September 2009 reply to a query about puppetry in Australia
Australian puppetry is rather like our cuisine - we do not have a traditions of our own so we borrow and adopt what we like of others' traditions, mixing them up to make our own. This has pros and cons - there is freedom to experiment and innovate, but not necessarily the studied technical expertise or the community respect for puppetry as artform that a long traditional culture has bequeathed in other countries.

The UNIMA 2008 Congress and International Puppetry Festival in Perth was a testament to the exciting puppetry going on in Australia. We had wonderful performances (examples range through Black Hole's COOP, Sandpiper Productions Turtle and the Trade Winds, Swerve Association's various carnival performances), speakers and workshop leaders to contribute, and we had the funding and reputation to bring the festival and it's international participants to the Southern Hemisphere for the first time. 

Perhaps because puppetry is so diverse in Australia it is not so easy to get an overall picture of the industry or community here. Around the mid 1980's it was easier to identify, because there were specific puppetry companies in each state, funded by bodies like the Australia Council and state and territory arts-funding bodies. Puppetry is subject to the vagaries of the economic and cultural times and only a few such dedicated companies remain. It is more typical now for puppetry to be used within some of the productions of more general theatre companies, and for more puppetry to be in the hands of smaller independent artists and companies. My impression is that there is also quite a lot of experimentation going on with mashups of puppetry with other genres and artforms. Again there is a weighing up between losing the resources and institutional memory associated with established puppetry companies, and gaining other freedoms of expression.
  
Likewise, learning on the job by being apprenticed or attached to a particular puppetry company may not as easy to come by now, though I think it likely that companies who see someone with talent will still try to nurture or encourage them. The Postgraduate and Masters puppetry school at the VCA in Melbourne, set up by Peter J. Wilson in 2002, has been a driving force in training new puppet practitioners, attracting highly regarded international puppet artists to Australia as guest teachers and artists-in residence, and boosting the profile of puppetry in Australia. It is a tragedy that this VCA puppetry course has been suspended and likely lost in the new arrangements with Melbourne University. 

Other formal ways of learning puppetry here include Gary Friedman's workshops teaching puppetry for film and television in Sydney; Spare Parts Puppet Theatre's School of Puppetry in Fremantle has workshops and professional development sessions, and, also in WA, the Animation Centre at the Film and TV Institute has puppetry elements. Swinburne University of Technology in Melbourne has a puppetry course. There have now been three National Puppetry Summits (in 2002, 2006 & 2008) which have had good opportunities for learning through masterclasses and workshops and meeting others in the puppetry community.  The web is a great resource for learning about puppetry in many ways - new ideas, resources, tips and connections - but not hands-on experience. 

Recent overseas successes for Australian puppetry include:

Walking with Dinosaurs: the Live Experience now touring UK
Polyglot's Check out! at the Singapore International Children’s Festival
Tim Watt's The Adventures of Alvin Sputnik: Deep Sea Explorer at the NYC Fringe Festival
Asphyxia's The Grimstones was invited to the Clin d'Oeill Festival in France earlier this year
Spare Parts Puppet Theatre's The Arrival will have a season at the World Puppetry Festival in Charleville, France this month 

To give some idea of the range of Australian puppetry outside theatres here are some examples:

In business: Gary Friedman's Corporate Creatures are engaging skills training, presentations and marketing in the corporate environment 
In schools and libraries: many small independent companies or artists tour schools and libraries: Dream Puppets, Gran's Bag, Jigsaw Theatre Company are examples. 
Arena shows: Walking with Dinosaurs: the Live Experience was built and produced in Melbourne. After extensive touring in Australia and the US, it is now touring the UK
Sporting events: Australian puppetry artists have been heavily involved in opening and closing ceremonies in the Sydney & Athens Olympics, Turino Winter Olympics, Melbourne and Manchester Commonwealth Games, and the Asian Games in Doha, Qatar
Arts Festivals and carnivals: arts, fringe and community festivals around the country often have a puppetry component, from commissioned shows through to street theatre. Woodford Folk Festival features puppetry. One Van Puppet Festival
Indigenous and regional: Sandpiper Productions is doing innovative puppetry and storytelling with indigenous groups in WA, including building puppets with items from the bush, and indigenous weaving. Likewise Snuff Puppets and erth often work in regional communities and with indigenous groups.
Feature films:  Charlottes Web and Where the Wild Things Are (yet to be released) were filmed in Victoria. 
Animation & stop motion: Adam Eliot (Harvie Krumpet, Mary and Max), Passion Pictures is working on an animated film of Shaun Tan's The Lost Thing, Kris Moyes, Nick Hilligoss, Enemies of Reality's Tegan the Vegan
Special effects, film and commercials: John Cox's Creature Workshop recently made the giant doll marionette for the Allens commercials. He is better known for making the puppets in Babe and other films. Kite Studio is another example. They made the Bundaberg bear etc 
Music videos: Lior  (he also recently toured with a shadow puppet inclusion in his show, Architecture in Helsinki (Heart it Races), Kris Moyes, Presets
On the web:  video series like the parody The Puppeteers: Maude and Mabel, Corporate Creatures
Physical theatre, Circus: The Flying Fruit Fly Circus's The Promise, which featured puppetry, recently took out a Helpmann Award
In museums and cultural institutions:  Gondwana by erth, The Museum of Australian Democracy at Old Parliament House sometimes uses puppetry in exhibitions
In community - many puppeteers work with specific communities to produce shows, Polyglot, Snuff Puppets, etc
In nursing homes - Shelley Moses for example
Franchised shows:  Lion King, Avenue Q
