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To our wives:


To Kathy, who knows funny, but still loves me.


—MK


To Genevieve, three laughs a day, guaranteed.


—LM



INTRODUCTION


So, these two Jewish guys go into a public broadcasting network …


“Laugh, and the world laughs with you” goes the familiar adage, but around the world people laugh at different things and for different reasons. Make ’Em Laugh: The Funny Business of America explores what has made America laugh over the past one hundred years, and why. It’s not (necessarily) a collection of our favorite bits, nor is it an academic treatise on the nature of comedy; as the great essayist E. B. White once put it, “Analyzing humor is like dissecting a frog. Few people are interested and the frog dies of it.” As early as 1931, Constance Rourke, in her pioneering study American Humor, wrote that “If the American character is many-sided, at least a large and shadowy outline has been drawn by its many ventures into comedy.” Make ’Em Laugh is an attempt to fill in that outline with the trends and tensions that have exploded onto the scene in the subsequent eight decades.


What makes American humor particularly (or peculiarly) American? Different answers have emerged from the more than one hundred different artists and comedians interviewed for the series. Many of them pointed to the diversity of the “melting pot,” our cheek-by-jowl interaction with so many different cultures, each one straining, in some way, to become assimilated into the dominant culture. Roseanne Barr sees comedy as the key to acceptance: “If you can make fun of your own in front of the dominant culture here, you can live next door to ’em.” Other comedians look at the putative protections of the First Amendment; Jeff Foxworthy notes that “we have the freedom to talk about [issues] without fear of retribution. You can say, ‘Hey, isn’t this weird?’ or ‘Boy, I don’t like what the leader of our government is doin’.’ You can’t do that other places.” Norman Lear points to a larger cultural denominator: “Anywhere you look in America there’s a tremendous amount of excess, so of course comics are working their hearts out to audiences who are demanding louder, more vulgar, more interesting excess.” Comedy veteran Rose Marie echoes many comedians who, frankly, don’t even consider the question worth asking: “Funny is funny. No matter what language. No matter who says it.”


Still, comedy in America has evolved over five centuries; it remains an amalgam of cultural influences and comedic forms—many of which are derived from European art forms, such as the commedia dell’arte—that have melded with more homegrown entertainments such as the minstrel show or the vaudeville stage to create something distinctly American. In Make ’Em Laugh, we have identified six different categories of American comedy. Three of them are genres that have been reshaped or defined by American comedic geniuses—physical comedy, satire and parody, domestic comedy—and the other three categories identify archetypes that represent our national character: the wiseguy, the outsider, and the groundbreaker. What’s truly fascinating is that, in each case, every generation and every new ethnic arrival to our shores absorbs the genre and adds to its complexion, evolution, and tradition.
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Comics’ comics: Jack Benny, Jonathan Winters, Richard Pryor.


Comedians are among our bravest individuals. Some of them have spent decades refining one unforgettable persona; others derive their strength from their transformative abilities as shape-shifters. Still, every night (sometimes both for the ten o’clock and the midnight shows) and every episode and every film—armed with only a nimble mind and a supple body—comedians have to face the monster with a thousand eyes that crosses its arms in front of its chest and demands: make me laugh. Tough stuff. But comedians are also the most generous of artists; every comedian, writer, or director interviewed for this series expressed gratitude to and admiration for someone who came before them. (Interestingly, the three most cherished comedians—by comedians themselves—were Jack Benny, Jonathan Winters, and Richard Pryor.)


Comedians, even the most misanthropic of them, are also optimists—“Well, if you didn’t like that one, maybe you’ll find this one funny”—and perhaps that, more than anything else, makes them quintessentially American. By telling their stories (and a few of their jokes), we hope to make you laugh.



CHAPTER ONE


SLIP ON A BANANA PEEL


THE KNOCKABOUTS


It is funnier to bend things than to break them. If one comedian hits another over the head with a crowbar, the crowbar should bend, not break. In legitimate drama, the hero breaks his sword, and it is dramatic. In comedy, the sword bends, and stays bent.


—W. C. Fields
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THE BIG (GER) PICTURE


It’s not surprising that the world of physical comedy should have its own physics. The very word slapstick—synonymous with physical comedy—comes from a mechanical object created for the commedia dell’arte players of the seventeenth century. These knock-about comics realized that an exaggerated physical movement deserved an exaggerated sound—a slap worked better than a punch—so they created a wooden bat with a blade down the middle that would smack against the base, thereby creating a great whopping whack! And, proving that experimentation is the name of the game in physical comedy, gunpowder was added to the blades of the slapstick in the nineteenth century.


The vocabulary of physical comedy has not changed much since the commedia dell’arte: the pratfall, the kick in the pants, the tumble, the double take. What has changed, beginning with the American silent film comedies of the 1910s that revolutionized the world, is the relation of physical comedy to the world of modern mechanization. Henri Bergson, the French literary critic, wrote a famous essay, “Laughter,” in 1900 in which he held the relationship of man to machine as key to comedy. He felt that audiences laughed at two basically interdependent ideas: that we are amused when comic incidents reduce human beings to mechanized objects, and when mechanized objects seem to take on an anthropomorphic life of their own. The history of physical comedy in America since Bergson wrote his essay can, in some ways, be seen as the tension between those ideas; the comedians who have found ways to make us laugh by mechanizing themselves (bending, not breaking) and their manipulation of the various mechanisms created by technology (film, animation) in the service of laughter.


A physical comedian is immediately divorced from the laughter of language; he carries his very best gag with him at all times, his own body. It’s rougher that way—and requires more of a pioneer spirit—but it has its advantages, as the modern clown, Bill Irwin, puts it:
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A stand-up comedian, or an actor in a play, has to wait for that laughter to crest, and then say the next thing. When you’ve got something rolling as a physical comic, you can sometimes just keep going because people are laughing, so you can take the next iteration without having to wait for that laughter to die down. Now, that’s useful when they’re laughing. When they’re not laughing, it’s every bit as terrifying as stand-up.


While a verbal or stand-up comedian has to master content, the physical comedian has to master form. He or she has to know in which medium they are working, and how it can work to their advantage. Charlie Chaplin, Buster Keaton, Harpo Marx, and the Three Stooges had worked in live vaudeville for years before they ever got in front of the camera, so they knew what made audiences laugh; Lucille Ball just dove in, feetfirst. For some comedians, the short form has worked best—again, the Three Stooges were most comfortable in eighteen-minute segments, and luckily, that format was easily translatable to after-school television programs, thereby earning them an entirely new audience in the 1950s and ’60s. Harpo could get away with a series of three-minute bits spread out over ninety minutes; audiences welcomed his appearances as a pleasant respite from Groucho and Chico’s verbal assaults. But length would always be a challenge to these comedians—the sheer energy required of an extensive physical routine is enormous. When early silent two-reelers (about twenty-five minutes) segued to longer features in response to audiences’ tastes, it required a radical rethink of the content of film comedy. As historian Jeffrey Vance put it, “When you went into features your stories had to be believable, otherwise it just wouldn’t hold up, and that was true with all the clowns, Chaplin, Keaton, Lloyd. The cartoon gags, the impossible gags—gone. Everything had to work for the story.”


Physical comedians have also been challenged by technology; they can either master it or be mastered by it. Chaplin preferred to keep the camera framed around him like a proscenium arch, so that his pantomime could be seen in its complete form; Buster Keaton was more interested in setting up gags that kept the strings hidden, as it were, in order to confound the audience. But just as the silent masters had figured out the transition to longer features, the technology of sound came in and asked them to rethink their comic strategies one more time. Harold Lloyd had a realistic assessment of the challenge:
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Silents did have a wonderful quality, in that there was a certain relaxation in the theater: you could go in there and do your own imagining of what they would say and how they would say it. It had its own attributes. But of course, we all talk, we see things in color, and we see things in dimensions. That’s progress. [Therefore], practically the whole procedure started to change. It was easier to sit down and talk, to make up verbal quips, to give dialogue instead of visual action, ocular business—gags, we used to call them, pieces of business. The spoken word seemed to be much simpler to get the laughs from, and much cheaper. They could make a picture for much less, because visual comedy is expensive. It takes comedy, it takes pacing, it takes rehearsal to bring it off correctly. As time went on, the comedians seemed to lose the art or knack of doing pantomime.


Chaplin, famously, refused to give up his art of pantomime for years, claiming, “If I did make a talking picture, I felt sure that when I opened my mouth, I would become just like any other comedian.” He succumbed and recreated himself in a new and interesting way. For some comics, namely the Three Stooges, sound was a blessing—it enabled them to get away with the most violent slapstick, since it could be palatably denatured (oddly enough) by the addition of the most violent soundtrack. Jerry Lewis exploited his innate musicality by underscoring many of his most amusing sequences and letting his body language react and ricochet to the tune.


Sound also proved to be a boon to the world of animation, allowing cartoons to exploit their visual audacity to the fullest by underscoring them with equally outrageous music and effects. Even the addition of color—intense, shocking color—enhanced the animated experience. The art of animation turned a corner in the mid-1930s when inspired artists like Tex Avery realized that the mere duplication of reality was the very least of what cartoons could achieve: “We found out early that if you did something with a character, either animal or human or whatnot, that couldn’t possibly be rigged up in live action, why then, you’ve got a guaranteed laugh.” Still, as technologically progressive as cartoons could get, they still needed the human factor to connect with an audience. Film historian Leonard Maltin notes that “every animator I ever interviewed or read about in the twenties and well into the thirties, and maybe even beyond, studied Charlie Chaplin. The artists at Disney revered Chaplin, including Walt. They even traced some of his movements in some cases just to see how he did it, because his body language was so extraordinary.”


