
INFORMATION TO USERS

The most advanced technology has been used to photo­
graph and reproduce th is manuscript from the microfilm 
master. UMI films the original text directly from the copy 
submitted. Thus, some dissertation copies are in typewriter 
face, while others may he from a  computer printer.

In the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a 
complete manuscript and there are missing pages, these will 
he noted. Also, i f  unauthorized copyrighted material had to 
he removed, a  note will indicate the deletion.

Oversize m aterials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are re­
produced by sectioning the original, begim'iing at the upper 
left-hand comer and continuing from left to right in equal 
sections with small overlaps. Each oversize page is available 
as one exposure on a standard 35 mm slide or as a 17" x 23" 
black and white photographic print for an additional charge.

Photographs included in the original manuscript have been 
reproduced xerographically in this copy. 35 mm slides or 
6" x  9" black and white photographic prints are available for 
any photographs or illustrations appearing in this copy for 
an additional charge. Contact UMI directly to order.

UMI
A ccessing th e  World's Information sin ce 1938 

300 North Z eeb  Road, Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346 USA





Order Number 8820871

Funny wom en: A  study o f fem ale comedic personae

Horowitz, Susan N., Ph.D.

City University of New York, 1988

Copyright © 1987 by H orow itz, Susan N . All rights reserved.

U M I
300 N. Zeeb Rd.
Ann Arbor, MI 48106





PLEASE NOTE:

In all cases this material has been filmed in the best possible way from the available copy. 
Problems encountered yvith this docum ent have been identified here with a  check mark V .

1. Glossy photographs or p ag es_____

2. Colored illustrations, paper or print______

3. Photographs with dark background_____

4. Illustrations are poor copy______

5. Pages with black marks, not original copy _

6. Print shows through as there is text on both sides of p a g e _______

7. Indistinct, broken or small print on several pages _

8. Print exceeds margin requirements______

9. Tightly bound copy with print lost in spine_______

10. Computer printout pages with indistinct print______

11. Page(s)___________ lacking when material received, and not available from school or
author.

12. Page(s) seem to be  missing in numbering only as text follows.

13. Two pages numbered . Text follows.

14. Curling and wrinkled pages

15. Dissertation contains pages with print at a  slant, filmed a s  received

16. Other

UMI





FUNNY WOMEN 

A STUDY OF FEMALE COMEDIC PERSONAE

by

SUSAN N. HOROWITZ

A d i s s e r t a t i o n  s u m i t t e d  t o  t h e  G r a d u a t e  F a c u l t y  in 
T h e a t r e  i n  p a r t i a l  f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  t h e  r e q u i r e m e n t s  
f o r  t h e  d e g r e e e  o f  D o c t o r  o f  P h i l o s o p h y ,  The C i t y  
U n i v e r s i t y  o f  New Yor k .

1987



( g)1987 

SUSAN N. HOROWITZ 

Al l  R i g h t s  R e s e r v e d

i i



T h i s  m a n u s c r i p t  ha s  bee n  r e a d  and a c c e p t e d  f o r  t h e  
G r a d u a t e  F a c u l t y  i n  T h e a t r e  i n  s a t i s f a c t i o n  o f  t h e  
d i s s e r t a t i o n  r e q u i r e m e n t  f o r  t h e  d e g r e e  o f  D o c t o r  o f  
P h i l o s o p h y .

ii / s f a
Da t e

The C i t y  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  New York

i i i

C h a i r  o f  Ex a mi n i ng  c o m m i t t e e

Stanley Kauffmann



A b s t r a c t  

FUNNY WOMEN 

A STUDY OF FEMALE COMEDIC PERSONAE

by

SUSAN N. HOROWITZ 

A d v i s e r :  P r o f e s s o r  Ver a  Mowry R o b e r t s

T h i s  s t u d y  e x a m i n e s  t h e  c o me d i c  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  o f  f o u r  

l e a d i n g  c o m e d i e n n e s  f r o m t h e  1 9 5 0 ' s  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t .  Each 

c o me d i e n n e  r e p r e s e n t s  a d i f f e r e n t  p o p u l a r  g e n r e ,  and e a c h  

has  a c h i e v e d  o u t s t a n d i n g  p u b l i c  a c c e p t a n c e .  The 

c o m e d i e n n e s  a r e  as  f o l l o w s :  L u c i l l e  B a l l  ( s i t u a t i o n

c o me d y ) ,  P h y l l i s  O i l i e r  ( s t a n d - u p  c o me d y ) ,  Ca r o l  B u r n e t t  

( s k e t c h  c o me d y ) ,  and G o l d i e  Hawn ( f e a t u r e  f i l m  c o me d y ) .  

Whi l e  t h e  c h i e f  f o c u s  o f  t h i s  s t u d y  i s  on t h e s e  f o u r  

c o m e d i e n n e s ,  t h e i r  work i s  s e t  i n  h i s t o r i c a l  c o n t e x t  by 

r e f e r r i n g  t o  o t h e r  Ame r i c a n  c o me d i e n n e s  f r om n i n e t e e n t h  

c e n t u r y  v a u d e v i l l e  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t .  M a t e r i a l s  a r e  drawn 

f r om books  and a r t i c l e s  a b o u t  t h e  c o m e d i e n n e s ;  c r i t i c a l  

s t u d i e s  o f  comedy f r o m t h e  a n c i e n t s  t o  t h e  mo d e r n s ;  p l a y s ,  

f i l m s ,  t e l e v i s i o n  s h o ws ,  p h o n o g r a p h  r e c o r d i n g s ,  n i g h t c l u b  

a c t s  e t c . ;  and p e r s o n a l  i n t e r v i e w s .



T h i s  s t u d y  c o n s i d e r s  how t h e  p h y s i c a l  a t t r i b u t e s ,  

t a l e n t s ,  t a s t e s ,  b a c k g r o u n d s ,  and p e r s o n a l i t i e s  o f  B a l l ,  

D i l l e r ,  B u r n e t t ,  and Hawn l e d  t o  t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  t h e i r  

p a r t i c u l a r  c o me d i c  p e r s o n a e .  I t  e x p l o r e s  how t h e  n a t u r e  

o f  e ac h  g e n r e  t e n d s  t o  p r o mo t e  c e r t a i n  t y p e s  o f  c o me d i c  

c h a r a c t e r s  and why c e r t a i n  b e h a v i o r s ,  j o k e s ,  d i a l o g u e ,  

v i s u a l  e f f e c t s  and v o c a l i s m s  a r e  f u n n y .  I t  e x a mi n e s  t h e s e  

c o med i c  p e r s o n a e  i n  t h e  l i g h t  o f  t h e  c u r r e n t  s e x - r o l e s  o f  

women in  s o c i e t y .  And f i n a l l y ,  i t  d e m o n s t r a t e s  t h a t  t h e

s u c c e s s  o f  a p o p u l a r  c o me d i c  p e r s o n a l i t y  d e p e n d s  on a
>

b a l a n c e  o f  c e r t a i n  key  power  e l e m e n t s :  c o med i c  a p p e a l ,  s ex  

a p p e a l ,  and o v e r a l l  c o m p e t e n c e .  I t  shows t h a t  s u c c e s s f u l  

f e m a l e  c o med i c  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  e x e r t  s u f f i c i e n t  power  t o  

a t t r a c t ,  b u t  n o t  t h r e a t e n  a u d i e n c e s ,  and t h a t  t h e  amount  

o f  power  a l l o w e d  t o  a f e m a l e  c o me d i c  p e r f o r m e r  r e f l e c t s  

t h e  power  c u r r e n t l y  p e r m i t t e d  t o  women i n  s o c i e t y .  The 

s t e r e o t y p e s  o f  t h e  "dumb s e x p o t "  o r  t h e  " u g l y  w i s e c r a c k e r " 

a r e  e x a mi n e d  as  a t t e m p t s  t o  o b j e c t i f y  women and l i m i t  

t h e i r  power  t o  e i t h e r  t h e  s e x u a l  o r  t h e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  

a r e n a s .  I t  d e m o n s t r a t e s  t h a t  as  women a c h i e v e  g r e a t e r  

power ,  f e m a l e  c o me d i c  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  a r e  a l s o  a p t  t o  

p r e s e n t  t h e m s e l v e s  a s  b o t h  more p o w e r f u l  ( c o m b i n i n i n g  s ex  

a p p e a l  and c o m p e t e n c e )  and l e s s  s t e r e o t y p i c a l l y  s e x y  o r  

s e x l e s s .  In e s s e n c e ,  t h i s  s t u d y  e x a m i n e s  wha t  makes  

s u c c e s s f u l  f e m a l e  c o me d i c  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  a p p e a l i n g  and 

p l a c e s  t hem i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  t h e  s e x - r o l e s  o f  women i n  

s o c i e t y .

v



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I woul d l i k e  t o  e x p r e s s  my a p p r e c i a t i o n  t o  t h e  

f o l l o w i n g  p e o p l e  f o r  t h e i r  o f t e n  g e n e r o u s  h e l p  i n  h e l p i n g  

me t o  c o m p l e t e  t h i s  d o c t o r a l  d i s s e r t a t i o n .  F i r s t  and 

f o r e m o s t ,  I want  t o  t h a n k  my p a r e n t s  I s a a c  and Bess  

H o r o w i t z ,  whose c o n s t a n t  e n c o u r a g e m e n t  and s u p p o r t  o v e r  an 

e x t e n d e d  p e r i o d  o f  t i m e  made t h i s  a c h i e v e m e n t  p o s s i b l e .  I 

woul d  a l s o  l i k e  t o  t h a n k  my b r o t h e r  G e r s h o n ,  my s i s t e r  

T i n a ,  and my f r i e n d s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  Mi c h a e l  B l i n i c k ,  R o b e r t  

Cubbage ,  R o b e r t  G e f f k e n ,  J a y  P o y n o r ,  and T z i p p o r a h  

K a s a c h k o f f .  I want  t o  a c k n o wl e d g e  P r o f e s s o r  Ethem Kok,  

Dean Ro na l d  S p a l t e r ,  and P r o f e s s o r  J o s e p h  D o c t o r  who 

o f f e r e d  i n v a l u a b l e  t e c h n i c a l  a s s i s t a n c e .  I t h a n k  my 

s t u d e n t s  f o r  t h e  j o y  t h e y  have  g i v e n  me,  w i t h o u t  whi ch  I 

n e v e r  woul d  have  b e e n  m o t i v a t e d  t o  c o m p l e t e  my a c a d e mi c  

d e g r e e .  And f i n a l l y ,  I wan t  t o  e x p r e s s  my a p p r e c i a t i o n  t o  

t h e  members  o f  my d i s s e r t a t i o n  c o m m i t t e e :  P r o f e s s o r

S t a n l e y  Ka u f f ma n n ,  P r o f e s s o r  D a n i e l  G e r o u l d ,  and my 

i n d e f a t i g u a b l e  c h a i r m a n  P r o f e s s o r  Ver a  R o b e r t s ,  whose 

p a t i e n c e  and d e d i c a t i o n  h e l p e a  me t o  s t r u c t u r e  and r e f i n e  

an u n c o n v e n t i o n a l  t o p i c  i n t o  a d o c t o r a l  d i s s e r t a t i o n .

v i



ABSTRACT

TABLE OF CONTENTS

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  vi

CHAPTER I .  I N T R O D U C T I O N . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . !

CHAPTER I I .  LUCILLE B A L L . . . . . . . . . ....................  . . . . . 2 9

CHAPTER I I I .  PHYLLIS DILLER. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6 8

CHAPTER IV.  CAROL BURNE TT. . . .   ...............    . 106

CHAPTER V. GOLDIE HAWN. . . ....................         151

CHAPTER VI .  CONCLUSION  ................................................   190

BIBLIOGRAPHY............................  225



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION

In t h i s  s t u d y ,  I p r o p o s e  t o  i d e n t i f y  t h o s e  f a c t o r s  

t h a t  a r e  c h i e f l y  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  a p p e a l  o f  

c o n t e m p o r a r y  f e m a l e  c o me d i c  p e r s o n a l i t i e s .  I w i l l  t a k e  as  

my s u b j e c t  a f ew p a r a d i g m a t i c  e x a mp l e s  o f  f e m a l e  c o me d i c  

p e r s o n a e .  Th e s e  e x a m p l e s  w i l l  be c h o s e n  f r o m f o u r  m a j o r  

g e n r e s  o f  p o p u l a r  c o n t e m p o r a r y  comedy— t h e  t e l e v i s i o n  

s i t u a t i o n  comedy,  t h e  s o l o  s t a n d - u p  a c t ,  t h e  s k e t c h  a c t ,

and t h e  n a r r a t i v e  comi c  f i l m  o r  p l a y .  The c o m e d i e n n e s  

c h o s e n  h a v e  e s t a b l i s h e d  t h e i r  c r e d e n t i a l s  as  embodyi ng  

t h o s e  q u a l i t i e s  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  p o p u l a r  s u c c e s s  by t h e  

s i m p l e  f a c t  o f  t h e i r  h a v i n g  e s t a b l i s h e d  e n d u r i n g  c a r e e r s  

a s  f amous  c o me d i c  f e m a l e  p e r s o n a l i t i e s .  I i n t e n d  t o  s t u d y  

t h e i r  c o me d i c  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  as  a e s t h e t i c  c r e a t i o n s  

i n t e n d e d  f o r  p u b l i c  p r e s e n t a t i o n  and t o  e x a mi n e  t h e

p e r s o n a l  and p r o f e s s i o n a l  l i v e s  o f  t h e s e  women as  t h e y  

i mp a c t  on t h e i r  a r t .

The t i m e  p e r i o d  c h o s e n  f o r  t h e  s t u d y  w i l l  be f rom t h e

e a r l y  1 9 5 0 ' s  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t .  I have  c h o s e n  t o  f o c u s  on

1



t h i s  p e r i o d  f o r  two r e a s o n s .  F i r s t , -  t h e  t i m e  p e r i o d  f r o m 

t h e  1 9 5 0 ' s  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t  i s  a m a j o r  t r a n s i t i o n a l  one  i n  

Ame r i c a n  s o c i e t y ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  t e r m s  o f  t h e  r o l e  o f  

women.  By l o o k i n g  a t  t h e s e  c o m e d i e n n e s  f r o m t h e  v a n t a g e  

p o i n t  o f  t h e  m i d - e i g h t i e s ,  we c a n  s e e  t h e i r  a r t  as  e i t h e r  

a p e r i o d  p i e c e ,  ma r ked  by t h e  e r a  i n  whi ch  i t  o r i g i n a t e d ,  

o r  as  c h a n g i n g  w i t h  and  r e f l e c t i n g  t h e  t i m e s .  In t h e  c a s e  

o f  f e m a l e  c o me d i c  p e r f o r m e r s ,  i t  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  r e l e v a n t  

t o  c o n s i d e r  t h e  i ma g e  o f  woman t h e y  p r e s e n t  i n  t e r m s  o f  

t h e  s o c i o - e c o n o m i c  s t a t u s  o f  women,  t h e  s e x - r o l e

e x p e c t a t i o n s  p l a c e d  on women,  and t h e  i m p a c t  ( i f  any)  o f  

t h e  f e m i n i s t  movement .

S e c o n d ,  i t  was i n  t h e  e a r l y  1 9 5 0 ' s  t h a t  t e l e v i s i o n  

f i r s t  became a mass  e n t e r t a i n m e n t  medi um.  S i n c e  t h e n ,  i t  

h a s  become t h e  s i n g l e  mos t  i n f l u e n t i a l  p u r v e y o r  o f  comedy 

and h a s  o f t e n  b e e n  i n s t r u m e n t a l  i n  i n t r o d u c i n g  comi c s  t o  a 

wi de  a u d i e n c e .  Al l  t h e  c o m e d i e n n e s  u n d e r  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  

h a v e  had t e l e v i s i o n  e x p o s u r e ,  w h e t h e r  as  h e r o i n e s  o f  a 

s i t u a t i o n  comedy,  a s  h o s t s  o f  a c o m e d y / v a r i e t y  show,  as  

g u e s t  p e r f o r m e r s  on t a l k  a n d / o r  v a r i e t y  s hows ,  o r  a s  t h e  

h e r o i n e s  o f  f i l m s  t h a t  h a v e  been  b r o a d c a s t  on t e l e v i s i o n

a n d / o r  r e w o r k e d  i n t o  t h e  f o r m a t  o f  an e p i s o d i c  s e r i e s .

I t  i s  my i n t e n t i o n  t o  c o n s i d e r  c o n t e m p o r a r y

c or ne d i e nnes  whose  c a r e e r s  have  had magni  t u d e  and

e n d u r a n c e .  I am t h e r e f o r e  c h o o s i n g  as  my s u b j e c t s  f o u r  

p e r f o r m e r s  whose  c omi c  p e r s o n a e  have  c o n t i n u e d  t o  a t t r a c t  

t h e  p u b l i c  f o r  o v e r  t w e n t y  y e a r s .  Based  on t h e i r  c o n t i n u e d

2



p o p u l a r  a p p e a l ,  i t  s eems  f a i r  t o  a s sume  t h a t  t h e y

i n c o r p o r a t e  t h o s e  e l e m e n t s  t h a t  a r e  e s s e n t i a l  t o  t h e

s u c c e s s f u l  c o me d i c  p e r s o n a .  Me c an  t h e r e f o r e  u t i l i z e

t h e s e  p e r s o n a e  t o  e x a mi n e  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h o s e  e l e m e n t s  and 

how t h e y  work i n  t a n d e m w i t h  e a c h  o t h e r  i n  t h e  c o me d i c  

p e r s o n a l i t y .  By so d o i n g ,  1 i n t e n d  t o  e s t a b l i s h  a me t hod  

o f  a n a l y s i s  t h a t  w i l l  n o t  o n l y  a i d  i n  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h e s e  

p a r t i c u l a r  c o m e d i e n n e s ,  b u t  may u l t i m a t e l y  be  a p p l i e d  t o  

o t h e r  c o m e d i e n n e s  a n d ,  ( w i t h  some a d j u s t m e n t s  r e l a t e d  t o  

t h e  d i f f e r i n g  s e x  r o l e ) ,  ma l e  c o mi c s  who a r e  a t t e m p t i n g  t o  

e s t a b l i s h  t h e m s e l v e s  i n  t h e  f i e l d .  The c o m e d i e n n e s  t h a t  

w i l l  be  c o n s i d e r e d  i n  t h i s  s t u d y  and t h e  g e n r e s  o f  comedy 

t h a t  e a c h  r e p r e s e n t s  a r e  as  f o l l o w s :

L u c i l l e  B a l l  ( S i t u a t i o n  Comedy)

P h y l l i s  D i l l e r  ( S t a n d - u p  Comedy)

Ca r o l  B u r n e t t  ( S k e t c h  Comedy)

G o l d i e  Hawn ( N a r r a t i v e  F i l m Comedy) .

L u c i l l e  B a l l  had a c h i e v e d  m o d e r a t e  s u c c e s s  as  a f i l m  

and r a d i o  a c t r e s s  when s h e  wen t  on t h e  a i r  i n  O c t o b e r  1951 

as  t h e  h e r o i n e  o f  I Love L u c y . The show became 

p h e n o m e n a l l y  p o p u l a r  and r e m a i n e d  on t h e  a i r  u n t i l  1960,  

a t  wh i ch  t i m e  B a l l  and Ar naz  d i v o r c e d  and s t o p p e d  

p e r f o r m i n g  t o g e t h e r .  L u c i l l e  B a l l  c o n t i n u e d  t o  s t a r  i n  

h e r  own s e r i e s :  The Lucy Show ( 1 9 6 2 - 1 9 6 8 )  and H e r e ' s  Lucy 

( 1 9 6 8 - 1 9 7 4 ) .  A l l  o f  t h e s e  p r o g r a ms  have  gone  i n t o  r e - r u n s  

wh i c h  a r e  s t i l l  b r o a d c a s t  t o d a y .  B a l l  ha s  o c c a s i o n a l l y  

a p p e a r e d  i n  t e l e v i s i o n  s p e c i a l s  and f i l m s ,  b u t  h e r  g r e a t e s t
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c o me d i c  a c h i e v e m e n t  i s  h e r  c r e a t i o n  o f  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  "Lucy 

R i c a r d o "  on I Love  L u c y .

P h y l l i s  D i l l e r  f i r s t  p e r f o r m e d  as  a s t a n d - u p  comi c  i n

1 9 5 5 .  T h i s  l e d  t o  a p p e a r a n c e s  on J a c k  P a a r ' s  T o n i g h t  Show

and The Ed S u l l i v a n  Show. S i n c e  t h e n  s h e  h a s  a p p e a r e d  i n
*

f i l m s ,  p u b l i s h e d  b o o k s  o f  humor ,  r e c o r d e d  comedy a l b u m s ,  

and s t a r r e d  i n  p l a y s  b o t h  on and o f f - B r o a d w a y .  M a i n l y ,  

s h e  h a s  b u i l t  a f o l l o w i n g  a s  a s o l o  s t a n d - u p  comi c  i n  

m a j o r  s u p p e r  c l u b s ,  whe r e  s h e  h a s  h e a d l i n e d  f o r  o v e r

t h i r t y  y e a r s .  When D i l l e r  s t a r t e d ,  t h e r e  wer e  p r a c t i c a l l y  

no s u c c e s s f u l  f e m a l e  s t a n d - u p  c o m i c s .  To d a y ,  w h i l e  s t i l l  

a m i n o r i t y  w i t h i n  a m a l e - d o m i n a t e d  p r o f e s s i o n ,  t h e  number  

o f  f e m a l e  c o mi c s  i s  i n c r e a s i n g  d r a m a t i c a l l y ,  and D i l l e r  

h a s  p r o v i d e d  a model  f o r  a f e m a l e  c o me d i c  s t y l e  t o  e m u l a t e  

o r  r e a c t  a g a i n s t .

C a r o l  B u r n e t t  came t o  New York i n  t h e  l a t e  1 9 5 0 ' s  and 

a p p e a r e d  i n  n i g h t c l u b s  and i n t e r m i t t e n t l y  on t e l e v i s i o n  as  

a g u e s t  on The Gar y  Moore Show. She a c h i e v e d  h e r  f i r s t  

m a j o r  s u c c e s s  as  a c o me d i c  a c t r e s s  i n  1959 when s he

s t a r r e d  o f f - B r o a d w a y  i n  Once Upon a M a t t r e s s . She soon

became a r e g u l a r  on The Gary Moore Show. In 1966 s he

became t h e  f i r s t  woman t o  h o s t  a comedy v a r i e t y  show.  

T h i s  p r o g r a m ,  The C a r o l  B u r n e t t  Show, was b r o a d c a s t  f o r  

e l e v e n  y e a r s .  I t  c o n s i s t e d  o f  B u r n e t t ' s  a p p e a r i n g  i n  

c o me d i c  s k e t c h e s  and m u s i c a l  number s  w i t h  h e r  r e g u l a r  

company and an a s s o r t m e n t  o f  g u e s t  s t a r s .  B u r n e t t  has  

a l s o  s t a r r e d  i n  s e v e r a l  f i l m s ,  b o t h  t h e a t r i c a l  f e a t u r e s
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and mo v i e s  made f o r  t e l e v i s i o n ,  and i n  b o t h  c o me d i c  and 

s e r i o u s  r o l e s .

G o l d i e  Hawn f i r s t  came t o  n a t i o n a l  p r o m i n e n c e  on 

Rowan & M a r t i n * s  L a u g h - I n , a c o m e d y - v a r i e t y  p r o g r a m t h a t  

was f i r s t  b r o a d c a s t  i n  1967 .  S h o r t l y  t h e r e a f t e r ,  s h e  won
j

an Academy Award f o r  t h e  B e s t  S u p p o r t i n g  A c t r e s s  f o r  h e r  

r o l e  i n  C a c t u s  F l o w e r . She went  on t o  e s t a b l i s h  h e r s e l f  

a s  s t a r  and p r o d u c e r  o f  numer ous  f i l m s ,  m a i n l y  f e m i n i s t  

c o m e d i e s ,  t h e  mo s t  f a mo u s  o f  wh i c h  i s  P r i v a t e  Be n j a mi n  

( 1 9 8 0 ) .

As may be s e e n  f r o m t h e s e  c a p s u l e  s u mma r i e s  o f  t h e i r  

c a r e e r s ,  t h e s e  f o u r  c o m e d i e n n e s  a r e  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  by t h e i r  

e n d u r i n g  p o p u l a r  a p p e a l .  T h i s  s t u d y  f o c u s e s  on t h e  

o n s t a g e  c o me d i c  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  w i t h  s u p p l e m e n t a l  

b i o g r a p h i c a l  d a t a  on t h e  p e r f o r m e r  h e r s e l f  as  i t  i m p a c t s  

on t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  t h e  o n s t a g e  comi c  p e r s o n a .  A1 t h o u g h  1 

w i l l  e x a mi n e  t h e  p e r s o n a l i t y  and b a c k g r o u n d  o f  t h e  

i n d i v i d u a l  c o me d i c  p e r f o r m e r s ,  my f o c u s  i s  on t h e  

f u n c t i o n i n g  o f  t h e  c o me d i c  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  u s i n g  

t h a t  p e r s o n a l i t y  t o  r e v e a l  t h e  h i d d e n  p s y c h o l o g y  o f  t h e  

p e r f o r m e r .

The c o me d i c  p e r s o n a l i t y  w i l l  be c o n s i d e r e d  as  t h e

p r o d u c t  o f  a number  o f  key  e l e m e n t s .  Th e s e  e l e m e n t s  a r e :
/

t h e  p e r s o n a l i t y  and b a c k g r o u n d  o f  t h e  c o m e d i e n n e ;  h e r  

c o me d i c  g e n r e  ( i e .  s i t u a t i o n  comedy,  s t a n d - u p  comedy,  

s k e t c h  comedy,  o r  n a r r a t i v e  c o me dy) ;  h e r  s o c i o - c u l t u r a l  

c o n t e x t ;  and t h e  b a l a n c e  o f  what  I c a l l  power  e l e m e n t s  i n
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t h e  f e m a l e  c o m e d i c  p e r s o n a .

I s u g g e s t  t h a t  i n  o r d e r  t o  e x e r t  b r o a d  and e n d u r i n g  

p o p u l a r  a p p e a l ,  t h e  f e m a l e  c o me d i c  p e r s o n a l i t y  mus t  

p r o j e c t  s u f f i c i e n t  power  t o  a t t r a c t  an a u d i e n c e ,  b u t  n o t  

s o  much a s  t o  t h r e a t e n  i t .  P u t  a n o t h e r  way,  t h e  

s u c c e s s f u l  p e r f o r m e r  mu s t  p r o j e c t  a k i n d  o f  e n e r g y  t h a t  

m a g n e t i z e s  t h e  a u d i e n c e s ,  b u t  d o e s  n o t  a r o u s e  f e a r ,  e n v y ,  

o r  r e s e n t m e n t .

I d e f i n e  power  i n  t h e  p e r f o r m i n g  p e r s o n a l i t y  a s  t h e  

a b i l i t y  t o  move t h e  a u d i e n c e  t o  a p l e a s u r a b l e  e m o t i o n a l  

r e s p o n s e ,  i n  o t h e r  w o r a s ,  t o  e n t e r t a i n .  In t h e  c o me d i c  

p e r s o n a l i t y ,  t h a t  r e s p o n s e  i s  a t  l e a s t  i n  p a r t  c o m e d i c .  

The a u d i e n c e  mu s t  l a u g h .  The o t h e r  c o mp o n e n t s  t h a t  

c o n s t i t u t e  power  i n  t h e  p e r f o r m i n g  p e r s o n a l i t y  a r e  h e r  s e x  

a p p e a l  and t h e  a u d i e n c e ' s  p e r c e p t i o n  o f  h e r  c o m p e t e n c e .  

Th e s e  t h r e e  e l e m e n t s - - c o m e d i c  a p p e a l ,  s e x  a p p e a l ,  and 

p e r s o n a l  c o m p e t e n c e - - w o r k  t o g e t h e r  t o  c r e a t e  a b a l a n c e  o f  

p o we r .  When t h e  p e r f o r m e r  s t r i k e s  t h e  p r o p e r  b a l a n c e  

among t h e  power  e l e m e n t s  o f  h e r  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  t h e  a u d i e n c e  

w i l l  f i n d  h e r  f u n n y ,  a p p e a l i n g ,  f a s c i n a t i n g ,  and 

n o n - t h r e a t e n i n g .  In o r d e r  t o  a r r i v e  a t  a more e x a c t  

u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  how t h e s e  e l e m e n t s  wo r k ,  I w i l l  e x a mi n e  

wha t  c o n s t i t u t e s  c o me d i c  a p p e a l ,  s ex  a p p e a l ,  and 

c o m p e t e n c e  i n  t h e  f e m a l e  c o me d i c  p e r s o n a l i t y .

In my s t u d y  o f  c o me d i c  a p p e a l ,  I w i l l  a r aw f r o m t h e  

i n s i g h t s  t h e  c o m e d i e n n e s  p r o v i d e  i n t o  t h e i r  own c r a f t  a s  

w e l l  as  s u g g e s t i n g  some m e t h o d o l o g i e s  o f  my own.  I w i l l
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a l s o  a p p l y  t h e  work o f  w e l l - k n o w n  comi c  t h e o r e t i c i a n s  f r om 

t h e  a n c i e n t s  t o  t h e  m o d e r n s ,  and I w i l l  i n c l u d e  b o t h

a e s t h e t i c  c r i t i c s  and p s y c h o l o g i s t s  who have  done

e x t e n s i v e  work on comedy,  b e g i n n i n g  as  f a r  back as  P l a t o

and A r i s t o t l e ,  and comi ng  f o r w a r d  t o  o u t s t a n d i n g  f i g u r e s  

and s t u d i e s  i n  modern  t i m e s .

In Phi  1e b u s , P l a t o  c l a i m e d  t h a t  t h e  r i d i c u l o u s  was 

b a s e d  on an u n f o r t u n a t e  l a c k  o f  s e l f - k n o w l e d g e .  The

a u d i e n c e ,  he s a i d ,  l a u g h s  a t  t h e  s e l f - d e l u s i o n s  o f  t h e  

i n e f f e c t u a l — t h e i r  i g n o r a n c e  o f  t h e i r  own w e a l t h ,  p h y s i c a l  

q u a l i t i e s ,  and s p i r i t u a l  q u a l i t i e s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  w i s d o m . 1 

The a u d i e n c e  l a u g h s  a t  t h e  comi c  f i g u r e  o u t  o f  i t s  own 

e nvy  a n d / o r  m a l i c e .  In o t h e r  w o r d s ,  l a u g h t e r  i s  t h e  

r e s u l t  o f  t h e  c o m i c ' s  i g n o r a n c e  and u n a w a r e n e s s  c o u p l e d  

w i t h  t h e  a u d i e n c e ' s  f e e l i n g  o f  s u p e r i o r i t y  and s p i t e .  One 

may e a s i l y  s e e  t h e  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  P l a t o ' s  t h e o r y  i n  t h e  

s t o c k  f e m a l e  c o me d i c  f i g u r e  o f  t h e  "dumb b l o n d e . "  I t  i s  

a l s o  a p p a r e n t  i n  t h e  a s s u m p t i o n  o f  an a m a t e u r i s h  o f  n a i v e  

a t t i t u d e  t h a t  a c omi c  may a d o p t  i n  o r d e r  t o  i n g r a t i a t e  

h e r s e l f  w i t h  an a u d i e n c e .

A r i s t o t l e  s t a t e s  t h a t  comedy i s  "an i m i t a t i o n  i n d e e d  

o f  bad c h a r a c t e r s ,  y e t  i t  d o e s  n o t  i m i t a t e  them a c c o r d i n g  

t o  e v e r y  v i c e  ( b u t  t h e  r i d i c u l o u s  o n l y ) ;  s i n c e  t h e  

r i d i c u l o u s  i s  a p o r t i o n  o f  t u r p i t u d e .  For  t h e  r i d i c u l o u s

I p a u l  L a u t e r ,  e d . ,  T h e o r i e s  o f  Comedy, P l a t o ,  
Phi  1e b u s , (New Yor k :  Anchor  Books ,  Do u b l e d a y  & Company,  
1964)  pp .  6 , 7 .
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i s  a c e r t a i n  e r r o r ,  and  t u r p i t u d e  u n a t t e n d e d  w i t h  p a i n ,
2

and n o t  d e s t r u c t i v e . "  In o t h e r  w o r d s ,  l a u g h t e r  i s  

a r o u s e d  by c o me d i c  f i g u r e s  who a r e  i n f e r i o r  t o  t h e  

a u d i e n c e  b e c a u s e  o f  some d e f e c t .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  t h a t  

d e f e c t  i s  n e i t h e r  h u r t f u l  t o  t h e  c o me d i c  f i g u r e  n o r  

wound i ng  t o  a nyone  e l s e .  A r i s t o t l e ' s  t h e o r y  o f  t h e  

e n d e a r i n g  d e f e c t  can  be  e a s i l y  p r o v e d  by c o m e d i e n n e s  who 

u t i l i z e  humor ous  s e l f - d e p r e c a t i o n .  T h e i r  f l a w s  a r e  t a k e n  

a s  p a i n l e s s  and f u n n y .  ,

P l a t o  d e s c r i b e d  comedy as  a r i s i n g  o u t  o f  e n v y  o r  

m a l i c e — a m i x t u r e  o f  m e n t a l  p a i n  and p l e a s u r e  i n  t h e  

a u d i e n c e .  A r i s t o t l e  p o r t r a y e d  t h e  l u d i c r o u s  a s  a 

p a i n l e s s  d e f o r m i t y  i n  t h e  comi c  f i g u r e .  N e i t h e r  

a t t r i b u t e d  any  b e n e f i c i a l  s o c i a l  e f f e c t  t o  comedy.  ( T h i s  

o v e r s i g h t  may ha ve  s i m p l y  been due t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e i r  

e x t a n t  w r i t i n g s  f o c u s  on t h e  c a u s e s  o f  l a u g h t e r ,  n o t  t h e  

s o c i a l  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  comi c  p l a y s .  C l e a r l y  t h e  c o m e d i e s  

o f  A r i s t o p h a n e s ,  f o r  e x a mp l e ,  were  a t  l e a s t  p a r t l y  

i n t e n d e d  as  s o c i a l  s a t i r e s ,  and i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  P l a t o  

a n d / o r  A r i s t o t l e  c o n s i d e r e d  t h e  s o c i a l  e f f e c t  o f  comedy 

i n  w r i t i n g s  t h a t  have  s i n c e  been  l o s t . )

In 1599 Ben J o n s o n  made e x p l i c i t  t h e  c o n n e c t i o n  

b e t we e n  comedy and t h e  d e s i r e  t o  i n s t r u c t  s o c i e t y .  In

2Barrett H. Clark, Revised by Henry Popkin,
European Theories of Drama, Aristotle, The Poetic, 
Chapter V, (New York: Crown Publishers, Inc.j 1965), pp. 
7 , 8 .
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h i s  p r e f a c e  t o  V o l p o n e , t h e  d r a m a t i s t  p r o p o s e d  comedy a s  

a s o c i a l  c o r r e c t i v e  i n  i t s  c r i t i c i s m  o f  t h e  f o l l i e s  o f  

ma n k i n d :  " . . . i t  b e i n g  t h e  o f f i c e  o f  t h e  comi c  p o e t  t o
3

i m i t a t e  j u s t i c e  and  i n s t r u c t  t o  l i f e . . . . "  L a t e r ,

M o l i ^ r e  and S w i f t  c o n s c i o u s l y  u s e d  s a t i r e  as  a way o f

r e f l e c t i n g  on t h e  s o c i a l  f o i b l e s  and h y p o c r i c i e s  o f

s e v e n t e e n t h  and e i g h t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  E u r o p e .  In h i s

p r e f a c e  t o  T a r t u f  f j e , Mol iehre s t a t e d  t h a t ,  "The mos t

b e a u t i f u l  p a s s a g e s  rn a s e r i o u s  mor a l  a r e  more  f r e q u e n t l y

l e s s  p o w e r f u l  t h a n  t h o s e  o f  a s a t i r e ;  and n o t h i n g

a d m o n i s h e s  t h e  m a j o r i t y  o f  t h e  p e o p l e  b e t t e r  t h a n  t h e
4

p o r t r a y a l  o f  t h e i r  f a u l t s . "

The i m p a r t i n g  o f  t h e  f u n c t i o n  o f  s o c i a l  and 

a e s t h e t i c  c r i t i c i s m  t o  comedy i s  c e r t a i n l y  e v i d e n t  i n  t h e  

s a t i r i c  g i b e s  o f  many humorous  s k e t c h e s  whi ch  mock s o c i a l  

mor e s  o r  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  s i l l i n e s s  and p o m p o s i t y  o f  s e r i o u s  

a r t  f o r m s .  The s a t i r i c  c o r r e c t i v e  i s  a l s o  p a r t  o f  t h e  

r a p i e r  w i t  o f  t h e  s t a n d - u p  c o mi c .  And l a s t l y ,  s i t u a t i o n  

comedy e p i s o d e s  o f t e n  a c t  as  humorous  p a r a b l e s ,  mo d e l s  o f  

human f o o l i s h n e s s  and t h e  t r o u b l e  i t  c a u s e s  t h e  

c h a r a c t e r s ,  so t h a t  t h e  v i e w e r  comes away w i t h  a mor a l  

l e s s o n  a l o n g  w i t h  t h e  e n t e r t a i n m e n t .

In t h e  e i g h t e e e n t h  c e n t u r y  i n  E n g l a n d ,  O l i v e r

3lbid., Ben J o n s o n ,  D e d i c a t i o n  t o  V o l p o n e , p .  8 1 .

4 l b i d . ,  J e a n  B a p t i s t e  P o q u e l i n  M o l i e r e ,  " P r e f a c e  
t o  T a r t u f f e , " p .  113 .
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6 o l d s m i t h  r e f e r r e d  b a c k  t o  A r i s t o t l e  a s  c i t i n g  t h e  two 

t r a d i t i o n a l l y  s e p a r a t e  s u b j e c t s  f o r  comedy and t r a g e d y ,  

b u t  n o t e s  t h a t  i n  h i s  d a y ,  t h e r e  was a m i x i n g  o f  g e n r e s .  

" T r a d i t i o n a l l y ,  t r a g e d y  d i s p l a y s  t h e  c a l a m i t i e s  o f  t h e  

g r e a t ,  and comedy e x c i t e s  l a u g h t e r  by r i d i c u l o u s l y  

e x h i b i t i n g  t h e  f o l l i e s  o f  t h e  l o we r  p a r t  o f  ma n k i n d .  But  

now we h a v e  s e n t i m e n t a l  c o m e d y - - t h e  v i r t u e s  and d i s t r e s s e s
5

o f  a l l  ma nk i nd  a r e  t h e  s u b j e c t . "  The s e n t i m e n t a l  

comedy t o  wh i c h  G o l d s m i t h  r e f e r s  i s  a p r e c u r s o r ,  t o  t h e  

m i d d l e  c l a s s  s i t u a t i o n  c o m e d i e s  on t e l e v i s i o n  and t o  t h e  

"common t o u c h "  a s p i r e d  t o  by c o m e d i e n n e s  whose own l i v e s  

a r e  f a r  f r o m common.  In o r d e r  t o  be s u c c e s s f u l ,  t h e i r  

woes  and c o n c e r n s  mu s t  a p p e a r  u n i v e r s a l .  A l t h o u g h  t h e i r  

p e r s o n a l  t a l e n t s  may be u n u s u a l  and t h e i r  t a s t e s  

s o p h i s t i c a t e d ,  t h e i r  p u b l i c  p e r s o n a  i s  l i k e l y  t o  be one  

w i t h  whi ch  t h e  mass  a u d i e n c e  can e a s i l y  i d e n t i f y .

I f  G o l d s m i t h  and o t h e r  e a r l y  c r i t i c s  d e f i n e d  comedy 

a c c o r d i n g  t o  i t s  s u b j e c t  m a t t e r ,  He nr i  B e r g s o n ,  a come d i c  

t h e o r i s t  who w r o t e  a t  t h e  t u r n  o f  t h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y ,  

p o s t u l a t e d  a model  f o r  comedy b a s e d  on an a b s t r a c t  n o t i o n  

o f  f o r m ,  t h e  a b i l i t y  o f  t h e  mind t o  d e r i v e  humor f r o m a 

l o g i c a l  p a r a d o x .  B e r g s o n ' s  f amous  summat i on  o f  t h e  

m e c h a n i c s  o f  t h e  c omi c  i s  " s o m e t h i n g  m e c h a n i c a l  e n c r u s t e d  

on t h e  l i v i n g . "  Be r g s o n  e l a b o r a t e s :

5 I b i d . ,  O l i v e r  G o l d s m i t h ,  "An E s s a y  on t h e
T h e a t r e :  Or ,  a Co mp a r i s o n  b e t we e n  La u g h i n g  and
S e n t i m e n t a l  Comedy, "  p .  192.
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In  t h e  f i r s t  p l a c e ,  t h i s  v i ew o f  t h e  m e c h a n i c a l  
a n d  t h e  l i v i n g  d o v e t a i l e d  i n t o  e a c h  o t h e r  makes  us  
i n c l i n e  t o w a r d s  t h e  v a g u e r  i mage  o f  some r i g i d i t y  o r  
o t h e r  a p p l i e d  t o  t h e  m o b i l i t y  o f  l i f e ,  i n  an awkward 
a t t e m p t  t o  f o l l o w  i t s  l i n e s  and  c o u n t e r f e i t  i t s
s u p p l e n e s s . . . .

Our  s t a r t i n g - p o i n t  1s  a g a i n  " s o m e t h i n g  
m e c h a n i c a l  e n c r u s t e d  upon t h e  l i v i n g . " '  Where d i d  t h e  
c omi c  come f r o m  i n  t h i s  c a s e ?  I t  came f r o m t h e  f a c t  
t h a t  t h e  l i v i n g  body  became  r i g i d  l i k e  a m a c h i n e .  
A c c o r d i n g l y ,  i t  s eemed  t o  us  t h a t  t h e  l i v i n g  body 
o u g h t  t o  be  t h e  p e r f e c t i o n  o f  s u p p l e n e s s ,  t h e
e v e r - a l e r t  a c t i v i t y  o f  a  p r i n c i p l e  a l w a y s  a t  wo r k .  
Bu t  t h i s  a c t i v i t y  wou l d  r e a l l y  b e l o n g  t o  t h e  s o u l  
r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  b o d y . . . .

The g e n e r a l  l aw o f  t h e  phenomena  may be 
f o r m u l a t e d  a s  f o l l o w s :  "Any i n c i d e n t  i s  comi c  t h a t
c a l l s  o u r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  p h y s i c a l  i n  a p e r s o n ,  when 
i t  i s  t h e  mo r a l  s i d e  t h a t  i s  c o n c e r n e d . . . . "

We l a u g h  e v e r y  t i m e  a p e r s o n  g i v e s  us  t h e
i m p r e s s i o n  o f  b e i n g  a t h i n g .  The comi c  i s  t h a t  s i d e  
o f  a p e r s o n  wh i c h  r e v e a l s  h i s  l i k e n e s s  t o  a t h i n g ,  
t h a t  a s p e c t  o f  human e v e n t s  w h i c h ,  t h r o u g h  i t s  
p e c u l i a r  e l a s t i c i t y ,  c o n v e y s  t h e  i m p r e s s i o n  o f  p u r e  
me c h a n i s m,  o f  a u t o m a t i s m ,  o f  movement  w i t h o u t  l i f e .  
C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  i t  e x p r e s s e s  an i n d i v i d u a l  o r
c o l l e c t i v e  i m p e r f e c t i o n  whi ch  c a l l s  f o r  an i mm e d i a t e  
c o r r e c t i v e .  The c o r r e c t i v e  i s  l a u g h t e r ,  a s o c i a l  
g e s t u r e  t h a t  s i n g l e s  o u t  and r e p r e s s e s  a s p e c i a l  k i n d  
o f  a b s e n t - m i n d e d n e s s  i n  men and i n  e v e n t s . . .

In l a u g h t e r  we a l w a y s  f i n d  an unavowed i n t e n t i o n  
t o  h u m i l i a t e ,  and  c o n s e q u e n t l y  t o  c o r r e c t  o u r  
n e i g h b o r ,  i f  n o t  i n  h i s  w i l l ,  a t  l e a s t  i n  d e e d . 6

I t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  n o t e  how Be r g s o n  a c c o u n t s  f o r

t h e  s o c i a l  c o r r e c t i v e  t h e o r y  p r o p o s e d  by e a r l i e r  c r i t i c s

s u c h  a s  J o n a t h a n  S w i f t  and M o l i ^ r e .  Wher eas  t h e  e a r l i e r

c r i t i c s  had  p o s i t e d  mo r a l  norms  o f  v i c e  and v i r t u e .

Be r g s o n  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  by t h e  s i m p l e  f a c t  o f  b e i n g  r i g i d

and u n r e s p o n s i v e  t o  t h e  q u i n t e s s e n t i a l l y  f l e x i b l e

a t t r i b u t e  o f  t h e  human w i l l  o r  s o u l ,  t h e  comi c  i s

b He n r i  B e r g s o n ,  " L a u g h t e r , "  ( 1 9 0 0 ) ,  F r e d  R o t h w e l l ,  
t r . ,  i n  Comedy, Wy l i e  S y p h e r ,  e d .  (New Yor k:  D o u b l e d a y  & 
Company,  1 9 5 6 ) ,  p p .  4 7 4 - 4 7 7 .
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i n h e r e n t l y  d e f e c t i v e  and i n  ne e d  o f  c o r r e c t i o n .  Be r g s o n  

a l s o  p r o p o s e s  h i s  own s o r t  o f  s u p e r i o r i t y  t h e o r y ,  r e l a t e d  

t o  t h a t  o f  t h e  e a r l i e r  Gr eek  t h e o r i s t s .  In t h e  r e s p e c t  

t o  wh i c h  t h e  c o mi c  p e r s o n a l i t y  i s  a m e c h a n i c a l l y  

r e s p o n s i v e  " t h i n g , "  i t  i s  i n f e r i o r  t o  t h e  a u d i e n c e ,  wh i ch  

h a s  a t r u l y  human n a t u r e ,  i e .  one a f f e c t e d  by w i l l .

In 1905 ,  Si gmund F r e u d  p u b l i s h e d  h i s  book on t h e  

comi c  e n t i t l e d  J o k e s  and T h e i r  R e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  

U n c o n s c i o u s . The f o l l o w i n g  m a t e r i a l  i s  c o n d e n s e d  f r o m 

h i s  c h a p t e r s  " J o k e s  and t h e  Comi c . "  and "The P u r p o s e s  o f  

J o k e s . I n  t h e  i n t e r e s t  o f  b o t h  b r e v i t y  and c l a r i t y ,  

I h a v e  t a k e n  t h e  l i b e r t y  o f  p a r a p h r a s i n g  and c o n d e n s i n g  

F r e u d ' s  i d e a s .

In " J o k e s  and t h e  Comi c , "  F r e u d  s t a t e s  t h a t  t h e  

comi c  e f f e c t  a r i s e s  f r o m an o v e r l y  l a r g e  e x p e n d i t u r e  o f  

p h y s i c a l  e f f o r t  c o u p l e d  w i t h  wha t  a p p e a r s  t o  be a t o o  

s m a l l  e x p e n d i t u r e  o f  me n t a l  e f f o r t  o r  a b i l i t y .  F r e u d ' s  

e x a mp l e s  o f  p h y s i c a l  d i s p r o p o r t i o n  a r e  e x a g g e r a t e d  

movement s  a n d / o r  g e s t u r e s .  From p h y s i c a l  movement ,  he 

e x t r a p o l a t e s  t o  i n c l u d e  t h e  comi c  a p p e a r a n c e  o f  

e x a g g e r a t e d  f a c i a l  f e a t u r e s  and b o d i l y  s h a p e s .  The s e  

p h y s i c a l  a b n o r m a l i t i e s  a r e ,  by i m p l i c a t i o n ,  r e g a r d e d  as  

t h e  ou t c ome  o f  e x a g g e r a t e d  o r  p o i n t l e s s  movement .  I f ,

^Sigmund F r e u d ,  J o k e s  and T h e i r  R e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  
U n c o n s c i o u s , Newly T r a n s l a t e d  f r om t h e  German and e d i t e d  
by James  S t r a c h e y ,  (New Yor k ,  London:  W.W. No r t o n  &
Company,  1 9 6 3 ) .
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a c c o r d i n g  t o  F r e u d ,  comi c  p h y s i c a l i t y  i s  e x a g g e r a t e d ,  

comi c  m e n t a l  p r o c e s s e s  a r e  t o o  s m a l l .  No n s e n s e  and 

s t u p i d i t y  a r e  comi c  b e c a u s e  t h e y  i mp l y  t o o  s ma l l  a m e n t a l  

e x p e n d i t u r e .

F r e u d  e c h o e s  e a r l i e r  t h e o r i e s  a b o u t  t h e  s u p p o s e d  

i n a d e q u a c y  o f  t h e  c omi c  p e r s o n a l i t y  and a s s e r t s  t h a t  t h e  

l a u g h t e r  o f  t h e  a u d i e n c e  r e f l e c t s  a p l e a s u r a b l e  s e n s e  o f  

i t s  own s u p e r i o r i t y .  In o r d e r  f o r  t h a t  s e n s e  o f  

s u p e r i o r i t y  t o  f i n d  i t s  r e l e a s e  i n  l a u g h t e r ,  t h e  a u d i e n c e  

mus t  be i n  a c h e e r f u l  mood and have  an e x p e c t a t i o n  o f  t h e  

c o mi c .  The s u p e r i o r i t y  o f  whi ch  F r e u d  s p e a k s  i s  t h a t  o f  

t h e  a d u l t  t o w a r d  t h e  c h i l d .  The comi c  p e r s o n  i s  

p e r c e i v e d  as  r e d u c i n g  h i m s e l f  t o  a c h i l d .  T h e r e  a r e  

c e r t a i n  s t a n d a r d  comi c  d e v i c e s  whi ch  a r e  c l o s e l y  r e l a t e d  

t o  t y p i c a l l y  c h i l d i s h  b e h a v i o r .  Among t h e s e  d e v i c e s  a r e :  

e x a g g e r a t i o n ,  ( i n c l u d i n g  c a r i c a t u r e ) ;  m i m i c r y ;

d e g r a d a t i o n ;  and u n m a s k i n g .

E x a g g e r a t i o n  i s  c o n n e c t e d  t o  a c h i l d ' s  l a c k  o f  a 

s e n s e  of  p r o p o r t i o n .  M o d e r a t i o n  and r e s t r a i n t  a r e  l a t e  

s t a g e s  o f  d e v e l o p m e n t .  A c o mi c ,  l i k e  a c h i l d ,  o f t e n  

b e h a v e s  i n  e x a g g e r a t e d  wa ys ,  w i t h o u t  s u b t l e t y  o r  a s e n s e  

o f  p r o p e r  p r o p o r t i o n .

A c h i l d  l i k e s  t o  mimic a d u l t s .  The c h i l d  o f t e n  d oes  

t h i s  i n c o m p l e t e l y ,  by e x a g g e r a t i n g  some e f f e c t s  and 

m i n i m i z i n g  o t h e r s .  So t o o ,  d o e s  t h e  comi c  mimic  o r  

c a r i c a t u r e  e v e n t s  and p e o p l e .

D e g r a d a t i o n  i s  m o s t l y  b a s e d  on e m b a r r a s s m e n t ,  i n
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whi ch  we r e d i s c o v e r  t h e  c h i l d ' s  h e l p l e s s n e s s .  The

p e r e m p t o r y  demands  o f  b o d i l y  n e e d s  d e s p i t e  t h e  s u p p o s e d  

w i l l  o f  t h e  co mi c  p e r s o n a l i t y  c o r r e s p o n d s  t o  t h e  c h i l d ' s  

own i n c o m p l e t e  c o n t r o l  o v e r  h i s  b o d i l y  f u n c t i o n s .

F r e u d ' s  c o n c e p t  o f  unmask i ng  i s  r e l a t e d  t o  t h a t  o f  

d e g r a d a t i o n .  The c h i l d  l o v e s  i t  when an a d u l t  r e d u c e s

h i m s e l f  t o  t h e  c h i l d ' s  l e v e l .  When t h e  a d u l t  makes  

h i m s e l f  i n t o  a q u a s i - c h i l d ,  i t  a f f o r d s  a c h i l d  r e l i e f  

f r o m t h e  u s u a l  c o n d e s c e n s i o n  o f  a d u l t s .  T h i s  r e l i e f ,  

wh i c h  g i v e s  t h e  c h i l d  p u r e  p l e a s u r e ,  becomes  i n  a d u l t s ,  a 

f o r m o f  d e g r a d a t i o n  and u n ma s k i n g .  The s u p p o s e d  a d u l t  i s  

unmasked and r e v e a l e d  as  o n l y  a c h i l d  u n d e r n e a t h .

The c h i l d  i s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by h i s  e x a g g e r a t e d  

e m o t i o n s .  He e x p e r i e n c e s  b l i s s f u l  e x p e c t a t i o n  and t o t a l

c r e d u l i t y - - a l o n g  w i t h  i n t e n s e  and s u d d e n  d i s a p p o i n t m e n t s  

o f t e n  f o r  r e a s o n s  t h a t  s t r i k e  a d u l t s  as  t r i v i a l .  The

a d u l t  t e n d s  t o  m o d e r a t e  h i s  e m o t i o n s - - t o  make t hem

p r o p o r t i o n a t e  t o  c a u s e .  When t h e  a d u l t  r e a c t s  w i t h

i n t e n s e  c r e d u l i t y  o r  d i s a p p o i n t m e n t  t o  t r i v i a l  c a u s e s ,  he 

a p p e a r s  as  a c h i l d  and i s  t h e r e f o r e  c o me d i c .

In h i s  c h a p t e r  "The P u r p o s e s  of  J o k e s , "  F r e u d

d i s c u s s e s  t h e  comi c  as  t h e  m a n i f e s t a t i o n  o f  f o r b i d d e n  

i m p u l s e s  t h a t  a r e  s e x u a l  o r  a g g r e s s i v e ,  i n  a d i s g u i s e d  

and t h e r e f o r e  p a l a t a b l e  f o r m.  The s e  u r g e s  a r e  u s u a l l y  

b o t t l e d  up .  When t h e y  a r e  e x p r e s s e d  in  a come d i c

c o n t e x t ,  t h e r e  i s  a f e e l i n g  o f  p l e a s u r a b l e  r e l e a s e - - a s  

when t h e  t r u t h  s l i p s  o u t .  Gi ven  t h e  c o n v e n t i o n  t h a t
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" i t ' s  a l l  i n  f u n , "  b o t h  comi c  and l a u g h i n g  a u d i e n c e  a v o i d  

t h e  p u n i s h m e n t  t h a t  c a u s e d  t h e  i m p u l s e  t o  be b o t t l e d  up 

i n  t h e  f i r s t  p l a c e .

C o n t e m p o r a r y  p s y c h o l o g i s t s  h a v e  e x p a n d e d  on F r e u d ' s  

v i e ws  o f  humor  a s  a r i s i n g  f r o m a d i s g u i s e d  i m p u l s e ,  a 

s e n s e  o f  p l a y ,  and a c h i l d i s h  v i e w p o i n t .  P s y c h o l o g i s t s  

Seymore  and Rhoda F i s h e r  c o n d u c t e d  a f o u r - y e a r  s t u d y  

c o m p a r i n g  f o r t y - t h r e e  p r o f e s s i o n a l  s t a n d - u p  c o mi c s  and 

c l o w n s  w i t h  f o r t y - o n e  p r o f e s s i o n a l  a c t o r s .  The p r o d u c t  

o f  t h e i r  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  i $  a book P r e t e n d  t h e  Wor ld i s  

Funny and F o r e v e r , 1981 .  In t h e i r  s t u d y ,  t h e  F i s h e r s  

f o u n d  t h a t  u n l i k e  a c t o r s ,  t h e  c o mi c s  f r e q u e n t l y  came up 

w i t h  wha t  t h e  F i s h e r s  c a l l  " n i c e  m o n s t e r "  r e s p o n s e s  t o  

i n k  b l o t s  ( " u g l y ,  y e t  somehow e n d e a r i n g " ;  " e v i l  

l o o k i n g - - t h e  e v i l  i s  n o t  v e r y  e v i l - - a  p u t  o n " )  F i s h e r  

s t a t e s ,  "Comi cs  a r e  u n c o m f o r t a b l e  w i t h  t h e i r  a n g e r .  The 

a c t o r s  g a v e  a n g r y  i ma g e r y  v e r y  e a s i l y  i n  t h e  R o r s c h a c h ,  

b u t  t h e  c o mi c s  we r e  r e s t r i c t e d  i n  t h e i r  a b i l i t y  t o  g i v e  

comi c  i m a g e r y ,  wh i c h  i s  i n  c o n t r a s t  w i t h  t h e  way t h e y  

o p e n l y  e x p r e s s  a n g e r  i n  t h e i r  humor .  The comi c  i s  a l wa y s  

s a y i n g  t h i n g s  t o  p e o p l e  and a t  t h e  same t i me  s a y i n g ,
O

' D o n ' t  t a k e  i t  s e r i o u s l y ;  i t  i s n ' t  so b a d . ' "

I s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e  F i s h e r s '  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  comi c  

p e r s o n a l i t y  c a r r i e s  o v e r  t o  t h e  c o n t e n t  o f  t h e  j o k e

8 Susan  W i t t y ,  "The Laugh M a k e r s , "  P s y c h o l o g y
T o d a y , Au g u s t  1 983 ,  p .  24.
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i t s e l f .  My o n l y  q u a r r e l  i s  w i t h  t h e  s t a t e m e n t  t h a t  " t h e  

c o mi c s  o p e n l y  e x p r e s s  a n g e r  i n  t h e i r  h u mo r . "  As Fr eud  

r e a l i z e d ,  t h e  j o k e  i s  f u n n y  p r e c i s e l y  b e c a u s e  i t  i s  n o t  

open  a n g e r ,  b u t  r a t h e r  d i s g u i s e d  a n g e r .

The n e c e s s i t y  o f  r e f r a m i n g  t h e  l a t e n t  h o s t i l i t y  o f  

t h e  j o k e  o r  comi c  a c t i v i t y  i n t o  a p l a y  mode i s  d i s c u s s e d  

by G r e g o r y  B a t e s o n  i n  h i s  monograph  The M e s s a g e - - 1T h i s  i s  

PI a y 1 ( 1 9 5 6 ) .  B a t e s o n  w r i t e s :  "A p l a y  f r a me  mus t  be

e s t a b l i s h e d  a r o u n d  e ac h  e p i s o d e  f o r  i t s  humorous  

p o t e n t i a l  t o  be r e a l i z e d .  I t  mus t  be u n d e r s t o o d  t h a t  

t h i s  b e h a v i o r  i s  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m t h e  b e h a v i o r  whi ch  i t  i s  

mea n t  t o  r e p r e s e n t .  In o t h e r  w o r d s ,  a j o k e  i s  n o t  a
g

f a c t u a l  r e p o r t  o f  an e v e n t . "  In my e x a m i n a t i o n  o f  

c o m e d i e n n e s ,  I w i l l  s u g g e s t  how t h e y  s e t  up a p l a y  mode,  

so t h a t  t h e i r  b e h a v i o r  and l a n g u a g e  a r e  u n d e r s t o o d  i n  a 

c o me d i c  c o n t e x t .

F r e u d ' s  a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  t h e  comi c  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  

c h i l d  i n  t h e  body o f  an a d u l t  i s  c o r r o b o r a t e d  by Har vey  

l M i n d e s s ,  d i r e c t o r  o f  t h e  g r a d u a t e  p s y c h o l o g y  p r o g r a m a t

®Ant i och  U n i v e r s i t y  i n  V e n i c e ,  C a l i f o r n i a .  Mi nde s s

i n v i t e d  p r o f e s s i o n a l  c o me d i a n s  t o  s p e a k  t o  h i s  s t u d e n t s  

d u r i n g  a humor  c o u r s e  he c o n d u c t e d  a t  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f

C a l i f o r n i a - L o s  A n g e l e s .  At  t h e  s e m i n a r ,  he c o n c l u d e d

^ Ant hony  J .  Chapman and Hugh C. F o o t ,  Humor and 
L a u g h t e r :  T h e o r y ,  R e s e a r c h  and A p p l i c a t i o n s , W i l l i a m  F
Fr y  and Mel a n i e  A l l e n ,  *' Humor as  a C r e a t i  ve E x p e r i e n c e :  
The De v e l o p me n t  o f  a Hol l ywood H u m o r i s t , "  (New York:  John 
Wi l e y  and S o n s ,  1 9 7 6 ) ,  p .  249 .
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t h a t  " p l a y f u l n e s s ,  o r  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  r e g r e s s  i n t o  a more  

c h i l d l i k e  v i ew o f  t h e  w o r l d ,  i s  t h e  c r u c i a l  e l e m e n t  i n  

b e i n g  g e n u i n e l y  f u n n y .

The n o t i o n  t h a t  a c h i l d  and an a d u l t  c o - e x i s t  i n  t h e  

same p e r s o n  i s  p a r a d o x i c a l .  And,  t a k e n  w i t h i n  t h e  p l a y  

f r a m e ,  t h i s  i n h e r e n t  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  i s  c o m i c .  In my s t u d y  

o f  c o m e d i e n n e s ,  I w i l l  e x a mi n e  how a d u l t  c o m e d i e n n e s  

c r e a t e  t h e  i m p r e s s i o n  t h a t  t h e y  a r e ,  i n  some c o me d i c  

s e n s e ,  c h i l d r e n  i n  d i s g u i s e .  I w i l l  a l s o  e x p l o r e  how t h e  

p r e s u m p t i o n  o f  c h i l d i s h n e s s  a f f e c t s  t h e  a u d i e n c e ' s  

p e r c e p t i o n  o f  t h e  c o m e d i e n n e s '  s e x  a p p e a l  and c o m p e t e n c e .

The n o t i o n  o f  t h e  comi c  a s  t h e  mome n t a r y  f u s i o n  o f  

c o n t r a d i c t o r y  e l e m e n t s  a p p l i e s  n o t  o n l y  t o  t h e  comi c  

p e r s o n a  as  a f u s i o n  o f  c h i l d  and a d u l t  b u t  a l s o  t o  t h e  

c o n t e n t  o f  j o k e s ,  comi c  d i a l o g u e ,  and a s p e c t s  o f  b e h a v i o r  

and a p p e a r a n c e  t h a t  a r e  t a k e n  as  f u n n y .

A r t h u r  K o e s t l e r  i n  h i s  book The Ac t  o f  

C r e a t i o n , ( 1 9 6 4 ) ,  e x p a n d s  on t h i s  h y p o t h e s i s .

The p a t t e r n  u n d e r l y i n g  t h e  comi c  i s  t h e  
p e r c e i v i n g  o f  a s i t u a t i o n  o r  i d e a  i n  two 
s e l f - c o n s i s t e n t  b u t  h a b i t u a l l y  i n c o m p a t i b l e  f r a m e s  
o f  r e f e r e n c e .  The c r e a t i v e  a c t  o f  t h e  h u m o r i s t  
c o n s i s t s  i n  b r i n g i n g  a b o u t  a moment a r y  f u s i o n  
b e t we e n  two h a b i t u a l l y  i n c o m p a t i b l e  m a t r i c e s .  
S c i e n t i f i c  d i s c o v e r y . . . c a n  be d e s c r i b e d  i n  v e r y  
s i m i l a r  t e r m s - - a s  t h e  p e r m a n e n t  f u s i o n  o f  m a t r i c e s  
o f  t h o u g h t  p r e v i o u s l y  b e l i e v e d  t o  be 
i n c o m p a t i b l e .  H

♦
10P s y c h o l o g y  T o d a y , p .  25

^ A r t h u r  K o e s t l e r ,  "The Ac t  o f  C r e a t i o n , "  as  
q u o t e d  i n  Humor and L a u g h t e r :  T h e o r y ,  R e s e a r c h  and
A p p l i c a t i o n s , p .  2 4 / .
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In t h e  above  d i s c u s s i o n ,  o f  some o f  t h e  m a j o r  t r e n d s  

iri comedy t h e o r y ,  I hope  t o  have  i n d i c a t e d  some b a s e s  f o r  

a s s e s s i n g  t h e  c o me d i c  a p p e a l  o f  t h e  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  in 

q u e s t i o n .  A d d i t i o n a l l y ,  I i n t e n d  t o  s u g g e s t  o t h e r

e l e m e n t s ,  s uch  as  t h e  r o l e  o f  t i m i n g  i n  t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  

c o me d i c  e f f e c t s .  I w i l l  a l s o  e x a mi ne  t h e  r o l e  o f  

e x a g g e r a t i o n  in  t e r m s  o f  c h a r a c t e r ,  v e r b a l i s m s ,  and 

s i t u a t i o n s .  Taken i n  c o m p a r i s o n  t o  t h e  norm,  such  

e x a g g e r a t i o n s ,  o f f e r e d  i n  a p l a y f u l  s p i r i t ,  a r e  f u n n y .

As I s u g g e s t e d  e a r l i e r ,  I b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e  t o t a l  a p p e a l  

o f  t h e s e  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  r e s t s  on a c o n s t e l l a t i o n  t h a t  a l s o  

i n c l u d e s  s e x  a p p e a l  and p e r c e i v e d  c o m p e t e n c e .  I w i l l  

now a d d r e s s  t h e s e  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  c o med i c  p e r s o n a .

Sex a p p e a l  i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  v e r y  d i f f i c u l t  t o  

c a l i b r a t e .  Be a u t y  i s  i n  t h e  eye  ( o r  e a r ,  o r  t o u c h )  o f  

t h e  b e h o l d e r ,  and t a s t e s  v a r y .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  t y p e s  o f  

f e m a l e  b e a u t y  go i n  and o u t  o f  f a s h i o n .  What a n o t h e r  age  

f o u n d  d e l i c i o u s l y  v o l u p t u o u s ,  o u r  own mi g h t  f i n d  f a t .  

What  o u r  c u l t u r e  f i n d s  e x q u i s i t e l y  s l e n d e r ,  a n o t h e r

c u l t u r e  m i g h t  f i n d  i n s u f f i c i e n t l y  womanl y.  C o n v e r s e l y ,  

What one c u l t u r e  c o n s i d e r s  f e m i n i n e  and w e l l - r o u n d e d  ( and  

l i n k e d  t o  f e r t i l i t y  and a b u n d a n c e  o f  f o o d ) ,  ou r  own mi g h t  

t h i n k  o f  as  o v e r w e i g h t .  The a t h l e t i c ,  t r i m ,  m u s c u l a r

body  t h a t  women s t r i v e  f o r  i n  h e a l t h  c l u b s  and gyms,  

woul d be no mark o f  b e a u t y  whe r e  women o f  l e i s u r e  wer e  

e x p e c t e d  t o  be p a s s i v e ,  p h y s i c a l l y  weak,  and i n a c t i v e .  

Even w i t h i n  t h e  same c u l t u r e ,  d i f f e r e n t  t y p e s  a r e  h e l d  t o
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be a p p e a l i n g .  T h u s ,  w i t h i n  a r a n g e  o f  what  i s  c o n s i d e r e d  

a p p e a l i n g  a t  any one  t i m e ,  t h e  p o p u l a r  med i a  have  a l wa y s  

p r o v i d e d  a l t e r n a t i v e s - - t h e  b l o n d e ,  t h e  b r u n e t t e ,  t h e  

r e d h e a d ,  t h e  v o l u p t u o u s ,  t h e  s l e n d e r ,  t h e  a t h l e t i c ,  e t c .  

And,  o f  c o u r s e ,  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  e x e r c i s e  a p p e a l  beyond mere  

p h y s i o g n o my .

I f  we t a k e  b o t h  i n d i v i d u a l  and c u l t u r a l  v a r i a t i o n s

i n t o  a c c o u n t ,  i s  i t  p o s s i b l e  t o  d e c i d e  w h e t h e r  a

p e r f o r m e r  p r e s e n t s  h e r s e l f  as  s e x u a l l y  a p p e a l i n g ?  T h a t  

i s ,  d o e s  s h e  h a v e  t h e  power  t o  c r e a t e  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  

r e s p o n s e  i n  an a u d i e n c e ?  I s u g g e s t  t h a t ,  however  v a g u e ,  

we do ha ve  some c u l t u r a l  v o c a b u l a r y - - s o m e  g e n e r a l  

a g r e e m e n t s  a b o u t  wh a t  i s  a p p e a l i n g .  Femal e  p e r f o r m e r s

o p e r a t e  i n  t h i s  c o n t e x t - - b o t h  by t h e  r o l e s  t h e y  p l a y ,  t h e  

r e a c t i o n s  o f  o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r s  t o  t h e m,  and t h e  way t h e y  

p r e s e n t  t h e m s e l v e s - - b o t h  v e r b a l l y  and n o n - v e r b a l l y .

Somet i mes  t h e  o s t e n s i b l e  image o f  t h e i r  a p p e a l  i s  a t  

v a r i a n c e  w i t h  t h e i r  a c t u a l  a p p e a l .  A c o m e d i e n n e ,  l i k e  

any p e r f o r m e r ,  i s  p l a y i n g  a r o l e .  Wi t h i n  l i m i t s  of

p l a u s i b i l i t y ,  i t  may be t h e  r o l e  o f  a s e x u a l l y  

a t t r a c t i v e ,  r e p u l s i v e ,  o r  n e u t r a l  c h a r a c t e r .  The 

c o me d i e n n e  may s p e a k  o f  h e r s e l f  as  u n a p p e a l i n g  o r  

e x c e s s i v e l y  s e x y ,  and t h i s  may be p a r t  o f  h e r  comedy 

a c t .  Me a n wh i l e ,  h e r  o v e r - a l l  a p p e a r a n c e ,  h e r  c o s t u m e s ,  

ma k e - u p ,  and c o i f f e u r  may c o r r a b o r a t e  o r  c o n t r a d i c t  wha t  

s h e  s a y s .  So t o o ,  h e r  b e h a v i o r - - h e r  p o s t u r e ,  g e s t u r e s ,  

and v o i c e  t o n e  may r e i n f o r c e  o r  b e l i e  what  s he  s a y s  a b o u t
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h e r s e l f .  And,  f i n a l l y ,  o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r s  may t r e a t  t h e  

c o me d i e n n e  i n  a way t h a t  e n h a n c e s  t h e  n o t i o n  t h a t  s h e  i s  

s e x y ,  r e p u g n a n t ,  o r  n e u t r a l .  Her  a p p e a r a n c e ,  b e h a v i o r ,  

and o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r s '  r e a c t i o n s  t o  h e r  may c o n f i r m  what  

i n d i v i d u a l  members  o f  t h e  a u d i e n c e  s e n s e  a b o u t  h e r  o r  be 

a t  v a r i a n c e  w i t h  i t .

