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A band of magical puppets are moving out of
their South Philly home

Sebastienne Mundheim's handcrafted creations are making

their way over to the Arden Theatre, Penn Live Arts, and the
Delaware Gontemporary, this season.

/

Artist Sebastienne Mundheim is photographed at her warehouse/studio in Philadelphia, Pa. Mundheim will be
involved in two projects on Philly stages in January: she created the puppets for the Arden's prod ... Read more
Jose F. Moreno / Staff Photographer
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Sebastienne Mundheim is alone when I arrive at her South Philly loft two days
after Christmas, but the space is far from empty. Wherever you turn, other
faces look back — most of them papier maché, with fabric or cardboard for hair.
The life-size figure of a man slumps in a chair near the kitchen; puppets the
size of small children perch on the whimsically mismatched furniture; an
enormous pink head glares from its perch across from a lanky youth dangling

above a crowded workbench.

This congregation has gathered over several decades as Mundheim has crafted
puppets, props, and scenery for theater and installation pieces, often in
collaboration with theaters, museums, and arts organizations throughout the
Philadelphia region. In just the past year, that has included work with the
Arden Theatre Company, Ballet X, Theatre Exile, and New Jersey’s ArtYard.
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Within a few days of my visit, most of these loving crafted objects would leave
Mundheim’s apartment for the first time since they last moved on stage,
destined for “Recraft,” a new exhibit at the Delaware Contemporary examining
the interplay of art and craft. Though she expressed trepidation in the lead-up
to the move, a few days into the new year Mundheim described the in-progress

installation as “magical” — a word that she employs often.

“It was still dark out when we started to load the truck, so the streetlights cast
shadows as these characters were moving down the sidewalk,” Mundheim
described. “It was kind of exciting, like everybody coming back to life in the
middle of the night in The Nutcracker.”

ADVERTISEMENT

Handmade is another word that crops up regularly when discussing
Mundheim’s work. Her puppets have a charmingly rough-hewn look as if
cobbled together from whatever materials happened to be close by and
salvageable. She never strives for the illusion of reality in her work, nor does

she hide the puppeteers or mechanisms that manipulate them.

“I really appreciate actors’ ability to embody a character, but that’s not what I
do,” she said. “I don’t pretend to be somebody else. I'm very much myself, and

the materials are themselves.”
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A Sebastienne Mundheim puppet photographed at her warehouse/studio in Philadelphia, Pa. Mundheim will be
involved in two projects on Philly stages in January: she created the puppets for the Arden's prod ... Read more

Jose F. Moreno / Staff Photographer

Her approach harkens back to her childhood love of making things, which
included dozens of “monsters” cobbled together from found objects that took
up residence under her bed. She credits her grandmother, who brought a spirit

of self-sufficiency from her native Latvia and taught her to sew.

Mundheim only started animating her creations later in life, inspired by her
longtime practice of Shotokan karate. At that time, she was involved in
museum education and began incorporating her crafts into the storytelling.
She found that the deep understanding of the body and its movements gained
through martial arts could give breath to the inanimate objects she used to
interpret exhibitions for her students. She typically allows other performers to

work her puppets while she narrates — her calm, measured tones setting a

https://www.inquirer.com/arts/sebastienne-mundheim-puppets-arden-bfg-daedalus-quartet-philadelphia-20240115 .html 4/27



1/16/24, 11:49 PM Sebastienne Mundheim's puppets will feature in Arden Theatre's 'The BFG (Big Friendly Giant)' and other arts venues this season
ADVERTISEMENT

Philly audiences currently have a few options for seeing Mundheim’s creations
come to life. She crafted the fantastical giant heads and the puppet incarnation
of lead character Sophie for the Arden’s adaptation of Roald Dahl’s The BFG
(Big Friendly Giant), which runs through this Sunday. That same day, Penn Live
Arts will present two performances of “Bartok’s Monster,” an exploration of
journalist and UPenn lecturer Jay Kirk’s book Avoid the Day: A New Nonfiction
in 2 Movements for which Mundheim collaborated with the Daedalus Quartet

and Pig Iron Theatre Company.

Artist Sebastienne Mundheim is photographed at her warehouse/studio in Philadelphia, Pa. Mundheim will be
involved in two projects on Philly stages in January: she created the puppets for the Arden's prod ... Read more

Jose F. Moreno / Staff Photographer

“Sebastienne is wonderfully old school and analog,” described director and Pig

Iron co-founder Dan Rothenberg. “Jay’s book is very difficult, intricate and
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spoke to her as a sculptor and theater maker, and that became the script that

we’re working from.”