Perhaps the threat of being mechanized out of existence is what has made physical comedians extremely protective—of themselves, of their gags, and perhaps most of all, of their props. One of the great ironies of physical comedy is watching a master comedian transform into a complete incompetent when dealing with the props of daily life: Keaton with a boat, Lucy with a blender, Jerry Lewis with a bunk bed. We laugh helplessly to see them undone by the simplest of appliances—but of course we’ve been in the same boat, as it were, ourselves. The supreme joke is that, in rehearsal, these comedians must attain complete mastery of their props in order to unleash such hilarious chaos.
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Pratfalls, Inc: (previous) Chaplin in The Rink; the Three Stooges, Jerry Lewis; Marty Feldman in Young Frankenstein.


JUST ASK SOMEONE TO “WALK THIS WAY” —AND SEE WHAT HAPPENS.


Bill Irwin says that “Most of us physical comedians are prop comics. Most of us say, ‘Mothers, tell your children to stay clear of prop comedy,’ because it’s all about stuff, and it’s all about the stuff going well. And you’re dependent on stagehands, some of whom, you know, really don’t get it or really could care less sometimes.” Harpo Marx would trust only his own son, Bill, to load and unpack his property case, and trust is a big issue for the physical comedian.


It makes tremendous sense. A verbal comedian can always get new writers, but a physical comedian writes his fate on his own body—he can’t really send it back for a revision. The great physical comedians were always uncompromising, always in control. They had to be; they are the only comedians who work—figuratively and literally—without a net. What Harold Lloyd had feared in 1927 has come to pass, in a way; there are fewer and fewer comedians left with the knack of pantomime. Some of that may be because our modern age is so complex and so skeptical that it requires the full bore of verbal humor to produce any kind of effect. Some of it may be due to technology, after all; what Pixar can do with toy spacemen and wisecracking donkeys is far beyond the ability of human reality. The current state of computer animation allows audiences and producers to have it both ways; you can contract the voice and personality of a major comedian—Eddie Murphy, say—and attach them digitally to the limitless physical potential of an animator’s imagination. And it’s no use pretending that we don’t laugh as hard at Robin Williams’s Genie in Aladdin as we do at Buster Keaton.


But still, the pioneering work of the physical comedian lives with us every day. Maybe we don’t laugh at every line of a late-night comic’s monologue, but watching someone slip into an open manhole on the way to work in the morning is surefire. And it’s not as if physical comedy isn’t quotable, either.


“THE BEST BALLET DANCER THAT EVER LIVED”


CHARLIE CHAPLIN


The American is an optimist preoccupied with hustling dreams, an indefatigable tryer. He hopes to make a quick “killing.” Hit the jackpot! Get out from under! Sell out! Make the dough and run! Get into another racket! Yet this immoderate attitude began to brighten my spirit. I began to regain confidence. Whatever happened, I was determined to stay in America.


–Charlie Chaplin


Charlie Chaplin sailed past the Statue of Liberty for the first time twice; the first was as a featured comic actor traveling from England with the Karno American Company in the fall of 1910, the second time was as the Little Tramp in the spring of 1917, in the Mutual Films short The Immigrant. Within seven event-filled years, Chaplin had completely rewritten the Victorian rags-to-riches story for modern times.


Chaplin’s goal in both of his American arrivals was to get laughs. With the 1917 short, it was immediate:
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Balls in the air: (clockwise from above): Leading actor in Karno’s company; monkeying around in The Circus (1928); The Pawnshop (Mutual, 1916).


Figuring out what the audience expects, and then doing something different, is great fun to me. In one of my pictures, The Immigrant, the opening scene showed me leaning far over the side of a ship. Only my back could be seen and from the convulsive shudders of my shoulder, it looked as though I was seasick. If I had been, it would have been a terrible mistake to show it in the picture. What I was doing was deliberately misleading the audience. Because when I straightened up, I pulled a fish at the end of a line into view, and the audience saw that, instead of being seasick, I had been leaning over the side to catch the fish. It came as a total surprise and got a roar of laughter.


His arrival in America in 1910 was part of a longer journey, and it wasn’t all filled with laughter.


Charles Chaplin was born in London on April 16, 1889, in a working-class district, south of the river Thames. If his childhood was not exactly Dickensian, it was close enough to be miserable. His father was a second-rate music hall entertainer and his mother was an aspiring singer; neither parent’s career was successful and they split up when Chaplin was a boy. Chaplin and his brother, Sydney, had to sit by and watch as their mother slowly degenerated into madness and went in and out of mental institutions. The Chaplin boys were thrown into a spiral of poverty and separation, often being sent to charity schools while their mother was recuperating.
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But Charlie and his brother had inherited some of the performing talents that their parents had squandered; as a youngster, Charlie appeared in music hall skits and small parts on the West End. Sydney joined a successful music hall company called Fred Karno’s Speechless Comedians in 1906 and two years later procured a role for his brother. Charlie did so well with Karno’s pantomime style of humor that Karno promoted him to a leading role in one sketch because the previous leading man—named Stan Laurel—had moved on. Chaplin refined his comic style in front of live audiences for nearly six years under Karno’s tutelage; despite his eventual success in film, he always felt grateful for the precision of his theatrical training.


Chaplin enjoyed a huge success traveling across America during the 1910 Karno tour; billed as Chaplin the Inebriate, he headlined in several sketches, including his great drunk act, “A Night in a London Club.” He returned to the States in 1912, and while he was performing in Philadelphia a telegram arrived for the Karno company manager: IS THERE A MAN NAMED CHAFFIN IN YOUR COMPANY OR SOMETHING LIKE IT STOP IF SO WILL HE COMMUNICATE WITH KESSEL AND BAUMAN 24 LONGACRE BUILDING BROADWAY. Chaplin, thinking he had been left money by a dying relative, took the train to New York and found out that he was being made an offer by Mack Sennett’s Keystone Studios. He signed his first film contract in December of 1913 for $150 a week and was off to California to become one of Sennett’s legendary stable of comedians.


Sennett’s Keystone films were boisterous, fast-paced, sloppy affairs, and Chaplin had some difficulty fitting into Sennett’s schemes. He had made a few short films while trying to find a character or persona that he could latch on to. He thought a visit to the Keystone wardrobe department might give him an inspiration; it did more than that, it gave him his career. As Chaplin recounted in his autobiography:


I had no idea what makeup to put on. I did not like my get-up as the press reporter. However, on the way to the wardrobe I thought I would dress in baggy pants, big shoes, a cane and a derby hat. I wanted everything to be a contradiction: the pants baggy, the coat tight, the hat small and the shoes large. I was undecided whether to look old or young, but remembering Sennett had expected me to be a much older man, I added a small moustache, which, I reasoned, would add age without hiding my expression. I had no idea of the character. But the moment I was dressed, the clothes and the makeup made me feel the person he was. I began to know him, and by the time I walked onto the stage he was fully born.


The Tramp character was first seen by the public in Kid Auto Races in Venice in 1914, a quickie not much better made than an amateur film, but he repeated the character in several more accomplished shorts. Chaplin moved on to direct himself in all of his pictures (with the exception of the first full-length comedy, Tillie’s Punctured Romance) and quickly tired of Sennett’s on-the-fly style. In 1915, after thirty-five short subjects with Keystone, Chaplin moved on to Essanay Studios, where he was given the unprecedented salary of $1,250 per week, as well as his own production unit and ensemble of actors. As Chaplin historian Jeffrey Vance put it, “If Keystone was his infancy, the Essanay film company was his adolescence. He slowed things down, he took more time, and he added pathos, irony, and fantasy to his comedies.” Chaplin was now famous throughout the globe; according to one newspaper report: “The world has Chaplinitis. … Once in every century or so a man is born who is able to color and influence the world … a little Englishman, quiet, unassuming, but surcharged with dynamite is flinching the world right now.” He had also further refined the Tramp character, with his unmistakable size-fourteen boots, derby, and wiggling mustache:
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If comedy is a man in trouble, Chaplin is up on the high wire with a monkey crawling on his face. When in danger of life and limb, he would always have some sort of preoccupation with dignity.


–Bill Irwin


You know, this fellow is many-sided, a tramp, a gentleman, a poet, a dreamer, a lonely fellow, always hopeful of romance and adventure. He would have you believe he is a scientist, a musician, a duke, and a polo player. However, he is not above picking up cigarette butts or robbing a baby of its candy. And, of course, if the occasion warrants it, he will kick a lady in the rear—but only in extreme anger!


Chaplin’s contract with Essanay ended in 1916; his costly perfectionism disappointed the penny-pinching exhibitors, and there were lawsuits and recriminations. When Chaplin decided to sign with the Mutual Film Corporation, his salary was $670,000 (plus a $150,000 bonus), which was not only the highest amount of money paid to a performer in human history but the highest paid to any employee of any kind. He moved into his own studio, the Lone Star Studio, and over the next two years he created twelve short subjects, which critics believe to be his best, most essential work. Chaplin certainly thought so: “Fulfilling the Mutual contract, I suppose, was the happiest period of my career. I was light and unencumbered, twenty-seven years old, with fabulous prospects and a friendly, glamorous world before me.”
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Comedy superstar: (l. to r.) Merchandising giant; before a bond rally; forming UA with Mary Pickford, D.W. Griffith, Douglas Fairbanks; behind the camera; The Adventurer (Mutual, 1917).