I t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  d i s c u s s i n g  t h e  s ex  a p p e a l  o f  a

p e r f o r m e r  d oes  u l t i m a t e l y  b o i l  down t o  t h e  p e r s o n a l  t a s t e

o f  t h e  o b s e r v e r .  T h e r e  i s  no way t o  be e x a c t  a b o u t

s o m e t h i n g  as  e p h e m e r a l  as  s e x  a p p e a l .  However ,  a s s u mi n g

t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  some c u l t u r a l  n o r ms ,  I i n t e n d  t o  s u g g e s t

some r e l e v a n t  f a c t o r s  i n  t h e  way t h e  comi c  p e r s o n a l i t i e s

l o o k ,  s o u n d ,  b e h a v e ,  and a r e  t r e a t e d  by o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r s

t h a t  go i n t o  c r e a t i n g  t h e i r  a p p a r e n t  " s e x i n e s s . "  Sex

a p p e a l  i s  c o n v e n t i o n a l l y  t a k e n  as  a n t i t h e t i c a l  t o  c o med i c

a p p e a l .  An anonymous  p a s s a g e  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  M o l i e r e

s t a t e s :  " T h e r e  i s  n o t h i n g  more c o n t r a r y  t o  t h e  p a s s i o n a t e

f e e l i n g  o f  amor ous  p l e a s u r e  t h a n  t h e  i n t e l l e c t u a l
1 2p l e a s u r e  whi ch  r i d i c u l e  a f f o r d s . "

In t h i s  s t u d y ,  I s h a l l  e x p l o r e  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

be t we e n  comed i c  a p p e a l  and s e x  a p p e a l .  Do t h e y  work 

i n v e r s e l y  so t h a t  t h e  f u n n i e r  t h e  c o m e d i e n n e ,  t h e  l e s s  

s exy  s he  i s ?  How t h e n  do we a c c o u n t  f o r  c o me d i e n n e s  who 

a r e  b o t h  f u n n y  and a t t r a c t i v e ?  How do t h e s e  two e l e m e n t s

^ T h e o r i e s  o f  Comedy, Anonymous ( M o l i e r e ? ) ,  f r om 
“ L e t t e r  on t h e  I m p o s t o r  ( T a r t u f  f  e , ) 11 p.  150 .
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work t o g e t h e r ?  Do t h e y  e v e r  r e e n f o r c e  e a c h  o t h e r  t o  

c r e a t e  an e v e n  more  p o w e r f u l  i m p a c t ?  Are  t h e y  k e p t  

s e p a r a t e  so t h a t  t h e y  o p e r a t e  a t  d i f f e r e n t  t i m e s ?  I s  t h e

s e x i n e s s  a l l o w e d  t o  be p r e s e n t  a s  l o n g  a s  i t  i s  n o t

d i r e c t l y  a l l u d e d  t o ?  I s  t h e r e  an opt i mum l e v e l  o r  t y p e

o f  a t t r a c t i v e n e s s  t h a t  h e l p s  a c o me d i c  p e r f o r m e r ?  And 

a r e  t h e r e  t y p e s  o f  a t t r a c t i v e n e s s  t h a t  p r e c l u d e  f u n n i n e s s ?

I s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  c o me d i c  a p p e a l  and

s e x  a p p e a l  i s  a s u b t l e  o n e - - n o t  one  o f  s i m p l e  i n v e r s i o n

o r  c o m p e n s a t i o n .  In e x p l o r i n g  some o f  t h e  ways i t

o p e r a t e s  i n  t h e s e  p r e e m i n e n t l y  s u c c e s s f u l  c o m e d i e n n e s ,  I

i n t e n d  t o  s u g g e s t  a model  f o r  t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  c o me d i c

a p p e a l  and s e x  a p p e a l  t h a t  i s  b o t h  more  c ompl ex  and

u l t i m a t e l y  more  v a l i d  t h a n  t h e .  s t e r e o t y p e  o f  t h e  woman
♦

who i s  f u n n y  b e c a u s e  s h e  i s  h ome l y .

The l a s t  e l e m e n t  i n  my c o n s t e l l a t i o n  i s  t h a t  o f  

c o m p e t e n c e .  By c o m p e t e n c e ,  I mean t h e  a u d i e n c e ' s

p e r c e p t i o n  o f  t h e  a b i l i t y  o f  t h e  c o me d i c  c h a r a c t e r  t o  

e x e r t  power  i n  o r  c o n t r o l  o v e r  h e r  e n v i r o n m e n t .  T h e r e  a r e  

many e l e m e n t s  whi ch  c r e a t e  an i m p r e s s i o n  of  o v e r a l l  

c o m p e t e n c e .  F o l l o w i n g  a r e  some s u g g e s t e d  a r e a s  of  

c o m p e t e n c e  t o  c o n s i d e r :

1.  I n t e l l i g e n c e

2 .  E d u c a t i o n

3 .  A r t i s t i c  t a l e n t

4 .  P h y s i c a l  s i z e
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5.  P h y s i c a l  s t r e n g t h ,  c o o r d i n a t i o n ,  s p e e d ,  and 
e n d u r a n c e

6 .  Economi c  power

7.  S o c i a l  p o s i t i o n

8 .  I n t e r p e r s o n a l  s k i l l s

9.  Work:
( I n  t h e  t h e  a r e a  o f  wo r k ,  a s  w e l l  as  i n  some 
o t h e r  a r e a s  o f  c o m p e t e n c e ,  t h e r e  i s  a 
s u b m o d a l i t y  t o  c o n s i d e r .  Does t h e  c o m p e t e n c e  
o f  t h e  c o me d i c  p e r s o n a l i t y  f a l l  i n t o  t h e  
s t e r e o t y p i c a l l y  ma l e  o r  f e m a l e  s p h e r e s ?  For  
e x a m p l e ,  i s  t h e r e  a d i f f e r e n c e  i n  c o m p e t e n c e  i n  
d o m e s t i c  work v s .  c a r e e r  work?  Does t h e  k i n d  
o f  work d o n e  by come d i c  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  r e f l e c t  
t h e  c a r e e r  e x p e c t a t i o n s  o f  women as  a g i v e n  
t i m e  i n  o u r  c u l t u r e ? )

10.  E f f e c t i v e  d r a m a t i c  a c t i o n
(By " e f f e c t i v e  d r a m a t i c  a c t i o n "  I mean 
t h e  a b i l i t y  o f  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  t o  e f f e c t  c h a n g e  
f o r  h e r  own b e n e f i t  and p o s s i b l y  t h a t  o f  
o t h e r s .  T h i s  i s  m a n i f e s t e d  i n  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  
comedy and s k e t c h  by w h e t h e r  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  
a p p e a r s  m e a s u r a b l y  b e t t e r  o f f  i n  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  
p l a y i n g  o u t  t h e  s t o r y  l i n e - - b o t h  i n  t e r m s  o f  
t h e  o v e r a l l  p l o t  and i n  t e r m s  o f  i s o l a t e d  
i n c i d e n t s  and b e h a v i o r s .  In t h e  c a s e  o f  
s t a n d - u p  c omedy ,  t h i s  i s  m a n i f e s t e d  i n  t h e  a c t  
by how t h e  comi c  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  h e r s e l f .  I s  s h e  
e f f e c t i v e  o r  i n e f f e c t i v e  i n  t h e  wo r l d ?  In h e r  
i n t e r a c t i o n  w i t h  t h e  a u d i e n c e ,  d o e s  s h e  t a k e  
c o n t r o l  so a s  t o  d e t e r m i n e  t h e  r e s p o n s e ? )

As I h a v e  s u g g e s t e d ,  t h e  t h r e e  e l e m e n t s  o f  c o me d i c

a p p e a l ,  s e x  a p p e a l ,  and c o mp e t e n c e  i n t e r a c t  t o  c r e a t e  an

o v e r a l l  i m p r e s s i o n  o f  power .  S u p e r i m p o s e d  on t h e s e

e l e m e n t s  i s  a n o t h e r  f a c t o r :  t h e  i s s u e  o f  s e l f - a w a r e n e s s

and w i l l .  I s u g g e s t , t h a t  t h e  o v e r t ,  p e r c e i v e d  power  t h a t

t h e  a u d i e n c e  a t t a c h e s  t o  t h e  p e r f o r m e r ' s  c o me d i c  a p p e a l ,

s e x  a p p e a l ,  a n d / o r  c o m p e t e n c e  v a r i e s  a c c o r d i n g  t o  w h e t h e r

t h e  comi c  p e r s o n a l i t y  a p p e a r s  t o  f u n c t i o n  o u t  o f
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s e l f - a w a r e n e s s  and w i l l .  When t h e  comi c  b e h a v e s  o u t  of

s e l f - a w a r e n e s s  and w i l l ,  s h e  w i l l  a p p e a r  more p o w e r f u l .  

When s he  a c t s  w i t h o u t  s e l f - a w a r e n e s s  o r  w i l l ,  s he  a p p e a r s

l e s s  o v e r t l y  p o w e r f u l .  Th u s ,  i f  a comi c  does  n o t  seem t o

u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  f u n n i n e s s  o f  h e r  own r e m a r k s  and b e h a v i o r ,  

s h e  w i l l  a p p e a r  l e s s  o v e r t l y  p o w e r f u l .  I f  s he  s u c c e e d s  

b r i l l i a n t l y  i n  a c h i e v i n g  p o s i t i v e  r e s u l t s  f o r  h e r s e l f  and 

o t h e r s ,  b u t  i t  i s  a l l  by a c c i d e n t ,  s he  w i l l  a l s o  a p p e a r

l e s s  p o w e r f u l .  C o n v e r s e l y ,  i f  s he  knows t h a t  s he  i s  

f u n n y  and c o n s c i o u s l y  d i r e c t s  h e r  r e ma r k s  t o w a r d  t h a t  

e n d ,  she  w i l l  a p p e a r  more p o w e r f u l .  And i f  s he  c l e v e r l y  

m a n i p u l a t e s  e i t h e r  h e r  comi c  a b i l i t y ,  h e r  s e x u a l i t y ,  o r  

some f orm of  p e r s o n a l  c o m p e t e n c e  t o  a c h i e v e  h e r  e n d s ,  s he

w i l l  a p p e a r  more p o w e r f u l .

I r e a l i z e  t h a t  P l a t o  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  t h e  comi c

c h a r a c t e r  as  h a v i n g  a l a c k  o f  s e l f - a w a r e n e s s .  I s u g g e s t  

t h a t  w h i l e  t h i s  may be t r u e  i n  some c a s e s ,  ( mo s t  p r o b a b l y  

i n  t h e  t y p e  o f  comedy t h a t  he o b s e r v e d ) ,  t h e r e  a r e  o t h e r  

c a s e s ,  such  as  t h a t  o f  t h e  w i t  o r  " w i s e c r a c k e r , "  whe r e  

t h e  comi c  i s  h i g h l y  a w a r e .  In f a c t ,  t h e  comi c  c h a l l e n g e s  

t n e  a u d i e n c e  t o  become as awar e  as  s h e .  The a u d i e n c e ' s  

p l e a s u r e  c o n s i s t s  o f  " g e t t i n g  t h e  j o k e " - - r e a c h i n g  t h e  

same l e v e l  o f  a w a r e n e s s  as  t h e  c o mi c .

Be c a u s e  s he  i s  more s e l f - a w a r e ,  a c l e v e r  w i t  i s

p e r c e i v e d  as  a more p o w e r f u l  p e r s o n  t h a n  a n a i f - - a l t h o u g h  

b o t h  may make r e m a r k s  t h a t  a r e  e q u a l l y  f u n n y .  S i m i l a r l y ,  

a c o n s c i o u s  s e d u c t r e s s  i s  v i ewed  as  more p o w e r f u l  t h a n  a
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t o o t h s o m e  i n n o c e n t - - a l t h o u g h  b o t h  women may i n d u l g e  i n  

t h e  same s e x u a l  b e h a v i o r .  And,  t h e  w i l l f u l  b u l l y  i s  

p e r c e i v e d  as  more  p o w e r f u l  and t h r e a t e n i n g  t h a n  t h e  

g e n t l e  g i a n t  who d o e s n ' t  know h e r  own s t r e n g t h — t h o u g h  

b o t h  may wr eak  t h e  same d e s t r u c t i o n .

To s u mma r i z e  t h e  above  m a t e r i a l ,  I s u g g e s t  t h a t  t o  

ma x i mi z e  t h e i r  a u d i e n c e  a p p e a l ,  comi c  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  ne e d  

t o  a c h i e v e  an op t i mum d e g r e e  o f  power  so t h a t  t h e y  

a t t r a c t  an a u d i e n c e ,  b u t  do n o t  t h r e a t e n  i t .  T h e r e f o r e ,  

t h e y  o p e r a t e  by b a l a n c i n g  t h e  e l e m e n t s  o f  c o me d i c  a p p e a l ,  

s e x  a p p e a l ,  and c o m p e t e n c e .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  t o  e n h a n c e  o r  

m i n i m i z e  t h e  amount  o f  power  a t t a c h e d  t o  e a c h  e l e m e n t ,  

t h e y  o p e r a t e  i n  t e r m s  o f  v a r y i n g  d e g r e e s  o f  

s e l f - a w a r e n e s s  and w i l l .

As mu s t  be e v i d e n t  by now,  t h i s  s t u d y  w i l l  c o n c e r n  

i t s e l f  w i t h  t h e  a p p e a l  o f  t h e  c o me d i c  p e r s o n a  as  a 

f u n c t i o n  o f  p o we r .  In o t h e r  w o r d s ,  I am s e t t i n g  up a 

power  model  as  an a e s t h e t i c  b a s e .  In so d o i n g ,  I am 

e x t r a p o l a t i n g  f r o m t h e  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  s t u d i e s  whi ch  

d i s c u s s  power  m o t i v a t i o n s  f o r  c o mi c s  o n t o  t h e  a u d i e n c e ' s  

p e r c e p t i o n  o f  t h e i r  a r t .

Pa u l  McGee,  a s s o c i a t e  p r o f e s s o r  of  human d e v e l o p m e n t  

a t  Te x a s  Tech U n i v e r s i t y ,  p o s t u l a t e s  t h a t  a d r i v e  f o r  

power  m o t i v a t e s  t h e  c omi c  u r g e .  In h i s  b o o k ,  Humor:  I t s  

O r i g i n  and D e v e l o p m e n t , 1 9 8 1 ,  he s t u d i e d  446 Te x a s  Tech 

s t u d e n t s  t o  t e s t  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t we e n  a s s e r t i v e n e s s  

and humor  i n  a d u l t s .  He drew t h e  f o l l o w i n g  c o n c l u s i o n :
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I t  s eems  c l e a r  t h a t  t h e  n e e d  t o  d o m i n a t e  i s  one  
o f  t h e  b a s i c  p r e c u r s o r s  f o r  h e i g h t e n e d  humor  
a e v e l o p m e n t .  The p e r s o n  i n  a s ma l l  g r o u p  o r  a t  a 
p a r t y  who i s  t h e  i n i t i a t o r  o f  humor  i s  r e a l l y  i n  
c o n t r o l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s i t u a t i o n ;  he g i v e s  p e o p l e  
t h i n g s  t h a t  t h e y  r e s p o n d  t o ,  so  h e ' s  p u l l i n g  t h e  
s t r i n g s . ' 3

In o t h e r  w o r d s ,  a k e y  m o t i v a t i o n  o f  t h e  c o me d i e n n e  i s  t o

e x e r t  h e r  power  on t h e  g r o u p .  By e x t e n s i o n ,  I s u g g e s t

t h a t  t h e  a u d i e n c e ' s  p e r c e p t i o n  o f  t h e  c o me d i c  p e r s o n a l i t y

i s  a f u n c t i o n  o f  t h e  power  s he  p r o j e c t s .

McGee i s  n o t  d i s c u s s i n g  f e m a l e  c o mi c s  a s  o p p o s e d  t o

ma l e  c o m i c s ,  and i n  f a c t  t h e r e  i s  a g r e a t  s i m i l a r i t y  i n

t h e  o p e r a t i o n  o f  ma l e  and f e m a l e  c o m i c s .  C l i n i c a l

p s y c h o l o g i s t  Waleea  Samal eh  d i d  a s t u d y  c o m p a r i n g  20 ma l e

and f e m a l e  s t a n d - u p  c o mi c s  w i t h  20 a r t i s t s .  He c o n c l u d e s

t h a t :  “ The f e m a l e  s t a n d - u p  c o mi c s  had t h e  same

p e r s o n a l i t y  p r o f i l e ,  a s p i r a t i o n s ,  s e l f - i m a g e ,  c r e a t i v e
14o u t l o o k ,  and a b i l i t y  a s  t h e  men . "

T h e r e  i s  o f  c o u r s e ,  a g l a r i n g  i m b a l a n c e  i n  t h e  

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  men and women i n  t h e  s t a n o - u p  comi c  

f i e l d .  Samuel  S.  J a n u s  i n  The Ame r i c a n  J o u r n a l  of  

P s y c h o a n a l y s i  s , 1 981 ,  a c c o u n t s  f o r  t h i s  phenomenon as

f o l l o w s :  “The f a c t  t h a t  women i n  comedy a c c o u n t  f o r  a t

mos t  12 p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  f i e l d ,  wh e r e a s  i n  o t h e r  a r e a s  o f  

show b u s i n e s s  t h e y  r e p r e s e n t  a t  l e a s t  50 p e r c e n t ,  a t t e s t s

l 3Pa u l  McGee,  Humor:  I t s  O r i g i n  and D e v e l o p m e n t ,
1981 ,  as  q u o t e d  i n  P s y c h o l o g y  T o d a y , p .  T T .

^ P s y c h o l o g y  T o d a y , p .  28.
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t o  t h e i r  l a c k  o f  c r e d i b i l i t y  as  power  f i g u r e s . " ^

T h e r e  a r e  o t h e r  ways t o  a c c o u n t  f o r  t h i s  i m b a l a n c e ,  

b e s i d e s  t h a t  p r o p o s e a  by Dr .  J a n u s .  T h e r e  i s ,  f o r  

e x a m p l e ,  p o s s i b l e  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  by c l u b  o w n e r s ,  b o o k i n g  

a g e n t s ,  and p o t e n t i a l  ma l e  m e n t o r s — t h e  e s t a b l i s h e d  

c o m i c s .  A d d i t i o n a l l y ,  t h e  l i f e s t y l e  o f  a s t a n d - u p  c o m i c ,  

c o m p r i s e d  o f  l a t e  n i g h t s ,  f r e q u e n t  t r a v e l ,  i n t e r a c t i o n  

w i t h  n i g h t c l u b  a u d i e n c e s  t h a t  a r e  s o me t i me s  d r u n k  and 

a b u s i v e ,  and  o n e - n i g h t  s t a n d  a p p e a r a n c e s  may be e s p e c i a l l y  

s t r e s s f u l  t o  women.  Then t o o ,  t r a d i t i o n a l  s e x - r o l e  

p r o g r a mmi n g  e n c o u r a g e s  women t o  l a u g h  a t  m e n ' s  j o k e s  ( i n  

t h e  same way women a r e  t r a i n e d  t o  a p p l a u d  o t h e r  ma l e  

a c h i e v e m e n t s )  r a t h e r  t h a n  maki ng  j o k e s  ( o r  a c h i e v i n g )  

t h e m s e l v e s .  And t h a t  same pr ogr ammi ng  e n c o u r a g e s  women t o  

d e f i n e  t h e i r  a c h i e v e m e n t  by t h e i r  a b i l i t y  t o  a t t r a c t  men.  

T h u s ,  p r o f e s s i o n s  s u c h  as  s i n g i n g ,  d a n c i n g ,  and m o d e l l i n g  

ha ve  a l w a y s  had a h i g h  p r o p o r t i o n  o f  women s i n c e  t h e s e  

s k i l l s  e n h a n c e  a t t r a c t i v e n e s s .

T h i s  s t u d y  w i l l  e x p l o r e  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t we e n  

c o me d i c  a p p e a l ,  s e x  a p p e a l ,  and p owe r .  1 a g r e e  w i t h  t h e  

p s y c h o l o g i s t s  who p o s t u l a t e  t h a t  b e i n g  f u n n y  i s  an 

a s s e r t i o n  o f  p o we r .  Sex a p p e a l  i s  a n o t h e r  f o r m of  p owe r ,  

and when a woman i s  b o t h  s e x u a l l y  a p p e a l i n g  and f u n n y ,  s h e  

a p p e a r s  d o u b l y  p o w e r f u l .  In some c o n t e x t s  t h i s  d o u b l e

l 5Samuel  S.  J a n u s ,  "The Comic P e r s o n a l i t y ,  " The
Ame r i c a n  J o u r n a l  o f  P s y c h o a n a l y s i s , 1981,  p .  52.
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a p p e a l  may be  c o n s t r u e d  a s  t h r e a t e n i n g .  I s u g g e s t  t h a t  

c o me d i c  a p p e a l  e n h a n c e s  s e x  a p p e a l  when and t o  t h e  d e g r e e  

t h a t  p e r c e i v e d  power  i n  a woman i s  c o n s i d e r e d  a t t r a c t i v e .

In r e s p o n s e  t o  Or .  J a n u s '  s t a t e m e n t  t h a t  women a r e  

l e s s  c r e d i b l e  t h a n  men as  power  f i g u r e s ,  1 woul d  l i k e  t o  

c o n s i d e r  c o m e d i e n n e s  i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  o t h e r  p r o f e s s i o n a l  

women.  I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  j u s t  as  women a r e  e s t a b l i s h i n g

t h e m s e l v e s  a s  c r e d i b l e  power  f i g u r e s  i n  o t h e r  f i e l d s  

( s u c h  as  l a w ,  m e d i c i n e ,  s c i e n c e ,  p o l i t i c s ,  e t c . ) ,  

i n c r e a s i n g  nu mb e r s  o f  women a r e  now becomi ng  s t a n d - u p

c o m i c s .  Women a r e  s t i l l  a m i n o r i t y  i n  t h e s e  p r o f e s s i o n s ,  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  t h e i r  u p p e r  e c h e l o n s ,  b u t  t h e i r  number s  

a r e  i n c r e a s i n g .  The s e x - r o l e  o f  women i n  s o c i e t y  has  

c h a n g e d  s i n c e  t h e  1 9 5 0 ' s  and i s  s t i l l  c h a n g i n g .  Much o f  

t h i s  c h a n g e ,  a l o n g  w i t h  t h o s e  a s p e c t s  t h a t  have  r e m a i n e d  

c o n s t a n t ,  h a s  t o  do w i t h  p owe r .  I t  i s  f o r  t h i s  r e a s o n ,  

b e s i d e s  t h e  p e r s o n a l  m o t i v a t i o n s  o f  i n d i v i d u a l  

c o m e d i e n n e s ,  t h a t  I ha ve  c h o s e n  t o  u s e  t h e  power  model  as  

an a e s t h e t i c  b a s e  f o r  t h i s  s t u d y .

I t  ha s  be en  s a i d  t h a t  comedy has  no s e x .  And,  i n  

f a c t ,  many f a c t o r s  t h a t  c r e a t e  humor  a p p l y  t o  b o t h  ma l e  

and f e m a l e  c o m i c s .  However ,  i n  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  o f  t h i s

s t u d y ,  I w i l l  e m p h a s i z e  t h o s e  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e i r  a r t  t h a t  

s p e c i f i c a l l y  a p p l y  t o  women,  s uch  as  s e x  a p p e a l ,

d o m e s t i c i t y ,  and s e x - r o l e  s t e r e o t y p e s  a b o u t  c o m p e t e n c e  

and o v e r t  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  power .  Dr awi ng an e x t e n d e d  

c o m p a r i s o n  b e t we e n  ma l e  and f e m a l e  c o mi c s  i s  beyond  t h e
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s c o p e  o f  t h i s  s t u d y .  But  I w i l l  i n d i c a t e  b o t h  t h o s e  

f a c t o r s  t h a t  a r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a p p l i c a b l e  t o  women and 

t h o s e  t h a t  c r o s s  o v e r  and a p p l y  t o  b o t h  s e x e s .

My r e s e a r c h  m a t e r i a l  w i l l  be d e r i v e d  f r o m s e v e r a l  

s o u r c e s :  e x t e n s i v e  p e r s o n a l  i n t e r v i e w s  w i t h  t h e

c o m e d i e n n e s ,  o b s e r v a t i o n  o f  t hem i n  p e r f o r m a n c e - - w h e t h e r  

l i v e ,  on r e c o r d ,  o r  on v i d e o t a p e ,  and s u p p l e m e n t a l  

r e s e a r c h  p r o v i d e d  by books  and a r t i c l e s  a b o u t  t h e m.  As I 

m e n t i o n e d ,  I w i l l  be  c o n s i d e r i n g  b i o g r a p h i c a l  m a t e r i a l  as  

i t  i m p a c t s  on t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  t h e  c o me d i c  a r t .

On a p e r s o n a l  n o t e ,  1 woul d l i k e  t o  add t h a t  we a l l  

mus t  d e a l  w i t h  i s s u e s  o f  s e x - r o l e  and p o we r .  I t  i s  t h e  

s p e c i a l  t a s k  o f  t h e  comi c  t o  h a n d l e  t h e s e  i s s u e s  w i t h  

cha r m and h umor .  By s t u d y i n g  t h e  a r t  o f  t h e s e  h i g h l y  

s u c c e s s f u l  and p o p u l a r  c o m e d i e n n e s ,  we may l e a r n  wha t  i t  

means  t o  be f e m a l e  and f u n n y - - a n d  s o m e t h i n g  a b o u t  

o u r s e l v e s .

2 8



CHAPTER I I  

LUCILLE BALL

The b a b y - b l u e ,  m a s c a r a - s p i k e d  e y e s  w i d e n ,  t h e  head  

t i l t s ,  t h e  e l e c t r i c  o r a n g e  c u r l s  b o b ,  and t h e  w i d e ,  

l i p s t i c k e d  mout h t a k e s  a n o t h e r  s i p  o f  " V i t a m e a t a v e g a m i n  

s y r u p . "  I Love Lucy i s  back  on t h e  a i r  f o r  i t s  l a t e s t  

r e - r u n .  E a g e r  t o  do t h e  c o mme r c i a l  t h a t  w i l l  l a u n c h  h e r  

i n  show b u s i n e s s ,  "Lucy"  downs t h e  n u t r i t i o n a l  s y r u p ,  

u n awar e  t h a t  t h e  c o n c o c t i o n  c o n t a i n s  t w e n t y - f o u r  p e r c e n t  

a l c o h o l .  But  as  s h e  e x t o l s  t h e  v i r t u e s  o f  t h e  p r o d u c t ,  

h e r  e y e l a s h e s  ca n  b a r e l y  b a t  t h e i r  way p a s t  an i n n e r  f o g ,  

and h e r  f a c e  s l i p s  i n t o  s i l l y  p u t t y  s t u p e f a c t i o n .  

I n n o c e n t ,  c h i l d l i k e  "Lucy"  i s  t h o r o u g h l y  d r u n k - - a n d  v e r y  

f u n n y .

U n l i k e  "Lucy R i c a r d o , "  L u c i l l e  B a l l  was n o t  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  n a i v e .  By t h e  t i me  I Love Lucy went  on t h e  

a i r  i n  1951 ,  B a l l  had bee n  i n  show b u s i n e s s ,  p l a y i n g  

m o s t l y  g l a mo u r  r o l e s ,  f o r  t w e n t y  y e a r s  and was o v e r  

f o r t y .  She was b o r n  i n  J a me s t o wn ,  New York on A u g u s t  6,  

1911 .  Her  m o t h e r  was a c o n c e r t  p i a n i s t ,  and h e r  f a t h e r ,
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who d i e d  when s h e  was  f o u r ,  was a m i n i n g  e n g i n e e r .  At  t h e  

a g e  o f  1 5 ,  L u c i l l e  we n t  t o  New Yor k ,  wher e  s he  e n r o l l e d  i n  

t h e  J o h n  Mu r r a y  An d e r s o n  D r a m a t i c  S c h o o l .  She o b t a i n e d

c h o r u s  j o b s  w i t h  v a r i o u s  Broadway p r o d u c t i o n s ,  b u t  t h e  

shows n e v e r  we n t  bey o n d  t h e  r e h e a r s a l  s t a g e .  Be c a u s e  o f  

t h e  t o u r i n g  c o m p a n i e s  s h e  had s e e n  as  a c h i l d  i n  

J a me s t o w n ,  s h e  o r i g i n a l l y  wa n t e d  t o  be i n  v a u d e v i l l e .

B u t ,  by t h e  t i m e  s h e  a r r i v e d  i n  New York C i t y ,  t h e  e r a  o f  

t h e  g r e a t  v a u d e v i l l e  s t a r s  was o v e r .  Or ,  as  B a l l  n o t e s ,  

" V a u d e v i l l e  was d e a d ,  b u t  1 d i d n ' t  know i t ' . " ^

To pay  t h e  r e n t ,  s h e  wor ked  as  a model  and s h o w g i r l .

D e s p i t e  h e r  s t a t u e s q u e  f i g u r e ,  t h e  work d i d  n o t  come 

e a s i l y  t o  h e r .

1 w a s n ' t  t r a i n e d ,  I c o u l d n ' t  s i n g ,  d a n c e ,  o r  
p e r f o r m  i n  any way.  I was as  u n t a l e n t e d  as  t h e y  
come.  I c o u l d n ' t  e v e n  wal k  c o r r e c t l y .  I was v e r y  
s h y - - t e r r i f i e d  o f  t h e  g i r l s  a r o u n d  me and t h e  p e o p l e  
i n  t h e  a u d i e n c e .  I ' d  wal k  s t i f f l y  a c r o s s  t h e  s t a g e  
and t h e y ' d  s a y ,  " C o u d n ' t  you walk more l i k e  a 
s h o w g i r l ?  You a r e  a s h o w g i r l ,  you know. "  I had t o  
l e a r n  e v e r y t h i n g . 2

Br o k e ,  and s u r v i v i n g  on a d i e t  o f  c o f f e e  and t h e  

d o u g h n u t s  s h e  c o u l d  s t e a l  o f f  l u n c h  c o u n t e r s ,  Ba l l

i L u c i l l e  B a l l ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w  h e l d  a t  h e r  
home i n  New Yo r k ,  New Yor k ,  A p r i l  14,  1984.  I c o n d u c t e d  
one  i n t e r v i e w  w i t h  Ms.  B a l l ,  and I make f r e q u e n t  u s e  o f  
q u o t a t i o n s  f r o m i t .  T h i s  i n t e r v i e w  h e l p e d  me t o  c l a r i f y  
o t h e r  m a t e r i a l  I had g a t h e r e d  a b o u t  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  
h e r  c o me d i c  s t y l e .  I s h a l l  us e  b i o g r a p h i c a l  m a t e r i a l  
o b t a i n e d  f r o m b o t h  t h i s  i n t e r v i e w  and o t h e r  s o u r c e s  t o  
show t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t we e n  h e r  l i f e  and h e r  a r t .

2 1 b i d .

30



c o l l a p s e d  o f  r h e u m a t o i d  a r t h r i t i s .  She wen t  home and 

r e s t e d  f o r  t h r e e  y e a r s .  When s h e  r e c o v e r e d ,  s h e  r e t u r n e d  

t o  New Yo r k ,  wh e r e  s h e  r a n  i n t o  a f r i e n d  who knew an 

a g e n t  who n e e d e d  s h o w g i r l s  f o r  Roman S c a n d a l s , an E d d i e  

C a n t o r  p i c t u r e .  P r o d u c e r s  we r e  i n  t h e  h a b i t  o f  d o i n g  

l i n e  i n s p e c t i o n  o f  t h e  s h o w g i r l s .  B a l l ,  who w a s n ' t  q u i t e  

a s  s t a c k e d  a s  some o f  t h e  o t h e r s ,  s t u f f e d  h e r  b o d i c e  w i t h  

t o i l e t  p a p e r - - s o m e  o f  whi ch  was t r a i l i n g  o u t  when t h e  

p r o d u c e r  came b y .  L u c i l l e  B a l l  comment s  d r y l y :

I may n o t  have  be e n  as  b e a u t i f u l  as  some o f  
t h e  o t h e r  s h o w g i r l s ,  b u t  he c e r t a i n l y  n o t i c e d  me.  
And I was i n  show b i z !  E v e r y t h i n g  on t h a t  s e t  was 
i n t e r e s t i n g !  I was l e a r n i n g  how t o  a c t  w i t h  t h e  
p e o p l e - - t o  become a p a r t  o f  t h e  who l e  s t u d i o .

T h e r e  we r e  s p o t s  whe r e  t h e y  n e e d e d  a g i r l  t o  
s c r e a m  o r  g e t  c h a s e d  by a l l i g a t o r s .  Some o f  t h e  
o t h e r  g i r l s  we r e  a s k e d  and t h e y  s a i d ,  "Why? T h a t ' s  
a n o t h i n g  b i t ! "  But  1 was t i c k l e d  t o  d e a t h .  I t  
ga ve  me a c h a n c e  t o  work w i t h  E d d i e  C a n t o r  and t o  
work l o n g e r  on a s c e n e .

The d i r e c t o r  woul d  s a y ,  "You ne ed  somebody 
t o  do wh a t ?  Why d o n ' t  we g e t  t h a t  g i r l  who r a n  
t h r o u g h  w i t h  t h e  d u c k ? "  They knew I ' d  r u n ,  I ' d  
s c r e a m ,  I ' d  f a l l  — I ' d  do wha t  I was a s k e d  t o  d o .  
I n e v e r  c o m p l a i n e d .  I d i d n ' t  c a r e  t h a t  t h e y  
d i a n ' t  even  know my name b e c a u s e  nobody knew who I 
was anyway.  T h a t ' s  t h e  way I t h o u g h t  f r o m t h e  
b e g i n n i n g ,  whi ch  was a b i g  h e l p . 3

B a l l  wen t  on t o  p l a y  i n  Room S e r v i c e  w i t h  t h e  Marx

B r o t h e r s .  A f t e r  w o r k i n g  w i t h  h e r ,  Gr oucho Marx n o t e d :

" S h e ' s  an a c t r e s s ,  n o t  a c o m e d i e n n e .  I ' v e  n e v e r  known
4

L u c i l l e  B a l l  t o  be f u n n y  w i t h o u t  a s c r i p t . "  She a l s o

3 1 b i d .

4 B a r t  An d r e ws ,  The S t o r y  o f  " I  Love Lu c y " :  Lucy
& Ri c k y  & F r e d  & E t h e l , (New Y o r k : F a w c e t t  P o p u l a r
L i b r a r y ,  1976)  p .  58 .
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a p p e a r e d  w i t h  The T h r e e  S t o o g e s ,  L a u r e l  and Ha r d y ,  and 

mos t  m a j o r  ma l e  c o m i c s .  But  s he  c l a i m s  n o t  t o  be 

c o n s c i o u s l y  i n f l u e n c e d  by t h e m,  and was mos t  t a k e n  w i t h  

t h e  g l a m o r o u s  f e m a l e  s t a r s .

I was i n t e r e s t e d  in  c e r t a i n  a c t r e s s e s '  
l o o k s .  I a d m i r e d  t h e  way R o s a l i n d  R u s s e l l  c o u l d  
be t h e  c a r e e r  woman and l ook  so u p p i t y  and d e l i v e r  
t h e  l i n e s  so s h a r p l y .  I a d mi r e d  C a r o l e  Lombard 
f r om t h e  word g o - - e v e r y  s u i t  s he  w o r e ,  e v e r y  t i m e  
I saw h e r  h a i r - - I  l o v e d  h e r .  And s he  was a good 
f r i e n d  o f  mi n e .  But  I d i d n ' t  model  m y s e l f  a r o u n d  
a n y o n e .  T h e r e  w a s n ' t  t h a t  k i n d  o f  p e r s o n a g e  
a r o u n d  m e - - e x c e p t  C a r o l e  Lombar d ,  and s he  was 
d o i n g  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  c o m e d y - - s o  was e v e r y o n e  e l s e .  
They w e r e n ' t  d o i n g  t h e  c r a z y  k i n d  of  d o m e s t i c  
comedy t h a t  w e d i d  e v e n t u a l l y . 5

B a l l  h e r s e l f ,  was m a i n l y  c o n s i d e r e d  f o r  d r a m a t i c ,  

g l a m o r o u s  p a r t s :  h a r d - b i t t e n  mo d e l s  and s h o w g i r l s .

I had t o  s t a r t  as  a model  b e c a u s e  I l o o k e d
l i k e  a m o d e l .  And I had t o  s t a r t  a l s o  as  " t h e
o t h e r  woman" o r  " c a r e e r  g i r l "  b e c a u s e  I had a 
l o u s y  v o i c e .  I ha ve  a d e e p ,  g u t t u r a l  v o i c e  t h a t  
has  no s o f t n e s s s  o r  r o m a n t i c i s m .  I t ' s  
a g g r e s s i v e .  I ' v e  a l wa y s  had i t ,  no m a t t e r  how I 
t r y  t o  d o l l y  i t  u p . 6

B a l l  s c o r e d  some o f  h e r  b i g g e s t  s u c c e s s e s  in 

" t o u g h  g i r l "  r o l e s .  In t h e  D o r o t h y  A r z n e r  f i l m  Dance 

G i r l  D a n c e , she  p l a y e d  a b u r l e s q u e  d a n c e r ;  and i n  The Big 

S t r e e t , s he  p l a y e d  a v i x e n i s h  n i g h t c l u b  s i n g e r  who i s  

c r i p p l e d  by a g a n g s t e r .  She was a l s o  o c c a s i o n a l l y  c a s t

as  an i n g e n u e - - h e r  r o l e  i n  Too Many G i r l s , t h e  p i c t u r e

t h a t  b r o u g h t  Des i  Ar n a z  o u t  t o  Hol l ywood and o c c a s i o n e d

5 L u c i l l e  B a l l ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w .

^ L u c i l l e  B a l l ,  P r i n t e d  Re c o r d  o f  s e m i n a r
s p o n s o r e d  by t h e  Ame r i c a n  F i l m  I n s t i t u t e , Los A n g e l e s ,  
C a l i f o r n i a ,  J u n e  12,  1972 .
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t h e i r  m e e t i n g .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  h i s  a u t o b i o g r a p h y ,  when 

Ar na z  f i r s t  saw h e r ,  s h e  was s t i l l  i n  c o s t u m e  f r om 

a n o t h e r  movi e  and  " She  l o o k e d  l i k e  a t w o - d o l l a r  whor e  who 

had  been  b e a t e n  by h e r  p i mp,  w i t h  h a i r  a l l  o v e r  h e r  f a c e  

and a b l a c k  e y e . " ^  When he saw h e r  l a t e r ,  o u t  o f  

c o s t u m e ,  w e a r i n g  s l a c k s  and a s w e a t e r ,  Ar na z  f o u n d  h e r  

more a t t r a c t i v e ,  and s h e  r e s p o n d e d  t o  h i s  p l o y  t o  t e a c h

h e r  t o  r u mb a .  "He had  a s n a z z y  l i n e , "  s a y s  B a l l  t a r t l y . ;
8 *" Bu t  we n e v e r  d i d  g e t  a r o u n d  t o  d a n c i n g . "  A f t e r  each* 

had s he d  a t h e n  c u r r e n t  l o v e r ,  t h e y  moved i n  t o g e t h e r ,  

m a r r i e d ,  and b e g a n  t h e  s e q u e n c e  o f  e v e n t s  ( i n c l u d i n g  one  

n e v e r - c o n s u m m a t e d  d i v o r c e  i n  1944)  t h a t  l e d  t o  I Love 

L u c y .

Me a n w h i l e ,  B a l l ' s  image  was g r a d u a l l y  t a k i n g  

f o r m .  She was be comi ng  someone r e c o g n i z a b l e  and 

l i k e a b l e - - a  p e r s o n a l i t y  " t y p e . "

When I was s t a r t i n g  o u t ,  I made f i v e ,  s i x  
p i c t u r e s  a y e a r .  I n e v e r  knew wha t  h a p p e n e d  t o  
t h e m - - s o m e t i m e s  I n e v e r  eve n  g o t  i n v i t e d  t o  t h e  
p r e v i e w .  I p l a y e d  a l l  k i n d s  o f  s ma l l  p a r t s - - n o  
c h a r a c t e r s  t h a t  a nyone  woul d r e c o g n i z e  o r  c a r e  
a b o u t .  Then I g o t  b i g g e r  p a r t s .  F i n a l l y ,  t h e  
b i g g e s t  t h r i l l  1 e v e r  g o t - - l ' d  been  a t  RKO a b o u t  
f o u r  y e a r s  and Mr.  P i a t z i g  c a l l e d  me i n t o  t h e  
o f f i c e .  He showed me t h e  f i r s t  t h r e e  p a g e s ,  and 
i t  s a i d ,  " L u c i l l e  B a l l  t y p e . "  I t  w a s n ' t  e x a c t l y  
wh a t  I d i d  i n  Lucy ,  b u t  i t  was a z a n y ,  d o m e s t i c  
comedy,  and i t  h e l p e d  me y e a r s  l a t e r .  Wi th t h e  
a d v e n t  o f  t e l e v i s i o n ,  b e s i d e s  b e i n g  t y p e d ,  you 
wer e  i n  s o m e o n e ' s  l i v i n g  room e v e r y  w e e k . 9 <

?Des i  A r n a z ,  A Book,  (New Yor k:  War ner  Books ,
1 9 7 b ) ,  p .  185.

^ L u c i l l e  B a l l ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w .

9 1 b i d .
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By 1947 L u c i l l e  B a l l  was a p p e a r i n g  i n  a r a d i o  show 

c a l l e d  My F a v o r i t e  H u s b a n d , whi ch  was s p o n s o r e d  by CBS. 

B a l l ' s  c o - s t a r  was R i c h a r d  De n n i n g ,  and she  p l a y e d  L i z ,  a 

madcap w i f e  m a r r i  ed t o  D e n n i n g ' s  Ge o r g e ,  a s t a i d ,  

m i d w e s t e r n  b a n k e r .  T h i s  e a r l y  t r a i n i n g  i n  r a d i o  t a u g h t  

h e r  t o  t i m e  t h e  r e a d i n g  o f  h e r  l i n e s  t o  l a u g h s  comi ng f r o m 

t h e  l i v e  a u d i e n c e .  L a t e r  on ,  f o r  much t h e  same r e a s o n ,  ^  

Love Lucy was f i l m e d  i n  f r o n t  of  a l i v e  a u d i e n c e .  She 

a l s o  began  t o  l a y  t h e  f o u n d a t i o n s  f o r  comed i c  t i m i n g  as 

t h e  b y p r o d u c t  o f  e n s e m b l e  a c t i n g .  Even i n  t h e  e a r l y  days  

as  a n a m e l e s s  Goldwyn G i r l  on t h e  s t u d i o  l o t ,  s he  had 

wa n t e d  t o  l e a r n  t o  r e a c t - - t o  a c t  w i t h  t h e  p e o p l e .  Now 

r a d i o ,  w i t h  i t s  e m p h a s i s  on l i s t e n i n g ,  h e l p e d  h e r  t o  

t r a n s l a t e  i t  i n t o  a u r a l  t e r m s .

You c a n n o t  t e a c h  t i m i n g .  But  as  c l o s e  as
I ' v e  come t o  i t  — i s  t o  l i s t e n .  Now y o u ' r e  i n  a
s c e n e ,  and you a r e  s p e a k i n g ,  and I o s t e n s i b l y  w i l l  
ha ve  t h e  t o p p e r  t o  t h e  s c e n e .  My p r o c e d u r e  i s :
you a r e  s p e a k i n g ,  I am l i s t e n i n g .  Then I r e a c t  t o  
wha t  y o u ' v e  j u s t  s a i d ,  and t h e n ,  I a c t - - I  g i v e  you 
my l i n e .  In t h a t  p r o c e s s  has  been  a t i m i n g .  I f  I 
t o o k  t h e  t i m e  t o  l i s t e n ,  r e a c t ,  and t h e n  a c t ,  t h e  
t i m i n g  was t h e r e  by i t s e l f .  But  i f  I had been  
s i t t i n g  t h e r e ,  and I ' m  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  my l a s t  l i n e  
and my t o p p e r ,  and I d i d n ' t  l i s t e n  o r  r e a c t - - t h e r e  
went  t h e  t i m i n g .  The f i r s t  t h i n g  i s  t o  l i s t e n .  10

In 1950 CBS i n f o r m e d  Dona l d  W. S h a r p e ,  t h e

B a l l / A r n a z  m a n a g e r ,  t h a t  t h e y  wa n t e d  t o  t r a n s f e r  L u c y ' s

r a d i o  show My F a v o r i t e  Husband t o  t e l e v i s i o n .  J e l l - 0  was

w i l l i n g  t o  c o n t i n u e  i t s  s p o n s o r s h i p ,  b u t  o n l y  i f  B a l l  and

Denn i ng  wer e  r e t a i n e d  as  t h e  l e a d s .

^ L u c i l l e  B a l l ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w .
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When B a l l  r e q u e s t e d  t h a t  Ar naz  p l a y  h e r  h u s b a n d  i n  

t h e  t e l e v i s i o n  v e r s i o n ,  t h e  t e l e v i s i o n  o f f i c i a l s  

r e f u s e d .  "We d o n ’ t  t h i n k  v i e w e r s  w i l l  a c c e p t  D e s i ,  a 

L a t i n  w i t h  a t h i c k  Cuban a c c e n t ,  as  t h e  h u s ba nd  o f  a 

t y p i c a l ,  r e d - h e a d e d  Ame r i c a n  g i r l  l i k e  L u c i l l e  B a l l .  Of 

c o u r s e ,  we a d o r e  Lucy and want  h e r  t o  be i n  t h e  s h o w . " ^

Mrs .  A r n a z ,  t h e n  t h i r t y - e i g h t ,  s t o o d  f i r m - - n o  

O e s i ,  no show.  T h i s  u n u s u a l  d i s p l a y  o f  m a r i t a l  d e v o t i o n  

was p r o b a b l y  p r o m p t e d  by h e r  s e n s e  t h a t  h e r  t e n - y e a r  

m a r r i a g e ,  p r o p p e d  up by a C a t h o l i c  we dd i ng  c e r e mo n y  on 

dune  19,  1949,  was f a l l i n g  a p a r t .  Whi l e  B a l l  was d o i n g

t h e  r a d i o  show and f u l f i l l i n g  some f i l m  c o mmi t me n t s ,  

Ar na z  was t r a v e l i n g  a r o u n d  t h e  c o u n t r y  w i t h  h i s  rumba 

b a n d .  T h e i r  s e x u a l  j e a l o u s y ,  f u e l e d  by D e s i ' s  r e p u t a t i o n  

as  a w o m a n i z e r ,  l e d  t o  l o n g  d i s t a n c e  q u a r r e l l i n g .

Wh a t e v e r  t h e i r  p e r s o n a l  d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  B a l l  and 

Ar na z  we r e  f i n a n c i a l l y  s e c u r e ,  i f  n o t  w e a l t h y .  By now,  

L u c i l l e  was d o i n g  m o d e r a t e l y  we l l  w i t h  h e r  mo t i o n  p i c t u r e  

and r a d i o  c a r e e r ,  and Des i  was n e t t i n g  o v e r  $ 1 0 0 , 0 0 0  a 

y e a r  as  a b a n d l e a d e r .  Not  o n l y  was t h e  medium of  

t e l e v i s i o n  r e l a t i v e l y  u n t e s t e d ,  t h e  power  b r o k e r s  o f  t h a t  

medium,  name l y  t h e  CBS e x e c u t i v e s ,  i n s i s t e d  t h a t  a 

B a l l / A r n a z  c o m b i n a t i o n  woul d  f l o p  w i t h  a u d i e n c e s .  In 

r e p l y ,  L u c i l l e  and Des i  d e t e r m i n e d  t o  do what  Lucy had

^ B a r t  An d r e ws ,  Lucy & R i c k y  & F r e d  & E t h e l ;  The 
S t o r y  o f  “ I Love L u c y " ,  (New Y o r k : F a w c e t t  P o p u 1a r
L i b r a r y ,  1 9 7 6 ) ,  p .  192 .
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„V

o r i g i n a l l y  come t o  New York f o r - - g o  i n t o  v a u d e v i l l e .

They f o r me d  D e s i l u  P r o d u c t i o n s ,  named a f t e r  t h e i r  

C a l i f o r n i a  r a n c h e t t e ,  and began  p u t t i n g  t o g e t h e r  an a c t .  

To c o a c h  t h e m,  Des i  c a l l e d  on P e p i t o ,  t h e  S p a n i s h  c l o wn ,  

who had h e a d l i n e d  a t  t h e  Hi ppodr ome and had done  command 

p e r f o r m a n c e s  f o r  Eu r o p e a n  r o y a l t y .  P e p i t o  c o n c o c t e d  some 

b i t s  f o r  L u c i l l e  and Des i  and c o a c h e d  t hem i n  t h e  s k i t s .  

Ar naz  r e n t e d  a s u i t e ,  and f o r  two weeks  t h e y  r e h e a r s e d .  

In t h e  a c t ,  Luc y ,  i n  baggy  p a n t s  and a f r i g h t w i g ,  p l a y e d  

an i n e p t  m u s i c i a n  who i s  d e s p e r a t e  t o  g e t  i n t o  show 

b u s i n e s s .  Des i  p l a y e d  b a n d l e a d e r / s t r a i g h t m a n , and t h e y  

s e t  o u t  on a t w e l v e - w e e k  v a u d e v i l l e  t o u r .

T h e i r  r o u t i n e s  c a l l e d  f o r  B a l l  t o  a c t  l i k e  a s e a l ,  

b u r p i n g  o u t  n o t e s  on h o r n s  and w a d d l i n g  on h e r  tummy 

a c r o s s  t h e  s t a g e .  She a l s o  made us e  o f  a o u t s i z e d ,  p r o p  

c e l l o  o u t  o f  whi ch  s he  p u l l e d  a s t o o l ,  a h o r n ,  a t o i l e t  

p l u n g e r ,  g l o v e s ,  f l o w e r s ,  and a v i o l i n  bow.  Th e s e  

v a u d e v i l l e  b i t s  we r e  so s u c c e s s f u l  t h a t  t h e y  became 

h i g h l i g h t s  n o t  o n l y  o f  t h e  t o u r ,  b u t  l a t e r  o f  t h e  p i l o t  

f i l m  f o r  I Love L u c y . B a l l  c r e d i t s  h e r  f i n e s s e  i n  

h a n d l i n g  p r o p s  t o  B u s t e r  K e a t o n ,  w i t h  whom s he  once  

s h a r e d  an o f f i c e  a t  MGM.^

I went  on t o u r  w i t h  my e n t i r e  a c t  i n  a c e l l o  
c a s e .  He t a u g h t  me n e v e r  t o  l e t  i t  o u t  of  my
s i g h t .  Never  t o  l e a v e  t h e  t r a i n  w i t h o u t  i t .  
Never  t o  d e p e n d  on i t s  b e i n g  t h e r e  a t  t h e  t h e a t r e .  
Never  e n t r u s t  i t  t o  a s t a g e h a n d  o r  a nyone  e l s e ,  
and r e h e a r s e  w i t h  i t  e v e r y  d a y ' J 2

1 2 I b i d . p . 1 2 3 .
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Madelyn Pugh and Bob C a r r o l l ,  J r . ,  who wer e  

w r i t i n g  . B a l l ' s  r a d i o  show w i t h  J e s s  O p e n h e i me r ,  a l s o

w r o t e  a s h o r t  s k e t c h  f o r  t h e  a c t .  The w r i t i n g  t eam was

t o  l a s t  t h r o u g h  180 h a l f  h o u r s  o f  I Love L u c y , p l u s

t w e l v e  h o u r s  o f  The L u c y / D e s i  Comedy Ho u r , a number  of  

The Lucy Show e p i s o d e s ,  and many o f  t h e  H e r e ' s  Lucy

s hows .  B a l l  g i v e s  f u l l  c r e d i t  t o  h e r  w r i t e r s  f o r  t h e

V i s u a l ,  s l a p s t i c k  comedy t h a t  became h e r  t r a d e m a r k .

I t ' s  a l l  r i g h t  t h e r e  i n  t h e  s c r i p t .  We had
s t a r t e d  o u t  t o g e t h e r  i n  r a d i o ,  and a t  f i r s t  t h e y  
d i d n ' t  know wha t  I c o u l d  do p h y s i c a l l y ,  b e c a u s e  i n  
r a d i o  you s t a n d  and r e a d .  L a t e r  o n ,  when we g o t
t o  t e l e v i s i o n ,  t h e y  wer e  w r i t i n g  b l o c k  comedy 
s c e n e s  f o r  V i v i a n  and me,  and somebody s a i d ,  
" T h a t ' s  j u s t  l i k e  a L a u r e l  and Har dy s c e n e . "  And 
I s a i d ,  " Y e a e a e a e a h . . . T h a t  was a f t e r  two y e a r s  
o f  wo r k i n g  i n  t e l e v i s i o n .  I d i d n ' t  even  know t h a t  
we wer e  d o i n g  L a u r e l  and H a r d y . 13

Du r i n g  t h e i r  New York b o o k i n g ,  L u c i l l e  became 

p r e g n a n t .  The A r n a z e s  c a n c e l e d  t h e  l a s t  h a l f  o f  t h e i r  

t o u r  and m o d i f i e d  L u c i l l e ' s  o n s t a g e  a c r o b a t i c s ,  c u t t i n g  

o u t  t h e  b i t  whe r e  s h e  w i g g l e d  on h e r  s t o m a c h .  The c o u p l e  

r e t u r n e d  t o  C a l i f o r n i a ,  b u t  w i t h i n  two d a ys  L u c i l l e  was

r u s h e d  t o  t h e  h o s p i t a l  whe r e  s he  s u f f e r e d  a

mi s c a r r i a g e - - h e r  s e c o n d .  I t  was a t r a u m a t i c  e x p e r i e n c e  

f o r  t h e  c o u p l e ,  who had t r i e d  f o r  o v e r  t e n  y e a r s  t o  have  

a c h i l d .  L u c i l l e  f l u n g  h e r s e l f  i n t o  h e r  wor k ,  f i n i s h i n g  

h e r  commi t ment  t o  My F a v o r i t e  Husband w h i l e  b e g g i n g  h e r

13L u c i l l e  B a l l ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w .
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ma n a g e r  t o  f i n d  a t e l e v i s i o n  show t o  do w i t h  D e s i .  T h e n ,  

i n  O c t o b e r ,  t h r e e  mon t hs  a f t e r  t h e  m i s c a r r i a g e ,  L u c i l l e

a g a i n  f o u n d  h e r s e l f  p r e g n a n t .

By December  t h e i r  a g e n t  had n e g o t i a t e d  a d e a l  w i t h  

w e s t  c o a s t  CBS f o r  a p i l o t  f i l m .  However ,  Wi l l i a m  P a l e y ,  

who r a n  t h e  n e t w o r k  f r o m i t s  c o r p o r a t e  h e a d q u a r t e r s  i n  

New Yor k ,  o v e r r o d e  t h e  d e c i s i o n  ana  a g r e e d  o n l y  t o  s e l l  

D e s i l u  a i r  t i m e - - i f  B a l l  and Ar naz  woul d f i n a n c e  t h e  

p i l o t .  E v e r y o n e  a d v i s e d  t h e  c o u p l e  • t h a t  t h e y  wer e  

c o m m i t t i n g  c a r e e r  s u i c i d e  by r i s k i n g  s u c c e s s f u l  f i l m ,  

r a d i o ,  and band  commi t me n t s  t o  t a k e  a c h a n c e  on t h e

u n t r i e d  medium o f  t e l e v i s i o n .

" I t  was t h e n  t h a t  I d r eamed  a b o u t  C a r o l e
Lo mb a r d , "  r e c a l l s  B a l l .  "She was w e a r i n g  a v e r y
s m a r t  s u i t ,  and s h e  s a i d ,  'Go o n ,  h o n e y .  Gi ve  i t
a w h i r l  1 ' 4

The n e t w o r k  as sumed  t h a t  t h e  A r n a z ' s  woul d  be 

movi ng t o  New York t o  s t a r t  t h e  show.  S i n c e  mos t  

t e l e v i s i o n  w a t c h e r s  we r e  on t h e  E a s t  C o a s t ,  t h e  s p o n s o r s  

n a t u r a l l y  w a n t e d  t h e  show t o  b r o a d c a s t  l i v e  f r o m New 

Yor k ,  w h i l e  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  c o u n t r y  woul d s e e  i t  

r e b r o a d c a s t  i n  l o we r  q u a l i t y  k i n e s c o p e .  S i n c e  L u c i l l e  

was by now v e r y  p r e g n a n t ,  t h e  A r n a z ' s  wa n t e d  t o  r e m a i n  a t  

home i n  C a l i f o r n i a .  T h i n k i n g  f a s t ,  Ar naz  s u g g e s t e d  t h a t  

I Love Lucy be s h o t  i n  C a l i f o r n i a  on 35mm f i l m - - p r o d u c i n g  

a b e t t e r  q u a l i t y  p r i n t  t h a n  a v a i l a b l e  on k i n e s c o p e - - w h a t

14 Lucy & Ri c k y  & F r e d  & E t h e l , p .  14 .

3B



e v e r y o n e  b e y o n d  t h e  r a n g e  o f  l i v e  t r a n s m i s s i o n  saw when 

t h e y  w a t c h e d  t e l e v i s i o n .  F i l m ,  h o w e v e r ,  had two 

d r a w b a c k s :  h i g h e r  p r o d u c t i o n  c o s t s  and t h e  p r o b l e m  o f

u s i n g  a l i v e  a u d i e n c e  on a f i l m  s e t .

CBS and P h i l i p  M o r r i s  f i n a l l y  a g r e e d  t o  c o n t r i b u t e  

an e x t r a  two t h o u s a n d  d o l l a r s  a p i e c e - - i f  B a l l  and Arnaz  

woul d  t a k e  a s a l a r y  c u t .  Arnaz  a g r e e d - - a s k i  ng f o r  100% 

o w n e r s h i p  o f  t h e  show i n r e t u r n .  To h i s  ama ze me n t ,  t h e

n e t wo r k  a g r e e d .  T h i s  d e c i s i o n ,  whi ch  s e t  a model  f o r  t h e  

s h o o t i n g  of  t e l e v i s i o n  p r o g r a m s ,  a c c o u n t s  f o r  t h e  

a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  b r o a d c a s t  q u a l i t y  Lucy shows t h a t  a r e  

s t i l l  s e e n  d a i l y  by o v e r  two m i l l i o n  v i e w e r s .  I t  a l s o  

maae B a l l  and Ar n a z  m u l t i - m i l l i o n a i r e s .

The t e c h n i c a l  p r o b l e ms  o f  f i l m i n g  a s i t u a t i o n  

comedy c o m p l e t e  w i t h  l i v e  a u d i e n c e  wer e  more d i f f i c u l t .  

Fo r  t h i s ,  Ar naz  t r a c k e d  down Ka r l  F r e u n d , t h e  l e g e n d a r y

German c i n e m a t o g r a p h e r .  F r e u n d  was commonly r e g a r d e d  as  

a g e n i u s  i n  t h e  f i l m  i n d u s t r y .  He had d e v e l o p e d  t h e

e x p o s u r e  m e t e r ,  f i r s t  e x p l o i t e d  t h e  movi ng c a me r a

( u t i l i z i n g  d o l l i e s  and c r a n e s ) ,  and was c r e d i t e d  w i t h  

i n v e n t i n g  t h e  " p r o c e s s  s h o t " - - s h o o t i n g  l i v e  a c t o r s  ( o f t e n  

i n  a movi ng  v e h i c l e )  i n  f r o n t  o f  a t r a n s p a r e n t  s c r e e n  on 

whi ch  a b a c k g r o u n d  i s  p r o j e c t e d .

The o r i g i n a l  p i l o t  f o r  t h e  t e l e v i s i o n  show,  b a s e d  

on t h e  v a u d e v i l l e  a c t ,  f e a t u r e d  l o t s  o f  b r o a d  s l a p s t i c k ,  

p r o p s ,  and D e s i ' s  b a n d ,  a l l  woven l o o s e l y  t o g e t h e r  a r o u n d  

t h e  p r e m i s e  t h a t  Lucy wa n t s  t o  g e t  i n t o  show b u s i n e s s .
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When w r i t e r s  s t a r t e d  s u b m i t t i n g  s c r i p t s  f o r  a s e r i e s ,  

t h e y  b a s e d  t h e  l e a d  c h a r a c t e r s  on B a l l  and A r n a z ,

p o r t r a y i n g  t hem as  Hol l ywood  t y p e s .  B a l l  d i s a g r e e d .

« A f t e r  I ' d  r e a d  one  o r  t w o ,  I s a i d  "No way!
Th e s e  p e o p l e  mu s t  n o t  l i v e  i n  Ho l l y wo o d .  Ev e r y o n e  
i n  t h e  w o r l d  t h i n k s  t h a t  e v e r y b o d y  i n  Hol l ywood 
h a s  two c a r s ,  a swimming p o o l ,  and no p r o b l e m s .
We ha ve  t o  h a v e  e c onomi c  p r o b l e m s .  I t  has  t o  be 
i d e n t i f i a b l e  w i t h  m i d d l e  A m e r i c a .  I f  t h e  wa s h i n g  
ma c h i n e  b r e a k s - - i t ' s  a d i s a s t e r .  I f  I want  a new 
d r e s s ,  I have  t o  scheme f o r  i t . " ^

The d e c i s i o n  t o  p l a c e  I Love Lucy i n  a d r a b

a p a r t m e n t  g a v e  t h e  show i t s  "common t o u c h . "  L i k e  The

Ho n e y mo o n e r s , Al l  i n  t h e  F a m i l y , and Ca r o l  B u r n e t t ' s

" E u n i c e "  e p i s o d e s ,  t h e  comi c  a n t i c s  o f  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e

g r o u n d e d  i n  e v e r y d a y ,  m i d d l e - c l a s s  r e a l i t y .  S i n c e  L u c y ' s

s c hemes  o f t e n  t e n d e d  t o w a r d  t h e  a b s u r d  and i m p l a u s i b l e ,

a n c h o r i n g  t hem i n  mundane ,  d o m e s t i c  l i f e  p r o v i d e d  t h e

show w i t h  a u d i e n c e  i d e n t i f i a b i l i t y .  I n s t e a d  o f  p l a y i n g

t h e  Hol l ywood  a c t r e s s  t h a t  s h e  i n  f a c t  was ,  Ba l l  p l a y e d

an o r d i n a r y  h o u s e w i f e  whose dr eam of  g e t t i n g  i n t o  show

b u s i n e s s  i s  e v e r y  h o u s e w i f e ' s  d r eam o f  a more g l a m o r o u s ,

a d v e n t u r o u s  l i f e .

Ho u s e wi v e s  a l l  o v e r  t h e  w o r l d  c o u l d  i d e n t i f y  
w i t h  t h o s e  s i t u a t i o n s ,  and t h e y  woul d l o v e  t o  have  
c a r r i e d  t hem as  f a r  as  I d i d  and ha ve  as  much f u n  
w i t h  t h e m.  I t  was an e x a g g e r a t i o n  o f  t h i n g s  t h a t  
happen  in  e v e r y  h o u s e h o l d ,  e s p e c i a l l y  wher e  
t h e r e ' s  an e c o n o m i c a l  c u t - o f f ,  whe r e  you d o n ' t  
have  money f o r  e v e r y t h i n g  and y o u ' v e  g o t  t o  scheme 
t o  make e nds  m e e t . ^ °

^ L u c i l l e  B a l l ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w .  

16 l bi  d .
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Al ong w i t h  t h e  s e t t i n g ,  t h e  name o f  t h e  s e r i e s  a l s o

u n d e r w e n t  some e v o l u t i o n .  CBS d i d  n o t  want  t o  g i v e  Arnaz

s t a r  b i l l i n g  a t  a l l  and p r o p o s e d  c a l l i n g  t h e  show "The

L u c i l l e  B a l l  Show" a n d ,  i n  s m a l l e r  l e t t e r s  " c o - s t a r r i n g

Des i  A r n a z . "  When B a l l  o b j e c t e d ,  t h e  n e t wo r k  o f f e r e d

"The L u c i l l e  B a l l  and Des i  Ar na z  Show. "  But  s he  a g a i n

r e f u s e d - - h e r  name came f i r s t .  F i n a l l y ,  someone f r om t h e

Biow Agency s u g g e s t e d  "I  Love L u c y , "  and Ba l l

a s s e n t e d - - t h e  " I "  woul d  be r e f e r r i n g  t o  D e s i .  The "Lucy"

p a r t  o f  t h e  t i t l e  a l s o  grew o u t  o f  t h e  c o u p l e ' s  p e r s o n a l

l i f e .  Des i  r e c o u n t s :  " I  s t a r t e d  c a l l i n g  h e r  ' L u c y '

s h o r t l y  a f t e r  we me t ;  I d i d n ' t  l i k e  t h e  name ' L u c i l l e . '

T h a t  name had be e n  u s e d  by o t h e r  men.  ' L u c y '  was mine

a l o n e .  T h a t ' s  how,  e v e n t u a l l y ,  o u r  t e l e v i s i o n  show was
1 7c a l l e d  ' I  Love L u c y , '  n o t  ' I  Love L u c i l l e . ' "

The p a r t s  o f  F r e d  and E t h e l  Me r t z  wer e  f i l l e d

r e s p e c t i v e l y  by W i l l i a m  F r a w l e y ,  an o l d  c h a r a c t e r  a c t o r ,

and V i v i a n  Va n c e ,  who was r ecommended by Marc D a n i e l s ,  

t h e  young d i r e c t o r  c h o s e n  t o  s u p e r v i s e  t h e  f i r s t  s e a s o n  

o f  I Love Lucy .  B a l l  h e r s e l f  was s e t  t o  b e g i n  s h o o t i n g ,  

h a v i n g  r e c e n t l y  been  d e l i v e r e d  o f  h e r  f i r s t  c h i l d - - L u c i e  

D e s i r e e - - i n  J u l y .

On S e p t e mb e r  3,  1951 t h e  f o u r  p r i n c i p a l  a c t o r s  g o t

t o g e t h e r  f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e  t o  r e a d  t h e  s c r i p t  e n t i t l e d  

"Lucy T h i n k s  Ri c k y  i s  T r y i n g  t o  Do Away w i t h  Her"  w h i l e

1 ?A Book,  p . 175.
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s e v e r a l  doz en  c a r p e n t e r s  and e l e c t r i c i a n s  wor ked a r o u n d  

t hem r e m o d e l l i n g  t h e  b u i l d i n g ,  i n s t a l l i n g  t h e  s e t s ,  and 

s e t t i n g  up Ka r l  F r e u n d ' s  new l i g h t i n g  s y s t e m .  ( A l t h o u g h  

t h i s  was t h e  f i r s t  s e gme n t  s h o t ,  due  t o  t e c h n i c a l  

p r o b l e m s ,  t h e  f i r s t  e p i s o d e  t o  go o u t  o v e r  t h e  a i r  was 

t h e  s e c o n d  i n s t a l l m e n t - - " T h e  G i r l s  Want t o  Go t o  a 

N i g h t c l u b . " )

On S e p t e mb e r  8 ,  1951 ,  t h e  a u d i e n c e  f i l e d  i n - - a n d

wer e  i m m e d i a t e l y  a l m o s t  t h r own  o u t  when an i n s p e c t o r  f r om 

t h e  b o a r d  o f  h e a l t h  f a i l e d  t o  d i s c o v e r  a s e p a r a t e  

washroom f o r  t h e  l a d i e s .  L u c i l l e  c a s u a l l y  o f f e r e d  h e r  

own d r e s s i n g  room,  D e s i ' s  o r c h e s t r a  s t a r t e d  p l a y i n g ,  and 

t h e  Cuban b a n d l e a d e r  went  o u t  t o  warm up t h e  a u d i e n c e .  

A f t e r  a l l  t h e  s t a r r i n g  p l a y e r s  had been  i n t r o d u c e d  and 

L u c i l l e  b l ew k i s s e s  t o  t h e  a u d i e n c e ,  D a n i e l s  i n s t r u c t e d  

t h e  a c t o r s  t o  t a k e  t h e i r  p l a c e s ,  and t h e  f i r s t  e p i s o d e  o f  

I Love Lucy b e g a n .

A s c a n t  s i x  m o n t h s ,  o r  t w e n t y - s i x  e p i s o d e s  l a t e r ,  i t

became t h e  f i r s t  t e l e v i s i o n  p r o g r a m t o  be s e e n  i n  t e n

m i l l i o n  h o m e s - - o u t  o f  a t o t a l  o f  o n l y  f i f t e e n  m i l l i o n

s e t s  i n  o p e r a t i o n  a t  t h e  t i m e .  By A p r i l ,  I Love Lucy was

t h e  t o p  p r o g r a m i n  t h e  n a t i o n  and t h e  f i r s t - r a n k i n g%

p r o g r a m i n  a l m o s t  e v e r y  m a j o r  c i t y .  S i n c e  e v e r y  

t e l e v i s i o n  s e t  was e s t i m a t e d  t o  r e a c h  2 . 9  v i e w e r s ,  t h e  

show was s e e n  by 3 0 , 7 4 0 , 0 0 0  i n d i v i d u a l s ,  n e a r l y  a f i f t h  

o f  t h e  n a t i o n ' s  p o p u l a t i o n .

In 1952 t h e  N a t i o n a l  Academy o f  T e l e v i s i o n  A r t s  and
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S c i e n c e s  gave  L u c i l l e  B a l l  an Emmy f o r  B e s t  Comedi enne  

and awar ded  B a l l  and Ar naz  an Emmy f o r  t h e  B e s t  S i t u a t i o n  

Comedy.  Even a M c C a r t h y - e r a  a c c u s a t i o n  o f  b e i n g  a 

Communi s t  c o u l d  n o t  s t i c k  t o  A m e r i c a ' s  f a v o r i t e  r e d h e a d e d  

c o m e d i e n n e .  B a l l ,  who i s  a p o l i t i c a l  ( " I  h a v e n ' t  v o t e d  i n  

y e a r s " )  had r e g i s t e r e d  as  a Communi s t  t o  p l e a s e  h e r  

s o c i a l i s t  g r a n d f a t h e r - - a n d  h a d n ' t  even  v o t e d  i n  t h e  

e l e c t i o n .  When t h e  t r u e  f a c t s  came o u t ,  t h e  c o mmi t t e e  

a i s m i s s e d  t h e  c a s e  a f t e r  f i v e  d a ys  o f  s c a n d a l .

