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This book was written in memory of my mother 
LILLIAN SCHEINERT EPSTEIN 
whose kindness, wisdom, love, and laughter echo across time.






INTRODUCTION

THE WORLD OF JEWISH COMEDIANS


Jerry Seinfeld was standing in front of a live audience. “I grew up in Massapequa on Long Island,” he began. Pausing for a second with the comic timing he had perfected, he then explained. “It’s an old Indian word meaning ‘by the mall.’” When the laughter died down, he continued, “My folks just moved to Florida this past year. They didn’t want to move to Florida, but they’re in their sixties and that’s the law.”

The audience loved his jokes, but it wasn’t always so easy for Seinfeld. In his early twenties, on the same day he graduated college, he made his first stand-up comedy appearance at New York’s Catch a Rising Star. It was open-mike night, and the young comedian had his chance. He walked up to the microphone and froze.  He managed to blurt out the subjects of his would-be jokes but not the jokes themselves. He stood there saying words: “The beach. Driving. Shopping. Parents.” Unable to continue, he left the stage.

Seinfeld’s story, as all American television viewers know, had a happy ending. That is so, in part, because Seinfeld had enormous talent, incredible determination, and a desire for perfection. His comedic talents simply wouldn’t be denied.

But Jerry Seinfeld also had another weapon: the rich wealth of the tradition of Jewish comedy. Seinfeld was his generation’s follow-up to Jack Benny, the Marx Brothers, George Burns, and literally hundreds of others.

This embarrassingly rich crop of American Jewish comedians defies common sense. In 1979, for example, Time estimated that whereas Jews made up only 3 percent of the American population, fully 80 percent of professional comedians were Jewish.

The story of Jewish comedians in America is one of triumph and success. But their stage smile is tinged with a sadness. It is haunted by the Jewish past, by the deep strains in American Jewish life—the desire to be accepted and the concern for a culture disappearing—by the centuries of Jewish life too frequently interrupted by hate, and by the knowledge that too often for Jewish audiences a laugh masked a shudder. The comedians’ story in America includes bitter encounters with anti-Semitism and the lures of an attractive culture along the way. The jokes these comedians told, their gags, and their nervous patter need to be set alongside the obstacles they overcame.

However haunted the smile might be, though, ultimately it was a smile that won America’s heart. Jewish comedians have achieved unprecedented acceptance. George Burns, Milton Berle, Fanny Brice and their contemporary heirs—Woody Allen, Joan Rivers, and Jerry Seinfeld—stand at the very center of American humor.  Not only are their individual achievements etched in our collective cultural consciousness, but as a group these comedians occupy a crucial place in contemporary American culture as well.

They were all extraordinary entertainers, providing an endless parade of gags, an unstoppable flow of jokes, and a unique slant on life and on society. They provided audiences with a diversion from the strains of family, work, and community life as well as the struggles of participating in the human condition. The comedians offered audiences consolation through laughter in times of distress. They played a game of wit, allowing audience members to laugh at language, at unexpected turns of logic, at improbable situations. They bound the diverse members of the American community to one another; Americans who could laugh together didn’t fight. Finally, the comedians gave their audiences a weapon, characteristically satire, to confront life’s unfairness.

Beyond being extremely talented entertainers, however, Jewish comedians have fulfilled a special mission in American life, serving as the most important mediators between Jews and American culture. They exemplified two great themes of American Jewish life: assimilation and the search for an American Jewish identity. The comedians gave Jews strategies to survive entering and adapting to American culture and reduced anxiety about that adaptation. They gained for Jews acceptance from an alien Gentile culture and did so in a way that was not threatening to middle America. They had power and control over an audience when such authority wasn’t yet available to Jews in the wider society and, by doing so, illustrated that other Jews could also eventually achieve such authority. They also provided a cultural identity for the many nonreligious American Jews. And above all, they made Jews proud.

But the Jewish comedians did more than just bring the American community to the Jewish one. They brought the Jewish community  to the wider American culture, ultimately completely transforming the very nature of American comedy.

The attractions of Jewish comedy for the wider American audience are more elusive than for the Jews themselves. Still, even as the comedians used their humor to separate Jew from Gentile, even as the nebbishes, schlemiels, kibitzers, and gonifs of Jewish humor found their way into American homes and hearts, even as Jewish antic and chaotic routines strangled reason, American audiences loved the humor. Traveling far from the homey folksiness of a Mark Twain or a Will Rogers, American humor gathered in its Jewish influences and changed completely.

The major reasons for this embrace of Jewish humor involved the changes in American society itself. Searching for a way to deal with the emerging anxieties of the modern age, America turned to the Jews, the masters of handling history’s troubles. Jewish humor, so useful in helping generations of anxious Jews, was called to action to serve the similar needs of the wider American community. An immigrant generation found in the Jews a people repeatedly practiced in starting over again in a new place while feeling marginal and scared. A depression generation saw in the Jews a people who had stared poverty in the face for two thousand years and survived, families and pride intact. After World War II, the United States confronted a seemingly invincible Soviet threat, a threat that included the ever present possibility of nuclear annihilation. The United States eventually grew into a society marked by generational, racial, and gender conflicts. It became a society divided by an unpopular war in Vietnam. Americans felt increasingly confused by divorce, the physical and emotional separation of families, a political structure they increasingly believed corrupt, a changing racial mix, the radical change in the role of women in the society, drugs, a transformed sexual ethic, and much else.

Such a society understandably had profound anxieties. At the  same time, though, the transformations were to some extent deeply wanted. Forbidden words and ideas could finally be expressed. Taboo but long-sought actions could be undertaken.

American society turned to the Jews to use humor in order to deal with its own anxieties and to vindicate its desires. Jewish comedians could draw on a tradition of dealing with anxiety-ridden lives, of mastering close family and communal ties in the face of those troubles, and of exploring the widest ranges of language to express their deepest feelings.

In each generation, Jewish comedians were able to find in Jewish tradition, culture, and history a way to express the feelings of the wider American culture in which they lived. They drew on their heritage in ways they themselves didn’t always understand. As they used that heritage to find ways to express truths about America, they transformed American culture, making Jews and Jewishness acceptable, even enviable.

Jewish comedians had several valuable assets to aid them in this effort. They had an expansive linguistic tradition that prized and rewarded quick thinking and a quicker tongue. The Yiddish cultural tradition they inherited nurtured both self-mockery and the mockery of the powerful. As history’s most famous outsiders, the Jews had developed a survival instinct, an alertness bred from a fear that was almost always justified, an early warning system of the feelings of the majority culture. This instinct could often help them see where a society was going before it went there. In America, this survival instinct was not so much needed to predict, forestall, or prepare for organized acts of hatred against Jews as it was used to heighten Jewish sensitivities to majority-group anxieties.

