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BIG NATE® by Lincoln Peirce
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HEART OF THE CITY by Mark Tatulli
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THE BORN LOSER™" by Art & Chip Sansom
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AT THE MOVIES

X-rated Puppets show
awful films can he made

(AP) - 1t's almost reassuring that
in today’s often sanitized, assem-
bly-line mainstream moviemaking
that a film can be as crude, as off-
brand and asbad as “The Happytime
Murders.” Almost.

Starring Melissa McCarthy in a
seedy, half-human, half-puppet Los
Angeles, “The Happytime Murders”
is an R-rated, adult-themed puppet
adventure from Brian Henson, son
of Jim. That in itself isn’t terrible.
The elder Henson himself had adult
aspirations for the Muppets. (They
were, awkwardly, a part of the first
season of “Saturday Night Live.”)
From Edgar Bergen’s dummies to
“Avenue Q” to “Team America” the
thrill of puppets saying what they
shouldn’t has long held some
amusement.

But the humor
of “The
Happytime
Murders,” a Jim
Henson Company
production fea-
turing a new spe-

(puppeteer Bill Barretta) is a private
eye like most before him — a cynical
ex-cop with Venetian shades in his
office — only Phil differs in that he’s
occasionally mistaken for a blue
sock.

In “The Happytime Murders,” the
puppets are second-class citizens
with few rights of their own, though
more freedom than when they were
earlier forced to be entertainers.
“Times have changed,” Phil tells a
sidewalk performer. “You don't
have to sing and dance for the man
anymore.” To make it in Hollywood,
some puppets, like Phil’s brother,
resort to bleaching their skin and
donning more human-like noses.

Phil finds himself on the trail of a
“Seven”-like killer who is killing all
of the stars from a former puppet
sitcom, “The
Happytime
Gang.” The case
reunites him
with his former
partner
(McCarthy). In

cies of Muppet
d ubbed
Miskreants, is so stale I suspect even
those bitter balcony critics Statler
and Waldorf wouldn’t bother heck-
ling it. “Happytime Murders” has
been promoted as “No Sesame, All
Street,” a tagline that resulted in a
lawsuit from PBS (it was dismissed).
And Henson (who directed “The
Muppet Christmas Carol” and
“Muppet Treasure Island”) seems to
think the film can coast by purely on
cheap giggles from puppets brows-
ing for porn, snorting glitter through
Twizzlers and being blown into
clouds of cotton.

It can’t. The result is a low point
for the Jim Henson Company, a
dispiriting and unmitigated misfire
whose only upside is that it shows a
sloppy, ill-considered movie can still
get made, despite today’s quality
controls.

“The Happytime Murders” is
dispiriting not because it’s crude but
because it’s so empty of wit, despite
the comic firepower of McCarthy,
Maya Rudolph and Elizabeth Banks
— a trio not in need of puppet assis-
tance. Yet the film’s clash of cute and
coarse makes the toon mash-up
“Who Framed Roger Rabbit” look
comparatively seamless.

And like “Roger Rabbit,” “The
Happytime Murders” is a detective
tale: a film noir with felt. Phil Phillips

their pursuit, the
puppet deaths,
whether by bullet or dog bite, are
frequent and messy. For a movie
about the dignity of the puppet in a
human world, it derives a lot of
glee from seeing them torn to
shreds.

Maybe Muppets could make
salient sociopolitical metaphors.
Maybe letting them run amok in a
grown-up world could be funny.
Maybe Gonzo’s chicken fetish is
worth investigation.

But such a parallel universe
doesn’t exist in “The Happytime
Murders,” which uses its premise
for only a parade of ghastly scenes
of sex, violence and expletives.
None pay off, not even the pro-
longed finale of a desk-side tryst,
complete with a Silly String burst.
Despite the (human) comedic tal-
ent, only Rudolph lands a single
joke.

It’s all such a painfully far cry
from the heights of the Henson
empire. As Rowlf the Dog once
sang, “I hope that something better
comes along.”

“The Happytime Murders,” a STX
Entertainment release, is rated R by the
Motion Picture Association of America
for strong crude and sexual content
and language throughout, “and some
drug material.” Running time: 91 min-
utes.
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HERMAN® by jim Unger

REALITY CHECK® by Dave Whamond
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WHENEVER SOMEONE TALKS
ABOUT THE 0DDS OF WINNING
THE LOTTERY. 1 LIKE TO HIT EM
WITH ONE oF THESE BAD BOYS

“My usual fee is $20 but I'll
only charge you $10.”

ACROSS 38 Bottle parts Answer to Previous Puzzle
1 Natural 39 p?;f?gn
5 Brenash hew 40 Floor polish [ LNN/SIINTITC EIA N[T
12 Humorist : I|IDIEIJABAINIY|TIH|T|NIG
_ 44 Shinbones
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14 Nautical 49 Form 1040 RE|E|D TN TR
position ol DI I AN AJE|Y[EID
15 Actress 51 Musical
Cameron chairs goal W|E|B E|X|E|C LIU|TIE
16 Flair 52 Terse i AGIUAJEM | [RIEKIEN
18 Sunday affirmative
singers 53 European G|ORIPL|IOTIUIS
20 Freshscent gg?il;allaate PlJ|S BIL UR
21 Zodiac animal
22 Runafever 55 Dangerous U N C L E H Y E N A S
23 Whiz curve R|E/HIE|IA|R/ISIEBME T|T|A
26 Laughed 56 Eggnog time I'STETAMEN[O[O/NJV T|E 'S
loudly
29 Classical poet DOWN AIRN S[1BS EILISE
30 Nipey 1 Slugger 5 Bewitch 10 Make over
31 Dog’s foot — Williams 6 Ref_s 11 Sha_rp
33 Fly_catcher 2 Clapton of 7 Period 17 Trojan War
34 Deli supply “Layla” 8 Not long ago saga_
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double-take 4 shavgd ingredient 22 Alice’s
Want more puzzles? chronicler
Check out the "Just Right Crossword Puzzles” books 23 Neaten
at QuillDriverBooks.com ’gme Ifawn
24 Confirm
25 Feeling
26 Some scouts
27 Grand story
28 Damp and
chilly
30 Roman
historian
32 Craven
or Unseld
34 “Bones” on
Star Trek
35 Webster’s
offering
37 Add oxygen
38 Capture
40 Traces of
smoke
41 Furtive
whisper
42 Dueler’s
sword
43 Confound it!
44 Uno, dos, —
45 Lhasa —
46 Garage event
48 Inspect
50 Sun, in
Acapulco
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