The e a r l y  d ays  of  I Love Lucy wer e  b l i s s f u l .  Ba l l  

and Ar na z  u s e d  t o  t u r n  down i n v i t a t i o n s  t o  p a r t i e s  

b e c a u s e  n o t h i n g  c o u l d  ma t ch  t h e  f u n  t h e y  wer e  h a v i n g  

d a i l y  on t h e  s e t .  Bu t ,  g r a d u a l l y ,  t h e  m a r r i a g e  came 

u n d e r  g r e a t e r ,  and f i n a l l y ,  i n s u p p o r t a b l e  s t r e s s .  I Love 

Lucy went  o f f  t h e  p r i me  t i m e  s c h e d u l e  i n  1 9 6 0 - - t h e  same 

y e a r  as  t h e  A r n a z - B a l l  d i v o r c e .  Th r e e  s u b s e q u e n t  s e r i e s  

f o l l o w e d  s t a r r i n g  B a l l  p l a y i n g  "Lucy"  b u t  mi nus  " Ri c k y  

R i c a r d o " :  D e s i l u  P l a y h o u s e  1 9 5 7 - 6 0 ;  The Lucy Show

1 9 6 2 - 6 8 ;  and H e r e ' s  Lucy 1 9 6 8 - 7 4 .  The l a t e r  shows wer e  

w e l l - c r a f t e d  a l o n g  t h e  l i n e s  o f  I Love L u c y . In f a c t ,  

t h e  f o r m a t  o f  t h e  o r i g i n a l  show was n o t  o n l y  s u c c e s s f u l  

i n  i t s e l f ,  b u t  i t  a l s o  e s t a b l i s h e d  a model  t h a t  was 

s u b s e q u e n t l y  c o p i e d  by numer ous  o t h e r  s i t c o m s .

However ,  d e s p i t e  t h e i r  l o n g e v i t y ,  t h e  l a t e r  Lucy 

p r o g r a ms  n e v e r  a c h i e v e d  t h e  o u t s t a n d i n g  p o p u l a r i t y  o f  t h e  

o r i g i n a l  I Love L u c y . T h e r e f o r e ,  I w i l l  b a s e  my a n a l y s i s  

o f  t h e  "Lucy"  c h a r a c t e r  on t h e  way s he  a p p e a r e d  i n  t h e
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o r i g i n a l  I Love Lucy f o r m a t .

The b a s i c  s i t u a t i o n  o f  I Love Lucy i s  so  we l l  known 

as  t o  f o r m a k i n d  o f  me d i a  f o l k t a l e .  L u c i l l e  B a l l ,  t h e

c o me d i c  c e n t e r  o f  t h e  show,  p l a y s  "Lucy R i c a r d o , "  a z a n y ,

r e d - h e a d e d  h o u s e w i f e ;  Des i  A r n a z ,  h e r  r e a l  l i f e  h u s b a n d ,

p l a y s  " R i c k y  R i c a r d o , "  L u c y ' s  h u s b a n d ,  a s t r u g g l i n g  Cuban 

bongo drummer  and band l e a d e r  a t  t h e  T r o p i c a n a

n i g h t c l u b .  " F r e d  and E t h e l  M e r t z , "  t h e  R i c a r d o ' s  

n e i g h b o r s ,  l a n d l o r d s ,  and b e s t  f r i e n d s ,  a r e  p l a y e d  by 

W i l l i a m  F r a w l e y  and V i v i a n  Vanc e .  Many o f  t h e  p l o t s  t u r n  

on L u c y ' s  madcap s chemes  t o  g e t  i n t o  show b u s i n e s s  

d e s p i t e  R i c k y ' s  o b j e c t i o n s .  In t h e s e ,  as  we l l  as  i n

o t h e r  e s c a p a d e s ,  Lucy o f t e n  j o i n s  f o r c e s  w i t h  Et j i e l  as  

a l l y  and c o n f i d a n t e .

S i m p l i f i e d  t o  t h e i r  e s s e n t i a l ,  f a r c i c a l  o u t l i n e s ,  

t h e  R i c a r d o s  a r e  a p r o t o t y p e  o f  t h e  odd c o u p l e ;  s he  i s

t h e  k o o k ,  he i s  t h e  e x a s p e r a t e d ,  p r a g m a t i c  s t r a i g h t m a n .  

The M e r t z e s  a r e  p a r e n t a l ,  l e s s  a t t r a c t i v e  f i g u r e s  who

p r o v i d e  c o n f i d a n t s  and a l l i e s  as  t h e  R i c a r d o ' s  e n a c t  

t h e i r  c o me d i c  b a t t l e  o f  t h e  s e x e s .  ( V i v i a n  Vance was

a c t u a l l y  y o u n g e r  t h a n  L u c i l l e  B a l l .  I t  was w r i t t e n  i n t o  

h e r  c o n t r a c t  t h a t  s h e  had t o  r e ma i n  o v e r w e i g h t  and d r e s s  

i n  f r umpy  c l o t h e s  f o r  t h e  s h o w - - p r e s u m a b l y  t o  p r o v i d e  a 

l e s s  a t t r a c t i v e  f o i l  f o r  L u c y . )

The c h a r a c t e r  o f  "Lucy"  i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  c r u c i a l  t o  

t h e  s u c c e s s  o f  t h e  show,  and i n  t h i s  s t u d y  I w i l l

c o n s i d e r  t h o s e  f a c t o r s  t h a t  a r e  c h i e f l y  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r
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h e r  a p p e a l .  I s h a l l  c o n s i d e r  t h e  p e r s o n a  o f  "Lucy"  as  i t  

d e r i v e s  f r om t h e  a p p e a r a n c e ,  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  t a l e n t ,  and 

b a c k g r o u n d  o f  L u c i l l e  B a l l ;  t h e  g e n r e  o f  s i t u a t i o n  

comedy;  t h e  s e x - r o l e  o f  women i n  t h e  1 9 5 0 ' s ;  and t h e  

b a l a n c e  o f  t h e  key power  e l e m e n t s  o f  c o me d i c  a p p e a l ,  s ex  

a p p e a l ,  and c o m p e t e n c e .

As m i g h t  be e x p e c t e d  f r om an a c t r e s s  who made t h e  

t r a n s i t i o n  f r o m g l a mo u r  g i r l  t o  d o m e s t i c  c o m e d i e n n e ,  

" L u c y ' s "  a p p e a r a n c e  i s  a mix o f  d o m e s t i c  p r o p r i e t y ,  g o o f y  

e x a g g e r a t i o n ,  and s u b l i m i n a l  s e d u c t i o n .  Th u s ,  s he  we a r s  

c o n v e n t i o n a l  s h i r t w a i s t s ,  s u i t s ,  and c a p r i  p a n t s - - a l l  c u t  

t o  r e v e a l  h e r  s t a t u e s q u e  f i g u r e - - a t  t h e  same t i m e  t h a t  

she  mugs o r  t o s s e s  a he ad  f u l l  o f  i m p r o b a b l y  o r a n g e  c u r l s .

"Lucy"  i s  t h e  "eve r ywoman"  o f  t h e  1 9 5 0 ' s - - t h e

r e s p e c t a b l e  m i d d l e - c l a s s  h o u s e w i f e ,  who was t h e  u s u a l

h e r o i n e  o f  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  comedy.  She i s  a l s o  c l o w n l i k e

and o u t r a g e o u s - - h e r  c h a r a c t e r  i n  t h e  v a u d e v i l l e  a c t  t h a t

p r e c e d e d  I Love L u c y . Her  s e x i n e s s ,  p a r t  o f  h e r  s h o w g i r l

b a c k g r o u n d ,  a l s o  f i g u r e d  s t r o n g l y  i n  h e r  v a u d e v i l l e  a c t .

B a l l  r e g u l a r l y  c o n c l u d e d  t h e  a c t  by a p p e a r i n g  o n s t a g e  in

a g r e e n  s p l i t  s k i r t  w i t h  s p a n g l e s  and s e q u i n s .  As a 1950

Var i  e t y  r e v i e w  s t a t e d ,  "She  pops  t h e  e y e s  o u t  o f  t h e

f i r s t  row v i e w e r s  w i t h  h e r  h i p - s l i n g i n g  a c t i v i t i e s  t o
1 8hyped b e a t  o f  ' Cuban P e t e . ' "  "Lucy"  n e v e r  d o e s

18Lucy & Ri c k y  & F r e d  & E t h e l , p .  31.
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a n y t h i n g  q u i t e  t h a t  p r o v o c a t i v e ,  a l t h o u g h  s he  

o c c a s i o n a l l y  a p p e a r s  i n  c o s t u m e s  such  as  an 

o f f - t h e - s h o u l d e r  I t a l i a n  p e a s a n t  b l o u s e  worn w i t h  a c i n c h  

b e l t  t h a t  a c c e n t s  h e r  c u r v e s .  The o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r s  

r e s p o n d  t o  t h i s  by i g n o r i n g  e v e r y t h i n g  b u t  h e r  " b i g  f e e t . "

L u c y ' s  mos t  s t r i k i n g  p h y s i c a l  f e a t u r e  i s  h e r  r e d

h a i r ,  wh i ch  came o u t  o f  h e r  d a y s  as  a Hol l ywood s h o w g i r l

and c o n t r a c t  p l a y e r .  B a l l  s t a r t e d  o u t  as  a b r u n e t t e ,

went  b l o n d e ,  and f i n a l l y  r e d  i n  a d e s p a r a t e  b i d  t o  s t a n d

o u t  on t h e  MGM l o t .  Red ,  t h e  " h o t "  c o l o r ,  s u g g e s t s

e x c i t e m e n t ,  s e x u a l  p a s s i o n ,  and a t e m p e r - - e v e r y t h i n g

" h o t - b l o o d e d . "  Red h a i r  ha s  a d o r n e d  s e x y ,  t e m p e s t u o u s ,

Hol l ywood g l a mo u r  g i r l s  f r o m R i t a  Haywor t h  t o

A n n - M a r g a r e t . C a p i t a l i z i n g  on t h i s  c o n n o t a t i o n ,  t h e  MGM

p u b l i c i t y  d e p a r t m e n t  r e l e a s e d  a s t o r y  on t h e  d e c i s i o n  t o

a y e  B a l l ' s  t h e n  p l a t i n u m  h a i r :  "The h a i r  i s  b l o n d  b u t  t h e
1Qs o u l ,  i t  i s  f i r e .  We w i l l  dye t h e  h a i r  r e d . "

In an i n t e r v i e w  w i t h  R o l l i n g  S t o n e , Ba l l  h e r s e l f

d i s c l a i m s  s u c h  h i g h  f l o wn  s y mb o l i s m:  "The s t o r y  i s

r i d i c u l o u s .  Red was a happy  c o l o r .  I t  was good w i t h  my 

e y e s ,  and i t  p h o t o g r a p h e d  w e l l .  I t  t u r n e d  o u t  t o  be a 

s u c c e s s f u l  c o l o r .  T h e r e ' s  n o t h i n g  more t o  i t  t h a n

t h a t . " 20

l ^ B a r t  Andrews  and Thomas J .  Wa t s on ,  Lovi ng Lucy,  
(New York:  S a i n t  M a r t i n ' s  P r e s s ,  1 9 8 0 ) ,  p.  121.

2 0 Lynn H i r s h b e r g ,  " I  Love L u c y , "  R o l l i n g  S t o n e ,  
J u n e  2 3 ,  1983 ,  p .  31.
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Once B a l l  b e g a n  maki ng  a name f o r  h e r s e l f  as  a comi c  

p e r f o r m e r ,  h e r  u n r u l y  o r a n g e  h a i r  began  t o  s u g g e s t  l e s s  

t h e  h o t - b l o o d e d  vamp and more t h e  c i r c u s  c l o wn .  Her cap 

o f  r e d  c u r l s  became an emblem o f  L u c y ' s  s punky  o p t i mi s m 

and c a r t o o n i s h  c a p e r s .  L u c y ' s  b i g ,  r e d - 1 i p s t i c k e d  mouth 

c a r r i e s  t h e  same d o u b l e  m e s s a g e .  L i k e  h e r  ups we p t  

h a i r d o ,  i t  i s  a c a r r y o v e r  f r om t h e  f i l m  f a s h i o n s  o f  t h e  

f o r t i e s ,  wnen B a l l  was a mi n o r  p l a y e r ,  and s t a r s  l i k e  

J oan  Cr a wf o r d  wer e  made up w i t h  an o v e r - d r a w n ,  s c a r l e t  

l i p  l i n e .  On Lu c y ,  t h e  g l a mo u r  l i p s  a r e ,  l i k e  t h e  

h a i r d o ,  s l i g h t l y  c l o w n i s h - - a  b i g ,  r e d  c i r c u s  mouth t h a t  

s l i d e s  p a s t  i t s  own s u l t r i n e s s  i n t o  a dopey  g r i n  o r  a 

c o m e d i c ,  i n f a n t i l e  h o wl .

B a l l ' s  b i g ,  b l u e ,  m a s c a r a - s p i k e d  e y e s  a r e  a n o t h e r  

g l a mo u r  p l u s .  But  a g a i n ,  Lucy e x a g g e r a t e s  t h e i r  e f f e c t  

f o r  humor .  She wi d e n s  t hem i n t o  s a u c e r - s i z e d  d a f f i n e s s ,  

c a r e e n s  h e r  e y e b a l l s  i n  comi c  d i s b e l i e f ,  goes  b u g - e y e d  

w i t h  comi c  f e a r ,  o r  c r o s s e s  h e r  p u p i l s  t o  g a i n  a b e t t e r  

v i ew o f  h e r  own n o s e .

E v e n t u a l l y ,  h e r  e x p r e s s i o n s  and v o c a l i s m s  became 

t r a d e m a r k s - - a n d  were  w r i t t e n  r i g h t  i n t o  t h e  s c r i p t s .  The 

h o r r i f i c  " S p i d e r  Look" t u r n s  h e r  f a c e  t o  j e l l o .  The 

" L i g h t  Bul b Look" pops  h e r  e y e s  i n t o  a t h o u s a n d  w a t t s  of  

a s t o n i s h m e n t .  "The C r e d e n t i a l s  l o o k " - - s e t s  h e r  j aw 

s a g g i n g  i n  comi c  o u t r a g e .  "The " G o b l o o t s  Vo i c e "  t u r n s  a 

s t a t u e s q u e  e x - s h o w g i r l  i n t o  a q u a v e r i n g  l i t t l e  g i r l  

l o s t .  And who c an  f o r g e t  h e r  " R i c k y y y y y y ' . " - - t h a t  c r o s s
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b e t we e n  a y e l p  and a f o g h o r n  t h a t  s i g n a l l e d  an oncomi ng

t a n t r u m .

A n o t h e r  f a c t o r  i n  " L u c y ' s "  a p p e a r a n c e  i s  h e r  s h e e r  

s i z e  and s t r e n g t h .  B e s i d e s  b e i n g  c u r v a c e o u s ,  a s h o w g i r l  

mus t  be t a l l  and s t r o n g  enough  t o  wea r  e l a b o r a t e  

c o s t u m e s ,  i n c l u d i n g  huge  h e a d p i e c e s .  S t r e n g t h  i s  a l s o  

i m p o r t a n t  i n  s l a p s t i c k ,  and B a l l  can  e a s i l y  h o l d  h e r  own 

i n  r o u g h - a n d - t u m b l e  p h y s i c a l  comedy.  In an e p i s o d e  s e t  

i n  I t a l y ,  " L u c y , "  who a l wa y s  wa n t s  t o  g e t  i n t o  show 

b u s i n e s s ,  i s  s p o t t e d  by a f i l m  d i r e c t o r .  She f a n c i e s

h e r s e l f  as  t h e  n e x t  S o p h i a  L o r e n ;  he d o e s n ' t  me n t i o n  t h a t  

he s e e s  h e r  a s  a t y p i c a l  Ame r i c a n  t o u r i s t .  She v i s i t s  

t h e  w i n e r y  t o  soak  up some l o c a l  c o l o r  t o  p r e p a r e  h e r s e l f  

f o r  a r o l e  i n  a movi e  c a l l e d  B i t t e r  G r a p e s . Mi s t a k e n  f o r  

one o f  t h e  w o r k e r s ,  s he  i s  t o l d  t o  c l i m b  i n t o  a l a r g e ,  

wooden wi ne  v a t  w i t h  a r e a l  p e a s a n t .  At  f i r s t ,  s he  

i m i t a t e s  t h e  o t h e r  woman ' s  b r i s k  e f f i c i e n c y  i n  s t o mp i n g

t h e  g r a p e s .  But  u t i l i t a r i a n ,  a d u l t  b e h a v i o r  b o r e s  

" L u c y , "  and s h e  s oon  p u l l s  h e r  c o - w o r k e r  i n t o  a mock

t a r a n t e l l a .  When t h e  o t h e r  woman wa n t s  "Lucy"  t o  

a c t u a l l y  wo r k ,  t h e  r e d h e a d e d  c o me d i e n n e  t r i e s  t o  l e a v e .  

The p e a s a n t  i n s i s t s ,  and t h e y  become i n v o l v e d  in  a comi c  

b a t t 1e - - s m a s h i n g  g r a p e s  i n  e a c h  o t h e r ' s  f a c e  and 

w r e s t l i n g  i n  t h e  b o t t o m  o f  t h e  v a t  among t h e  s q u a s h e d  

g r a p e s  and w i n e .

A p p a r e n t l y ,  t h e  " l o c a l  c o l o r "  was a l l  t o o  r e a l - - e v e n  

f o r  an a c t r e s s  who g o t  h e r  s t a r t  d u c k i n g  Ed d i e  C a n t o r ' s
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mud p i e s .  " Those  g r a p e s  were  l i k e  s t e p p i n g  on e y e b a l l s ! "

e x c l a i m s  B a l l .  “And t h e y  g o t  a r e a l  I t a l i a n  p e a s a n t  who
? ld i d n ' t  s p e a k  E n g l i s h ,  and s he  w o u l d n ' t  l e t  me u p ! "

The s i g h t  o f  B a l l  i n  h e r  o f f - t h e - s h o u l d e r  p e a s a n t

o u t f i t  w i n d i n g  up i n  a g r a p e - w r e s t l i n g  b o u t  i s  one o f  t h e  

c l a s s i c  comedy b i t s  f r om 1 Love Lucy .  Des i  A r n a z ,  i n  h i s  

own a u t o o i o g r a p h y , a r g u e s  t h a t  s uch  s c e n e s  a r e  n o t  o n l y  

h i l a r i o u s ,  b u t ,  i n  some i n d e f i n a b l e  way,  s e x y - - l i k e  t h e  

comedy o f  C a r o l e  Lombar d ,  B a l l ' s  f a v o r i t e  a c t r e s s :

C a r o l e  had a q u a l i t y  whi ch  i s  r a r e ;  you can
c o u n t  t h e  women who have  had i t  on t h e  f i n g e r s  o f  
one h a n d .  C a r o l e ,  w h i l e  d o i n g  t h e  a n t i c s  o f  a
c l o wn ,  d i s h e v e l e d ,  r a i n - s o a k e d ,  d i s r e g a r d i n g  how s he  
l o o k e d  even  w i t h  mud a l l  o v e r  h e r ,  c o u l d  make you
l a u g h ,  and y e t  a t  t h e  same t i m e ,  make you want  t o  go
t o  bed w i t h  h e r .  Lucy has  t h a t  same q u a l i t y . 22

Wh a t e ve r  s e x i n e s s  e x i s t e d  was u n d e r p l a y e d  in  t h e

t e l e v i s i o n  s e r i e s .  I f  a u d i e n c e s  r e s p o n d e d  t o  B a l l ' s

s e x i n e s s ,  i t  was as  a k i n d  o f  " f e m i n i n e "  s i z z l e  o v e r  t h e

whol e  f a r c i c a l  p r o c e e d i n g s .  What  showed up a g a i n  and

a g a i n  i n  t h e  numer ous  l e t t e r s  and c a l l s  t h a t  f l o o d e d  t h e

show was a d e l i g h t  i n  t h e  " L u c y / R i c k y  r omance"  and h e r

c o n s e q u e n t  " f e m i n i n i t y . "  As B a l l  r e me mb e r s :

Our a u d i e n c e  wer e  happy  t h a t  I h a d n ' t  l o s t  my
f e m i n i n i t y .  T h a t  was b e c a u s e  ' R i c k y '  and ' L u c y '  
wer e  i n  l o v e .  They n e v e r  g o t  t r u l y  a n g r y - - o n l y  
c o m e d i c a l l y  a n g r y .  T h e r e  was a l wa y s  a happy  
e nd i  n g . 23

2lLucille Ball, Personal Interview. 
22a Book, p. 128.

23i_ucille Ball, Personal Interview.
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To s u mm a r i z e ,  i t  s eems c l e a r  t h a t  t h e  mai n a p p e a l  of  

" Lucy"  i s  as  a c o me d i c  c h a r a c t e r - - h e r  f u n n i n e s s  i s  

s u p p l e m e n t e d  by a g e n e r a l  a i r  o f  f e m i n i n i t y  and an 

u n s p o k e n  u n d e r t o n e  o f  s e x  a p p e a l .  The s ex  a p p e a l  i s  

s u f f i c i e n t l y  t o n e d  down so as  n o t  t o  c h a l l e n g e  t h e  

d o m e s t i c  c o z i n e s s  o f  t h e  show and a c t s  t o  s u p p l e m e n t  t h e  

i m p a c t  o f  t h e  c o me d i c  a p p e a l .  The " t o n i n g  down" o f  t h e  

s e x  a p p e a l  o f  an a c t r e s s  who h a d ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  made he r  

mark as  a t o u g h  g l a mo u r  g i r l  was a c c o m p l i s h e d  in a number  

o f  wa y s .  F i r s t ,  s h e  i s  m a i n l y  c o s t u me d  in  m o d e s t ,  

d o m e s t i c  o u t f i t s .  Her  c l o t h e s  s u g g e s t  t h e  t r i m  f i g u r e  

u n d e r n e a t h ,  b u t  n e v e r  i n  a d i r e c t ,  o v e r t l y  s e x u a l  way.  

(No m a t t e r  how d o wn p l a y e d  B a l l ' s  f e m i n i n e  a t t r a c t i o n s  may 

ha v e  bee n  i n  t h e  s c r i p t ,  i t  was c l e a r l y  i n  t h e  mind o f  

t h e  s h o w ' s  c r e a t o r s ,  as  may be s e e n  f r om t h e  p r o v i s i o n  in 

V i v i a n  V a n c e ' s  c o n t r a c t  r e q u i r i n g  h e r  t o  l ook  l e s s  

a t t r a c t i v e  t h a n  B a l l . )

In f a c t ,  L u c y ' s  " l o o k "  i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  t h e  

f e m a l e  h e r o i n e s  on t e l e v i s i o n  s i t u a t i o n  c o me d i e s  o f  t h e  

19 5 0 “s . " M a r g a r e t  An d e r s o n "  o f  F a t h e r  Knows B e s t , 

" G r a c i e "  o f  The Ge o r g e  Bur ns  and G r a c i e  A l l e n  Show, and 

even  "Mi s s  B r o o k s , "  s p i n s t e r  s c h o o l t e a c h e r  o f  Our Miss  

B r o o k s , wer e  a l l  p o s s e s s e d  o f  s l i m ,  s e x y  f i g u r e s  and c l a d
I

i n  w e l l - c u t ,  t h o u g h  mo d e s t  o u t f i t s  t h a t  h i n t e d  a t  t h e  

s e x u a l i t y  u n d e r n e a t h .  " L u c y , "  l i k e  t h e s e  o t h e r  

c h a r a c t e r s ,  was u n a wa r e  o f  any r e a l  a t t r a c t i o n  s he  mi g h t  

e x e r t  ( e x c e p t ,  o c c a s i o n a l l y  t o  h e r  h u s b a n d )  and c e r t a i n l y
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n e v e r  a g g r e s s i v e l y  u s e d  h e r  s e x  a p p e a l .  The n o t i o n  o f

" L u c y ' s "  b e i n g  s e x u a l l y  a g g r e s s i v e  ( n o t  m e r e l y  

a f f e c t i o n a t e ) ,  eve n  t o w a r d  h e r  h u s b a n d ,  i s  t r e a t e d  

c o m i c a l l y .  In one  e p i s o d e ,  "The G i r l s  Want t o  Go t o  a 

N i g h t c l u b , "  "Lucy"  and " E t h e l "  d i s c o v e r  t h a t  t h e i r  

h u s b a n d s  ha ve  a r r a n g e d  b l i n d  d a t e s  f o r  t h e m s e l v e s .  To 

d e f l e c t  any c h a n c e  o f  m a r i t a l  s t r a y i n g ,  "Lucy"  c o n v i n c e s  

" E t h e l "  t o  d r e s s  up as  h i l l b i l l i e s  and show up as  t h e i r  

h u s b a n d s '  d a t e s .  O u t f i t t e d  as  homel y b u mp k i n s ,  "Lucy"  

and " E t h e l "  make p a s s e s  a t  t h e i r  h u s b a n d s  and c h a s e  t h e

dumbf ounded  men a r o u n d  t h e  room.  Once t h e  h u s b a n d s  

d i s c o v e r  who t h e y  a r e ,  t h e y  i n  t u r n  c h a s e  t h e  w i v e s .  Now 

t h a t  t h e r e  may be some r e a l  c o n s e q u e n c e s  t o  t h e i r  s e x u a l  

a g g r e s s i o n ,  t h e  women r e t r e a t .

Both by c o s t u m e  and b e h a v i o r ,  " L u c y ' s "  p o t e n t i a l  s e x  

a p p e a l  i s  s o f t e n e d  by h e r  l a c k  o f  s e l f - a w a r e n e s s  and 

c o n s c i o u s  i n t e n t .  I f  a n y t h i n g ,  t h e  n o t i o n  o f  c o n s c i o u s  

s e x u a l  a g g r e s s i v e n e s s  i s  t r e a t e d  m o c k i n g l y .  " L u c y ' s "  s ex  

a p p e a l  i s  t h u s  r e n d e r e d  t ame  and p a l a t a b l e  t o  h e r  ma s s ,  

d o m e s t i c  a u d i e n c e .  As Miss  Ba l l  s t a t e s ,

1 n e v e r  g o t  l e t t e r s  f r om f a n s  s a y i n g  t h a t  I was
s e x y .  But  t h e y  woul d w r i t e  s a y i n g  t h a t  t h e y  wer e
g l a d  t h a t  I h a d n ' t  l o s t  my f e m i n i n i t y . 24

24 L u c i l l e  B a l l ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w .
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The n o t i o n  o f  f e m i n i n i t y  o r  l a d y l i k e  s t a n d a r d s  was

an i n t e g r a l  p a r t  o f  " L u c y ' s "  p e r s o n a - - e v e n  in  t h e  m i d s t  

o f  t h e  w i l d e s t  s l a p s t i c k .  L u c i l l e  B a l l  c o n t r a s t s  h e r  own 

s t y l e  w i t h  t h a t  of  o t h e r  p h y s i c a l  c o m e d i e n n e s .

Some o f  t hem d i d  o u t r a g e o u s  t h i n g s  t h a t  wer e  
l a u g h e d  a t  m o s t l y  by men.  Ma r t h a  Raye ,  e s p e c i a l l y ,  
b e c a u s e  s he  p l a y e d  a l o t  t o  t h e  army b o y s .  S h e ' d  do 
t h e s e  c r a z y ,  k i n d  o f  s u g g e s t i v e  t h i n g s ,  and do them 
w i t h  a f l a i r  t h a t  was f u n n y  and a c c e p t e d .  And J oan  
Da v i s  was a n o t h e r  k i n d  o f  mu g g e r .  She d i d  a l o t  o f  
muggi ng  and s t r a d d l i n g - - h e r  l e g s  wer e  a l wa y s  l i k e
t h i s . "  B a l l  s p r a w l s  o p e n - l e g g e d  on t h e  e l e g a n t  
c h a i r .  " I t  w a s n ' t  a l wa y s  l a d y l i k e .  But  s h e  had a 
f l a i r  o f  a d i f f e r e n t  k i n d  and v i t a l i t y .  I have  no 
wi s h  t o  mug o r  be t o o  m a s c u l i n e .  I can mug,  I can  
s c r e a m ,  I can  smoke a c i g a r .  But  I have  t o  have  a 
v e r y  s t r o n g  s t o r y  r e a s o n  t o  do i t .  I c an  p l a y  an
o l d ,  d r u n k e n  bag  l a d y ,  a l wa y s  s w i g g i n '  g i n ,  and I 
have  a b a l l .  But  I ' m  n o t  g r o s s . 25

The s e n s e  t h a t  "Lucy"  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  a l a d y  m i r r o r s  

t h e  v a l u e s  o f  h e r  a u d i e n c e .  Her  s we e t  d o m e s t i c i t y  ( u n d e r  

t h e  w i l d  s l a p s t i c k )  i s  c r u c i a l  i n  t e r m s  o f  t h e  g e n r e  of  

t h e  s i t u a t i o n  comedy.  I Love Lucy was b r o a d c a s t  i n t o  

p e o p l e ' s  l i v i n g  rooms  onc e  a week .  Her  a u d i e n c e

c o n s i s t e d  m a i n l y  o f  f a m i l i e s ,  h u s b a n d s ,  c h i l d r e n ,  a n d ,  

p r e d o m i n a n t l y ,  women.  I t  was t h e  e r a  o f  a low d i v o r c e  

r a t e  and t h e  i d e a l i z a t i o n  of  t h e  n u c l e a r  f a m i l y .

" L u c y ' s "  b r a n d  of  s l a p s t i c k  f u n n i n e s s  c o u p l e d  w i t h  

d o m e s t i c a t e d  s e x i n e s s  a n s we r e d  t h e  n e e d s  o f  t h e  t i m e .

A t h i r d  f a c t o r  i n  " L u c y ' s "  b a l a n c e  o f  power  i s  h e r  

g e n e r a l  c o m p e t e n c e .  T h e r e  a r e  s e v e r a l  a s p e c t s  t o  t h e

2 5 1 b i d .
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a u d i e n c e ' s  p e r c e p t i o n  o f  " L u c y ' s "  c o m p e t e n c e .  She i s  

o b v i o u s l y  l i m i t e d  i n  many a r e a s  o f  a d u l t  c o m p e t e n c e .  Her 

e d u c a t i o n  i s  l i m i t e d .  Though n e v e r  d i s c u s s e d  d i r e c t l y ,  

" L u c y ' s "  e d u c a t i o n  seems  t o  ha ve  s t o p p e d  s h o r t  o f  

c o l l e g e ,  and l i k e  many h o u s e w i v e s  i n  h e r  a u d i e n c e ,  s he  

has  no p r o f e s s i o n a l  t r a i n i n g .

"Lucy"  i s  a l s o  a r t i s t i c a l l y  u n t a l e n t e d .  D e s p i t e  

L u c i l l e  B a l l ' s  r e m a r k a b l e  a c h i e v e m e n t s  as  a c o m e d i e n n e ,  

"Lucy"  s u p p o s e d l y  ha s  no p a r t i c u l a r  t a l e n t  f o r  

p e r f o r m i n g - - n e i t h e r  comedy,  no r  s i n g i n g ,  d a n c i n g ,  a c t i n g ,  

p l a y i n g  any m u s i c a l  i n s t r u m e n t ,  p a i n t i n g ,  w r i t i n g ,  e t c . .  

In f a c t ,  many e p i s o d e s  t u r n  on t h e  p r e m i s e  t h a t  "Lucy"  i s  

c o m e d i c a l l y  i n e p t  when s h e  t r i e s  t o  i m i t a t e  t h e  s k i l l s  o f  

h e r  a r t i s t i c  b e t t e r s - - p a r t i c u l a r l y  when s he  t r i e s  t o  g e t  

i n t o  R i c k y ' s  show.  As a t y r o  b a l l e r i n a ,  s h e  h a n g s  u p s i d e  

down f r o m t h e  b a l l e t  b a r r e .  As a s h o w g i r l ,  h e r  e l a b o r a t e  

h e a d d r e s s  s l i p s  o v e r  h e r  e y e s  as  s h e  s t u m b l e s  down t h e  

g r a n d  s t a i r c a s e .

F u r t h e r m o r e ,  as  a m i d d l e - c l a s s  h o u s e w i f e ,  s h e  i s

e c o n o m i c a l l y  d e p e n d e n t  on R i c k y ' s  l i m i t e d  s a l a r y .  Not  

o n l y  i s  h e r  e c o n o mi c  power  l i m i t e d ,  h e r  s o c i a l  p o s i t i o n ,

w h i l e  r e s p e c t a b l e ,  c o n v e y s  no s p e c i a l  s t a t u s  b a s e d  on h e r  

own a b i l i t i e s  and a c h i e v e m e n t s ,  a s i d e  f r o m p e r f o r m i n g

l o w - s t a t u s  d o m e s t i c  wo r k .  In j u d g i n g  t h i s  a s p e c t  o f

" L u c y ' s "  power  we s h o u l d  c o n s i d e r  i t s  i mp a c t  i n  t e r m s  o f  

t h e  r o l e  e x p e c t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  1 9 5 0 ' s .  A h o u s e w i f e  of  t h e  

1 9 8 0 ' s  n o t  o n l y  has  l i m i t e d  c l o u t ,  s h e  may even  be
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somewhat  s u s p e c t  i n  v i ew of  t o d a y ' s  e x p e c t a t i o n s  f o r

c a r e e r  a c h i e v e m e n t  f o r  women.  In t h e  1 9 5 0 ' s ,  t h e

c u l t u r a l  i d e a l  p r o mo t e d  by mass  me d i a  was f o r  women,  a t

l e a s t  m i d d l e - c l a s s  women, t o  be h o u s e w i v e s  and m o t h e r s . 

s u p p o r t e d  by t h e i r  h u s b a n d s .  But  even  t a k i n g  i n t o

a c c o u n t  t h a t  " L u c y ' s "  p o s i t i o n  as  a h o u s e w i f e  was p a r t  o f  

t h e  d o m e s t i c  i d e a l  o f  t h e  1 9 5 0 ' s ,  i t  i s  s t i l l  a p o s i t i o n  

o f  s h a r p l y  l i m i t e d  s o c i a l  and e c o n o mi c  power .

" L u c y ' s "  c o mp e t e n c e  a t  work r e f l e c t s  t h e  s t a n d a r d s  

o f  t h e  1950 '  s . She was u n d e r s t o o d  t o  be an a d e q u a t e  

homemaker  and c o o k ,  and a l o v i n g  and c o m p e t e n t  m o t h e r .

In f a c t ,  no m a t t e r  how z a n y  h e r  s c h e me s ,  t h e y  n e v e r  

i n v o l v e d  any r i s k  t o  h e r  t e l e v i s i o n  c h i l d .  But  when s he  

s t e p s  o u t  of  t h e  f e m i n i n e ,  d o m e s t i c  s p h e r e  i n t o  t h e  wo r l d  

o f  wo r k ,  "Lucy"  becomes  r i d i c u l o u s l y  i n e p t .  When s he

a t t e m p t s  t o  a p p e a r  as  a s p o k e s p e r s o n  on a c o mme r c i a l  f o r  

" V i t a m e a t a v e g i m e n , "  s he  g e t s  a c c i d e n t a l l y  d r u n k .  When

she  goe s  t o  an empl oyme n t  a g e n c y  f o r  a j o b ,  h e r

i n t e r v i e w e r  d i s c o v e r s  t h a t  s h e  ha s  no s k i l l s ,  e x c e p t  f o r  

maki ng  c a n d y  ( a  d o m e s t i c  a c t i v i t y )  and s e n d s  h e r  t o  a 

f a c t o r y .  At  t h e  f a c t o r y ,  s he  makes  a mess  o f  e v e r y t h i n g  

she  t o u c h e s .

Her i n t e l l i g e n c e  i s  a l s o  s h a r p l y  l i m i t e d  i n  d e a l i n g  

w i t h  t h i n g s  on an a d u l t ,  r a t i o n a l  l e v e l .  She i s  g u l l i b l e  

and n a i v e ,  b e l i e v i n g  b o t h  t h e  b e s t  ( t h a t  s h e  i s  a b o u t  t o  

s t a r  i n  an I t a l i a n  mo v i e )  and t h e  w o r s t  ( t h a t  Ri c k y  i s  

p l a n n i n g  t o  do away w i t h  h e r )  on mi n i ma l  e v i d e n c e .  But
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i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  h e r  l i m i t a t i o n s  as  a r a t i o n a l ,  a d u l t  

t h i n k e r ,  " L u c y ' s "  a b i l i t y  t o  c o n c o c t  and e n a c t  e l a b o r a t e  

s chemes  i s  e x t r a o r d i n a r y .  Her r o u t e  t o  h e r  g o a l s  i s  

c i r c u i t o u s ,  i m a g i n a t i v e ,  and f u n .  I t  o f t e n  i n v o l v e s  

v a r i o u s  c o s t u m e s ,  d i s g u i s e s ,  a s s o r t e d  t r i c k e r y ,  and 

s n e a k i n g  i n t o  p l a c e s  whe r e  s h e  d o e s n ' t  b e l o n g .  In s h o r t ,  

" L u c y ' s "  i n t e l l i g e n c e  i s  s h a r p l y  s p l i t .  The a u d i e n c e  

a c c e p t s  t h e  p r e m i s e  t h a t  t h i s  d o p e y ,  d i z z y  h o u s e w i f e  who 

c a n n o t  h o l d  a j o b ,  can  a l s o  come up w i t h  h i g h l y  

i m a g i n a t i v e  s c hemes  t h a t  c l e v e r l y  ( o n c e  we a c c e p t  h e r  

i n i t i a l ,  i l l o g i c a l l y  l o g i c a l  p r e m i s e )  m a n i p u l a t e  o t h e r s  

t o  r e a c h  h e r  e n d s .

" L u c y ' s "  s c hemes  c r e a t e  t h e  f a r c i c a l  m i d - s e c t i o n  

t h a t  i s  a t  t h e  c o r e  o f  e a ch  e p i s o d e .  Fr ami ng  t h i s  f u n n y ,  

f a n t a s t i c a l  m i d - s e c t i o n  i s  a b e g i n n i n g  and end s e t  i n  t h e  

mundane r e a l i t y  o f  t h e  " R i c a r d o ' s "  m i d d l e - c l a s s  

e x i s t e n c e .  I f  we a s k  how e f f e c t i v e  "Lucy"  i s  i n  t e r m s  o f  

t h e  d r a m a t i c  a c t i o n ,  we need  t o  c o n s i d e r  t h e  a ns we r  i n  

t e r m s  o f  b o t h  t h e  r e a l i t y  a s p e c t s  o f  h e r  l i f e  and h e r  

comi c  h a n d l i n g  o f  i t .  In mos t  o f  t h e  e p i s o d e s ,  " L u c y ' s "  

s chemes  a c c o m p l i s h  l i t t l e  t o w a r d  c h a n g i n g  h e r  r e a l i t y .  

She d o e s  n o t  g e t  h i r e d  a t  t h e  c a n d y  f a c t o r y .  She does  

n o t  g e t  R i c k y  t o  t a k e  h e r  t o  a n i g h t c l u b .  She d oe s  n o t  

g e t  i n t o  show b u s i n e s s ,  w h e t h e r  as  an I t a l i a n  movi e  s t a r ,  

a s t a r  o f  t e l e v i s i o n  c o m m e r c i a l s ,  o r  a b a l l e t  d a n c e r .  

What  s ne  d o e s  do i s  c r e a t e  an a t m o s p h e r e  o f  f un  t o  

s u r mo u n t  t h e  d a y - t o - d a y  boredom o f  m a r r i e d  l i f e .  She
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a l s o  amuses  and m a i n t a i n s  t h e  u l t i m a t e l y  a d o r i n g  i n t e r e s t  

o f  h e r  h u s b a n d .  She ma n a g e s ,  a t  l e a s t  t e m p o r a r i l y ,  t o  

m a n i p u l a t e  o t h e r s  t o  go a l o n g  w i t h  h e r  s chemes  and pay 

e no r mous  a t t e n t i o n  t o  h e r .  And f i n a l l y  s he  e n g a g e s  t h e  

a u d i e n c e  and makes  t hem l a u g h .  In s h o r t ,  w h i l e  "Lucy"  

r e m a i n s  i n e f f e c t i v e  i n  t e r m s  o f  m e a s u r a b l e  p l o t  r e s u l t s ,  

s he  i s  h i g h l y  e f f e c t i v e  i n  e f f e c t i n g  a p o s i t i v e  e m o t i o n a l  

r e s p o n s e  i n  t h e  o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  h e r

h u s b a n d ,  and i n  t h e  a u d i e n c e .  The t heme  o f  t h e  show i s  

summed up i n  i t s  t i t l e - - ! Love L u c y .

" L u c y ' s "  l o v a b i l i t y  i s  c r u c i a l  t o  t h e  s u c c e s s  o f  t h e  

p r o g r a m .  Her  a g g r e s s i o n  and m a n i p u l a t i o n  o f  t h e  o t h e r

c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  c o n f i n e d  t o  i n n o c e n t ,  and o f t e n  a b s u r d  

g o a l s .  In o u r  p e r s o n a l  i n t e r v i e w ,  B a l l  r e a c t e d  s t r o n g l y  

t o  any  s u g g e s t i o n  t h a t  "Lucy"  was d e v i o u s .

I f  Lucy i s  m a n i p u l a t i v e ,  s he  i s  o n l y  c h i l d i s h l y  
s o .  How s h e ' s  g o i n g  t o  t e l l  Ri c k y  s h e ' s  g o i n g  t o  
pay back  t h i r t y - t w o  d o l l a r s - - n o t  b i g  mu r d e r s  l i k e
you s e e  t o d a y  on t h e  s o a p s .  C h i l d l i k e  i s  s ma l l
m a t t e r s  and w h i t e  l i e s .  We g o t  t o n s  o f  l e t t e r s  f r om 
p e o p l e  s a y i n g  t h e y ' d  l o v e  t o  be a b l e  t o  m a n i p u l a t e  
t h e i r  l i v e s  t h e  way Lucy d o e s l ^ 6

Her  g o a l s  may be h a r m l e s s  and s i l l y ,  b u t  " L u c y ' s "  

e f f o r t s  t o  a t t a i n  t hem a r e  f o r c e f u l .  Her  a g g r e s s i v e  

p u r s u i t  o f  h e r  o b j e c t i v e s  e s t a b l i s h e s  "Lucy"  as  a s t r o n g  

p r o t a g o n i s t .  In e p i s o d e  a f t e r  e p i s o d e ,  s h e  p r o v i d e s  

s t r o n g  m o t i v a t i o n ,  w i t h  whi ch  t h e  a u d i e n c e  can  i d e n t i f y ,

O  jT

L u c i l l e  B a l l ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w .
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and moves t h e  a c t i o n  i n  i n t e r e s t i n g ,  amus i ng  d i r e c t i o n s .

As a c h a r a c t e r ,  " Lucy"  i s  a p a r a d o x .  She i s  

i n n o c e n t  y e t  a g g r e s s i v e ,  a d m i r a b l e  y e t  f o o l i s h ,  and 

o r d i n a r y  y e t  c o m e d i c a l l y  e x a g g e r a t e d .  To c r e a t e  t h i s  

e f f e c t ,  " L u c y ' s "  i n t e l l e c t u a l  c o mp e t e n c e  i s  s p l i t  b e t we e n  

t h e  o r d i n a r y  ( i n  t h e  r e a l i s t i c  s e c t i o n  o f  t h e  p l o t ) ;  t h e  

c h i l d i s h l y  s u b n o r ma l  ( h e r  g u l l i b i l i t y ,  e m o t i o n a l i t y ,  and 

i m p u l s i v e n e s s ) ;  and t h e  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  ( h e r  c r e a t i v e  

a b i l i t y  t o  c o n c o c t  e l a b o r a t e  s chemes  t o  f u r t h e r  h e r  

e n d s ) .  T h i s  s p l i t  f u n c t i o n s  e f f e c t i v e l y  i n  t e r m s  o f  t h e  

s i t u a t i o n - c o m e d y  g e n r e .  L u c y ' s  o r d i n a r y  s i d e  e s t a b l i s h e s  

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  a v e r a g e  h o u s e w i f e  and g r o u n d s  h e r  

c h a r a c t e r  i n  r e a l i t y .  Her  c h i l d i s h n e s s  i s  t h e  m o t i v a t i o n  

b e h i n d  t h e  a c t i o n s  i n  t h e  p l o t .  And h e r  comi c  c r e a t i v i t y  

d r i v e s  t h e  f a r c i c a l  mai n  body o f  t h e  e p i s o d e .  Be c a u s e  

h e r  c r e a t i v e  i n t e l l i g e n c e  i s  as sumed t o  o p e r a t e  o n l y  i n  a 

r e s t r i c t e d  a r e n a ,  s h e  d o e s  n o t  a c t u a l l y  c h a n g e  h e r  s t a t u s  

i n  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  any s i n g l e  e p i s o d e .  Her  l i f e  can r e t u r n  

t o  t h e  s t a t u s  quo and t h e  e s s e n t i a l l y  u n c h a n g i n g  

s i t u a t i o n  whi ch  i s  c r u c i a l  t o  t h e  g e n r e  o f  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  

comedy.  The s i t u a t i o n  comedy,  w h i l e  i t  d e r i v e d ,  some o f  

i t s  f o r m a t  f r o m r a d i o ,  v a u d e v i l l e ,  and s i l e n t  m o v i e s ,  

r e a l l y  came o f  age  w i t h  t h e  a d v e n t  o f  t e l e v i s i o n  comedy 

and p a r t i c u l a r l y  w i t h  t h e  phenomena l  s u c c e s s  o f  I Love 

L u c y . B a s i c a l l y ,  a s i t u a t i o n  comedy c o n s i s t s  o f  a 

t w e n t y - s i x  m i n u t e  p l a y l e t  i n  whi ch  c h a r a c t e r s  g e t  

t h e m s e l v e s  i n t o  s c r a p e s  and o u t  a g a i n .  The c h a r a c t e r s
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t e n d  t o  be w r i t t e n  i n  t e r m s  o f  b r o a d ,  c l e a r  b e h a v i o r s  and 

d i a l o g u e .  The a u d i e n c e  q u i c k l y  g r a s p s  who t h e s e  

c h a r a c t e r s  a r e .  Th e n ,  w i t h  no need  t o  d e v o t e  s t a g e  t i m e  

t o  e x p l o r i n g  mur ky ,  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  d e p t h s ,  t h e  b u l k  o f  t h e  

t w e n t y - s i x  m i n u t e s  can be d e v o t e d  t o  f u n n y  a c t i o n  and 

e a s i l y  r e s o l v e d  p r o b l e m s .

S i n c e  t h e  f o r m a t  i s  e p i s o d i c ,  t h e  a u d i e n c e  t u n e s  i n

t o  s e e  t h e  same c h a r a c t e r s  i n  s i m i l a r  s i t u a t i o n s  e v e r y

week.  T h e r e f o r e ,  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  mus t  be b a s i c a l l y

l o v a b l e ,  no m a t t e r  wha t  t h e i r  i d i o s y n c r a s i e s .  S i t u a t i o n

c o me d i e s  a t t r a c t  m a i n l y  a f a m i l y  a u d i e n c e ,  w i t h  a b i a s
27t o w a r d  f e m a l e  v i e w e r s .  The c h a r a c t e r s ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  

t e n d  t o  be d o m e s t i c a t e d  and m i d d l e - c l a s s .  The c e n t r a l

c h a r a c t e r  o r  a t  l e a s t  c o - s t a r  i n  s i t u a t i o n  c o me d i e s  i s

o f t e n  a woman.  Th u s ,  " L u c y , "  a b r o a d l y  d r a wn ,

e n d e a r i n g l y  f u n n y  e v e r y - w o m a n - a s - h o u s e w i f e ,  i s  an i d e a l  

h e r o i n e  f o r  a 1 9 5 0 ' s  s i t u a t i o n  comedy.

B e s i d e s  b e i n g  h i g h l y  s u i t a b l e  t o  h e r  g e n r e ,  t h e

c h a r a c t e r  o f  "Lucy"  s u c c e e d s  b e c a u s e  s h e  s u c c e s s f u l l y  

b a l a n c e s  h e r  t h r e e  key  e l e m e n t s  o f  power :  c o me d i c  a p p e a l ,  

s e x  a p p e a l ,  and c o m p e t e n c e .  As I ha ve  i n d i c a t e d ,  

" L u c y ' s "  s ex  a p p e a l  ( whi ch  came o u t  o f  a s h o w g i r l

b a c k g r o u n d )  i s  mut ed  by h e r  a p p e a r a n c e ,  b e h a v i o r ,  and t h e  

way o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r s  r e a c t  t o  h e r .  Her  l o o k s  and

2?Dav i d  P o l t r a k ,  V i c e - P r e s i d e n t  CBS T e l e v i s i o n ,  
P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w  c o n d u c t e d  i n  h i s  o f f i c e  on May 19 ,
1985.
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g e s t u r e s  a r e  e i t h e r  e x a g g e r a t e d  f o r  c o me d i c  e f f e c t  o r  

s o f t e n e d  i n t o  t h e  model  f o r  a wh o l e s o me ,  a f f e c t i o n a t e  

w i f e  and m o t h e r .  Th u s ,  s he  i s  u n d e r s t o o d  t o  be b o t h  

f u n n y  and c o z i l y  f e m i n i n e .

' ' L u c y ' s "  c o m p e t e n c e  f u n c t i o n s  t o  s u p p l e m e n t  b o t h  h e r  

f e m i n i n i t y  and c o me d i c  a p p e a l .  She i s  d o m e s t i c a l l y  

c o m p e t e n t  ( a  r e a s o n a b l e  h o u s e k e e p e r  and cook and a c a r i n g  

m o t h e r )  and a b s u r d l y  i n c o m p e t e n t  i n  t h e  more " m a s c u l i n e "  

s p h e r e  o f  work o u t s i d e  t h e  home.  She e mb o d i e s  o t h e r  

" f e m i n i n e "  s t e r e o t y p e s ,  b e i n g  g u l l i b l e ,  h i g h l y  e x c i t a b l e ,  

c h i l d l i k e ,  m a n i p u l a t i v e ,  and s c h e m i n g .  As p r e v i o u s l y  

n o t e d ,  t h e s e  l a s t  two t r a i t s  a r e  p o t e n t i a l l y  n e g a t i v e .  

Lucy r e m a i n s  l o v a b l e  b e c a u s e  h e r  g o a l s  a r e  t r i v i a l  and 

h e r  m o t i v e s  i n n o c e n t .

In f a c t ,  " L u c y ' s "  p o s i t i o n  as  a p o w e r l e s s  h o u s e w i f e  

who moves  t h e  p l o t  t h r o u g h  h e r  c o me d i c  m a n i p u l a t i o n s  i s  a 

modern v a r i a t i o n  o f  a t h e a t r i c a l  t y p e - - t h e  s c hemi ng  

s e r v a n t .  The c o m e d i c a l l y  c l e v e r  s l a v e  d a t e s  back t o  

Greek  new comedy o f  Menander  and was a d a p t e d  f o r  Roman 

comedy by p l a y w r i g h t s  s uch  as  P l a u t u s  and T e r e n c e .  The 

c o me d i a  d e l l ' a r t e  was f u l l  o f  c o med i c  s e r v a n t  

c h a r a c t e r s - - t h e  z a n n i .  S h a k e s p e a r e  and M o l i e r e  a l s o  

u t i l i z e d  t h e  t y p e ,  and t h e  t r a d i t i o n  c o n t i n u e d  i n  v a r y i n g  

f o r ms  w h e r e e v e r  t h e  s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e  s u p p o r t e d  a 

m a s t e r / s e r v a n t  r e l a t i o n s h i p .  In c o n t e m p o r a r y  Amer i c a n  

m i d d l e - c l a s s  s o c i e t y ,  t h e  d o m e s t i c  s e r v a n t  i s  t h e  

e x c e p t i o n .  H i s / h e r  p l a c e  has  been  t a k e n  by t h e
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h o u s e w i f e .  In t h e  c a s e  o f  t h e  h o u s e w i f e ,  as  i n  t h a t  o f  

t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  s l a v e  o r  s e r v a n t ,  h e r  o f f i c i a l  s t a t u s  as  

a s u b o r d i n a t e  e n c o u r a g e s  h e r  t o  g a i n  h e r  e n d s  t h r o u g h  

i n d i  r e c t , ma n i p u l  a t i  ve means  r a t h e r  t h a n  d i r e c t  

c o n f r o n t a t i o n .  The r e s u l t  h e r e ,  as  i n  many o f  t h e  

e a r l i e r  c o m e d i e s ,  i s  a t a n g l e d ,  amus i ng  p l o t .

" L u c y ' s "  mai n a r e a  o f  c o m p e t e n c e  i s  c o m e d i c - - s h e  

i n s t i g a t e s  comi c  s che me s  and b e h a v e s  h u m o r o u s l y .  To 

u n d e r s t a n d  h e r  c o me d i c  a p p e a l ,  I w i l l  e x a mi n e  h e r  

c h a r a c t e r  i n  t h e  l i g h t  o f  s e v e r a l  t h e o r i e s  o f  comedy 

p r o p o s e d  by c l a s s i c a l  and c o n t e m p o r a r y  w r i t e r s .

C o n s i d e r e d  i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  t h e  P l a t o n i c  t h e o r y  o f  

comedy,  i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  " L u c y ' s "  n a i v e t e " ,  o v e r e s t i m a t i o n  

o f  h e r  own t a l e n t s ,  and i g n o r a n c e  o f  t h e  e f f e c t  s he  i s  

h a v i n g  on o t h e r s  show a l a c k  o f  s e l f - k n o w l e d g e  and i mp l y  

a k i n d  o f  i n t e l l e c t u a l  i n f e r i o r i t y .  However ,  any 

m a l i c i o u s  s u p e r i o r i t y  t h e  a u d i e n c e  may p o t e n t i a l l y  f e e l  

t o w a r d  h e r  i s  t r a n s f o r m e d  by t h e  a f f e c t i o n a t e ,  r o m a n t i c  

a s p e c t  o f  t h e  show.  I n s t e a d  o f  l o o k i n g  a t  Lucy w i t h  

c o n t e m p t ,  h e r  f a n s  t e n d  t o  v i ew h e r  w i t h  i n d u l g e n t  

f o n d n e s s .

The A r i s t o t e l i a n  t h e o r y  o f  t h e  r i d i c u l o u s  as  a k i n d  

o f  p a i n l e s s  d e f e c t  i s  e x e m p l i f i e d  b o t h  by L u c y ' s  

i n t e l l e c t u a l  l i m i t a t i o n s  and by h e r  t e n d e n c y  g e t  h e r s e l f  

i n t o  i n a p p p r o p r i a t e  s i t u a t i o n s  and t h e n  mess  t h i n g s  up .  

I t  i s  i m p o r t a n t  i n  t h i s  c o n t e x t  t h a t  no o n e ,  i n c l u d i n g  

" L u c y , "  e v e r  g e t s  h u r t .  Th e r e  i s  no r e a l  p a i n  and no
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r e a l  a n g e r .  What  p r o t e c t s  "Lucy"  and t h e  o t h e r s  i s  t h e  

a i r  o f  a f f e c t i o n  t h a t  s o f t e n s  t h e  e d g e s  o f  t h e  show.

C o n s i d e r i n g  t h e  l i g h t - h e a r t e d  I Love Lucy as  a 

s o c i a l  s a t i r e  o r  c o r r e c t i v e  ( a s  p r o p o s e d  by t h e  c o med i c  

t h e o r i e s  o f  Ben J o n s o n  and M o l i e r e ) ,  seems a b i t  

h e a v y - h a n d e d .  C e r t a i n l y ,  l a t e r  s i t u a t i o n  c o me d i e s  s uch  

as  Al l  i n  t h e  F a m i l y  a r e  f a r  more d i r e c t l y  s a t i r i c a l  and 

m o r a l i s t i c  a b o u t  a p l e t h o r a  o f  s o c i a l  i l l s .  But  even i n  

i t s  l o o s e ,  f u n - l o v i n g  mode,  t h e  e a r l i e r  s i t u a t i o n  comedy 

d o e s  show b o t h  " L u c y ' s "  f o o l i s h n e s s - - a n d  t h e  f o o l i s h n e s s  

o f  t h e  h u s b a n d - d o m i n a t e d  m a r r i a g e .  In i t s  own f a r c i c a l  

f a s h i o n ,  I Love Lucy i s  p a r t  o f  a l o n g  We s t e r n  t r a d i t i o n  

in  dr ama and l i t e r a t u r e  t h a t  p o s i t s  an e t e r n a l  b a t t l e  o f  

t h e  s e x e s  t h a t  r e s o l v e s  by h a v i n g  one  o r  b o t h  members  o f  

t h e  w a r r i n g  c o u p l e  r e c o g n i z e  t h e  f u t i l i t y  o f  r i g i d  

s e x - r o l e  s t e r o t y p e s  and r e s o l v e  t h e i r  d i f f e r e n c e s  w i t h  an 

a f f e c t i o n a t e  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n .

The s e n t i m e n t a l  comedy d i s c u s s e d  by G o l d s m i t h  i n  t h e  

e i g h t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  i s  an e a r l y  a n c e s t o r  o f  a s e n t i m e n t a l ,  

m i d d l e - c l a s s ,  s i t u a t i o n  comedy s u c h  as  I Love L u c y . As I 

n o t e d  e a r l i e r ,  B a l l  and Ar naz  made a c o n s c i o u s  d e c i s i o n  

t o  p l a y  m i d d l e - i n c o m e  p e o p l e  r a t h e r  t h a n  a Hol l ywood 

c o u p l e .  I f  " R i c k y "  a s  a b a n d l e a d e r  was somewhat  e x o t i c ,  

he was a t  l e a s t  s t r u g g l i n g  t o  make a l i v i n g ;  and " L u c y , "  

f o r  a l l  h e r  k o o k i n e s s ,  i s  v e r y  much an a v e r a g e  h o u s e w i f e .

Z^Lucy & R i c k y  & F r e d  & E t h e l , p .  162.
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Her c o n c e r n s  a r e  u n i v e r s a l ,  and t h e  a u d i e n c e  can  e a s i l y  

i d e n t i f y  w i t h  h e r  and e n j o y  t h e  m i x t u r e  o f  comedy and

s e n t i m e n t  t h a t  make up t h e  show.

B e r g s o n ' s  t h e o r y  o f  comedy as  t h e  i m p o s i t i o n  o f  

r i g i d i t y  on t h e  f r e e  human w i l l  i s  e x e m p l i f i e d  by t h e  

p r o g r e s s  o f  e a c h  e p i s o d e .  I n i t i a l l y ,  "Lucy"  seems  t o  

e x e r t  b o u n d l e s s  f r e e  w i l l  i n  i n i t i a t i n g  h e r  comi c

s c h e m e s . L a t e r ,  s h e  f i n d s  h e r s e l f  c a u g h t  by t h e  r i g i d  

r e q u i r e m e n t  o f  r e a l i t y .  Th u s ,  "Lucy"  can  f r e e l y  c o n n i v e  

h e r  way i n t o  a c a n d y  f a c t o r y ,  b u t  t h e  s p e e d - u p  o f  t h e  

a s s e m b l y  l i n e  l e a v e s  h e r  c o m i c a l l y  s t r u g g l i n g  t o  ke e p  up 

w i t h  i t s  m e c h a n i c a l  p a c e .  In a n o t h e r  e p i s o d e ,  "Lucy"

i m a g i n a t i v e l y  and f l e x i b l y  t r e a t s  a c h e e s e  a s  a baby  i n  

o r d e r  t o  a v o i d  p a y i n g  an a i r l i n e  b a g g a g e  c h a r g e .  But  

when a f e l l o w  p a s s e n g e r  s i t s  n e x t  t o  h e r  and s t a r t s

t r e a t i n g  t h e  c h e e s e  as  an i n f a n t ,  Lucy i s  c o m p e l l e d  t o  

make up e v e r  more e l a b o r a t e  l i e s  t o  f o l l o w  t h e  now 

e x t e r n a l l y  i m p o s e d ,  r i g i d  c o n v e n t i o n  t h e  c h e e s e  i s

human.  The r e s u l t  i s  a comi c  t e n s i o n  b e t we e n  " L u c y ' s "  

f r e e  w i l l  and t h e  u n f o r e s e e n  r e s u l t s  o f  wha t  s he  has  

h e r s e l f  i n i t i a t e d .

I f  we a p p l y  t h e  F r e u d i a n  t h e o r y  o f  p h y s i c a l  

e x a g g e r a t i o n  and m e n t a l  m i n i m a l i z a t i o n  t o  " L u c y , "  we can 

u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  c o me d i c  p o t e n t i a l  o f  h e r  l a r g e  e y e s  and

mout h  and t h e  e x a g g e r a t e d  r e d n e s s  o f  h e r  h a i r .  Her

muggi ng  and s l a p s t i c k  a l s o  e x a g g e r a t e  wh a t  had been

g l a mo u r  a t t r i b u t e s  i n t o  comed i c  o n e s .  " L u c y ' s "
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n o n s e n s i c a l  me t hod  o f  r e a s o n i n g  and g u l l i b i l i t y  c o m i c a l l y  

m i n i m i z e  h e r  m e n t a l  c a p a c i t i e s  and s u g g e s t  t h a t  s he  i s  

c h i l d i s h ,  a n o t h e r  a s p e c t  o f  t h e  F r e u d i a n  comi c  c h a r a c t e r .

" L u c y ' s "  moods a r e  i n t e n s e  and m e r c u r i a l  and h e r  

b e h a v i o r  i s  u n i n h i b i t e d  and e x t r e m e - - l i k e  t h a t  o f  a 

c h i l d .  A c h i l d  l i k e s  t o  i m i t a t e  a d u l t s - - o f t e n  j u s t  

m i s s i n g  t h e  ma r k .  So t o o ,  "Lucy"  mi mi cs  t h e  d r e s s  and 

s t a n c e  o f  a s s o r t e d  g r o wn - u p  w o r k e r s  f r o m b a l l e r i n a s  t o  

g r a p e - s t o m p e r s . B u t ,  l i k e  a c h i l d ,  s h e  mi mi cs  o n l y  a few 

s u p e r f i c i a l  d e t a i l s  o f  t h e i r  b e h a v i o r  and c r e a t e s  humor 

w i t h  h e r  comi c  i n e p t i t u d e .  Her  c o n s e q u e n t  " f a i l u r e "  

l e a d s  t o  d e g r a d a t i o n  i n  wh i ch  we r e d i s c o v e r  t h e  c h i l d ' s  

h e l p l e s s n e s s .  The c h i l d  ha s  i n c o m p l e t e  c o n t r o l  o v e r  h i s  

b o d i l y  f u n c t i o n s ,  wh i c h  o f t e n  l e a d s  t o  e m b a r r a s s m e n t .  So 

t o o ,  " L u c y ' s "  comi c  s che me s  u s u a l l y  b a c k f i r e ,  l e a v i n g  h e r  

e m b a r r a s s e d  and f r e q u e n t l y  p h y s i c a l l y  messed  up .

R e l a t e d  t o  d e g r a d a t i o n  i s  a n o t h e r  F r e u d i a n  

c o n c e p t - - t h a t  o f  u n m a s k i n g .  "Lucy"  o f t e n  dons  c o s t u me s  

and d i s g u i s e s  t o  c a r r y  o u t  h e r  comi c  s c h e me s ,  and i n  t h e  

c o u r s e  o f  t h e  p r o g r a m  i s  u n ma s k e d .  F r e u d  i n t e r p r e t s  t h e  

p l e a s u r e  o f  " u n m a s k i n g "  as  t h e  c h i l d ' s  e n j o y m e n t  a t  

s e e i n g  t h e  a d u l t  u n ma s k i n g  h e r s e l f ,  r e d u c i n g  h e r s e l f  t o  

t h e  c h i l d ' s  l e v e l ,  and t h u s  a f f o r d i n g  r e l i e f  f r o m t h e  

u s u a l  c o n d e s c e n s i o n  o f  a d u l t s .  Du r i n g  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  each  

e p i s o d e ,  " L u c y , "  who l o o k s  l i k e  an a d u l t ,  unmasks  h e r s e l f  

and shows h e r s e l f  as  v e r y  c h i l d l i k e .  I Love Lucy has  

a l wa y s  had eno r mous  a p p e a l  f o r  c h i l d r e n .  In f a c t ,  t h e
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p r o g r a m i s  p r e s e n t l y  s y n d i c a t e d  d u r i n g  c h i l d r e n ' s  v i e w i n g
? 9h o u r s .

The f a c t  t h a t  t h e  o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r s  ( e s p e c i a l l y  

" R i c k y " )  i n d u l g e  " L u c y ' s "  c h i l d i s h  b e h a v i o r  a c c o r d s  a d u l t  

v i e w e r s  t h e  f a n t a s y  t h a t  t h e i r  own c h i l d i s h  i m p u l s e s  w i l l  

be i n d u l g e d .  When " Lucy"  r e a c t s  t o  e v e n t s  w i t h  e m o t i o n a l  

s p o n t a n e i t y  and w i t h o u t  t h e  b u r d e n  o f  an a d u l t  

r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  p r o b a b l e  c o n s e q u e n c e s ,  s he  g i v e s  t h e  

a u d i e n c e  t h e  p l e a s u r e  o f  v i c a r i o u s  r e l e a s e  a t  t h e  same 

t i m e  t h a t  t h e y  f e e l  s u p e r i o r  t o  h e r .

F r e u d  a l s o  d i s c u s s e s  t h e  comi c  as  t h e  p l e a s u r a b l e  

r e l e a s e  o f  s e x u a l  and a g g r e s s i v e  i m p u l s e s  i n  a d i s g u i s e d ,  

and h e n c e ,  p a l a t a b l e  f o r m .  When "Lucy"  i s  j e a l o u s  and 

a n g r y  a t  " R i c k y , "  s h e  d r e s s e s  as  a h i l l b i l l y  and p u r s u e s  

him w i t h  c o m i c ,  s e x u a l  a g g r e s s i v e n e s s .  Or ,  s he  m i g h t  

" a c c i d e n t a l l y "  dump a p l a t e  o f  s p a g h e t t i  o v e r  t h e  head  o f  

a movi e  s t a r  who i g n o r e s  h e r .

As F r e u d  n o t e d ,  s u p p r e s s e d  s e x u a l  and a g g r e s s i v e  

i m p u l s e s  a r e  o f t e n  r e l e a s e d  i n  d r e a m s .  The comi c  

m i d - s e c t i o n s  o f  I Love Lucy e p i s o d e s  o p e r a t e  v e r y  much 

l i k e  d r eam s e q u e n c e s .  The b e g i n n i n g  o f  e a ch  p r o g r a m i s  

b a s e d  on r e c o g n i z a b l e ,  e v e r y d a y  r e a l i t y .  The n ,  "Lucy"  

p u l l s  us i n t o  e x a g g e r a t e d ,  d r e a m l i k e  e v e n t s - - s i x  f o o t  

l o a v e s  o f  b r e a d  pop o u t  o f  o v e n s ;  c h o c o l a t e s  r a c e  by w i t h

29gavid Poltrak, Vice-President CBS Television, 
Personal Interview.
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s u p e r s o n i c  s p e e d ;  p e o p l e  wea r  a b s u r d  d i s g u i s e s  and a r e  

n o t  r e c o g n i z e d .  " L u c y ' s "  o u t r a g e o u s ,  s chemes  o p e r a t e  w i t h  

t h e  same a b s u r d  l o g i c  as  d r e a m s .  She can  t r e a t  a c h e e s e  

as  a baby  and have  e v e r y o n e  e l s e  b e l i e v e  h e r  b e c a u s e  t h e y  

ha ve  e n t e r e d  i n t o  t h e  c o n v e n t i o n s  o f  a c o me d i c  d r e a m.  

The u s u a l  p r o b a b i l i t i e s  s i m p l y  do n o t  a p p l y .  As i n  a 

dr eam o r  a c h i l d ' s  f a n t a s y ,  w i s h e s  and f e a r s  a r e  

e x a g g e r a t e d ,  t r e a t e d  as  t h e  l i t e r a l  t r u t h ,  and a c t e d  

o u t .  The normal  h o u s e w i f e  may wo r r y  t h a t  h e r  h u s b a n d  i s  

h o s t i l e  t o  h e r .  " Lucy"  i m a g i n e s  t h a t  " R i c k y "  i s  t r y i n g  

t o  mu r d e r  h e r .  F o l l o w i n g  t h e  a b s u r d  p r e m i s e  i s  an a b s u r d  

r e a c t i o n - - s h e  f o r t i f i e s  h e r s e l f  w i t h  a g a r b a g e  can  l i d .

At  t h e  end o f  e a c h  d r e a m - f a r c e ,  "Lucy wakes  u p . "  

Then ,  no m a t t e r  how o u t r a g e o u s  h e r  b e h a v i o r ,  i t  has  no 

c o n s e q u e n c e s  i n  t h e  r e a l  w o r l d .  She h a s  o n l y  p l a y - a c t e d  

h e r  c h i l d i s h  f a n t a s i e s ,  and " Da d d y / R i c k y "  i n d u l g e s  and 

f o r g i v e s  h e r .  I t  i s  t a c i t l y  u n d e r s t o o d  t h a t  e a c h  h a s  h i s  

and h e r  own t e r r i t o r y .  " R i c k y "  i s  i n  c h a r g e  o f  r e a l i t y ;  

"Lucy"  i s  i n  c h a r g e  o f  f a n t a s y .  The s t r u c t u r e  o f  e a c h  

e p i s o d e  a l l o w s  " Lucy"  t o  be b o t h  a r e s p e c t a b l e  and 

b e l o v e d  h o u s e w i f e  and m o t h e r  ( a t  t h e  o p e n i n g  and c l o s i n g  

s e c t i o n s  t h a t  f r a me  e a c h  e p i s o d e )  and an a n a r c h i s t i c ,  

i n f a n t i l e  c l own ( i n  t h e  f a r c i c a l ,  d r e a m l i k e  m i d - s e c t i o n ) .

The c o n t e m p o r a r y  p s y c h o l o g i s t s  Seymore  and Rhoda 

F i s h e r  d i s c u s s  comedy as  t h e  p r o d u c t  o f  d i s g u i s e d  a n g e r ,  

a g g r e s s i o n  t h a t  s h o u l d  n o t  be t a k e n  w h o l l y  s e r i o u s l y .