Jewish comedians could sense majority anxieties early and transform them into humor, giving these anxieties a shape and a name as well as a way to cope. In America such insights would allow  Jewish comedians to identify and meet the audience’s deepest emotional needs.

Only in America could Jewish comedians—indeed, Jews in general—have succeeded as they did. After all, as New York Times columnist Frank Rich has suggested, the very basis of American history was that insecure immigrants came to settle the land. Jews, the most insecure, the most common of immigrants, could understandably serve as a symbol for Americans as they could for no other people.

Had Jews come earlier in large numbers, they might have been fully assimilated, but they mostly entered with large numbers of other immigrants and just when mass media developed. They were in America when vaudeville, radio, motion pictures, and television were being introduced. This lucky coincidence, combined with their enormous talents, gave them a chance to enter and transform these fields.

Of course, Jewish comedians still operated within the larger comic tradition of America. Focusing specifically on Jewish comedians is not to suggest that they were funnier or better than Gentile comedians or that the extraordinary contributions by comedians who were not Jewish should be ignored or demeaned.

It is also important to stress that there were often enormous differences among Jewish comedians themselves. Some lived and breathed their Jewish heritage; others had an ongoing conflict with their Jewish identity. Some included a lot of Jewish material in their comedy, whereas others were careful to avoid Jewish content. Some used the techniques of Jewish humor and applied them to American culture, and others drew on American comic traditions. Although the differences among these comics are significant, the comedians nonetheless shared characteristics that made them part of a wider, equally diverse American Jewish community.

Seeing these comedians as particularly Jewish provides a distinct  way to understand their humor, to recognize some of their comedy ancestors, and to see their place in entertainment history.

It is also helpful to understand the inherited background of Jewish comedy and the peculiar nature and language of Jewish humor in order to grasp the full contribution made by these comedians. For example, the comedians created types. One of the most famous Jewish comic types is the schlemiel, a clumsy, maladjusted, hard-luck loser. Sometimes, as in the classic schlemiels created by Woody Allen, this poor character is also profoundly neurotic. His one-liners comically reflect negative emotions (“When we played softball, I’d steal second, then feel guilty and go back”) or a sense of being trapped by unfeeling institutions (“I went to a school for emotionally disturbed teachers”).

With his small, thin frame, his dark glasses and sad face, Allen was a standing sight gag. His distinctive New York voice added to the effect as he told his audience the story. He’d been hunting and shot a moose, he confided to them. His story grows wilder as the seemingly dead moose awakens on the fender of the car. Allen, seeing the live moose, hatches a plan to get rid of it. He realizes that friends are having a costume party. He decides to go, pawning off the moose as his friends the Solomons. The moose goes to the party and is doing well until the prizes are finally handed out for the best costume and the Berkowitzes, who are a Jewish couple dressed as a moose, win. The real moose is understandably furious at this slight and locks horns with the well-costumed Berkowitzes. Allen then presumably walks in to find the couple unconscious. Figuring this is his chance, Allen then tells of scooping up the moose to dump him back in the woods. As it turns out, though, it is not the real moose he’s gotten, but the Berkowitzes. The poor couple wakes up in the woods the next morning, only to be shot, stuffed, and eventually mounted at the New York Athletic Club. Allen concludes by noting the irony because the club is restricted. 


Acceptance, disguise, discrimination, and fear—all could be found in Allen’s humor, but so could a sort of wild, sometimes naive optimism. One typical scene is from the film Play It Again, Sam. Allen’s character, Allan Felix, is newly separated from his wife. He goes to an art museum to find an attractive woman standing in front of a Jackson Pollock painting. Felix approaches her and asks what she thinks of the work. Her voice is flat as she responds: “It restates the negativeness of the universe. The hideous lonely emptiness of existence. Nothingness. The predicament of Man forced to live in a barren, Godless eternity like a tiny flame flickering in an immense void with nothing but waste, horror, and degradation forming a useless, bleak straitjacket in a black, absurd cosmos.” Absorbing but ignoring this, Felix then asks, “What are you doing Saturday night?” The woman responds, “Committing suicide.” Felix barely pauses. “What about Friday night?” he asks.

Allen’s neurotic character, living in a death-drenched, frightening world, finds moments of solace through love and comedy. His comic ancestors, the Marx Brothers, collectively formed a different comic type, the free soul who doesn’t so much criticize all social mores as mock and ignore them. The Marx Brothers created confusion wherever they went, playfully chased money and young women, and used an incredible range of comic tools—from Groucho’s enormous mustache and endless wisecracking to Chico’s ethnic accent and malapropisms to Harpo’s pantomime in fright wig, bicycle horn, and large overcoat—to draw laughter. They created characters who were uncontrolled and unrestrained by rules of language, manners, or society’s ways.

Groucho’s lines are particularly pointed. Talking to a character played by Margaret Dumont in Animal Crackers, Groucho says, “You’ve got beauty, style, money. You’ve got money, haven’t you? If not we’ll stop right now.” In Duck Soup, he says to her, “They’re fighting for your honor. Which is more than you ever did.”

Some Jewish comedians adopted comic types with the very characteristics of anti-Semitic stereotypes and ended up challenging and overcoming the stereotypes with humor. Jack Benny, though not specifically playing a Jewish character, went out of his way to stress his character’s stinginess. For example, Benny used to say that instead of bringing a date flowers he’d bring her seeds. He was once invited to throw out the first ball at a World Series game and delighted the crowd by putting the ball in his pocket and sitting down.

Of course, Jews developed many other comic types: the fool (Ed Wynn and Rodney Dangerfield), the social critic (Lenny Bruce and Mort Sahl), and the observer (Jerry Seinfeld). All these types played off central aspects of Jewish humor and, in the end, played the same roles in society.

The pangs of recognition honed by Seinfeld, the neuroses of Allen, and the chaos of the Marx Brothers reflected the ages in which these comedians lived and the tastes of their audience. But ultimately they came from the same sources: Yiddish culture and the emotions and experiences associated with being an immigrant.

Yiddish entered American comedy through individual expressions rather than as a complete language. The words chosen by comedians were sometimes vulgar, whereas other words were selected because the sound of the word itself was funny, so that audiences identified Yiddish as inherently comic. Of course, Yiddish was more than just a particular vocabulary. Its words were spoken with what became known as Jewish rhythm. This rhythm was frequently characterized by answering one question with another, framing a rhetorical question and then answering it, talking in a singsong cadence that emerged from the method students used to study the Talmud together, and using a syntax dependent on inverting words in a sentence.