Charlie had one fault, I always felt. He’d milk his business, his gags too much. If he got something good, he never seemed to want to let go of it. But that’s such a minor thing. We all have them.


—Harold Lloyd


The Mutual studio, with its ensemble of gifted comedians and full resources, was, according to Vance, “like Chaplin’s comic laboratory. There he could experiment and could lavish the most precious thing in the world—time—on those twelve films. He was never more inventive.” Film historian Leonard Maltin adds that Chaplin displayed another important quality at Mutual: grace. “He sifted out the crudeness that you see in his earliest films and sort of ennobled himself, but never so much that he wasn’t still that little tramp man of the people.” Chaplin’s variety at Mutual was astounding. He alternates the Tramp with other characters, playing a daring escaped convict in The Adventurer, a beleagured waiter in The Rink, and most impressively, an inebriated toff in One A.M.—for all intents and purposes, a solo film in which Chaplin tries, in vain, to enter his own mansion and put himself to bed (he winds up in the bathtub, snuggling with the bath mat). He keyed into the comic sensibilities of his drunken character:


Even funnier than the man who has been made ridiculous, however, is the man who, having had something funny happen to him, refuses to admit that anything out of the way has happened, and attempts to maintain his dignity. Perhaps the best example is the intoxicated man who, though his tongue and walk give him away, attempts in a dignified manner to convince you that he is quite sober.


The tools available to Chaplin in his own studio appealed to the control freak in him. Most other silent comedy directors only shot another take if something catastrophic happened; Chaplin shot ten times the amount of footage he actually used in the Mutual films. His actors were trained to imitate his every suggestion to the letter. He frustrated his longtime cameraman by insisting that the camera capture him from derby to flatfeet as often as possible. Chaplin’s framing followed his philosophical dictum that “Life is a tragedy when seen in close-up, a comedy in long shot.” Yet all could be forgiven by his immense grace on film, his physical mobility, his tiny touches, the flourishes that kept the roughhouse from being offensive and elevated his very essence into the realm of art, something the audience hardly thought possible from the knockabout world of silent comedy of the early 1910s. W. C. Fields saw one of the Mutual films, Easy Street, in a revival house in 1930 and famously ejaculated, “The son of a bitch is a ballet dancer. He’s the best ballet dancer that ever lived and if I get a good chance I’ll kill him with my bare hands.”
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Chaplin would move on once again, like a millionaire version of the Tramp. After his Mutual contract expired he signed with a company called First National, where he would create The Kid, and then left that studio to form United Artists with Mary Pickford and Douglas Fairbanks in 1923. Chaplin created five more feature-length silent comedies, and as the world—and sound pictures—got more complicated, so did his politics, his personal life, and his reputation. But within five years of his first visit to America, he had been transformed from a strolling player into the first, and perhaps best known, celebrity of the twentieth century, at a time when there were no road maps or precedents for such popularity. It was a heavy responsibility, and Chaplin made many mistakes along the way, but he knew that, in the end, what mattered most appeared on a projection screen:


In my work I don’t trust anyone’s sense of humor but my own. … It isn’t because I think I am so much smarter than those around me. It is simply because I am the one who gets all the blame or credit for the picture. I can’t insert a title in a picture, for instance, and say: “People, I don’t blame you for not laughing. I didn’t think it was funny myself, but the fellows around me told me it was and so I let it go.”


“I’D DOUBLE CROSS ’EM SOMETIMES”


BUSTER KEATON


Abbott and Costello—never gave the story a second thought. They’d say, “When do we come and what do we wear?” Then they find out the day they start to shoot the picture what the script’s about. Didn’t worry about it. Didn’t try to. Well, that used to get my goat because, my God, when we made pictures, we ate, slept, and dreamed them!


–Buster Keaton, 1964
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Buster Keaton’s fevered dream of a film career—his silent classics—lasted a mere dozen years, but he had already been a show business veteran for seventeen years before he had even set his feet above his head in front of a camera.


Joseph Frank Keaton was born in 1895, in a small farm town in Kansas. According to him, “I was born with a tent show on a one-night stand in Kansas. My mother joined the show when I was two weeks old. It was called ‘The Keaton & Houdini Medicine Show Company.’ Now that’s Harry Houdini, the handcuff king. He was the doctor and trickster of the outfit and my old man was the entertainer and comic.” It was Houdini, Keaton always claimed, who gave him his nickname; at six months old, the boy fell down a flight of stairs and sat up unscathed. “That was sure a buster,” said the master illusionist, and the elder Keaton said, “That would be a good name for him, don’t sound bad.”
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Great Stone Face: as a vaudevillian toddler; with Fatty Arbuckle and Al St. John; the rest is silents. Far right: Sherlock Jr.; toying with sound.
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At the age of five, Buster joined the family act, “The Three Keatons,” as a kind of miniature version of his father. The youngster was the eager foil for the knockabout act, which went on to headline in major venues across the country, and although responsible members of the community bristled at the physical abuse to which Buster was being subjected, he didn’t seem to mind. Whirlwinds came naturally to Keaton. According to Keaton scholar Patricia Tobias:


[As a little boy], he had been left at the boarding house. And his parents were onstage when a tornado blew through town. They went running back to the boarding house and they discovered that Buster was not in his bed. And reportedly, shortly thereafter, after they had started searching all over, someone showed up at the door and knocked on the door and said, “Is this yours?” and handed them their child who had been sucked out the window and deposited, unharmed, about a half a mile away.


What had become more harmful, over the course of nearly two decades, was Keaton’s father’s alcoholism, which started lousing up the precision of the family act. At the age of twenty-one, Buster broke up the act and accepted an offer to move to New York and appear in a Broadway revue. Broadway audiences, alas, never got the chance to see him.


The theater’s loss was the cinema’s gain. One afternoon in 1917, Keaton went with an acquaintance to watch one of the screen’s leading comics, Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle, film a two-reeler on East Forty-eighth Street. Arbuckle asked Keaton to join him for a scene or two in his short The Butcher Boy, and it was love at first sight. “Well, the making of a motion picture started to fascinate me immediately,” said Keaton years later. “First thing I did was I asked a thousand questions about the camera and got into the camera. Then I went into the projecting room to see things cut. It just fascinated me.” Keaton tore up his Broadway contract and joined Arbuckle’s unit, eventually moving out to California to make movies with him. He had also discovered one of his great assets, his deadpan facial expression:


I just happened to be, even as a small kid, I happened to be the type of comic who couldn’t laugh at his own material. I soon learned at an awful early age that when I laughed the audience didn’t. So, by the time I got into pictures, that was a natural way of working.


The average mind of the motion picture audience is twelve years old.


–Fatty Arbuckle


Roscoe, something tells me that those who continue to make pictures for twelve-year-old minds ain’t going to be with us long.


–Buster Keaton


By 1919, Arbuckle would get a contract to make his own feature-length films (and two years later, he would be washed up in Hollywood, due to a spectacular scandal not of his own making), and Keaton would be given his own studio by Metro and charged with putting out a half-dozen two-reelers a year. Before they went their separate ways, Arbuckle said to Keaton, “Here’s something you want to bear in mind, that the average mind of the motion picture audience is twelve years old. It’s a twelve-year-old mind you’re entertaining.” Keaton recalled, “I was only with him about another couple of months or something like that, and I says, ‘Roscoe, something tells me that those who continue to make pictures for twelve-year-old minds ain’t going to be with us long.’” He was right; silent film comedy was destined to grow in its ambitions. But Keaton had been a performer for nearly as long as silent films had been around, so he didn’t need to experiment with who he was or what he could do. He just pulled the collaborators in his unit together, came up with a beginning gag and an ending gag—“we figured the middle would take care of itself,” he always said—and started shooting the movie.


The first release that bore his unmistakable imprint, One Week, concerned a couple who buy a “some assembly required” home, only to be double-crossed when a rival mixes up the boxes. But Keaton the director double-crosses the audience, too. Keaton’s character manages to assemble something vaguely resembling a house anyway, but, as Tobias describes it:


At the end of the film, this house that he has built winds up having to get moved. It’s on the wrong lot, so he’s trying to get it across the railroad tracks, it gets stuck, and you see the train coming. And he and his wife stand back and cover their eyes and they know that the train’s going to smash their house—but it goes by on a parallel track. Well, then just as they’ve breathed a big sigh of relief, another train comes from the other direction and demolishes the house.


“I always wanted an audience to outguess me,” said Keaton, “then I’d double-cross ’em sometimes.”


His fascination with film technology allowed him to work out brand-new gags in the most painstaking detail. In 1921’s The Playhouse he exposed a sequence of film nine times to get the effect of him dancing onstage with eight exact doubles of himself. In his most adventuresome short film, Sherlock Jr. (1924), he invents a scenario where a movie projectionist falls asleep and dreams himself into the movies he projects. Keaton was insistent that the film’s gags could only work within the context of a dream—he was a vocal proponent of the believability of a gag—but the dream allowed him to walk in and out of the action on a motion picture screen, something no one had ever done; luckily his crew had the skill to pull it off.
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His body was as fearless as his imagination. His long tenure in vaudeville allowed him to do stunts no one else could accomplish. Dick Van Dyke, a fervent acolyte, recalled:


He was an athlete. He could have been in the Olympics. I saw him do things that no human being should be able to do. I finally got to meet him in his later years. I was asking him about how he used to put one foot up on the table and then the other foot and then seemed to pause in midair for a second before he’d fall. And he did it for me in his own kitchen at about sixty-eight years old.


