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Mark Ritts dies at 63

Mark Ritts, a writer, producer, director, actor and puppeteer who was best known for playing the incorrigible Lester the Rat on the innovative children’s science series “Beakman’s World,” died December 7 at his La Canada home. He was 63. The cause of death was cancer, said his wife Teresa Parente.

Ritts, a resident of La Canada for the last 15 years, was active in the local La Canada schools, reading children’s stories and conducting art docent programs.
In addition to Parente, he is survived by sons Dan and James, a graduate of La Canada High School, and daughter Gabriella, who attends LCHS 7/8.

Ritts, who was also an Emmy Award-winning television host, got his start in show business as a youngster, working in TV and film with his parents, Paul and Mary Ritts, the acclaimed entertainers and creators of The Ritts Puppets. 

The younger Ritts grew up to develop the indelible character of Lester, the tattoo-armed, irreverent oversized rodent on “Beakman’s World,” an educational show that mixed science with zany antics in an eye-popping visual style. The wise-cracking Lester would occasionally make reference to being, “a disgruntled actor in a rat suit.” The show, starring Paul Zaloom as playful mad scientist Beakman, started in syndication on the Learning Channel in 1992. It was picked up by CBS in 1993 and ran through 1998. “Beakman,” which won two Emmys, two Cable Aces for "Best Children's Series" and the Jim Henson/Unima-USA Award for Puppetry, can still be seen in worldwide syndication today. 

Another beloved role brought to life by Ritts in the 1990’s was Kino, the boy-puppet co-host of “Storytime,” the PBS series for pre-schoolers. The sweet-faced Kino – voiced and manipulated by Ritts – would read alongside such celebrity guest storytellers as Kirk Douglas, Angela Bassett and Jason Alexander. Ritts won an Emmy Award as “Best Series Host” and the show itself won a “Best Children’s Series” Emmy. Ritts was also a writer for the series, which ran for 82 episodes.

Ritts had an extensive and varied career in the creative arts that ranged from producing documentaries to co-authoring a parenting book to making industrial films for scores of Fortune 500 companies, including Merck, Bayer and Kodak.

Ritts’ strong background in puppetry led to employment with New York City based Aniforms, Inc., a groundbreaking production house that specialized in real-time animation. There, he conceived, wrote and directed videos, theatrical events and multimedia presentations for a wide variety of media, industrial and corporate clients.  Ritts would eventually serve as Creative Director of Aniforms from 1989 to 1992.

In 1998-99, Ritts was the senior producer, co-writer and co-director of the “Barney the Dinosaur special for PBS and the Fox Network. He co-wrote, produced and directed a one-hour primetime documentary for PBS on microbiology as part of the public television network’s series, “Intimate Strangers: Unseen Life on Earth.” His work on the documentary took him to far-flung locations around the world, from Chernobyl to Zimbabwe.

He and long-time collaborator Ted Field produced two popular how-to DVDs on cruising in your own boat, entitled, “Cast Off for Catalina” and “Cast off for Mexico.” Most recently, he wrote and directed episodes of Court TV’s, “North Mission Road,” a documentary series on case files from the Los Angeles County Coroner, and “Warm Weather, White Christmas,” a one-hour special for HGTV. 

Ritts also was the co-author, with Don Fleming, Ph.D., of “Mom, I Hate You! Children’s Provocative Communication: What It Means and What To Do About It.” The book was published in 2003 by Random House’s Three Rivers Press.

Ritts was born June 16, 1946 in West Chester, PA., and raised in Princeton, N.J., the only child to Paul and Mary Ritts. He graduated from Harvard with a B.A. in English literature and went on to obtain post-graduate credits at the Harvard Graduate School of Education. He was also active in the drama department at Harvard.

Growing up, Ritts was exposed to the entertainment world at a young age. His parents were renowned puppeteers, who created such memorable characters as Albert the Chipmunk, Sir Geoffrey the Giraffe and Magnolia the Ostrich.  Accompanying his parents on many of their appearances on television and in motion pictures, Ritts came into contact with a constellation of stars, the likes of which included Ed Sullivan, Jerry Lewis, Johnny Carson, Sammy Davis and even the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. 

Paul and Mary Ritts were fixtures at WCAU-TV Channel 10 in Philadelphia, where they first found success with The Ritts Puppets. The couple and their adored puppets starred in several children’s morning TV series and made guest appearances on the biggest variety shows of their day: “The Ed Sullivan Show” and “The Tonight Show.” The Ritts Puppets also shared the big screen with Jerry Lewis in, “The Errand Boy.” Mark Ritts worked with his parents in the early 1970’s on the NBC Saturday morning program, “The Pink Panther Show,” and was the head puppeteer on WCAU 10’s, “The Gene London Show.”

Ritts called himself a “semi-retired magician,” but it was his early love for magic that helped fuel his other life-long passion, aviation. As a young boy, he performed magic show routines as a way to finance his pilot training. As a licensed private pilot, when it came time to apply to college, Ritts flew himself to his interviews. He was also an accomplished guitarist and often accompanied his wife, singer Teresa Parente, in performances.