B a l l  comment s  a b o u t  t h e  r o l e  o f  a n g e r  on I Love L u c y :
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No one  on t h e  show e v e r  g o t  r e a l l y  a n g r y - - o n l y  
c o m e d i c a l l y  a n g r y .  Once a g u e s t  s t a r  p l a y e d  r e a l  
a n g e r ,  and we had t o  s t o p  h i m - - i t  w a s n ' t  f u n n y . 30

Gr e g o r y  B a t e s o n ,  a n o t h e r  c o n t e m p o r a r y  p s y c h o l o g i s t ,

s p e a k s  a b o u t  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  o f  r e f r a m i n g  t h e  l a t e n t

h o s t i l i t y  o f  t h e  j o k e  o r  comi c  a c t i v i t y  i n t o  a p l a y

mode.  I Love Lucy s e t s  i t s  p l a y f u l  mood i n  t h e  o p e n i n g

c r e d i t s ,  d i s p l a y e d  i n  a c a r t o o n  h e a r t  w i t h  c a r i c a t u r e

d r a w i n g s  o f  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  u n d e r s c o r e d  by l i g h t - h e a r t e d

m u s i c .  The p l a y  mode i s  f u r t h e r  e s t a b l i s h e d  by t h e

pu n c h e d  up ,  comi c  s t y l e  o f  a c t i n g  common t o  s i t u a t i o n

c o m e d i e s .  In f a c t ,  even  w i t h o u t  knowi ng t h e  c o n t e n t  o f  a

show,  a f t e r  a f ew moments  o f  w a t c h i n g  I Love Lucy o r  some

o t h e r  s i t u a t i o n  comedy,  t h e  v i e w e r  can  u s u a l l y  t e l l  t h e

g e n r e  by a c t i n g  s t y l e  a l o n e .

Once t h a t  p l a y  f r a m e  i s  e s t a b l i s h e d ,  t h e  a u d i e n c e  i s

r e a d y  t o  a c c e p t  A r t h u r  K o e s t l e r ' s  f u s i o n  o f  i n c o m p a t i b l e

m a t r i c e s .  "Lucy"  i s  b o t h  c h i l d a n d  a d u l t .  She i s  b o t h  a

m i d d l e - c l a s s  h o u s e w i f e ,  w i t h  whom t h e  a u d i e n c e  can

i d e n t i f y ,  and a kook who d r e s s e s  as  a p e n g u i n  o r  h a ngs

u p s i d e  down f r o m a b a l l e t  b a r r e .

By a p p l y i n g  t h e  w r i t i n g s  o f  comi c  t h e o r i s t s  t o  t h e

c h a r a c t e r  o f  " L u c y , "  I hope  t o  have  i n d i c a t e d  t h e  s o u r c e

o f  h e r  c o me d i c  a p p e a l ,  t h e  m a j o r  i n g r e d i e n t  i n  h e r

s u c c e s s .  Her  s e x  a p p e a l  and c o m p e t e n c e ,  m o d i f i e d  i n  t h e

3 0 | _ u c i l l e  B a l l ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w .
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ways I have  s u g g e s t e d ,  a c t  i n  s y n e r g y  w i t h  h e r  c o me d i c  

a p p e a l  t o  c r e a t e  a h i g h l y  a p p e a l i n g  c h a r a c t e r .

I t  i s  i m p o s s i b l e  t o  d e v i s e  a m a t h e m a t i c a l  c h a r t  o f  

c h e c k s  and b a l a n c e s  and come up w i t h  a f o r m u l a  f o r  t h e  

a p p e a l  o f  a c h a r a c t e r  s uch  as  " L u c y . "  But  I hope  I have  

i d e n t i f i e d  t h e  s a l i e n t  f a c t o r s  i n v o l v e d  and shown how 

" L u c y , "  a h i g h l y  s u c c e s s f u l  f e m a l e  c o med i c  p e r s o n a ,  was 

c r e a t e d  by t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  t h e  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  b a c k g r o u n d  

and t a l e n t s  o f  L u c i l l e  B a l l ;  by t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  

s i t u a t i o n  comedy g e n r e  ( a n d  t h e  t a l e n t s  o f  h e r  w r i t e r s  

and o t h e r  s t a f f  who knew how t o  make b e s t  u s e  o f  t h e  t h e  

p o t e n t i a l  o f  t h a t  g e n r e ) :  by t h e  s e x - r o l e  a s s i g n e d  t o

women by m i d d l e - c l a s s  Amer i ca n  s o c i e t y  i n  t h e  1 9 5 0 ' s ;  and 

by t h e  i n t e r p l a y  and b a l a n c e  o f  c o me d i c  a p p e a l ,  s ex  

a p p e a l ,  and p e r s o n a l  c o m p e t e n c e .  As I p r o c e e d  w i t h  t h i s  

s t u d y ,  I i n t e n d  t o  d e m o n s t r a t e  t h e  o p e r a t i o n  o f  t h e s e  

e l e m e n t s  i n  o t h e r  c o med i c  p e r s o n a e ,  a nd ,  when 

a p p r o p r i a t e ,  t o  comp a r e  and c o n t r a s t  t hem w i t h  " L u c y . "
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CHAPTER I I I  

PHYLLIS DILLER

P h y l l i s  D i l l e r  t r o t s  o n t o  a n i g h t c l u b  s t a g e  d r e s s e d  

i n  a Mad Ma gaz i ne  v e r s i o n  o f  an e v e n i n g  gown.  S i l v e r  l ame 

i s  b u nc hed  i n t o  k n e e  l e n g t h  r u f f l e s ,  w h i l e  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  

c o s t u me  p u f f s  o u t  t o  i mp l y  a Humpty Dumpty b o d y .  Under  

h e r  a r m p i t s ,  more l ame s a g s  l i k e  a g l i t z y  t r a s h  c an  l i n e r  

and f i n i s h e s  i n  r u f f l e s  a t  t h e  w r i s t s .  A b l u e  s a t i n  

b o d i c e  b a l l o o n s  s k y wa r d  t o w a r d  p a d d e d ,  p o i n t y  s h o u l d e r s .  

O v e r a l l ,  D i l l e r  s eems  t o  be n o t  so much d r e s s e d  as  

u p h o l s t e r e d  i n t o  t h e  s e m b l a n c e  o f  a s h i n y ,  s t u f f e d  t o y .

A c c e s s o r i z i n g  t h e  c o s t u me  a r e  g l o v e s ,  a 

c a r t o o n - 1  e n g t h  c i g a r e t t e  h o l d e r ,  and a k i n g - s i z e d  

c i g a r e t t e .  "The c i g a r e t t e  i s  made o f  wood , "  s a y s  D i l l e r .  

" I  d o n ' t  s m o k e . H e r  c o i f f u r e  i s  as  a r t i f i c i a l  as  t h e

^ P h y l l i s  D i l l e r ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w  h e l d  i n  h e r  
s u i t e  a t  t h e  T r o p i c a n a  Ho t e l  i n  A t l a n t i c  C i t y ,  New 
J e r s e y ,  November  7,  1 9 8 4 .  I c o n d u c t e d  one  i n t e r v i e w  w i t h  
Ms.  D i l l e r ,  and I make f r e q u e n t  q u o t a t i o n s  f r om i t .  T h i s  
i n t e r v i e w  was i n s t r u m e n t a l . i n  s u p p l y i n g  i n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  
b o t h  Ms.  D i l l e r ' s  l i f e  ana  h e r  c o me d i c  t e c h n i q u e .
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c i g a r e t t e ,  b e i n g  c o m p r i s e d  o f  a f r i g h t  wig o f  p l a t i n u m  

d y n e l .  Ye a r s  a g o ,  D i l l e r  we n t  t o  a s c a l p  s p e c i a l i s t  

b e c a u s e  h e r  h a i r  was f a l l i n g  o u t .  The s p e c i a l i s t  a d v i s e d  

h e r  t o  u s e  a c u r r y  comb t o  s t i m u l a t e  h a i r  g r o w t h .  The 

t r e a t m e n t  w o r k e d ,  b u t  i t  made h e r  h a i r  s t a n d  u p .  One 

n i g h t ,  s h e  went  o n s t a g e  t h a t  way,  t h e  a u d i e n c e  r o a r e d ,  

and s he  k e p t  t h e  h a i r d o - - i n c o r p o r a t i n g  t h e  s t y l e  i n t o  i t s  

p r e s e n t  e l e c t r i c  s h o c k  s t y l e .

In t h i s  o u t l a n d i s h  g e t  up t h e  c o m i c ' s  a c t u a l  

f a c i a l  f e a t u r e s  a r e  h a r d l y  n o t i c e a b l e .  The n i g h t c l u b  

c r o wd ,  who g r e e t s  h e r  a p p e a r a n c e  w i t h  r a u c o u s  l a u g h t e r ,  

s e e s  o n l y  an a b s u r d  h a r r i d a n - - n o t  a g e n t l e  and ( a f t e r  

s e v e r a l  wel  1- p u b l i c i z e d  e p i s o d e s  o f  p l a s t i c  s u r g u r y )

d e l i c a t e l y  p r e t t y  l a d y  i n  h e r  m i d - s i x t i e s .  T h i s  l a d y ,  

w i t h  l a r g e  b l u e  e y e s  and p a l e  p i n k  l i p s t i c k ,  g r e e t s  me i n  

h e r  h o t e l  s u i t e  w e a r i n g  a f l a t t e r i n g ,  f l o o r - l e n g t h  r o b e  

made o f  e l e g a n t  s q u i r r e l  s k i n .  But  a s  Mi ss  D i l l e r  p o i n t s  

o u t ,  " E l e g a n c e  and b e a u t y  a r e  n o t  f u n n y . "

Nor d i d  t h e y - - o r  t h e  f i n a n c i a l  e a s e  t h a t  p a i d  f o r  

t h e m- - c o me  e a s y .  At  t h e  age  o f  t h i r t y - s e v e n ,  D i l l e r  

( b o r n  P h y l l i s  D r i v e r  i n  1917)  was a h o u s e w i f e ,  t h e  mo t h e r  

o f  f i v e  c h i l d r e n ,  and  t h e  w i f e  o f  a f a i l e d  b u s i n e s s m a n .  

P r o d d e d  by h e r  h u s b a n d ,  Sherwood D i l l e r ,  and e q u i p p e d

o n l y  w i t h  a s e n s e  o f  humor  and t h e  n e c e s s i t y  o f  p r o v i d i n g

f o r  h e r  c h i l d r e n ,  D i l l e r  s e t  o u t  t o  become a s t a n d - u p

c o m i c - - a  p r o f e s s i o n  i n  whi c h  women wer e  p r a c t i c a l l y  

n o n - e x i s t e n t .  Mi s s  D i l l e r  n o t e s  d r y l y :  "They had no i d e a
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wha t  I wa s .  I t  was l i k e - - ' G e t  a s t i c k  and k i l l  i t  b e f o r e  

i t  m u l t i  pi  i e s  1

However ,  a f t e r  an i n i t i a l  s t r u g g l e ,  D i l l e r  met  

w i t h  h e r  f i r s t  r e a l  s u c c e s s  a t  San F r a n c i s c o ' s  P u r p l e  

Oni on i n  1955,  whe r e  s he  was booked  f o r  two weeks  and 

s t a y e d  f o r  e i g h t y - n i n e .  S i n c e  t h e n ,  s h e  has  e n j o y e d  an 

a c t i v e  c a r e e r  as  a h e a d l i n e r  f o r  o v e r  a q u a r t e r  o f  a 

c e n t u r y .  She ha s  s t a r r e d  i n  t h r e e  t e l e v i s i o n  s e r i e s ,  

i n c l u d i n g  The P r u i t t s  of  S o u t h a m p t o n , - and numer ous  

s p e c i a l s .  She ha s  a p p e a r e d  i n  t h i r t e e n  f e a t u r e  f i l m s  and 

c o - s t a r r e d  i n  t h r e e  c o me d i e s  w i t h  Bob Hope,  whom s he  

a c c o mp a n i e d  on h i s  C h r i s t m a s  j a u n t s  t o  Vi e t n a m.  She 

s t a r r e d  i n  numer ous  o t h e r  p l a y s ,  i n c l u d i n g  H e l l o  D o l l y  on 

Br oadway .  She ha s  r e c o r d e d  s e v e r a l  comedy a l bums  and 

p u b l i s h e d  f o u r  b e s t  s e l l i n g  comedy b o o k s - - P h y l 1 i s 

D i l l e r ' s  H o u s e k e e p i n g  H i n t s ,  P h y l l i s  D i l l e r ' s  M a r r i a g e  

M a n u a l , The Co mp l e t e  M o t h e r ,  a n d ,  mos t  r e c e n t l y ,  The J o y s  

o f  Agi ng and How t o  Avoi d  Them.  O r i g i n a l l y  t r a i n e d  as  a 

c l a s s i c a l  m u s i c i a n ,  s h e  ha s  a p p e a r e d  as  a p i a n o  s o l o i s t  

w i t h  100 symphony o r c h e s t r a s  p l a y i n g  Be e t h o v e n  and Bach 

u n d e r  t h e  name Dame I l i y a  D i l l y a .

F i r s t  and f o r e m o s t ,  s he  i s  a s t a n d - u p  c o m i c ,  

p l a y i n g  l a r g e  h o t e l s  s uch  as  C a e s a r ' s  P a l a c e  i n  Las  

Vega s ,  t h e  Wa l d o r f  A s t o r i a  i n  New Yor k ,  and t h e  T r o p i c a n a  

i n  A t l a n t i c  C i t y .  Her  p o p u l a r i t y  and l o n g e v i t y  as  a

2 1 b i d .
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p e r f o r m e r  t e s t i f y  t o  b o t h  uncommon w i t  and p e r s e v e r a n c e .  

In an i n t e r v i e w  i n  The New York P o s t , s he  commented t h a t  

s h e  went  on t h e  o l d  J a c k  P a a r  T o n i g h t  Show f i f t y  t i m e s  

b e f o r e  a n yone  knew who s h e  wa s .  "When I was on t e n  t i m e s  

nobody  knew my name.  A f t e r  t w e n t y  t i m e s  t h e y  t h o u g h t  I 

was F l o r e n c e  D i l l o n .  T h i r t y  t i m e s  I was t h a t  b l o n d e  w i t h  

f i v e  k i d s .  Rome was n o t  b u i l t  i n  a d a y l  A h - h a - h a - h a  i " 5

" T h a t  b l o n d "  i s  a d e c i d e d l y  o d d b a l l  v e r s i o n  o f  a 

h o u s e w i f e / m o t h e r .  D i l l e r  has  c a l l e d  h e r  o n s t a g e  

c h a r a c t e r  an " i d i o t "  and a " h a r r i d a n , " 4 and i s  bemused 

by t h e  t e n d e n c y  o f  a u d i e n c e s  t o  c o n f u s e  h e r  p e r s o n  w i t h  

h e r  a c t .  In f a c t ,  t h e  g e n t l e ,  s e n s i t i v e  woman who g r e e t s  

me i n  h e r  h o t e l  s u i t e  seems  t o  have  l i t t l e  i n  common w i t h  

t h e  c a r t o o n  v i r a g o  t h a t  ha s  j u s t  k e p t  a g a mb l i n g  h o t e l  

a u d i e n c e  i n  an u p r o a r .  One o f  few t h i n g s  t h a t  l i n g e r  

o f f - s t a g e  i s  t h e  l a u g h - - a  good - h u mo r e d  c a c k l e  t h a t  e r u p t s  

i n t o  a f u l l - o u t ,  i n f e c t i o u s ,  u n l a d y l i k e  g u f f a w .  The 

l a u g h  i s  a D i l l e r  o r i g i n a l  ( " I ' v e  a l wa y s  had i t " ) 5 and 

r e g u l a r l y  p u n c t u a t e s  o u r  i n t e r v i e w .  She l a u g h s  e a s i l y ,  

g e n e r o u s l y ,  as  much a t  someone e l s e ' s  j o k e  as  a t  h e r  

own.  But  however  s p o n t a n e o u s  t h e  o r i g i n  o f  h e r  humor ,  by 

t h e  t i m e  t h e  D i l l e r  comedy s t y l e  r e a c h e s  t h e  s t a g e ,  i t  i s

3 1 b i d .

^Ray S t e v e n s o n ,  " I n s i d e  P h y l l i s  D i l l e r , "  
Re d b o o k , Au g u s t  1978.

5P h y l l i s  D i - l l e r ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w .
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c a r e f u l l y  honed  and p o l i s h e d .  The r e s u l t  i s  a

r a p i d - f i r e ,  m e t i c u l o u s l y  t i m e d  s e r i e s  o f  o n e - 1 i n e r s - - o n e  

t o p p i n g  a n o t h e r - - c o u p l e d  w i t h  an i m m e d i a t e l y  i d e n t i f i a b l e  

c o me o i c  p e r s o n a l i t y  and a p p e a r a n c e .

To a r r i v e  a t  an u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  D i l l e r ' s  a p p e a l

as  a s t a n d - u p  p e r f o r m e r ,  I w i l l  c o n s i d e r  h e r  come d i c  

p e r s o n a  as  i t  d e r i v e s  f r om P h y l l i s  D i l l e r ' s  own

a p p e a r a n c e ,  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  t a l e n t s ,  and b a c k g r o u n d ;  t h e

g e n r e  of  s t a n d - u p  comedy;  t h e  s ex  r o l e  o f  women i n  t h e  

l a t e  1 9 5 0 ’ s and e a r l y  I960* s ( D i l l e r  i s  s t i l l  p e r f o r m i n g ,  

o u t  h e r  o n - s t a g e  c h a r a c t e r ,  wh i ch  s h e  f o r me d  e a r l y  i n  h e r  

p r o f e s s i o n a l  c a r e e r ,  h a s  r e m a i n e d  f a i r l y  c o n s t a n t ) ;  and

t h e  b a l a n c e  o f  t h e  key  power  e l e m e n t s  o f  c o me d i c  a p p e a l ,  

s e x  a p p e a l ,  and c o m p e t e n c e ,  as  a f f e c t e d  by t h e  a p p a r e n t  

c o n s c i o u s n e s s  o r  w i l l  o f  D i l l e r ' s  s t a g e  c h a r a c t e r .  (The 

more  awar e  and g o a l - d i r e c t e d  h e r  b e h a v i o r ,  t h e  more 

p o w e r f u l  s h e  a p p e a r s .  The l e s s  a wa r e  s h e  seems and t h e  

more h e r  b e h a v i o r  p r o d u c e s  a c c i d e n t a l  o r  u n d e s i r e d  

r e s u l t s ,  t h e  l e s s  p o w e r f u l  s h e  s e e m s . )

Le t  us  b e g i n  w i t h  D i l l e r ' s  p h y s i c a l  a p p e a r a n c e .  

Her  c o m e d i c a l l y  e x a g g e r a t e d  c o s t u m e s ,  f r i g h t w i g ,  and

c i g a r e t t e  h o l d e r  g i v e  h e r  an i m m e d i a t e ,  v i s u a l  c o me d i c

i d e n t i t y .  She 1ooks  f u n n y ;  and when s h e  s p e a k s  and

l a u g h s ,  s he  s o u n d s  f u n n y .  She i s  an i n s t a n t l y  

i d e n t i f i a b l e  comi c  t y p e - - a  k i n d  o f  c a r t o o n  w i t c h .  T h i s  

s i m u l t a n e o u s  s i m p l i f i c a t i o n  and e x a g g e r a t i o n  o f  compl ex  

human a t t r i b u t e s  a r e  t h e  b a s i s  f o r  c a r t o o n s ,  s a t i r i c a l
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s k e t c h e s ,  t r a d e m a r k  c h a r a c t e r s ,  and c e r t a i n  t y p e s  o f  s t a r  

p e r s o n a l i t i e s .  T h u s ,  t h e  o n - s t a g e  P h y l l i s  D i l l e r  has  a 

g r e a t  d e a l  in common w i t h  t h e  s y n d i c a t e d  comi c  s t r i p  

" B r o o m h i l d a  t h e  W i t c h . "  ( M a r i l y n  Monroe ,  whose r e a l  

a p p e a r a n c e  and p e r s o n a l i t y  wer e  mol ded i n t o  a " b l o n d e  

b o m b s h e l l "  i s  a n o t h e r  e x a g g e r a t e d  t y p e ,  whose image i s  

p r e s e n t l y  b e i n g  m a r k e t e d - - y e a r s  a f t e r  h e r  d e a t h - - a s  a 

t r a d e m a r k  t o  s e l l  e v e r y t h i n g  f r om b a t h t o w e l s  t o  a s h t r a y s . )

D i l l e r ' s  o n s t a g e  a p p e a r a n c e ,  l i k e  t h e  c o n t e n t  o f  

h e r  a c t ,  e v o l v e d  g r a d u a l l y .  In h e r  e a r l y  a c t ,  D i l l e r  d i d  

i m p r e s s i o n s - - t h e  Dean o f  Women i n  a j a b o t  and p i n c e - n e z  

o r  J e a n n e t t e  McDonald i n  a f l u f f y  s t o l e  and f l o w e r e d  h a t ,  

ana  p e r f o r m e d  h e r  comedy f r om t h e  c r o o k  o f  a g r a n d  p i a n o .

In t h o s e  d a y s  t h e r e  wer e  two s hows ,  The Ed 
S u l l i v a n  Show and t h e  The J a c k  P a a r  T o n i g h t  Show.
I was a b i g  h i t  on The J a c k  P a a r  T o n i g h t  Show, and 
t h a t  was f o r  s c a l e .  Now you u n d e r s t a n d ,  I had a 
f a m i l y  t o  s u p p o r t .  The Ed S u l l i v a n  Show was f o r  a 
l o t  o f  money f o r  t h e  s ame t h i  n g - - a l s o  i t  was
p r e s t i g i o u s .  My g o a l  was t o  g e t  on The Ed
S u l l i v a n  Show. My t h o u g h t  was :  "When you s e e  a
comi c  on t h a t  show,  he a l wa y s  works  i n  f r o n t  o f  a 
b a r e  c u r t a i  n . " . . .  I knew t h a t  I had t o  g e t  r i d  o f
p r o p s . . . .  T h a t ' s when I s t a r t e d  becomi ng  
c o m m e r c i a l .  And I d i d  g e t  t h e  S u l l i v a n  s h o w . 6

The v i s u a l  c a r r y o v e r  f r o m t h e  p r o p s  i n  D i l l e r ' s

e a r l y  a c t  i s  h e r  o m n i p r e s e n t  c i g a r e t t e  h o l d e r  and h e r

t h e a t r i c a l l y  u g l y  c o s t u m e s .  The c o s t u m e s  e v o l v e d

g r a d u a l l y .  O r i g i n a l l y  D i l l e r  u s e d  a g r e a t  v a r i e t y  o f
(

p r o p s ,  whi ch  s he  a b a n d o n e d  f o r  t h e  s a k e  o f  g r e a t e r

G p h y l l i s  D i l l e r ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w .
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c o mme r c i a l  a p p e a l .  But  s h e  was o u t f i t t e d  i n  n o r m a l ,  even  

c h i c  c l o t h e s .

I had a B a l m a i n .  I t  was t h e  c o c k t a i l  s u i t  o f  
t h e  y e a r - - i n  Vogue and B a z a a r .  I t  had b i g  f l a t  
b u t t o n s  i n  f r o n t ,  and i t  was q u i t e  c h i c .  And I 
s a i d ,  "You can  t w i s t  t h e s e  knobs  a l l  n i g h t ,  and t h e  
p i c t u r e  d o e s n ' t  g e t  any b e t t e r l " ?

T h i s  k i n d  o f  r e ma r k  i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  an e x a mp l e  o f  

t h e  k i n d  o f  s e l f - d e p r e c a t i o n  w i t h  whi ch  D i l l e r  i s  

i d e n t i f i e d .  The mai n  s o u r c e  o f  h e r  s u p p o s e d  i n a d e q u a c y  

i s  h e r  l a c k  o f  s e x  a p p e a l .  D i l l e r  i s  n o t  s i m p l y  p l a i n  o r  

s e x u a l l y  n e u t r a l .  She i s  a g g r e s s i v e l y ,  c o m e d i c a l l y  

r e p e l  1e n t - - h e r  s e x u a l  cha r ms  a r e  t o t a l l y  and f r a n k l y  

i n f e r i o r  t o  t h o s e  o f  any member o f  h e r  a u d i e n c e .

Her  p r e s e n t  c o s t u me  o f  b a l l o o n i n g  l ame and p o i n t e d ,  

p a dded  s h o u l d e r s  i s  t h e  v i s u a l  c o r r e l a t i v e  o f  h e r  v e r b a l  

s e l f - d e p r e c a t i o n .  The o u t f i t  i s  g r o t e s q u e ,  u n f l a t t e r i n g ,  

and f u n n y .  I t  s e t s  D i l l e r  up as  a u n i q u e ,  c l o w n l i k e  

p e r s o n a l i t y ,  e m p h a s i z e s  h e r  s k i n n y  l e g s ,  and i m p l i e s  an 

o d d l y  s h a p e d  t o r s o .  Even b e f o r e  s he  o p e n s  h e r  mo u t h ,  s he  

h a s  s e t  h e r s e l f  up as  mocki ng  t h e  v e r y  n o t i o n  o f  f e m i n i n e  

a t t r a c t i v e n e s s .  No one  need  f e e l  t h r e a t e n e d  by h e r  s e x  

a p p e a l  s i n c e  s h e  h a s  r e d u c e d  i t  b o t h  v i s u a l l y  and 

v e r b a l l y  t o  a b s o l u t e  z e r o .  I t  i s  u n a t t r a c t i v e n e s s  r a i s e d  

t o  a l e v e l  o f  s u r r e a l  i s m- - n o  woman i n  t h e  r e a l  wo r l d  

d r e s s e s  i n  a l ame v e r s i o n  o f  t h e  Queen o f  C l u b s .

In t h e  same way,  D i l l e r ' s  v e r b a l  s e l f - a b u s e  i s  so

7 1 b i d . .
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e x t r e m e  t h a t  s he  r e m a i n s  a t  some e m o t i o n a l  d i s t a n c e  f r om 

i t s  e f f e c t :

The h a i r  on t h e  t o p  o f  my head  i s  so t h i n ,  t h e
p a r t  i s  on t h e  r o o f  o f  my mou t h .

4

On my honeymoon I p u t  on a p e e k a b o o  b l o u s e .
My h u s b a n d  p e e k e d  and b o o e d . 8

T h i s  d i s t a n c i n g  i s  h e i g h t e n e d  by h e r  r a u c o u s  l a u g h ,  wh i ch  

r e g u l a r l y  p u n c t u a t e s  h e r  l i n e s ,  a s s u r i n g  us t h a t  i t ' s  a l l  

i n  f u n .

The a r t i f i c i a l i t y  o f  D i l l e r ' s  s t a n d - u p  c h a r a c t e r  i s

u n d e r s c o r e d  by a s e e mi n g  p a r a d o x .  D i l l e r  h e r s e l f  has

u n d e r g o n e  m a j o r  p l a s t i c  s u r g e r y  and s e v e r a l  f a c e l i f t s .  

As a r e s u l t ,  s he  now ha s  r e g u l a r ,  p l e a s a n t  f e a t u r e s  and

l o o k s  q u i t e  a t t r a c t i v e - - a s  I n o t e d  d u r i n g  o u r  i n t e r v i e w .  

D i l l e r ' s  p l a s t i c  s u r g u r y  gave  an enor mous  b o o s t  t o  h e r  

c a r e e r .  She was one  o f  t h e  f i r s t  c e l e b r i t i e s  t o  s p e a k  

f r a n k l y  a b o u t  f a c e - l i f t s  and b e n e f i t e d  f rom t h e  s hock  and 

c u r i o s i t y  v a l u e .  She was a l s o  s i m p l y  p r e t t i e r - - a n d  t h a t  

makes  f o r  a more  a t t r a c t i v e  s t a g e  p r e s e n c e  and 

p h o t o g r a p h s .

But  h e r  r e m o d e l e d ,  p r e t t y  f e a t u r e s  i n  no way

d e t r a c t  f r o m h e r  o n s t a g e  " u g l i n e s s . "  Her  s u p p o s e d  

r e p u l s i v e n e s s  r e m a i n s  as  an a r t i f i c i a l  comi c  p r e m i s e  t h a t  

t h e  a u d i e n c e  i s  ha p p y  t o  a c c e p t .  The f a c t  t h a t  s he  works  

i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  t h e  n i g h t c l u b  s t a g e  u n d e r  t h e a t r i c a l

^ P h y l l i s  D i l l e r ,  N i g h t c l u b  Ac t  p e r f o r m e d  a t  t h e  
T r o p i c a n a  H o t e l ,  November  1984.
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l i g h t i n g  and a t  some d i s t a n c e  f r o m h e r  a u d i e n c e  no d o u b t  

h e l p s  t h e  i l l u s i o n .  The more r e v e a l i n g  c l o s e - u p s  o f  f i l m  

and t e l e v i s i o n  a r e  l e s s  a me n a b l e  t o  t h i s  s o r t  o f  

a r t i f i c i a l  p r e m i s e .  But  a p p a r e n t l y  when D i l l e r  a p p e a r s  

i n  h e r  s t a n d - u p  a c t ,  o u t f i t t e d  i n  h e r  f r i g h t  wig and 

o u t r a g e o u s  c o s t u m e s ,  t h e  a u d i e n c e  i s  r e a d y  t o  b e l i e v e  

t h a t  s he  has  b o t h  u n d e r g o n e  p l a s t i c  s u r g e r y  t o  i mp r o v e  

h e r  a p p e a r a n c e  and t h a t  s he  i s  i r r e d e e m a b l y  u g l y .  In 

f a c t ,  she  r e g u l a r l y  r e f e r s  t o  t h e  s u r g e r y  i n  h e r  a c t .  To 

h e l p  h e r  a u d i e n c e  b r i d g e  t h e  p a r a d o x ,  D i l l e r  e m p h a s i z e s  

n o t  h e r  b e a u t i f i c a t i o n ,  b u t  h e r  e x t r e m e  need  t h a t  l e d  t o  

t h e  o p e r a t i o n s :

I had t o  do s o m e t h i n g .  I had so many 
w r i n k l e s ,  I had t o  s c r e w my h a t  on.9

In c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  s t a n d  t a k e n  a g a i n s t  t h i s  k i n d  o f

m a t e r i a l  by some y o u n g e r  f e m a l e  c o m i c s ,  D i l l e r  r e f u s e s  t o

wo r r y  a b o u t  w h e t h e r  h e r  m a t e r i a l  c o u l d  be c o n s t r u e d  as

a n t i - f e m i n i s t  o r  d e me a n i n g  t o  women:

I c a r e  a b o u t  my c a r e e r  and my w o r k - - w h a t e v e r  
makes  p e o p l e  l a u g h .  I ' m  n o t  t r y i n g  t o  make any 
p o i n t .  My f e e l i n g  a b o u t  l i f e  ha s  n o t h i n g  t o  do 
w i t h  my work o n s t a g e .  I d o n ' t  c a r e  i f  i t ' s  
a n t i - f e m i n i s t . I d o n ' t  know wha t  t h a t  me a n s .  I 
want  t o  be f u n n y  and g e t  as  many l a u g h s  as  
p o s s i b l e ,  and I do i t  however  I can  w i t h o u t  bad 
t a s t e .  The young  g i r l s  a r e  i n t o  women' s  l i b  and 
t h e  ERA-- 1 d o n ' t  want  a me s s a g e  o n s t a g e .  I may 
o f f e n d  t h e m.  I know I ha ve  o f f e n d e d  some.  But  I 
c a n ' t  l e t  t h a t  a f f e c t  my wor k .

S l b i d .

• ^ P h y l l i s  D i l l e r ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w .
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S e l f - d e p r e c a t i o n  i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  a t i m e - h o n o r e d  t o o l  

f o r  t h e  s t a n d - u p  c o m i c - - m a l e  and f e m a l e .  The o r i g i n a l  

c o mi c s  wer e  c o u r t  j e s t e r s ,  o r  " f o o l s , "  who wer e  g i v e n  

l i c e n s e  t o  t w i t  o t h e r s  b e c a u s e ,  by a c o n v e n t i o n ,  t h e y  

were  r i d i c u l o u s  and p o w e r l e s s .  T o d a y ' s  s u c c e s s f u l  

s t a n d - u p s  u s u a l l y  l e t  us know,  e i t h e r  v e r b a l l y  o r  

b e h a v i o r a l l y  t h a t  t h e y  a r e ,  somehow,  i n a d e q u a t e .  One 

comi c  moa ns :  " I  d o n ' t  g e t  no r e s p e c t "  and g i v e s  f o r l o r n

e x a mp l e s  o f  nume r ous  s h o r t c o m i n g s .  A n o t h e r  s h r u g s  o r

s l u m p s ,  t r e m b l e s ,  t r i p s ,  o r  w a l k s  i n  a s l o w ,  u n c e r t a i n  

s h u f f l e .  A c omi c  m i g h t  c o m p l a i n  a b o u t  h e r  " f a t "  t h i g h s  

o r  s p e a k  i n  a h i g h ,  w h i s p e r y  v o i c e .  She may s t u t t e r ,

m i s p r o n o u n c e  w o r d s ,  o r  g i g g l e  n e r v o u s l y .  She can  d r e s s  

i n  i l l - f i t t i n g ,  o r  i n a p p r o p r i a t e  c l o t h e s .  I f  done 

c o r r e c t l y ,  t h e  o v e r a l l  e f f e c t  i s  p a t h e t i c - - a n d  l o v a b l e .

I f i n d  i t  c h a r m i n g .  I t ' s  n o t  n e c e s s a r y ,  b u t  
i t ' s  a l o t  h a r d e r  t o  do w i t h o u t  s e l f - d e p r e c a t i o n .
I t  e n d e a r s  you  t o  t h e  a u d i e n c e .  I t  makes  you
s e e m - - l o o k ,  I ' m  n o t  s u c h  h o t  s t u f f ,  I ' m  j u s t  one  o f  
you g u y s .  I ' m  n o t  p e r f e c t . . . .  I f  some o f  t h e  g i r l s  
d i d  i t ,  t h e y  woul d  g e t  f u r t h e r  f a s t e r .  I t ' s  a 
g r e a t  way t o  s a y  h e l l o .  The o n l y  way t o  l e a r n  
comedy i s  i n  f r o n t  of  t h e  a u d i e n c e - - w h i c h  i s
h u m i l i a t i n g .  When I s t a r t e d  o u t ,  I d i d n ' t  know how 
t o  s a y  h e l l o  t o  an a u d i e n c e .  And t o  t h i s  day , my
h e l l o  r e l a t e s  t o  s o m e t h i n g  I am w e a r i n g . H

D i l l e r  u s e s  b o t h  h e r  a p p e a r a n c e  and h e r  v e r b a l  w i t

t o  e s t a b l i s h  h e r s e l f  a s  c o m e d i c a l l y  u n a t t r a c t i v e .  She

a c t i v e l y  d e n i e s  h e r s e l f  t h e  power  o f  s e x  a p p e a l  and

r e n d e r s  h e r s e l f  s e x u a l l y  r i d i c u l o u s .  C o n s i d e r e d  i n  t h e

I b i d .
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l i g h t  o f  P l a t o ' s  t h e o r y ,  a g r e a t  d e a l  o f  D i l l e r ' s  comedi c  

a p p e a l  i s  b a s e d  on h e r  s u p p o s e d  l a c k  o f  a w a r e n e s s  o f  how 

s h e  l o o k s .  A l t h o u g h  D i l l e r  s p e a k s  a b o u t  h e r  d e s p e r a t e  

a t t e m p t  t o  be a t t r a c t i v e ,  s h e  d r e s s e s  t o  u g l i f y  h e r s e l f .  

Her i n e f f e c t u a l n e s s  as  a s t y l i s h  s e x - o b j e c t  i s  c o mi c .

A s e c o n d  a s p e c t  o f  power  i s  c o m p e t e n c e .  In k e e p i n g  

w i t h  D i l l e r ' s  p e r s o n a  as  t h e  n e g a t i o n  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  

d e s i r a b l e  f e m i n i n e  t r a i t s ,  s he  i s  n o t  o n l y  i n e p t  as  a s ex 

o b j e c t ,  s h e  i s  h o p e l e s s  as  a h o u s e w i f e .

Of c o u r s e ,  I s h o u l d  n e v e r  have  g o t t e n  m a r r i e d  
t o  a n y b o d y .  I h a t e  h o u s e k e e p i n g .  I d o n ' t  l i k e  t o  
do i t ,  and I j u s t  d o n ' t  do i t .  H e l l ,  w e ' v e  g o t  a 
r i n g  a r o u n d  t h e  t u b  you can  s e t  a d r i n k  on .

The h o u s e  i s  f u l l  o f  b u g s .  I wea r  a f l e a  
c o l l a r  a r o u n d  b o t h  a n k l e s .  T h e r e  i s n ' t  a p e r s o n  in  
o u r  f a m i l y  t h a t ' s  g o t  t h e  g u t s  t o  e a t  r a i s i n  t o a s t .

I j u s t  h a v e  t r o u b l e  w i t h  my c o o k i n g .  Damn 
i t !  Our v e t  t o l d  us t h a t  b e c a u s e  o f  my c o o k i n g  ou r  
c a t  ha s  o n l y  two l i v e s  l e f t . ^ 2

D i l l e r ' s  c l o s e s t  p a r a l l e l  as  a f e m a l e  s t a n d - u p  comi c  i s

Joan  R i v e r s ,  b o t h  p r o d u c t s  o f  t h e  1 9 5 0 ' s ,  a p e r i o d  whi ch

s t r e s s e d  and e x a g g e r a t e d  s e x - r o l e  d i f f e r e n c e s .  I t  was

t h e  t i m e  o f  M a r i l y n  Monroe ( a l l  bosom,  b l o n d e n e s s ,  and

b a b y - v o i c e )  and M a r g a r e t  An d e r s o n  ( t h e  al  1- u n d e r s t a n d i n g

w i f e  and m o t h e r  o f  F a t h e r  Knows B e s t . )  Women were

e x p e c t e d  t o  be s e x u a l l y  a p p e a l i n g  a n d / o r  c h a s t e l y

d o m e s t i c .  By c o n t r a s t ,  b o t h  D i l l e r  and R i v e r s  e m p h a s i z e

t h e i r  s u p p o s e d  l a c k  o f  s e x  a p p e a l  and a g g r e s s i v e

l 2P h y l l i s  D i l l e r ,  N i g h t c l u b  A c t .
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i n e p t i t u d e  as  h o u s e w i v e s .  I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  i n  l i g h t  o f  

t h e i r  f a i l u r e  a t  a l l  o t h e r  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  f e m a l e  r o l e ,  

n e i t h e r  comi c  p r e s e n t s  h e r s e l f  as  an i n a d e q u a t e  o r  

h o s t i l e  m o t h e r .  The c l o s e s t  D i l l e r  g e t s  i s  r e m a r k s  a b o u t  

o v e r d o i n g  m o t h e r h o o d .

We had f a r  t o o  many k i d s .  At  one t i m e  i n  o u r  
p l a y p e n  i t  was s t a n d i n g  room o n l y .  I t  l o o k e d  l i k e  
a bus  s t o p  f o r  m i d g e t s . 13

But  d e s p i t e  a mi l d  c a v e a t  o f  t h i s  k i n d ,  n e i t h e r  f e m a l e

comi c  d i s p l a y s  any r e s e n t m e n t ,  even  c o m e d i c a l l y ,  t o w a r d

p a r t i c u l a r  c h i l d r e n .  P e r h a p s  t h e i r  c i r c u m s p e c t i o n  i n

t h i s  a r e a  i s  due  t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  a u d i e n c e s  ( i n c l u d i n g ,

among o t h e r s ,  t h e  c o m i c ' s  c h i l d r e n )  t e n d  t o  i d e n t i f y  t h e

s t a n d - u p  a c t  w i t h  t h e  p e r f o r m e r .  The c o n f u s i o n  i s  a l m o s t

i n e v i t a b l e - - f o r  one  t h i n g ,  t h e  p e r s o n  and t h e  o n - s t a g e

c h a r a c t e r  h a v e  t h e  same name.  The n o t i o n  o f  b e i n g  a "bad

m o t h e r , "  e v e n  c o m i c a l l y ,  may be u n t e n a b l e .

L i k e  t h e  s t a n d - u p  a c t ,  an e s t a b l i s h e d  s i t u a t i o n

comedy c h a r a c t e r  a l s o  t e n d s  t o  be i d e n t i f i e d  w i t h  t h e

a c t r e s s  who p l a y s  t h e  r o l e .  P e o p l e  t h i n k  o f  "Lucy

R i c a r d o "  as  L u c i l l e  B a l l ;  and " L u c y , "  no m a t t e r  how

e x a s p e r a t i n g l y  d i z z y  s h e  a c t e d  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  R i c k y ,  was

a l wa y s  a l o v i n g ,  c o m p e t e n t  m o t h e r .

S k e t c h  c h a r a c t e r s  and d r a m a t i c  r o l e s ,  on t h e  o t h e r

h a n d ,  a r e  c l e a r l y  " a c t e d . "  They h a v e  names ,  c o s t u m e s ,

c i r c u m s t a n c e s ,  and d i a l o g u e  t h a t  w i l l  be d r o p p e d  when t h e

1 3 i b i  d .
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r o l e  i s  o v e r .  C a r o l  B u r n e t t  ca n  p l a y  " E u n i c e "  and "Mi ss  

Ha n n i g a n "  as  c h i l d - h a t i n g  h a r r i d a n s .  " E u n i c e "  can  c a l l  

h e r  u n wa n t e d  s o n s  " n o - n e c k  m o n s t e r s , "  and no one  wonde r s  

i f  Ca r o l  B u r n e t t  h a t e s  c h i l d r e n .

But  s t a n d - u p  c o mi c s  wal k  a t h i n n e r  l i n e  be t we e n  

a u t o b i o g r a p h y  and f i c t i o n .  P e r h a p s  an a b u s i n g  

m o t h e r - - e v e n  i n  j e s t - - i s  j u s t  n o t  f u n n y .  A mo t h e r  i s  

o v e r w h e l m i n g l y  p o w e r f u l  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  h e r  h e l p l e s s  

c h i l d r e n .  The c h i l d  on t h e  o t h e r  hand  i s  h e l p l e s s - - a n d  

p o t e n t i a l l y  v i c t i m i z e d .  The c h i l d  i s  i n n o c e n t ,  and i t  i s  

w i t h  t h e  c o m e d i c a l l y  v i c t i m i z e d  c h i l d  t h a t  D i l l e r  

c o m e d i c a l l y  i d e n t i f i e s .

I was t h e  w o r l d ' s  u g l i e s t  b a b y .  I have  p h o t o s  
o f  my f o l k s  l e a v i n g  t h e  h o s p i t a l  w i t h  s a c k s  o v e r  
t h e i r  h e a d s .

I was t h i r t y  y e a r s  o l d .  My mo t h e r  was s t i l l  
t r y i n g  t o  g e t  an a b o r t i o n !

I a s k e d  my m o t h e r  how t o  t u r n  o f f  t h e  e l e c t r i c  
f a n .  She s a i d ,  "Grab t h e  b l a d e ! " 14 
The comi c  v i c t i m  i s  a 1 u n i v e r s a l  t y p e .  The E n g l i s h

" j e r k "  r o u g h l y  c o r r e s p o n d s  t o  t h e  S p a n i s h  " bobo"  and t o

t h e  Y i d d i s h  " s c h n o o k "  o r  " s h l m a z e l . "  Many o f  D i l l e r ' s

j o k e s ,  s uc h  as  t h e  one  a b o u t  t h e  e l e c t r i c  f a n ,  c o u l d  be

t o l d  by e i t h e r  a f e m a l e  o r  ma l e  c o mi c .  Rodney

D a n g e r f i e l d  o r  Woody A l l e n  a l s o  t e l l  j o k e s  f r om t h e  p o i n t

o f  v i ew o f  t h e  c o me d i c  v i c t i m ,  and t h i s  t y p e  o f  j o k e

l e n d s  c r e d e n c e  t o  t h e  s u p e r i o r i t y  t h e o r y  o f  humor .

14 I b i  d .
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Bu t ,  a l t h o u g h  D i l l e r  s e t s  h e r s e l f  up as  i n f e r i o r ,  

t h e  a u d i e n c e  i s  me a n t  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  ( a s  A r i s t o t l e  would 

s u g g e s t )  t h a t  h e r  d e f e c t s  a r e  p a i n l e s s  and h e r  j i b e s  

h a r m l e s s .  Hef  " u g l i n e s s "  and r e j e c t i o n  by h e r  h u s b a n d  

and p a r e n t s  and h e r  s a r c a s t i c  comment s  a b o u t  h e r  c a s t  o f  

m y t h i c a l  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  me an t  t o  a r o u s e  l a u g h t e r ,  n o t  

p i t y ;  and h e r  e x a g g e r a t e d  c o med i c  a p p e a r a n c e  h i n t s  t h a t  

what  s he  s a y s  i s  a l l  i n  f u n .

D i l l e r ' s  o n - s t a g e  p e r s o n a  ( t h e  u n a t t r a c t i v e ,

b u d g e t - c o n s c i o u s  h o u s e w i f e )  p r o v i d e s  h e r  a u d i e n c e  w i t h  a

s e n s e  of  b o t h  s u p e r i o r i t y  and p e r s o n a l  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n .

T h i s  p e r s o n a  o r i g i n a l l y  d e r i v e d  f r o m D i l l e r ' s  own home

s i t u a t i o n .  D i l l e r  was a m i d d l e - a g e d  mo t h e r  o f  f i v e  w i t h

a h u s b a n d  who was a f a i l e d  b u s i n e s s m a n .  Toda y ,  D i l l e r  i s

a Hol l ywood s t a r .  She l i v e s  i n  a t w e n t y - t w o  room

m a n s i o n ,  c o o k s  g o u r me t  m e a l s ,  d r e s s e s  w i t h  t a s t e  and

e l e g a n c e ,  and ha s  b o y f r i e n d s .  None o f  t h i s  s u r f a c e s  i n

h e r  a c t .  The a c t  i s ,  a s  D i l l e r  p u t s  i t ,  " F r o z e n .  L i k e

J a c k  Benny n e v e r  became g e n e r o u s .  Hi s  p r e m i s e  was t h a t
1 5he was s t i n g y .  I have  my p r e m i s e . "

The o n - s t a g e  D i l l e r  i s  i n  t h e  same b o a t - - i n  f a c t  a 

l e a k i e r  o n e - - t h a n  mos t  o f  h e r  a u d i e n c e .  In much t h e  same 

way,  "Lucy and R i c k y  R i c a r d o "  c o n t i n u e d  t o  c o p e  w i t h  

e conomi c  p r o b l e m s  whi ch  had l o n g  c e a s e d  t o  t r o u b l e  t h e  

r i c h  and f amous  B a l l  and A r n a z .
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The c h a r a c t e r  o f  "Lucy"  e x i s t e d  w i t h i n  t h e  f r amewor k  

o f  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  comedy,  , c o m p l e t e  w i t h  s e t s ,  o t h e r  

c h a r a c t e r s ,  d i a l o g u e ,  a c t i o n ,  and an e p i s o d i c ,  c o me d i c  

p l o t .  D i l l e r ' s  c h a r a c t e r  e x i s t s  a l o n e  on a n i g h t c l u b  

s t a g e .  She a l o n e  mu s t  c r e a t e ,  by means  o f  h e r  words  and 

g e s t u r e s ,  an i m a g i n a r y  c o me d i c  w o r l d ,  w i t h  h e r s e l f  a t  t h e  

c e n t e r .  Al l  s t a n d - u p  c o mi c s  do t h i s  t o  a c e r t a i n  e x t e n t ,  

by g a i n i n g  o u r  c o m p l i a n c e  w i t h  t h e i r  p a r t i c u l a r  a n g l e  on 

r e a l i t y .  D i l l e r  d o e s  so by v e r b a l l y  c r e a t i n g  a c a s t  o f  

f a n t a s y  c h a r a c t e r s  t h a t  s he  ha s  i n c o r p o r a t e d  i n t o  h e r  a c t .

P r e e m i n a n t  among t h o s e  c h a r a c t e r s  i s  " F a n g , "  h e r  

o n s t a g e  h u s b a n d .

You w o u l d n ' t  b e l i e v e  how c h e a p  t h i s  man i s !  We 
j u s t  had an a n n i v e r s a r y .  D i n n e r  was g o i n g  g r e a t  
u n t i l  t h e  t r a y  f e l l  o f f  t h e  c a r .

Get  r e a d y  f o r  my g i f t .  I t ' s  p e r f u m e - - " E v e n i n g  
i n  Des M o i n e s " - - d o l 1a r  n i n e t y  e i g h t  a q u a r t !  I u s e d  
i t  t o  d r y  c l e a n  t h e  dog .

Co u r s e  he i s  t h e  s t u p i d e s t  man a l i v e !  T h e r e ' s  
no d o u b t  a b o u t  i t .  He we n t  up t o  a t h e r m o s t a t .  He 
s a i d ,  " S e v e n t y !  My God! I ' v e  l o s t  n i n e t y  p o u n d s ! "

He h a t e s  wo r k .  One day  he c a l l e d  i n  d e a d .

I t ' s  c l o s e  t o  t h e  t r u t h  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  way he 
b o o z e s .  He had  an h o n o r a b l e  m e n t i o n  i n  t h e  o b i t u a r y  
col umn e i g h t  t i m e s .

When we we n t  t o  bed t o g e t h e r  i t ' s  a c a s e  o f  t h e  
na ke d  and t h e  d e a d .

Fang i s  a c o m p o s i t e  o f  t h e  w o r s t  t r a i t s  o f  

h u s b a n d s .  He i s  c h e a p ,  s t u p i d ,  l a z y ,  d r u n k ,  and s e x u a l l y
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i n d i f f e r e n t .  Compared t o  D i l l e r ' s  m a r i t a l  s i t u a t i o n ,  any 

woman i n  t h e  a u d i e n c e  ha s  i t  g o o d - - a n d  can  i m a g i n a t i v e l y  

v e n t  a l i t t l e  h o s t i l i t y  b e s i d e s .  As f o r  t h e  men,  "Fang"  

i s  e a s i l y  t o  be t a k e n  as  a c a r t o o n  e x a g g e r a t i o n  w i t h  

l i t t l e  a p p l i c a t i o n  t o  t hem.

In t h e  l i g h t  o f  t h e  F i s h e r  t h e o r y  o f  comedy as  

d i s g u i s e d  a n g e r ,  i t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  n o t e  D i l l e r ' s

comment  on h e r  own u s e  o f  a n g e r :

The f i r s t  guy I e v e r  wor ked f o r  s a i d ,
" P h y l l i s ,  you s m i l e  t o o  much.  Y o u ' r e  t o o  n i c e . "
What he me a n t  w a s - - mo r e  h o s t i l i t y .  Gi ve  i t  a 

’ p u n c h l  But  I had been  wo r k i n g  f o r  so many y e a r s  t o
g e t  r i d  o f  a l l  my h o s t i l i t y  and a n g e r  and become a
good p e r s o n ,  t h a t  I c o u l d n ' t  t a k e  t h a t  as  s i m p l y
d i r e c t i o n  i n  an a r t  f o r m .  I had been  r e a d i n g  
s e l f - h e l p  books  f o r  y e a r s  t r y i n g  n o t  t o  h a t e  
a n y b o d y .  Now I u n d e r s t a n d .  I t ' s  mock h o s t i l i t y .  
Now I g e t  more and more and more h o s t i l e .  I t ' s  an 
a r t  f o r m .  But  i f  i t ' s  r e a l ,  f o r g e t  i t i l '

To d i s g u i s e  a n g e r ,  t h e  comi c  mus t  s e t  up what

B a t e s o n  c a l l s  a p l a y  f r a m e .  In D i l l e r ' s  a c t ,  she

e s t a b l i s h e s  t h e  p l a y  f r a me  by h e r  s h i n y ,  c l o w n l i k e

c o s t u m e ,  h e r  e x a g g e r a t e d  r e m a r k s ,  a n d ,  i n  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r

c a s e ,  by g i v i n g  h e r  s t a g e  h u s b a n d  t h e  c l e a r l y  f i c t i o n a l

name " F a n g . "

The r e p e l l e n t  w i f e  ha s  l o n g  been  a s t o c k  i n  t r a d e  

f o r  ma l e  c o m i c s .  Henny Youngman b egs  h i s  a u d i e n c e  t o  

"Take  my w i f e . . . p l e a s e . " Us i ng  " Fang"  as  a t a r g e t ,  

D i l l e r  s i m p l y  r e v e r s e s  r o l e s .  O t h e r  f e m a l e  c omi c s
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ha ve  a l s o  r e f e r r e d  t o  t h e i r  h u s b a n d s  o n s t a g e .  But  u n l i k e

J o a n  R i v e r s '  Ed g a r  and T o t i e  F i e l d s '  G e o r g i e ,  "Fang"  i s

s u p p o s e d l y  a p u r e  f a b r i c a t i o n .  D i l l e r  v i g o r o u s l y  d e n i e s

any r e s e m b l a n c e  b e t we e n  " Fang"  and h e r  two r e a l

h u s b a n d s - - S h e r w o o d  D i l l e r ,  t o  whom s h e  r e m a i n e d  m a r r i e d

f o r  t w e n t y - s i x  y e a r s ,  and Warde Donovan ,  whom s he

d i v o r c e d  i n  1975 a f t e r  n i n e  y e a r s  o f  m a r r i a g e .  D i l l e r

s p e a k s  k i n d l y  o f  b o t h  h u s b a n d s .  I f  t h e r e  i s  any

u n d e r l y i n g  a n g e r ,  i t  i s  c o m p a r t m e n t a l i z e d  i n t o  t h e

v i t u p e r a t i o n  t h a t  s h e  p o u r s  on F a n g .

D i l l e r  a l s o  s p e a k s  o f  h e r  r e a l  mo t h e r  w i t h

a f f e c t i o n :  "My m o t h e r  was t h e  g r e a t e s t  i n f l u e n c e  on my

l i f e , "  s a y s  D i l l e r .  "She  t a u g h t  me S h a k e s p e a r e ,  t h e

P r o v e r b s ,  Be n j a mi n  F r a n k l i n ,  and how t o  a p p l y  t hem t o  my

l i f e .  I have  mol ded  my l i f e  on my m o t h e r - - m y  humor ,

z e s t ,  p o s i t i v e  o u t l o o k ,  e n e r g y ,  and a b i l i t y  t o  make f u n
1 8o f  m y s e l f  r a t h e r  t h a n  b a d - m o u t h i n g  o t h e r s . "

By c o n t r a s t ,  t h e  m o t h e r  i n  D i l l e r ' s  s t a g e  a c t  i s  a 

s e n i l e ,  d o d d e r i n g  f o o l :

Le t  me p u t  i t  t h i s  w a y - - s h e ' s  a r p u n d  t h e  
b e n d .  Oh my god!  You l o o k  i n  h e r  e y e s  and you 
know n o b o d y ' s  d r i v i n g !

S h e ' s  p e r f e c t l y  h a p p y .  S i t s  i n  t h e  
k i t c h e n - - k i  11 s f l i e s  w i t h  a hammer .  L i s t e n s  t o  h e r  
r e c o r d s  e v e r y  d ay  o f  h e r  l i f e .  D o e s n ' t  p l a y  t hem.  
J u s t  h o l d s  t hem up t o  h e r  e a r .  19

1 8 I b i d .
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Wh a t e v e r  l i n g e r i n g  f a m i l i a l  r e s e n t m e n t s  D i l l e r  does  

o r  d o e s  n o t  h a v e ,  h e r  s t a g e  r e l a t i v e s  a r e  c l e a r l y  

m y t h i c a l .  T h e r e  may be a germ o f  t r u t h  i n  t hem,  b u t  by 

t h e  t i m e  t h e y  a p p e a r  i n  j o k e s ,  t h e y  a r e  c a r t o o n s ,  blown 

up beyond  any e a s y  r e c o g n i t i o n .

One c h a r a c t e r  t h a t  t h e  comi c  d o e s  c l a i m  t o  have  

d r a w n - - o r  a t  l e a s t  c a r i c a t u r e d - - f r o m  l i f e  i s  an 

i m m a c u l a t e  n e i g h b o r  " Mr s .  C l e a n . "  ( No t e  t h a t  t h i s  name,  

l i k e  "Fang"  i s  c a r t o o n i s h  and h e l p s  t o  e s t a b l i s h  t h e  p l a y  

f r a m e . )

I h a t e  t h a t  b r o a d !  I c a l l  h e r  ' Mr s .  C l e a n . '
I h a t e  h e r  g u t s l  Today I s e n t  h e r  a g e t  s i c k  c a r d .

I f  t h e r e ' s  a n y t h i n g  a t  a l l  t o  r e i n c a r n a t i o n ,  
t h a t  b i t c h  w i l l  come back as  a B r i l l o  p a d . 20

I f  Mrs .  C l e a n  i s  D i l l e r ' s  s u c c e s s f u l  r i v a l  as  a

homemaker ,  F a n g ' s  m o t h e r  u s u r p s  h e r  v e r y  home- - c omi ng  f o r

a v i s i t  ( u n i n v i t e d  by D i l l e r )  and w r e a k i n g  d e s t r u c t i o n .

We s t i l l  h a v e  a s o u v e n i r  f r om h e r  l a s t  v i s i t .  
A P e r s i a n  t h r o w  r u g .  She s a t  on t h e  c a t .

How can  I d e s c r i b e  h e r ?  J e l l o  w i t h  a b e l t .

She s a t  i n  o u r  hammock and u p r o o t e d  two t r e e s .  

And,  i n  a paroxym o f  c o me d i c  r a g e :

I ' d  l i k e  t o  s l i t  open h e r  g i r d l e  and wa t ch  h e r  
s p r e a d  t o  d e a t h ' . 21

The f a t  m o t h e r - i n - l a w  works  f o r  D i l l e r  t h e  way

2 0 l b i d .

2 1 I b i  d .
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E l i z a b e t h  T a y l o r  u s e d  t o  work f o r  J oa n  R i v e r s .  A f t e r  

e s t a b l i s h i n g  t h e i r  own s u p p o s e d  l a c k  o f  a p p e a l ,  t h e  

c o mi c s  p o u r  t h e i r  comi c  venom o n t o  t h e  r e a l  s e x u a l  

p a r i a h - - a  f a t  woman.  M o t h e r - i n - l a w  j o k e s  ha ve  been 

a r o u n d  f o r  t h o u s a n d s  o f  y e a r s - - u s u a l l y  t o l d  by men.  

D i l l e r  t r a d e s  on t h a t  s t o c k  f i g u r e  and z e r o e s  i n  on h e r  

o b e s i t y .  Th a t  k i n d  o f  s e x u a l  c a t t i n e s s  i s  a c l i c h e  o f  

b i t c h y  f e m a l e  b e h a v i o r .  T a y l o r  i s  n o t e d  f o r  h e r  s u c c e s s  

w i t h  men,  and D i l l e r ' s  m o t h e r - i n - l a w  i s  more s u c c e s s f u l  

a t  g e t t i n g  t h e  a t t e n t i o n  o f  t h e  one man i n  D i l l e r ' s  

l i f e - - h e r  h u s b a n d .  By f o c u s i n g  on t h e i r  f a t n e s s ,  D i l l e r  

and R i v e r s  s y m b o l i c a l l y  d e m o l i s h  t h e i r  r i v a l s .

F a t n e s s  i s  a l s o  a s i g n  o f  s e l f - i n d u l g e n c e .  

F o o d - r i c h ,  f a s h i o n - t h i n  Ame r i c a  t e m p t s  t h e  p a l a t e  and 

t o r m e n t s  t h o s e  who g i v e  i n .  Cookbooks  and d i e t b o o k s  s i t  

c h e e k  by j owl  on t h e  b o o k s t o r e  s h e l f .  S l i c k  ma g a z i n e s  

f e a t u r e  f o u r - c o l o r  s p r e a d s  o f  f u d g e  c a k e - - t h e n  f l i p  o v e r  

o n t o  d i a g r a m s  o f  s i t - u p s  t o  f l a t t e n  t h e  a b d o m i n a l s .  The 

c o m i c ,  l i k e  o t h e r  women i n  t h e  a u d i e n c e ,  i s  t e m p t e d .  But  

s he  c a u t i o n s  us a g a i n s t  g i v i n g  i n - - t h e  wages  o f  s i n  a r e  

f a t .  Whi l e  w e ' r e  s t r u g g l i n g  w i t h  o u r  own t e m p t a t i o n s ,  we 

can  have  a good l a u g h  a t  t h e  c h u b b e t t e s  who d o n ' t  even  

j o i n  t h e  f i g h t .

I f  D i l l e r  and R i v e r s  p l a y  on f e m a l e  b i t c h i n e s s  i n  

c o n n e c t i o n  w i t h  a f a t  r i v a l ,  t h e y  a r e  e q u a l l y  c a t t y  a b o u t  

a p r e t t y  o n e .  I f  f a t  women o v e r i n d u l g e  i n  f o o d ,  p r e t t y  

o n e s  o v e r i n d u l g e  i n  s e x .  The r e a l  D i l l e r  i s  an o n l y
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c h i l d .  Her  o n s t a g e  p e r s o n a  c o n c o c t s  a g o r g e o u s ,  t r a mp y

s e x p o t  o f  a s i s t e r .

By t h e  t i m e  s h e  was e i g h t e e n  s h e  had sown 
enough  w i l d  o a t s  t o  make a g r a i n  d e a l  w i t h  R u s s i a .

S h e ' s  be en  i n  more mo t e l  r ooms  t h a n  t h e  Gi deon 
B i b l e .

She was t h e  o r i g i n a l  m e t e r  m a i d - - a l l  you had 
t o  do was me e t  h e r - - y o u  had h e r  made i 22

D i l l e r ' s  s i s t e r  i s  l i k e  R i v e r ' s  s e x y  g i r l f r i e n d - - H e i d i

Ab r a mo wi t z .  And b o t h  c o mi c s  t e l l  s i m i l a r  j o k e s  a b o u t  Bo

Derek  and o t h e r  c e l e b r i t y  v a r i a t i o n s  on t h e  dumb,  s e x y ,

s i  s t e r .

D i l l e r  h e r s e l f  p l a y s  t h e  s m a r t ,  u g l y  s i s t e r  i n  h e r  

s t a n d - u p  a c t  and s o me t i me s  i n  t h e  t h e a t r e .  In Wonder f u l  

Town, t h e  m u s i c a l  v e r s i o n  o f  My S i s t e r  E i l e e n , D i l l e r  

p l a y e d  " R u t h , "  t h e  c l e v e r  w r i t e r  who c a n ' t  g e t  a man 

w h i l e  h e r  s i s t e r  " E i l e e n "  g e t s  e v e r y  man i n  s i g h t .  

D i l l e r ' s  o n - s t a g e  u g l i n e s s  i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  e x a g g e r a t e d ,  

b u t  i t  may a c c u r a t e l y  r e f l e c t  t h e  f e e l i n g s  o f  r i v a l r y  o f  

many p e r f e c t l y  n o r m a l - l o o k i n g  women.  As D i l l e r  s a y s ,  " I t

h a p p e n s  i n  f a m i l i e s  a l l  t h e  t i m e ,  e s p e c i a l l y  wher e
2 3t h e r e ' s  two g i r l s . "

The d i v i s i o n  o f  a r e a s  o f  c o m p e t e n c e  b e t we e n  "Rut h"  

and " E i l e e n "  i s  s h a r p  and c o d i f i e d  by r o l e .  Rut h  i s  

i n t e l l i g e n t ,  e d u c a t e d ,  t a l e n t e d  ( a s  a w r i t e r ) ,  and

22phyllis Diller, Nightclub Act. 
23phyllis Diller, Personal Interview.
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s u c c e s s f u l  a t  wor k .  She i s ,  h o we v e r ,  s i n g u l a r l y  i n e p t  a t  

a t t r a c t i n g  and h o l d i n g  a man.  In f a c t ,  one o f  t h e  f amous  

s o n g s  f r om Wo nde r f u l  Town i s  "A Good Way t o  Lose  a Man. "  

In t h i s  s o n g ,  " Ru t h "  r e g u l a r l y  l o s e s  t h e  a f f e c t i o n  o f  men 

by i n t i m i d a t i n g  t hem w i t h  h e r  c o m p e t e n c e .  " E i l e e n , "  f a r  

l e s s  e d u c a t e d ,  i n t e l l i g e n t ,  and t a l e n t e d ,  i s  s t u n n i n g l y  

p r e t t y  and a t t r a c t s  men by a k i n d  o f  i n s t i n c t i v e  

f e m i n i n i t y  t h a t  i s  beyond t h e  g r a s p  o f  h e r  e l d e r  s i s t e r .  

L i k e  " R u t h , "  D i l l e r  h e r s e l f  i s  an i n t e l l i g e n t ,  e d u c a t e d ,  

g i f t e d  w r i t e r .  However ,  u n l i k e  " R u t h , "  s h e  i s  s o c i a l l y  

p o i s e d ,  w e a l t h y ,  and f a s h i o n a b l e .  Whi l e  no b e a u t y ,  s he  

i s  c e r t a i n l y  a t t r a c t i v e  and has  had numer ous  b o y f r i e n d s  

and two h u s b a n d s .  Why t h e n ,  d oes  s he  p r e s e n t  h e r s e l f  i n  

h e r  a c t  as  a s e x u a l l y  r e p e l l e n t  h a r r i d a n  and a g g r e s s i v e l y  

i n c o m p e t e n t  h o u s e w i f e ,  w i t h o u t  t a s t e ,  t a l e n t ,  e d u c a t i o n ,  

o r  w e a l t h ?

P a r t  o f  t h e  r e a s o n  may come f r om D i l l e r ' s  own 

p e r s o n a l  p s y c h o l o g y ,  wh i ch  i s  beyond  t h e  s c o p e  o f  t h i s  

s t u d y .  But  i t  s eems  s a f e  t o  a s sume  t h a t  D i l l e r ,  who 

c h a r t e d  h e r  c a r e e r  b a s e d  on what  was n e c e s s a r y  f o r  mass  

a c c e p t a n c e ,  e a r l y  r e c o g n i z e d  t h e  a u d i e n c e ' s  need  t o  f e e l  

s u p e r i o r  t o  a co mi c  f i g u r e ,  and p a r t i c u l a r l y  t o  t h e  

c h a r a c t e r  p r e s e n t e d  by a f e m a l e  s t a n d - u p  c o mi c .  More 

t h a n  i n  any o t h e r  p e r f o r m i n g  g e n r e ,  t h e  . s t a n d - u p  comi c  

o v e r t l y  d o m i n a t e s  t h e  a u d i e n c e  by t h e  s h e e r  f o r c e  o f  

h i s / h e r  p e r s o n a l i t y .  At  t h e  t i m e  o f  P h y l l i s  D i l l e r ' s  

e n t r y  i n t o  t h e  p r o f e s s i o n  i n  t h e  m i d - f i f t i e s ,  f e m a l e
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c o mi c s  wer e  p r a c t i c a l l y  n o n - e x i s t e n t .  D i l l e r  had t o  

w r e s t l e  w i t h  and o ve r c ome  t h e  a p p a r e n t  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  

b e t we e n  w a n t i n g  t o  be a f e m i n i n e  woman and becomi ng  a 

s t a n d - u p  c o m i c ,  a p r o f e s s i o n  t h a t  c o n t r a d i c t s  b a s i c  

s t e r e o t y p e s  a b o u t  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  f e m a l e  r o l e .

Comedy i s  a g g r e s s i v e .  T h a t ' s  why men u s e d  t o  
h a t e  women c o m i c s .  T h a t ' s  why t h e r e  w e r e n ' t  a n y .  
They w o u l d n ' t  l e t ' e m  l i v e ;  Women a r e  n o t  s u p p o s e d  
t o  be b r i g h t - - a n d  t h e r e ' s  no s uc h  t h i n g  as  a dumb 
c o m i c .  J o a n  R i v e r s  i s  Phi  Be t a  Ka ppa .  T h e y ' r e  n o t  
s u p p o s e d  t o  do a n y t h i n g  a g g r e s s i v e .  T h e y ' r e  
s u p p o s e d  t o  s t a y  i n  t h e i r  p l a c e ,  t a k e  c a r e  o f  t h e
k i d s ,  and n o t  i n t r u d e  i n  m e n ' s  r e a l m s .  I became 
awar e  o f  t h i s  b e c a u s e  t h e y ' d  s a y ,  " O r d i n a r i l y  I 
d o n ' t  l i k e  f e m a l e  c o m i c s ,  b u t . . . "  They wer e  t r y i n g  
t o  t e l l  me I was o k a y - - p o s s i b l y  b e c a u s e  I t h i n k  I 
n e v e r  l o s e  my f e m i n i n i t y .  I may be h o s t i l e  and 
a g g r e s s i v e ,  b u t  I am s t i l l  f e m i n i n e .  I t ' s  a
s p i r i t u a l  t h i n g .  They f e e l  i t .  Some women l o s e
t h e i r  f e m i n i n i t y  when t h e y  s t a r t  t o  do comedy.
They copy  ma l e  c o m i c s . 24

To D i l l e r ,  c o p y i n g  o f  ma l e  c o mi c s  means  u s i n g

o b s c e n e  l a n g u a g e  and g r a p h i c  s e x u a l  d e s c r i p t i o n s - - o f t e n  

t i n g e d  w i t h  h o s t i l i t y .

L e t ' s  s t a r t  t a l k i n g  a b o u t  R i c h a r d  P r y o r ,  Ed d i e  
Murphy,  Buddy H a c k e t t .  T h e i r  l a n g u a g e  woul d be 
t o t a l l y  u n a c c e p t a b l e  on a woman.  Th a t  d o e s n ' t
b o t h e r  me a b i t .  I d o n ' t  want  t o  t a l k  l i k e  t h a t .  
When I h e a r  a b l a c k  ma l e  d o i n g  t h a t ,  i t  d o e s n ' t
o f f e n d  me b e c a u s e  I f e e l  t h a t ' s  t h e i r  n a t i v e
t o n g u e .  I t ' s  n o t  my n a t i v e  t o n g u e .  i t  woul d  be as  
i f  I t r i e d  t o  do my a c t  i n  F r e n c h .

I ' v e  known a c o u p l e  o f  ma l e  c o mi c s  who o n s t a g e  
a r e  t a l k i n g  a b o u t  t h e  f e m a l e  v a g i n a ,  and t h e y ' r e
l o o k i n g  f o r  d i s e a s e .  R i g h t  now,  i t  makes  me i l l  t o  
eve n  t a l k  a b o u t  i t .  But  a man g e t s  by w i t h  i t ,
g e t s  p a i d  b i g  money.  T h e r e  a r e  p e o p l e  who l a u g h
t h e i r  h e a d s  o f f  a t  t h a t .  Can you p i c t u r e  me
t a l k i n g  a b o u t  t h e  mal e  o r g a n ? 2 5

2 4 p h y l l i s  D i l l e r ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w .