On occasion, Keaton’s luck might run out. While filming a sequence in Sherlock Jr., Keaton was sprayed to the ground by the full force of an open spout on a water tank. He got up and finished the shot, unaware that he had broken a vertebra at the top of his neck—it wasn’t until an X-ray pointed it out a decade later that he discovered the fact. But he always respected the audience’s desire for a genuine thrill; as Tobias puts it, “He realized that if you’re going to show something, you need to really show it.”


Keaton’s ultimate devotion to imperturbability came during the shooting of his last independent feature, Steamboat Bill, Jr. Forced by studio brass to change the framework of his scenario from a flood to a tornado, Keaton and his crew meticulously recrafted all their gags. One of them, perhaps his most famous, involves Keaton standing stock-still while a house falls down around him. In 1965, Keaton described the near-military planning that went into the gag:


First I had them build the framework of this building and make sure that the hinges were all firm and solid. It was a building with a tall V-shaped roof, so that we could make this window up in the roof exceptionally high. An average second story window would be about twelve feet, but we’re up about eighteen feet. Then you lay this frame-work down on the ground, and build the window around me. We built the window so that I had a clearance of two inches on each shoulder, and the top missed my head by two inches and the bottom my heels by two inches. We mark the ground out and drive big nails where my two heels are going to be. Then you put that house back up in position while they finish building it. They put the front on, painted it, and made the jagged edge where it tore away from the main building; and then we went in and fixed the interiors so that you’re looking at a house that the front has blown off. Then we put our wind machines with the big Liberty motors. We had six of them and they are pretty powerful—they could lift a truck  right off the road. Now we had to make sure we were getting our foreground and background wind effect, but that no current ever hit the front of the building when it started to fall, because if the wind warps her, she’s not going to fall where we want her, and I’m standing right out front. But it’s a one-take scene and we got it that way. You don’t do those things twice.
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KEATON IS IN VOGUE MORE THAN CHAPLIN NOWADAYS BECAUSE KEATON IS COOL WHERE CHAPLIN IS WARM.


–Leonard Maltin


Supposedly, the nominal director of the action sequence started praying and looked away when the cameras rolled, but the sequence went off without a hitch. Sid Caesar remembers it as his favorite Keaton moment: “And he stood there with a smile and—boom!—you saw the dust come up from that, you went, ‘That was heavy!’ It took guts to do that! I mean, that’s serious stuff.” Although Keaton was fearless, he wasn’t stupid. In Sherlock Jr., he filmed one short dream sequence where he’s in a lion cage with two supposedly trained lions. He did his shot and wanted to get out, pronto: “I don’t know these lions personally, see. They’re both strangers to me! I start to walk toward the side of the cage to slip out. Then the cameraman says, ‘We’ve got to do that scene again for the foreign negative.’ I said, ‘Europe ain’t gonna see this scene!’”


Keaton would have far more trouble with the MGM lion. When sound came in, Keaton’s independent studio was closed down and he was contractually obligated to work with MGM. Although Keaton was blessed with a pleasant baritone and could sing and dance, the studio denied him the opportunities to reinvent himself his way for sound. That restriction, coupled with a nasty divorce, kicked Keaton down the long staircase of alcoholism. He spent the next two decades doing what work he could get as an off-camera gagman for stars like Red Skelton, who couldn’t hold a candle to Keaton. In the 1950s, however, television, with its shorter format, gave him a new audience, and the cognoscenti began to recognize the genius in their midst. His new projects and his reinvigorated reputation didn’t make him much money, but he lived a simple life with his devoted third wife, Eleanor, in the San Fernando Valley, until he died of lung cancer in 1966.


“Keaton is in vogue more than Chaplin nowadays because Keaton is cool where Chaplin is warm,” said historian Leonard Maltin. “We don’t live in warm times, we live in more cynical times, and people are a little crueler, a little more aloof. But that doesn’t mean that one is better than the other. Why can’t we just agree that they were both brilliant?” Keaton always had the utmost respect for Chaplin, as he did for most comedians who worked hard, diligently, and honestly at their gags; aggression and vindictiveness were not in his nature:
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Stuff of legend: (far left) Steamboat Bill, Jr.; (above) suffering as a gag man for the Marx Brothers, 1938; man of the times; (left) wrestling with celluloid.


There are certain characters you just don’t hit with a pie. We found that out a long time ago. I remember a lot of people wanted to hit Lillian Gish so bad because she was always so sweet and innocent. But now for instance in television—Milton Berle hit Ed Sullivan with a pie, and the audience froze up on him, and Milton didn’t get another laugh while he was on that stage. There are certain people you just don’t hit with a pie. That’s all there is to it.
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“REMEMBER HOW DUMB I USED TO BE?”


LAUREL AND HARDY


Ollie was the dumbest guy in the room, and Stan was his stooge. It was zero sum intelligence. And these two guys teamed up to do what, for most of us, wouldn’t be too difficult. Even in California, you can sell Christmas trees without destroying a man’s house. But it’s more fun if you destroy the man’s house. It just is.


–Michael McKean


In their films, Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy seem incapable of succeeding with even the simplest collaborative task. As an off-camera comedy team, however, Laurel and Hardy proved to be the nimblest of jesters, juggling more elements than any comedians had before them—a double-act, pantomime, slapstick, dialogue, singing and dancing—with a deceptive grace. No other team could render effort (say, pushing a piano up a flight of 131 steps) more effortlessly.


They came from different parts of the world and were thrown together in the rough-and-tumble crucible of a Culver City film studio. Arthur Stanley Jefferson grew up in Lancashire, England, fascinated by toy theaters and puppet shows. Taking the stage name of Stan Laurel, he joined a traveling music hall troupe headed by Fred Karno, along with another young British farceur named Charlie Chaplin. When the troupe disbanded in America in 1914, Stan Laurel sought out his fortune in vaudeville and by writing and starring in silent comedies. Oliver Norvell Hardy was raised in an impossibly well-mannered household in Georgia; as a child, he loved imitating the guests at the hotel run by his family. He began his career managing movie theaters, then playing in short comic film subjects produced by a company based in, of all places, Jacksonville, Florida.


Stan and Babe, as Hardy preferred to be called, eventually found themselves in Hollywood, working separately at various studios (although, by chance, they had one brief scene together in a 1917 short called Lucky Dog). By 1926 both were working among the talented stock company at Hal Roach Studios in Culver City and were thrown together haphazardly, sometimes opposite each other, sometimes not, in almost a dozen silent shorts. Under the gaze of Roach himself, Laurel and Hardy had evolved as a team by 1927; their respective shapes—thin and wide—appealed to Roach’s sense of comic geometry. Within the next two years, Laurel and Hardy starred in nearly two dozen silent short subjects and blossomed into an unforgettable duo.
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Mrs. Hardy and Mrs. Laurel: Twice Two—in drag for a gag.


For two such genteel and gentle souls, Laurel and Hardy wrought an awful lot of havoc in their silent pictures. Within the twenty minutes of each two-reeler, they could demolish, destroy, and decimate any dinner party, construction site, golf game, band concert, or traffic jam they blundered into. What made it all okay, in the eyes of the audience, were their basic characters. As ardent fan Dick Van Dyke put it: “They were like two children, two siblings who fought all the time, but who loved one another deeply and depended entirely upon the other one. They always made up. I loved that. There was a sweet relationship there that I had never seen in any other comedy team.”
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Several fine messes: Lucky Dog (1921), getting into Another Fine Mess (1930); Brats (1930); a tag team, wrestling with success.


I was looking through the phonebook during the early sixties in Santa Monica and just came across the name Stan Laurel. And I thought, It cannot be. So I called. And it was Stan Laurel. He was living on Ocean Avenue in an apartment. And my series was on, so he did know who I was. And I said, “Mr. Laurel, I’ve been such a fan all my life.” I said, “I’ve copied and stolen from you very liberally.” And he said, “Yes, I know.”


—Dick Van Dyke


When sound came in, Laurel, a perfectionist who created most of their gags, was nervous about transferring their carefully controlled catastrophes from the silent screen. He needn’t have worried. Film historian and aficionado Leonard Maltin explained: “As much of a miracle it is that they teamed up, think of the serendipity of their voices. You couldn’t have cast those voices. One from England, one from Georgia. How does that work? And yet it does. You just accept it as audiences did in 1929 and as we have ever since.” Still, Laurel kept listening to the sound playback of their first talkie—wittily titled Unaccustomed as We Are—over and over again, trying to convince himself that the transition could work.


If anything, Laurel and Hardy played even better with dialogue, and they went on to dominate the era of sound comedy two- and three-reelers, making more than four dozen short subjects between 1929 and 1938. They were clever enough to orchestrate long passages of gifted pantomime with exquisitely ridiculous verbal and musical farragoes. Their 1932 classic three-reeler, The Music Box, won an Academy Award for Best Short Subject and is fondly remembered for the extended sequence in which the boys hilariously attempt the Sisyphean task of schlepping a player-piano up an immense flight of steps (which still exists, in the Silver Lake district of Los Angeles). But even better is the sequence once they eventually get the piano into the house; as the piano plays “Turkey in the Straw,” Stan and Ollie do this flaky, delightful dance to the tune while cleaning up the damage to the living room, using the shredded lumber as percussion.