Mundheim found her way into Kirk’s thorny text through Bartdk’s “Cantata
Profana,” for which the Hungarian composer adapted a pair of Romanian
ballads. The story involves a hunter with nine sons, who are magically
transformed into stags. In their new form, they find themselves unable to
return home, but their father refrains from shooting them, recognizing some

glimmer of their former selves in their eyes.

ADVERTISEMENT

“I liked that because inside of a very simple story, there’s so much room to
think about things,” Mundheim explained. “In my own work I try to keep the
stories deceptively simple, but the work is really about the pauses between
sentences or the empty space between the figures. Those are the places where

the audience is invited in to engage.”
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Looking around at her body of work transposed to a museum setting,
Mundheim allowed a bit of wonder to coexist with the typical artist’s self-
criticism. Viewed in terms of craft, suddenly, every stitch, every bit of paper
glued to a frame, every carefully placed eyelash represented hours of old-
fashioned work.

“I suppose I could do things according to modern times, but so far I just keep
doing stuff the same way,” she shrugged. “I guess when you do things the same
way for a long time, even if it’s not the best way, you get kind of good at it.”

ADVERTISEMENT

‘The BFG’ runs through Jan. 21 at Arden Theatre Company, 40 N. 2nd St., 215-922-
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‘Bartok’s Monster’ takes place at 2pm and 7pm, Jan. 21 at the Annenberg Center,
3680 Walnut St., 215-898-3900 or pennlivearts.org

‘Recraft’ runs through May 26 at the Delaware Contemporary, 200 S. Madison St.,
Wilmington, 302-656-6466 or decontemporary.org

SB Shaun Brady, For The Inquirer

ADVERTISEMENT

TRENDING IN PHILLY

Jalen Hurts’ lukewarm endorsement of Nick Sirianni may be the final
nail in the Eagles coach’s coffin

Eagles news: Jason Kelce plans to retire; Dallas Goedert explains viral
sideline moment; ‘Fire Sirianni’ as fans react to loss

Philly will be bitterly cold following winter storm; more snow in the
forecast later this week

The Eagles’ problems are much bigger than Nick Sirianni. How can
they not be after this?

Eagles grades: Jalen Hurts takes a crushing safety, the decline of James
Bradberry, and more

DRINKS
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Wissahickon Brewing Go. eyes Olde
Kensington for an expansion this
summer

A new taproom is coming to Olde Kensington with Wissahickon
Brewing Company, alongside a new kombucha production facility.

Henry Savage Jan 12, 2024

RESIDENTIAL REAL ESTATE
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across Philly

This budget can get up to 1,500 square feet of apartment space in the
Northeast. It'll get you as little as 211 in Manhattan. Philly has some of
the largest $1,700 apartments in the Northeast U.S.

Michaelle Bond Jan 13, 2024

PENNSYLVANIA NEWS
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Poconos population could drop up to 24%
by 2050, state predicts

Local officials believe the COVID-19 pandemic's full effect on
population remains to be seen.

Jason Nark Jan 14, 2024
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What is PAFA and what’s going on there?

Why is the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts ending its degree
program?

Peter Dobrin Jan 11, 2024

PHILADELPHIANEWS

Philly nonprofit execs spent millions on
golf, art, Sixers tickets, and sketchy
contracts. No one has been held
accountable.

After an internal probe questioned millions in spending at Community
Council Health Systems in West Philadelphia, the Pennsylvania
Attorney General made a deal with the board members.

Samantha Melamed and Ryan W. Briggs Jan 13, 2024
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‘It feels like the rug’s been pulled out from
under us’: PAFA students react to degree
program cancellation

The school has organized various meetings to answer questions and
quell students’ concerns, but students say it has been “a mess.”

Rosa Cartagena, Zoe Greenberg, and P... Jan 12, 2024

THINGS TO DO
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The best things to do in Philadelphia this
week

If you're looking for the best things to do in Philly this week, you've
come to the right place.

Amber Burns and Lauren McCutcheon Jan 9, 2024
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The best things to do in Philadelphia this
weekend

The best things to do in Philadelphia, including popular events,
festivals, attractions and tours, free activities and entertainment. See
upcoming events and what’s on in Philly today.