25 I b i  d .
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T h e r e  a r e  c o n t e m p o r a r y  women c o mi c s  who a r e  

s e x u a l l y  f r a n k e r  and more  d i r e c t l y  h o s t i l e  t h a n  D i l l e r .  

Even J oan  R i v e r s ,  a s l i g h t l y  y o u n g e r  c o n t e m p o r a r y ,  has  

gone  t h a t  r o u t e .  Wh e t h e r  t h e s e  women a r e  c o p y i n g  mal e  

c o mi c s  o r  s i m p l y  r e f l e c t i n g  a g e n e r a l  s o c i e t a l  t r e n d  

t o w a r d  u n i s e x u a l i t y  and c o a r s e n e s s ,  D i l l e r  came f r o m an 

e r a  and b a c k g r o u n d  t h a t  v a l u e d  l a d y l i k e  c o n v e r s a t i o n a l  

r e f i n e m e n t  and r e s t r a i n t .  As a c o m i c ,  s h e  s p e a k s  more 

t r u t h  t h a n  i s  p e r m i s s a b l e  i n  p o l i t e  s o c i e t y — b u t  s h e  d oes  

i t  i n d i r e c t l y .

F r e u d  d i s c u s s e s  t h e  comi c  as  t h e  p l e a s u r a b l e  

r e l e a s e  o f  f o r b i d d e n  s e x u a l  o r  a g g r e s s i v e  i m p u l s e s ,  i n  a 

d i s g u i s e d  and t h e r e f o r e  p a l a t a b l e  f o r m .  I s u g g e s t  t h a t  

ma l e  humor ,  wh i c h  i s  g e n e r a l l y  more  o v e r t l y  s e x u a l  and 

a g g r e s s i v e ,  r e f l e c t s  two f a c t o r s .  F i r s t ,  ma l e s  a r e  

g e n e r a l l y  more a g g r e s s i v e  by n a t u r e ;  and s e c o n d ,  ma l e s  

a r e  g i v e n  more  s o c i e t a l  p e r m i s s i o n  t o  a c t  o u t  t h e i r  

a g g r e s s i o n  and s e x u a l i t y .  (The  u n c e r t a i n  m i x t u r e  o f  

n a t u r e  and n u r t u r e  makes  i t  d i f f i c u l t  t o  know wha t  i s ,  i n  

f a c t ,  n a t u r a l  f o r  e a c h  g e n d e r . )  When women t e l l  

a g g r e s s i v e l y  d i r t y  j o k e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  mi xed  company,  

t h e y  a r e  u s u r p i n g  wh a t  i s  c o n v e n t i o n a l l y  a ma l e  r o l e  and 

i m p l y i n g  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  l i k e  men,  a s t a n c e  whi ch  D i l l e r  

1 r e a l i z e s  can be d i s t u r b i n g .

D i l l e r ' s  own j o k e s  a r e  o f t e n  b a s e d  on s e x u a l  o r  

a g g r e s s i v e  i m p u l s e s .  In f a c t ,  h e r  m a j o r  s u b j e c t  m a t t e r  

i s  h e r  c o me d i c  a n g e r  a t  h e r  own f a i l u r e  t o  f i t  i n t o  t h e
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r o l e  o f  t h e  d e s i r a b l e  f e m a l e :

You‘ ve h e a r d  o f  t h e  T o t a l  Woman? Take  a l o o k  
a t  a f r a c t i o n ' . 26

But  w h i l e  s h e  may c o m e d i c a l l y  bemoan t h e  f a c t  t h a t

s h e  d o e s  n o t  me a s u r e  up as  a woman,  s he  n e v e r  makes  h e r  

a u d i e n c e  u n c o m f o r t a b l e  by i m p l y i n g  t h a t  s h e  i s  "one  o f

t h e  b o y s . "  She d e l i b e r a t e l y  r e m a i n s  an a c t  f o r  f a m i l y

a u d i e n c e s - - c l e v e r ,  s o me t i me s  r a c y ,  b u t  n o n o f f e n s i v e .

In h i s  s t u d y  o f  comedy,  F r e u d  a l s o  l i k e n s  t h e  comi c

f i g u r e  t o  a c h i l d ,  and t h e  a u d i e n c e ' s  p l e a s u r a b l e  f e e l i n g  

o f  s u p e r i o r i t y  as  t h a t  an a d u l t  f e e l s  t o w a r d  a c h i l d .  

D i l l e r ' s  a p p e a r a n c e  i s ,  i n  f a c t ,  c h i l d l i k e .  Her

o u t s i z e d ,  s h i n y  c o s t u m e ,  and l o n g  c i g a r e t t e  h o l d e r

( c o m p l e t e  w i t h  wooden c i g a r e t t e )  make h e r  l o o k  l i k e  a

t o y - - o r  a c h i l d  p l a y i n g  d r e s s - u p .  Her r a u c o u s  l a u g h  and 

f r i g h t  wig make h e r  seem a c a r t o o n  w i t c h ,  l i k e

" B r o o m h i l d a "  o f  t h e  Sunday comi c  s t r i p s .  The whol e

e f f e c t  i s  h i g h l y  p r e s e n t a t i o n a l  t h e a t r e ,  d e l i b e r a t e l y

a r t i f i c i  a l .

U n l i k e  R i v e r s ,  Don R i c k i e s ,  o r  " P u d g i e , "  a f e m a l e

comi c  whose a c t  c o n s i s t s  o f  t a k i n g  s e m i - r e a l i s t i c  p o t

s h o t s  a t  t h e  a u d i e n c e ,  D i l l e r  n e v e r  g e t s  t h a t  c l o s e .

" I ' m  r e a l l y  a p r o s c e n i u m  a c t . "  s he  s a y s .  " I t ' s
2 7s t r u c t u r e d - - ! i k e  p l a y i n g  t h e  p i a n o . "

2 6 P h y l l i s  D i l l e r ,  N i g h t c l u b  A c t .

2 7 P h i l l i s  D i l l e r ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w .
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The s e n s e  o f  t e c h n i c a l  v i r t u o s i t y  i s  f e l t  by t h e

a u d i e n c e ,  who c h e e r  h e r  b e s t  j o k e s  w i t h  "Go P h y l l i s ' . "

E a r l y  on i n  h e r  c a r e e r ,  D i l l e r  d e l i b e r a t e l y  c h o s e  and

wor ked  f o r  t h a t  mass  a p p r o v a l .  *

When I was f i r s t  s t a r t i n g  o u t ,  S t a n  F r e e b e r g  
came b a c k s t a g e  and t o l d  me,  " I f  t h e r e ' s  a l i n e  t h a t  
you l o v e ,  and you  do i t  t h r e e  t i m e s ,  and i t  d o e s n ' t  
make i t ,  t o s s  i t . "  So now,  i f  t h e y  d o n ' t  g e t  a 
l i n e ,  no m a t t e r  how much I a d o r e  i t ,  i t ' s  o u t . 2 o

The r e s u l t  o f  D i l l e r ' s  c r a f t s w o m a n l i k e  a t t i t u d e  i s  a

r a p i d - f i r e  s e r i e s  o f  o n e - 1 i n e r s - - o n e  t o p p i n g  a n o t h e r .

I g e t  t w e l v e  l a u g h s  a m i n u t e  b e c a u s e  I e d i t  t o  
t h e  b o n e .  To p l a y  t o  t e n  t h o u s a n d  p e o p l e ,  y o u r  a c t  
has  t o  be s t r u c t u r e d  f o r  t h a t  k i n d  o f  d e l i v e r y . 29

To a r r i v e  a t  t h a t  s t r u c t u r e ,  Mi ss  D i l l e r  w r i t e s  mos t

o f  h e r  own m a t e r i a l - - a b o u t  s e v e n t y  p e r c e n t  t h e s e  d a y s .

She a c q u i r e s  t h e  r e s t  f r o m o u t s i d e  w r i t e r s ,  s e l e c t i n g  and

e d i t i n g  j o k e s  w i t h  a v i ew t o  h e r  o n - s t a g e  p e r s o n a .

A comi c  i s  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  h e r  own m a t e r i a l .  
T h a t ' s  t h e  b a s i c  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t we e n  me and a 
c o me d i e n n e  o r  a comi c  a c t r e s s .  P l u s ,  I work a l o n e ,  
whe r e  a c o m e d i e n n e  o r  comi c  a c t r e s s  works  e n s e m b l e ,  
and u s u a l l y  t h e  m a t e r i a l  i s  w r i t t e n  f o r  t h e m - - l i k e  a 
movi e  o r  a s i t c o m . 30

To a c c u m u l a t e  m a t e r i a l  f o r  h e r  s t a n d - u p  a c t ,  D i l l e r  

t a k e s  n o t e s  f r o m l i f e ,  s i f t i n g  t h r o u g h  d a i l y  e x p e r i e n c e  

f o r  n u g g e t s  o f  p o t e n t i a l l y  f u n n y  i d e a s  and r e f i n i n g  t hem 

i n t o  j o k e s .

2 8 l b i  d .
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I t ' s  s o m e t h i n g  you work on c o n s t a n t l y .  You 
d o n ' t  s i t  down and w r i t e - - a t  l e a s t  I d o n ' t .  
P r o f e s s i o n a l  comedy w r i t e r s  s i t  down and w r i t e  i n  a 
room w i t h  a t y p e w r i t e r .  I mark down i d e a s ,  and 
t h e y  g e r m i n a t e .  Somet i mes  I w i l l  g e t  an i d e a  t h a t  
w o n ' t  g e t  i n t o  t h e  show f o r  f i v e  y e a r s .  I t  mi g h t  
t a k e  t h a t  t h a t  l o n g  f o r  t h e  i d e a  t o  r e a l l y  j e l l  o r  
t o  f i g u r e  o u t  how t o  u s e  i t  i n  t h e  a c t . 31

D e s p i t e  t h e  i m m e d i a t e  i mp a c t  o f  h e r  cos t ume  and

f r i g h t w i g ,  D i l l e r ' s  a c t  i s  n o t  p r i m a r i l y  v i s u a l .  She

d o e s  no s l a p s t i c k ,  l i t t l e  mu g g i n g ,  and c o n c e i v e s  h e r

r o u t i n e s  m a i n l y  i n  t e r m s  o f  l a n g u a g e .

Ev e r y  word i s  t i m e d  and c h o r e o g r a p h e d .  T h e r e  
a r e  t i m e s  when I use  a g r a m m a t i c a l  e r r o r - - o f
c o u r s e ,  on p u r p o s e - - a n d  t h e  j o k e  word i s  t h e  l a s t
word i n  t h e  p a y o f f .  Th a t  l a s t  word p r e f e r a b l y  
s h o u l d  end i n  an e x p l o s i v e  c o n s o n a n t .  For  e x a mp l e ,  
"He b o u g h t  a z e b r a  and named i t  ' s p o j t i '  She t o l d
me t o  s t u f f  my b r a  w i t h  k l e e n e x ,  I wi s h  s he  wou l da
t o l d  me t o  t a k e  t hem o u t a  t h e  box^"  The se  a r e  t h e  
k i n d s  o f  wor ds  you want  a t  t h e  end o f  y o u r  
p a y o f f . 32

D i l l e r ' s  comedy s t y l e  c o n s i s t s  o f  a ma c h i ne  gun 

d e l i v e r y  o f  a s e r i e s  o f  j o k e s  p u n c t u a t e d  by h e r  own

r a u c o u s  g u f f a w .  She s e t s  up t h e  j o k e  i n  a s e n t e n c e  o r  

t wo ,  b u i l d s  r h y t h m i c a l l y ,  and c l i m a x e s  i n  a s t a c c a t o

e x p l o s i o n  o f  s o u n d - - t h e  j o k e  wor d .

Her e m p h a s i s  on t h e  a u r a l  a s p e c t  o f  comedy comes

o u t  o f  e x t e n s i v e  m u s i c a l  t r a i n i n g .  She i s  a g r a d u a t e  o f  

t h e  Sherwood Mus i c  Sc h o o l  i n  Ch i c a g o  and p l a y s  c o n c e r t

p i a n o  and h a r p s i c h o r d .  In t h e  l a s t  few y e a r s ,  s he  has

3 1 I b i  d . 
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g i v e n  up p e r f o r m i n g  m u s i c a l l y  b e c a u s e  h e r  s c h e d u l e  can no 

l o n g e r  accommoda t e  t h e  demands  o f  d a i l y  p r a c t i c e  o r  t h e  

l o g i s t i c a l  d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f  maki ng s u r e  t h a t  e v e r y  h o t e l  

room on t h e  r o a d  i s  e q u i p p e d  w i t h  a g r a n d  p i a n o .  But  

e a r l y  on i n  h e r  c a r e e r ,  h e r  a c t  was m o s t l y  m u s i c - - p l a y i n g  

and s i n g i n g  song p a r o d i e s .  She s h i f t e d  t o  a s poken  a c t

b e c a u s e  " t a l k i n g  g e t s  you more l a u g h s  t h a n  s i n g i n g .  I
3 3g o t  so 1 l o v e d  t o  h e a r  t h e  l a u g h s ,  and I e v o l v e d . "

Even w i t h o u t  t h e  s ong  p a r o d i e s ,  D i l l e r  i s  a c u t e l y  

awar e  o f  t h e  c o r r e l a t i o n  b e t we e n  mu s i c  and comedy.  To
•i

g e t  t o  h e r  p u n c h l i n e - - a n d  t h e  l a u g h - - s h e  c r e a t e s  a 

r h y t h m i c  b u i l d - u p .

I d i d  a r o u t i n e  a b o u t  s u k i y a k i ,  wher e  I s a i d ,  
"They cook i t  on t h e  f l o o r ,  you e a t  i t  on t h e  
f l o o r ,  I s t e p p e d  i n  i t . "  Comedy i s  1 i s t e n i n g - - t h e  
e a r ,  r h y t h m ,  and t i m i n g .  A l s o ,  t h e r e  i s  a l i s t  o f  
r e a l  m u s i c i a n s  who a r e  c o mi c s  t h a t  i s  i n c r e d i b l e .  
W e ' l l  s t a r t  w i t h  V i c t o r  Bo r g e :  p i a n o ;  P h i l  S i l v e r s :  
c l a r i n e t ;  Woody A l l e n :  c l a r i n e t ;  Imogene Coca :
t r o m b o n e ;  P h y l l i s  D i l l e r :  p i a n o ;  Jimmy D u r a n t e :
p i a n o ;  Danny Kaye:  c o n d u c t i n g ;  J e r r y  Le wi s :
c o n d u c t i n g ;  S i d  C a e s a r  was a c o n c e r t  s a x o p h o n i s t .  
He made h i s  t o t a l  l i v i n g  f r om s a x o p h o n e ,  one o f  t h e  
b e s t ;  J ohnny  C a r s o n :  drummer ;  C h a r l e y  K a l l i s :
drummer ;  Morey Ams t e r dam:  c e l l o  ( h i s  f a t h e r  was
f i r s t  c h a i r  f o r  t h e  San F r a n c i s c o  s y mphony) ;  Henny 
Youngman:  v i o l i n .  The l i s t  i s  e n d l e s s l  And even
t h e  o n e s  who w e r e n ' t  m u s i c i a n s ,  I t h i n k  c o u l d a  been  
o r  woul da  b e e n .  Maybe when t h e y  were  young t h e y  
j u s t  d i d n ' t  h a v e  t h e  i n s t r u m e n t .  Bob Hope s i n g s  
l i k e  an a n g e l ,  d a n c e s . . . H e  was o r i g i n a l l y  a 
h o o f e r . 34

L i k e  t h e  p e r f o r m a n c e  o f  a v i r t u o s o  m u s i c i a n ,

33 j b i d .
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c o me d i c  t i m i n g  i s  u l t i m a t e l y  i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c  and 

i n t u i t i v e .

I t ' s  knowi ng  i t ,  f e e l i n g  i t .  Ev e r y o n e  ha s  
t h e i r  own r h y t h m .  Look a t  J oa n  R i v e r s :  "Can we
t a l k ? Can we t a l k ?" S h e ' s  g o t  h e r  own r h y t h m .  I 
h a v e  my r h y t h m .

A w o r k i n g  e n s e m b l e  i s  d i f f e r e n t .  O t h e r  p e o p l e  
c a n  g e t  i n  y o u r  way.  They can  s t e p  on y o u r  l a u g h .  
They can  s t e p  on y o u r  l i n e .  A comi c  i s  u s e d  t o  
w o r k i n g  a l o n e ,  and h e ' s  t o t a l l y  i n  c o n t r o l  o f  
e v e r y t h i n g .  A n o t h e r  a c t o r  d o e s n ' t  f e e l  t h a t  a t  
a l l .  A c omi c  f e e l s  i t ,  knows i t .  I t  i s  so 
p r e c i s e !  I f  you  b o g g l e  a wo r d ,  i f  you mess  up one  
s y l 1 a b l e - - f o r g e t  t h e  l a u g h . 3 5

I d e a l l y ,  t h i s  p r e c i s i o n  o f  sound  b u i l d s  t o w a r d  t h e  

punch  l i n e ,  w h i c h ,  l i k e  a h a i r  t r i g g e r ,  s e t s  o f f  t h e  

l a u g h .

The key  word i s  t h e  j o k e  wo r d .  P r e f e r a b l y ,  i t
s h o u l d  be an e x p l o s i v e  c o n s o n a n t  and a one s y l l a b l e
wo r d .  You r emember  The S u n s h i n e  B o y s , Ne i l  S i m o n ' s  
p l a y  a b o u t  two c o mi c s  who work t o g e t h e r ?  The whol e  
t h i n g  was one  guy h a t e d  t h e  o t h e r  guy who k e p t  
s p i t t i n g  on him b e c a u s e  he had a l l  t h e s e  e x p l o s i v e  
w o r d s . 3 °

The m a j o r  i n f l u e n c e  on D i l l e r ' s  c o me d i c  s t y l e  i s  

Bob Ho p e - - wh o s e  s t a n d - u p  a c t  i s  a l s o  b u i l t  a r o u n d  

p r e c i s i o n  f i r i n g  o f  a s e r i e s  o f  g a g s .  Hope f i r s t  saw h e r  

when s h e  was j u s t  s t a r t i n g  o u t  i n  s ma l l  c l u b s .  Her  a c t

was b o mb i n g ,  and on d i s c o v e r i n g  t h a t  Hope was i n  t h e

a u d i e n c e ,  s h e  t r i e d  t o  s n e a k  o u t  t h e  back way.  He c a u g h t  

up w i t n  h e r  and e n c o u r a g e d  h e r  t o  ke e p  on t r y i n g .  Toda y ,  

a l a r g e  o i l  p a i n t i n g  o f  t h e  ma l e  comi c  d e c o r a t e s  h e r

3 5 i b i d .
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Hol l ywood  ma n s i o n  i n  t h e  "Bob Hope Room." D i l l e r  c r e d i t s

Hope as  b e i n g  h e r  i n s p i r a t i o n  and m e n t o r :  "We a r e

e x t r e m e l y  s i m i l a r .  E a r l y  i n  my c a r e e r ,  when I woul d h e a r
37m y s e l f ,  I woul d  h e a r  t h e  same c a d e n c e . "

Whi l e  t h i s  i s  c e r t a i n l y  t r u e  i n  t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  b o t h  

c o m i c s  r e l y  on c a r e f u l l y  honed  o n e - l i n e r s ,  H o p e ' s  c o o l ,  

w i s e - g u y  s t y l e  t y p i c a l l y  d e p e n d s  on s n a p p i n g  t h e  

p u n c h l i n e ,  t h e n  e i t h e r  w a i t i n g  n o n c h a l a n t l y  f o r  t h e  l a u g h  

o r  c o v e r i n g  w i t h  f i l l e r  wor ds  b e f o r e  s p e e d i n g  on t o  t h e  

n e x t  j o k e .  The f i l l e r  words  mean n o t h i n g  in

t h e m s e l v e s - - H o p e  m i g h t  c o n c l u d e  a j o k e  by mus i ng  "And I 

wanna t e l l  y o u . . . "  He s e t s  up t h e  l a u g h  so t h a t  i t  f a l l s  

when he i s  a p p a r e n t l y  n o t  even  t r y i n g  f o r  i t .  In f a c t ,  

he i s  " t a l k i n g . "  By p r e t e n d i n g  t o  be i n d i f f e r e n t ,  t h e  

comi c  d o e s  n o t  seem t o  need  t h e  l a u g h t e r  o f  t h e  

a u d i e n c e .  I n s t e a d ,  he d a r e s  t hem t o  come t o  h i m - - t o  be

as  s l i c k  as  he i s  i n  o r d e r  t o  e n j o y  h i s  j o k e s .

D i l l e r ' s  s t y l e ,  by c o n t r a s t ,  i s  more p u n c h e d - u p .  

Where Hope p l a y s  i t  c o o l ,  s he  demands  t h e  l a u g h .  She 

h i t s  t h e  j o k e  home t h e n  s t a r e s  a t  t h e  a u d i e n c e ,  o f t e n  

j u m p - s t a r t i n g  t h e  l a u g h  w i t h  h e r  own r a u c o u s

" A h - h a - h a - h a 1" A n o t h e r  a i f f e r e n c e  b e t we e n  t h e  two comi cs

i s  t h e i r  u s e  o f  hand  g e s t u r e s .  Hope u s u a l l y  s t a n d s  w i t h  

h i s  arms a t  h i s  s i d e s  and h i s  ha nds  e i t h e r  i n  h i s  p o c k e t s

3 7 I b i  d .
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o r  c l a s p e d  i n  f r o n t  o r  b e h i n d  h i m.  D i l l e r  commands t h e  

a u d i e n c e  by r a i s i n g  one  a r m.  In an i n t e r v i e w  w i t h  James  

R o b e r t  P a r i s h ,  s h e  d e c r i b e s  h e r  t e c h n i q u e :

The r e a s o n  f o r  my c i g a r e t t e  h o l d e r  i s  t o
p o r t r a y  a c e r t a i n  t y p e  o f  woman,  p l u s  i t  g i v e s  me
an e x c u s e  t o  h o l d  up one  h a n d .  I t  i s  an a t t e n t i o n
g e t t e r .  When you f l a g  a t r a i n ,  you r a i s e  y o u r  
h a n d .  When you g e t  a t t e n t i o n  f r o m t h e  t e a c h e r  t o  
l e a v e  t h e  r oom,  you r a i s e  y o u r  h a n d .  Over  t h e  
y e a r s  I have  f o u n d  v e r y  d e s c r i p t i v e  u s e s  f o r  t h e  
c i g a r e t t e  h o l d e r .  I t  p r o j e c t s  and i s  c o n t i n u a l l y  
u s e d  f o r  h o s t i l i t y  moves and p u n c t u a t i o n  m a r k s .
Th e s e  g e s t u r e s  I u s e  a r e  n a t u r a l  f o r  m e . 38

D i l l e r  r e l i e s  l e s s  h e a v i l y  t h a n  Hope on t o p i c a l

humor .  Hi s  a c t ,  d e p e n d i n g  as  i t  d o e s  on t h e  l a t e s t
■3Q

h e a d l i n e s ,  r e q u i r e s  a " p l a t o o n  o f  w r i t e r s "  t o  s u p p l y

an u p - t o - d a t e  s e r i e s  o f  j o k e s .  (The g e n e r a l  f o r m and 

t y p e  o f  i n g r e d i e n t  t h a t  make up h i s  j o k e s  may r e ma i n  t h e  

same and i n  l i n e  w i t h  h i s  e s t a b l i s h e d  c h a r a c t e r ,  b u t  

t h e i r  s p e c i f i c  c o n t e n t  mus t  be c o n s t a n t l y  f r e s h e n e d . )

D i l l e r  s o me t i me s  b r i n g s  i n  t o p i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s ,  b u t  t h e  

c o r e  o f  h e r  a c t  i s  h e r  u n a t t r a c t i v e n e s s  and d i s m a l  

d o m e s t i c  l i f e .  Bot h  H o p e ' s  h e a d l i n e s  and D i l l e r ' s

d o m e s t i c i t y  a r e  s i m p l y  raw m a t e r i a l .  Each comi c  r e f i n e s  

t h e  m a t e r i a l  c o m e d i c a l l y ,  b e n d i n g  r e a l i t y  i n t o  a b s u r d

j u x t a p o s i t i o n s  and e x a g g e r a t i o n s .  D i l l e r ' s  comedy i s  a t  

i t s  b e s t  i n  h e r  h i g h l y  i m a g i n a t i v e  i m a g e s - - o f t e n  c o u p l e d

3 8 James  R o b e r t  P a r i s h ,  r e p r i n t  o f  h i s  i n t e r v i e w  
w i t h  P h y l l i s  D i l l e r ,  wh i ch  t o o k  p l a c e  d u r i n g  a s e m i n a r  
h e l d  a t  t h e  Ame r i c a n  F i l m  I n s t i t u t e ,  O c t o b e r  18,  1977.

3 a P h y l l i s  D i l l e r ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w .
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w i t h  v e r b a l  c o n f u s i o n .  " I  u s e d  t o  work even more

v i s u a l l y , "  s a y s  D i l l e r .  "My o r i g i n a l  m a t e r i a l - - w h i c h  I

w r o t e  e v e r y  w o r d - - w a s  much more i m a g i n a t i v e  and l e s s  
40c o mme r c i a l ' . "

One o f  t h e  f u n n i e s t  b i t s  f r om D i l l e r ' s  e a r l y  a c t  i s  

an e x t e n d e d  s t o r y  a b o u t  a c h e e s e .  The s t o r y  u s e s  words  

t o  p r o j e c t  a s u r r e a l  f i l m  i n  t h e  t h e a t r e  o f  t h e  mi nd .  As 

h e r  wor ds  c r e a t e  t h e  i m a g e s ,  h e r  r a s p i n g  v o i c e  and 

c a c k l i n g  l a u g h t e r  c r e a t e  a r h y t h m i c  s o u n d t r a c k .

A f r i e n d  t o l d  me t h e  l o n g e r  you keep Romano 
c h e e s e ,  t h e  b e t t e r  i t  g e t s .  So now,  I k e p t  i t  
t h r e e  y e a r s .  And t h i s  t h i n g  t u r n e d  mean.  Now and 
t h e n  I ' d  open  t h e  r e f r i g e r a t o r  d o o r  and t h r o w i t  
some f o o d .  I ' d  ha ve  t o  wa l k  i t  now and t h e n .  And 
t h e n  i t  grew t h i s  one  l e g .  And i t ' s  g o t  t h i s  u g l y  
f u z z  a l l  o v e r  i t .  And t h e  dogs  w o n ' t  r un  w i t h  
i t .  The o t h e r  day  i t  r a p e d  a t u l i p i ^ l

D i l l e r  b e g i n s  w i t h  a mundane d o m e s t i c  t i p  whi ch

s e t s  up h e r  h o u s e w i f e  c h a r a c t e r .  Her  i n e p t

r e s p o n s e - - k e e p i n g  t h e  c h e e s e  f o r  t h r e e  y e a r s - - f i t s  i n

w i t h  D i l l e r ' s  a l l e g e d  d o m e s t i c  i n c o m p e t e n c e .  Though

e x a g g e r a t e d ,  h e r  r e s p o n s e  i s  b o r d e r l i n e  p l a u s i b l e .  Ne x t ,

s h e  makes  an i m a g i n a t i v e  l e a p - - t h e  c h e e s e  i s  a l i v e  and

" t u r n s  me a n . "  D i l l e r  a t t e m p t s  t o  c o p e  by f e e d i n g  and

w a l k i n g  t h e  c h e e s e .  The image o f  w a l k i n g  a c h e e s e  as  i f

i t  we r e  a dog i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  l u d i c r o u s .  The more c l e a r l y

t h e  a u d i e n c e  can  v i s u a l i z e  i t ,  t h e  f u n n i e r  i t  i s .  She

4 0 I b i d .
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t o p s  t h i s  image w i t h  an even  more i n t e n s e  p i e c e  o f  

f a n t a s y - - t h e  c h e e s e  grows  one  l e g  and i s  c o v e r e d  w i t h

f u z z .  F o l l o w i n g  t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  h e r  i l l o g i c a l  

p r e m i s e ,  D i l l e r  now s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h i s  f u z z y ,  o n e - l e g g e d  

c h e e s e  has  become a t y p e  o f  dog t h a t  i s  so u g l y  t h a t  t h e  

o t h e r  dogs  w o n ' t  r u n  w i t h  i t .  She c o n c l u d e s  w i t h  a 

n o n - s e q u i t u r - - t h e  r a p e  o f  t h e  t u l i p .  As a f i n a l  c l i m a x  

t o  t h e  a b s u r d i t y  o f  t h e  s t o r y ,  an o u t r a g e o u s  

a c t - - r a p e - - i s  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  a c h e e s e  and p e r f o r m e d  on a 

f l o w e r .  ( No t e  t h e  e x p l o s i v e  e n d i n g s  o f  " r a p e d "  and

" t u l i p i "  The j o k e  woul d  n o t  be as  f u n n y  i f  t h e  c h e e s e  

h a d ,  s a y ,  mugged a r o s e . )

The s u c c e s s  o f  t h e  c h e e s e  s t o r y  d e p e n d s  on i t s

b e i n g  a v e r b a l  f a n t a s y .  Wi l d ,  i m p r o b a b l e  t h i n g s  a r e

d e s c r i b e d - - b u t  D i l l e r  h e r s e l f  r e m a i n s  p h y s i c a l l y

r e s t r a i n e d .  In h e r  i n t e r v i e w  w i t h  James  R o b e r t  P a r i s h ,

s he  s a i d ,  " I  c a n ' t  do p h y s i c a l  s l a p s t i c k .  I wi s h  I

c o u l d .  One o f  my mai n  p r o b l e ms  i s  when a w r i t e r  has

w r i t t e n  i n  p h y s i c a l  t h i n g s  f o r  me t o  do t h a t  I f i n d  i t

i m p o s s i b l e  t o  c a r r y  o f f .  I am p h y s i c a l l y  d e l i c a t e  t o  t h e
42p o i n t  o f  b e i n g  f r a g i l e . "

L u c i l l e  B a l l  and Ca r o l  B u r n e t t ,  by way o f  c o n t r a s t ,  

a r e  h i g h l y  p h y s i c a l  c o m e d i e n n e s .  T h e i r  f u n n i n e s s  does

n o t  l i e  i n  t h e i r  d e s c r i p t i o n s  b u t  i n  t h e i r  e n a c t m e n t  o f  

e v e n t s .  The a c t u a l  p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  e v e n t s  i s  by i t s

42 j ames  R o b e r t  P a r i s h ,  I n t e r v i e w .
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n a t u r e ,  s u b j e c t  t o  c e r t a i r i  r e a l i t i e s  — p r i m a r i l y  t h e  

p h y s i c a l  p r e s e n c e  o f  t h e  p e r f o r m e r - - a n d  w h a t e v e r  r e a l i s m  

i s  i n h e r e n t  i n  t h e  s i t c o m  o r  s k e t c h  s i t u a t i o n .

One o f  t h e  Lucy e p i s o d e s  a l s o  f e a t u r e d  a somewhat  

s u r r e a l i s t i c  c h e e s e .  In t h i s  s t o r y ,  Lucy ,  i n  o r d e r  t o  

b r i n g  a c h e e s e  on a p l a n e  w i t h o u t  p a y i n g  f o r  t h e  e x t r a

w e i g h t ,  wr a p s  t h e  c h e e s e  i n  a b l a n k e t  and t r e a t s  i t  a s  a 

b a b y .  When a f e l l o w  p a s s e n g e r  w i t h  h e r  own baby s i t s

n e x t  t o  h e r ,  Lucy i s  f o r c e d  t o  e x t e n d  t h e  

p r e t e n s e - - g i v i n g  t h e  c h e e s e  baby  b o t t l e ,  b u r p i n g  i t ,  and 

’ nami ng i t  " C h e d d a r - u h - C h e s t e r  1" L e f t  a l o n e ,  Lucy o f  

c o u r s e ,  t r e a t s  t h e  o b j e c t  as  a c h e e s e ,  whi ch  l e a d s  t h e

o t h e r  woman t o  a c c u s e  h e r  o f  c h i l d  a b u s e .  F i n a l l y ,  t o

g e t  r i d  o f  t h e  c h e e s e / b a b y ,  Lucy c u t s  i t  i n t o  p i e c e s  and
A O

s t u f f s  i t  i n t o  t h e  h o r n  s e c t i o n  o f  R i c k y ' s  o r c h e s t r a .

L i k e  D i l l e r ' s  m a t e r i a l ,  t h e  Lucy s k e t c h  b e g i n s  f r o m 

a p l a u s i b l e  common s i t u a t i o n - - s o m e o n e  t r y i n g  t o  s a v e  

money on a b a g g a g e  c h a r g e - - a n d  e x t r a p o l a t e s  i n t o  

a b s u r d i t y .  S i n c e  t h e  c o n t e n t  o f  L u c y ' s  f a n t a s y  i s  a c t e d  

o u t  i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  a q u a s i - r e a l i s t i c  s i t u a t i o n  comedy,  

s h e  mu s t  p l a y  w i t h i n  t h e  bounds  o f  r e a l i t y .  Her  c h e e s e ,  

f o r  e x a m p l e ,  c a n n o t  grow a l e g  o r  r a p e  a t u l i p .  I t  can  

o n l y  be t r e a t e d  i n a p p r o p r i a t e l y .  The humor  comes f r om 

t h e  t e n s i o n  b e t we e n  t h e  r e a l i s t i c  s i t u a t i o n  and L u c y ' s

43"Return Home From Europe," I Love Lucy, 
# 1 0 5 0 / 1 5 3 ,  May 14 ,  1956 .
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i n a p p r o p r i a t e ,  e x a g g e r a t e d  b e h a v i o r .  But  wher e  L u c y ' s

a u d i e n c e  can  e a s i l y  s e e  wha t  i s  h a p p e n i n g ,  D i l l e r  d e p e n d s  

on h e r  a u d i e n c e ' s  w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  c o l l a b o r a t e  w i t h  h e r  

f a n t a s t i c  v i s u a l i z a t i o n ,  e x p r e s s e d  o n l y  i n  w o r d s .

To g a i n  t h e  mass  a c c e p t a n c e  s he  s o u g h t ,  D i l l e r  a l l  

b u t  a b a n d o n e d  t h i s  s o r t  o f  e x t e n d e d  f a n t a s y ,  whi ch  i s  

i m a g i n a t i v e l y  d e ma nd i ng  o f  an a u d i e n c e .  " I t ' s  n o t  

c o m m e r c i a l , "  s a y s  t h e  c o mi c ,  "I  woul d work t o  t o t a l  

s i l e n c e  i n  t h i s  ( g a m b l i n g  h o t e l )  r oom.  You r e a l i z e  t h a t  

i t  t o o k  me y e a r s  t o  be a b l e  t o  work a room t h i s  s i z e . " ^

D i l l e r ' s  e a r l y  a c t  was ,  i n  f a c t ,  q u i t e  c e r e b r a l ,  

and h e r  a u d i e n c e  was l i m i t e d .  She sang  p a r o d i e d  German 

l i e d e r ,  o p e r a s ,  and p r o g r e s s i v e  e d u c a t i o n .

When I f i r s t  s t a r t e d  o u t ,  my main s u p p o r t e r s  
wer e  g a y .  Th e s e  c h i c ,  s ma l l  d i s c o v e r y  c l u b s  i n  t h e  
o l d  d a y s  a l w a y s  had a gay b a r .  The n e x t  g r o u p  I
g o t ,  f r om t e l e v i s i o n ,  was women.  Then came men and
c h i l d r e n .  My g o a l  was t o  g e t  e v e r y o n e  f r om t h r e e  
t o  a h u n d r e d  and t h r e e .  Now k i d s  know me,  and 
c o l l e g e  s t u d e n t s .  I can  work a n y t h i n g .  When you 
have  a g o a l  i n  y o u r  h e a d ,  i t  p r o g r a ms  y o u .  T h i n g s  
f a l l  i n t o  p l a c e  f o r  what  you w a n t . 45

What  h e l p e d  D i l l e r  r e a c h  h e r  g o a l  was a

s e l f - i n d u c e d  c o u r s e  i n  s t r e n u o u s  s e l f - i m p r o v e m e n t .

" L i f e , "  s he  s a y s ,  " i s  a d o - i t - y o u r s e l f  k i t . "46 At

t h i r t y - s e v e n ,  s h e  was p o o r ,  h ome l y ,  d i s o r g a n i z e d ,  and

l a c k i n g  i n  s e l f - c o n f i d e n c e .  S t a n d - u p  comedy,  an

o u t r a g e o u s  c a r e e r  c h o i c e  f o r  a woman i n  t h e  1 9 5 0 ' s ,

4 4 p h y l l i s  D i l l e r ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w .  
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demands  t h a t  t h e  p e r f o r m e r ,  w i t h o u t  b e n e f i t  o f  mu s i c ,  

e n s e m b l e ,  o r  s c r i p t ,  t a k e  c h a r g e  o f  a room.  I t  p r o v i d e s  

i n s t a n t  f e e d b a c k — D i l l e r ' s  t w e l v e  l a u g h s  a m i n u t e .  And 

i t  i s ,  among o t h e r  t h i n g s ,  an e x e r c i s e  i n  c o n q u e r i n g  f e a r .

I u s e d  t o  be a f r a i d  o f  e v e r y t h i n g .  I was
b r o u g h t  up on f e a r .  I was t h e  mos t  s hy  c h i l d .  On 
i n t o  my t h i r t i e s  I was a f r a i d  o f  e v e r y t h i n g .  I 
s h o o k ,  I was so a f r a i d .  A f r a i d  o f  a u t h o r i t y ,
a f r a i d  o f  b r i d g e s ,  a f r a i d  o f  a i r p l a n e s .  But  t h a t
book The Magic  o f  B e l i e v i n g  j u s t  t u r n e d  me a r o u n d .  
I r eal !  i t  f o r  tw_o y e a r s , and as  I r e a d  i t ,  I
a b s o r b e d  i t .  I t ' s  a who l e  s y s t e m  of  t h o u g h t .  I t
t e a c h e s  you how t o  d e a l  w i t h  e v e r y d a y  l i f e  i n  a 
p s y c h i c  way.  When I r e a d  t h e  book ,  I was 
s c a t t e r e d - - I  was w r i t i n g ,  I was p a i n t i n g ,  I had a 
j o b ,  I had a l l  t h o s e  k i d s .  The n .  I f o c u s e d  and
d e c i d e d ,  " I ' m  g o i n g  t o  be a c o m i c . "47

L i k e  any  p e r f o r m e r ,  D i l l e r  has  u s ed  h e r  own f e a r s ,

f e e l i n g s ,  l i f e ,  and a p p e a r a n c e  as  t h e  raw m a t e r i a l  o u t  o f

whi ch  t o  c o n s t r u c t  h e r  a c t .  Even f r om an e a r l y  a g e ,  one

s o u r c e  o f  i n s e c u r i t y  mus t  ha ve  been  h e r  l o o k s .  D i l l e r

r u e f u l l y  r e me mb e r s :  "When I was t w e l v e ,  I was t e a s e d  a

l o t .  One d a y ,  I t o o k  a l o n g  l ook  i n  t h e  m i r r o r  and s a i d ,

"Honey,  y o u ' r e  b e t t e r  s e t t l e  f o r  i n n e r  b e a u t y .  I s t i l l

wi s h  I ' d  had a c h o i c e . " ^

I t  i s  a t r u i s m  t h a t  c o mi c s  n e e d  t h e  r e a s s u r a n c e  of

l a u g h t e r  t o  c o m p e n s a t e  f o r  i n s e c u r e  c h i l d h o o d s .  ( Da v i d

L e t t e r m a n ,  i n  a v a r i a t i o n  on t h i s  t heme  s u g g e s t s  t h a t

4 6 I b i d . .  
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s o me t i me s  c o mi c s  g o t  t o o  much a t t e n t i o n  as  c h i l d r e n  and

a r e  t r y i n g  t o  r e c r e a t e  t h a t  p a r a d i s a i c a l  e x p e r i e n c e  in

a d u l t  l i f e . )  D i l l e r  h e r s e l f  r e m a r k s :  "The f e a r  o f

a b a n d o n me n t  and a c t u a l  a b a ndonme n t  have  c r e a t e d  
49c o m i c s . "  I t  i s  g e n e r a l l y  known t h a t  many c o mi c s  had

t r o u b l e d  c h i l d h o o d s .  But  d e s p i t e  t h e  i n s e c u r i t i e s  t h a t

p l a g u e d  h e r  y o u t h ,  r i g h t  t h r o u g h  h e r  t h i r t i e s ,  D i l l e r  now

c l a i m s  t o  be a t  p e a c e :  " I ' m  s i x t y - f i v e  and I d o n ' t  need
50s l e e p .  I ' m  v e r y  h a p p y ,  and I ' m  n e v e r  i l l . "

Some c r i t i c s  have  f a u l t e d  D i l l e r  f o r  t h e  

a r t i f i c i a l i t y  o f  h e r  a c t ,  f o r  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  s he  does  n o t  

e x p o s e  h e r s e l f  a s  p e r s o n a l l y  v u l n e r a b l e  w i t h i n  i t ,  and

f o r  t h e  f a c t  D i l l e r  d o e s  l i t t l e  e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n  and

a l l o w s  t h e  a c t  t o  r e m a i n  e s s e n t i a l l y  f r o z e n  ( w i t h  

a c c r e t i o n s  o f  a f ew t o p i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s ) .  None o f  t h i s  

f a z e s  D i l l e r .  She c o n s i d e r s  h e r s e l f  t o  be p r i m a r i l y  a 

c r a f t s w o m a n  and p r o f e s s i o n a l .  She ha s  d i s c o v e r e d  a 

f o r m a t  t h a t  wor ks  f o r  h e r  p e r s o n a l l y  and has  b r o u g h t  h e r  

t h e  mass  a c c e p t a n c e  and w e a l t h  t h a t  have  a l wa y s  been h e r  

g o a l .  The h i g h l y  s t r u c t u r e d ,  p r e c i s i o n - c r a f t e d  f o r m a t  of  

h e r  a c t  may i n  some s e n s e  ec ho  t h e  p a t t e r n  o f  h e r

l i f e - - t h e  s t r o n g  m u s i c a l  b e n t  c u l t i v a t e d  by d i s c i p l i n e d  

p i a n o  p r a c t i c e ,  t h e  p r a g m a t i s m  n e c e s s i t a t e d  by p r o v i d i n g  

f o r  f i v e  c h i l d r e n ,  t h e  t a s t e  f o r  p e r f o r m i n g  d e s p i t e  a 

l a c k  o f  p e r s o n a l  g l a m o u r ,  t h e  l o v e  o f  b e a u t y  and e l e g a n c e

4 9 1b i d . 
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t h a t  c o u l d  o n l y  be a p p l i e d  a r t i f i c i a l l y  t o  o n e s e l f  

t h r o u g h  an e x p e n s i v e  w a r d r o b e  and p l a s t i c  s u r g u r y ,  t h e  

nee d  t o  v e n t  h o s t i l i t y  c o u p l e d  w i t h  a s t r o n g  t a b o o

( e n c o u r a g e d  by s e l f - i m p r o v e m e n t  b o o k s )  a g a i n s t  r e a l l y  

h u r t i n g  a n y o n e ,  t h e  w i l d  v i s u a l  i m a g i n a t i o n  e n c a p s u l e d  i n  

c a r e f u l l y  c h o r e o g r a p h e d  j o k e  r h y t h m s ;  and t h e  d e c i s i o n  t o  

p l a y  a p r e p o s t e r o u s  c h a r a c t e r  w i t h  i n n e r  c o n v i c t i o n .

The c h a r a c t e r  s h e  has  d e s i g n e d  r e p r e s e n t s  a h i g h l y  

w o r k a b l e  b a l a n c e  o f  power  i n  whi ch  h e r  o s t e n s i b l e  l a c k  of  

s e x  a p p e a l  and c o m p e t e n c e  ( e s p e c i a l l y  i n  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  

f e m a l e  a r e a s )  i s  made i n t o  raw m a t e r i a l  f o r  t h e  h i g h  

d e g r e e  o f  c o me d i c  power  s he  e x e r t s .  The a u d i e n c e ' s  

p e r c e p t i o n  o f  h e r  c o me d i c  power  i s  i n t e n s i f i e d  by t h e  

g e n r e  i n  whi ch  s h e  a p p e a r s .  Not  o n l y  i s  s he  f u n n y ,  b u t  

s h e  i s  a s t a n d - u p  s o l o  p e r f o r m e r  o f  h e r  own 

m a t e r i a l - - m o s t l y  w i s e c r a c k s  whi ch  i mp l y  a h i g h  d e g r e e  o f  

a w a r e n e s s  and a c o n s c i o u s l y  w i l l e d  d e s i r e  t o  be f u n n y .  

She c a p t u r e s  t h e  a t t e n t i o n  o f  t h e  a u d i e n c e  and

s i n g l e h a n d e d l y  d o m i n a t e s  t h e  p r o c e e d i n g s .  As a s t a n d - u p

c o m i c ,  D i l l e r  e n t e r s  a t r a d i t i o n a l l y  ma l e  b a s t i o n  o f  

d o m i n a n c e ,  a w a r e n e s s ,  and a g g r e s s i o n .  Ta k i n g  i n t o

a c c o u n t  t h a t  s h e  i s  a woman comi ng o u t  o f  t h e  1 9 5 0 ' s ,  

b o t h  h e r  s u b j e c t  m a t t e r - - t r a d i t i o n a l  f e m a l e  c o n c e r n s - - a n d  

t h e  manner  i n  whi c h  s he  h a n d l e s  i t - - c o m p e n s a t o r y  

s e l f - d e p r e c a t i o n  o f  h e r  s e x u a l  a p p e a l  and c o m p e t e n c e - - a r e  

n a t u r a l  c o n s e q u e n c e s .

Over  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  t i m e ,  D i l l e r ' s  a p p r o a c h  t o  a
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f e m a l e  c o med i c  s t y l e  h a s ,  i n  l e s s e r  h a n d s ,  become 

f o r m u l a i c  a n d ,  f o r  some,  a n t i - f e m i n i s t .  The f a c t  t h a t  

she  h a s  e s t a b l i s h e d  and m a i n t a i n e d  h e r  s u c c e s s  f o r  o v e r  

t w e n t y - f i v e  y e a r s  i n d i c a t e s  h e r  c o med i c  c r e a t i v i t y ,  an 

u n d e r l y i n g  a t t r a c t i v e n e s s  i n  h e r  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  and a h i g h  

d e g r e e  o f  p e r s e v e r a n c e  and p u r p o s e .

" I ' m  a b e l i e v e r , "  s a y s  Miss  D i l l e r ,  g a z i n g  w i t h  

s i n c e r i t y  p a s t  t h e  t h e a t r i c a l l y  l o n g ,  f a k e  e y e l a s h e s  s he  

we a r s  i n  h e r  a c t .  "Anybody c an  r i s e  a bove  a l m o s t  

a n y t h i n g - - i f  t h e y  b e l i e v e  s t r o n g l y  e n o u g h .  And I am a 

b e l i e v e r . " 5 ^

51 I b i d .
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CHAPTER IV 

CAROL BURNETT

C a r o l  B u r n e t t ,  o u t f i t t e d  i n  a n i g h t i e  t h a t  l o o k s  as  

i f  i t  was r e p o s s e s s e d  f r o m one o f  t h e  l a r g e r  c l o wn s  a t  

some m e d i e v a l  c i r c u s ,  c r a w l s  i n t o  bed i n  a s t a t e  o f  t o t a l

e x h a u s t i o n .  C r e e p i n g  b a c k wa r d s  u n d e r  t h e  c o v e r s ,  she

a i s c o v e r s  t h a t  h e r  f o o t  i s  d a n g l i n g  t w e n t y  m a t t r e s s e s  up 

i n  s p a c e - - a n d  s h e ,  t h e  r o y a l  h e r o i n e  o f  a m u s i c a l  v e r s i o n  

o f  "The P r i n c e s s  and t h e  Pea"  may be i n  f o r  some f o u l

p l a y .  D e c i d i n g  t o  make t h e  b e s t  o f  wha t  i s  p e n e t r a t i n g  

h e r  b e f o g g e d  b r a i n  a s  an odd s i t u a t i o n ,  s h e  l i e s  down.  

Then a b r u p t l y ,  s h e  b e l l i e s  u p w a r d - - f e e l i n g  a l ump.  She 

t u r n s  o v e r - - t h i s  t i m e  h e r  r e a r  end pops  u p - - a g a i n  t h e

l ump.  She c r a w l s  a r o u n d ,  p o k i n g  o u t  h e r  t o n g u e  i n  

c h i l d i s h  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  and s l a p s  t h e  m a t t r e s s  i n  b r i s k

p u n i s h m e n t .  Then s h e  f l o p s  d o w n - - o n l y  t o  be i m m e d i a t e l y

j e r k e d  up a g a i n - - f e e t  wav i ng  i n  t h e  a i r  and d i s p l a y i n g  h e r

s c a l l o p e d  b l o o m e r s .  Wi th a m a l e v o l e n t  g l a r e ,  she

s u f f o c a t e s  t h e  lump w i t h  a p i l l o w  and c u r l s  up t o

s l e e p - - u n t i l  t h e  lump t w i s t s  h e r  i n t o  a p r e t z e l  of
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i r r i t a t i o n .  She s i n k s  ba c k  a g a i n s t  t h e  h e a d b o a r d ,  wher e  

r o y a l ,  s i l k e n  t a s s e l s  d a n g l e  b e f o r e  h e r  c r o s s e d  e y e s .

" Al l  r i g h t ,  l u mp , "  s he  s q u a w k s ,  " l o o k  o u t l "  She

bo u n d s  t o w a r d  t h e  o f f e n d i n g  s p o t ,  s t a mp s  f u r i o u s l y ,  j umps  

up and down,  and f i n a l l y  f a l l s  down i n  e x h a u s t i o n ,

h i t t i n g  h e r  h e a d  on t h e  l ump.  She l e t s  o u t  a l e n g t h y  

moan,  g r a b s  t h e  t a s s e l ,  and a t t e m p t s  t o  l a s h  t h e  lump 

i n t o  s u b m i s s i o n .  At  l e n g t h ,  s he  f a l l s  t o  h e r  k n e e s  and 

g l a r e s  a t  us  w i t h  ma dne s s  i n  h e r  e y e s ,  b a r i n g  h e r  t e e t h  

l i k e  a wounde d ,  b u t  u n d e f e a t e d  a n i m a l .  . " A l l  r i g h t , "  s he  

d e c l a r e s ,  "we t a k e  i t  f r om t h e  t o p . " 1

The above  i s  an e x c e r p t  f r om t h e  t e l e v i s i o n  v e r s i o n  

o f  Once Upon a M a t t r e s s , an o f f - B r o a d w a y  m u s i c a l  p l a y

b a s e d  on t h e  f amous  f a i r y  t a l e  t h a t  i n  1957 ga ve  B u r n e t t

h e r  f i r s t  b i g  b r e a k  as  a c o m e d i e n n e ,  s i n g e r ,  and s t a r .

S p o t t e d  i n  t h i s  p a r t ,  s he  was a s k e d  t o  be a r e g u l a r  on

The Gary Moore Show a n d ,  e v e n t u a l l y ,  s t a r r e d  f o r  e l e v e n

y e a r s  on h e r  own c o m e d y / v a r i e t y  p r o g r a m .  She went  on t o  

p e r f o r m  i n  f i l m s  and t e l e v i s i o n  s p e c i a l s  and t o  e s t a b l i s h  

one  o f  t h e  h i g h e s t  Q ( p o p u l a r i t y  r a t i n g s )  o f  any f e m a l e  

c e l e b r i t y .  A l t h o u g h  h e r  more r e c e n t  work has  i n c l u d e d  a 

r a n g e  o f  d r a m a t i c  r o l e s ,  i t  was as  a b r i l l i a n t  s l a p s t i c k  

c o m e d i e n n e  t h a t  s h e  f i r s t  e n d e a r e d  h e r s e l f  t o  a u d i e n c e s

as  b o t h  t o u c h i n g l y  v u l n e r a b l e  and e c s t a t i c a l l y  o u t r a g e o u s .

l Once  Upon a M a t t r e s s ,  CBS T e l e v i s i o n ,  December  
1 2 , WTF.----------------------------------
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T h i r t e e n  y e a r s  l a t e r ,  B u r n e t t  l o o k s  f a r  f r om

o u t r a g e o u s  a s  s h e  s t r i d e s  b r i s k l y  and p u n c t u a l l y  t o wa r d  

o u r  l u n c h e o n  d a t e ,  hand o u t s t r e t c h e d  i n  g r e e t i n g  and

s m i l i n g  wa r ml y .  Her  h a i r  i s  c r i s p l y  c r o p p e d ,  h e r  p a n t s  

s u i t  s i m p l e  and e l e g a n t ,  h e r  f i g u r e  d i e t - s l i m .  ( On l y  t h e  

c o l o r  o f  t h e  o u t f i t - - s i z z l i n g  m a g e n t a - - h i n t s  a t  w i l d e r  

q u a l i t i e s  b e n e a t h  t h e  s u r f a c e . )  At  52 y e a r s  o f  a g e ,  

B u r n e t t  ha s  s e t t l e d  i n t o  an e a s y ,  n o n - f l a m b o y a n t  

a t t r a c t i v e n e s s .  She l o o k s  l i k e  n e i t h e r  a g l a m o r o u s  s t a r

n o r  t h e  c a r t o o n  u g l y  s h e  s o me t i me s  p l a y e d  i n  comi c

s k e t c h e s .  She l o o k s ,  i n  f a c t ,  e n t i r e l y  n o r m a l - - w i t h  a

t o u c h  o f  c l a s s .

But  t h e n  t h e r e ' s  t h e  mo u t h .  R e a s o n a b l e  enough  i n  

p o l i t e  c o n v e r s a t i o n  and o v e r  t h e  s c r a m b l e d  e ggs  and l i v e r  

t h a t  c o m p r i s e  h e r  menu,  t h a t  mout h h a s  be e n  known t o  

s l i d e  i n t o  a r u b b e r  g r i n ,  s e g u e  i n t o  a T a r z a n  m a t i n g  c a l l  

and howl up f a l s e t t o  s c r e a m s  o f  f u r y .  She seems  so 

a v e r a g e  and y e t  so  a s t o u n d i n g  t h a t  t h e  b r o a d  m i d - s e c t i o n  

o f  Ame r i c a  who c o m p r i s e  mo s t  o f  h e r  f a n s  come t o  b e l i e v e  

t h a t  i f  Ca r o l  B u r n e t t  can s u c c e e d ,  a nyone  c a n .

" I  h a v e  a l o t  o f  p e o p l e  come up t o  me and s a y ,  ' I  

t o l d  my d a u g h t e r ,  i f  you c an  do i t ,  s h e  c a n . ' "  B u r n e t t  

s a y s ,  c h u c k l i n g .  " I t ' s  a c o mp l i me n t  and an i n s u l t  a t  t h e  

same t i m e . "  The a c t r e s s  s h a k e s  h e r  h e a d .  "A l a d y  came

up t o  me o n c e , "  B u r n e t t ' s  v o i c e  f i l t e r s ,  f l u t e l i k e ,

t h r o u g h  an i n v i s i b l e  mi n t  j u l e p ,  " a n d  s a i d ,  ' I  j u s t  l o v e

y a .  You’ r e  so c o mmo n . ' "  She g u f f a w s .  " I ' v e  g o t t e n
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l e t t e r s  t h a t  s a y ,  ' D e a r  C a r o l ,  I know t h i s  s o u n d s  c r a z y ,
2

b u t  I r e a l l y  a d mi r e  you' .

B u r n e t t ' s  j o u r n e y  f r om commonness  t o  s t a r d o m  was a 

l o n g  and p e r i l o u s  o n e .  Her  p e r s o n a l  h i s t o r y  has  been  

r e c o u n t e d  i n  nu me r o u s  m a g a z i n e  a r t i c l e s  as  we l l  as  h e r  

a u t o b i o g r a p h y .  What  f o l l o w s  i s  a summary o f  t h e  g e n e r a l  

f a c t s .  The a c t r e s s  was b o r n  i n  T e x a s .  At  t h e  age  o f  

s e v e n ,  s h e  was t a k e n  t o  Los A n g e l e s  by h e r  p a r e n t s ,  who 

wer e  i n  s e a r c h  o f  e mp l o y me n t .  B u r n e t t ' s  m o t h e r ,  who 

wa n t e d  t o  be a j o u r n a l i s t ,  f r e e - l a n c e d  f o r  m a g a z i n e s  and 

wor ked f o r  a t i m e  i n  p u b l i c i t y  a t  T w e n t i e t h - C e n t u r y - F o x .  

The f a t h e r ,  who had  t r o u b l e  h o l d i n g  down a s t e a d y  j o b ,  

d r a n k  f r om t h e  t i m e  he was i n  h i g h  s c h o o l .  A f t e r  Ca r o l  

was b o r n  and t h e  f i n a n c i a l  p r e s s u r e  on t h e  f a m i l y  

i n c r e a s e d ,  h e r  m o t h e r  s t a r t e d  d r i n k i n g  t o o .  The l a c k  of  

r e g u l a r  e mpl oyment  o f t e n  l a n d e d  t h e  f a m i l y  on w e l f a r e ,  

and t h e  l a c k  o f  money l e d  t o  more  d r i n k i n g .  T h i s  i n  t u r n  

l e d  t o  d o m e s t i c  q u a r r e l i n g ,  wh i ch  s o me t i me s  e r u p t e d  i n t o  

v i o l e n c e .  B u r n e t t  l e a r n e d  e a r l y  t o  dodge  t h e  

c o n f r o n t a t i o n s  b e t w e e n  h e r  a l c o h o l i c  p a r e n t s .  She a l s o  

l e a r n e d  t o  a v o i d  h e r  m o t h e r ' s  f a s t  and s o me t i me s  v i o l e n t

2Ca r o l  B u r n e t t ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w  h e l d  a t  t h e  
P o l o  Lounge i n  Los A n g e l e s  C a l i f o r n i a ,  J une  22 ,  1982 .  I 
c o n d u c t e d  one  i n t e r v i e w  w i t h  Ms.  B u r n e t t ,  and I make 
f r e q u e n t  u s e  o f  q u o t a t i o n s  f r o m i t .  T h i s  i n t e r v i e w  
h e l p e d  me t o  p u t  i n t o  f o c u s  o t h e r  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  I had 
done  c o n c e r n i n g  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  h e r  comed i c  s t y l e .  I 
i n t e n d  t o  u s e  b i o g r a p h i c a l  d a t a  g a t h e r e d  f r o m b o t . h « t h i s  
i n t e r v i e w  and o t h e r  s o u r c e s  t o  show how h e r  l i f e  became 
h e r  a r t .

1 0 9



hands  when s h e  was on t h e  b o t t l e .

The B u r n e t t  p a r e n t s  wer e  s p o r a d i c a l l y  s e p a r a t e d ,  and , 

d u r i n g  one  o f  t h e i r  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n s ,  t h e y  had a n o t h e r

d a u g h t e r - - C a r o l 1s s i s t e r  C h r i s s i e .  By t h e  t i m e  t h e  

p a r e n t s  wer e  f o r t y - s i x ,  and Ca r o l  was a young t e e n a g e r ,  

b o t h  h e r  f a t h e r  and mo t h e r  were  d e a d .

Ca r o l  was m a i n l y  r a i s e d  by h e r  g r a n d m o t h e r  " Na n n y . "

"She was a r o c k , "  s a y s  B u r n e t t ,  " somebody s o b e r  who 
3

c a r e d . "  Nanny was a b i t  o d d - - h e r  one  room a p a r t m e n t  

was a c l u t t e r  o f  p e a n u t  b u t t e r  and j e l l y  j a r s ,  o l d  p a p e r  

b a g s ,  and b i t s  o f  c l o t h .  More i m p o r t a n t l y ,  she  was 

s t a b l e ,  s o b e r ,  and d e v o t e d  t o  C a r o l .  Nanny l i v e d  i n  t h e  

same b u i l d i n g  n e a r  Hol l ywood  B o u l e v a r d .  As h e r  own 

p a r e n t s  became l e s s  and l e s s  a c c e s s i b l e ,  Ca r o l  moved in  

w i t h  h e r  g r a n d m o t h e r - - s  1 e e p i n g  on a Murphy bed t h a t  was 

p e r m a n e n t l y  p u l l e d  down f r o m t h e  w a l l .

Nanny,  a d e v o u t  C h r i s t i a n  S c i e n t i s t ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s

managed t o  be a h y p o c h o n d r i a c  w i t h  e c c e n t r i c  me t hods  o f  

s e l f - c u r e - - i n c l u d i n g  p a c k i n g  n e w s p a p e r s  a r o u n d  h e r  w a i s t  

t o  h o l d  h e r  o r g a n s  i n .  She made d a i l y  d e c l a r a t i o n s  t o  

Ca r o l  o f  h e r  i mmi n e n t  d e m i s e .  But  d e s p i t e  h e r  

s e l f - d r a m a t i z a t i o n  as  a f r a i l  i n v a l i d ,  Nanny was 

p o s s e s s e d  o f  a r o b u s t  s u r v i v a l  i n s t i n c t .  By t h e  t i m e  s he

d i e d  a t  t h e  age  o f  8 2 ,  s he  had d i s c a r d e d  f i v e  h u s b a n d s

3R i c h a r d  Meryman,  " C a r o l  B u r n e t t ' s  Own S t o r y , "  
McCal 1 ' s , F e b r u a r y  19,  1976 ,  p .  165 .
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and was i n v o l v e d  w i t h  a 4 0 - y e a r - o l d  b o y f r i e n d .  When she  

was o v e r  8 0 ,  s h e  was a p p a r e n t l y  s t i l l  a t t r a c t i v e .  She had 

a h a b i t  o f  " a c c i d e n t a l l y "  l e t t i n g  h e r  d r e s s  s l i p  up o v e r  

h e r  k n e e s  a t  p a r t i e s  u n t i l  someone c o m p l i m e n t e d  h e r  on 

h e r  l e g s .  Then s h e  p r e t e n d e d  t o  be e m b a r r a s s e d  and 

p u l l e d  t h e  d r e s s  down.

Nanny was a l s o  an u n i n h i b i t e d  low c o mi c .  She woul d  

t a k e  o u t  h e r  f a l s e  t e e t h  and p u l l  h e r  l o we r  l i p  o v e r  h e r  

n o s e  f o r  t h e  amusement  o f  h e r  g r a n d c h i l d r e n .  She had a 

l o u d ,  u n i n h i b i t e d  b e l c h ,  wh i c h  s q n t  Ca r o l  and h e r  s i s t e r  

i n t o  f i t s  o f  g i g g l e s .  Na n n y ' s  b r o a d ,  p h y s i c a l  humor  

e v e n t u a l l y  s u r f a c e d  i n  B u r n e t t ' s  own comedy s t y l e .  In 

f a c t ,  she  m o d e l l e d  one  c h a r a c t e r - - t h e  " L i t t l e  Old

L a d y " - - d i r e c t l y  on Nanny.

I a p p r o a c h e d  i t  t h i n k i n g  o f  my g r a n d m o t h e r .  
She u s ed  t o  r u n  h e r  t o n g u e  o v e r  h e r  f a l s e  t e e t h  t o  
make s u r e  t h e y ' d  s t a y  i n  b e c a u s e  t h e y  wer e  s t o r e  
b o u g h t .  She c o u l d n ' t  a f f o r d  t o  go t o  a d e n t i s t  and 
have  h e r  t e e t h  f i x e d .  Now some p e o p l e  m i g h t  s a y ,  
" Y o u ' r e  mak i ng  f u n  o f  o l d  p e o p l e . "  But  I r emember  
my g r a n d m o t h e r  d o i n g  i t  and i t  became a c h a r a c t e r  
p o i n t  w i t h  m e - - i t  g a v e  me s o m e t h i n g  p h y s i c a l  t o  
d o . 4

B u r n e t t  e v e n t u a l l y  made h e r  mark i n  a s t y l e

c o m p r i s e d  o f  o f f b e a t  v o c a l i s m s ,  f a c i a l  mu g g i n g ,  and 

s i  a p s t i c k - - o f t e n  v i o l e n t .  Her t a s t e  f o r  t h i s  k i n d  o f

m a t e r i a l  may ha ve  come f r o m g r o wi n g  up w i t h  N a n n y ' s

one-woman s h o w - - c o u p l e d  w i t h  h e r  e x p e r i e n c e  as  t h e  

d a u g h t e r  o f  a l c h o l i c  p a r e n t s  who o c c a s i o n a l l y  s t a g e d

4Ca r o l  B u r n e t t ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w .
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v i o l e n t  f i g h t s .  " I  was a l wa y s  mos t  c o m f o r t a b l e  d o i n g  

p h y s i c a l  c o me d y , "  s a y s  B u r n e t t .  " I t ’ s a g r e a t  

r e l e a s e - f a l l i n g  down,  g e t t i n g  p u n c h e d ,  h i t t i n g  p e o p l e
5

b a c k - - a l l  t h e  s c r e a m i n g  r o l e s . "

E a r l y  i n  h e r  c a r e e r ,  B u r n e t t ' s  p h y s i c a l  e x c e s s e s  

had h e r  l a b e l e d  "The Mu g g e r . "  As s h e  t o l d  Ms. m a g a z i n e :  

"When I s t a r t e d  o u t ,  i t  was t h e  e r a  o f  mu g g i n g .  I had a 

g r e a t  f e e l  f o r  i t ,  and i t  w a s n ' t  u n t i l  a b o u t  t h e  s i x t h  

y e a r  o f  o u r  show t h a t  I r e a l i z e d  I c o u l d  be f u n n y  w i t h o u t  

c r o s s i n g  my e y e s .  A g r o wi n g  s e n s e  o f  s e c u r i t y  made me

s t o p  muggi ng  and p u t t i n g  down my l o o k s . "

Making f u n  o f  p e c u l i a r i t i e s  i n  o n e ' s  a p p e a r a n c e  was 

s t a n d a r d  f a r e  f o r  c o m i c s .  Jimmy D u r a n t e  made q u i p s  a b o u t  

h i s  n o s e ;  J a c k  Benny was c o m e d i c a l l y  v a i n  a b o u t  h i s  

t o u p e e ;  and J oe  E.  Brown poked  f u n  a t  h i s  mo u t h .

Comedi ennes  l i k e  P h y l l i s  D i l l e r  o r  J o a n  R i v e r s  wer e  a p t  

t o  p u t  down t h e i r  l a c k  o f  s e x u a l  a t t r a c t i v e n e s s - - m a i n l y  

t h e i r  " f l a t  c h e s t s . "

The f a c t  t h a t  c o me d i e n n e s  l i k e  C a r o l  B u r n e t t

e mp h a s i z e d  t h e i r  s u p p o s e d  l a c k  o f  s e x  a p p e a l  p r o b a b l y

r e f l e c t s  women' s  g e n e r a l  wo r r y  a b o u t  t h e i r  d e s i r a b i l i t y  

as  a f u n c t i o n  o f  t h e i r  l o o k s  and t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  

i m p o r t a n c e  o f  b e a u t y  t o  t h e  f e m a l e  p e r f o r m e r .  Fema l e

5 l b i d .

6 Susa n  Dwor k i n ,  " Ca r o l  B u r n e t t - - G e t t i n g  On 
Wi t h I t , "  Ms. , S e p t e mb e r  1983 ,  p .  43 .

112



p e r f o r m e r s ,  e v e n  more  t h a n  m a l e ,  a r e  o f t e n  s u b j e c t  t o  

comment s  a b o u t  t h e i r  s e x  a p p e a l  o r  l a c k  t h e r e o f .  When

B u r n e t t  h o s t e d  h e r  own t e l e v i s i o n  v a r i e t y  show,  a u d i e n c e  

members  woul d  s o m e t i m e s  t w i t  h e r  a b o u t  h e r  f i g u r e ,  as  

i l l u s t r a t e d  by t h e  f o l l o w i n g  e x c h a n g e :

Once someone  i n  my t e l e v i s i o n  a u d i e n c e  a s k e d  
what  my m e a s u r e m e n t s  w e r e .  I s a i d :  " 3 7 - 2 4 - 3 8 - - b u t
n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  i n  t h a t  o r d e r . "  I t  g o t  a b i g  
l a u g h ,  so f o r  a l o n g  t i m e  a f t e r  t h a t  I woul d  do p u t  
down j o k e s  on m y s e l f .  I wa n t e d  t o  s t r i k e  f i r s t  so 
nobody e l s e  w o u l d .  I t ' s  a s e l f - p r o t e c t i v e  
m e a s u r e . ’

The humor  o f  B u r n e t t ' s  r e ma r k  i s  b a s e d  on

i n a p p r o p r i a t e n e s s ,  comi c  m i s d i r e c t i o n ,  and a s u r p r i s e  

t w i s t  a t  t h e  e n d .  She s e t s  up a model  o f  a s t a n d a r d  

b e a u t y  c o n t e s t  f i g u r e ,  a p p l i e s  i t  i n a p p r o p r i a t e l y  t o  

h e r s e l f ,  and d i r e c t s  t h e  a u d i e n c e  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  s he  

f o o l i s h l y  b e l i e v e s - - o r  i n t e n d s  t h e  a u d i e n c e  t o

b e l i e v e - - t h a t  s h e  f i t s  t h a t  m o d e l .  The number s  3 7 - 2 4 - 3 8

a r e  c o n v e n t i o n a l l y  u n d e r s t o o d  t o  i mp l y  a v o l u p t u o u s

f i g u r e .  By a n n o u n c i n g  t h a t  t h e  number s  a r e  " n o t  

n e c e s s a r i l y  i n  t h a t  o r d e r , "  B u r n e t t  a b s t r a c t s  t h e  number s  

f r om t h e i r  i m p l i e d  me a n i n g  and s u g g e s t s  c h a n g i n g  t h e i r

o r d e r - - t h u s  e s t a b l i s h i n g  a s u r p r i s i n g  new m e a n i n g .

