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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.
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