Such grace notes were possible because Laurel and Hardy existed out of time and space. They nearly always played characters named “Stan” and “Ollie” but still appeared in a vaster array of guises and identities than any other of their cinematic peers: detectives, French Foreign Legionnaires, fairy-tale characters, boxers, convicts, circus performers—even as their own wives (in drag) and their own children (through trick photography). They mastered their unique vocabulary and purposely slowed down the tempo of their pictures—in order, as Stan put it, to reflect the poky thought processes of their characters. Frequent director Leo McCarey captured their technique: “At that time, comedians had a tendency to do too much. With Laurel and Hardy, we introduced nearly the opposite. We tried to direct them so that they showed nothing, expressed nothing—and the audience, waiting for the opposite, laughed because we remained serious.”


Sometimes their seriousness could verge on the macabre. In one film, Block-Heads (1938), Stan plays a World War I soldier who has never been told that the Armistice has been signed and is discovered still patrolling his fox hole twenty years on. Ollie, an old army comrade, ventures to a nearby veterans’ home to visit his pal. Stan has, in the meantime, made himself comfortable by tucking one of his legs underneath him; Ollie is shocked, believing that Stan has lost a leg in the war, and greets him solicitously.
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STAN: Do you remember how dumb I used to be? Well, I’m better now.


(Ollie, obligingly carries Stan to his car, huffing and puffing all the way, then Stan climbs out to get himself a drink of water.)


OLLIE: Why didn’t you tell me you had two legs?


STAN: Well, you didn’t ask me.


OLLIE: (witheringly) You’re better now …


Laurel wanted to end the film with the duo’s two heads mounted on a trophy wall by a big-game hunter, to which Ollie would conclude: “Well, here’s another fine mess you’ve gotten me into.” Laurel was overruled by the studio.


As time went on, Laurel would get more frustrated by the changes and evolutions of the studio system: the demise of the short subject, the full-length feature with its overex-tended gags and romantic subplots, the lack of time and preparation, the exploitative contracts. Even into old age, when he was living in an apartment in Santa Monica, Laurel would write the local television station to complain about how Laurel and Hardy’s films were being cut for broadcast, and he offered—in vain—to come in and re-edit them himself. Hardy rarely cared for the knuckle-bruising fights with the various studio executives; “Ask Stan” was his deferential refrain, and he busied himself instead with betting on the ponies with Chico Marx and winning amateur golf tournaments.


In one of their later films, Swiss Miss (1938), Stan and Ollie try to drag another piano through an impossible situation—this time across a rickety rope bridge suspended high above the Swiss Alps. They don’t quite make it (something to do with a gorilla—never mind), but Stan and Ollie accomplished something even more impressive: They were able to drag their comedy across the seemingly unbridgeable gap between silent films and talking pictures, becoming a beloved and enduring legend in the process.


The relationship that Laurel and Hardy had was so delightful. And such a hard thing to do. There, if you watch them and start to analyze, is a love story between two men that never smacks of any homosexuality. You really feel a sincere love there. They slept together in bed, but it was a nice simple, light thing.


—Lenny Bruce
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“HONK! HONK!”


HARPOMARX


Sweet, innocent, disarming. “Puck in a fright wig,” was how Time magazine described him. They also said he was the warmest and most wonderful of the brothers, to which I also agree. The dames he chased were in no danger. He didn’t know what to do with them once he caught them. In real life, however, he did.


–Groucho Marx


Most silent clowns were forced to stay silent because of their medium; yet when talkies came in, Keaton, Harold Lloyd, and even Chaplin gave voice to their characters. Only Harpo Marx kept a vow of silence throughout his career. It’s not that Harpo couldn’t speak—it’s just that he wouldn’t. It was more fun that way, and if anyone saw their comic destiny as one long playdate, it was Harpo.


Harpo came to his pantomimic skills through a process of elimination. Adolph Marx was born in 1888 (after his twenty-first birthday, he changed his name to Arthur), the second son of the Marx family. He joined his brothers in vaudeville when he was a teenager and proved proficient at singing and clowning around; he even picked up the harp, and although his technique was quite peculiar, his playing was effective. As the Marx Brothers’ vaudeville act grew and refined itself in the early decades of the twentieth century, Harpo took on the character of an aggressive ragamuffin. When the brothers’ uncle, a respected vaudevillian named Al Shean, revamped their act in 1914, he gave Harpo a couple of paltry lines and Harpo supposedly balked. Whether he was pushed or fell into a silent act is not exactly clear, but somewhere between the 1910 act “Fun in Hi Skule” and Shean’s “Home Again,” Harpo became a pure pantomime artist, communicating his desires through a pinwheel of flailing gestures, accessorized by shrill whistles, a honking taxi horn, and a plethora of preposterous props.


When the Marx Brothers hit the big time on Broadway in the 1920s, Harpo quickly became the critics’ darling. That wasn’t hard to do; he was a darling to begin with. Dick Cavett remembers Groucho telling him that Harpo “had all my mother’s good qualities” and that “animals and children came to Harpo—and to nobody else in the room—wherever he was, automatically. He had some kind of mystical, saintly quality about him apparently.” Harpo’s appeal to less complicated beings makes sense; like children and dogs, he had an inexhaustible sense of play. In all of his plays and movies, whenever he has to perform some function—frisk someone, steal a document or a painting, play a round of bridge—Harpo embraces the sheer joy of the event, divorced from its purpose in the plot; he could go on forever, or at least until Chico implored him to “cut it out.”


His personality onstage and offstage was much different from his brothers’. Groucho was eternally pessimistic; Harpo embraced life—games, painting, parties, music. (According to his son, Bill, his favorite radio show was a kiddie program that gave away birthday presents; when Harpo’s wife forgot to send his name in for a birthday present, he sulked for days.) Chico was constitutionally irresponsible and a gambler; Harpo performed for whatever charity came his way, toured Europe, and was a dedicated husband and family man, adopting four children so that he could “have one in each window waiting for me when I came home.” Onstage, he provided a welcome buffer from the chattering vocal antics of his two brothers; as film historian Joe Adamson put it, “Sometimes we get tired of hearing Groucho talk, and that’s the point where Harpo comes in.”


SOMETIMES WE GET TIRED OF HEARING GROUCHO TALK, AND THAT’S THE POINT WHERE HARPO COMES IN.


—Joe Adamson
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Force of nature: Young Julius (top) and Adolph in vaudeville; what’s that dog wearing?


Harpo’s copious bag of tricks came out of his battle-tested decades in vaudeville, his own inventiveness, and a good sense of who could create gags for him. A famous bit, where tons of stolen silverware pour out of the sleeve of his overcoat, had been around for years when George S. Kaufman and Morrie Ryskind drafted it into the stage version of Animal Crackers (and added Groucho’s “I can’t imagine what’s taking the coffeepot so long” right before—boom!—out comes the coffeepot). But in the draft of the script, there’s a combination of carefully crafted bits for Harpo (usually with Chico), alternating with suggestions that Harpo simply do his “card business” or “hand business.” Harpo trusted Kaufman and Co. far more than he trusted Buster Keaton. For the dreary 1938 comedy At the Circus, Keaton was employed by MGM to write gags for Harpo and concocted two bits, including one involving Harpo, a bunch of helium balloons, and a midget. According to Keaton, “When I acted this out for the Marx Brothers, Groucho asked with a sneer, ‘Do you think that’s funny?’ Harpo and Chico just stared at me with disgust.” Harpo knew what worked for him. Harpo could never be bothered with the mundane restrictions of the physical world. He worked with what comedians call “white magic”—an ability to produce or create objects on the whim of his imagination. Groucho tells Harpo that he can’t burn a candle at both ends, and Harpo produces a candle burning at both ends. A bum asks Harpo on the street if he can help him out with a cup of coffee, and Harpo pulls one out of his voluminous, ratty overcoat—and the brilliant touch is that the cup is steaming hot. He embraces the joy of literal mindedness; in A Night in Casablanca, Harpo leans on the outside of a three-story building. When a cop accosts him and asks, “What you think you’re doing, holding the building up?” Harpo nods, enthusiastically. When the cop yanks him away, the audience discovers that he was telling the truth, as the entire structure comes crashing down. Frank Tashlin, the Warner Bros. cartoon director who created that gag, once said:


Harpo was fey and unbelievable; you could do anything with Harpo. Now I did, to me, what was one of the wildest jokes in the world. He was looking at a mirror and combing his hair and you saw the reflection of his face in the mirror. Now, he turned the mirror around, and now you saw the back of his head. He never moved. Well, it got a scream, but you could only do that with Harpo.
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What’s-a matter for you? Playing a version of himself onstage in The Man Who Came to Dinner; with Chico and Louis Calhern in Duck Soup (1933).