Jackie Mason is among the most famous Jewish comedians who  still employs a virtually undiluted Jewish rhythm. In one routine about psychiatry Mason mocks the analyst’s attempt to have him search for his real self. Mason wonders, “What if I find the real me, and I find that he’s even worse than I am? I don’t make enough for myself—I need a partner?” The psychiatrist then asks for a payment of seventy-five dollars. This sets Jackie off again; he says to the analyst, “What if you’re the real me? Then you owe me seventy-five dollars.” The defeated psychiatrist finally says, “If you promise never to come back, we’ll call it even.”

Jewish humor did not just emerge from a particular language, of course. Jewish culture is by its nature extraordinarily verbal. Words form the center of study, of prayer, and of entertainment. The emphasis on language and on the argumentative patterns of Talmudic reasoning provided Jews with a style of thinking.

Jewish theology also contributed. Jews were permitted, even encouraged, to question. There is no prescribed set of beliefs a Jew must follow. It is a common tradition, for example, to question God’s ways not only to denounce evil in the world but also to search for truth. Truth is of the highest value in the Jewish tradition. If God is allowed to be challenged, then it is understandable, and even expected, that less powerful forms of authority (parents, bosses, societies) can also be questioned. Such a challenge to authority is a hallmark of Jewish humor. Jewish comedians were notable in their willingness to test their audiences’ sense of which subjects and words were acceptable.

Of course, many people ascribe the particular pathos of Jewish humor to the suffering the Jews underwent and the marginal existence they led in various countries. It is a common understanding that humor appealed to Jews in Eastern Europe as a form of therapy, a way to manage the stresses of daily life. That life was routinely lived in poverty and separateness and was sometimes cruelly punctuated by violence and death. Such an existence engendered  humor, this explanation goes, as an outlet, a way of releasing the tensions.

Comedy did have certain unique virtues in this respect. It provided Jews with acknowledgment, acceptance, approval, and applause, all experiences that Jews rarely felt when confronting Gentile cultures. Comedy therefore played a psychological, even political, role in helping the Jews deal with majority cultures.

The stresses of immigrant life played a similar role in shaping especially the first generation of American Jewish comedians in the early years of the twentieth century. As the children of immigrants, they were neither insiders, privy to power or easy passage through American life, nor outsiders, living in a foreign country dreaming of America as the Golden Land. This precarious identity provided a particular perspective, a skepticism about life in general, a distrust of institutions, and a palpable anxiety that sometimes found its way into humor.

Although there had been Jewish comedians before the immigrant generation, the story of Jewish comedians as a national treasure can most usefully begin with those who made their names in vaudeville and burlesque: George Burns, Milton Berle, Jack Benny, Sophie Tucker, Fanny Brice, Ed Wynn, Bert Lahr, and many others.

These comedians developed “tags,” characteristics that audiences could use to define them. Milton Berle, for instance, became well known for stealing jokes from other comedians. One of his lines was about seeing another comic at work: “He was so funny I almost dropped my pad and pencil.” Berle had started his career early. While still under ten, he cut out a piece of fur from a hand warmer his mother owned and pasted the fur under his nose. He then entered a Charlie Chaplin imitation contest, twisted his lips, walked with a swaying motion—and won.

Fanny Brice deliberately affected a Yiddish accent even though she could neither read nor speak Yiddish.

George Burns, having gone through a succession of partners (including a trained seal), ultimately found in Gracie Allen his perfect partner. Playing off Gracie’s sweet silliness, Burns became a consummate straight man, using his cigar for dramatic pause and his bemused face and gravelly voice for setups and observations.

These early Jewish comedians did not always have an easy time. Ed Wynn’s father disowned him when Wynn entered show business. Jack Benny turned to comedy after failing at music. But one principal asset that many of them did have was a Jewish mother who was a great, positive influence on their lives. Sadie Berle, Milton’s mother, used to hire people to sit in the audience and laugh at his jokes She once hired Henny Youngman, then an aspiring comedian, and paid him fifty cents to laugh at Berle’s act. Youngman later commented that he thought the act was so good he would have done it for forty cents.

Minnie Marx, mother of the Marx Brothers, was the one who decided that the five brothers should be in show business. They began as a musical act, and it was only when the audience in Nacogdoches, Texas, left the theater to watch a wild mule that comedy entered their routine. Furious at the audience, Groucho began to insult them when they returned. The audience thought the insults were part of the act and laughed uproariously.

Sadie Berle and Minnie Marx were emblematic of a generation of Jewish women who were not performers but who took their drive, their intelligence, their unbreakable will, and their determination to succeed in show business, and transferred that dynamic energy to the careers of their children, especially their sons.

The early comedians also had to deal with questions of assimilation: How much should they, could they, separate themselves from their Jewish heritage? Jewish comedians became the shock troops of American Jewish assimilation, gaining acceptance decades before the wider Jewish community did. Many of these  comedians embraced both Gentile values and Gentile women with great fervor. Others struggled to define their own relationship to the more traditional organized Jewish community. Jewish comedians therefore became among the first to reflect, although in an exaggerated way, the tortured relationship American Jews sometimes had with their religion and its culture.

Jewish comedians frequently stood outside the community. They were tougher than Jewish humorists such as Sam Levenson who told heartwarming stories about loving families coping with adversity. Jewish comics were harsher in their evaluation of life and the Jewish religion and community. Lenny Bruce, the harshest of the comics, would compare Christian and Jewish ideas about God: “Christians are lucky because your God, the Christian God, is all over. . . . He saves you . . . He’s been in three films ... The Jewish God—where is the Jewish God? He’s on a little box nailed to the doorjamb. In a mezuzah. I told my super, ‘Don’t paint God.’”

Many comedians, most notably Jackie Mason, stood someplace in between, making fun of Jews and simultaneously standing with them. Mason masterfully lampoons his people while embracing them. “Every Jew loves food. What do you think Jews talk about for breakfast? Where to eat lunch. At lunch, where should we have dinner? Where should we have coffee? . . . You never see a Jew in a bar except if he gets lost looking for a piece of cake.”

But it wasn’t all laughs. Samuel Janus, a psychologist looking for a common comedic psyche, spent ten years interviewing seventy-six Jewish comedians, including George Burns, Milton Berle, Sid Caesar, and many others. In 1979, he told a meeting of the American Psychological Association that Jewish humor emerged from depression and intense alienation from the culture. “Comedy,” he argued, “is a defense mechanism to ward off the aggression and hostility of others.” These comedians, it turned out, were very unhappy people.

Little did the Jewish comedians before the 1960s know it, but American audiences would ultimately joyfully accept overtly Jewish types, language, and humor, and Jewish comedy would reconfigure the very shape of American humor.

Jerry Seinfeld, then, was not alone on that stage at Catch a Rising Star. Like the Jews themselves, he wouldn’t quit. The world saying no became just an incentive to go on. Seinfeld became a great success in America, but in the tradition of his people, he continues to search for what to make of that success.