B u r n e t t ' s  i n a p p r o p r i a t e n e s s  i n  c o m p a r i n g  h e r  f i g u r e  

w i t h  t h a t  o f  a M a r i l y n  Monroe t y p e  r e l a t e s  t o  A r t h u r

K o e s t l e r ' s  c o n c e p t  o f  humor  as  " t h e  f u s i o n  o f  i n c o m p a t i b l e

? C a r o l  B u r n e t t ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w .
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m a t r i c e s " 8 . Her u n r e a l i s t i c a l l y  e l e v a t e d  s e l f - i m a g e  

( i n  t h i s  c a s e ,  a 3 7 - 2 4 - 3 8  i n c h  f i g u r e )  r e l a t e s  t o  t h e  

P l a t o n i c  t h e o r y  o f  comedy as  b a s e d  on l a c k  o f  s e l f  

k n o w l e d g e .  I t  i s  u n l i k e l y  t h a t  B u r n e t t  made a

s t e p - b y - s t e p  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  comi c  p o t e n t i a l  o f  h e r  

q u e s t i o n e r ' s  r e ma r k  and t h e n  c o n s c i o u s l y  d e c i d e d  t o  

u t i l i z e  t h e  above  comi c  d e v i c e s .  I n s t e a d ,  we can

s u r m i s e  t h a t  s h e  c r e a t e d  humor by t u n i n g  i n  t o  some

u n c o n s c i o u s ,  1 o n g - i n g r a i n e d  h a b i t  o f  mind and r e s p o n d e d  

w i t h  d a z z l i n g  s p e e d .  Th a t  a b i l i t y  t o  q u i c k l y  e x t e r n a l i z e  

some u n c o n s c i o u s  t h o u g h t  p a t t e r n  f o r  t h e  e l e m e n t  o f  

s u r p r i s e  and a b r u p t n e s s  i s  a t  t h e  c o r e  o f  comedy.

The r e ma r k  a l s o  wor ks  p a r t i c u l a r l y  w e l l  b e c a u s e  

B u r n e t t  d i f f u s e s  any p o t e n t i a l  t e n s i o n  i n h e r e n t  i n  t h e  

p r o v o c a t i v e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  m a n ' s  q u e s t i o n .  The man i n  t h e  

a u d i e n c e  p u b l i c l y  c h a l l e n g e s  B u r n e t t ' s  s e x u a l  

a t t r a c t i v e n e s s .  B u r n e t t  r e s p o n d s  by r e f u s i n g  t o

c h a l l e n g e  d i r e c t l y  any  h o s t i l i t y  i m p l i c i t  i n  t h e  r e m a r k .  

I n s t e a d ,  s he  r e n d e r s  h i s  l a t e n t  h o s t i l i t y  f u n n y  t h r o u g h  

comi c  e x a g g e r a t i o n  t h a t  s he  t u r n s  on h e r s e l f .  She 

emer ges  as  t h e  m a n i p u l a t o r  o f  t h e  s i t u a t i o n - - w h i 1e s t i l l  

r e t a i n i n g  a u d i e n c e  s y mp a t h y  as  a " n i c e  g i r l "  who i s  

u n f o r t u n a t e l y  n o t  ( a s  t h e  e x p r e s s i o n  g o e s )  " w e l 1 - e n d o w e d . "

B u r n e t t ' s  s e l f - d e n i g r a t i o n  was t y p i c a l  o f  women' s

^ Humor a n j__ L a u g h t e r :  T h e o r y ,  R e s e a r c h ,  and
A p p l i c a t i o n s , p .  247.
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humor t h a t  was p r e v a l e n t  d u r i n g  t h e  e a r l y  y e a r s  o f  h e r  

t e l e v i s i o n  show.  B e s i d e s  t h e  g e n e r a l  s o c i a l  e x p e c t a t i o n s

p l a c e d  on c o m e d i e n n e s ,  i t  i s *  p r o b a b l e  t h a t  B u r n e t t ' s
*

t e c h n i q u e  o f  d i f f u s i n g  h o s t i l i t y  came o f  o u t  a c h i l d h o o d  

wher e  d i r e c t l y  c o n f r o n t i n g  h e r  p a r e n t s '  s o me t i me s  v i o l e n t  

t e m p e r s  ( e s p e c i a l l y  u n d e r  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  a l c o h o l )  woul d 

have  been  a p o o r  s u r v i v a l  t a c t i c .

I t  i s  a l s o  l i k e l y  t h a t ,  as  a c h i l d ,  B u r n e t t  l e a r n e d  

t h e  t e c h n i q u e  o f  t h e  q u i c k  comi c  q u i p  f r o m h e r  p a r e n t s ,  

who c o u l d  a l s o  be h i g h l y  a mu s i n g .

My dad was l i k e  a Jimmy S t e w a r t - - v e r y  l a i d  
back  f u n n y .  My mo t h e r  and I had a l o t  o f  l a u g h s  
t o g e t h e r .  She had a g r e a t  s e n s e  o f  h u m o r - - c a u s t i c , 
b i t i n g ,  and n o t  v e r y  d i p l o m a t i c .  She w a s n ' t  a l wa y s  
r i g h t ,  b u t  s h e  l e t  you know how s h e  f e l t  a b o u t  
s o m e t h i n g  o r  somebody ,  and d i d n ' t  back down b e c a u s e  
o f  wha t  t h e y  w e r e . 9

D e s p i t e  t h e  l a u g h s ,  some o f  t h a t  b i t i n g  s e n s e  o f  

humor  l e f t  s c a r s  on h e r  p l a i n  d a u g h t e r

My m o t h e r  was a p e t i t e  woman w i t h  J oan  
Cr a wf o r d  e y e s .  I grew t o  be f i v e  f e e t  s i x ,  w i t h  
b u c k t e e t h ,  s t r i n g y  brown h a i r ,  and n i n e t y  pounds  
w r i n g i n g  w e t .  My mo t h e r  was a b e a u t i f u l  woman,  and 
s he  p r e t t y  w e l l  drummed i t  i n t o  me t h a t  I ' d  b e t t e r  
n o t  t r y  t o  make i t  i n  t h e  l o o k s  d e p a r t m e n t .  I 
t h i n k  t h a t  when I went  i n t o  comedy,  I 
s u b c o n s c i o u s l y  d e c i d e d  t o  h i t  m y s e l f  f i r s t  b e f o r e  
a nyone  e l s e  d i d .  I ' l l  p u t  down my f i g u r e .  I ' l l  
p u t  down my f a c e .  I ' l l  do t h e  f l a t  c h e s t e d  j o k e s .  
The k i n d  o f  humor  t h a t  was a c c e p t a b l e  f o r  a woman 
was b e i n g  m a n - c r a z y  and p u t t i n g  y o u r s e l f  down.  I 
wa n t e d  t o  s t r i k e  f i r s t  so nobody e l s e  wo u l d .  T h a t  
was b e f o r e  t h e  f e m i n i s t  movement  t o o k  h o l d ,  and 
now,  1 woul d n e v e r  do t h a t . 10

^ Ca r o l  B u r n e t t ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w .  

1° I b i  d .
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What C a r o l ' s  m o t h e r  d i d  e n c o u r a g e  was a c a r e e r  i n

w r i t i n g - - h e r  own o r i g i n a l  a m b i t i o n - - t e l 1 i ng  h e r  d a u g h t e r
<

t o  "go o u t  and make s o m e t h i n g  o f  y o u r  l i f e .  No m a t t e r

wha t  you l o o k  l i k e ,  you can  a l wa y s  w r i t e . F o r  a

t i m e  Ca r o l  was t h e  e d i t o r  o f  h e r  h i g h  s c h o o l  p a p e r .  But

e ve n  f r o m an e a r l y  a g e ,  s he  wa n t e d  t o  p e r f o r m .  When she

was s t i l l  a c h i l d ,  s h e  woul d p u t  on a p r e t e n d  r a d i o  show

f o r  h e r  n e i g h b o r s .  Open i ng  t h e  wi ndow,  s he  woul d h o l l e r

o u t  an e n t i r e  show f e a t u r i n g  h e r s e l f  as  b o t h  a n n o u n c e r

and g u e s t  s i n g e r .  Her g r e a t e s t  t h r i l l  came t h e  day  a

n e i g h b o r  y e l l e d ,  "Tur n  t h a t  damn r a d i o  o f f ! "  B u r n e t t

s m i l e s .  " I t  was f a n t a s t i c !  I was a l wa y s  w a n t i n g  t o  be
12h e a r d ,  y e t  be i n v i s i b l e . "

The " s i n g i n g  s p o t "  on h e r  p r e t e n d  r a d i o  show

p r o b a b l y  had i t s  s e e d s  i n  C a r o l ' s  own e a r l y  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

w i t h  h e r  c l e v e r  m o t h e r .

I l o v e d  i t  when I c o u l d  g e t  h e r  t o  t e l l
s t o r i e s  o r  s i t  i n  t h e  k i t c h e n  and p l a y  h e r  
u k e l e l e .  She had a w o n d e r f u l  e a r  f o r  m u s i c .  She
t a u g h t  me a l l  k i n d s  o f  o l d  s o n g s .  I ' d  s i n g  and
s h e ' d  do t h e  h a r m o n y . 13

E v e n t u a l l y ,  B u r n e t t  was t o  c r e a t e  v a r i e t y  shows on

n e t wo r k  t e l e v i s i o n  w i t h  m u s i c a l l y  a c c o m p l i s h e d  c o - s t a r s

s uc h  as  J u l i e  An d r e ws ,  B e v e r l y  S i l l s ,  D o l l y  P a r t o n ,  and

^ C a r o l  B u r n e t t ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w .

13R i c h a r d  Meryman,  " Ca r o l  B u r n e t t ' s  Own S t o r y , "  
McCal 1 ' s , F e b r u a r y  19 ,  1976 ,  p .  165 .
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P l a c i d o  Domingo.
f'
I

B u r n e t t ' s  t e l e v i s i o n  s p e c i a l s  w i t h  Andrews a n d S i l l s  

f e a t u r e d  Ca r o l  as  t h e  l e s s  g l a m o r o u s ,  l e s s  s o p h i s t i c a t e d ,  

o s t e n s i b l y  l e s s  t a l e n t e d  woman (much as  s he  mus t  have  

s e e n  h e r s e l f  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  h e r  b e a u t i f u l  m o t h e r ) .  

B u r n e t t ' s  c o - s t a r s  wer e  w e l l - t r a i n e d  s o p r a n o s ,  and f i t  an 

i d e a l i z e d  mode o f  l a d y l i k e  f e m i n i n i t y .  B u r n e t t  h e r s e l f  

p l a y e d  t h e  p a r t  o f  t h e  e a s i l y  i n t i m i d a t e d  a l l - A m e r i c a n  

g i r l - - o r d i n a r y  t o  t h e  p o i n t  o f  p l a i n n e s s .  B u r n e t t  

i m p l i e s  t h a t ,  l i k e  mos t  o f  h e r  a u d i e n c e ,  s he  d oe s  n o t  

b e l o n g  a t  C a r n e g i e  Ha l l  o r  t h e  M e t r o p o l i t a n  Op e r a .

In t h e  c o u r s e  o f  e a c h  t e l e v i s i o n  s p e c i a l ,  t h e  

m i x t u r e  o f  comedy and mu s i c  r e v e a l s  a q u a s i - p l o t .  Her 

c o - s t a r s  i n t i m i d a t e  B u r n e t t  e a r l y  i n  t h e  show.  But  by 

t h e  e n d ,  t h e y  r e v e a l  t h e i r  a d m i r a t i o n  f o r  h e r  

s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d n e s s  and more d o w n - t o - e a r t h  t a l e n t s .  

Buoyed up by t h i s  r e a s s u r a n c e ,  B u r n e t t  s i n g s  some pop 

s o n g s  i n  a p l e a s a n t  a l t o  v o i c e .  A f t e r  a c e r t a i n  amount  

o f  k i d d i n g  a r o u n d - - p a r t i c u l a r l y  o f  t h e  p r e t e n s i o n s  o f  

" h i g h  a r t , "  B u r n e t t  and h e r  c o - s t a r s  wind up e x p r e s s i n g  

t h e i r  mu t u a l  a f f e c t i o n  and s i n g i n g  h a r m o n i o u s l y  as  a t e a m.

In t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  B u r n e t t ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  h e r  

m o t h e r ,  i t  i s  p e r t i n e n t  t o  n o t e  t h e  comment s  o f  t h e  

p s y c h o l o g i s t s  Seymore  and Rhoda F i s h e r .

We b e l i e v e  t h a t  some o f  t h e  t e c h n i q u e s  
c o me d i a n s  d e v e l o p  a r e  an a t t e m p t  t o  e s t a b l i s h  a 
r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  m o t h e r .  They become v e r y  
s e n s i t i v e  t o  moods and l e a r n  t o  k i d  i n  a way t o  
p r o t e c t  h e r .  We f o u n d  t h a t  t h e  comi c  u s e s  humor t o
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p r o t e c t  and c o m f o r t  p e o p l e .  And t h e  p e r s o n  he i s  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  t r y i n g  t o  p r o t e c t  i s  h i s  m o t h e r . 1 4

In a b r o a d  s e n s e ,  t h e s e  t e l e v i s i o n  s p e c i a l s  can  be

t a k e n  l o o s e l y  as  B u r n e t t ' s  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  w i t h  a mo t h e r

f i g u r e - - h e r  t a l e n t e d ,  f e m i n i n e  c o - s t a r .  But  i n  t h e

s p e c i a l s ,  t h e  s t a r  u s u a l l y  wi nds  up c o m f o r t i n g  and

r e a s s u r i n g  B u r n e t t  a f t e r  t h e  l a t t e r  i n d u l g e s  i n  a b o u t  of

c o me d i c  n a u g h t i n e s s .  The move f r om f a r c i c a l  a n t a g o n i s m

t o  c o m f o r t  f l a v o r s  t h e  shows w i t h  humor  and war mt h .

B u r n e t t ' s  own we e k l y  v a r i e t y  show o f f e r e d  t h e  same

m i x t u r e .  The show u s u a l l y  c o n s i s t e d  o f  f a r c i c a l  s k e t c h e s

i n t e r w o v e n  w i t h  s o n g s  and c o n c l u d e d  w i t h  B u r n e t t ' s

s i n g i n g  a t o u c h i n g  b a l l a d ,  c r e a t i n g  wha t  O l i v e r  G o l d s m i t h

t e r m e d  " s e n t i m e n t a l  c ome dy . "

As n o t e d  i n  my c h a p t e r  on L u c i l l e  B a l l ,  t h e  n o t i o n

o f  s e n t i m e n t a l  comedy a l s o  a p p l i e s  t o  t h e  s i t u a t i o n

comedy I Love Lucy w i t h  i t s  m i d d l e - c l a s s  c h a r a c t e r s  and

i t s  m i x t u r e  o f  f a r c e  and f a m i l y  r o ma n c e .  P h y l l i s  D i l l e r

a l s o  m a i n t a i n s  h e r  s t a g e  c h a r a c t e r  as  a b e l e a g u e r e d

h o u s e w i f e  d e s p i t e  h e r  own w e a l t h  and s o p h i s t i c a t i o n .  In

h e r  t e l e v i s i o n  s p e c i a l s  and h e r  comedy v a r i e t y  show,

B u r n e t t  p o r t r a y e d  h e r s e l f  as  l i k e  t h e  ma s s e s  who t u n e d  in

t o  h e r  p r o g r a m.  The a u d i e n c e  f o r  p o p u l a r  e n t e r t a i n m e n t

o f t e n  e n j o y  a c o n t e m p o r a r y  v a r i a t i o n  o f  " s e n t i m e n t a l

l ^ Se ymor e  and Rhoda F i s h e r ,  P r e t e n d  t h e  Wor ld i s  
Funny and F o r e v e r , (New Yor k:  Random House ,  1 9 8 1 ) ,  p .  52 .
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c o me d y . "  P e r f o r m e r s  s u c h  as  B u r n e t t ,  B a l l ,  and D i l l e r  

p r e s e n t  t h e m s e l v e s  a s  f u n n y  v e r s i o n s  o f  f u n d a m e n t a l l y

a v e r a g e  women.

T h a t  m i x t u r e  o f  moc ke r y  and a d u l a t i o n  w i t h  whi ch  

B u r n e t t  t r e a t s  o p e r a  and t h e  c o n c e r t  s t a g e  a l s o  comes 

i n t o  p l a y  i n  h e r  b u r l e s q u e s  o f  f amous  f i l m  and g l a mo u r  

s t a r s - - a l w a y s  p o p u l a r  s k e t c h e s  on h e r  v a r i e t y  show.  When

B u r n e t t  was a c h i l d ,  mov i e s  p e r m e a t e d  h e r  l i f e .  When

B u r n e t t  was a t o d d l e r ,  h e r  f a t h e r  b r i e f l y  managed a movi e  

h o u s e .  Her  m o t h e r  was w o r k i n g  and u s e d  t h e  mov i e s  as  an 

a l l - d a y  b a b y s i t t e r .  L a t e r ,  as  a p r e - t e e n a g e r ,  Ca r o l

e s c a p e d  h e r  home s i t u a t i o n  by g o i n g  t o  e i g h t  mov i e s  a 

week .  In t h e  d a r k e n e d  movi e  t h e a t r e ,  s h e  e n t e r e d  a 

f a n t a s y  w o r l d  o f  b e a u t i f u l  a c t o r s ,  g o r g e o u s  c l o t h e s ,  and 

h a ppy  e n d i n g s .  Then s h e  woul d  come home and p r e t e n d  t o  

be t h e  g l a m o u r o u s  s t a r s  o f  t h e  l a t e  4 0 ' s  and e a r l y  

1 9 5 0 ' s .  E v e n t u a l l y ,  B u r n e t t  i n c o r p o r a t e d  h e r  c h i l d h o o d  

games i n t o  movi e  s p o o f s  on h e r  own t e l e v i s i o n  p r o g r a m.

I ' v e  g o t  t h e  c o s t u m e s ,  t h e  w i g s ,  and an 
o r c h e s t r a .  I ' v e  grown up and I ' m  s t i l l  p l a y i n g  t h e  
same games .  I ' v e  been  B e t t y  G r a b l e ,  Joan  C r a w f o r d ,  
B e t t e  D a v i s ,  J o a n  F o n t a i n e .  Somebody a s k e d  me
o n c e ,  ' Ans wer  r i g h t  away.  How o l d  do you f e e l ? '  I
s a i d ,  ' E l e v e n . '  I t  popped  r i g h t  o u t .  I d o n ' t
t h i n k  I e v e r  gr ew beyond  e l e v e n .  I g u e s s  t h a t ' s
when e v e r y t h i n g  was b e i n g  g r o u n d  i n . 1^

In t h i s  c o n t e x t ,  i t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  n o t e  t h e

^ R i c h a r d  Meryman,  " C a r o l  B u r n e t t ' s  Own S t o r y , "  
M c C a l l ' s ,  F e b r u a r y  19 ,  1976 ,  p .  167.
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r e s u l t s  o f  a s t u d y  c o n d u c t e d  by Har ve y  M i n d e s s ,  d i r e c t o r  

o f  t h e  g r a d u a t e  p s y c h o l o g y  p r o g r a m a t  A n t i o c h  

U n i v e r s i t y .  Mi n d e s s  c o n c l u d e d  t h a t  " t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  

r e g r e s s  i n t o  a more  c h i l d l i k e  v i ew o f  t h e  wo r l d  i s  a
1 fic r u c i a l  e l e m e n t  i n  b e i n g  g e n u i n e l y  f u n n y . "

As a t e e n a g e r ,  Ca r o l  n e v e r  a d m i t t e d  h e r  own 

p e r f o r m i n g  a m b i t i o n s - - a c t i n g  was f o r  t h e  b e a u t i f u l  p e o p l e  

i n  t h e  m o v i e s .  When B u r n e t t  g r a d u a t e d  f r om Hol l ywood 

High S c h o o l ,  h e r  mo t h e r  e n c o u r a g e d  h e r  t o  go t o  

j o u r n a l i s m  s c h o o l .  B u r n e t t  wa n t e d  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  of  

C a l i f o r n i a  a t  Los A n g e l e s - - w h i c h  had a T h e a t r e  A r t s  

p r o g r a m and no j o u r n a l i s m  m a j o r - - a n d  t o l d  h e r  mo t h e r  s he  

was i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  p l a y w r i t i n g  c o u r s e .  But  h e r  r e a l  

a m b i t i o n s  l a y  e l s e w h e r e .

My d r e am was t h e  i mme d i a t e  a c c e p t a n c e  t h a t  
comes w i t h  p e r f  ormi  n g - - p e o p l  e l o o k i n g  a t  you and 
knowi ng who you  a r e  and a p p r e c i a t i n g  y o u .  Be i ng  
l o v e d  1 ‘ 7

I t  i s  a t r u i s m  t h a t  p e r f o r m e r s  i n  g e n e r a l  c r a v e  

l o v e  and a c c e p t a n c e .  C l e a r l y  B u r n e t t  i s  no e x c e p t i o n .  

The p s y c h o l o g i s t  Dr .  Samuel  J a n u s  comment ed ,  " E a r l y  i n  

l i f e ,  c o me d i a n s  s t u m b l e  on humor  as  a way o f  maki ng 

p e o p l e  l i k e  t h e m,  and l a t e r ,  as  a d u l t s ,  u s e  i t  t o  g e t

16Ha r ve y  M i n d e s s ,  " S t u d y  o f  t h e  Comic 
P e r s o n a l i t y , " Ame r i c a n  J o u r n a l  o f  P s y c h o a n a l y s i s ,
O c t o b e r ,  1973,  p . 121 .

17R i c h a r d  Meryman,  " C a r o l  B u r n e t t ' s  Own S t o r y , "  
McCal 1 1s , F e b r u a r y  19 ,  1976 ,  p .  168 .
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a t t e n t i o n . "^8

Wh a t e v e r  we may s p e c u l a t e  a b o u t  h e r  m o t i v a t i o n ,  

B u r n e t t  d i d  n o t  h a v e  t h e  f o r t y - t w o  d o l l a r  t u i t i o n  f e e

n e c e s s a r y  t o  e n r o l l  i n  t h e  t h e a t r e  p r o g r a m.  She d i d ,

h o we v e r ,  ha ve  an i n t e n s e  d r i v e  t o  p e r f o r m  and an i n t e n s e  

i m a g i n a t i o n .  Her  i m a g i n a t i o n  t o o k  t h e  f o r m of

v i s u a l i z i n g  t h e  a r r i v a l  o f  t h e  money f r o m some unknown 

s o u r c e .  Ev e r y  mo r n i n g  s he  woul d g e t  up and l ook  i n  h e r

m a i l b o x  a c r o s s  t h e  l o b b y  o f  h e r  a p a r t m e n t  b u i l d i n g .  One 

mo r n i n g  t h e  m a i l b o x  had  a w h i t e  e n v e l o p e  w i t h  h e r  name on 

t h e  o u t s i d e .  I n s i d e  was a f i f t y  d o l l a r  b i l l  — l e f t  by an 

anonymous  d o n o r .

The f i r s t  s e m e s t e r  a t  UCLA, B u r n e t t  had a s ma l l  

comedy r o l e  as  a f a r m  g i r l  i n  a p r o d u c t i o n  o f  Ok l a h o ma . 

When s he  s a i d  h e r  l i n e ,  e v e r y o n e  l a u g h e d .  I t  was a mag i c  

moment .  Fo r  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e ,  B u r n e t t  f o r g o t  h e r  l o o k s  and 

f e l t ,  f i n a l l y ,  a t  home.

A f t e r  t h a t ,  B u r n e t t  a p p e a r e d  i n  o t h e r  m u s i c a l  

c o me d i e s  p r o d u c e d  a t  UCLA. She was i n  t h e  c h o r u s  o f

So u t h  P a c i f i c . N e x t ,  s h e  p e r f o r m e d  " A d e l a i d e ' s  Lament "

i n  Guys and D o l l s . Her  g r a n d m o t h e r  and m o t h e r ,  who

r e m a i n e d  s o b e r ,  c ame .  They w e r e ,  a p p a r e n t l y ,  amazed by

h e r  t a l e n t  and t h e  a u d i e n c e  r e s p o n s e .  Ca r o l  d e c i d e d  on a 

c a r e e r  i n  m u s i c a l  comedy ,  and s t a r t e d  v i s u a l i z i n g  New

18Samuel  J a n u s , "  The P s y c h o l o g y  o f  Comedy, "  
Ame r i c an  J o u r n a l  o f  P s y c h o a n a l y s i s , J u n e ,  1978,  p .  89 .
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Yo r k .  A g a i n ,  s h e  had no money,  b u t  a t  t h e  p a r t y  a f t e r  h e r  

c l o s i n g  p e r f o r m a n c e  exam i n  T h e a t r e  A r t s ,  a man o f f e r e d  

t o  l e n d  h e r  and Don S a r o y a n ,  a f e l l o w  s t u d e n t ,  $ l , 0 0 0 - - i f  

t h e y  woul d  pay i t  ba ck  i n  f i v e  y e a r s  and n e v e r  r e v e a l  h i s  

name .

Once i n  New Yo r k ,  s he  d i d  t h e  u s u a l  a s s o r t m e n t  o f  

odd j o b s  t o  s u r v i v e .  She a l s o  m a r r i e d  S a r o y a n ,  a un i o n  

t h a t  was t o  l a s t  f o u r  y e a r s .  F i n a l l y ,  newl y  s e p a r a t e d  

f r o m S a r o y a n  and a f t e r  j u s t  m i s s i n g  o u t  on R i c h a r d  

R o g e r s '  Babes  i n  Ar ms , s h e  g o t  a phone  c a l l .  Geor ge  

A b b o t t  was d i r e c t i n g  an o f f - B r o a d w a y  show c a l l e d  Once 

Upon a M a t t r e s s  and wa n t e d  h e r  t o  a u d i t i o n .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  

h e r  own r e p o r t ,  B u r n e t t  r emember s  r i d i n g  on t h e  subway t o  

t h e  t h e a t r e ,  f e e l i n g  c a l m l y  c e r t a i n  t h a t  s he  woul d g e t  

t h e  p a r t .  Back i n  C a l i f o r n i a ,  s h e  had v i s u a l i z e d  t h a t

h e r  f i r s t  b r e a k  i n  t h e  New York t h e a t r e  woul d  be i n  a

p l a y  d i r e c t e d  by Ge o r g e  A b b o t t .  Tr u e  t o  h e r  v i s i o n ,  s he  

was h i r e d  t o  p l a y  t h e  f e m a l e  l e a d .

L i k e  many o f  t h e  movi e  s p o o f s  t h a t  wer e  t o  become

s t a p l e s  o f  h e r  t e l e v i s i o n  show,  M a t t r e s s  was w r i t t e n  as  a 

b u r l e s q u e  on t h e  e x c e s s e s  o f  g l a m o r o u s  f e m i n i n i t y - - i n  

t h i s  c a s e  t h e  n o t i o n  o f  e x t r e m e ,  l a d y l i k e  d e l i c a c y .  

P r i n c e  D a u n t l e s s ,  36 y e a r s  o l d ,  ha s  n e v e r  m a r r i e d ,

b e c a u s e  h i s  m o t h e r ,  t h e  Queen ,  d e v i s e s  t r i c k  t e s t s  t o  

d e f e a t  any e l i g i b l e  p r i n c e s s e s - - m e a n w h i l e  p r o n o u n c i n g  a 

l aw t h a t  u n t i l  D a u n t l e s s  we ds ,  no one  e l s e  c a n .  To s a v e  

t h e  h onor  o f  h i s  p r e g n a n t  g i r l f r i e n d ,  S i r  Ha r r y  f e t c h e s
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P r i n c e s s  W i n i f r e d  ( B u r n e t t )  f r om a f a r - o f f  k i ngdom.

But  i n s t e a d  o f  b e h a v i n g  w i t h  t h e  l a d y l i k e  r e s e r v e  

we u s u a l l y  e x p e c t  f r om a f a i r y t a l e  p r i n c e s s ,  t h e  

h y p e r - a t h l e t i c  W i n i f r e d  swims t h e  moat  i n  o r d e r  t o  g e t  t o

t h e  p r i n c e  and i n a d v e r t e n t l y  k n o c k s  down h a l f  t h e  c o u r t

as  s h e  b l a s t s  o u t  a d i t t y  e n t i t l e d  " I ' m  S h y " - - r e v e a l i n g  

h e r  i n n e r  i n s e c u r i t y  and need  f o r  l o v e .

D a u n t l e s s  i s  s m i t t e n ,  and t o  d e f e a t  t h e  m a t c h ,  Mama 

d e c i d e s  t o  t e s t  W i n i f r e d  f o r  t h e  one  a r i s t o c r a t i c  q u a l i t y  

s he  i s  s u r e  s h e  1 a c k s - - s e n s  i t i  v i t y .  She p l a c e s  a pea  

b e n e a t h  t w e n t y  m a t t r e s s e s  and g i v e s  W i n i f r e d  a s l e e p i n g  

d r a u g h t .  I f  W i n i f r e d  s l e e p s ,  i t  w i l l  p r o v e  s he  i s  no 

t r u e  p r i n c e s s .  W i n i f r e d ,  as  e n a c t e d  by B u r n e t t ,  i s  a 

c h a r a c t e r  t h a t  was t o  f o r m an e s s e n t i a l  p a r t  o f  t h e

B u r n e t t  p e r s o n a .  She i s  o v e r - e a g e r ,  t o m b o y i s h ,  

( W i n i f r e d ' s  n i c k n a me  i s  " F r e d " ) ,  h y p e r - e n e r g i z e d  ( s h e  

d a n c e s  t h e  " P o l i s h  P a n i c " - - d e v i s e d  by t h e  Queen t o  t i r e  

h e r  o u t - - a n d  w h i l e  t h e  c o u r t  d r o p s  a r o u n d  h e r ,  c r i e s  

" L e t ' s  do i t  a g a i n l " ) ,  g o o d - n a t u r e d ,  u n p r e t e n t i o u s ,  

a f f e c t i o n a t e ,  i n s e c u r e ,  l o u d ,  and p l a i n .

In t h e  p l a y ,  B u r n e t t  u s e s  g e s t u r e s ,  i n c l u d i n g  

v i s u a l  and v o c a l  mu g g i n g ,  t h a t  s h e  was t o  e n l a r g e  upon 

l a t e r .  She i s  p o s s e s s e d  o f  an o u t r a g e d  s quawk,  a coy

s q u e a l ,  and a t h r o a t y  g r owl  t o  i n d i c a t e  how h e r  wedd i ng  

n i g h t  w i l l  l e a v e  h e r  " t h o r o u g h l y  s a t i s f i e d . "  She b a t s  

g i r l i s h  e y e l a s h e s - - a  h a i r s b r e a d t h  away f r o m t e a r s - - a n d  

w i t h o u t  a p a u s e  f o r  b r e a t h ,  s h o v e s  D a u n t l e s s  a s i d e  w i t h
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t r u c k d r i v e r  machi smo t o  d e m o n s t r a t e  h e r  d e s i r e  t o  l i f t  

w e i g h t s  t o  p a s s  h i s  m o t h e r ' s  t e s t .  She p u c k e r s  up f o r  a 

good n i g h t  smooch by s h i f t i n g  h e r  l i p s  h o r i z o n t a l l y  

t o w a r d  D a u n t l e s s '  m o u t h - - t h e n  t e n d e r l y  t o u c h e s  t h e  k i s s  

he p l a n t s  on h e r  c h e e k .

B u r n e t t ' s  e m o t i o n a l  r a n g e  g i v e s  t h e  p a r t  o f  

W i n i f r e d  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  u n d e r  t h e  f a r c e — and l i g h t e n s  up 

o u r  s e n s e  o f  h e r  i n s e c u r i t y  w i t h  humor .  P a r t  o f  t h a t  

humor  comes f r om a comi c  p a r a d o x :  s he  l o o k s  l i k e  an

a d u l t ,  b u t  s h e  a c t s  l i k e  a c h i l d .  C h i l d r e n  l o v e  t o  make 

f u n n y  f a c e s  and s t r a n g e  s o u n d s .  B u r n e t t  does  t o o .  She 

a l s o  mugs e m o t i o n s  t h a t  a r e  e x t r e m e ,  t r a n s p a r e n t l y  c l e a r ,  

and s u b j e c t  t o  s u d d e n  c h a n g e - - l i k e  t h o s e  o f  a c h i l d .  

"Muggi ng"  i s  an a r t i f i c i a l  s t y l e  o f  a c t i n g ,  and t h e  

u n r e a l n e s s  c r e a t e s  a comi c  d i s t a n c e .  In t h e  f r a mewor k  o f  

c omedy,  c h i l d i s h  p e r s o n a l i t y  t r a i t s  become a mu s i n g .  The 

f u l l - o u t ,  i n t e n s e ,  q u i c k s i l v e r  e m o t i o n s  o f  a c h i l d  

mi s ma t c h  t h e  s o c i a l  e x p e c t a t i o n s  we have  o f  a d u l t s .  The 

c o me d i e n n e  who t a k e s  on t h e s e  t r a i t s  becomes  

r i d i c u l o u s - - a n d  f u n n y .

B u r n e t t ' s  c h i l d l i k e  b e h a v i o r  a c c o r d s  w i t h  F r e u d ' s  

t h e o r y  o f  t h e  comi c  c h a r a c t e r  as  an a d u l t  becomi ng  a 

c h i l d .  Her  i n e p t ,  c h i l d l i k e  mi m i c r y  i s  e v i d e n t  i n  h e r  

i n e p t  a t t e m p t  t o  i m i t a t e  t h e  d e l i c a c y  o f  a f a i r y  t a l e  

p r i n c e s s .  By p l a y i n g  t h e  r o l e  o f  t h e  h e r o i n e  o f  a 

c h i l d ' s  f a i r y t a l e ,  B u r n e t t  i s  mos t  o b v i o u s l y  c h i l d l i k e .  

Her  m a n n e r ,  wh i ch  c o u p l e s  p r e - a d o l e s c e n t  u n g a i n 1 i n e s s ,
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e x a g g e r a t e d  e m o t i o n a l i t y ,  mu g g i n g ,  and mi mi c r y  f u r t h e r  

e m p h a s i z e s  t h e  c h i l d l i k e  a s p e c t  o f  h e r  p e r s o n a l i t y .  Th u s ,  

b o t h  by r o l e  and by ma n n e r ,  B u r n e t t  c o m e d i c a l l y  r e d u c e s  

h e r s e l f  t o  a c h i l d .

B u r n e t t ' s  muggi ng  a l s o  c r e a t e s  s h i f t s  i n  v o i c e  and 

e x p r e s s i o n  t h a t  a r e  so e x a g g e r a t e d  and r a p i d  t h a t  t h e y

seem d i s e n g a g e d  f r o m t h e  nor mal  f l o w  of  e mo t i o n  t h a t

c r e a t e s  human e x p r e s s i o n .  The muggi ng  s u g g e s t s  s o me t h i n g  

m e c h a n i c a l - - a n  a c t  o f  w i l l  i mposed  on t h e  e m o t i o n s - - a n d  

i n  t h a t  s e n s e  e x e m p l i f i e s  t h e  B e r g s o n i a n  t h e o r y  o f  comedy 

as  t h e  r i g i d i f i c a t i o n  o f  human b e h a v i o r .  Mugging 

t r a n s f o r m s  nor mal  f a c i a l  and b o d i l y  e x p r e s s i o n s  i n t o  

s o m e t h i n g  e x a g g e r a t e d  beyond an e x p r e s s i o n  o f  human 

e m o t i o n s  and t h e r e f o r e  " t h i n g l i k e . " I t  i s  a t e s t a m e n t  t o  

B u r n e t t ' s  s k i l l  and s e n s i t i v i t y ,  t h a t  u n d e r n e a t h  h e r

mu g g i n g ,  we can  s t i l l  s e n s e  g e n u i n e  f e e l i n g .  U n d e r n e a t h

t h e  B e r g s o n i a n  m e c h a n i z a t i o n  o f  g e s t u r e ,  we can  s t i l l  

s e n s e  t h e  woman.

In t r u e  f a i r y  t a l e  f a s h i o n ,  B u r n e t t  d o e s  e v e n t u a l l y  

ma r r y  t h e  P r i n c e .  ( P e r s u a d e d  by h i s  d e s p e r a t e l y  p r e g n a n t  

g i r l f r i e n d ,  S i r  H a r r y  ha s  p l a n t e d  a mace b e n e a t h  h e r  

m a t t r e s s . )  In a r o l e  r e v e r s a l ,  D a u n t l e s s  t a k e s  on 

W i n i f r e d ' s  s t r e n g t h  and s t a n d s  up t o  h i s  d o m i n e e r i n g  

m o t h e r .  And t h r o u g h  h i s  l o v e ,  t h e  t o m b o y i s h  P r i n c e s s  

W i n i f r e d  i s  a b l e  a t  l a s t  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  s he  i s  an 

a t t r a c t i v e  woman.  Combi n i ng  f o r c e s ,  t h e y  w i l l  b o t h  l i v e  

h a p p i l y  e v e r  a f t e r .
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The e l e m e n t s  t h a t  worked so we l l  f o r  B u r n e t t  i n  Once

Upon a M a t t r e s s  wer e  p l a y e d  o u t  i n  v a r i o u s  s h a d i n g s  i n

many o f  B u r n e t t ' s  o t h e r  s k e t c h e s  and s o n g s .  In 1957 ,

B u r n e t t  became a t e l e v i s i o n  r e g u l a r  09 The Gary Moore

Show and a p p e a r e d  on The Ed S u l l i v a n  Show s i n g i n g  " I  Made

a Fool  o f  My s e l f  o v e r  John F o s t e r  D u l l e s . "  Wi th t h e  same

g u s t o  t h a t  made h e r  so e a g e r  f o r  m a r r i a g e  t h a t  s he  swam a

m o a t ,  s he  s i n g s  o f  h e r  c r u s h  on D u l l e s  w i t h  c r o s s - e y e d ,

c o m i c a l  c o n v i c t i o n .  Wear i ng  a f a i r y  t a l e  c r o wn ,  s he

bowl s  o v e r  Moore w i t h  g o o d - n a t u r e d  l u s t ,  t e a s i n g  him w i t h
1 9" a l l  smoke and no f i r e . . . ? "

B u r n e t t ' s  own r o m a n t i c  l i f e  was more  s a t i s f a c t o r y .  

D i v o r c e d  f r o m S a r o y a n ,  she  met  J oe  H a m i l t o n ,  t h e  p r o d u c e r  

o f  The Gary Moore Show. H a m i l t o n ,  t h e  f a t h e r  o f  e i g h t  

c h i l d r e n ,  was s e p a r a t e d  f r o m h i s  w i f e .  D e s p i t e  g o s s i p ,  

B u r n e t  and Ha m i l t o n  wer e  m a r r i e d  i n  1 9 6 2 - - a  u n i o n  t h a t  

was t o  p r o d u c e  B u r n e t t ' s  t h r e e  d a u g h t e r s ,  and l a s t e d  

u n t i l  a d i v o r c e  i n  1982 .

In 1966 B u r n e t t  was g i v e n  h e r  own show on CBS- - an  

h o u r  l o n g  c o m e d y - v a r  i e t y  s p e c i a l  t h a t  was on t h e  a i r  

u n t i l  1977.  She o p e n e d  The Ca r o l  B u r n e t t  Show by 

a p p e a r i n g  as  h e r s e l f  i n  a q u e s t i o n / a n s w e r  s e s s i o n  w i t h  

t h e  a u d i e n c e .  F o l l o w i n g  t h a t  came a s e r i e s  o f  comedy 

s k e t c h e s  and some s o n g s .  B u r n e t t  p l a y e d  a v a r i e t y  o f  

c h a r a c t e r s ,  j o i n e d  by h e r  r e g u l a r  e n s e m b l e - - H a r v e y

1 9 "The Gary Moore Show, "  CBS, J u n e  12 ,  1957.
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Corman,  Vi c k i  L a w r e n c e ,  Tim Conwa y- - and  g u e s t  s t a r s .  

T h i s  p r o g r a m was t o  f o r m t h e  c o r e  o f  B u r n e t t ' s  p u b l i c  

image and c o me d i c  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n s ,  and s he  was t o  u s e  

i t  as  a s p r i n g b o a r d  t o  o t h e r  t e l e v i s i o n  s p e c i a l s  and 

f i 1ms .

Much o f  B u r n e t t ' s  comedy i s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by 

t r e m e n d o u s  e n e r g y ,  p h y s i c a l i t y ,  and a w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  t a k e  

" u n l a d y l i k e "  r i s k s .  S wi n g i n g  d o o r s  dump h e r  i n t o  p o t t e d  

p a l m s .  Leg c a s t s  t r i p  h e r  o n t o  t r a y s  o f  c o c k t a i l s .  

G i r a f f e - 1 imbed and r u b b e r - f a c e d ,  s h e  l ampoons  G l o r i a  

Swanson i n  " S u n s e t  B o u l e v a r d "  as  a s c r e a m i n g  h a r r i d a n .  

She t o s s e s  back  a h y p e r - f l u f f e d  wig as  F a r r a h  F a w c e t t  and 

c o u g h s  h e r  way t h r o u g h  Al i  McGraw' s  d e a t h  s c e n e  i n  Love

S t o r y  l i k e  a c o mme r c i a l  f o r  Vi cks  Va por ub .  As " S t a r l e t  

O ' H a r a , "  s h e  d e s c e n d s  t h e  s t a i r c a s e  o f  a b u r n e d - o u t

s o u t h e r n  ma n s i o n  i n  a d r e s s  s h e  has  wh i pped  up o u t  o f  

some o l d  v e l v e t  c u r t a i n s .  She has  f o r g o t t e n  t o  t a k e  o u t  

t h e  c u r t a i n  r o d s ,  and t h e y  poke  h e r  s h o u l d e r s  o u t  i n t o  

l i n e b a c k e r  p r o p o r t i o n s .

She a l s o  p l a y s  h e r  own s e x u a l i t y  f o r  l a u g h s .  When

handsome g u e s t  s t a r  L y l e  Wagoner  t o u c h e s  h e r ,  she  s q u e a k s  

w i t h  g l e e  and a l m o s t  c o l l a p s e s .  In a s p o o f  on a n c i e n t  

Rome,  s h e  p l a y s  an e m p r e s s  o u t f i t t e d  l i k e  Theda  B a r a ,  who 

makes  b r o a d  a d v a n c e s  t o  a s l a v e  ( S i d  C a e s a r ) ,  who

a c c i d e n t a l l y  s t a b s  h e r  and t h e n  c a l l s  f o r  an o r g y .

In 1982 ,  B u r n e t t  p l a y e d  "Mi s s  Ha n n i g a n "  i n  t h e  f i l m  

A n n i e . Mi s s  H a n n i g a n ,  t h e  s e x - s t a r v e d  m i s t r e s s  o f  t h e
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o r p h a n a g e  t h a t  h o u s e s  A n n i e ,  i s  c l o s e  t o  t h e  k i n d  o f  

c h a r a c t e r  B u r n e t t  p l a y e d  on h e r  t e l e v i s i o n  show.  "What  

a t t r a c t e d  me t o  Mi s s  Ha n n i g a n  was t h e  c h a n c e  t o  do 

s o m e t h i n g  o u t r a g e o u s  on f i l m - - t o  r e a l l y  c u t  l o o s e  t h e  way 

I do i n  my TV s k e t c h e s . " 20

Ca r o l  S o b i e s k i ,  t h e  s c r e e n w r i t e r  f o r  t h e  m u s i c a l ,

c omment s :  "Mi s s  Ha n n i g a n  i s  s e x u a l l y  v e r y  a g g r e s s i v e ,

whi ch  p e o p l e  can  t a k e  b e t t e r  i n  comedy t h a n  s t r a i g h t
21d r a m a . "  Mi s s  H a n n i g a n ' s  s e x u a l i t y ,  l i k e  t h a t  o f  many 

o f  B u r n e t t ' s  s k e t c h  c h a r a c t e r s ,  i s  u l t i m a t e l y  i n e p t  and a
i

c a u s e  f o r  h u m i l i a t i o n .  In one  s c e n e  H a n n i g a n / B u r n e t t  i s  

i n  bed r e s p o n d i n g  p a s s i o n a t e l y  t o  a man maki ng  l o v e .  The

c a me r a  p u l l s  back  t o  show h e r  k i s s i n g  t h e  r a d i o

b r o a d c a s t i n g  t h e  m a n ' s  v o i c e ,  as  t h e  g i g g l i n g  o r p h a n s

pe e p  a t  h e r  t h r o u g h  t h e  wi ndow.  She s c r e a m s  h y s t e r i c a l l y  

" Ge t  away' . "  r i p p i n g  t h e  s h a d e  as  s h e  p u l l s  i t  down.  J u s t  

D e f o r e  t h e  h u m i l i a t i o n  o f  t h e  moment  can  s i n k  i n ,  B u r n e t t  

p l a y s  i t  f o r  l a u g h s  by s w i g g i n g  g i n  f r om a f l o w e r  v a s e .

' H a n n i g a n ' s  c o s t u m e  i s  t h e  f a s h i o n  e q u i v a l e n t  o f  h e r  

f a i l e d ,  s l e a z y  a t t e m p t  a t  r o ma n c e .  Miss  Hann i gan  l u n g e s  

a f t e r  t h e  o r p h a n s  s l a t h e r e d  i n  r u f f l e s ,  w i t h  s n a g g e d  

n y l o n s  and a c r i m s o n  c r e p e  s k i r t  p u l l e d  t i g h t  a c r o s s  h e r  

h i p s  and g a t h e r e d  u n d e r  h e r  b e l l y  i n  a b a r o q u e  b o u q u e t  o f

2 0 c a r o l  B u r n e t t ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w .

2 1 Ca r o l  S o b i e s k i ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w  h e l d  on t h e  
f i l m  s e t  o f  A n n i e , J u n e  9,  1982 .
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d r a p e r i e s  t o p p e d  by a r o s e t t e .

S o m e t h i n g  p h y s i c a l  can  g i v e  you a whol e  new 
a t t i t u d e .  Some t i me s  I had no i d e a  wha t  I was g o i n g
t o  do w i t h  a c h a r a c t e r  u n t i l  I p u t  t h e  c o s t u me  on .
Then t h e  v o i c e  d e v e l o p e d ,  and t h e n  t h e
p s y c h o l o g y . 22

The c o s t u me  nee d  n o t  be as  e x a g g e r a t e d  as  Miss  

H a n n i g a n ' s  r u f f l e s  o r  t h e  h i p  h u g g i n g  c h a i n s  of  a 

v a m p / e m p r e s s ,  b u t  e v e n  when c h i c ,  i t  u s u a l l y  p r e s a g e d  

some s o c i a l  h u m i l i a t i o n .  (As n o t e d  e a r l i e r ,  F r e u d  made a 

s t r o n g  c o r r e l a t i o n  b e t we e n  comedy and h u m i l i a t i o n . )

We' ve  done  s k e t c h e s  wh e r e  Har vey  ( Ko r ma n - - a  
r e g u l a r  on B u r n e t t ' s  v a r i e t y  show)  and I p l a y e d  a
s u c c e s s f u l  m a r r i e d  c o u p l e ,  d r e s s e d  t o  t h e  n i n e s .  
In s k e t c h  comedy ,  t h e  b e t t e r  d r e s s e d  you a r e  when 
t h i n g s  h a p p e n  t o  y o u ,  t h e  f u n n i e r  i t  i s .  What  can 
be f u n n y  a b o u t  h a v i n g  t r o u b l e  s i t t i n g  down i n  a 
p a i r  o f  s l a c k s  i n  a r e s t a u r a n t ?  I t ’ s much f u n n i e r  
i f  y o u ' r e  v e r y  n i c e l y  d r e s s e d  i n  a t i g h t ,  b e a d e d  
d r e s s ,  wh e r e  you  c a n ' t  r e a l l y  move o r  even  c r o s s  
y o u r  l e g s  and you  ha ve  no i d e a  he was b r i n g i n g  you 
t o  t h i s  h a mb u r g e r  j o i n t . 2 3

Li k e  g l a mo u r  and s e x - a p p e a l ,  d o m e s t i c i t y  i s  a n o t h e r  

a s p e c t  o f  t h e  s t e r e o t y p i c a l l y  " f e m i n i n e "  woman.  Here  

t o o ,  B u r n e t t  c an  be s i n g u l a r l y  i n e p t .  In one  o f  h e r  mos t  

o u t r a g e o u s  s k e t c h e s ,  s he  i s  b e s e t  by c o mme r c i a l  h o u s e h o l d  

p r o d u c t s .  In one  s k i t ,  B u r n e t t  comes i n  w e a r i n g  a 

r u mp l e d  b a t h r o b e  r e a d y  t o  do b a t t l e  w i t h  t h e  h o u s e h o l d  

l a u n d r y .  She c a r r i e s  t h e  b a s k e t  o f  d i r t y  c l o t h e s  o v e r  t o  

t h e  w a s h i n g  m a c h i n e  and o p e n s  t h e  l i d .  A m u s c u l a r  mal e  

arm b r a n d i s h i n g  a p o p u l a r  b r a n d  o f  l a u n d r y  d e t e r g e n t  ( a

22 Ca r o l  B u r n e t t ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w .

2 3 1 b i d .
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c u r r e n t  t e l e v i s i o n  c o m m e r c i a l )  comes o u t  o f  t h e  w a s h e r .  

When B u r n e t t  t r i e s  t o  p u t  t h e  c l o t h e s  i n  t h e  m a c h i n e ,  

t h e y  a r e  t o s s e d  o u t .  Ag a i n  s h e  t r i e s  t o  s t u f f  i n  t h e  

c l o t h e s - - a n d  a g a i n  t h e y  a r e  t h r o w n  o u t .  F i n a l l y ,  she  

a p p r o a c h e s  t h e  t h e  ma c h i n e  and p e e r s  i n  s u s p i c i o u s l y .

The m u s c u l a r  arm comes  o u t ,  makes  a f i s t ,  and s o c k s  h e r  

i n  t h e  j a w .  She f a l l s  ba ck  on t h e  f l o o r  and c r o u c h e s  

t h e r e - - a  wounded ,  e n r a g e d ,  b u t  c u n n i n g  a n i m a l .  She 

c r e e p s  up on t h e  m a c h i n e ,  s t u f f s  t h e  c l o t h e s  i n ,  and 

s w i f t l y  s l a ms  down t h e  l i d  and l o c k s  i t .  As s he  i s  

s t a r i n g  a t  t h e  ma c h i n e  w i t h  s a t i s f a c t i o n ,  i t  s h u d d e r s ,  

and b e g i n s  t o  g r o w - - u p  and up u n t i l  i t  r e a c h e s  t h e  

c e i l i n g  and s ma s h e s  t h e  p l a s t e r .  B u r n e t t  t r o t s  o v e r  t o  a 

s i n k  f u l l  o f  d i s h e s  and o p e n s  a wi ndow.  Dozens  o f  d o v e s  

f l y  i n ,  n e s t i n g  on h e r  h a i r  and s h o u l d e r s  and f i l l i n g  t h e

k i t c h e n  w i t h  a w i l d  b e a t i n g  o f  wi n g s  and t h e  p r o s p e c t  of

i n s u r m o u n t a b l e  q u a n t i t i e s  o f  g u a n o .  H o r r i f i e d ,  s he  b e a t s  

t hem b a c k .  Then ,  s h a k e n ,  B u r n e t t  o p e n s  t h e

r e f r i g e r a t o r .  She e me r g e s  w i t h  a c r a c k e r  and 

m a r g e r i n e - - a s  someone  s h o v e s  a huge  crown on h e r  h e a d .

She manages  t o  t e a r  t h e  crown o f f  and f l i n g s  i t  a s i d e - - a

l o o k  o f  p r o f o u n d  d i s g u s t  on h e r  f a c e .  By now t h e  wa s h i n g

ma c h i n e  has  r e t u r n e d  t o  i t s  f o r m e r  s i z e  ( ami d  t h e  f a l l e n  

p l a s t e r ) .  She a p p r o a c h e s  i t  w i t h  a l l  due  c a u t i o n  and 

s n a t c h e s  o u t  h e r  c l o t h e s .  She t a k e s  t h e  damp c l o t h e s  

o f f - c a m e r a  i n t o  t h e  b a c k y a r d .  Moments l a t e r ,  t h e  Aj ax  

w h i t e  k n i g h t  g a l l o p s  p a s t  t h e  wi ndow.  We h e a r  a t e r r i b l e
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s c r e a m .  B u r n e t t  s t a g g e r s  back  - into t h e  k i t c h e n - - s k e w e r e d  

by a l a n c e .  Then s he  d i e s .

To gauge  t h e  s a v a g e n e s s  o f  t h i s  s k i t ,  we ne e d  o n l y  

l o o k  a t  t h e  work o f  B u r n e t t ' s  c l o s e s t  p r e d e c e s s o r ,  t h e  

s l a p s t i c k  comedy o f  L u c i l l e  B a l l  as  " L u c y . "  Lucy was 

f amous  f o r  g e t t i n g  h e r s e l f  i n t o  s c r a p e s ,  o f t e n  c o m p l e t e  

w i t h  r i d i c u l o u s  c o s t u m e s .  But  no m a t t e r  how o u t r a g e o u s  

t h e  s i t u a t i o n  o r  h e r  own b e h a v i o r ,  Lucy a l wa y s  r e m a i n e d  

f u n d a m e n t a l l y  i n n o c e n t ,  c h i l d i s h l y  s i l l y ,  and u n h a r me d .  

I f  s h e  made a s e x u a l  a d v a n c e ,  i t  was o n l y  t o w a r d s  h e r  

h u s b a n d  R i c k y  and i n  t h e  g u i s e  o f  a f f e c t i o n .  I f  s he  

became more i n s i s t e n t ,  i t  was o n l y  when m a s q u e r a d i n g

( a l o n g  w i t h  E t h e l )  as  a r i d i c u l o u s  h i l l b i l l y ,  i n  an

a t t e m p t  t o  win back  h e r  h u s b a n d ' s  a t t e n t i o n .  Her s  was 

n o t  t h e  f a i l e d  a t t e m p t  a t  g l a m o u r  by a f u n d a m e n t a l l y  

u n g l a m o u r o u s  woman ( a s  i s  i m p l i e d  by much o f  B u r n e t t ' s

wo r k ,  i n c l u d i n g  h e r  s p o o f s  o f  movi e  s t a r s ) .  Lucy was 

a l wa y s  u n d e r s t o o d  t o  be a t t r a c t i v e  and b a s i c a l l y  

d o m e s t i c a l l y  c o m p e t e n t  and c o n t e n t .  The b i r t h  o f  L i t t l e  

R i c k y - - t h e  e p i t o m e  o f  s e n t i m e n t a l  f a r c e - - p r e s e n t e d  Lucy 

as  a j o y o u s  m o t h e r  and h o u s e w i f e .

B u r n e t t ' s  s k i t ,  by way o f  c o n t r a s t ,  i s  a b s u r d  

t h e a t r e  o f  c r u e l t y ,  w i t h  h e r s e l f  a s  c h i e f  v i c t i m .  I t  i s  

comedy o f  t h e  comba t  z o n e :  B u r n e t t  v s .  a m a l e v o l e n t

u n i v e r s e .  Her e a r l i e r  pan t omi me  s c e n e  f r om Once Upon a 

M a t t r e s s  s e t  up a s i m i l a r  s i t u  a t  i o n  when B u r n e t t  

c o n f r o n t e d  a lump b e n e a t h  h e r  m a t t r e s s .  But  i n  t h e  f a i r y
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t a l e ,  B u r n e t t  u l t i m a t e l y  t r i u m p h e d .  The lump whi ch  had

seemed t o  be h e r  d o w n f a l l  was a c t u a l l y  h e r  s a v i o r .  Her 

s e x u a l i t y  i n  M a t t r e s s  i s  a l s o  more i n n o c e n t  t h a n  i n  h e r  

l a , t e r  s k e t c h e s .  In h e r  r o m a n t i c  s c e n e s  w i t h  t h e  P r i n c e ,  

b o t h  h e r  b e h a v i o r  and h e r  c o s t u m e s  a r e  s o f t ,  m o d e s t ,  and 

f  emi n i n e . -

U n l i k e  t h e  m u s i c a l  comedy,  t h e  s k e t c h e s  i n  h e r  own 

t e l e v i s i o n  show we r e  s p e c i f i c a l l y  d e s i g n e d  t o  e x p l o i t  

B u r n e t t ' s  c o me d i c  t a l e n t .  A l s o ,  a d i f f e r e n c e  i n  g e n r e  

may p r e d i c a t e  a d i f f e r e n c e  i n  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n .  As t h e  

h e r o i n e  o f  wh a t  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  a r o m a n t i c  f a r c e ,  C a r o l  

mus t  be p o s s e s s e d  o f  a c e r t a i n  r o m a n t i c i s m  u n d e r  h e r

t o m b o y i s h  a n t i c s .  The Queen t a k e s  o v e r  t h e  r o l e  o f  t h e  

f u n n y  vi  11 ai  n e s s - - a  r o l e  t h a t  Ca r o l  was l a t e r  t o  p l a y  

s u c c e s s f u l l y  i n  many o f  h e r  s k e t c h e s .

The p r o t a g o n i s t  o f  a c o med i c  f i l m ,  p l a y ,  o r

c o n t i n u o u s  s i t c o m  i s  a p t  t o  be e s s e n t i a l l y  l i k a b l e  and 

u n h a r m e d - - a s  was Lucy .  The a u d i e n c e  u s u a l l y  i d e n t i f i e s  

w i t h  and r o o t s  f o r  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t  and t e n d s  t o  c o n f u s e

t h e  a c t r e s s  w i t h  h e r  r o l e .  But  i n  s k e t c h  comedy,  t h e  

a c t r e s s  p l a y s  such  a l a r g e  v a r i e t y  o f  r o l e s  w i t h i n  a 

s h o r t  s p a c e  o f  t i m e  t h a t  t h e  a u d i e n c e  i s  l e s s  l i k e l y  t o  

c o n f u s e  t h e  a c t r e s s  w i t h  t h e  r o l e  o r  i d e n t i f y  w i t h  an 

o n g o i n g  h e r o i n e .  As a s k e t c h  p e r f o r m e r ,  B u r n e t t  

t h e r e f o r e  has  t h e  f r e e d o m  t o  p l a y  e v e r y t h i n g  f rom v i l l a i n  

t o  v i c t i m  t o  f o o l .

To s u c c e e d  as  a s t a r  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  B u r n e t t  mus t
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s t i l l  e s t a b l i s h  h e r s e l f  as  a l i k a b l e  p r o t a g o n i s t .  She 

a c c o m p l i s h e s  t h , i s  by a p p e a r i n g s  as  h e r  g o o d - n a t u r e d  s e l f  

i n  h e r  o p e n i n g  q u e s t i o n / a n s w e r ,  s e s s i o n  w i t h  t h e  

a u d i e n c e .  In c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  e x a g g e r a t e d ,  f a r c i c a l ,  

a r t i f i c i a l  n a t u r e  o f  many of  t h e  s k e t c h e s ,  t h e  o p e n i n g  i s  

l e f t  d e l i b e r a t e l y  u n r e h e a r s e d  and " r e a l . "  B u r n e t t  

p r e s e n t s  h e r s e l f  as  a m a t e u r i s h - - o n l y  a s t e p  r emoved f r om 

t h e  a v e r a g e  a u d i e n c e  member .

When we f i r s t  s t a r t e d  d o i n g  t h e  q u e s t i o n  and 
a n s we r  s e s s i o n  w i t h  a u d i e n c e ,  I was f r i g h t e n e d .
But  we d e c i d e d  t o  t a k e  a c h a n c e  and p u t  i t  on t h e  
a i r .  The q u e s t i o n s  wer e  w o n d e r f u l - - s o m e  o f  t hem
wer e  so bad e v e n  o u r  w r i t e r s  c o u l d n ' t  come up w i t h
t hem and p e o p l e  saw t h e r e  was t r u t h  i n  i t .  We'd
l e a v e  i n  some dumb a n s w e r s  on my p a r t  and t i m e s
when I was s t u m p e d .  I d o n ' t  r e a l l y  l ook  l i k e  I 
know wha t  I ' m  d o i n g  up t h e r e . 24

What a u d i e n c e s  r e s p o n d  t o  when Ca r o l  a p p e a r s  as  

h e r s e l f  i s  a s e n s e  o f  h e r  " n i c e n e s s . "  She i s  l i k e

t h e m - - o n l y  f u n n i e r  and n i c e r .  I t  i s  t h e r e f o r e ,  a l l  t h e

more  c u r i o u s  t h a t  t h e  s k e t c h  c h a r a c t e r  mos t  c l o s e l y  

i d e n t i f i e d  w i t h  B u r n e t t - - h e r  p e r s o n a l  f a v o r i t e  and t h e  

one  t h a t  comes n e a r e s t  t o  r e f l e c t i n g  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  o f  t h e  

a v e r a g e  h o u s e w i f e - - i s  E u n i c e .  Now, E u n i c e  i s  many

t h i n g s - - l o u d ,  m e a n - s p i r i t e d ,  s e l f - d e l u d e d ,  p a t h e t i c ,  and 

s o me t i me s  d r u n k .  One t h i n g  s he  i s  n o t  i s  n i c e .

E u n i c e  was f i r s t  d e v e l o p e d  as  a c h a r a c t e r  i n  a 

s k e t c h  c r e a t e d  and p e r f o r m e d  by w r i t e r s  Dick C l a i r  and

2 4 Ca r o l  B u r n e t t ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w .
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J e n n a  McMahon i n  t h e  1 9 6 0 ' s .  C l a i r  and McMahon wen t  on 

t a l k  shows w i t h  a r o u t i n e  a b o u t  an a c t o r  who won an

Academy Award and came home t o  v i s i t  h i s  v i t u p e r a t i v e  

s i s t e r  E u n i c e  ( p l a y e d  by McMahon) The f a m i l y  i g n o r e d  

him and t a l k e d  a b o u t  t h e i r  d o g .  (When Merv G r i f f i n  

p l a y e d  t h e  a c t o r ,  he p i c k e d  up McMahon' s  baby and

p l a i n t i v e l y  a d l i b b e d  " I  j u s t  won t h e  Academy A w a r d . " )

When C l a i r  and McMahon r e v i s e d  t h e  m a t e r i a l  as  a

s k e t c h  f o r  B u r n e t t ,  t h e y  made t h e  b r o t h e r  a w r i t e r  and

a dded  a m o t h e r .  In one  d r a f t ,  Ca r o l  was t h e  mo t h e r  and

Vi c k i  Lawr ence  p l a y e d  E u n i c e .  F i n a l l y ,  La wr ence  was made

t h e  m o t h e r .  McMahon s a y s ,  " V i c k i  was a s t o n i s h i n g  i n  t h e

r o l e .  I t  was as  i f  s h e  was p o s s e s s e d .  She s t a r t e d  d o i n g

i t  i n  h e r  t w e n t i e s  and s he  n e v e r  wore  any m a k e - u p - - j u s t
25t h a t  wig and g l a s s e s . "  "We w r o t e  t hem as  m i d - We s t e r n  

c h a r a c t e r s , "  s a y s  C l a i r .  " J e n n a ' s  m o t h e r  i s  f r o m Ka ns a s  

C i t y  and we b a s e d  Mama on h e r .  We e x p e c t e d  t hem t o  p l a y  

i t  s t r a i g h t ,  b u t  a t  t h e  r u n - t h r o u g h ,  Ca r o l  p i c k e d  up a

f a n  and d r a w l e d  ' Ooowee l  I s  i t  h o t i '  I t h o u g h t  i t  was a 

new c h a r a c t e r .  But  e v e r y  o t h e r  l i n e  was t h e  same ,  and i t  

was hi  1a r i o u s - - a n d  h e a r t b r e a k i n g .  We w r o t e  E u n i c e  as  a

t h o u g h t l e s s  woman,  b u t  Ca r o l  p u t  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  i n t o

2 5 J e n n a  McMahon,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w  h e l d  a t  h e r  
home i n  Ho l l y wo o d ,  C a l i f o r n i a ,  J u n e  22 ,  1982
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C l a i r  and McMahon,  o f  c o u r s e ,  d i d  mos t  o f  t h e  

w r i t i n g ,  b u t  B u r n e t t  c o n t r i b u t e d  s p e c i a l  t o u c h e s — o f t e n  

b a s e d  on h e r  own l i f e .

T h e r e ' s  t h e  t i m e  Mama g i v e s  E u n i c e  t h e  b e e r .  
T h i s  i s  a f t e r  s h e ' s  a l r e a d y  c a l l e d  h e r  names f o r  
d r i n k i n g  and t o l d  h e r  t o  s t o p .  I f e l t  i t  was
i m p o r t a n t  t o  p u t  t h a t  i n  b e c a u s e  i t  h a p p e n e d  w i t h  
my g r a n d m o t h e r  and mo t h e r  o n c e .  My mo t h e r  had been 
on t h e  wagon f o r  a few weeks  when my g r a n d m o t h e r  
o f f e r e d  h e r  a d r i n k .  I t ' s  a common t h i n g  in  
f a m i l i e s  when t h e  a l c o h o l i c  t r i e s  t o  q u i t ,  t h e  
o t h e r  p e r s o n  f i n d s  t h e y ' r e  l e f t  w i t h o u t  a j o b .

I b a s e d  E u n i c e  on my m o t h e r ,  even  t h o u g h  
E u n i c e  d o e s n ' t  l o o k  l i k e  h e r .  My mo t h e r  was v e r y  
b e a u t i f u l ,  b u t  s h e  f e l t  l i k e  a f a i l u r e ,  and as  s he  
g o t  o l d e r  s h e  t r i e d  t o  f i n d  s o l a c e  i n  d r i n k i n g - - a s
E u n i c e  s t a r t s  t o  d o .  I r emember  my mo t h e r  s a y i n g ,
" I f  o n l y  t h i s  o r  t h a t  h a d n ' t  h a p p e n e d ,  I c o u l d  have
been  s o m e t h i n g . "  She made e x c u s e s  l i k e  s he  
c o u l d n ' t  l e a v e  me.  I t  was t h e  u l t i m a t e  c o p - o u t  o f  
g i v i n g  up t o o  s o o n .  She was b r i g h t . . .Maybe t h i n g s  
wer e  s t a c k e d  a g a i n s t  h e r . . . I  d o n ' t  know.

As E u n i c e ,  B u r n e t t ' s  body f i n d s  a s l a p s t i c k

e q u i v a l e n t  f o r  t h e  t h e  r a g i n g  d i s a p p o i n t m e n t  o f  h e r

f i r e y ,  t a l e n t e d ,  f r u s t r a t e d  m o t h e r .  The e y e s  pop w i t h

o u t r a g e .  The v o i c e  p o l e - v a u l t s  t h e  r e g i s t e r s .  The

Adam' s  a p p l e  h e a v e s  as  s h e  g u l p s  down y e t  a n o t h e r

i n s u l t .  Then t h e r e ' s  t h e  a r m - - f l u n g  upward on a t i d a l

wave of  d e t e r m i n a t i o n - - o n l y  t o  c o l l a p s e  h a l f - w a y  t h r o u g h

as  E u n i c e ' s  body  r e a l i z e s ,  p e r h a p s  even  b e f o r e  h e r  mi nd ,

t h e  f u t i 1 i t y  o f  i t  a l l .

Wi t h t h e  p a t h o s  o f  t h a t  d e f e a t e d  a rm,  E u n i c e ' s

w a r d r o b e  r e a c h e s  f o r '  t a s t e f u l  f e m i n i n i t y — and m i s s e s .

Her  s k i n n y  nec k  i s  a c c e n t u a t e d  by a b o d i c e  made o f  f l o r a l

27carol B u r n e t t ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w .
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c h i f f o n ;  h e r  mousy brown h a i r  i s  l a c q u e r e d  i n t o  b e a u t y  

p a r l o r  p r e c i s i o n ;  s h e  a t t e n d s  a f u n e r a l  w e a r i n g  a f i l m y  

b l a c k  d r e s s - - a n d  w h i t e  s h o e s .

I w a n t e d  t o  do E u n i c e  w i t h  a Te x a s  a c c e n t ,  
b u t  I r e a l l y  g o t  i n t o  h e r  when I saw what  Bob 
M a c k i e ( t h e  c o s t u m e  d e s i g n e r  made f amous  by The 
Ca r o l  B u r n e t t  Show,  a n d ,  l a t e r ,  Che r )  had me 
i n - - t h e  wig t h a t  l o o k e d  l i k e  s h e  g o t  a p e r m a n e n t  
e v e r y  mo n t h ,  t h e  o l d  p r i n t  d r e s s ,  t h e  t a s t e  i n  
s h o e s . 28

Her  e x a g g e r a t e d  g e s t u r e s  and w a r d r o b e  make E u n i c e  a

b r o a d l y  comi c  s k e t c h  c h a r a c t e r .  But  when B u r n e t t

p e r f o r m e d  t h e  r o l e  i n  a n i n e t y - m i n u t e  s p e c i a l  c a l l e d

E u n i c e , t h e  f a r c e  s l i p p p e d  i n t o  p a t h o s  and a moment  o f

r e a l  t r u t h  a b o u t  t h e  h o p e l e s s n e s s  o f  E u n i c e ' s  l i f e .  "We

p l a y e d  i t  t o t a l l y  s t r a i g h t  a t  one  r e h e a r s a l , "  s a y s
7 QB u r n e t t ,  "The r e s u l t  was p u r e  T e n n e s s e e  W i l l i a m s . "

E u n i c e  i s  t h e  mos t  memor a b l e  and compl ex  o f  t h e  

c h a r a c t e r s  B u r n e t t  c r e a t e d  as  p a r t  o f  h e r  e l e v e n - y e a r  

s t i n t  as  h o s t  o f  h e r  own c o m e d y / v a r i e t y  show.  In b o t h  

w r i t i n g  and p e r f o r m a n c e ,  E u n i c e  and h e r  h u s b a n d  Ed 

( H a r v e y  Korman)  and Mama ( V i c k i  La wr enc e )  have  a 

s u b s t a n c e  t h a t  e x t e n d s  beyond t h e i r  o r i g i n  as  s k e t c h  

c h a r a c t e r s .  The " E u n i c e "  s k e t c h e s  became a r e g u l a r  

f e a t u r e  on t h e  v a r i e t y  show,  e s t a b l i s h i n g  a c o n t i n u i n g  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  t h e  a u d i e n c e  s omewhat  l i k e  t h a t  o f  a 

s i t u a t i o n  comedy .  In f a c t ,  Vi ck i  L a w r e n c e ,  who p l a y e d

2 8 i b i d .  
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Mama, was l a t e r  a b l e  t o  s t a r  i n  a s p i n - o f f  v e r s i o n  o f  t h e  

" E u n i c e "  e p i s o d e s  c a l l e d  "Mama' s  F a m i l y . "

E u n i c e  and h e r  f a m i l y  wer e  a b l e  t o  e v o l v e  f r o m 

f a r c i c a l ,  s k e t c h  " t y p e s "  t o  f u l l y  d e v e l o p e d  c h a r a c t e r s  

w i t h  s e r i o u s  d i m e n s i o n s .  B u r n e t t ' s  o t h e r  s k e t c h  

c h a r a c t e r s  d i d  n o t  e v o l v e  i n  t h e  same way,  b u t  t h e  mos t

me mor a b l e  e p i s o d e s  a l s o  r e f l e c t  a d e p t h  o f  f e e l i n g  t h a t

g o e s  beyond  mer e  a mus e me n t .  Th a t  d e p t h  p r o b a b l y  comes 

o u t  o f  some c o r e  o f  B u r n e t t ' s  p e r s o n a l i t y  t h a t  s he  

t r a n s m i t s  t o  e a c h  r o l e ,  no m a t t e r  how s u p e r f i c i a l l y  

a b s u r d .  *

B u r n e t t ' s  p l a y s  r o l e s  r a n g e  f r o m a dumb b u t  buxom 

s e c r e t a r y  t o  a w i s t f u l  c h a r l a d y  t o  a s e x - s t a r v e d  Roman 

e m p r e s s .  S i n c e  h e r  r o l e s  a r e  so v a r i e d ,  i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  

t o  f i n d  a common d e n o m i n a t o r  o r  t h e a t r i c a l  " s p i n e "  t h a t  

c o n n e c t s  a l l  o f  t h e m .  C l e a r l y ,  t h e r e  mus t  be o n e ,  s i n c e  

a B u r n e t t  s k e t c h  c h a r a c t e r  i s  n o t  t h e  same a s ,  s a y ,  a 

s k e t c h  c h a r a c t e r  p e r f o r m e d  by L i l y  Toml i n  o r  G i l d a  

R a d n e r .  In o r d e r  t o  a t t e m p t  t o  f i n d  some s o r t  o f  

c o n s i s t e n c y  among B u r n e t t ' s  s k e t c h  r o l e s ,  I woul d 

t h e r e f o r e  l i k e  t o  r e v i e w  some o f  h e r  o u t s t a n d i n g

c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n s  and n o t e  o t h e r  r e l a t e d  s k e t c h  r o l e s .