The total control that Harpo exercised over his surreal world becomes most apparent when one compares two versions of essentially the same bit: the mirror sequence, first performed by Harpo and Groucho (and a bit of Chico) in 1933’s Duck Soup, and a reinterpretation by Harpo with Lucille Ball as his foil on a 1955 episode of I Love Lucy. Groucho and Harpo rarely had scenes with just the two of them in the movies because, as Bill Marx said, “Groucho doesn’t have any idea what’s going on with my dad—he can’t figure him out at all.” But in Duck Soup, both Harpo and Chico decide to impersonate Groucho in order to purloin some documents. With identical nightcaps, nightgowns, mustaches, and cigars, all three brothers look astonishingly alike (although Chico is a bit smaller). Harpo manages to get the documents, but Groucho is in hot pursuit; when Harpo breaks a full-length mirror in his getaway, he is immediately confronted by Groucho and his only salvation is to convince his brother that he is looking at his own reflection (somehow all the broken glass is magically swept away—who knows). Whatever trick Groucho employs to trip up his “reflection,” Harpo manages to parry—he can mimic Groucho’s funny dances, hat business, whatever. It’s only when Chico bumbles into the scene—Harpo vainly tries to shoo him away—that the illusion, like the mirror, is shattered.


Twenty-two years later, Harpo returns to the bit, reuniting with Ball, with whom he made Room Service in 1938: “With Lucy, he felt a kindred spirit there and wanted to do something absolutely ridiculous, and what could be more ridiculous than the mirror sequence?” said his son. But like a master painter, Harpo returns to the same subject years later from a different perspective; critics have often written that he reprises the routine, but other than the basic “Is that another person or is it me?” conceit, nothing is the same. Here, Lucy—dressed like Harpo to fool a nearsighted chum—is the impostor. When Harpo tries to catch her out, Lucy proves extremely adept at countering his challenges, but whereas Groucho merely wondered what was going on, Harpo begins to question his own existence, pinching his cheeks, and so on. He tries out his own signature cross-eyed expression, which he called the “Gookie”—but Lucy can even reproduce that. Convinced that no one can take his identity away from him, Harpo rigs a string inside a dropped hat, pulls it back up, and foils Lucy. An excellent clown, Lucille Ball—but she forgot that Harpo is the master of time, space, gravity, and logic.
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Harpo kept up his comic identity for more than half a century. Although age didn’t necessarily improve his cherubic features, he seemed inexhaustible, performing well into his seventies (he had just recovered from a heart attack while filming Lucy and suffered another one soon after filming). He refused many lucrative offers to break his vow of silence on camera (although he played a stage version of his real-life self in Kaufman and Hart’s The Man Who Came to Dinner in summer stock). In 1964, he performed on a bill with Allan Sherman, the parodist and a great friend, at the Pasadena Civic Center. During intermission, Harpo informed Sherman that it was going to be his final performance. Sherman, overcome with emotion, announced Harpo’s retirement to the audience and brought him onstage to the microphone. No one in the audience—no one in the world—had ever seen or heard anything like it. “Now, as I was about to say in 1907 …” he began in his pleasant urban-sounding baritone, and the crowd went mad. Recounted Bill Marx, he gave a long speech and then finished, “And, in conclusion, I am so honored to know that you folks have the keenness and the perspicacity for recognizing monumental genius. I thank you.” Harpo walked off and the audience gave him a three-minute ovation.
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Party of the Life: Harpo meets Satchmo; a tall drink (Horse Feathers, 1932); Dionysian cover boy, 1937.


The rest, as Shakespeare said, is silence.


Cartoons
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Windsor McCay was one of the most successful and technically brilliant newspaper cartoonists of the early twentieth century. His baroque, inventive Little Nemo in Slumberland series galvanized readers across the country as the title hero’s adventures sprawled over an entire page in the Sunday morning funnies. Influenced by his son’s “flip book,” McCay tried his hand at animating Little Nemo for a brief cartoon—it took him four years of painstaking work. After a second attempt, he decided to create a character specifically for the movie screen, a gentle giant named Gertie the Dinosaur, whom McCay unveiled in 1914. It took 10,000 separate drawings, each hand-drawn by McCay on onionskin, to bring Gertie to life in a one-reeler. Audiences didn’t know what hit them, but clearly the animated short was going to be an essential part of film vocabulary.


The early days of silent cartoons are filled with as many different experiments as their live-action counterparts. Animators had to find ways to get beyond the sheer novelty of the process and create something amusing and fluid, a particularly difficult chore considering the huge manpower required to churn out cartoons at a time when all the technology was done by hand. Transparent celluloid, or “cels,” allowed for a more efficient way of reproducing each frame, and pioneer animators Max and Dave Fleischer invented a process called the Rotoscope in 1916, which projected live-action clowning directly onto a drawing board. Their Koko the Clown character was initially created by having one of the Fleischer brothers act out Koko’s antics, while the other rendered the action frame by frame. Many early characters were simply transfers from newspaper strips—Krazy Kat, Mutt and Jeff—but in 1919, an original character appeared, a cat who was easy to draw because he was all black. His name was Felix, and his plucky resourcefulness led critics to compare him with Chaplin (who briefly appeared as an animated character himself in the 1910s). In 1923’s Felix in Hollywood, our hero actually unscrews his own tail and uses it as a cane for a Chaplin imitation. Felix was also the first animated character to be licensed for commercial products.
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According to animation historian Leonard Maltin, as the 1920s ended, “more and more artists and cartoonists got the hang of animation and began to explore more and more with each passing year how you could do things in animation you couldn’t do in a live action film. They created a whole new language for the animated cartoon which gave those characters abilities even beyond Charlie Chaplin and Buster Keaton—and that’s really saying something.” But cartoon animation might have been stopped in its tracks without the invention of sound synchronization in the mid-1920s. There had been some crude “follow-the-bouncing-ball” shorts, which used music, but the industry was revolutionized in 1928 when producer Walt Disney reintroduced a character named Mickey Mouse in a short called Steamboat Willie. Mickey’s previous two silent adventures had not even been picked up for distribution, but his new short subject had a synchronized sound score (and was delightfully illustrated by Ub Iwerks). Audiences loved it, and Disney built his empire on the little mouse—to whom he always gave credit.


Exaggerated sound fit exaggerated motion to a tee—and it was just the element that cartoons needed to lift off the ground. Sound also accelerated the need for tempo; now it was even more crucial for a successful cartoon to have the right timing; it was a difficult trick to master. Pioneer animator Chuck Jones said that “animation is the art of timing … the difference between a huge laugh and a flop can be one frame.” With the success of Walt Disney’s short subjects (Silly Symphonies), movie studios in Hollywood set up full-time animation divisions (Disney’s short cartoons were distributed by RKO); as every feature presentation at the time included several short subjects and cartoons, animation units became crucial moneymakers for the studios. Also, as with the creation of real live movie stars, studios needed to create characters with whom the audience could identify and would welcome back week after week. The creators of cartoons now had to expand their canvas dramatically—and that meant becoming part of the world of drama. As another pioneer, Walter Lantz (Woody Woodpecker) put it:


An animator is like an actor before the camera, only he has to act out his feelings and interpret that scene with his pencil; he also has to know how to space characters because the spacing of their movements determines the tempo; he must know expression; he must know feeling; he has to know the character and make him walk with a funny action.


Life as an animator for a studio division was chaotic, intense, frustrating, and often a heck of a lot of fun. Executives—other than Disney—rarely knew how to handle these strange men who drew cartoons, and animators, frequently fed up with one slight or another, shuttled among the various studios with an alarming frequency; even the most ardent animation fan would have trouble keeping the scorecard straight. Warner Bros. started its own division in 1930 by animating songs from their vast musical catalog with the rip-off title Looney Tunes and soon added another series of one-offs called Merrie Melodies. But these were initially conceived without successful characters; other studios were having better luck drawing their own stable of stars. Fleischer created Betty Boop in 1930 and brought the comic strip hero Popeye to the screen in 1931. Disney added Donald Duck to Mickey’s menagerie in 1934, and the cantankerous waterfowl soon outstripped his friend’s popularity. Disney outpaced all of his rivals during the Depression years, adding professional voice talent and Technicolor to his cartoons. In 1937, he offered his competitors the greatest challenge of all: a feature-length adaptation of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, which used 750 artists who created a quarter of a million drawings at the cost of $1.5 million. It earned six times that amount in its initial release.
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Drawn and quartered: The Genie in Aladdin; Gertie the Dinosaur; Tex Avery’s Wolf; Mr. Duck and Mr. Bunny.


Yet for many aficionados, the most exciting animation of the period (and into the 1950s) was to be found at Warner Bros. In the years 1936 to 1937, the studio (which stuck their animators in a remote bungalow they dubbed “Termite Terrace”) assembled the all-star team of cartoonists: directors Tex Avery, Chuck Jones, Bob Clampett, and Frank Tashlin, as well as voice professional extraordinaire Mel Blanc and musical director Carl Stalling. Working in deranged concert with each other, they demonstrated that classic comedy animation was a rare combination of design, voice, effect, character, timing, and point of view. Any combination of those would be amusing; to have all six at once, as Warner Bros. often did, was exhilarating. Their stable of two-dimensional celebrities was impressive: Porky Pig, Daffy Duck, Bugs Bunny, and, joining them after World War II, Sylvester and Tweety, Yosemite Sam, Pepé Le Pew, and Wile E. Coyote and the Road Runner. What the animators did with them was even better.


Each director had his own take on the material, and although the differences might be subtle for the average viewer, they were clear to the animators. Tex Avery is widely credited for taking a stock character, Bugs Bunny, and investing him with a definitive character for A Wild Hare in 1940. According to his biographer Joe Adamson, “Avery said, ‘How about a character who just isn’t fazed by anything? He comes up out of his rabbit hole, and he’s got a gun in his face, and he just chews his carrot and says, “What’s up, Doc?”’” Avery was known as a keen gagman who wanted his cartoons to be louder, faster, funnier, and he was the first animator to have his characters talk to the audience.
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Cel research: Donald Duck does his part; Mr. Magoo as Cyrano de Bergerac; Fred Flintstone; Shrek.