The story of the ultimate triumph of Jewish comedians can best begin by going back to the turn of the twentieth century, back to a time when Jews in large numbers were arriving in the Golden Land, and when those Jews were about to make their explosive entrance onto the American comedic stage.
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Meyer Kubelsky’s father had to struggle for nearly ten years before saving enough money to send his son to the Golden Land, the one place where hope still breathed, where Jews, through hard work and cheerful optimism, could survive, the land where even the Cossacks could not ride their horses. Meyer’s father, a wine merchant, had followed the rules and gotten a passport for his son. Then, with the frightening control the authorities so arbitrarily exercised over Jewish lives, a government official told the family that despite the passport Meyer would not be allowed to leave. Distraught, the father concocted a desperate plan. He knew a man who delivered empty bottles to the Kubelsky wine shop and tavern. The man, seeking to help the young Kubelsky  and to make a profit, agreed to the plan: Meyer would be smuggled out of Lithuania, hiding under a shipment of the bottles.

The escape was successful. Meyer made his way to Hamburg, a principal departure point for ships to America, and in 1889 he landed in New York Harbor. Ellis Island had not yet been designated as the entry point for new immigrants, so Meyer entered the country through Castle Garden. He remained in New York for just a few days before setting out across the country to Chicago, where some of his landsmen had already settled and where he would eventually marry and become the father of a son named Benjamin, later known as Jack Benny.

Such stories were not unique. Although most accounts of Jewish immigration to America begin at the New World’s gateway, typically New York, in fact the effort to reach such debarkation points as Hamburg was often the most dangerous part of the entire journey. Sophie Tucker, for example, was born on the road from Russia across Poland. Her mother and young brother were traveling in a large wagon when Sophie’s mother tapped the driver on the shoulder to let him know that the baby inside her had decided to enter the world. The driver promptly let the expectant mother and the two-year-old boy named Philip off the wagon—and then drove away. Luckily, there was a house nearby, and the mother and son got there in time for Sophie to be born. Sophie Tucker’s mother was seventeen years old.

Marrying so young was common. Another young man living in Eastern Europe named Louis Birnbaum was sixteen when he married Dorothy Bluth, fourteen. Two years and two children later, the couple decided that their future lay in the faraway land that all young Jewish people were talking about. After a two-week journey, they arrived in New York, where they would eventually have twelve children, the most famous of whom grew up to be George Burns.

Many immigrants traveled alone and, like Meyer Kubelsky, would meet other immigrants in America and get married. Sam Marx, for instance, emigrated from Alsace wearing a green topcoat and a black stovepipe hat. Minnie Schoenberg came to America at fifteen from Dornum, Germany, where her father was a magician and her mother a harpist. Sam married her when Minnie was eighteen, and together they raised the most brilliant, riotous, hilarious brother act in American history, sons who would define comedy for their generation and beyond.

Most of the comedians who became famous at the beginning of the twentieth century had ancestors who left Russia or Poland and ventured across hostile land only to make a dangerous ocean crossing and to disembark poverty stricken onto the shores of their dreamland. They joined the German Jewish immigrants who had come earlier in the nineteenth century and the Sephardic Jews who had come even earlier.

Some of these comedians’ ancestors had come earlier as well. George Jessel’s grandfather, Edward Aaron Jessel, entered America in 1835, immediately joined in the gold rush, and eventually became an auctioneer in Chicago. Jessel’s father was a playwright who then traveled the country selling what he could.

Also, not all immigrants were poor. Milton Berle’s father and the rest of the Berlinger family came from Wamp, Germany, and were well off. The first Uncle Miltie (Milton Berle’s actual uncle for whom he was named) would rise to become the vice president of the Ex-Lax Corporation. The Berlingers were deeply proud of their German Jewish heritage and, like some others in that community, believed that the East European Jews were beneath them. Berle’s mother’s family came from Poland and was poor. His father’s family was so upset at the match that they disowned him.

These families of the great comedians were part of a historic movement of the Jewish people. Between 1880 and 1920, 2 million  Jews from Eastern Europe came to the United States. One-third of East European Jews left their homeland, with 80 percent coming to knock on America’s Golden Door.

They came for a variety of reasons. They were mostly poor, of course, and they saw in America a chance to pick up the gold that surely lay untouched on every street. Jews were persecuted as well. The sad legacy of the hatred of the Jews had its own poignant nineteenth-century chapters.

Still, up until the last two decades of the century, Jews prayed and adapted; they rarely left their Russian villages. Despite the crushing poverty, most Jews accepted their condition as a seemingly permanent element of Jewish existence.

The generally optimistic spirit of the age buoyed the Jews and allowed them to perceive continuing Russian hatred of the Jews as a historical anachronism doomed to oblivion by what they sensed would be the inevitably humanizing effects of a spreading European enlightenment. In time, the Jews generally believed, czarist Russia would evolve into a democracy that would grant them civil and religious rights. They saw no urgent need to leave their homes when the light of reason streaming across Europe was headed their way.

These hopes evaporated immediately after the assassination of Czar Alexander II of Russia in 1881. Although Jews were not involved in the attack, the new czar, Alexander III, blamed them. The czar had a fanatic hater of Jews as a teacher, Konstantin Pobedonostev, who wielded immense power in the government. Together they developed a neatly symmetrical solution to what Pobedonostev termed Russia’s Jewish problem: one-third of the Jews would emigrate, one-third would be converted to Russian Orthodoxy, and one-third would starve to death. At the time, Russian Jews constituted half the Jews in the world.

In April 1881, the first organized attack against the Jews prompted  by the assassination began. Although pogroms had occurred earlier in Russian history, this new fury was coordinated and supported by the government, and had clear political and economic goals. About thirty more attacks took place just in April. They continued into May and then resumed in July and August. Over time, the increasingly violent pogroms were characterized by the murders of individuals or whole families, numerous sexual assaults, the looting of property, and the burning of houses and land.

The Russian government, arguing that the peasants had to be protected from the purported economic domination by Jews, began passing laws (known as the “May Laws”) that forbade the Jews from returning to their hometowns and that severely restricted their access to a high school education.

The military draft was another factor sending Jews out of the land. The May Laws and hatred of the Jews did not prevent the czar from continuing the practice of conscripting Jewish boys. At the age of eight, they were drafted as cantonists, or military trainees. They continued with that training for ten years at which time they were drafted into the army. The young Jews were obligated to serve in the army for twenty-five years. They were not, of course, allowed to follow Jewish customs during their service; religious Jews were forcibly fed pork products. Every Russian town had a quota to fill. As the New York Evening Post wryly commented in 1905 about Jews being conscripted to fight in the Russo-Japanese War: “Russia, while denying her Jewish subjects all civil rights, does not object to sending them to Manchuria to stop Japanese bullets.”

