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Muppet boy

The hit play Avenue ( tells a coming-out story in
Sesame Streef style—and predicts stardom for
out puppeteer John Tartaglia By Michael Giltz

vernie i a mythical neighbaor-
hood in the lower East Village,
“the place you live when you
can't afford to live anyplace
else"—especially if you're a
young puppet on the go or just like catchy
songs with memorable, hilious yrics.
Arguably the boldest twtrical gam-
bl of the summer, the musical Avenae
Q opened in March off-Broadway to
some of the year's best reviews, Time
Ot New York described it as “Reni
meets Sesame Stroel”™; “wicked fun,” The
Nt Yordorr raved.

Opening on Broadway on July 31,
Aveninee § B the perfect home lor its out
stor John Tartaglia, the 25-year-old who
plays two of the show's lesd roles. He's
been working halfl his life to get there,

When he was 12, Tanaglia wrote a let-
ter toJim Henson ssving he wanted to fol-
low in Henson's footsteps. A short time

later he ereated a puppet modeled after |

Corol Channing. Kids of school called him
“puppet fag” and "Mupgset boy.” When he
luiid 1o choose between college and work-
ing on Sesame Streel at 18, Tartaglia
chose wisely. Goodbye, University of
Maryland; hello, New York City.

The always optimistic Tartaglia finds
i ot of himself n Averie Qs character
of Princeton, the newest puppel on the
block. A mther nadve fellow, he doesn't

reslize his buddy Kate wanits 1o be more
than friends. But even Princeton could

| figure out what's up with Rod, an up-

tight closet case who's in love with his
roommate and best friend, Nicky, and
doesn't even know i

“I'm very much Princeton In many
witys,” observes Tartaglia, whio says you
can mespsure how physically demuamding
the show is by watching his arms—at
the beginning the puppets are poised
way up high, but by the finale, he jokes,
thiy're dragging toward the ground.

*I'm always looking at things in the
most positive way, which is what
Princeton does. Even to the paint where
sometimes you look back and go, What
was [ thinking? Why didn’t I see that?
But that's what Princeton is. He looks at
everything happy, and the warld is OK
and nothing's impossible and he's got
his BA in English and he knows he can
condguer the world™

Tartaglia nlso sympathizes with
stressed-out Rod. “Rod is me in o ot of
wiys oo, besides the olwious gy Mne-
tor,” he says. “He's kind of a closed-oll,
auptight person, which I'm not any-
mare—but 1 know in high school 1 defi-
mitely was. [ was the guy who was read-
ing Mroadioay Misicals in the 19505 1
was the one who would deny every-
thing, nnd 've totally been in situntions

At 12 he created a puppet modeled after Carol Channing.
Kids at school called him “puppet fag” and "Muppet boy."”
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Puppet master
Tartaglia brirgs upbesl
Princeton (lefth and
cleseted Rod (right) To
life in Avemme §
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where [ felt very strongly for someonds,
but I knew there was no hope with
them, so instead of just letting it go 1
dammed it all up. Rod loves Nicky so
much and cares for him, obviously, as a
best friend and more. But he comes off
as this closeted, standoffish gay, and
until I came out 1 felt the same way,”

Their two stories are at the heart of
this offbeat and charming musical,
which is far more than a loving spoof of
Sespime Streel, Thanks to termrific songs
like “Everyone's a Little Bit Racist™ and
the closet-case anthem “My Girlfriend,
Who Lives in Canada,” Avenue Q is sim-
ply a terrific story with the added sume-
al spin that most of the characters look
like distant cousins to Kermit and Elmo
and the rest of the Muppets.

The concept and all the songs come
from out compaoser Jeff Marx and his
“openly straight” collaborator Roben
Lopez, who together developed the
show after working on an idea for a
new Muppet movie called Kermit,
Prince of Dermark,

“Johnmy brought it to life,” =avs the
J2-year-old Marx of Tartaglia, “Having o
recording on i tape and listening (o the
words and music is one thing. But hav-
ing Johnny with the puppet and his in-
Mections and the way he'll emphasize
parts—he just makes choices and tums
it from a song into a real person's expe-
rence, And then you catch yoursell and
go, Wail a minule, it'’s not a real per-
seie. It a puppet! He's acting, It's bean-
tifful, wonderful acting ™

For Tartaglia, puppetry has evolved
from a way of hiding when he was clos-
eted and his parents were divorcing
to—finally—an expression of joy,

“There were a lot of secrets | har-
bored before [ came out, and especially,
olwiously, [being gay],” says Tartaglia,
who is now in a relationship. °I never in-
corporated it into my puppetry, becanse
at the time I was doing stull for kids,
anel 1 wasn't going to go ‘Hey kids, gay
people are great!” at a birthday party.

“Now that I've come out, it's more
frecing, especially with Rod,” Tartaglia
says “Bo many people come up to me
after the show and say, ‘1 am Rod.
That's me. That's totally me." But at the
end of the show,” he adds, striking a
pose, “Rod is like, Hey, world!” " m

"

Criltz is a condribnetor to such peviodicals
i e New York Post.
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