, but she taught the Grand-kids well as they
are now carrying on the cookie making tradition with
their kids.

So Talented

LaVerne’s talents were
not restricted to the Melikin
Puppets
and
making
cookies for everyone.
She put her sewing and
embroidery skills to use
making Baptismal bibs for
the church and naturally,
all of us have a sampler
marking our wedding,
the birth of a grandchild,
or great-grandchild. She
would make crocheted afghans, doll clothes, and more
and then sell them at art and craft shows. She loved
doing this with her Mom and sister and would come
home after a show exhausted and proud - “We made
$142.75 today!” Then start making more for the next
show.
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Our family has a tradition, Grab Bag, where we have to
make something for someone. That always made her nervous.
“I can’t make anything like that.” But she would surprise us
(and herself sometimes) when she would create a beautiful
quilt or a bookcase.
And what an actress she was! For years, the church Mel
and LaVerne belonged to would put on an event called Easy
Street - groups would get together and put on shows or have
some type of entertainment to raise money for the church.
Being entertainers, they were pressed into service and gladly
accepted. Of course, they always had the best shows (not
puppets but live performances) and LaVerne was not afraid to
show her silly side from time to time.
There are countless stories Mel, any of her kids, or grandkids can tell you about how she touched them and left a lasting
memory. How, for some reason, she always liked “the burnt
one.” How she suddenly seemed to not like apple pie when
there was only one slice left. When she slipped out of her chair
at home and had to be rescued by two “very cute” paramedics. “I
did that on purpose” she would later confess. No matter which
family you’re talking about: Her blood family, married into
family, neighborhood family, church family, or puppeteering
family, she was always there to help in any way she could She
was everyone’s Mom, Gramma and friend and will be forever
in our hearts.

Twenty Marionettes and a Free Trip to Las Vegas

by Dave Herzog

Scott and Lisa Land

Top - LaVerne makes a
bookcase for Grab Bag.

Mr. & Mrs. Melikin honored
at the 2017 Potlatch

below:
Scott Land with one
of his creations “The
Amazing Ballantine”

A couple more Grab Bags.
LaVerne with Mary (Grand-daughter)
and Mike (Grand-son)

Director of Guild Member Relations and
Recording Secretary for the CPG

So adventurous! Ole’. Mexican cruise.
Mel & LaVerne try out a sled in Alaska

A growing family. 2019 Family portrait.
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In September 2019 I had the pleasure of being
invited to Las Vegas as a guest lecturer on wooden
marionettes, by Scott and Lisa Land, owners and
operators Team Land Productions, and the Scott Land
School of Puppetry, during their three-day course on
the making of a juggling marionette. During these
seminars, Scott and Lisa’s students receive a kit that
allows them to paint, style and finish a complete
marionette. Many of the classes have focused on the
classic tricks of the marionette variety show, such as
juggling, skating, breakaways etc. In fact there are
students who have taken every class and will end up
with a complete marionette variety show of their own.
Each class has included guest lecturers to give another
facet of marionette and or puppet construction related
to that weekends project. It is an incredible process
to be a part of, and I participated in the class, that I
lectured for. It was wonderful to watch 20 plus people
start with the same basic materials and all come up
with twenty totally different characters.
I was recently contacted by Team Land to create
and teach my own weekend seminar of the finer points
of wooden marionette construction. Not only will
my students (up to twenty of them) receive a kit that
will allow them to paint, finish, style and assemble
a completed wooded marionette, I will also include
instruction on the actual carving of wooden marionette
parts with a chance for students to experience the
process hands on. In addition, I will also be performing
a short show for the students featuring my own hand
carved wooded marionettes.
Now for this three-day format to work it takes quite
a bit of prep work. As soon as Lisa Land had confirmed
the project was a go for the weekend of May 22, 2022,
I started the somewhat daunting process of creating
twenty wooden marionette kits for my students. Each
kit will contain, the unassembled wooden marionette
parts carved in a combination of jelutong, and bass
wood, a unisex neoprene rubber head, a control, a
costume, a protective black cotton puppet bag, and a
complete set of patterns for all the puppet’s parts and
costume. I started gathering materials, building and
assembling parts on April 19th 2021, as of this writing
on May 17th 2021 I have assembled one complete
prototype kit, plus parts for six additional wooden
bodies, and numerous other parts of bass and jelutong
continued

wood yet to be carved. My goal is to have the actual marionette parts completed by the end of Summer 2021 with
the heads controls and costumes completed by sometime in the fall. I will then start shipping the kits to Team Land
Productions in Las Vegas in batches of five, via UPS. This way in case a shipment is lost (knock wood, pun intended)
I will still be able to make up any short fall by May 2022.
I’m very proud to be a part of the expanded master classes by Team Land. Check out the Team Land’s Facebook
page (https://www.facebook.com/Teamlandproductions) for more information on their upcoming classes, or go to
Scottlandmarionettes.square.site.
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A Book Review