The increasingly tenuous lives that the Jews of Russia led became simply intolerable. These realities prompted especially young Jews to conclude that their parents’ hopes for a democratic Russia were dangerous delusions. The young unblinkingly looked at the lives they were going to lead and realized that escape to  America, however wrenching the departure, however uncertain the prospects, provided the best hope for a place where their dreams and their futures would not be crushed.

So, more and more, the younger generation of Jews left Eastern Europe. The trip itself was made affordable even for the poverty-stricken masses of Jews by the increasing use of steamships, which could make the journey across the Atlantic in eight to fourteen days depending on the weather, rather than the previous one to three months. The steamships journeyed to America to collect freight to take back to Europe and saw in potential immigrants a way to make extra money by filling their empty ships on the way west. Most Jews found it possible to save the thirty-four dollars it cost to go from Hamburg to New York. Of course, the steamship companies tried to make the voyage appear attractive. The advertising posters showed parties on board the ships as potential immigrants headed toward the land of liberty.

For its part, America needed the immigrants. Six hundred thousand Civil War deaths had left a huge shortage of workers for decades to come. This happened at the same time as the American gears of capitalism shifted forcefully into forward. Of course, America had tremendous natural resources. These, combined with the effects of the Industrial Revolution in providing new machinery, completely altered the economic landscape. Still, people were needed to do the work. Between 1865 and 1900, the population of the United States doubled in large part because of immigration and despite the losses from the Civil War. Manufactured goods increased sevenfold. This led to a quadrupling of America’s national wealth. America desperately needed more healthy workers if the boom was to continue.

Almost all of the Jewish immigrants were, indeed, healthy. This was not only a tribute to their hygienic habits and their kosher diets, but also reflected the simple economic fact that steamship  lines would not accept as passengers anyone in obvious bad health. The companies were held responsible not only for returning the ill back to Europe but were charged one hundred dollars by immigration authorities for each of those passengers as well. Indeed, on the ships themselves, the baggage was fumigated and antiseptic baths were given. Passengers stayed in seaport hotels for about four days, and then, thirty-six hours before departure, they were deloused again and put in quarantine on a clean side of the hotel.

The ships had three classes of passengers: first class, second class, and steerage—the unhappy alternative most Jews were forced to choose because of their economic straits. Steerage (named for where the steering mechanisms for the ship had once been placed) was on the lower deck. A thousand people were packed onto the deck for the voyage. People wore their clothes the entire trip, slept when they could and where they had been placed, felt most forcefully the rocking of the boat during storms, and had to endure a pervasive stench that inevitably accompanied the overcrowding.

For those immigrants who came to New York, the first stop was actually the Hudson or East River Pier. First- and second-class passengers were examined on board and allowed to enter. Steerage passengers were sent on a ferry or barge to Ellis Island to be examined. Sometimes, of course, hours were spent on the boat even before being sent to Ellis Island.

When the immigrants finally were off the ferry or barge and, for the first time in weeks, felt the land beneath their tired feet, some bent down and kissed the ground.

As they came onto Ellis Island, landing cards pinned to their clothing, they went in groups of thirty to the front door and into the baggage room. From the baggage room, the immigrants went up the staircase to the second floor. There was a line inspection, with officials searching for immigrants who had any difficulty  breathing or made odd facial expressions (indicating mental problems). Blue chalk marks were put on the lapel of immigrants who required further scrutiny. An X chalk mark indicated a mental illness was suspected. If the X was circled, the inspector believed that the immigrant showed definite signs of such an illness.

Of course, for immigrants this health inspection was both odd and profoundly embarrassing. Many of the Jews had never been to a doctor. Their religion and cultural upbringing made them very uneasy about exposing even part of themselves in a large room filled with strangers.

Those who passed the health inspection went to the Registry Hall, a hot and crowded place where immigrants sat on benches waiting for their names to be called. The average wait was five hours. The hall was divided into sections based on the country of origin. The immigrant was eventually called up to see the official, who used the manifest lists with their twenty-nine questions to grill the immigrant. Could the immigrant read? Write?

The trickiest question of all involved work. Immigrants were asked if they had jobs waiting. It might be assumed that a positive answer to this question would help the immigrant. In fact, those immigrants who had jobs waiting were sent back; they were seen as taking jobs from Americans. Young, single women without sponsors were detained until social workers could find someone to sponsor them.

After the Registry Hall, immigrants descended the stairs (dubbed by them the “stairs of separation”) and went either to the detention room or to the “kissing post,” so-called because they could see the people—often their families—who were coming to meet them. They then went to the service center where, for example, they could exchange money, and, finally, they left Ellis Island—the place the immigrants dubbed the Isle of Hope, the Isle of Tears—and walked through the Golden Door to America. 


Most Jewish immigrants to America went first to New York City. Some, like Henny Youngman’s father, headed to the Lower East Side and the Mills Hotel, which charged twenty-five cents a night and was popular with the new immigrants who didn’t have waiting families. Others became boarders with families. Soon the Lower East Side became a teeming symbol of immigrant Jewish life.

In 1880, there were 80,000 Jews living in New York. By 1910, that number had swelled to 1,250,000. By one estimate, a typical block consisted of 2,781 people—and no bathtubs. George Burns, for example, lived at 259 Rivington Street with a coal-burning stove in the kitchen used for both cooking and heating. The three bathrooms for the building were three flights down the stairs and out into the yard. The family lit the apartment by gaslight, and when the gas ran out they had to put a quarter in the meter. Baths were a special problem in the household. On Thursdays, Burns’s mother would boil water and pour it into her washtub. The girls would jump into the washtub first, one at a time, moving quickly, and then the boys rushed in, each in turn, hoping the water would still be hot when they got there. No one dared hope the water would still be clean.

Eddie Cantor’s mother died a few months before his second birthday, his father either died or disappeared soon after, and his grandmother Esther Kantrowitz raised the young boy. The poor woman took her grandson and moved to a basement apartment at 47 Henry Street. The apartment had three rooms, a living room, kitchen, and bedroom. They rarely had money. Once, when Cantor needed to see a dentist but couldn’t afford to go, he earned money by going down to the docks and bringing new immigrants to boardinghouses. The renters paid Cantor a small commission, and soon he got his teeth fixed.

Cantor’s strongest memory was the heat in the summer. As in  all tenements, gas jets and steam boilers supplemented the sun’s heat. It could be unbearable; for example, in just eight days in 1896, 420 New Yorkers died from the heat. Tenement dwellers had other worries as well, particularly fires caused by the heat and the smoking of cigarettes.