F o r e m o s t  among B u r n e t t ' s  s k e t c h  r o l e s  i s ,  o f  

c o u r s e ,  E u n i c e .  E u n i c e ' s  m i x t u r e  of  o u t r a g e o u s

f u n n i n e s s ,  p a t h o s ,  r a g e ,  f a n t a s y ,  and d e s p e r a t e l y  i n e p t  

f e m i n i n i t y  a r e  t r a i t s  f o u n d  i n  many o f  t h e  c o m e d i e n n e ' s  

o t h e r  r o l e s  s uch  as  h e r  numer ous  s p o o f s  on movi e  s t a r s .
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The s e  i n c l u d e  G l o r i a  S w a n s o n ' s  a g i n g  s i l e n t  movi e  s t a r  i n  

S u n s e t  B o u l e v a r d ; V i v i e n n e  L e i g h ' s  v i v a c i o u s  S o u t h e r n  

b e l l e  i n  Gone w i t h  t h e  Wi nd; Al i  Ma g r a w' s  r o m a n t i c a l l y  

doomed c o - e d  i n  Love S t o r y ; and t h e  many h e r o i n e s  o f  t h e  

1 9 4 0 ' s  "women' s  p i c t u r e s "  as  p o r t r a y e d  by B e t t y  G r a b l e ,  

J oa n  C r a w f o r d ,  B e t t e  D a v i s ,  J oan  F o n t a i n e ,  R i t a  Ha y wo r t h ,  

e t c .

What a l l  t h e s e  r o l e s  have  i n  common i s  t h a t  t h e y  

e p i t o m i z e  i s s u e s  o f  f e m i n i n i t y  and g l a m o u r .  E u n i c e

p a r t l y  d e f i n e s  h e r s e l f  by t h e  same i s s u e s - - a s  e v i d e n c e d  

by h e r  p e a r l s ,  c h i f f o n s ,  and l a c q u e r e d  p i n c u r l s .  But  i f

E u n i c e  i s  t h e  common woman d r e a m i n g  o f  b e i n g  a s t a r ,

t h e s e  a r e  t h e  r o l e s  p l a y e d  by t h e  s t a r s  t h e m s e l v e s - - t h e  

r o l e s  t h a t  p r o v i d e d  a p o p u l a r  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  

f e m i n i n i t y - - f o r  E u n i c e  and o t h e r  women.

Most  of  t h e s e  r o l e s  wer e  p l a y e d  by a c t r e s s e s  

r enowned  f o r  t h e i r  b e a u t y .  In t h e  few c a s e s  whe r e  t h e  

a c t r e s s e s  were  n o t  ( o r  were  no l o n g e r )  s t u n n i n g  by 

Hol l ywood s t a n d a r d s ,  t h e y  were  u s u a l l y  h i g h l y  a t t r a c t i v e  

i n  t h e i r  own,  more i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c  way o r  p o s s e s s e d  

r e m n a n t s  of  t h e i r  f o r m e r  b e a u t y .  The movi e  p l o t s  i n  

whi ch  t h e y  wer e  e m b r o i l e d  o f t e n  showed t h e i r  f a l l  f r om 

t h e  g l a mo u r o u s  i d e a l  and s e t  t hem in d e s p e r a t e  

c o m p e t i t i t i o n  w i t h  i n g e n u e s .  When B u r n e t t  p l a y s  t h e  

r o l e s ,  s h e  mocks n o t  o n l y  t h e  n o t i o n  of  g l a mo u r  b u t  a l s o

t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of  h e r s e l f  e v e r  p o s s e s s i n g  e i t h e r  g l a mo u r  

o r  f e m i n i n i t y .  From t h e  moment  s he  a p p e a r s  i n  c o s t u m e ,



t h e  a u d i e n c e  i s  a wa r e  t h a t  s he  d oe s  n o t  l ook  as  b e a u t i f u l  

as  t h e  o r i g i n a l .  We a r e  g i v e n  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t  

B u r n e t t ' s  own l o o k s  a r e  somehow wrong f o r  a woman.  Her s  

i s  a c o m e d i c a l l y  i n e p t  a t t e m p t  a t  g l a m o u r ,  and t h e  

s k e t c h e s  o f t e n  t a k e  on a k i n d  o f  p a t h o s  and a n g e r  u n d e r  

t h e  f a r c e .

Even when B u r n e t t  p l a y s  a c h i l d  s t a r ,  s he  d e a l s  

w i t h  t h e  i s s u e s  o f  u l t r a - f e m i n i n i t y .  One o f  h e r  e a r l y  

s k e t c h e s  s p o o f s  S h i r l e y  Te mp l e ,  a d i m i n u t i v e  d a r l i n g  o f  

1 9 3 0 ' s  m o v i e s - - a n d  t h e  r o l e  model  f o r  l i t t l e  g i r l s  when 

B u r n e t t  was a c h i l d .  B u r n e t t ' s  v e r s i o n - - " S h i r l e y  

D i m p l e " - - i s  a s t i c k y - s w e e t  l i t t l e  g i r l ,  o u t f i t t e d  i n  a 

c o n f e c t i o n  o f  r i b b o n s ,  r u f f l e s ,  f l o u n c e s ,  b a n a n a  c u r l s ,  

and b l o o m e r s  t h a t  l o o k  r i d i c u l o u s  on B u r n e t t ' s  5 ' 9 " ,  

g r o wn - u p  f r a m e .

I t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  c ompar e  B u r n e t t ' s  " S h i r l e y  

Di mpl e"  w i t h  L i l y  T o m l i n ' s  " E d i t h  Ann . "  Both a r e  

o v e r s i z e d ,  t r u c u l e n t  l i t t l e  g i r l s .  But  whe r e  " Di mpl e"  

s a t i r i z e s  t h e  n o t i o n  o f  c u t e  1 i t t l e - g i r l i s h n e s s ,  " E d i t h  

Ann" i s  more o f  an a l l - r o u n d  k i d ,  t o m b o y i s h ,  n a i v e ,  and 

s m a r t - a l e c k y .  In f a c t ,  " Di mpl e"  i s  n o t  p a r t i c u l a r l y  

c h i l d l i k e  a t  a l l  e x c e p t  i n  h e r  a f f e c t e d  m a n n e r i s m s .  As 

p l a y e d  by B u r n e t t ,  " S h i r l e y  Di mpl e"  i s  a c t u a l l y  an 

o v e r - a g e d ,  b a d - t e m p e r e d ,  o v e r - t h e - h i 11 a c t r e s s .  In f a c t ,  

" S h i r l e y  Di mpl e"  i s  i n  many ways a y o u n g e r ,  s i l l i e r  

v e r s i o n  o f  t h e  r e c l u s i v e ,  u l t i m a t e l y  mad h a s - b e e n  a c t r e s s  

who s t a r s  i n  S u n s e t  B o u l e v a r d .
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The c h a r a c t e r  o f  " E u n i c e "  i s  a l s o  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e

n o t i o n  o f  d e f e a t e d  f a n t a s i e s  o f  g l a m o u r .  L i k e  t h e

a c t r e s s  c h a r a c t e r s ,  " E u n i c e "  i s  f o r c e d  t o  f a c e  h e r  own

a g i n g  and t h e  c o mp r o mi s e  o f  h e r  h o pes  and d r e a m s .  E u n i c e

t u r n s  f r om s u c h  s e l f - k n o w l e d g e  w i t h  comi c  o u t r a g e .

B u r n e t t  n o t e s  t h a t  when s h e  p l a y e d  " E u n i c e "  w i t h o u t

e x a g g e r a t i n g  f o r  comi c  e f f e c t ,  "The r e s u l t  was p u r e
30T e n n e s s e e  W i l l i a m s . "  Wi l l i a m s  i s  f amous  f o r  h i s  

p o r t r a y a l  o f  t r a g i c  S o u t h e r n  b e l l e s ,  t h e  mos t  f amous  

b e i n g  B l a n c h e  D u b o i s ,  t h e  nymphomani ac  d e s c e n d a n t  o f  

p l a n t a t i o n  own e r s  who d r i f t s  i n t o  mad f a n t a s i e s  o f  

g e n t l e m a n  c a l l e r s .  L i k e  W i l l i a m s '  p l a y s ,  B u r n e t t ' s  

s k e t c h e s  o f t e n  d e a l  w i t h  t h e  h e r o i n e ' s  d e f e a t e d  h o pe s  f o r  

r omance  and g l a m o u r ,  b u t  f r o m a comi c  p e r s p e c t i v e .

Whi l e  " E u n i c e ' s "  f a n t a s y  l i f e  may have  r e v o l v e d  

a r o u n d  n o t i o n s  o f  Hol l ywood  g l a m o u r ,  h e r  d a i l y  l i f e  

t r a p p e d  h e r  i n  a r o u t i n e  o f  d r a b  d o m e s t i c i t y .  Many of  

B u r n e t t ' s  mos t  f amo u s  s k e t c h e s  show h e r  as  t h e  "common 

woman, "  t h e  h o u s e w i f e  and m o t h e r .  But  w h i l e  t h e  

s i t u a t i o n s  a r e  o r d i n a r y ,  as  p l a y e d  by B u r n e t t ,  t h e y  a r e  

r i f e  w i t h  h u m i l i a t i o n ,  r e s e n t m e n t ,  and o f t e n  s l a p s t i c k  

v i o l e n c e .  D e s p i t e  h e r  i n t e n t i o n s  o f  s p e n d i n g  an 

a f f e c t i o n a t e  C h r i s t m a s  w i t h  h e r  h u s b a n d ,  she  soon f i n d s  

h e r s e l f  i n s u l t e d .  She r e t u r n s  t i t  f o r  t a t  and wi nds  up 

i n  an a r g u me n t  t h a t  c u l m i n a t e s  i n  a s l a p s t i c k  f i g h t .

3 0 i b i d .
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A n o t h e r  s k e t c h  i s  b a s e d  on B u r n e t t ' s  r e a l

e x p e r i e n c e  i n  r a i s i n g  a t e e n - a g e  s i s t e r  w h i l e  m a r r i e d .  

She b r i b e s  a n e i g h b o r ' s  son t o  t a k e  t h e  s i s t e r  on a wal k

so s h e  can  be a l o n e  w i t h  h e r  h u s b a n d ,  h o p i n g  f o r  a

r o m a n t i c  e v e n i n g .  But  h e r  h u s b a n d  i g n o r e s  h e r  t o  r e a d  

t h e  n e w s p a p e r .  The d a t e  t u r n s  o u t  p o o r l y  ( t h e  s i s t e r  

c a r r i e s  h e r  d a t e  o v e r  a mud p u d d l e  and d r o p s  h i m ) .  When

t h e  s i s t e r  r e t r e a t s  i n t o  t h e  k i t c h e n ,  B u r n e t t  b e t s  h e r  

h u s b a n d  t h a t  h e r  s i s t e r  i s  c r y i n g  h e r  e y e s  o u t - - h e  s a y s  

t h a t  s he  i s  s i m p l y  s t u f f i n g  h e r  f a c e .  The s i s t e r  e me r g e s  

f r o m t h e  k i t c h e n  w i t h  a huge  s a n d w i c h ,  p u s h i n g  open a 

s w i n g i n g  d o o r  t o  dump B u r n e t t  i n t o  a p o t t e d  pa l m.

In an e x t e n d e d  pan t omi me  s k e t c h ,  B u r n e t t  i s  

a s s a u l t e d  by h o u s e h o l d  p r o d u c t s .  In a n o t h e r  s k e t c h ,  h e r  

h o p e s  f o r  a warm,  f a m i l y  C h r i s t m a s  a r e  t o r p e d o e d  when s he  

and h e r  h u s b a n d  become e n t a n g l e d  i n  a mi n o r  d i s a g r e e m e n t  

t h a t  e s c a l a t e s  i n t o  a v i c i o u s  f i g h t .  I f  L u c i l l e  B a l l  

p l a y s  t h e  Ame r i c a n  h o u s e w i f e  as  an a d o r a b l e  c l o wn ,  t h e n  

B u r n e t t  p l a y s  h e r  as  an a n g r y  v i c t i m .  B u r n e t t  p o i n t s  o u t  

t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t we e n  h e r  s e n s i b i l i t y  and t h a t  o f  B a l l :

B a l l ' s  comedy came o u t  o f  an e r a  t h a t  was a l l  
f u n  and n o n s e n s e .  When I s t a r t e d  on The Gary Moore 
Show, i t  was t h e  same w a y - - a l l  s I a p s t i c k  and 
k o o k y - - n o t h i n g  b i t i n g .  Then a l o n g  came Mike 
N i c h o l s  and E l a i n e  May,  c e r e b r a l  s a t i r i s t s  who wer e  
a l s o  t e r r i f i c  comedy a c t o r s .  I was i n  t h e  m i d d l e  
o f  an e v o l v i n g  p e r i o d  o f  comedy.  I hope  I c h a n g e d  
r i g h t  a l o n g  w i t h  i t .  Our  comedy c o u l d  be a l i t t l e  
d a r k e r  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  t i m e s .  Then a l o n g  came L i l y  
Toml i n  who was e v e n  d a r k e r . 31

31 I b i d .
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A n o t h e r  m o t i f  t h a t  r u n s  t h r o u g h  B u r n e t t ' s  s k e t c h e s  

i s  t h a t  o f  B u r n e t t  a s  t h e  i n e p t  s e x u a l  a g g r e s s o r .  I have  

a l r e a d y  n o t e d  h e r  c o m e d i c a l l y  c l u ms y  p u r s u i t  o f  Gary 

Moore and S i d  C a e s a r ,  and i n  a c o n t e m p o r a r y  s k e t c h  s e t  i n  

a s k i  l o d g e ,  B u r n e t t  i s  a g a i n  t h e  a g g r e s s o r .  She p l a y s  

an a c c i d e n t - p r o n e  h u s b a n d - h u n t e r  who ha s  gone s k i i n g  in  

h opes  o f  m e e t i n g  a man and wi n d s  up w i t h  a b r o k e n  a rm.  

S t u c k  i n  t h e  s k i  l o d g e ,  s h e  me e t s  a man who b r o k e  h i s  l e g  

when s h e  t r i p p e d  him w i t h  h e r  l u g g a g e .  As s h e  p u r s u e s  

h i m,  s h e  a c c i d e n t a l l y  s p i l l s  h o t  rum down h i s  s h i r t ,  

p i e r c e s  h i s  hand w i t h  a p e n ,  and l a n d s  t hem b o t h  on t h e  

f l o o r  i n  a h e a p  o f  new i n j u r i e s .

The i n e p t  s e x u a l  p u r s u e r  i s  a t r a d i t i o n a l  comi c  

t y p e  p l a y e d  by b o t h  men and women.  However ,  i f  a man i s  

c l u ms y  i n  h i s  p u r s u i t ,  he m i g h t  s t i l l  be c o n s i d e r e d  

e n d e a r i n g  and u l t i m a t e l y  s u c c e e d  i n  h i s  r o m a n t i c  

a m b i t i o n s .  (A good c o n t e m p o r a r y  e x a mp l e  o f  t h i s  f a r c i c a l  

t y p e  i s  a t y p i c a l  Woody A l l e n  h e r o ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  t h e  

p l a y  and f i l m  P l a y  I t  A g a i n ,  Sam. )  But  when t h e  f e m a l e  

p r o t a g o n i s t  o f  a p l a y ,  f i l m ,  o r  s k e t c h ,  a c t s  as  t h e  

p u r s u e r ,  s h e  i s  c o n v e n t i o n a l l y  p o r t r a y e d  as  u n a t t r a c t i v e ,  

u n f e m i n i n e ,  and u l t i m a t e l y  u n s u c c e s s f u l .  I t  i s  f o r  t h i s  

r e a s o n  t h a t  "Lucy R i c a r d o "  o n l y  p u r s u e s  " Ri c k y "  when 

d i s g u i s e d  as  a home l y  h i l l b i l l y .  When B u r n e t t  p u r s u e s  

h e r  v a r i o u s  c o - s t a r s  i n  t h e s e  s k e t c h e s ,  t h e  a u d i e n c e  i s  

g i v e n  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t  s h e  i s  a g a i n  mocki ng  t h e  n o t i o n  

o f  h e r  own f e m i n i n i t y .
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However ,  c o n v e n t i o n s  o f  s e x  r o l e  b e h a v i o r  a r e  n o t  

a l wa y s  t h e  same as  a c t u a l  b e h a v i o r  o r  f e e l i n g s .  One o f  

B u r n e t t ' s  c h a r ms  a s  a p e r f o r m e r  h a s  be e n  h e r  w i l l i n g n e s s  

t o  e x p o s e  t h e  i n f a t u a t i o n s ,  i n s e c u r i t i e s ,  and r e j e c t i o n s  

t h a t  p l a g u e  mos t  women.  For  e v e r y  woman who f e e l s  l i k e  

t h e  i d e a l i z e d  o b j e c t  o f  d e s i r e ,  t h e r e  a r e  p r o b a b l y  d o z e n s  

who,  l i k e  men,  f e e l  l i k e  awkward p u r s u e r s .  

P a r a d o x i c a l l y ,  i t  i s  B u r n e t t ' s  l a c k  o f  c o n v e n t i o n a l  

" f e m i n i n i t y "  t h a t  makes  h e r  seem l i k e  t h e  a v e r a g e  woman.  

Her s u p p o s e d  l a c k  o f  f e m i n i n i t y  l e a d s  t o  B u r n e t t ' s  

" t o m b o y i s h "  b e h a v i o r .  She i s  f amous  f o r  h e r  " T a r z a n  

y e l l " - - a n  e a r - b l a s t i n g  v e r s i o n  o f  macho c a l l  o f  t h e  "Ki ng 

o f  t h e  A p e s . "  On one  o f  h e r  v a r i e t y  s h o ws ,  s h e  s u d d e n l y  

b u r s t s  i n t o  a d e e p - v o i c e d  r e n d i t i o n  of  a song sung by t h e

mal e  l e a d  i n  C a r o u s e l : " I  wonde r  wha t  h e ' l l  t h i n k  o f  me/
32I g u e s s  h e ' l l  c a l l  me t h e  ' o l d  m a n . ' "  On a n o t h e r

show,  B u r n e t t  p e r f o r m s  a d u e t  w i t h  t h e  l a d y l i k e  s o p r a n o

J u l i e  Andr ews .  B u r n e t t t  d e s c r i b e s  Andrews  as  a g r a c e f u l

l a d y .  Andrews  i n  t u r n  s i n g s  a b o u t  B u r n e t t ' s

d o w n - t o - e a r t h  a p p e a l - - " Y o u ' r e  a l i t t l e  k i d  a t  a b a l l  game

wavi ng  h i s  p e n n a n t  i n  t h e  b r e e z e /  y o u ' r e  o u r  boys  
33o v e r s e a s  1"

32 "My Boy B i l l , "  C a r o u s e l , by O s c a r  Ha mme r s t e i n  
I I  and R i c h a r d  R o g e r s ,  v o c a l  s c o r e  p u b l i s h e d  by
W i l l i a m s o n  Mu s i c ,  I n c . ,  1945.

33julie and Carol at Carnegie Hall, CBS June 11,
1 9 6 2 .
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I f  we draw a t h r o u g h - l i n e  t h r o u g h  mos t  o f  B u r n e t t ' s  

s k e t c h e s ,  we a r r i v e  a t  a p a r t i c u l a r  s t a n c e  t h a t  sh,e t a k e s  

t o w a r d  t h e  t h e  c o n v e n t i o n a l  f e m a l e  s e x  r o l e .  A c c o r d i n g  

t o  t h e  s k e t c h e s ,  f e m i n i n i t y  i s  a g l a m o u r i z e d  image t h a t  

i s  beyond  B u r n e t t ' s  g r a s p .  B u r n e t t ' s  c h a r a c t e r s ,  

somehow,  c a n n o t  g e t  h o l d  o f  wha t  seems t o  be e x p e c t e d  o f  

t hem as  women.  C o n f r o n t i n g  t h e i r  own f a i l u r e  w i t h  

b r u i s e d  d e f i a n c e ,  t h e y  a r e  a l t e r n a t i v e l y  d e s p e r a t e ,  

a n g r y ,  o u t r a g e o u s ,  t o m b o y i s h ,  a n g r y - - a n d  f u n n y .

The u n d e r l y i n g  p r e m i s e  o f  many o f  h e r  s k e t c h e s  i s  

t h a t  Ca r o l  B u r n e t t  i s  an e s s e n t i a l l y  u n f e m i n i n e ,  

u n b e a u t i f u l  woman who d o e s  n o t  f i t  t h e  i d e a l i z e d  image 

o u r  s o c i e t y  a s s i g n s  t o  women.  Her comedy i s  an 

o u t r a g e o u s  comment  on t h a t  i mage  and on h e r  f a i l e d  

a t t e m p t  t o  f i t  h e r s e l f  i n t o  i t .

The r a d i c a l  q u e s t i o n i n g  o f  c o n v e n t i o n a l  r o l e s  was 

p a r t  o f  t h e  e n t i r e  s o c i a l  u p h e a v a l  t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  t h e  

l a t e  1 9 6 0 ' s  and 1 9 7 0 ‘ s .  B u r n e t t ' s  c o m e d y / v a r i e t y  d i d  n o t  

r e f l e c t  t h e  s o c i a l  c l a s h e s  o f  t h e  t i m e  as  d i r e c t l y  a s ,  

s a y ,  t h e  Norman L e a r  s i t u a t i o n  c o me d i e s  o f  t h e  1 9 7 0 ' s ,  

wh i ch  t o o k  t h e i r  s u b j e c t  m a t t e r  f r om c o n t e m p o r a r y  

c o n t r o v e r s i e s .  But  B u r n e t t ' s  show,  whi ch  began i n  1966 

and l a s t e d  t h r o u g h  1977 ,  was a l s o  a p r o d u c t  o f  i t s  t i m e ,  

b o t h  b e c a u s e  i t  was t h e  f i r s t  c o m e d y / v a r i e t y  show t o  be 

h o s t e d  by a woman and b e c a u s e  o f  i t s  s e n s i b i l i t y .  As 

B u r n e t t  n o t e s ,  I Love Lucy came o u t  o f  t h e  1 9 5 0 ' s ,  t h e  

age  o f  s u r f a c e  c o n f o r m i t y .  In k e e p i n g  w i t h  i t s  e r a ,  Lucy
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p r o j e c t e d  an i mage  o f  s t a b l e ,  happy  d o m e s t i c  l i f e  s p i c e d  

w i t h  i n n o c e n t  z a n i n e s s .  (The s e r i o u s  c o n f l i c t s  o f  t h e  

B a l l / A r n a z  m a r r i a g e ,  whi ch  u l t i m a t e l y  c u l m i n a t e d  i n  t h e i r  

d i v o r c e ,  wer e  n e v e r  p e r m i t t e d  t o  s u r f a c e . )  B u r n e t t ' s  own 

s k e t c h e s ,  by way o f  c o n t r a s t ,  we r e  r i f e  w i t h  c o n f l i c t  and 

a n g e r  b e t we e n  c h a r a c t e r s  and w i t h  i t s  s t a r ' s  o u t r a g e d  and 

o u t r a g e o u s  s t a n c e  t o w a r d  h e r  own r o l e  i n  s o c i e t y .

A f t e r  h e r  own comedy v a r i e t y  show c l o s e d ,  B u r n e t t  

moved i n t o  f i l m s  — o f t e n  i n  d r a m a t i c  r o l e s .  In t h e s e  

r o l e s ,  s he  e x p r e s s e d  a d e p t h  and c o m p l e x i t y  t h a t  had 

o f t e n  o n l y  been  h i n t e d  a t  i n  h e r  b r o a d e r  s k e t c h  

c h a r a c t e r s .  She p l a y e d  W a l t e r  M a t t h a u ' s  w i f e  i n  P e t e  ' n  

T i 1 1 i e , a f i l m  a b o u t  a t r o u b l e d  m a r r i a g e ;  s he  f o l l o w e d  

t h i s  w i t h  s e r i o u s  r o l e s  i n  R o b e r t  A l t m a n ' s  H e a l t h  and A 

We d d i n g ; and s h e  p l a y e d  a w i f e  who demands  e m o t i o n a l  

h o n e s t y ,  i n c l u d i n g  a n g e r ,  f r o m h e r  h u s b a n d  Al an  Al d a  i n  

The Fo u r  S e a s o n s  ( a  r o l e  t h a t  c ombi ne d  b o t h  drama and 

r e a l i s t i c  d o m e s t i c  c o me d y ) .  She s t a r r e d  i n  d r a m a t i c  

s p e c i a l s  on t e l e v i s i o n ,  p l a y i n g  an o u t r a g e d  mo t h e r  

d e t e r m i n e d  t o  f i n d  o u t  t h e  r e a l  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  o f  h e r  

s o n ' s  d e a t h  i n  F r i e n d l y  F i r e ; s he  p o r t r a y e d  a r e f o r m e d  

a l c o h o l i c  who f o u n d s  a home f o r  women i n  B e a t r i c e ; a nd ,  

i n  Be t ween  F r i e n d s  w i t h  E l i z a b e t h  T a y l o r ,  s h e  p l a y e d  a 

newl y  d i v o r c e d ,  f i f t y i s h  woman,  who p u t s  t o g e t h e r  a new 

l i f e .

T h i s  l a s t  f i l m ,  a i r e d  by HBO in 1983 ,  began  

s h o o t i n g  a y e a r  e a r l i e r ,  soon a f t e r  B u r n e t t ' s  d i v o r c e
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f r o m J o e  H a m i l t o n .  Her  t h r e e  d a u g h t e r s  a r e  now on t h e i r

o w n - - i n c l u a i n g  t w e n t y - o n e  y e a r  o l d  C a r r i e ,  who a s  a

t e e n a g e r  f o u g h t  a h i g h l y  p u b l i c i z e d  b a t t l e  a g a i n s t

d r u g s .  The p u b l i c i t y  a r o u n d  C a r r i e  h a p p e n e d  a b o u t  t h e

same t i m e  a s  B u r n e t t ' s  e q u a l l y  p u b l i c  b a t t l e  a g a i n s t  The

N a t i o n a l  E n q u i r e r . She s u e d  t h e  p u b l i c a t i o n  f o r  l i b e l

when t h e y  s t a t e d  t h a t  s h e  had been  d r u n k  and d i s o r d e r l y

i n  a Wa s h i n g t o n  r e s t a u r a n t  and won t h e  c a s e .

The l i b e l  mu s t  have  been  p a r t i c u l a r l y  p a i n f u l  i n

t h e  l i g h t  o f  B u r n e t t ' s  own f a m i l y  h i s t o r y .  " I  have  wi ne

w i t h  d i n n e r , "  s a y s  B u r n e t t ,  " b u t  no h a r d  l i q u o r .  I ' v e

r e a d  t h a t  a l c o h o l i s m  i s  h e r e d i t a r y ,  b u t  f o r t u n a t e l y ,  h a r d
34l i q u o r  makes  me i l l .  I wi s h  e v e r y o n e  was l i k e  t h a t . "

Ca r o l  now s p e a k s  o f  h e r  c h i l d h o o d  s i t u a t i o n  w i t h  

g e n t l e  humor ,  a l t h o u g h  as  a c h i l d ,  s h e  r emember s  b e i n g

t e r r i b l y  a n g r y  a t  h e r  p a r e n t s ,  t h i n k i n g ,  " I f  t h e y  l o v e d
35me,  t h e y  w o u l d n ' t  do t h a t . "  She a l s o  seems  a t  p e a c e  

w i t h  h e r  l o o k s .  A r e c e n t  o p e r a t i o n  t o  c o r r e c t  h e r  b i t e  

had t h e  s i d e  e f f e c t  o f  g i v i n g  h e r  more  o f  a c h i n ,  a b o u t  

whi c h  s h e  g i g g l e s :  " I ' m  p r e t t i e r  now. "

As n o t e d  e a r l i e r ,  t h i s  s t u d y  f o c u s e s  on B u r n e t t ' s  

p e r s o n a l i t y ,  a p p e a r a n c e ,  and b a c k g r o u n d  as  i t  h e l p e d  t o

3 4 c a r o l  B u r n e t t ,  I n t e r v i e w  w i t h  B a r b a r a  W a l t e r s ,  
NBC, May 12,  1983 .

35ibid.
3t>Ibid.
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c r e a t e  h e r  c o me d i c  a r t .  O t h e r  c o n t r i b u t o r y  f a c t o r s  a r e :  

t h e  g e n r e  o f  o f  s k e t c h  comedy i n  whi c h  s he  e s t a b l i s h e d  

h e r s e l f  and t h e  s e x - r o l e  o f  women i n  o u r  s o c i e t y .  As i n  

t h e  c a s e  o f  t h e  o t h e r  c o m e d i e n n e s ,  I ha ve  p r i m a r i l y  

d e f i n e d  t h e i r  c o me d i c  c h a r a c t e r  i n  t e r m s  o f  a b a l a n c e  o f  

t h e  t h r e e  e l e m e n t s  o f  powe r :  s e x  a p p e a l ,  come d i c  a p p e a l ,  

and c o m p e t e n c e .

In mos t  o f  h e r  s k e t c h e s  and in  some o f  h e r  f i l m

r o l e s ,  B u r n e t t  p l a y s  a woman who i s  awkward and s e x u a l l y

u n a p p e a l i n g .  Her s u p p o s e d  l a c k  o f  f e m i n i n e  g r a c e s  i s

c o n v e y e d  by u n f l a t t e r i n g  c o s t u m e s  and c o i f f u r e s ,  i m p l i e d

c o m p a r i s o n s  w i t h  more  b e a u t i f u l  a c t r e s s e s ,  j o k e s  s he

makes  a t  h e r  own e x p e n s e ,  h e r  r o l e  w i t h i n  t h e  s t r u c t u r e

o f  t h e  s k e t c h ,  and p a r t i c u l a r l y  by t h a t  c o m b i n a t i o n  o f

f a c i a l  d i s t o r t i o n s ,  awkward g e s t u r e s ,  and s t r i d e n t

v o c a l i s m s  t h a t  f a l l  i n t o  t h e  c a t e g o r y  o f  " m u g g i n g . "

B u r n e t t  has  c a l l e d  h e r  c o me d i c  p e r i o d  t h e  " e r a  o f  
37mu g g i n g . "  B u r n e t t  f i t  i n  p a r t i c u l a r l y  w e l l  w i t h  t h e  

s o c i e t a l / a e s t h e t i c  t e n d e n c i e s  o f  h e r  e r a  ( wh i c h  s t i l l  

p e r s i s t  t o d a y  t h o u g h  t o  a l e s s e r  d e g r e e )  b e c a u s e  o f  h e r  

own p e r s o n a l  b a c k g r o u n d .  As I n o t e d  i n  t r a c i n g  h e r  

f a m i l y  h i s t o r y ,  s h e  was t h e  p l a i n  d a u g h t e r  o f  a 

b e a u t i f u l ,  s h a r p - t o n g u e d ,  b i t t e r  m o t h e r .  She was a l s o  

s u b j e c t  t o  some p h y s i c a l  a b u s e ,  wh i c h  i n  c o me d i c  t e r m s  

t r a n s l a t e s  i n t o  s l a p s t i c k .

37Carol B u r n e t t ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w .
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The t r a n s l a t i o n  d e n i e s  e m o t i o n a l  a f f e c t ,  t h e  

A r i s t o t e l i a n  n o t i o n  o f  a p a i n l e s s  d e f e c t .  B u r n e t t ' s  

t a l e n t  f o r  mu g g i n g ,  s l a p s t i c k ,  and w i t  a l s o  p r o b a b l y  

d e r i v e s  f r om t h e  come d i c  t a l e n t s  o f  h e r  

f a m i l y - - p a r t i c u l a r l y  h e r  g r a n d m o t h e r  who was h e r  mai n 

s o u r c e  o f  s e c u r i t y  and l o v e .  B u r n e t t  r emember s  h e r  

g r a n d m o t h e r ' s  g r o s s  p h y s i c a l  humor ( t a k i n g  o u t  h e r  f a l s e  

t e e t h ,  b e l c h i n g ,  e t c . )  The a c t r e s s  a l s o  r e c a l l s  h e r

p a r e n t s '  q u i c k - w i t t e d  r e m a r k s .  Gi ven  t h e  g e n e r a l  

t e n d e n c y  among c o mi c s  t o  u t i l i z e  humor  t o  cope  w i t h  

s t r e s s ,  and B u r n e t t ' s  n a t u r a l  a b i l i t y ,  h e r  p a r e n t s '  

w i t t i n e s s  p r o b a b l y  p r o v i d e d  a model  t h a t  s h e  was l a t e r  

a b l e  t o  u s e  p r o f e s s i o n a l l y .  She e n h a n c e d  w r i t t e n  s k e t c h  

m a t e r i a l  w i t h  h e r  own i d e a s  ( p a r t i c u l a r l y  as  s he  grew 

more p e r s o n a l l y  c o n f i d e n t  i n  h e r  a b i l i t i e s ) .  Her

q u i c k - w i t t e d n e s s  c o u p l e d  w i t h  h e r  p e r s o n a l  warmt h added 

i m m e a s u r a b l y  t o  t h e  s u c c e s s  o f  h e r  show as  s he  e n g a g e d  i n  

s p o n t a n e o u s  r e p a r t e e  w i t h  h e r  s t u d i o  a u d i e n c e .

B u r n e t t ' s  t a l e n t  and a c h i e v e m e n t  a r e  e x t r a o r d i n a r y .  

She i s  an e x p r e s s i v e  ( i f  n o t  t e c h n i c a l l y  p r o f i c i e n t )  

s i n g e r  and d a n c e r .  She was t h e  s o l e  s u c c e s s f u l  f e m a l e  

h o s t  o f  a c o m e d y - v a r i e t y  show.  When s h e  went  on t o  p l a y  

d r a m a t i c  r o l e s  i n  f i l m s  and t e l e v i s i o n  s p e c i a l s ,  s he  was 

a b l e  t o  p o r t r a y  a wi de  v a r i e t y  o f  c h a r a c t e r s  w i t h

e m o t i o n a l  d e p t h .  I t  i s  t h e r e f o r e  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  n o t e

t h a t  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  s h e  p o r t r a y e d  i n  mos t  o f  h e r  s k e t c h  

r o l e s  wer e  i n e f f e c t u a l .  When s he  g r e e t e d  t h e  a u d i e n c e  as
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" h e r s e l f "  a t  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  e a c h  show,  t h e  p e r s o n a l i t y  

t h a t  s h e  p r e s e n t e d  was o s t e n s i b l y  a m a t e u r i s h ,  even 

awkward ,  o c c a s i o n a l l y  c o n f u s e d  i n  h e r  a n s w e r s ,  even  a t  a 

l o s s  f o r  w o r d s .

I. s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e  r e a s o n  f o r  B u r n e t t ' s  s u p p o s e d  

l a c k  o f  c o mp e t e n c e  h a s  t o  do w i t h  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  comedy,  

t h e  e x p e c t a t i o n s  p l a c e d  on women,  and t h e  g e n r e  i n  whi ch  

s h e  was w o r k i n g .  The comi c  f i g u r e - - b o t h  ma l e  and

f e m a l e - - h a s  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  be en  i n e p t .  T h e o r i s t s  f r om 

P l a t o  t o  A r i s t o t l e  on down t o  Sigmund F r e u d  have  

commented on t h e  p l e a s u r e  t h a t  t h e  a u d i e n c e  t a k e s  i n

f e e l i n g  s u p e r i o r  t o  t h e  comi c  c h a r a c t e r .  B u r n e t t ' s

" a m a t e u r i s h n e s s "  and o c c a s i o n a l l y  c h i l d i s h  a p p e a r a n c e  and 

g e s t u r e s  ( p a r t i c u l a r l y  p r o n o u n c e d  i n  t h e  e a r l y  p a r t  of  

h e r  c a r e e r )  o p e r a t e  w e l l  w i t h i n  a g e n e r a l  comed i c

t r a d i t i o n .  I n t e n s i f y i n g  h e r  r o l e  o f  c o me d i c  i n f e r i o r i t y ,  

i s  t h e  e x p e c t a t i o n  t h a t  women be dumber  and we a k e r  t h a n  

men.  T h i s  e x p e c t a t i o n  was eve n  more r a m p a n t  i n  t h e  

p r e - f e m i n i s t  e r a  when B u r n e t t  bega n  h e r  p e r f o r m i n g  c a r e e r  

t h a n  i t  i s  t o d a y .  As t h e  f i r s t  c o me d i e n n e  t o  h o s t  h e r

own l o n g - r u n n i n g  s u c c e s s f u l  show,  B u r n e t t  was c l e a r l y

e x t r e m e l y  c o m p e t e n t .  ( E a r l i e r  a t t e m p t s  by Ma r t h a  Raye 

and Imogene  Coca ,  among o t h e r s ,  had n o t  s u c c e e d e d . )  

B u r n e t t  t o o k  c h a r g e  o f  an e n t i r e  show,  s p o k e  d i r e c t l y  t o  

h e r  a u d i e n c e ,  and a p p e a r e d  as  a wi de  v a r i e t y  o f

c h a r a c t e r s  i n  t h e  s k e t c h e s .  L i k e  a s t a n d - u p  comi c  such

as  P h y l l i s  D i l l e r ,  s h e  was o b v i o u s l y  i n  c h a r g e .  To

1 4 9



s o f t e n  h e r  h i g h l y  v i s i b l e  power  p o s i t i o n ,  B u r n e t t  o f t e n  

a p p e a r e d  u n s u r e ,  a m a t e u r i s h ,  and o v e r w h e l m i n g l y  n i c e .

Compe t ence  f o r  women has  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  been  

r e s t r i c t e d  t o  t h e  d o m e s t i c  a r e n a .  But  l i k e  D i l l e r ' s  

j o k e s ,  B u r n e t t ' s  s k e t c h e s  u s u a l l y  p o r t r a y  h e r  as 

d o m e s t i c a l l y  i n e p t ,  f o r  e x a mpl e  t h e  e x t e n d e d  pant omi me i n  

whi ch  s h e  i s  a t  f i r s t  a b u s e d  by c o mme r c i a l  h o u s e h o l d  

p r o d u c t s .  I s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e  s a v a g e n e s s  of  t h i s  s k i t ,  

l i k e  s e v e r a l  o t h e r s  t h a t  c r u e l l y  mock B u r n e t t ' s  e f f o r t s  

t o  be d o m e s t i c  o r  g l a m o r o u s ,  come o u t  o f  a s t r o n g  and 

p a i n f u l  s e n s e  o f  t h e  woman n o t  f i t t i n g  t h e  a p p r o v e d  

f e m i n i n e  r o l e .  I s u g g e s t  t h a t  a woman o f  B u r n e t t ' s  

e x t r e m e  i n t e l l i g e n c e  and c r e a t i v i t y  m i g h t  have  f ound  t h i s  

t y p e  o f  humor  a way of  c o p i n g  w i t h  a s e n s e  t h a t  n e i t h e r  

h e r  a p p e a r a n c e  and n o r  h e r  f a m i l y  b a c k g r o u n d  p r o v i d e d  a 

s e c u r e  s e n s e  o f  s e l f  o r  f e m i n i n i t y .  As n o t e d  e a r l i e r  i n  

t h i s  c h a p t e r ,  as  B u r n e t t  became more p e r s o n a l l y  s e c u r e ,  

s h e  was l e s s  l i k e l y  t o  r e s o r t  t o  v i o l e n t  s l a p s t i c k .

I woul d  n o t  l i k e ,  h o we v e r ,  t o  c o n c l u d e  t h i s  c h a p t e r  

by d e f i n i n g  B u r n e t t ' s  comedy,  even  h e r  e a r l y  s l a p s t i c k ,  

as  a s p e c i e s  o f  n e u r o s i s .  A f t e r  a l l ,  a r t  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  

a t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  e x p e r i e n c e  and i m a g i n i n g s  i n t o  a e s t h e t i c  

f o r m .  B u r n e t t ' s  comedy i s  a c r e a t i v e ,  o f t e n  b r i l l i a n t  

m e t a m o r p h o s i s  o f  h e r  own p e r s o n a l  h i s t o r y  i n t o  a 

u n i v e r s a l  c o m m u n i c a t i o n .  Ca r o l  B u r n e t t ' s  g i f t  as  a 

p e r f o r m e r  h a s  been  h e r  a b i l i t y  t o  u s e  t h e  raw m a t e r i a l  o f  

h e r  own l i f e  t o  c r e a t e  b o t h  e mpa t hy  and l a u g h t e r .
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CHAPTER V 

GOLDIE HAWN

In t h e  p r e c e d i n g  c h a p t e r s  o f  t h i s  s t u d y ,  I have  

e x a mi n e d  t h e  f e m a l e  c o me d i c  p e r s o n a l i t y  as  s he  a p p e a r s  i n  

t h r e e  m a j o r  c o me d i c  g e n r e s :  s i t u a t i o n  comedy ( L u c i l l e

B a l l ) ,  s t a n d - u p  comedy ( P h y l l i s  D i l l e r ) ,  and s k e t c h  comedy 

( C a r o l  B u r n e t t ) .  T h e r e  r e m a i n s  one f i n a l  m a j o r  g e n r e  o f  

c o n t e m p o r a r y ,  p o p u l a r  c o m e d y - - t h e  f u l l - l e n g t h  p l a y  o r  

f e a t u r e  f i l m .  In t h i s  f o r m,  t h e  f e m a l e  come d i c  

p e r s o n a l i t y  a c t s  as  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t  i n  an e x t e n d e d  

n a r r a t i v e .  Her  r o l e  may i n c l u d e  some s e r i o u s ,  d r a m a t i c  

moments^ and h e r  c h a r a c t e r  may u n d e r g o  d e v e l o p m e n t  and even 

p e r m a n e n t  c h a n g e .

The p e r f o r m e d  n a r r a t i v e  o r i g i n a t e d  i n  t h e  t h e a t r e .  

As i s  w e l l - k n o w n ,  many f i l m s  a r e  b a s e d  on s t a g e  p l a y s .  

Even when i n d i v i d u a l  f i l m s  a r e  n o t  b a s e d  on p a r t i c u l a r  

p l a y s ,  t h e y  o f t e n  i n c o r p o r a t e  t h e a t r i c a l  c o n v e n t i o n s  o f  

p l o t ,  d i a l o g u e ,  c h a r a c t e r ,  e t c . .  O t h e r  f e a t u r e s ,  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h o s e  r e l a t e d  t o  c a me r a  movement ,  e d i t i n g ,  

and t h e  u s e  o f  mo t i o n  i n  s p a c e ,  a r e ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  u n i q u e  t o
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f i l m .  R e c o g n i z i n g  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  as  w e l l  as  t h e  

s i m i l a r i t i e s  b e t we e n  s t a g e  and f i l m i c  c o me d i c  r o l e s ,  I

ha ve  c h o s e n  t o  c o n c e n t r a t e  on f i l m e d  comi c  r o l e s .

My r e a s o n s  f o r  f o c u s i n g  on t h e  f e m a l e  comed i c  

p e r s o n a l i t y  as  s he  a p p e a r s  on f i l m  a r e  as  f o l l o w s .  

A l t h o u g h  a s t a g e  a c t r e s s  may o r g i n a t e  a r o l e  on s t a g e  and 

even  make i t  f a m o u s ,  t h e  s c r i p t  r e m a i n s  s e p a r a t e  f rom 

h e r  p e r f o r m a n c e  and a n o t h e r  a c t r e s s  may e a s i l y  p l a y  t h e  

same r o l e .  A f i l m  r o l e ,  by way o f  c o n t r a s t ,  i s  much more 

c l o s e l y  i d e n t i f i e d  w i t h  t h e  p e r f o r m a n c e  o f  a p a r t i c u l a r  

a c t r e s s ,  s i n c e  t h e  f i l m ,  and n o t  t h e  s c r e e n p l a y ,  i s

c o n s i d e r e d  t o  be t h e  p e r m a n e n t  r e c o r d  o f  t h e  wor k .  

T h e r e f o r e ,  t o  make a p a r a l l e l  c a s e  t o  t h e  f e m a l e  c o me d i c  

p e r s o n a l i t y  as  s he  a p p e a r s  i n  s i t u a t i o n  comedy,  s t a n d - u p  

comedy,  and s k e t c h  comedy,  i t  i s  more  a p p r o p r i a t e  t o

c h o o s e  t h e  g e n r e  i n  whi ch  t h e  p e r f o r m i n g  p e r s o n a l i t y  of

t h e  a c t r e s s  i s  i d e n t i f i e d  w i t h  t h e  r o l e .  In t h i s  way,  I 

c an  s t u d y  t h e  c o m e d i e n n e ' s  a p p e a r a n c e ,  g e s t u r e s ,  

v o c a l i s m s ,  e t c . ,  a s  I have  done  i n  t h e  p r e v i o u s  c h a p t e r s ,  

i n s t e a d  o f  r e s t r i c t i n g  m y s e l f  t o  wha t  i s  w r i t t e n  i n  t h e  

p i a y s c r i  p t .

My s e c o n d  r e a s o n  f o r  f o c u s i n g  on a f i l m ,  r a t h e r  

t h a n  a s t a g e  p e r s o n a l i t y  i s  t h a t  t h i s  s t u d y  c o n c e r n s  

i t s e l f  w i t h  t h o s e  e l e m e n t s  o f  t h e  p e r f o r m i n g  p e r s o n a l i t y  

t h a t  c r e a t e  b r o a d ,  p o p u l a r  a p p e a l .  I t  i s  t h e r e f o r e  

a p p r o p r i a t e  t o  s t u d y  f o r ms  t h a t ,  by t h e i r  n a t u r e ,  a r e  

d e s i g n e d  f o r  mass  a u d i e n c e s .  Whi l e  a p l a y  may be p o p u l a r
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( a n d ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  " h i t  p l a y s "  a r e ) ,  t h e  s i z e  o f  t h e  

a u d i e n c e  f o r  even  t h e  mos t  p o p u l a r  p l a y  d oe s  n o t  come n e a r  

t h e  s h e e r  number s  who a t t e n d  a p o p u l a r  f i l m . 1

T h e r e f o r e ,  on t h e  b a s i s  o f  t h e  a u d i e n c e ' s  

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  p e r f o r m a n c e  and r o l e ,  my i n t e n t i o n  of  

s t u d y i n g  p e r f o r m a n c e  as  w e l l  as  w r i t t e n  c h a r a c t e r  ( a s  i n  

t h e  e a r l i e r  c h a p t e r s ) ,  and t h e  mass  a p p e a l  o f  t h e  f i l m  

g e n r e ,  1 w i l l  now c o n c e n t r a t e  on t h e  f e m a l e  comedi c  

p e r s o n a l i t y  as  s h e  a p p e a r s  i n  a s u c c e s s i o n  o f  n a r r a t i v e  

f i l m s .  My c h o i c e  o f  c o me d i e n n e  who b e s t  e x e m p l i f i e s  t h e  

f e m a l e  c o me d i c  p r o t a g o n i s t  on f i l m  i s  G o l d i e  Hawn.

G o l d i e  Hawn ha s  been  n a t i o n a l l y  known as  a 

c o me d i e n n e  s i n c e  s h e  a p p e a r e d  on L a u g h - I n , Rowan and 

M a r t i n ' s  t e l e v i s i o n  comedy v a r i e t y  show,  i n  t h e  l a t e  

1 9 6 0 ' s .  She moved f r o m t e l e v i s i o n  t o  f e a t u r e  f i l m s  and 

has  s t a r r e d  i n  o v e r  t w e l v e  m a j o r  mo t i o n  p i c t u r e s .  Most  of  

h e r  f i l m  r o l e s  have  been  c o m e d i c ,  o r  a t  l e a s t ,  

s e r i o - c o m e d i c . She ha s  p a r l a y e d  h e r  p o p u l a r  a p p e a l  and 

b u s i n e s s  s h r e w d n e s s  i n t o  a p o s i t i o n  i n  t h e  f i l m  i n d u s t r y  

whi ch  a l l o w s  h e r  t o  o r i g i n a t e  and p r o d u c e  f i l m  p r o j e c t s  

wh i ch  s e r v e  as  h e r  own v e h i c l e s  and e x e m p l i f y  h e r  i d e a s .  

Her  f i l m  r o l e s  a r e ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  l a r g e l y  a r e f l e c t i o n  o f  h e r  

p e r s o n a l i t y  and g r o wt h  as  an a c t r e s s  and woman.

H h i s  i n e s c a p a b l e  ; r u t h  ha s  been  s o me t i me s  
r e g r e t t e d  by t h o s e  who f e e l  t h a t  a g i v e n  f i l m  has  done 
i n j u s t i c e  t o  t h e  o r i g i n a l  s t a g e  p l a y .  The mass  a u d i e n c e  
i s  u n f o r t u n a t e l y  a p t  t o  j u d g e  t h e  p l a y  by t h e  d e r i v a t i v e ,  
i n f e r i o r  f i l m .
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G o l d i e  Hawn was b o r n  i n  Takoma P a r k ,  Ma r y l a n d ,  a

s u b u r b  o f  Wa s h i n g t o n  D . C . ,  on November  21 ,  1945 .  Her

f a t h e r ,  Edward R u t l e d g e  Hawn,  i s  a d i r e c t  d e s c e n d a n t  o f

Edward R u t l e d g e ,  t h e  y o u n g e s t  s i g n e r  o f  t h e  D e c l a r a t i o n  of

I n d e p e n d e n c e .  As Ms.  Hawn p u t s  i t ,  " I f  my P r e s b y t e r i a n

f a t h e r  h a d n ' t  m a r r i e d  a Jew ( t h e  f o r m e r  L a u r a  S p e i n h o f f ) ,

I woul d h a v e  bee n  q u a l i f i e d  t o  end up as  some h o r r i b l e
2

damned member o f  t h e  DARI"

Edward Hawn was a m u s i c i a n  and t r a v e l l e d  

f r e q u e n t l y ,  p e r f o r m i n g  a l l  o v e r  t h e  c o u n t r y  as  we l l  as  a t  

Wa s h i n g t o n  a f f a i r s  and i n  Las Ve g a s .  G o l d i e ' s  mo t h e r  had 

b u s i n e s s  as  we l l  as  a r t i s t i c  a b i l i t y  and managed a d a n c i n g  

s c h o o l .  She a l s o  e n c o u r a g e d  h e r  d a u g h t e r ' s  p e r f o r m i n g  

t a l e n t s .  At  t h e  age  o f  t h r e e ,  G o l d i e  was e n r o l l e d  in t h e  

R o b e r t a  F e r a  Sc h o o l  o f  t h e  Dance .  She was soon t a k i n g  

l e s s o n s  i n  v o i c e ,  p i a n o ,  and a c t i n g .  When s he  was t e n  

y e a r s  o l d ,  s he  was d a n c i n g  i n  t h e  c h o r u s  o f  The N u t c r a c k e r  

Su i t e  w i t h  t t i e  B a l l e t  Ru s s e  de Monte C a r l o .  (She  e a r n e d  

h e r  f i r s t  p r o f e s s i o n a l  f e e  f o r  t h i s  p e r f o r m a n c e - - a  c he c k  

f o r  $ 1 . 5 0 ,  wh i c h  s h e  s t i l l  k e e p s . )

I had a l l  t h e  ma k i n g s  o f  a good b a l l e r i n a ,  b u t  
a t  a v e r y  young  a g e ,  I d e c i d e d  t h e r e  was no money 
in  i t ;  i t  a l l  s eemed so l i m i t e d  i n  t e r m s  o f  t i m e ,  
i n c o me ,  and s a c r i f i c e .  So I s w i t c h e d  t o  j a z z  
d a n c i n g ,  wh i c h  I had a l o t  more f u n  d o i n g  and g o t  
p a i d  b e t t e r  f o r . 3

2Rhoda I r w i n ,  " G o l d i e , "  R o l l i n g  S t o n e ,  March 5,  
1981 ,  p .  21.

3P l a y b o y  I n t e r v i e w :  " G o l d i e  Hawn",  P I a y b o y ,
J a n u a r y  1985 ,  p .  78 .
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By t h e  t i m e  s h e  was s e v e n t e e n ,  s he  had h e r  own 
s c h o o l  i n  Ma r y l a n d :  " G o l d i e ' s  Da n c i n g  S c h o o l , "  wher e  she  
t a u g h t  b a l l e t ,  j a z z ,  and t a p .  Her  mo t h e r  r e member s :

1 a d m i t  t h a t  1 i n t r o d u c e d  t h e  i d e a  and 
e n c o u r a g e d  h e r .  But  s h e  grew up i n  a mu s i c  and 
d a n c e  e n v i r o n m e n t  and j u s t  r e s p o n d e d  t o  i t  
p o s i t i v e l y .  She was a l s o  v e r y  a t h l e t i c ;  s h e  swam 
on t h e  s c h o o l  t e a m and was a c h e e r l e a d e r  i n  j u n i o r  
h i g h  s c h o o l .  I f  s h e  had t o  c h o o s e ,  s he  woul d 
a l wa y s  go t o  d a n c e  c l a s s  r a t h e r  t h a n  go s wi mmi n g . 4

G o l d i e  was a l s o  a l a t e  d e v e l o p e r  p h y s i c a l l y .  In

s p i t e  o f  h e r  t a l e n t s  and a c h i e v e m e n t s ,  s he  f e l t  awkward

and u n a t t r a c t i v e  t o  t h e  o p p o s i t e  s e x .

I was v e r y ,  v e r y  f l a t - c h e s t e d .  I had 
a b s o l u t e l y  no s h a p e .  I t ' s  a wonder  t h a t  I d o n ' t  
have  a h o r r i b l e  i n f e r i o r i t y  c o mp l e x ,  b e c a u s e  I was 
someone who s a t  i n  t h e  c o r n e r  a t  a l l  t h e
d a n c e s - - a n d  mos t  e v e r y t h i n g  e l s e  t o o .  Even a t  s p i n  
t h e  b o t t l e  I n e v e r  had much l uck ' .  Once ,  i n  my
e a r l y  t e e n s ,  I had a Ha l l o we e n  p a r t y  and we p l a y e d  
t h e  game,  and on my t u r n s ,  t h e  b o t t l e  n e v e r  p o i n t e d  
t o  a s o u l l  I ' m  t e l l i n g  y o u ,  I was a s l ow s t a r t e r ' .

I t r i e d  o u t  f o r  c h e e r l e a d e r  i n  n i n t h  g r a d e  and
g o t  i t  f o r  one  y e a r ,  b u t  eve n  t h a t  d i d n ' t  h e l p . A n d  
t h e n  I f e l l  i n  w i t h  a bad c r o w d - - o r  t r i e d  t o - - a n d  
I ' d  hang o u t  smoki ng  c i g a r e t t e s  and woul d c u t  my
homeroom t o  p u t  on e y e  l i n e r ,  b u t  i t  was no u s e .

I mean ,  s u r e ,  I wor e  f a l s i e s  and a l l ,  b u t
s t i l l  y o u ' r e  made f u n  o f ,  and some guy s a y s ,  ' He y ,  
y o u r  m o t h e r  know wha t  y o u ' r e  w e a r i n g  u n d e r  t h e r e ? '
What i t  d o e s  t o  a g i r l  w h o ' s  t r y i n g  h e r  b e s t  t o  be
a t t r a c t i v e  t o  t h e  o p p o s i t e  s e x  i s  d e v a s t a t i n g .  The 
f i r s t  t i m e  I k i s s e d  a n y b o d y ,  I was s i x t e e n  and i n
t h i s  c a r  w i t h  t h i s  guy I h a r d l y  knew,  and u g h , i t  
was a d i s a p p o i n t m e n t ,  t o o .  In t h e  m i d d l e  o f  i t ,
a l l  I c o u l d  t h i n k  o f  was "God,  wha t  a b o r e .  I s  
t h i s  wha t  i t ' s  a l l  a b o u t ? " 5

A f t e r  g r a d u a t i n g  f r om h i g h  s c h o o l ,  G o l d i e  t o u r e d

b r i e f l y  i n  summer s t o c k  as  p a r t  o f  t h e  c h o r u s  i n  K i s s  Me

K a t e . In 1964,  s h e  d a n c e d  a t  t h e  New York W o r l d ' s  F a i r  as

^ R o l l i n g  S t o n e , p .  21 .

5 1 b i d .
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a c a n - c a n  g i r l  a t  t h e  Te xa s  p a v i l i o n .  She c o n t i n u e d  t o  

s t u d y  d a n c e  and s u p p o r t e d  h e r s e l f  by w o r k i n g  as  a g o - go  

d a n c e r ,  t r a v e l l i n g  b e t we e n  New Yor k ,  New J e r s e y ,  Anahe i m,  

and Las  Vega s .  I t  was a g r i m ,  h a r d  l i f e .  The p ac e  was 

p u n i s h i n g ,  p e r f o r m i n g  f o u r  s e t s  a n i g h t ,  e a c h  a f e v e r i s h  

h o u r  and a h a l f  r e v u e .  Hawn o f t e n  d a n c e d  on t o p  o f  t a b l e s  

and i n  c a g e s  t o  c r o wd s  t h a t  we r e  f r e q u e n t l y  d r unk  and 

s e x u a l l y  a b u s i v e .

I n e v e r  wor ked  t o p l e s s ,  b u t  I p e r f o r m e d  i n  
some d i v e s  w i t h  d r u n k e n  men w h i p p i n g  o u t  t h e i r  
h o o - h a ' s .

Bad e x p e r i e n c e s  a r e  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  t o t a l l y  
b a d .  E s p e c i a l l y  i f  you g e t  o v e r  t h e m.  I l e a r n e d  
f r om t h e  b o t t o m ,  l o o k i n g  a r o u n d  m y s e l f  a t  t h e  d r e g s  
o f  s o c i e t y ,  h a v i n g  b o t h  men and women r e l a t e  t o  me 
p u r e l y  as  a s e x u a l  c r e a t u r e ,  comi ng on t o  me,  
p r o p o s i t i o n i n g  m e . 6

Du r i n g  t h i s  p e r i o d ,  s h e  met  and m a r r i e d  ( i n  1968)  

Gus T r i k o n i s ,  a d a n c e r  who had a m b i t i o n s  t o  be an a c t o r  

and d i r e c t o r ,  a m a r r i a g e  t h a t  was t o  l a s t  f o r  f o u r  y e a r s .  

About  t h i s  t i m e ,  Hawn' s  c a r e e r  began  i t s  m e t e o r i c  r i s e  

t h a t  was t o  r e s u l t  i n  n a t i o n a l  a t t e n t i o n  f i r s t  on 

t e l e v i s i o n  ana  t h e n  i n  f i l m s .  Hawn e x p e r i e n c e d  h e r  s udden  

s u c c e s s  and p u b l i c  r e c o g n i t i o n  as  h i g h l y  d i s o r i e n t i n g  and 

t h r e a t e n i  n g .

I s t a r t e d  t o  l o s e  my s e n s e  o f  b a l a n c e . . . .  I 
was t r y i n g  t o  h o l d  on t o  who I wa s .  I t  was t h e  
mos t  f r i g h t e n i n g  t h i n g  t h a t  e v e r  ha p p e n e d  t o  me.  I 
was u n a o l e  t o  wal k  i n t o  a p u b l i c  p l a c e  w i t h o u t  
t h r o w i n g  u p . 7

^ R o l l i n g  S t o n e , p .  21 .

7 P 1 a y b o y , p .  87 .
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The p r e s s u r e s  e v e n t u a l l y  r e s u l t e d  i n  a n e r v o u s  br eakdown 

and s e v e n  y e a r s  o f  p s y c h o a n a l y s i s .  But  w h a t e v e r  h e r  

i n t e r n a l  t u r m o i l ,  G o l d i e ' s  image as  an a d o r a b l e  b u b b l e h e a d  

was be c omi ng  a n a t i o n a l  t r a d e m a r k .

In 1967,  Hawn was c a s t  f o r  an Andy G r i f f i t h  

s p e c i a l ,  and a W i l l i a m  M o r r i s  a g e n t  named A r t  Simon saw 

h e r  and s i g n e d  h e r .  He g o t  h e r  a 26 - we e k  c o n t r a c t  f o r  a 

new TV show c a l l e d  “ Good Mo r n i n g ,  W o r l d . "  When p r o d u c e r  

Geor ge  S c h l a t t e r  saw h e r ,  he t h o u g h t  s h e  woul d be r i g h t  

f o r  h i s  new s how- - " Rowa n  and M a r t i n ' s  L a u g h - I n . "  He gave  

h e r  t h r e e  shows  t o  p r o v e  h e r s e l f .  Du r i n g  one  r e h e a r s a l ,  

s h e  b l ew h e r  s i m p l e  l i n e  t h r e e  t i m e s  s t r a i g h t .  M o r t i f i e d ,  

s he  b r o k e  i n t o  a g i g g l e .

When I r e a d  t h e  cue  c a r d s ,  I was so n e r v o u s  I
g o t  mi xed  up and s t a r t e d  t o  l a u g h ,  "Oh p l e a s e ,  
c o u l d  you s t a r t  o v e r  a g a i n ,  p l e a s e ? 1' Th e r e  was 
Geor ge  i n  h i s  b o o t h ,  w a t c h i n g  me and s a y i n g ,  ' •'Not
on y o u r  l i f e l  Keep g o i n g ,  G o l d i e . "  And so my 
c h a r a c t e r  gr ew o u t  o f  t h a t - - a n  e x t e n s i o n  o f  my r e a l  
r e a c t i o n  t o  my own f r a i l t i e s . ®

To k e e p  G o l d i e ' s  m i x - u p s  and r e s u l t a n t  g i g g l e s  

s p o n t a n e o u s ,  t h e  c r e w d e v i s e d  t r i c k s  t o  t h r o w h e r

o f f - b a l a n c e .

" L a u g h - I n "  was a g r e a t  t r a i n i n g  g r o u n d .  We 
wer e  an e n s e m b l e ,  and I ' m  c o m f o r t a b l e  w i t h  
e n s e m b l e s - - i t ' s wha t  I grew up o n .  But  as  t h e  
y e a r s  wen t  o n ,  i t  g o t  h a r d e r .  I had t o  be
c o n s i s t e n t l y  one  c h a r a c t e r .  T h e r e  was no room f o r  
a n y t h i n g  e l s e . 9

®Ibi  d .

9 Davi d  Ansen w i t h  J a n e t  Huck,  "The G r e a t  G o l d i e  
R u s h , "  Newsweek, J a n u a r y  12 ,  1981 ,  p .  55 .
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The c h a r a c t e r  t h a t  Hawn c r e a t e d  on L a u g h - I n  

i n c l u d e d  e l e m e n t s  o f  t h e  g o - g o  d a n c e r  s he  had b e e n - - b u t  

p l a y e d  w i t h  a d o t t y  i n n o c e n c e  r e m i n i s c e n t  o f  G r a c i e  

A l l e n .  Hawn a p p e a r e d  i n  a b i k i n i - - w h i c h  showed o f f  h e r

d a n c e r - s l i m  b o d y - - a n d  wor e  h e r  h a i r  i n  a s h o r t ,  p i x y i s h  

s t y l e .  Her  body was c o v e r e d  w i t h  amus i ng  s l o g a n s  and

p i c t u r e s  i n  t h e  b o d y - p a i n t i n g  s t y l e  t h a t  was p o p u l a r  w i t h

t h e  " f l o w e r  c h i l d r e n "  o f  t h e  l a t e  1 9 6 0 ' s .  The

b o d y - p a i n t i n g  b o t h  a c c e n t e d  G o l d i e ' s  s e m i - n u d i t y  and

r e n d e r e d  i t  i n n o c e n t .  She was n o t  s i m p l y  a b l o n d e  i n  a 

b i k i n i  b u t  a c a n v a s  f o r  s i l l y  g r a f f i t i - - a  k i n d  o f  w a l k i n g

t o y .  The s h r i e k i n g  g i g g l e s  a l s o  b e t r a y e d  a c h i l d l i k e

c o n f u s i o n .  L i k e  a c h i l d  undone  by s t a g e  f r i g h t ,  s he  was 

r e d u c e d  t o  g i g g l i n g  c o n f u s i o n  by t h e  need  t o  p e r f o r m .  Her 

humor  was c r e a t e d  n o t  by h e r  c o n s c i o u s  w i t  ( a s  i n  t h e  c a s e  

o f ,  s a y ,  P h y l l i s  O i l i e r  o r  J o a n  R i v e r s ) ,  b u t  by h e r  

c h a r m i n g  i n c o m p e t e n c e .

Hawn' s  s u c c e s s  on L a u g h - I n  i s  a l s o  t h e  p r o d u c t  o f  

f o r t u i t o u s  t i m i n g .  In t h e  1 9 5 0 ' s ,  t e l e v i s i o n ' s  f e m a l e

comedy s t a r s  u s u a l l y  p l a y e d  h o u s e w i v e s .  L u c i l l e  B a l l ,

G r a c i e  A l l e n ,  H a r r i e t  Ne l s o n  ( o f  O z z i e  and H a r r i e t ) ,  a l o n g

w i t h  a h o s t  o f  o t h e r s ,  wer e  c o me d i c  v e r s i o n s  o f  a d u l t

w i v e s  and m o t h e r s .  Even a s k e t c h  c o me d i e n n e  s uch  as

Imogene  Coca u s u a l l y  a p p e a r e d  on t h e  Your  Show o f  Shows as 

S i d  C a e s a r ' s  w i f e .  In t h e  1 9 7 0 ' s  Mary T y l e r  Moore p l a y e d  

t h e  f i r s t  s i n g l e  c a r e e r  woman t o  s t a r  i n  a t e l e v i s i o n  

s i t u a t i o n  comedy.  Her  " f a m i l y , "  c o n s i s t e d  o f  h e r
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wor kma t e s  and g i r l f r i e n d s .  Toda y ,  i n  t h e  1 9 8 0 ' s  we ha ve  

The Gol den  G i r l s  and K a t e  and A l l i e , a d u l t  women who s h a r e  

l i v i n g  q u a r t e r s  and mus t  s u r v i v e  f i n a n c i a l l y  and 

e m o t i o n a l l y  w i t h o u t  b e n e f i t  o f  a l i v e - i n  man.  Even B i l l  

C o s b y ' s  w i f e  on The B i l l  Cosby Show wor ks  as  a a t t o r n e y .

In t h e  l a t e  1 9 6 0 ' s ,  t h e  n u c l e a r  f a m i l y ,  a l o n g  w i t h  

o t h e r  t r a d i t i o n a l  v a l u e s ,  was i n  u p h e a v a l .  The s t a b l e ,  

p a t r i a r c h i a l , t r a d i t i o n a l  s t r u c t u r e s  o f  b o t h  t h e  f a m i l y  

and s o c i e t y  as  a who l e  wer e  b e i n g  q u e s t i o n e d .  The 

c o u n t e r - c u l t u r e  was p e r m e a t i n g  t h e  m a i n s t r e a m  w i t h  i d e a l s  

of  f r e e d o m ,  s p o n t a n e i t y ,  s e n s u a l i t y ,  a n t i - r a t i o n a l  e c s t a s y  

( o f t e n  i n d u c e d  by d r u g s ) ,  and r e b e l l i o n  a g a i n s t  a u t h o r i t y  

and t h e  n o t i o n  o f  a d i s c i p l i n e d  work e t h i c .  The f e m i n i s t  

movement  had n o t  y e t  s o l i d i f i e d ,  and women as  a g r o u p  wer e  

n o t  demand i ng  t o  be t a k e n  s e r i o u s l y  as  i n d e p e n d e n t  

a d u l t s .  In f a c t ,  t h e  who l e  n o t i o n  o f  s e r i o u s  a d u l t h o o d  

was u n d e r  q u e s t i o n .  The a d u l t s  (who had p r e s u m a b l y  

b r o u g h t  t h e  c o u n t r y  t h e  Vi e t na m w a r ,  r a c i a l  

d i s c r i m i n a t i o n ,  and s e x u a l  r e p r e s s i o n )  wer e  v i e we d  as  

m o r a l l y  c o r r u p t  and n o t  much f u n .  In t h e i r  p l a c e ,  t h e  

u n d e r  t h i r t y - y e a r - o l d s  o f  t h e  baby  boom e l e v a t e d  t h e i r  own 

" y o u t h  c u l t u r e . "

L a u g h - I n , a s p e c t a c u l a r  s u c c e s s  a t  t h e  t i m e ,  

d o m e s t i c a t e d  t h e  e x c e s s e s  o f  t h e  c o u n t e r - c u l t u r e  f o r  t h e  

c o n s u m p t i o n  o f  t h e  home a u d i e n c e .  The t i t l e  o f  t h e  show 

was a p l a y  on " B e - I n , "  a k i n d  o f  m a s s ,  h i p p i e - t y p e  

g e t - t o g e t h e r .  In k e e p i n g  w i t h  t h e  mood o f  t h e  t i m e ,

159



L a u g h - I n  moved a l o n g  a t  a f r e n e t i c  p a c e ,  s l a p p i n g  t o g e t h e r  

i r r e v e r e n t  s k i t s ,  j o k e s ,  and s i g h t  g a g s ,  o f t e n  e d i t e d  w i t h  

t h e  b l i t z k r i e g  c u t t i n g  o f  a t e l e v i s i o n  c o m m e r c i a l .  The 

c a s t  members  d a n c e d  f r e e - s t y l e  t o  r o c k  m u s i c .  (Hawn,  as  

may be i m a g i n e d ,  was p a r t i c u l a r l y  good a t  t h i s . )  The 

o v e r a l l  mood was one  o f  go o d - h u mo r e d  d i s o r d e r ,  a k i n d  o f  

" f r e e - f o r m  c r a z i n e s s . " ^  I f  t h e  j u n g l e s  o f  Vi e t nam had 

l e f t  A me r i c a n s  h o l d i n g  a t i g e r  by t h e  t a i l ,  L a u g h - I n  was a 

k i n d  o f  c h e e r y  z o o ,  w i t h  G o l d i e  Hawn as  i t s  k i t t e n i s h  

m a s c o t .