Chuck Jones, on the other hand, was interested in subtlety and the release of a quiet moment or humorous aside. He saw Bugs Bunny as a cool cookie, a character who only reacted when provoked. The creator of Wile E. Coyote and Road Runner, Jones was a comedy purist and the Stanislavksy of animation, for whom motivation was key: “Daffy has the courage that most of us don’t have. He will continue to try and try again where we would have given up, because failure is unknown to him. When Daffy pleaded with the studio head to put him in a serious part, to play the Scarlet Pumpernickel, he actually believed he could play it; it never occurred to him he couldn’t. Daffy was one of the great comedians and I was lucky to be associated with him.” Tashlin experimented with camera angles, blackouts, pace, and absurdity and went on to become a highly valued live-action comedy director, working with stars like Bob Hope and Jerry Lewis. When, on his first nonanimated assignment, he created some dueling gags for a Bob Hope period comedy, Tashlin recalled that “It was full of cartoon jokes. I remember Bob saying—they must have told him I came from the cartoon business—things like, ‘Jesus Christ, now I’m a rabbit!’”


However innovative the gang at Warner Bros. was, the fact remains that as the 1950s began, short cartoons for the movies were on the wane. The studio system had broken down and executives could no longer insist that exhibitors take two or three cartoons as part of the presentation package. Animation, which was always labor intensive, became more and more expensive to produce; even Disney was cutting back. New animation units were sprouting up, looking for new ways to do things. UPA was created in 1944 and cut costs by simplifying the visual depth of their characters and abstracting backgrounds. They called the process “limited animation,” and their new characters were Gerald McBoing-Boing and Mr. Magoo.


Television soon opened up a whole new market for cartoons; the Faustian bargain was a huge drop in quality and detail. It did little good for animators to wring their hands over the decline of artistry—the small black-and-white rectangular screen mercilessly dictated what looked good and what didn’t. William Hanna and Joseph Barbera had burnished their reputation with the Academy Award-winning Tom and Jerry series at MGM; when they bailed out of movies to work in television, they were shocked by the meager budgets offered by the networks. To make the numbers work, they created an even more limited animation style, often pixilating only the moving elements of a character: the mouth, the hands (or paws). Beginning in 1958, Hanna-Barbera introduced new characters directly to television, such as Huckleberry Hound, Yogi Bear, and in 1960, created the first half-hour animated comedy series, The Flintstones, which was a huge ratings hit.
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If you grew up in the 1960s, you had a nearly unlimited supply of cartoons available to you; every weekday afternoon, some local affiliate was repackaging old Bugs Bunny or Popeye cartoons, and every Saturday morning, there were nearly three hours of animated programming on each of the three major networks. Not to mention an entire menagerie of tigers, tunas, and toucans pitching products during the commercials. The quality of these candy-colored entertainments varied enormously, both as art and as literature, but they were omnipresent. Some shows broke out of the pack, such as Jay Ward’s various Rocky and Bullwinkle incarnations, which were absurdist, witty indictments of Cold War pieties (although Chuck Jones dismissed their visual crudity as “illustrated radio”).
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While television often lacked the virtuosity to create first-rate animated comic characters, the medium borrowed an astonishing amount of real-life comedy to prime the pump. The Flintstones were Stone Age versions of The Honeymooners, and another Hanna-Barbera prime-time show, Top Cat, was a feline adaptation of The Phil Silvers Show. The creators of Amos ’n’ Andy resurfaced after a decadelong absence to create an animated rip-off called Calvin and the Colonel. Bargain-basement animated versions of Laurel and Hardy, Abbott and Costello, Laverne and Shirley, Jerry Lewis, the Fonz, the Mask, and the Three Stooges (once as human beings, the second time as robots) made the Saturday morning rounds, but even the best cartoons borrowed from their three-dimensional progenitors—who doesn’t recognize a shot of W. C. Fields in Mr. Magoo, a hint of Groucho in Bugs Bunny, a slather of Senator Claghorn in Foghorn Leghorn?


A combination of boredom with the limitations of television animation, computer technology, the freedom of cable networks, and some bright entrepreneurial thinking all helped to, well, reanimate the field at the beginning of the 1990s. Disney found a way to recapture its old feature-length magic by tapping into Broadway-style musicals with The Little Mermaid and The Lion King, two major blockbusters that spawned countless imitations both at Disney and other, often brand-new, studios. Cartoon Network was added to the cable system in 1992, eventually acquiring the Hanna-Barbera and Warner Bros. catalogs while developing some immensely creative cartoons, such as Dexter’s Laboratory and The Powerpuff Girls. MTV took their freedom in another direction, using crudely conceived animation to deliver such counterculture slackers as Beavis and Butthead and Daria directly to the Generation X audience. First-rate comic talent was no longer reduced to Saturday morning purgatory; comedians such as Nathan Lane, Robin Williams, Eddie Murphy, Ellen DeGeneres, Billy Crystal, Woody Allen, Tim Allen, Mike Myers, Roseanne Barr, and Jerry Seinfeld gleefully leaped on the voice-over bandwagon, providing signature personalities of such dimension in animated cartoons that they were often billed above the title for a film in which they never actually appeared. In 1997, The Simpsons beat The Flintstones’ record for most consecutive prime-time cartoon episodes, and they keep on ticking. …


In the twenty-first century, animation has transformed, as Aladdin’s cartoon couple would put it, into a whole new world. Cartoons are more popular than ever, and they reach Americans in more ways, in more forms, with more resonance than ever before. It’s a medium that achieves hair-raising technical brilliance on one level—say, Shrek—while making countless viewers giggle uncontrollably with products that could be just as easily created with construction paper and school paste—say, South Park. Cartoons now exist in a wide, tense universe bracketed by alpha and omega, and it makes some purists wistful for the glory days. As Leonard Maltin put it, “Television has reinvigorated animation, has created a new audience for animation, but sadly, has forgotten the history of animation. Modern cartoons couldn’t exist without those [classic] cartoons, and yet they don’t have the heart or originality or the organic humor of those cartoons.” Cartoons remain a comic medium; no matter how detailed a computer can pixilate the green fuzz on an ogre’s nose, it all begins with an artist brandishing a sharp gag and a sharp pencil.
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“WHY, I OUGHTA …”


THE THREE STOOGES


It’s going to be tough to give you a definition of a stooge in decent language, but here’s a go. A stooge is a guy who never has a light for a cigarette he is trying to borrow. A stooge always comes in handy when you feel like throwing something at somebody. Whenever I’m in doubt or feel mixed up, I always hit the nearest stooge. But my stooges ought to get along fine in Hollywood. They have lots of company.


–Ted Healy


In 1934, when Ted Healy imparted his linguistic wisdom to Movie Classic Magazine, he was America’s expert on stooges. Healy had been at the center of a vaudeville act that had been popular since 1922 called Ted Healy and His Stooges: a natty dresser with a brash charm, Healy has been superseded over time by the patsies and sidemen he always hit whenever he was in doubt, a conglomeration of various knuckleheads who would become legendary as The Three Stooges.


MOE: Is that a musical saw?


CURLY: Soitenly! It plays “I Hear a Ripsody.”


The eldest Stooge, Moe Howard, was born Moses Horwitz in Brooklyn in 1897, and he knocked around film studios, vaudeville, and even the Yiddish theater before playing second banana to Healy. Soon, Moe’s younger brother Samuel, or Shemp, joined the act, as did a talented violinist named Larry Feinberg. Healy’s antics with the Stooges made them very successful on the vaudeville circuit, and that led to motion pictures. A 1930 film called Soup to Nuts featured the Stooges as little more than comedic wallpaper, but they were far more appealing than Healy. The Stooges chafed under Healy’s leadership; he was an alcoholic and they were little more than indentured servants, paid out of Healy’s wages without a studio contract of their own. Shemp bolted from the act in 1932, only to be replaced by the youngest Howard brother, Jerome, who, in order to find some madcap identity, shaved his full head of hair and took on the moniker of Curly. After backing up Healy in some MGM features, Moe realized that the Stooges were going nowhere fast; they refused to renew their contract with Healy and went over to bargain-basement Columbia Studios in 1934 to start their own independent career.


Most comics would have been appalled to wind up at Columbia after the tonier studio halls of MGM, but the rough-and-ready studio was a perfect fit for the Stooges. Studio chief Harry Cohn enjoyed their knockabout humor and immediately assigned them to Jules White, who was head of Columbia’s short subjects division; Columbia and the Stooges would enjoy a relationship that lasted for almost twenty-five years and two hundred pictures. White’s job was to churn out dozens of shorts a year with the Stooges, so he hit upon a simple identity for their slapstick comedy: “I patterned the characters—the Stooges in particular—as living caricatures. … They weren’t for real, so you couldn’t take things seriously, like the eye-poking or the hand-slapping bits.”