A typical tenement building had six or seven stories, usually with four apartments on each floor. Most front apartments had four rooms, whereas rear apartments had 325 square feet partitioned into three rooms. The back apartments were not desirable because of the foul smell coming from the shared privies in the backyard. One room in each apartment faced the street or other tenements, presumably to let in sunlight. The other rooms were so dark that a law was passed in 1901 requiring every room to have a window, whether or not the window faced the outdoors. Children frequently slept on orange crates or thick rugs. The ten- to twenty-dollar monthly rent could most commonly be paid only if a family took in boarders who slept on cots or folded beds, in a situation sadly reminiscent of their lives in steerage. Many women used the front room for piecework, sewing clothing, rolling cigars, gluing labels on cigar boxes, making artificial flowers, or other similar jobs.

The streets, too, were crowded. On Friday mornings in the market on Hester Street, a double row of pushcarts filled the area. People, struggling to prepare for the Sabbath—“Shabbes” in Yiddish—pushed and wiggled, looking for the perfect piece of fruit to eat. Fish was particularly popular for Shabbes dinner. Old men with beards behind the pushcarts screamed in Yiddish: “Gutes frucht! Metziehs!” meaning “Good fruit! Bargains!” Often they would interject English. “Three pennies for the whole lot” became “Drei pennies die whole lot.”

Deprived for so long of the certainty that there would be food for the next meal, Jews embraced the abundance of food in the  Golden Land. Mothers, especially, urged their children to eat. Food was a living symbol of the Jewish drive for survival. A chicken on Shabbes meant a successful life. The aroma of a Shabbes meal sustained many with its rich assurances and its heady promises of even greater success.

These streets overflowed with boisterous merchants and were raucous with the teeming collective rhythms of immigrant life. The children played stickball when they could and looked for free ways to entertain one another. Eddie Cantor’s first audience was made up of all the kids in his neighborhood. Cantor dated a young woman named Kitty Brookman when she was fourteen or fifteen. Although the romance didn’t blossom, Kitty never quite got out of the comedy business. After marrying someone else, she later gave birth to a boy who grew up to be Mel Brooks.

The difficult life they led might have crushed others, but the Jews and other immigrants were survivors. They were mostly young and optimistic. They dwelled in the house of possibility. Their sense of adventure—exemplified in their willingness to leave Eastern Europe and journey to a new life—carried them through tough times. Additionally, the Jews had a healthy tradition of helping one another. Landsmanshaften, or mutual aid societies for people from the same city or town, sprang up, providing much- needed health insurance and for such matters as burials. The landsmanshaften supplemented the more fundamental unit of immigrant Jewish life: the family. For Jews the family meant not just the immediate or even extended family, but ultimately included the entire community. A sense of communal obligation encompassed all those within the immigrant Jewish world. When families were in trouble—when, for instance, a husband died or abandoned the family—others came to provide support.

Family in this broader sense was assumed by Jews to be part of life. Jews might (and did) complain about a spouse’s habits, a  child’s truancy and bad manners, a parent’s refusal to learn English, or an aunt or uncle’s meddling. Sometimes they even did this in public, in the Bintel Brief column of the most famous of the Yiddish dailies, the Forverts (the Jewish Daily Forward). Letters were printed in the column, and then an editor would respond to them. The plaintive, despairing tone of many of the missives reflects the troubled communal substructure that betrays any attempt to romanticize immigrant life. But, despite the annoyances engendered by such a life, the assumption that, however meddlesome, a family was always there, a last resort in times of trouble, was ultimately comforting. Such an assumption would give Jewish comedians a tremendous psychological resource, not to mention generations of material.

There was also a strong religious life in the neighborhood. In 1905, the Lower East Side housed 350 congregations in synagogues and storefronts. An exciting Jewish cultural flowering was also taking place there. There were Yiddish newspapers (four dailies before World War I), books, and theater. Yiddish plays were filled with adoration of the “Yiddische mama,” the Jewish mother. Almost every play had a wedding and a happy ending. This sentimental communal experience was vital in reassuring the Jews that their arduous trip across the Atlantic had not deprived them of their heritage.

In a way, the Yiddish theater was a counterpoint to vaudeville, which was more American. It is no accident that Burns, Berle, Benny, Cantor, Jessel, Brice, and the other comedians of that age did not go to the Yiddish theater, for they sought a larger stage. The great Yiddish stars, with rare exceptions, never achieved fame outside the Jewish community. Even at this point, there was a struggle within the American Jewish soul about whether they should embrace their tradition or their new land.

There were other attempts at community in the new country as  well. Immigrant Jewish workers frequently joined together for common cause, attempting to organize unions. The 1909 strike by teenage women shirtwaist workers and the 1910 strike of sixty thousand largely male cloak makers provided huge victories for the workers and gave great strength to the International Ladies Garment Workers Union, which had been established in 1902.

Of course, not all Jews lived on the Lower East Side. The Marx Brothers grew up in Yorkville, a German neighborhood, and lived at 179 East Ninety-third Street. Bert Lahr lived at First Avenue and Eighty-fourth Street. Phil Silvers was born at 417 Pennsylvania Avenue in Brooklyn in 1911. His kitchen included an iron bathtub covered by a wooden plank that was used for ironing. As children, Milton Berle and George Jessel lived next door to each other at 68 and 66 West 118th Street in Harlem until the Berlinger family (Milton’s mother changed the name for her son because she didn’t think “Berlinger” would fit on a marquee) was evicted. Jack Benny grew up in Waukegan, Illinois, living over a butcher shop. Sophie Tucker was raised in Hartford and Ed Wynn in Philadelphia.

The young and poor found their escapes where they could. In the Lower East Side, the candy store became a social center, especially for an immigrant boy. “The candy store,” the New York Tribune reported, “serves as a clubhouse where he can meet old friends and make new ones, as well as a haven of refuge and a safe retreat from the persecution of the corner policeman.”

This last statement was no exaggeration. Many of the immigrant children were young thieves. George Burns always claimed that he took his name from the Burns Brothers coal yard. He and his brother would steal the coal, and neighbors would shout, “There go the Burns brothers.” (This story may, of course, be apocryphal. George Burns enjoyed exaggerating the truth and bragged about it. His name could simply be a shortened form of his real name—Birnbaum—or even an attempt to “pass” as Irish.) He also claimed  that he had gone to the Automat with a sister’s hairpin, stood by the beef stew, and after someone bought the stew, Burns slipped in the hairpin, preventing the door from closing. He either stole the next stew for his own meal or sold it to another customer. Phil Silvers stole from pushcarts and sold stolen pipe. Fanny Brice stole gum from her mother’s store and then began shoplifting until she was caught. Eddie Cantor stole from pushcarts. At thirteen, he stole a purse. Bert Lahr stole from local stores and resold the goods at an open market on Saturday mornings (the Sabbath to observant Jews). He once stole a pumpkin from a police officer. The cop knocked on the Lahrheim door only minutes after the theft. Young Irving Lahrheim had not turned out to be a very good thief; the pumpkin was sitting on the fire escape. Groucho Marx didn’t exactly steal. His mother would give him six cents for a loaf of bread. He knew day-old bread cost only a nickel, so he’d buy that and keep the penny, sometimes earning a nickel a week, which was exactly his allowance. His mother always knew what he was doing; she let him continue because she thought it showed initiative.