Amber Burns and Lauren McCutcheon Jan 9, 2024

PHILLY TIPS

From Pitbull to SNACKTIME, say goodbye
to 2023 with one of these Philly New
Year’s Eve parties

Here's your guide to NYE events in Philly.

Hira Qureshi Dec 19, 2023
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Where to do the polar bear plunge in the
Philly area

Icy dips in Harrisburg, Philadelphia, the Jersey Shore, and more.

Hira Qureshi Dec 15, 2023

THINGS TO DO
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1/16/24, 11:49 PM Sebastienne Mundheim's puppets will feature in Arden Theatre's 'The BFG (Big Friendly Giant)' and other arts venues this season

The best holiday light shows in the Philly
area

Here are the best holiday light shows in the Philadelphia area, all of
which you can see without spending a cent.

Nick Vadala, Henry Savage, and Hira ... Nov 24,2023

HOLIDAYS (TO DO)

19 holiday markets in the Philly area

Find cool gifts and support local businesses at these Christmas
villages and holiday markets.

Michelle Reese, For The Inquirer Nov 23, 2023

PHILLY TIPS
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Your guide to this year's turkey trots

5K runs, fun runs, and short walks happening before Thanksgiving
dinner.

Jillian Wilson Nov 20, 2023

PHILLY TIPS
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1/16/24, 11:49 PM Sebastienne Mundheim's puppets will feature in Arden Theatre's 'The BFG (Big Friendly Giant)' and other arts venues this season

What’s open and closed in and around
Philly on Election Day, Nov. 7: Trash
pickup, mail, grocery stores, and more

Election Day in Pennsylvania is Tuesday, Nov. 7.

Michelle Myers and Henry Savage Nov 7, 2023

CRAIG LABAN
. 2

The best restaurants for dogs in Philly

Many restaurants with al fresco dining also offer pet-friendly service.

Craig LaBan Nov 1, 2023

PHILLY TIPS
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What to do, eat, and see in Ardmore

Ardmore's small town feel is met with an exciting dining and shopping
scene.

Laura Swartz, For the Inquirer, For Th... Oct 27,2023
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Best seafood shacks at the Shore

13 great spots to grab seafood on the Shore

Regan Stephens, For The Inquirer Oct 27, 2023

FOOD

The ultimate guide to soft-serve ice
cream in Philly, the suburbs, and the
Shore

More than 25 shops to get old-school and new-school soft serve this
summer, whether you're after chocolate-vanilla twist or honey-butter
in a cone.

Jenn Ladd Oct 27, 2023
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1/16/24, 11:49 PM Sebastienne Mundheim's puppets will feature in Arden Theatre's 'The BFG (Big Friendly Giant)' and other arts venues this season

What to do, eat, and see in Wilmington

With new construction, exciting restaurants, and a revitalized
downtown, Wilmington is having a moment.

Sarah Maiellano, For the Inquirer, For... Oct 27,2023
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What to do, eat, and see in Doylestown

Here's where to dine, drink, shop, and stay in Doylestown.

Michelle Reese, For The Inquirer Oct 27, 2023

PHILLY TIPS

17 Philly bars and restaurants where you
can watch the game outside

From the Northeast to deep South Philly to Manayunk and beyond,
we've got you covered.

Jenn Ladd Oct 5, 2023
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Philly is full of phony wagyu: This Tokyo
transplant is on a mission to bring you
better beef.

There’s true Japanese Wagyu— exceptionally marbled beef from cows
raised in pristine environments — and then there’s a herd of
competitors whose steaks aren't up to the same standards.

Jenn Ladd Oct 2, 2023

THINGS TO DO
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Your guide to 14 Halloween boo-zy and
spooky events in Philly

If you're looking for Halloween-themed cocktails, witchy brews, and
interactive events, here's where and when to find them in Philly.

Hira Qureshi Sep 26, 2023
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Sebastienne Mundheim's puppets will feature in Arden Theatre's 'The BFG (Big Friendly Giant)' and other arts venues this season

9 haunted Halloween attractions in the
Philly area, just in time for spooky season

Looking for an adrenaline rush? At these fright-filled Halloween
haunted attractions, everything from ghouls to zombies and evil

doctors will oblige you.

Henry Savage Sep 26, 2023
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