“Fun With Fabric Marionettes”
by James Maynard
by Dave Herzog

Making marionettes can be a very intimidating process. Many people mistakenly think marionettes can only be
made with expensive, complicated, hard to work with and or toxic materials, and require an investment in expensive
equipment such as belt sanders, band saws and drill presses. While good marionettes can be made with these types of
materials and equipment, they are far from the only solution for making marionettes.
Since my childhood one of my favorite
books on puppetry has been Marionettes Easy
to Make Fun To Use by Edith Flack Ackley.
This charming book first published in 1929
has inspired many a puppeteer. It even had
tissue paper patterns included in a folder in
the back of the book. Those that have a copy
with the patterns have a treasure indeed. Even
without the patterns this book is one of the most
treasured in many a puppeteers library and is
still very useful guide to marionette making.
If this book has one fault, it may be that Edith
assumed that the reader already had a skill set
and could read between the lines and fill in the
gaps of her instructions.
Puppeteer and stage designer James
above: Book cover from
Maynard was one of many who was influenced
“Marionettes
Easy to Make Fun
by Edith’s lovely book, and acquired the
To Use”
skill set to make marionettes that would
left: Edith Flack Ackley with
have done Edith proud. In his new book Fun
some of the dolls she made
With Fabric Marionettes, James Maynard
fills in most if not all of the blanks left by
Edith Flack Ackley. Published in a CD ROM
format that includes over 80 PDF files one can
download into their computer, James includes
step by step written instructions illustrated
by color photographs that show precisely
how each step is accomplished. As with his
other books, patterns for the marionettes,
costumes, and controls are provided in full size
downloadable PDF files. James even includes
simple instructions for scenery and stages.
Nothing is left to the imagination with James’s
publications and that’s what makes his books
so easy to work with. Even a beginner will have
a satisfying result by following James’s precise
instructions.

Page 9

continued

Whether you are an experienced pro or a beginner, Fun With Fabric Marionettes is another must have for your
puppet making Library. Priced at only $15.00 This extraordinary guide along with James’s other books The Maynard
Method of Making Puppets and Marionettes ($20.00) (see the September 2020 Patter for a review on this book) and
Fun With Fabric Hand Puppets are available for purchase directly from JIMBO Publications on Facebook.

By
The Way...
by Ann Onymous
We are delighted to announce that our guild has a new member! Or should we say a returning
member. Some of you may recall Jean Kuecher, producer of the Marionette Playhouse when she
resided in the Chicago area. She left and became a world traveler. Jean is back in the US of A
and makes Sawyer, Michigan her home. You may get acquainted or re-acquainted with Jean by
visiting her listing on the CPG web site www.chicagopuppetguild.org under the heading, CPG
Performers with a link to her web site. Welcome back Jean!
In the lead article of this Puppet Patter edition, a reference was made to a review of the
March 2021 edition regarding how a few of our members took advantage of the COVID delay
by preparing creative ways to bounce back to full time performances. If you visit the CPG site
(same www as above) click on the heading Puppet Patter Newsletter, you will find issues going back to December
2013. The Patter has been preserving guild history since it was founded in 1961.

The CPG logos thru the years. (left to right) The 60s, The 80s, Current

You Have Your Hands Full!
Let Me Take Care of Your Design Work
Sample pages from Fun With
Fabric Marionettes
by James Maynard

From post cards to posters, brochures to business cards,
and just about everything in between.
Quality you count on. Value you expect.

jeff biske
color outside the lines

graphic design • video production • website design

For design samples, log on to www.710productions.com
710 feather sound drive • bolingbrook, illinois 60440 • 630-783-8359 • jeffbiske@comcast.net • www.710productions.com
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Have You Checked
Out the CPG Website
Lately?

Be sure to visit our guild’s web site on a regular
basis for the latest postings on what’s happening in the
Chicago area, the latest on the Great Lakes Regional
Festival and a roster of active and newly added
puppeteers. Events and Shows page has the latest
posting of local performing companies, their current
production and a link to their web sites, current and
past issues of the Puppet Pater, and more!
Our address is:

www.chicagopuppetguild.org

The CPG is on Facebook, too!
Be sure to check us out!

Leave ‘em Laughin’!
by Jim Benton