These childish acts, born of a simple desire to eat and an environment that—indirectly, at least—encouraged such behavior, nevertheless had an effect. All of the comedians stopped stealing at a very young age. But the antiauthoritarian nature of such thievery helped make them feel apart not only from the rules of society but also from their own Jewish culture and sometimes, even, their families. It was a sort of assertion and transgression that would in subtle ways influence the Jewish comic voice.

Beyond frequent petty thievery, the emerging comedians also shared an active distaste for school. Unlike so many young Jews, who saw in education the gateway to all the splendors the new land had to offer, the young comedians found school either difficult or useless, or, more commonly, both. These young comedians were bright but spent a lot of time fantasizing about money and  pleasure rather than reading books and learning. They were unable or unwilling to do regular work like their peers.

Jack Benny skipped school to play his violin in a theater when there were matinees. He quit school when he was thirteen. Bert Lahr did poorly in school and always felt trapped in a classroom. Fanny Brice was a truant and, unsurprisingly, had low grades. Henny Youngman never made it through high school. George Burns quit in the fifth grade. George Jessel managed all of eight months in school. Harpo Marx was thrown out of school in the second grade—literally. Two raucous classmates would take the poor young boy by his belt and shoulder and toss him out of the window on the first floor. One day he simply decided not to return.

Nor did the young comedians find much comfort in Jewish life. Jack Benny had a powerful memory of one Yom Kippur. He had joined his Orthodox father in the synagogue but walked out in the middle. His father hit him in the face with a prayer book. That night, Meyer Kubelsky tried, in his way, to apologize by saying that it was considered a great blessing to be hit with the prayer book on Yom Kippur.

Phil Silvers once refused to recite his lessons in Hebrew school, and the teacher slapped his palm with a ruler. Silvers then pushed the teacher back into a chair. When the teacher unbuckled his strap, Silvers ran away and never returned.

Groucho Marx’s only memories of his bar mitzvah involved the fountain pen he received that, when it dripped, made unusual designs on his shirt. Henny Youngman didn’t even have a bar mitzvah ceremony until sixty years after the normal age. Milton Berle had his bar mitzvah ceremony at Mount Zion Temple at 119th Street. The synagogue was strategically located because Berle was then appearing in a show and was scheduled to perform right after the ceremony. While preparing his speech, Berle had been tempted  to mention the play in which he was appearing, but the thought struck him that although Mount Zion was a Reform temple, the reforms hadn’t gone far enough to permit a commercial. (He was wrong. The rabbi, evidently at Berle’s mother’s suggestion, told the congregation about Milton’s theatrical appearance.)

George Burns lived in a kosher home, but became disenchanted with religion at an early age. When his grandfather died, only seven men could be rounded up for the minimal prayer quorum, called a minyan, which required ten men. It became necessary to pay three men fifty cents each to take part. It was the necessity of paying that so bothered the young Burns.

Another crucial common element for many Jewish comedians was having a weak father who was fundamentally a failure in the New World and a strong, intelligent, ambitious mother. Sam Marx was a failed tailor, known in the neighborhood as “Misfit Sam” because he disdained the use of a tape measure, believing, with spectacular inaccuracy, that his tailor’s eye was sufficient. There were very few repeat customers. Luckily, Sam was a good cook.

George Burns’s father wanted to sing for a living in synagogues, not as a cantor but as a ba’al tefillah, a leader of the prayers. However, his voice was not very good, and he rarely had sufficient money for the family. As Burns joked in an unpublished interview he later gave the American Jewish Committee: “After he sang in one little synagogue, the following synagogue, instead of hiring him, they kept it closed during Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur.” Louis Birnbaum, a failed helper for a kosher butcher and a failure in assisting the cantors in local synagogues, died when the future George Burns was just seven.

Milton Berle’s father was such a failure that Berle compared him to Willy Loman from Death of a Salesman.


By contrast, Eddie Cantor’s grandmother ran an employment agency for servant girls, was a matchmaker, and was arrested for  rolling cigars because she didn’t have a license. Bert Lahr’s mother once saved a child’s life by sending money across an alley over a clothesline to a neighbor who couldn’t afford to pay the doctor. Minnie Marx and Sadie Berle were the exemplars of ambition for their beloved sons.

In his study of Jewish comedians, psychologist Samuel Janus noted that an astonishing 92 percent “came from families in the lowest socio-economic class.” This class factor, seen also in the emergence of Irish and, later, African American comics, is significant. Those in the lower class with quick minds struggled to overcome their fathers’ failures and prove the worth of the family to America. Their poverty, their lower-class status, and their failure in school (which would continue to be a tradition among Jewish comedians) added to their desperation, their sense of having to prove their worth to the world, to their mothers, and, not least, to themselves. Janus noted that it takes some level of masochism to “survive the climb to stardom in comedy,” and this masochism emerged from these family structures.

The restraining power of a patriarch was missing because these future comedians had weak, absent, or dead fathers. This situation gave the young children what amounted to permission to escape school and take other risks that sons with strong fathers were simply unable to take. It also made them more assertive. The boys especially could assume a sort of familial “leadership” role, filling the emotional space their fathers had vacated.

These children weren’t social insiders. They were poor and powerless. That made them skeptical about what others in the society took for granted. But they weren’t truly outsiders either, and that fact gave them a belief that they could enter society, though they would have to work extra hard to please an audience, to find the right material, and, most of all, to take what life had to offer, absorb it, and continue working to succeed.

The simultaneity of their condition—being, at the same time, both an American and not quite an American—made for a strong sense of doubt and uncertainty. If one’s own identity wasn’t clear, after all, it followed that all else was in question, all the supposed truths were, perhaps, simply conventional lies. This in-between status was difficult, unstable, and closer to a tightrope than a bridge. The simultaneity promoted a sense of disillusionment with the society because it wouldn’t fully provide admission. These feelings enabled Jewish comics to be part of American life but to look at it with an outsider’s eye, with enough emotional distance to see truths that others missed, to laugh at the foibles that others considered simple normalcy, and, in some cases, to confront the culture when others were willing to abide by its rules.