If White saw the Stooges as human cartoons, that was fine—the Columbia short subject unit was the perfect factory for them. Other comic teams, like the Marx Brothers in particular, always desired to do their comedy their own way, far from the restrictive formulas of the studio, but the Stooges blossomed under the Columbia assembly line. First of all, their humor could not have sustained a full-length feature (as their awkward color attempts in the late 1950s prove); eighteen minutes of them every other month, sandwiched between a couple of cartoons and a B-feature, suited audiences just fine.
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Clucks of a feather: Larry, Curly, and Moe with Stooge founder, Ted Healy, director Robert Z. Leonard, and Joan Crawford on the set of Dancing Lady (1933); all dressed up.
Far right: Spoofing the Third Reich in You Natzy Spy! (1940); boys will be girls, Nutty But Nice (1940).


Depending on which director from the Columbia stable worked with the Stooges, the violent mayhem quotient would rise or fall, but the major breakthrough for them was their use of sound. The emergence of sound in physical film comedy often made some gags uncomfortable, but the Stooges went in the opposite direction and ramped up their sound effects to accompany the myriad pie fights, eye pokes, mallet bashings, and nose twistings in their comedy. Sound editor Joe Henrie supervised the dubbing of their antics. White recalled that he and Henrie would “try to copy [the cartoons] as best we could. Cartoons had the greatest sound effects for many years. Anything in Columbia’s sound library was available to us. I sat there day and night with the mixers while we put in the effects we wanted and got them just right.” The pluck of a ukulele string when a strand of Larry’s hair was pulled; the clang of a bell when someone was shot in the ass; the bass drumbeat that accompanied a sock in Curly’s stomach; the bird twitter that signified a concussion—it was this silly symphony that made the Stooges’ infantile violence palatable and popular. Even when the Stooges made one of their many popular live appearances over the years, there was a sound effects man in the wings.


Life as a Stooge was not easy. Moe was their ringleader on camera and off, supervising their contracts (which were never very lucrative), but the Stooges rarely showed much more than a passing interest in their scripts or productions, partly because they trusted the Columbia unit, partly because, at eight short subjects a year, they were just too darn busy. Even the fun part of being a Stooge had its occupational hazards. Larry Fine recalled: “Sometimes we would run out of pies, so the prop man would sweep up the pie goop off of the floor, complete with nails, splinters, and tacks. Another problem was pretending you didn’t know a pie was coming your way. To solve this, Jules would tell me, ‘Now, Larry, Moe’s going to smack you with a pie on the count of three.’ Then Jules would tell Moe, ’Hit Larry on the count of two!’ So, I never got to three. …”


The Stooges could occasionally be quite brazen about their own Jewish background. They would frequently sprinkle their films with Yiddishisms, and comedian Robert Klein observed that “there is a direct link between the Three Stooges and Ellis Island—their shorts are completely awash in immigrant rhythms.” In 1940, inspired perhaps by the resemblance of Moe’s haircut to that of a certain fascist dictator, the Stooges became the first comedy team to parody Hitler and the Nazis in You Natzy Spy!, and they frequently bashed the Third Reich throughout the war. When the war was over, however, the Stooges faced their first major setback; the jovial nutcase Curly suffered a stroke in 1946 and retired from the team. He was replaced by Shemp, joining his brother Moe for the first time in years, but many fans felt the Stooges had lost their most gifted clown. Still, they clambered on for another six dozen short films and two more replacements, once Shemp suffered a heart attack in 1955.
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We subtly, the three of us, always went into an arena of life which we were not supposed to understand. If we were going into society, the picture would open with us as garbage collectors. We would take a man with a high hat, a monocle, and spats and bash him in the nose with a pie, thus bringing him down to our level. We did stupid things, but they were excusable because we didn’t know any better.


—Moe Howard


Columbia was not quite through with them; they sold seventy-eight of their two-reelers to television syndication in 1958 and a whole new generation of kids grew up watching the Stooges after school. Although the Stooges were old men, and looked it, they kept making movies, cartoon, and stage appearances well into the 1960s. Stephen Cox remarks that “the Stooges mellowed when they knew their audience was kiddies. They had to tame their comedy because kids started emulating them and parents became furious.” The fact that those same parents probably laughed themselves silly in the movie theater when they were kiddies is one of the ironies that attends the Stooges. People either think they’re geniuses or an insidious form of torture—Lucille Ball, who had a tiny part in their 1934 Three Little Pigskins, said, “The only thing I learned from them was how to duck”—but Robert Klein gives them the benefit of the doubt: “A lot of people may not like them, and there are probably a lot of fractured skulls of children around the country because of them, but the Stooges have been around for eighty-five years and still going strong.”


“AND THEY CALL ME SUPERMAN!”


LUCILLE BALL


I am not funny. My writers were funny. My direction was funny. The situations were funny. But I am not funny. I am not funny. What I am is brave …


–Lucille Ball
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Among Lucille Ball’s other considerable attributes, in addition to bravery, was ambition. Starstruck from a young age, Ball, born in 1911, dreamed of moving out of her upstate New York blue-collar dullsville town and making it big on Broadway. She moved to the city by 1928, and her early days were full of the pluck-and-luck clichés generated by the play Stage Door (Ball would eventually play a small role in the film version); she was an advertising and clothing model who was magically signed up in 1933 to be a Goldwyn Girl and shipped out to the West Coast. Ball’s ambition brought her far—out of the ranks of the chorus, where she became a featured player for Hollywood’s less grand studios—but not far enough. By her own estimation, she was “Queen of the B-pluses. I went from one-liners to these sorts of mediocre B-plus pictures. I would do anything.”


Lucy was a really brave comic because she always played the asshole—the person that has to be brought down—and that takes a level of skill that a lot of people don’t have. Maybe, like, four people can do that. To make you like ’em still.


—Roseanne Barr
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There were small compensations. She had met a fiery young Cuban conga-drum player named Desi Arnaz on a picture together called Too Many Girls and married him in 1940. She had been befriended by two comedy veterans, Buster Keaton and director Eddie Sedgewick, who saw in Ball a potential comedienne of great scope, and they coached her and promoted her work. She landed the lead in a sitcom called My Favorite Wife during the waning days of radio, which allowed her to play a scatterbrained housewife. One contemporary review of a broadcast wrote that it was “too bad that Lucille Ball’s funny grimaces and gestures aren’t visible on the radio.” Ball’s two great passions in life were showbiz and her often errant husband; perhaps she could channel her ambition to bring the two together on a program for the new medium of television. It wasn’t glamorous and it wasn’t the movies, but it was a spotlight of some kind.


Ball, Arnaz (who had a fine business sense when he could concentrate), and producer Jess Oppenheim pitched a sitcom to CBS. There were many initial misgivings and false starts, but in October of 1951, I Love Lucy made its national debut. Although most viewers were hardly aware of it, the show displayed some important innovations. Since nationwide television transmission was a fragile thing, and since the Arnazes wanted to stay in Hollywood, they decided to put the series on film, shot by three cameras, in front of a live audience. According to producer-writer Garry Marshall, “Lucy said, ‘I can be funny and fall down on television,’ and Desi Arnaz said, ‘If you want it to be funny physically, you can’t do it more than once. Have three cameras—then the comedian can do the stunt once and you can record it from all angles and then it can be funny.’ ” Desi and Lucy, who had combined their names and fortunes into a studio called Desilu, also negotiated a deal with CBS to own the rights to all of the filmed episodes.


The premise of the show, centered around Ricky and Lucy Ricardo, was, as articulated by Oppenheim in an office memo, simple: “He is a Latin-American band-leader and singer. She is his wife. They are happily married and very much in love. The only bone of contention between them is her desire to get into show business, and his equally strong desire to keep her out of it.” There was nothing Lucy Ricardo wouldn’t do to have her way; likewise, there was nothing Lucille Ball wouldn’t do to make an audience laugh. With no real training on Broadway or even in vaudeville, Ball taught herself to be a comedian through sheer determination. “Anything you wanted to do with Lucy she could do,” recalled one of her directors, Herbert Kenwith. “She was very daring.” Another director, Jay Sandrich, recounted that “One time she had to make pizza so we took her to a restaurant, and she’d go there every day or every night after rehearsal learning how to toss pizza. She had to know exactly what she was doing and break it down bit by bit so she could do it for the audience.” Keaton continued to advise her, reminding her to take her comedy seriously and to get to know her props and treat them like treasures.


It was all good advice and the proof was in the ratings; I Love Lucy became one of the infant medium’s first phenomena. Lucy Ricardo’s weekly scrapes were eagerly eaten up by audiences across the country (perhaps because they were so beautifully captured on film and not on kinescope). Time magazine, in a cover profile on Lucy, put it very well:


This is the sort of cheerful rowdiness that has been rare since the days of the silent movies’ Keystone comedies. Lucille submits enthusiastically to being hit by pies; falls over furniture; gets locked in home freezers; is chased by knife-wielding fanatics. Tricked out as a ballerina or a Hindu maharani or a toothless hillbilly, she takes her assorted lumps and pratfalls with unflagging zest and good humor.


Part of her appeal was her beauty. It was rare for any clown to be so elegant in one scene and so gloriously spastic in another; for a female clown, it was nearly unprecedented. Joan Rivers points out, “Lucy knew you can’t be accepted in comedy as a pretty woman, and she made the pretty woman funny-looking. I think she had the courage because she knew basically she was pretty—‘Black out all my teeth, because I know when I go home at night I’m still gonna be a cutie-pie.’ ” Her physical anarchism was amusing enough on its own terms, but as a housewife in the 1950s, it was revolutionary. “Even though she was the well-meaning wife, she was rebellious,” said Lily Tomlin. “She was always out trying to create her own situation, her own freedom, and that appealed to me.”
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