These were invaluable assets as the young comedians made their way onto the vaudeville stage.
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It was in 1901, at age five, that young Nathan Birnbaum first felt the stirring passion, the love, that an audience’s applause could give him. The youngster, who would shortly become George Burns, had listened with others in the crowd on Mangin Street while an organ-grinder filled the street with music. Nathan, who a year later would enter the first grade at P.S. 22, instinctively started a Spanish dance to the music. The crowd clapped, and young Nathan felt a deep need for approval being partially met. It turned out that his need was such that a lifetime of success and applause could not diminish or fully satisfy it.

This drive to succeed, this fire in every vein, has driven generations of comedians. In Burns’s case, this drive needed a channel— amply provided by vaudeville—and a good deal of help. The first help came from the neighborhood mail carrier who heard Burns and two friends harmonizing to pass the time as they mixed and poured syrup in a candy store basement. Lewis Farley, the mail carrier, suggested a fourth boy for a quartet, and managed them as an act. The Peewee Quartet played on amateur nights at the Cannon Street Theatre, a movie house. The boys also sang on the corner of Columbia and Houston Streets while the crowd gave them money. In fact, they sang almost anywhere: in backyards, in saloons, and on the Staten Island Ferry—where they serenaded young couples and, Burns later remarked, were actually paid to go away and leave the lovers alone.

Nathan left the quartet at age ten and started a dance act with Abie Kaplan, who taught him the rudiments of tap dancing. The two, seeking a stage name, settled on the Burns Brothers. “George” was taken from Nathan’s brother Izzy, who had Americanized his own name to George.

In 1905, the Burns Brothers began their career by appearing in Seidman’s Theatre, a “presentation house” where live acts were presented between showings of silent films. This first experience was useful to George Burns in more ways than one. There was a Yiddish play also on the bill, in which one of the characters is asked to become Christian. The character replies, “No! A Jew I was born and a Jew I shall die!” Burns used this line whenever he was asked if he had changed his name legally.

Burns would continue to struggle, to change partners, to try any act. As Burns would have been the first to admit, he had more nerve than talent as he made his way into vaudeville. He frequently simply determined what kind of act was needed and presented himself as specializing in that particular talent.

Such a claim was not always accepted. One day at the Farley Theater, the manager heard Burns rehearsing and canceled him  before the first show. Burns, characteristically, took this experience and transformed it in his mind. When he retold it, he added to it a “vaudeville shine,” a comic exaggeration of reality. Years later, this is how he described what had happened: “I was in the middle of my act . . . and just before my yodeling finish the manager walked out and canceled me. . . . To make matters worse, the audience applauded him. And as he dragged me off the stage, the musicians gave him a standing ovation.”

Burns would not succeed until he was in his mid-twenties, when he made his first appearance with Gracie Allen. Throughout the years before that, however, his career was generally considered a failure to everyone but himself. He did tricks on roller skates. He was a dance teacher, and much else. Despite the failures, Burns had great perseverance; his good spirits, his confidence, and his willingness to surrender his ego by giving the best material to a partner would eventually make him one of the most successful Jewish comedians of the century.

According to one story, Burns and Allen were introduced in 1922 in Union City, New Jersey, by Mary Kelley, Gracie’s roommate and Jack Benny’s girlfriend. Gracie had recently been fired by Larry Reilly, her partner in vaudeville, and she needed a new partner. Mary told Jack Benny, and he told Gracie about his friend George Burns. Gracie approached Burns backstage about starting an act. Burns later recalled listening to her voice and assuming she was a dancer. Another story had them introduced by Renee Arnold, another of Gracie’s roommates who was on the same bill as Burns.

However they met, Burns and Allen began by singing and dancing. Burns wrote a routine in which, in baggy pants, he was the comic and Gracie fed him the straight lines. Burns, however, was very sensitive to audience reaction. He immediately saw that audiences laughed when Gracie spoke, even when the lines were  not humorous—and they didn’t laugh at his jokes. Recognizing the love the audience had for Gracie, Burns immediately rewrote the act, giving Gracie the funny lines and the daffy persona she became famous for displaying.

Burns had built the character on what were then known as Dumb Dora acts, but with a twist. Vaudeville comedians often made demeaning remarks about women, and the typical Dumb Dora act made the “dumb” woman the butt of the joke. Burns changed that. Gracie was not the object of the laughter; her comments and the subjects she talked about formed the source of humor.

This change is revealing. It is an example of how Jewish comedians of the era fitted seamlessly into current show business and did not attempt to subvert it in an obvious way, but transformed it tellingly. Burns kept the form of the Dumb Dora act, but—drawing on the idealization of the Yiddische mama—he dignified the woman by making her the center of the act. If the straight man didn’t understand this new Dumb Dora, he never got angry. In addition, Burns took the social observations that had been important in Yiddish life, and filtered them not through a shrewd con artist but through a seemingly naive partner.

This smuggling of Yiddish humor into an accepted vaudeville format is emblematic of what the most successful Jewish comedians did. They developed a code, a way to make their Jewish humor seem fully American yet include profoundly Jewish influences.

The Burns and Allen personae were carefully and thoughtfully constructed by the two performers, and writing for them was harder than it looked. In 1934, F. Scott Fitzgerald met Burns and Allen on tour and asked to write for the couple. He prepared an eight thousand—word film treatment for them, titled “Gracie at Sea,” but it could not be used because even the great Fitzgerald couldn’t capture the Allen character.

Gracie’s character saw the world through the lens of what Burns called “illogical logic.” She thought she was smart and did not understand why others made obvious mistakes in language and thinking. She would explain the world as she understood it. Burns—and the audience—accepted the logic and never challenged her intelligence or insights. His salty voice and her high-pitched, funny voice were perfect for delivering the lines Burns wrote.

The partnership worked from the start. Their first successful routine began with the two walking onstage holding hands. Gracie would look over toward the wing and wave. She then would let go of George’s hand and go over to the wing, still waving her hand. She would signal to the person to whom she was waving to come over. A man would then come out onstage and kiss Gracie, who would kiss him back. They would wave at each other, and he would walk off. Gracie would then come back to George, and the dialogue would begin:
GRACIE: Who was that?

GEORGE: You don’t know?

GRACIE: No, my mother told me never to talk to strangers.

GEORGE: That makes sense.

GRACIE: This always happens to me. On my way in, a man stopped me at the stage door and said, “Hiya cutie, how about a bite tonight after the show?”

GEORGE: And you said?

GRACIE: I said, “I’ll be busy after the show, but I’m not doing anything now,” so I bit him.

GEORGE: Gracie, let me ask you something. Did the nurse ever happen to drop you on your head when you were a baby?
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