I f  t h e  women o f  t h e  1950 t e l e v i s i o n  c o m e d i e s  had 

be e n  c h i l d i s h  h o u s e w i v e s ,  and t h e  women o f  1970 and 1980 

t e l e v i s i o n  ^  a r e  a d u l t s  ( a l b e i t  w i t h  c o me d i c  f l a w s ) ,  

G o l d i e  Hawn as s he  a p p e a r s  i n  t h e  1968 L a u g h - I n  i s  a g o o f y  

f l o w e r  c h i l d .  Her  v o i c e  i s  h i g h  and s q u e a k y .  Her body i s  

b a r e l y  a d o l e s c e n t .  Her e y e s  r o l l  l i k e  b i g ,  b l u e  m a r b l e s  

and pop open l i k e  j a c k s - i n - t h e  b o x .  E m b a r r a s s e d ,  s he  

n i b b l e s  h e r  l o we r  l i p  w i t h  r a b b i t  t e e t h  and s h r u g s  

a d o r a b l y .  F r i e n d l y ,  s h e  f l u t t e r s  h e r  hand i n  t h e  manner  

o f  a c h i l d  t a u g h t  t o  wave " b y e - b y e . "  B e w i l d e r e d ,  s he  

b r e a k s  i n t o  s h r i e k i n g  g i g g l e s .  O t h e r  L a u g h - I n  c a s t  

members  may s a y  f u n n y  t h i n g s  o r  pi  ay a v a r i e t y  o f  f u n n y

l ° P e t e r  K e r r ,  " S i t u a t i o n  Comedi es  Come t o  G r i e f ,  
The New York T i m e s , A p r i l  1,  1984.

H i  am r e f e r r i n g  t o  t h e  more a d v a n c e d  c o m e d i e s .  
T h e r e  a r e  a l wa y s  t h e  u s u s a l  s o p s  t o  s e x i s m  s uch  as  t h e  
dumb b l o n d e  on T h r e e ' s  Company.
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s k e t c h  c h a r a c t e r s .  G o l d i e ,  g i g g l i n g  g o o f i l y ,  w i t h  h e r

e p o n y mo u s l y  c o l o r e d  h a i r  f a l l i n g  o v e r  her .  s a u c e r - s i z e d

e y e s ,  s i m p l y  f u n n y .  On L a u g h - I n , G o l d i e  Hawn became an

i n s t a n t l y  r e c o g n i z a b l e  t r a d e m a r k .  She c r e a t e d  h e r  own

v e r s i o n  o f  t h e  "dumb b l o n d e . "  She m i s r e a d  l i n e s ,

m i s p r o n o u n c e d  w o r d s ,  even h i t  h e r s e l f  o v e r  t h e  head w i t h  a

an o v e r - s i z e d ,  foam m a l l e t ,  g r i n n i n g  " s o c k  i t  t o  me . "

G o l d i e  was f u n ,  s e x y ^ b u t  i n n o c e n t - - a  c o n f e c t i o n  o f  c u d d l y

c o n f u s i o n .  No wonde r  a u d i e n c e s  t o o k  h e r  t o  h e a r t  and s he

was a b l e  t o  move q u i c k l y  f r o m b e i n g  a member o f  t h e

La u g h - I n  e n s e m b l e  t o  s t a r r i n g  i n  h e r  own t e l e v i s i o n

s p e c i a l  ( Pu r e  G o l d i e  ( 1 9 7 1 ) )  and i n t o  f e a t u r e  f i l m s .

Hawn' s  f i r s t  m a j o r  s c r e e n  r o l e  was as  Toni  Simmons,

W a l t e r  M a t t h a u ' s  s w e e t ,  s u i c i d a l  m i s t r e s s  i n  t h e  1969 f i l m

C a c t u s  F l o w e r . The f i l m  was b a s e d  on Abe Bu r r o ws '  p l a y  o f
1 2t h e  same name.  ( Hawn ' s  r o l e  was o r i g i n a l l y  p l a y e d  on 

s t a g e  by Br e n d a  V a c c a r o . )  Hawn' s  r o l e  was n o t  t h e  l e a d ,  

and L u c i l l e  B a l l  was o f f e r e d  t h e  s t a r r i n g  p a r t - - t h a t  of  

S t e p h a n i e  Di x o n ,  t h e  s p i n s t e r  who e v e n t u a l l y  blooms i n t o

l o v e  l i k e  a " c a c t u s  f l o w e r . "  B a l l  s h r e w d l y  r e f u s e d  t h e

p a r t .  Havi ng  s e e n  Hawn on L a u g h - I n  and c a l c u l a t e d  t h e  

e f f e c t  o f  t h e  b l o n d e  c o m e d i e n n e ' s  p e r s o n a l i t y  on t h e
.  -w-U

a u d i e n c e  ( e s p e c i a l l y  i n  t andem w i t h  W a l t e r  M a t t h a u ) ,  t h e

l 2Abe B u r r o w s ,  C a c t u s  F l o w e r , b a s e d  on a p l a y  by 
P i e r r e  B a r i l l e t  and J e a n  P i e r r e  Cr e d y ,  d i r e c t e d  by Mr.  
B u r r o ws ,  was f i r s t  p r e s e n t e d  by Davi d  Me r r i c k  a t  t h e  
Ro y a l e  T h e a t r e ,  New Yor k ,  New Yor k ,  on December  8,  1965.
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o l d e r  c o me d i e n n e  s u r m i s e d  t h a t  " G o l d i e  woul d wal k  away
1 3w i t h  t h e  p i c t u r e . "

As i t  t u r n e d  o u t ,  B a l l  was q u i t e  r i g h t .  Hawn' s

f i r s t  m a j o r  s c r e e n  r o l e  r e s u l t e d  i n  an Academy Award f o r  

b e s t  s u p p o r t i n g  a c t r e s s .  Hawn' s  r e a c t i o n  t o  t h e  award was 

a m b i v a l e n t  a t  b e s t .

I f e l t  e mp t y .  I wa n t e d  t o  win f o r  wo r k i n g
h a r d .  I l i k e  t o  s w e a t .  Th a t  p e r f o r m a n c e  was j u s t  
a d r o p  i n  t h e  b u c k e t . ' 4

In h e r  s u b s e q u e n t  f i l m s ,  Hawn was r a r e l y  c h a l l e n g e d  

t o  c r e a t e  a n y t h i n g  o f  d e p t h .  She g e n e r a l l y  s t a r r e d  i n
V

f i n a n c i a l l y  s u c c e s s f u l  " f l u f f . "  Th e s e  f i l m s  ( whi ch

became known as  " G o l d i e  Hawn p i c t u r e s " )  wer e  l i g h t

c o m e d i e s ,  w i t h  G o l d i e  as  a s w e e t ,  s e x y ,  a b u s e d  i n n o c e n t  

who g o e s  t h r o u g h  a s e r i e s  o f  f a r c i c a l  m i s a d v e n t u r e s ,  b u t  

w i t h  t h e  h e l p  o f  t h e  r i g h t  man,  l a n d s  on h e r  f e e t .  Hawn 

was c a s t i g a t e d  f o r  p l a y i n g  a " n i t w i t "  i n  f i l m s  l i k e  

T h e r e ' s  a G i r l  i n  My S o u p , The G i r l  From P e t r o v k a , and 

Fou l  P l a y . She had some s e r i o u s ,  t o u c h i n g  moments  i n  

B u t t e r f l i e s  Are  F r e e , Shampoo, and S u g a r l a n d  E x p r e s s  

( S t e v e n  S p i e l b e r g ' s  f i r s t  f e a t u r e  f i l m  and a f i n a n c i a l  

f a i l u r e ) .  But  t h e  G o l d i e  Hawn p e r s o n a ,  e s t a b l i s h e d  i n  

L a u g h - I n , was t h a t  o f  a dumb b l o n d e .  Al l  h e r  movi e  r o l e s  

t r a d e d  t o  some e x t e n t  on t h a t  p e r s o n a ,  and i t  became b o t h  

h e r  c h i e f  box o f f i c e  a p p e a l - - a n d  a r t i s t i c  l i a b i l i t y .

1 3 | _ u c i l l e  B a l l ,  P e r s o n a l  I n t e r v i e w .

^ Newsweek, p .  55.
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Me a n wh i l e ,  Hawn ' s  own p e r s o n a l  l i f e  c o n f r o n t e d  h e r

w i t h  c ompl e x  and t r o u b l i n g  a d u l t  i s s u e s .  Her  m a r r i a g e  t o  

Gus T r i k o n i s  e n d e d  i n  d i v o r c e  i n  1972 .  By t h e n ,  Hawn was

a m a j o r  s t a r ,  w h i l e  T r i k o n i s  was s t i l l  s t r u g g l i n g  t o

s u c c e e d  as  an a c t o r / d i r e c t o r .  To end t h e  m a r r i a g e ,  Hawn 

p a i d  T r i k o n i s  $ 7 5 , 0 0 0 .  In 1975 ,  Hawn m a r r i e d  B i l l  Hudson,  

o f  t h e  s i n g i n g ,  z a n y  Hudson b r o t h e r s ,  when s he  was e i g h t  

mon t hs  p r e g n a n t .  She  had two c h i l d r e n  by t h i s  m a r r i a g e

( d e l i v e r e d  by C a e s a r i a n  s e c t i o n ) .  T h i s  u n i o n  a l s o  e nde d  

i n  d i v o r c e  ( i n  1 9 B1 ) ,  and Hawn a g a i n  had t o  pay o u t  money 

as  p a r t  o f  t h e  d i v o r c e  s e t t l e m e n t .  Th e s e  e x p e r i e n c e s  

f o r c e d  Hawn t o  c o n f r o n t  i s s u e s  o f  c o n v e n t i o n a l  m a l e / f e m a l e  

r o l e s  i n  t e r m s  o f  f i n a n c i a l  e a r n i n g  power ,  p u b l i c

r e c o g n i t i o n ,  and c a r e e r  s u c c e s s .

I was v e r y  n a i v e  when I m a r r i e d  Gus
( T r i k o n i s ) .  I b e l i e v e d  t h a t  we c o u l d  p u t  a l l  t h e  
money i n  one  p o t .  I was v e r y  c o g n i z a n t  o f  n o t  
r e l i s h i n g  my a c h i e v e m e n t s  t o o  much.  I n e v e r  wa n t e d  
t o  come home and s a y  " I  won' ." You h o l d  i t  b a c k .
Be c a u s e  i t  i s  more i m p o r t a n t  t h a t  I keep  my man.  
Be c a u s e  t h a t  b a s i c a l l y  was wha t  k e p t  me h a p p y .  But
a f t e r  a w h i l e - - l o o k  wha t  h a p p e n e d  w i t h  a l l  t h e
f i l m s .  You c a n ' t  keep  t h a t  b o t t l e d  up f o r  l o n g . 15

In an i n t e r v i e w  w i t h  P I a y b o y  Hawn e l a b o r a t e d .

Some men c a n n o t  d e a l  w i t h  a woman as  t h e
b r e a d w i n n e r .  L i t e r a t u r e ,  f a i r y  t a l e s ,  e v e r y t h i n g  
w e ' v e  e v e r  h e a r d  has  been  a b o u t  how t h e  man has
gone  o u t  and b u i l t  t h e  h o u s e  and k i l l e d  t h e  cow and
h a s  done  a l l  t h a t  s t u f f  t o  keep  h i s  f a m i l y  a l i v e .  
T h a t  t r a n s l a t e s  t o d a y  as  how much money he f e a r n s
f o r  h i s  f a m i l y .  And when a g a l  comes a l o n g  who
g e t s  more  t h a n  he d o e s ,  i t ' s  a p r o b l e m f o r  h i m.
I t ' s  an i m b a l a n c e  o f  p o w e r . l fa

16 p i a y b o y , p .  89 .
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The b r e a k - u p  o f  Hawn' s  s e c o n d  m a r r i a g e  came a b o u t  

a t  t h e  same t i m e  as  h e r  mos t  s u c c e s s f u l  f i l m ,  t h e  f i l m  

t h a t  was t o  e s t a b l i s h  Hawn as  an e x e c u t i v e  p r o d u c e r  as  

w e l l  as  a s t a r ,  a s  a c r e a t o r  w i t h  a s e r i o u s  me s s a g e  

( a l b e i t  c o u c h e d  i n  comi c  t e r m s ) ,  and as  a f e m i n i s t .  The 

f i l m  was t o  g r o s s  $100 m i l l i o n  w o r l d - w i d e  and s p i n  o f f  a 

s u c c e s s f u l  t e l e v i s i o n  s e r i e s .  Even t o d a y ,  i n  i t s  v i d e o  

c a s s e t t e  v e r s i o n ,  t h e  f i l m  i s  h i g h l y  p o p u l a r .  I am 

r e f e r r i n g ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  t o  P r i v a t e  B e n j a m i n . 17

P r i v a t e  Be n j a mi n  i s  c o n c e i v e d  as  a f a r c e  w i t h  a 

f e m i n i s t  m e s s a g e .  The f i l m  o p e n s  w i t h  t h e  we dd i ng  o f  J udy  

Be n j a mi n  ( G o l d i e  Hawn) ,  a P h i l a d e l p h i a  J e w i s h  p r i n c e s s ,  

who a t  t w e n t y - n i n e  h a s  been  t r a i n e d  t o  do n o t h i n g  b u t  

ma r r y  and s h o p .  Her  f a t h e r  h a nds  h e r  o v e r ,  a l o n g  w i t h  a 

f a t  c h e c k ,  t o  h e r  new h u s b a n d ,  who u s e s  h e r  t o  p r o v i d e  

s e x u a l  s e r v i c e s  on d e m a n d - - f  i r s t  i n  t h e  back  s e a t  o f  a 

l i m o u s i n e  d u r i n g  t h e  wed d i n g  r e c e p t i o n  and l a t e r  on t h e  

b a t h r o o m f l o o r  o f  t h e i r  honeymoon s u i t e .  Du r i n g  t h e  

l a t t e r  a c t ,  he d i e s  o f  a h e a r t  a t t a c k ,  w h i l e  t h e  c amer a  

d i s c r e e t l y  c u t s  away t o  t h e  we dd i ng  g i f t s .

On h e r  own f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e  i n  h e r  l i f e ,  t h e  

we e p i n g  widow h u d d l e s  by h e r  p r i n c e s s  phone  s e e k i n g  s o l a c e  

f r om a r a d i o  c a l l - i n  t a l k - s h o w  h o s t .  B e f u d d l e d  by t h e  

c o n t e m p o r a r y  f e m i n i s t  f i l m ,  An U n ma r r i e a  Woman, s he  c a n n o t

^ P r i v a t e  B e n j a m i n , War ner  B r o t h e r s ,  1980 ,  
W r i t t e n  by C h a r l e s  S h y e r ,  Har vey  M i l l e r ,  and Nancy Me y e r s ,  
and d i r e c t e d  by Howard Z i e f f .
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f a t h o m  a d i v o r c e e ' s  ( . J i l l  C l a y b u r g )  d e c i s i o n  t o  s t r u g g l e  

f o r  i n d e p e n d e n c e  i n s t e a d  o f  r u n n i n g  o f f  w i t h  a s u c c e s s f u l  

ma l e  p a i n t e r .

The c a l l - i n  r a d i o  show a l s o  i n c l u d e s  an army 

r e c r u i t i n g  c o m m e r c i a l .  J u d y  e n v i s i o n s  t h e  i n f a n t r y  as  a 

v a r i a t i o n  o f  Cl ub  Med,  and a s w e e t - t a l k i n g  r e c r u i t e r  t a l k s  

h e r  i n t o  s i g n i n g  up .  E x p e c t i n g  s u n b a t h i n g  and 

c o n d o mi n i u ms ,  s he  wi n d s  up d o i n g  p u s h - u p s  i n  a b a r r a c k s  i n  

B i l o x i ,  M i s s i s s i p p i .  When s h e  l o o k s  up f r om h e r  emery

b o a r d  t o  c o m p l a i n  a b o u t  t h e  f i l t h ,  h e r  CO, C a p t a i n  Lewi s  

( E i l e e n  B r e n n a n ) ,  s m i l e s  w i t h  a l l  t h e  e mpa t hy  o f  Snow 

W h i t e ' s  s t e p m o t h e r  o f f e r i n g  an a p p l e ,  and a s s i g n s  h e r  t o

s c r u b  t h e  l a t r i n e s  w i t h  h e r  e l e c t r i c  t o o t h b r u s h .

S t u c k  i n  b o o t  camp,  J u d y  e n d u r e s  6 A.M.  r e v e i l l e ,  

t h e  s c o r n  o f  h e r  c o - r e c r u i t s ,  and f o r c e d  ma r c h e s  i n  t h e

r a i n .  Her  s a d ,  s a u c e r  e y e s  and q u i v e r i n g  l owe r  l i p  peep  

f r o m u n d e r  h e r  d r i p p i n g  h e l m e t  l i k e  a b e t s y - w e t s y  d o l l .  

By t h e  t i m e  h e r  p a r e n t s  l o c a t e  h e r ,  s h e  i s  e a g e r  t o  be

c a r t e d  back  t o  a l i f e  o f  m a t c h i n g  d r a p e s  and s l i p c o v e r s .

But  as  h e r  f a t h e r  p r e p a r e s  t o  pack  h e r  up ,  he 

v o i c e s  t h e  c o n t e m p t  t h a t  was a l wa y s  i n  back  o f  h i s  

p r e v i o u s  i n d u l g e n c e .  He p l a n s  t o  t e l l  e v e r y o n e  t h a t  J udy  

h a s  be e n  i n  a m e n t a l  h o s p i t a l - - t o  s a v e  h i m s e l f  t h e  

e m b a r r a s s m e n t  o f  e x p l a i n i n g  t h a t  h i s  d a u g h t e r  j o i n e d  t h e  

a r my.  When J udy  p r o t e s t s ,  he s n a p s  t h a t  s he  i s  " s t u p i d l "  

Hu r t  and i n s u l t e d , J u d y  s u d d e n l y  q u e s t i o n s  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  

t h e i r  p r e v i o u s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  and t h e  v a l u e s  s he  was r a i s e d
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o n .  She d e c i d e s  t o  s t a y  i n  t h e  army and grow up .  In t h e  

n e x t  s e c t i o n  o f  t h e  f i l m ,  s he  d o e s  j u s t  t h a t .  She l e a r n s  

t o  b ounc e  q u a r t e r s  o f f  h e r  bed w i t h  a f e t c h i n g  s wa g g e r ,  

b u i l d s  up h e r  m u s c l e s ,  and b e f r i e n d s  h e r  f e l l o w  r e c r u i t s .  

Out  on b i v o u a c ,  J u d y  and company swap j o i n t s  and bawdy

s t o r i e s .  ( J u d y ' s  a c c o u n t  o f  h e r  wedd i ng  n i g h t  b r i n g s  down 

t h e  h o u s e . )  By c a t c h i n g  t h e i r  s a d i s t i c  CO i n  f 1a g r a n t e

d e l i c t o  w i t h  a f e l l o w  o f f i c e r  d u r i n g  a war  game,  s he  l e a d s  

h e r  t eam t o  v i c t o r y  and d e m o n s t r a t e s  t h a t  t h e  . a rmy can 

make a f i r s t  c l a s s  p r i v a t e  o u t  o f  a p r i n c e s s .

J u d y ' s  t r i u m p h  i n  t h e  macho w o r l d  o f  t h e  m i l i t a r y

c o n c l u d e s  t h e  f i r s t  t w o - t h i r d s  o f  P r i v a t e  B e n j a m i n , and 

c o u l d  c o n c e i v a b l y  end  t h e  f i l m .  However ,  e i t h e r  b e c a u s e  

t h e  f i l m m a k e r s  n e e d e d  t o  l e n g t h e n  t h e  s t o r y  t o  f i t  t h e

s t a n d a r d  l e n g t h  o f  a f e a t u r e  f i l m  ( a b o u t  two h o u r s )  or  

b e c a u s e  t h e y  wi s h e d  t o  d r i v e  home t h e  f e m i n i s t  a s p e c t s  of  

t h e  f i l m ,  t h e  p l o t  c o n t i n u e s .  J u d y ,  t h e  b a r e l y  

e m a n c i p a t e d  J e w i s h  P r i n c e s s ,  me e t s  a J e wi s h  

P r i n c e - - A r m a n d ,  a F r e n c h ,  J e w i s h  g y n e c o l o g i s t ,  who i s  

h a nds ome ,  w e a l t h y ,  and s e x y  ( p r o v i d i n g  h e r  w i t h  h e r  f i r s t  

o r g a s m ) .  She ma n e u v e r s  a t r a n s f e r  t o  P a r i s  and t a k e s  up 

r e s i d e n c e  i n  h i s  a n c e s t r a l  home ( wh i c h  r e s e m b l e s  a 

f a i r y - t a l e  c a s t l e ) .  To p l e a s e  h i m,  s he  d y e s  h e r  h a i r  an 

u n s i g h t l y  s h a d e  o f  r e d ,  q u i t s  t h e  a rmy,  s i g n s  a 

p r e - n u p t i a l  a g r e e m e n t  r e l i n q u i s h i n g  any c l a i m  on h i s  

p r o p e r t y ,  and o v e r l o o k s  e v i d e n c e  t h a t  he has  been s l e e p i n g  

w i t h  t h e  ma i d .  When he shows up l a t e  t o  t h e i r  weddi ng
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a f t e r  s p e n d i n g  t h e  day  w i t h  h i s  m i s t r e s s ,  J u d y  becomes  

d i s t r e s s e d ,  and he p r e s c r i b e s  a s e d a t i v e .  C o n f u s e d ,  Judy 

m a r c h e s  down t h e  a i s l e  l i k e  a s a c r i f i c i a l  n o n - v i r g i n  as  

h e r  p a r e n t s  beam a t  h e r  good f o r t u n e .  But  as  t h e  ce r emony 

g e t s  u n d e r wa y ,  J udy  b e g i n s  t o  s e e  t h e  man s t a n d i n g  by h e r  

s i d e  a t  t h e  a l t a r  as  a s e r i e s  o f  c o m p o s i t e  i ma g e s - - Ar ma n d ,  

h e r  f i r s t  h u s b a n d ,  and h e r  f a t h e r .  When i t  comes t i m e  t o  

make h e r  vows ,  s he  h e s i t a t e s - - h e r  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  and g o r g e  

r i s i n g - - a s  s h e  murmurs  "Not  so f a s t . "  I r r i t a t e d ,  Armand 

( u n c o n s c i o u s l y  e c h o i n g  h e r  f a t h e r )  s n a p s  t h a t  s he  i s  

" s t u p i d . "  S u d d e n l y ,  e v e r y t h i n g  f a l l s  i n t o  p l a c e  and s he  

s l u g s  h i m - - k n o c k i  ng him o u t  c o l d .  She wa n d e r s  o f f  f r om 

t h e  w e d d i n g ,  h e a d i n g  down a wooded l a n e  t o w a r d  an 

u n c e r t a i n ,  b u t  f e m i n i s t  f u t u r e .

The " J u d y  Be n j a mi n "  c h a r a c t e r  i s  a v a r i a n t  o f  t h e  

d i z z y  b l o n d  Hawn p l a y e d  on L a u g h - I n - - w i t h  t h e  a d d i t i o n  of  

a p e r s o n a l  h i s t o r y ,  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  d e p t h  ( t o  t h e  d e g r e e  

p o s s i b l e  i n  a c o me d y ) ,  and s e x u a l  p o l i t i c s .  She r e t a i n s  

h e r  t r a d e m a r k  g i g g l e ,  s we e t  s e x i n e s s ,  and c o n f u s i o n .  Bu t ,  

w h i l e  somewhat  e x a g g e r a t e d ,  h e r  c h a r a c t e r  i s  now l e s s  

c a r t o o n l i k e  and ha s  human d i m e n s i o n  and f e e l i n g s .  Her 

La ugh-  In c h a r a c t e r  may have  been  s u i t a b l e  f o r  t h e  b r i e f  

s k e t c h e s  o f  a v a r i e t y  show,  b u t  t o  s e r v e  as  t h e  

p r o t a g o n i s t  f o r  a f e a t u r e - l e n g t h  n a r r a t i v e ,  s he  n e e d s  more 

c o m p l e x i t y .  The s k e t c h  c h a r a c t e r  Hawn p r e s e n t e d  on 

La ugh-  In f i t  i n  w i t h  t h e  z a n i n e s s  o f  t h e  show by b e i n g  

s i m p l y  a f i g u r e  o f  i n n o c e n t l y  s e x y ,  g o o f y  f u n - - a  k i n d  o f
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dumb b l o n d e ,  D i s n e y  c h i p mu n k .  But  i n  P r i v a t e  B e n j a m i n , 

Hawn' s  s e x i n e s s  i s  t u r n e d  a g a i n s t  h e r  by e x p l o i t a t i v e  

m a l e s .  Her  " dumbne s s "  i s  shown t o  be a p a t h e t i c  d e n i a l  o f

h e r  own a b i l i t i e s  and s e l f - w o r t h  t o  g a i n  a p p r o v a l  f r om a 

m a l e - d o m i n a t e d  w o r l d  t h a t  s c o r n f u l l y  r e g a r d s  h e r  as  

s t u p i d .  The h u m i l i a t i o n s  o f  L a u g h - I n  r e m a i n e d  p a i n l e s s  

and f a r c i c a l  ( b e i n g  d o u s e d  by w a t e r  o r  h i t  o v e r  t h e  head 

by s t y r o f o a m  m a l l e t s ) .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  e v e r y o n e  in  t h e  c a s t  

was e q u a l l y  a t  t h e  mer cy  o f  t h e s e  e l e m e n t s .  But  as  J u d y  

B e n j a m i n ,  Hawn i s  p e r s o n a l l y  and u n i q u e l y  s u b j e c t  t o  a b u s e  

o f  h e r  f e e l i n g s  and s e x u a l i t y  by men.  In s h o r t ,  Hawn' s  

h i g h l y  e x t e r n a l i z e d ,  f a r c i c a l  s k e t c h  c h a r a c t e r  i s  g i v e n  

i n n e r  m o t i v a t i o n s ,  a f e m i n i s t  c o n t e x t ,  and t h e  p o t e n t i a l  

f o r  g r o w t h .

The c r u e l t y  o f  some o f  t h e  humor  in  P r i  v a t e  

B e n j a m i n , p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  c o n n e c t i o n  w i t h  t h e  s e x u a l  a b u s e  

o f  h e r  c h a r a c t e r  was s t a r t l i n g  t o  t h o s e  who had a s s o c i a t e d  

Hawn w i t h  f r o t h y  comedy.  But  Hawn h e r s e l f  was awar e  o f  

t h e  seamy s i d e  o f  show b u s i n e s s - - f r o m  t h e  c u s t o m e r s  who 

had e x h i b i t e d  t h e m s e l v e s  and m a s t u r b a t e d  w h i l e  she

p e r f o r m e d  as  a g o - g o  d a n c e r  t o  p r o d u c e r s  who had t r i e d  t o  

t r i c k  h e r  o n t o  a c a s t i n g  c o u c h .  She had a l s o  been 

t h r o u g h  two d i f f i c u l t  m a r r i a g e s - - h e r  f i r s t  e n d i n g  i n  a 

d i v o r c e  i n  whi ch  s he  had t o  make a f i n a n c i a l  s e t t l e m e n t  o f  

$ 7 5 , 0 0 0  and h e r  s e c o n d ,  whi ch  was i n  a r o c k y  s t a g e  d u r i n g

t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  P r i v a t e  B e n j a m i n , e nded  i n  d i v o r c e

s h o r t l y  a f t e r  t h e  p i c t u r e ' s  r e l e a s e .  In f a c t ,  i t  was
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Hawn who f o u g h t  f o r  t h e  p a i n f u l  r e a l i s m  o f  some o f  t h e  s e x  

s c e n e s - - p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e  s c e n e  e a r l y  i n  t h e  movi e  whe r e  

h e r  f i r s t  h u s b a n d  p r e s s u r e s  h e r  i n t o  h a v i n g  s e x  w i t h  him 

i n  t h e  back  s e a t  o f  a c a r  d u r i n g  t h e i r  we dd i ng  r e c e p t i o n .

I wa n t e d  t h e  s c e n e  i n  t h e r e  b e c a u s e  I wa n t e d  
t o  d e m o n s t r a t e  s o m e t h i n g  a b o u t  J u d y ' s  
c h a r a c t e r - - t h a t  b a s i c a l l y  s he  was someone who 
d i d n ' t  have  much s e l f - e s t e e m .  She w a s n ' t  a b l e  t o  
s a y ,  "No.  I d o n ' t  want  t o  do t h i s .  I ' m  i n  my 
wedd i ng  gown.  I t ' s  o u r  we dd i ng  n i g h t .  I ' m  
e m b a r r a s s e d . "  What s he  v a l u e d  mos t  was h a v i n g  a 
man t a k e  c a r e  o f  h e r .  She was p r e p a r e d  t o  be a 
d o o r m a t .

Th e r e  was no t e n d e r n e s s  i n v o l v e d ,  so t h e  s c e n e  
showed h i s  c h a r a c t e r  and h e r s .  She p l e a d e d  
b r i e f l y ,  r e a l i z e d ,  "Okay,  T” have  t o  do t h i s , "  and 
t h e n  s he  wen t  down o u t  o f  t h e  f r a m e .  The s c r i p t  
was w r i t t e n  f o r  me.  I have  a c l e a r  v i s i o n  o f  wha t  
I w a n t e d . ^

D i r e c t o r  Howard Z i e f f  n o t e d  t h a t  Hawn w i s h e d  t o  

t a k e  t h e  g r a p h i c  h a r s h n e s s  o f  t h e  s c e n e  even  f u r t h e r .

G o l d i e  wa n t e d  t o  l i n g e r  on t h a t  s c e n e  f o r  a 
l o n g  t i m e .  And s he  wa n t e d  t o  l e t  t h e  a u d i e n c e  s e e  
t h e  back  o f  h e r  head  i n  h e r  h u s b a n d ' s  l a p .  I 
o b j e c t e d  t o  t h a t ,  and I g u e s s  I was a f r a i d  o f  t h e  
s c e n e  anyway,  i n  t h a t  I d i d n ' t  want  t h e  a u d i e n c e  t o  
s q u i r m  d u r i n g  i t . ^

I t  seems c l e a r  f r o m t h e  a bove  comment s  t h a t  Hawn 

had a p e r s o n a l  and f e m i n i s t  p o i n t  t o  make,  whi ch  made h e r  

d i r e c t o r  u n e a s y  a b o u t  a u d i e n c e  r e s p o n s e  t o  a f i l m  t h a t  was 

t o  be b i l l e d  as  a comedy .  Both t h e  g r a p h i c  s e x u a l i t y  and 

J u d y ' s  f e e l i n g s  o f  p a i n f u l  h u m i l i a t i o n  a r e  a n t i t h e t i c a l  t o  

t h e  c o me d i c  r e s p o n s e ,  w h i c h ,  as  t h e  d i r e c t o r  mus t  have

^ R o l l i n g  S t o n e , p .  20.  

1 9 1 b i d . ,  p .  20 .
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be en  a w a r e ,  d e p e n d s  on a c e r t a i n  e m o t i o n a l  d i s t a n c i n g .  

But  P r i v a t e  Be n j a mi n  i s  Hawn' s  mos t  i n t e r e s t i n g  and 

s u c c e s s f u l  f i l m  p r e c i s e l y  b e c a u s e  i t  b a l a n c e s  t h e  s e r i o u s  

and p o i g n a n t  w i t h  t h e  c o me d i c  and p r e s e n t s  a h e r o i n e  who 

i s  b o t h  v e r y  f u n n y  and p o s s e s s e s  an o r g a n i c  e m o t i o n a l  c o r e .

Some c r i t i c s  ha ve  d i s m i s s e d  P r i v a t e  Ben j ami n  as  a 

l i g h t ,  c o mme r c i a l  c omedy .  However ,  I b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e  

f i l m  i s  w o r t h  e x a m i n i n g  i n  some d e t a i l ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  

t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  t h i s  s t u d y .  As i n d i c a t e d  a t  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  

o f  t h i s  c h a p t e r , .  Hawn i s  one  o f  t h e  few c o n t e m p o r a r y  

a c t r e s s e s  t o  h a v e  made a s u c c e s s f u l  c a r e e r  ( a l m o s t  t w e n t y  

y e a r s )  as  t h e  c o me d i c  p r o t a g o n i s t  o f  m a j o r  mo t i o n  

p i c t u r e s .  ( L i l y  T o m l i n ,  h e r  f e l l o w  L a u g h - I n  a l u mn a ,  has  

b e e n  mo s t  s u c c e s s f u l  i n  s k e t c h  c o me d y . )  P r i v a t e  Ben j ami n  

e s t a b l i s h e d  Hawn as  a c r e a t i v e  p r o d u c e r  who i n i t i a t e d  

p r o j e c t s  b a s e d  a r o u n d  h e r  own p e r s o n a l i t y  and i d e a s .  The

t h e m a t i c  p r e m i s e s ,  t h e  b a s i c  p l o t  s t r u c t u r e ,  and t h e  

c h a r a c t e r  p o r t r a y e d  by Hawn i n  P r i v a t e  Ben j ami n  wer e  t o  

r e - e m e r g e  i n  h e r  l a t e r  f i l m s .  ( T h e s e  l a t e r  f i l m s  have  

g e n e r a l l y  be e n  l e s s  s u c c e s s f u l ,  b o t h  f i n a n c i a l l y  and

a r t i s t i c a l l y ,  f o r  r e a s o n s  t h a t  w i l l  emer ge  l a t e r  i n  t h i s

s t u d y . )  And,  a p a r t  f r o m any c r i t i c a l  j u d g e m e n t  o f  i t s

a e s t h e t i c  v a l u e ,  P r i v a t e  Ben j a mi n  i s  a p a r t i c u l a r l y  

a p p r o p r i a t e  f i l m  t o  e x p l o r e  t h e  i s s u e s  o f  t h i s  s t u d y ,  

s i n c e  i t  c l e a r l y  e x e m p l i f i e s  t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  c o me d i c  

a p p e a l ,  s e x  a p p e a l ,  and p e r s o n a l  c o m p e t e n c e .

In t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  P r i v a t e  B e n j a m i n , Hawn p l a y s  a
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p a mp e r e d ,  u p p e r  m i d d l e - c l a s s  young  woman who h a s  been 

r a i s e d  t o  be i g n o r a n t  o f  any s k i l l s  s a v e  s h o p p i n g .  She 

b l i n d l y  c o n f o r m s  t o  t h e  e x p e c t a t i o n s  o f  h e r  b a c k g r o u n d  and 

a l l o w s  h e r  f a t h e r  t o  ma r r y  h e r  o f f  t o  a man who u s e s  h e r  

as  a s e x u a l  ma i d .  When h e r  h u s b a n d  d i e s ,  s h e  i s  so 

i g n o r a n t  o f  t h e  w o r l d  t h a t  s h e  e n l i s t s  i n  t h e  army

e x p e c t i n g  i t  t o  be a v a c a t i o n  s p a  a n d ,  d e n y i n g  a l l

e v i d e n c e  t o  t h e  c o n t r a r y ,  b e h a v e s  l i k e  a p r i n c e s s  among 

t h e  p e a s a n t s .

J u d y ' s  n a i v e t e  e x e m p l i f i e s  t h e  P l a t o n i c  l a c k  o f  

s e l f - k n o w l e d g e .  The r e s u l t  o f  h e r  m i s a p p r e h e n s i o n  i s  t h a t  

s he  a p p e a r s  r i d i c u l o u s .  Her i n a p p r o p r i a t e  b e h a v i o r  l e a d s  

t o  h e r  p u n i s h m e n t - - s c r u b b i n g  t o i l e t s  w i t h  h e r  e l e c t r i c  

t o o t h b r u s h ,  f o r c e d  m a r c h e s  i n  t h e  r a i n ,  p u s h - u p s ,  e t c . .  

But  none  o f  t h i s  c r e a t e s  any r e a l  a g o n y .  I n s t e a d ,  s he

d e m o n s t r a t e s  wha t  A r i s t o t l e  c o n s i d e r e d  a p a i n l e s s  d e f e c t ,  

Her  h u m i l i a t i o n  i s  n o t  h u r t f u l ,  b u t  r a t h e r ,  l u d i c r o u s .

T h i s  m i s f i t - i n - t h e - a r m y  s e c t i o n  i s  t h e  mos t  p u r e l y  

f u n n y  p a r t  o f  t h e  f i l m .  I t  comes o u t  o f  t h e  same g e n r e  o f  

s e r v i c e  comedy t h a t  b r o u g h t  f o r t h  such  f i l m s  as  Never  Wave 

a t  a WAC, a 1952 R o s a l i n d  R u s s e l l  v e h i c l e  a b o u t  a 

Wa s h i n g t o n  h o s t e s s  who wi nds  up i n  t h e  a rmy,  O p e r a t i o n  Mad 

B a l l , M*A*S*H, and C h a r l i e  C h a p l i n ' s  S h o u l d e r  Ar ms . I t  

makes  u s e  o f  t h e  c l a s s i c  c o me d i c  p l o t  s t r u c t u r e  o f  p l a c i n g  

a p r o t a g o n i s t  i n  an e n v i r o n m e n t  t h a t  i s  o p p o s i t e  t o

h e r / h i s  u s u a l  s i t u a t i o n .  The w o r l d  o f  t h e  J e w i s h  Amer i can  

P r i n c e s s  and t h e  w o r l d  o f  t h e  U. S .  Army a r e  h u mo r o u s l y
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i n c o m p a t i b l e .  In f o r c i n g  t h e  two t o  mesh i n  t h e  p e r s o n  o f  

P r i v a t e  ( f o r m e r l y  P r i n c e s s )  J u d y  B e n j a m i n ,  t h e  f i l m  

e x e m p l i f i e s  A r t h u r  K o e s t l e r ' s  t h e o r y  o f  comedy as  t h e  

f u s i o n  o f  i n c o m p a t i b l e  m a t r i c e s .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  i n s t e a d  o f  

f l e x i b l y  r e a c t i n g  t o  t h e  t r u e  n a t u r e  o f  h e r  new s i t u a t i o n ,  

J u d y  i s  p r o p e l l e d  by a k i n d  o f  u n t h i n k i n g  momentum t o  keep  

r e p e a t i n g  t h e  same b e h a v i o r s  t o  whi ch  s he  ha s  been  

c o n d i t i o n e d ,  t h u s  e n a c t i n g  a B e r g s o n i a n  r i g i d i t y  i n  whi ch  

h e r  c h a r a c t e r  f u n c t i o n s  more l i k e  a ma c h i n e  t h a n  a 

t h i n k i n g  human b e i n g .

P r i v a t e  B e n j a m i n , t h e  f e a t u r e - l e n g t h  f i l m ,  i s  a 

o n e - t i m e ,  t w o - h o u r  n a r r a t i v e  t h a t  shows t h e  g r o wt h  o f  i t s  

p r o t a g o n i s t  t h r o u g h  a v a r i e t y  o f  s i t u a t i o n s ,  some o f  whi ch  

a r e  s e r i o u s .  But  when t h e  f i l m  was d e v e l o p e d  i n t o  a 

s i t u a t i o n  comedy s e r i e s  o f  t w e n t y - s i x - m i n u t e  e p i s o d e s  f o r  

t e l e v i s i o n ,  o n l y  t h e  p r i n c e s s - i n - t h e  army s e c t i o n  was 

u s e d .  Bot h  t h e  s i t u a t i o n - - t h e  w o r l d  o f  t h e  a r m y - - a n d  t h e  

i n c o m p a t i b l e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t - - a  pamper ed  

f o o l - - b e c a m e  f i x e d .  T h i s  c o n s t a n c y  o f  s i t u a t i o n  and 

c h a r a c t e r  i s  a t  t h e  h e a r t  o f  s i t u a t i o n  comedy,  whi ch  

s t r i n g s  o u t  a s e r i e s  o f  e p i s o d e s  t h a t  v a r y  i n  t h e  d e t a i l s  

o f  t h e  p l o t  b u t  n o t  i n  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  c h a r a c t e r s  t o  

s i t u a t i o n .  For  a l l  t h e i r  madcap e s c a p a d e s ,  n e i t h e r  t h e  

c h a r a c t e r s  n o r  t h e i r  s i t u a t i o n  f u n d a m e n t a l l y  c h a n g e .

K o e s t l e r ' s  n o t i o n  o f  t h e  f u s i o n  o f  i n c o m p a t i b l e  

m a t r i c e s  can  a l s o  be a p p l i e d  t o  t h e  e d i t i n g  o f  t h e  f i l m .  

The j u x t a p o s i t i o n  o f  s c e n e s  i m p l i e s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  a n d ,
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o f t e n ,  c a u s a l i t y .  In o r d e r  t o  c r e a t e  a r e l a t i o n s h i p  t h a t  

s eems  c o m e d i c a l l y  i n a p p r o p r i a t e ,  t h e  s c e n e s  mu s t  be 

j u x t a p o s e d  so t h a t  t h e  a u d i e n c e  u n d e r s t a n d s  t hem t o  i mpl y  

c o me d i c  c a u s a l i t y .  I s u g g e s t  t h a t  come d i c  c a u s a l i t y  

o c c u r s  when t h e  a u d i e n c e  a c c e p t s  t h e  u n e x p e c t e d  and 

i l l o g i c a l  as  r i g h t  and l o g i c a l  b e c a u s e  t h e y  a r e  s u d d e n l y  

f o r c e d  t o  s e e  e v e n t s  i n  a comi c  f r a m e .  The e l e m e n t  o f

a b r u p t n e s s  and s u r p r i s e  i s  c r u c T a l  t o  j o k e s  and h e r e ,  t o  

c o med i c  f i l m  e d i t i n g .  E v e n t s  mus t  be t i m e d  c o r r e c t l y  t o  

c r e a t e  t h e  i m p r e s s i o n  o f  s u d d e n ,  c o me d i c  c a u s a l i t y .  

Wi t h o u t  t h a t  a b r u p t n e s s - - t h a t  s u d d e n  f u s i o n  o f  

m a t r i c e s - - t h e  j o k e  f a l l s  f l a t .  G o l d i e  Hawn s p e a k s  a b o u t  

c o me d i c  t i m i n g  as  a f u n c t i o n  o f  m o n t a g e .

H e r e ' s  an e x ampl e  o f  how you can  d e s t r o y  o r
c r e a t e  a moment  by t i m i n g .  When I k i s s e d  Armand 
A s s a n t e  u n d e r  t h e  s t r e e t  l amp in P r i v a t e  B e n j a m i n , 
he was t e l l i n g  me a b o u t  h i m s e l f ,  and I was h e s i t a n t  
a b o u t  b e i n g  w i t h  h i m.  When he f i n a l l y  s a i d ,  "And 
I ' m J e w i s h , "  t h e y  c u t  t o  my s c r e a m ,  t o  my o r g a s m.
Now t h a t  i s  a f u n n y  c u t .  However ,  when i t  was
f i r s t  c u t ,  i t  was n o t  f u n n y ,  b e c a u s e  t h e r e  was t o o
much s p a c e  b e t w e e n  " I ' m  J e w i s h "  and t h e  o r g a s m.  
Thos e  f ew m i l l i m e t e r s  o f  a s e c o n d  wer e  t h e  
d i f f e r e n c e  b e t we e n  w h e t h e r  i t  was f u n n y  o r  n o t .  
Be c a u s e  y o u ' v e  g o t  " I ' m  J e w i s h .  B e a t .  B e a t .
B e a t .  A r g h h l "  o r  " I ' m  J e w i s h .  a r q h h ' . " - - s e e ,  i t  
h a s  t o  come r i g h t  on t o p  of  t h e  l i n e . ^ 0

Comedic t i m i n g  i s  a l s o  c r u c i a l  i n  t h e  p r o g r e s s i o n

w i t h i n  s c e n e s .  Hawn,  who was t r a i n e d  as  a d a n c e r ,  i s  v e r y

c o n s c i o u s  o f  t h e  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  t i m i n g  i n  b u i l d i n g  a comi c

e f f e c t  w i t h i n  a s c e n e .

2 0 p i a y b o y , p .  91 .
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Comedy i s  l i k e  m u s i c .  I r emember  wo r k i n g  w i t h  
an a c t o r  who c o u l d n ' t  g e t  t h e  s c e n e ,  c o u l d n ' t  g e t  
t h e  t i m i n g .  So I b e a t  i t  o u t  w i t h  my h a n d s .  I t  
was l i k e  p e r c u s s i o n ,  so he c o u l d  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  
a r c h  o f  t h e  s c e n e  and t h e  power  i t  had t o  h a v e .  
I t ' s  a s  i f  I h e a r  t h e  b e a t s  i n  my h e a d . 21

I t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  n o t e  t h e  s i m i l a r i t y  be t we e n

Hawn' s  r e m a r k s  and t h o s e  o f  P h y l l i s  D i l l e r ,  who a l s o

compar ed  comedy t o  mu s i c  and d i s c u s s e d  t h e  l a r g e  number  of

c o mi c s  who we r e  m u s i c i a n s .  As n o t e d  i n  a p r e v i o u s

c h a p t e r ,  D i l l e r  h e r s e l f  was t r a i n e d  as  a c o n c e r t  p i a n i s t ,

w h e r e a s  Hawn s t u d i e d  d a n c e .  In b o t h  d i s c i p l i n e s ,  t h e

p e r f o r m e r  c o u n t s  b e a t s  and e i t h e r  p l a y s  an i n s t r u m e n t  or

moves  i n  a s p e c i f i c  t i m e  f r a m e .  As a c o n s e q u e n c e ,  b o t h

D i l l e r  and Hawn a r e  s t r o n g l y  a t t u n e d  t o  r h y t h ms  and can

d i s c u s s  t h e i r  c o me d i c  t e c h n i q u e  i n  t e r m s  o f  p r e c i s e  t i m i n g .

The a n a l y t i c  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  Hawn b r i n g s  t o  h e r

c o me d i c  c r a f t  i s  s u r p r i s i n g  t o  a nyone  who i d e n t i f i e s  h e r

w i t h  t h e  d i z z y ,  v a g u e  e l e m e n t s  i n  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  t h a t  s he

u s u a l l y  p l a y s .  S i n c e  P r i v a t e  B e n j a m i n , t h e  s t a n d a r d  p l o t

o f  a G o l d i e  Hawn mov i e  ha s  been  t h e  i n c r e a s i n g  m a t u r i t y

and i n d e p e n d e n c e  o f  t h e  h e r o i n e .  Fo r  r e a s o n s  t h a t  w i l l  be

d i s c u s s e d  l a t e r  i n  t h i s  c h a p t e r ,  h e r  h e r o i n e s  b e g i n  as

somewhat  g i d d y ,  l i t t l e - g i r l i s h ,  and c e r t a i n l y  l e s s

c o m p e t e n t  t h a n  G o l d i e  Hawn h e r s e l f .  Whi l e  t h e s e

c h a r a c t e r s  ( e s p e c i a l l y  i n  f i l m  p r o j e c t s  s he  p r o d u c e s

a n d / o r  i n i t i a t e s )  c l e a r l y  r e f l e c t  Hawn ' s  c o n c e r n s  and

21 I b i d .
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f e e l i n g s ,  t h e y  a r e  a l s o  d i s t i n c t  f r o m h e r  own,  more m a t u r e  

p e r s o n a l i t y  and h i g h l y  d e v e l o p e d  t a l e n t s .  I n s t e a d ,  t h e y  

a r e  comi c  c r e a t i o n s ,  r e f l e c t i n g  F r e u d i a n  i d e a s  a b o u t  

p h y s i c a l  e x a g g e r a t i o n  and i n t e l l e c t u a l  m i n i m a l i z a t i o n .

Hawn' s  c o me d i c  e x a g g e r a t i o n s  c o n s i s t  o f  f a c i a l  

m u g g i n g - - e s p e c i a l l y  i n  t h e  way s he  pops  h e r  e y e s ,  o r  r o l l s  

t hem h e a v e n w a r d ,  g r i m a c e s  s h a m e f a c e d l y ,  o r  g r i n s  

e x u b e r a n t l y .  She i s  a l s o  a p r o t o t y p e  f o r  comi c  c o n f u s i o n ,  

t i m i n g  h e r  l i n e s  j u s t  a b e a t  t o o  l a t e  and t h e n  g i g g l i n g .  

T h a t  g i g g l e  became h e r  t r a d e m a r k ,  a l o n g  w i t h  h e r  

h i g h - p i t c h e d ,  c h i l d i s h  v o i c e  and h e r  s q u e a k s  o f  e x c i t e d  

s u r p r i s e .  A l l  t h e s e  e f f e c t s  we r e  v e r y  e x a g g e r a t e d  i n  

L a u g h - I n , wh e r e  h e r  c h a r a c t e r  was h i g h l y  f a r c i c a l ;  t h e y  

a r e  t o n e d  down f o r  h e r  more r e a l i s t i c  f i l m  r o l e s .  Some o f  

t hem a r e  s i m p l y  i n b o r n .  Hawn has  n a t u r a l l y  l a r g e  e y e s  and 

f l e x i o l e ,  s o f t  f e a t u r e s ,  i n c l u d i n g  a mouth t h a t  can  a p p e a r  

b o t h  g o o f y  and s e n s u a l .  Her  h a i r  i s  a l s o  n a t u r a l l y  b l o n d e  

( t h o u g h  l i g h t e n e d ) ,  and s h e  we a r s  i t  i n  a s h a g g y  c o i f f u r e  

t h a t  s u g g e s t s  b o t h  ... c l  owni  sh d i s h e v e l m e n t  and a s o f t  

s p o n t a n e i t y .

Hawn' s  c o m e d i c a l l y  e x a g g e r a t e d  e x p r e s s i o n s  and 

v o c a l i s m s  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  an i m p r e s s i o n  o f  c h i l d l i k e  

c o n f u s i o n ,  and s h e  f r e q u e n t l y  c h o o s e s  v e h i c l e s  and 

c o - s t a r s  t h a t  a c c e n t u a t e  h e r  a i r  o f  y o u t h f u l  c u t e n e s s .  At  

116 pounds  and 5 ' 6 " ,  s h e  i s  a b o u t  a v e r a g e  h e i g h t  and 

w e i g h t  ( f o r  a s m a l l - f r a m e d  woman) .  I t  i s  t h e r e f o r e  

i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  n o t e  t h a t  s he  i s  g e n e r a l l y  p e r c e i v e d  as  a
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t i n y ,  d a i n t y  b l o n d e - - c o m e d i c a l l y  s m a l l  f o r  t h e  macho r b l e s  

s h e  e s s a y s .  In P r i v a t e  Ben j ami n  s h e  i s  a s o l d i e r ;  i n  

Swing S h i f t  s he  i s  a wo r k e r  i n  a Wor l d War I I  a r mament s  

f a c t o r y ;  i n  Wi1d c a t s  she  i s  t h e  c o a c h  o f  a g h e t t o  f o o t b a l l  

t e a m .  The p e r c e p t i o n  o f  Hawn as  e x a g g e r a t e d l y  s ma l l  i s  

a c c o m p l i s h e d  by n o t  o n l y  by c a s t i n g  h e r  i n  macho r o l e s  b u t  

a l s o  by c a s t i n g  h e r  o p p o s i t e  much t a l l e r  c o - s t a r s .  One of  

t h e  c o me d i c  moments  i n  P r i v a t e  Ben j a mi n  o c c u r s  when t h e  

c a me r a  p a n s  a l o n g  a l i n e  o f  ma l e  p a r a t r o o p e r s  and mus t  

d r o p  down t o  b r i n g  " t i n y "  G o l d i e  i n t o  t h e  f r a m e .  In Swing 

S h i f t , H a z e l ,  h e r  b e s t  g i r l  f r i e n d  and c o - s t a r  i s  p l a y e d  

by t h e  t a l l  C h r i s t i n e  L a h t i .  And i n  Wi 1 d c a t s  Hawn p l a y s  

o p p o s i t e  an e n t i r e  f o o t b a l l  t e a ml

C h i l d r e n ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  a r e  u s u a l l y  s h o r t .  They a r e  

a l s o ,  t y p i c a l l y ,  n a i v e ,  s p o n t a n e o u s ,  and b o t h  i n t e n s e  and 

m e r c u r i a l  i n  t h e i r  e m o t i o n s .  G o l d i e ,  who p r e s e n t s  h e r s e l f  

as  s m a l l  and c u d d l y  w i t h  a m e s s e d - u p  mop o f  h a i r ,  l o o k s  

l i k e  a Ki nd o f  c h i l d - w o m a n .  Her e m o t i o n a l  r e a c t i o n s  a r e  

b o t h  h e a r t - f e l t  and s u b j e c t  t o  r a p i d  c h a n g e .  She doe s  n o t  

c a l c u l a t e  and m o d e r a t e  h e r  b e h a v i o r .  I n s t e a d ,  as  Judy 

B e n j a m i n ,  s h e  s o b s  h e r  h e a r t  o u t  t o  a r a d i o  t a l k - s h o w  

h o s t ,  n a i v e l y  b e l i e v e s  a c o mme r c i a l  f o r  t h e  "good l i f e "  

a v a i l a b l e  i n  t h e  a r my,  and p r o m p t l y  s i g n s  up t h e  n e x t  

morn i n g .

Much o f  Hawn ' s  d i m i n u t i v e  a p p e a r a n c e  (on s c r e e n ) ,  

and c u t e  muggi ng  e x e m p l i f i e s  F r e u d ' s  t h e o r i e s  o f  c o me d i c  

c h a r a c t e r s  as  b e i n g  p h y s i c a l l y  e x a g g e r a t e d ,  f o o l i s h ,  and
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c h i l d l i k e .  L i k e  c h i l d r e n ,  Hawn' s  c h a r a c t e r s  i m i t a t e  a d u l t  

b e h a v i o r ,  as  s h e  a t t e m p t s  s t e r e o t y p i c a l l y  macho r o l e s  

( s o l d i e r ,  w e l d e r ,  f o o t b a l l  p l a y e r )  t h a t  e m p h a s i z e  h e r
V

c o n t r a s t i n g  d a i n t i n e s s .  At  f i r s t ,  l i k e  a c h i l d ,  she  

i s  an i n e p t  m i m i c - - p r o v i d i n g  t h e  f u n n i e s t  s e c t i o n s  o f  h e r  

f i l m s .  L a t e r  s h e  becomes  c o m p e t e n t - - u s u a l l y  t o  t h e  p o i n t  

o f  o u t d o i n g  t h e  me n - - a n d  e x e m p l i f e s  t h e  f i l m ' s  s e r i o u s ,  

f e m i n i s t  m o r a l .

Hawn' s  e a r l y  i n e p t n e s s  i s  somewhat  d e g r a d i n g  t o

h e r ,  and d e g r a d a t i o n  i s  a m o t i f  i n  a l l  h e r  f i l m s .  In 

P r i v a t e  B e n j a m i n , s h e  i s  s e x u a l l y  d e g r a d e d  by h e r  

h u s b a n d .  On a l e s s  p a i n f u l ,  and f u n n i e r  n o t e ,  s he  i s

i n i t i a t e d  i n  t h e  army by b e i n g  f o r c e d  t o  e x e c u t e  p u s h - u p s  

i n  a s i l k  d r e s s  and h e e l s  and mar ch  i n  t h e  r a i n  

o v e r b u r d e n e d  w i t h  army g e a r ;  s he  i s  dumped i n t o  t h e  mud 

w h i l e  w r e s t l i n g ;  s he  c l e a n s  up t h e  u r i n e  f r o m h e r  l o v e r ' s  

dcg who h a s  me s s e d  h i s  f l o o r ,  and s h e  w e a r s  a l u d i c r o u s l y  

unbe comi ng  r e d  wig b e c a u s e  i t  makes  h e r  l o o k  l i k e  h i s  

m i s t r e s s .

Her  o t h e r  f i l m s  a l s o  i n c l u d e  e l e m e n t s  of  

d e g r a d a t i o n ,  o f t e n  s e x u a l .  In Swing S h i f t , h e r  f a c t o r y  

f o r e ma n  p a t s  a s t i c k e r  on h e r  r e a r  end when s he  wa l k s  away 

a f t e r  a t t e m p t i n g  t o  s t a n d  up t o  h i m.  When s he  f i g h t s  w i t h  

h e r  f e m a l e  c o - s t a r  C h r i s t i n e  L a h t i ,  s he  wi nds  up i n  t h e  

g u t t e r ,  s k i r t  f l y i n g  up o v e r  h e r  e x p o s e d  u n d e r w e a r .  In

P r o t o c o l , s he  p l a y s  a c o c k t a i l  w a i t r e s s  f o r c e d  t o  d r e s s  i n

a s k i mpy  c o s t u me  t h a t  makes h e r  l ook  l i k e  a b e d r a g g l e d
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c h i c k e n .  When s he  a t t e n d s  an e mb a s s y  p a r t y ,  s he  n a i v e l y  

w e a r s  a c h e a p  d r e s s  t h a t  makes  h e r  l o o k  t r a s h y  and 

o v e r - e x p o s e d .  In Wi1d c a t s , s he  i s  i n i t i a l l y  d e g r a d e d  by 

t h e  g h e t t o  f o o t b a l l  t e a m s he  c o a c h e s .  They e x p o s e  

t h e m s e l v e s  t o  h e r ,  s c r a w l  o b s c e n e  g r a f f i t i  on h e r  o f f i c e  

w a l l s ,  make c r u d e  s e x u a l  i n n u e n d o s ,  and f a r t .  Even h e r  

f o r m e r  h u s b a n d  i n s i s t s  on h o l d i n g  a c o n v e r s a t i o n  a b o u t  

t h e i r  d a u g h t e r s '  w e l f a r e  w i t h  h e r  w h i l e  s he  i s  e m b a r r a s s e d  

a b o u t  b e i n g  naked  i n  t h e  b a t h t u b .

The b e g i n n i n g  o f  mo s t  o f  Hawn' s  f i l m s  shows h e r  

n a i v e t y  and d e g r a d a t i o n ;  l a t e r  i n  t h e  f i l m s ,  s he  unmasks  

and d e g r a d e s  t h e  v i l l a i n s .  In P r i v a t e  Ben j ami n  Hawn p l a y s  

a n a i v e l y  p r e t e n t i o u s  " P r i n c e s s , "  who i s  s t r i p p e d  o f  h e r  

p r i v i l e g e d  n o t i o n s - - a l o n g  w i t h  h e r  d e s i g n e r  w a r d r o b e .  

A f t e r  s h e  h a s  become " o n e - o f - t h e - g a n g , " i t  i s  h e r  t u r n  t o  

unmask h e r  m i l i t a r y  s u p e r i o r s  as  c o r r u p t  and p r e t e n t i o u s ;  

s he  t a k e s  h e r  j u s t  r e v e n g e .  ( I n  one  f u n n y  s c e n e ,  s he  

l e a d s  h e r  f e l l o w  p r i v a t e s  i n  a scheme t o  p u t  b l u e  dye i n  

t h e  s hower  head  o f  t h e i r  s a d i s t i c  f e m a l e  c a p t a i n . )

In h e r  o t h e r  f i l m s ,  Hawn a l s o  unmasks  t h e  

o p p o s i t i o n .  In P r o t o c o l , s he  shows up h e r  

b e t t e r - e d u c a t e d ,  h i g h l y  t r a i n e d  s u p e r i o r s  i n  t h e  

d i p l o m a t i c  c o r p s  as  c o n n i v i n g ,  d i s h o n e s t ,  and f a r  f r om t h e  

a u t h e n t i c  d e m o c r a t i c  t r a d i t i o n  t h a t  s he  e x e m p l i f i e s .  In 

W i l d c a t s , s he  shows t h e  s u p p o s e d l y  macho ,  g h e t t o  f o o t b a l l  

t eam t h a t  t h e y  a r e  r e a l l y  l a z y ,  c o w a r d l y ,  and e a s i l y  

i n t i m i d a t e d  by h e r  own c o m b i n a t i o n  o f  t o u g h  and t e n d e r
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c o a c h i n g .  In Swing S h i f t , s h e  unmasks  t h e  s e x i s m  o f  t h e  

ma l e  s u p e r v i s o r s ,  d e m o n s t r a t e s  h e r  own c o m p e t e n c e ,  and i s  

made t h e  " l e a d  man" o f  h e r  s e c t i o n .  T h e r e  i s ,  h o we v e r ,  no 

c l e a r  v i l l a i n  i n  Swing S h i f t  t o  p r o v i d e  Hawn w i t h  t h e  

o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r  c o me d i c  d e g r a d a t i o n  and unmas k i ng  on a 

r e a l l y  p e r s o n a l  l e v e l - - o n e  o f  t h e  mai n r e a s o n s  t h a t  t h i s  

f i l m  i s  l e s s  f a r c i c a l  t h a n  t h e  o t h e r s .

In h i s  c h a p t e r ,  "The P u r p o s e  o f  J o k e s , "  F r e u d  

d i s c u s s e s  comedy as  t h e  m a n i f e s t a t i o n  o f  f o r b i d d e n

i m p u l s e s  t h a t  a r e  a g g r e s s i v e  o r  s e x u a l  i n  a d i s g u i s e d  and
*

t h e r e f o r e  p a l a t a b l e  f o r m .  The a g g r e s s i v e  i m p u l s e s  o f  

Hawn' s  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  m a n i f e s t  b o t h  c o v e r t l y ,  u s u a l l y  w i t h

c o me d i c  e f f e c t ,  and o v e r t l y ,  i n  s e r i o u s  c o n f r o n t a t i o n

s c e n e s .  In P r i v a t e  B e n j a m i n , h e r  h u s b a n d  e x p i r e s  w h i l e

p i n n i n g  h e r  t o  t h e  b a t h r o o m  f l o o r  i n  an e x c e s s  o f  l u s t ,

l i v i n g  ( o r  d y i n g )  o u t  t h e  c o v e r t  wi s h  o f  h i s  p u t - u p o n  

b r i d e .  But  when s h e  d i r e c t l y  c o n f r o n t s  h e r  s e c o n d  hus band  

a t  t h e  a l t a r  and s o c k s  him i n  t h e  j a w ,  h e r  a g g r e s s i o n  i s  

o v e r t ,  c l e a n s i n g ,  and ( e x c e p t  f o r  some e x a g g e r a t i o n  o f  h e r  

s t r e n g t h )  l a r g e l y  u n f u n n y .

In h e r  o t h e r  f i l m s ,  Hawn d e m o n s t r a t e s  a s i m i l a r  

p a t t e r n .  In P r o t o c o l , G o l d i e  i s  h i r e d  t o  work f o r  t h e  

d i p l o m a t i c  c o r p s  u n d e r  a w i t c h - l i k e  l a d y  e x e c u t i v e  i n  

d e s i g n e r  s u i t s  and a s t y l i s h  c o i f f u r e .  When t h i s  b o s s  

c h e c k s  o u t  t h e  p a r t y  G o l d i e  i s  s t a g i n g  f o r  a p o l i t i c a l l y  

i m p o r t a n t  Arab e m i r ,  s he  wi nds  up w i t h  a b l a c k  e y e ,  messed  

up h a i r ,  and t o r n  c l o t h i n g .  Hawn d oes  n o t  d i r e c t l y  c a u s e
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h e r  e n e m y ' s  h u m i l i a t i o n .  But  i t  d o e s  s a t i s f y  Hawn' s  ( and  

t h e  a u d i e n c e ' s )  a g g r e s s i v e  w i s h e s ,  and i t  i s  f u n n y .  L a t e r  

i n  t h e  f i l m ,  Hawn c o n f r o n t s  h e r  b o s s ,  e x p o s i n g  h e r  t o  

p u b l i c  h u m i l i a t i o n  i n  t h e  p r e s s .  T h i s  d i r e c t  a g g r e s s i o n  

i s  s a t i s f y i n g l y  c o n f r o n t a t i o n a l — b u t  n o t  f u n n y .

S i m i l a r l y ,  i n  W i l d c a t s , when Hawn i n a d v e r t a n t l y  

b e a t s  h e r  ma l e  b o s s  a t  r a q u e t b a l l ,  he wi n d s  up

a c c i d e n t a l l y  and f a r c i c a l l y  b o u n c i n g  a h a r d  b a l l  i n t o  h i s  

own c r o t c h .  But  when s he  l a t e r  s t a n d s  up t o  him and h e r  

c h a u v i n i s t i c  h u s b a n d ,  s he  comes  a c r o s s  as  f e m i n i s t ,  

h e r o i c - - a n d  u n f u n n y .  As F r e u d  p o i n t e d  o u t ,  f o r  t h e  

a g g r e s s i v e  i m p u l s e  t o  be f u n n y ,  i t  n e e d s  t o  be d i s g u i s e d .  

In Hawn' s  f i l m s ,  t h a t  d i s g u i s e  i s  g e n e r a l l y  p r o v i d e d  by 

maki ng  t h e  h u m i l i a t i o n  o f  h e r  e n e m i e s  s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  s he  

a c c o m p l i s h e s  a c c i d e n t a l l y ,  w i t h o u t  c o n s c i o u s  w i l l ,  t h r o u g h  

o t h e r  a g e n t s  a p p a r e n t l y  a c t i n g  on t h e i r  own i m p u l s e s ,  o r  

t h r o u g h  h e r  e n e m i e s '  own i n e p t i t u d e .  She i s  d i r e c t l y  

a g g r e s s i v e  o n l y  t o w a r d  t h e  end o f  h e r  f i l m s  i n

c o n f r o n t a t i o n  s c e n e s  t h a t  a r e  l a r g e l y  u n f u n n y .

L i k e  h e r  a g g r e s s i v e  i m p u l s e s ,  Hawn' s  s e x u a l i t y  i s

p r e s e n t e d  b o t h  o v e r t l y  and c o v e r t l y .  Her  o v e r t  s e x u a l i t y  

u s u a l l y  comes a c r o s s  as  p l e a s u r a b l e ,  t e n d e r ,  and s w e e t .  

When a h a r s h e r ,  more  m a n i p u l a t i v e  e l e m e n t  i s  p r e s e n t ,  i t
I

i s  t h e  f a u l t  o f  t h e  ma l e  c h a r a c t e r s  p l a y i n g  o p p o s i t e  h e r .  

More t h a n  any o f  t h e  c o m e d i e n n e s  p r e v i o u s l y  c i t e d ,  Hawn' s  

h e r o i n e s  a r e  b o t h  o v e r t l y  s e x u a l  and e n d e a r i n g .  In f a c t ,  

t h e  s u c c e s s  o f  P r i v a t e  Ben j ami n  ( wh i c h  was r e p e a t e d  t o  a
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l e s s e r  d e g r e e  i n  h e r  l a t e r  f i l m s ) ,  i s  l a r g e l y  d e p e n d e n t  on 

p r e s e n t i n g  a c h a r a c t e r  whc i s  c l e a r l y  s e x u a l ,  y e t  i n n o c e n t  

and f u n n y .

Hawn d o e s  h a v e  some moments  t h a t  a r e  s i m p l y  

r o m a n t i c  o r  s e x u a l  and may n o t  be f u n n y .  But  t h e  c o med i c  

moments  a r e  a c c o m p l i s h e d  by d e t a c h i n g  t h e  s e x u a l i t y  o f  

Hawn' s  c h a r a c t e r s  f r o m h e r  c o n s c i o u s  w i l l  and a w a r e n e s s .

In t h o s e  momen t s ,  Hawn may a p p e a r  as  s e x u a l  t o  t h e  

a u d i e n c e  and p o s s i b l y  t o  o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r s ,  b u t  we a r e  t o  

u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t  t h i s  o c c u r s  w i t h o u t  h e r  c o n s c i o u s  c o n s e n t  

o r  k n o w l e d g e .  T h i s  c o v e r t  s e x u a l i t y  i s  a c c e p t e d  as  c u t e  

o r  f u n n y ,  j u s t  as  a nude  o r  f l i r t a t i o u s  c h i l d  i s  a c c e p t e d  

as  c h a r m i n g l y  i n n o c e n t .  D e s p i t e  t h e  a l m o s t  g r a p h i c  s e x  

and f e m i n i s t  me s s a g e  i n  P r i v a t e  B e n j a m i n , Hawn n e v e r  comes 

a c r o s s  as  s t r i d e n t  o r  s e x u a l l y  d e ma n d i n g .  I n s t e a d ,  s he  i s  

u s u a l l y  p u r s u e d  ( o r  p r e y e d  upon)  by men.  She may a r r a n g e  

a t r a n s f e r  so s h e  c a n  f o l l o w  Armand t o  P a r i s ,  b u t  i t  i s  

n o t  w i t h  t h e  i n t e n t i o n  o f  s e d u c i n g  h i m - - h e  ha s  a l r e a d y  

s e d u c e d  h e r .  And when s he  be nds  o v e r  t o  c l e a n  up a f t e r  

h i s  d o g ,  s h e  i s  u n c o n s c i o u s l y  p a t h e t i c ,  s e d u c t i v e ,  and

f u n n y .  Hawn a l s o  l o o k s  c u t e  and a b i t  p r o v o c a t i v e  i n  h e r

p a r a t r o o p e r ' s  u n i f o r m .  But  u n l i k e  t h e  femme f a t a l e  i n  a 

d e e p  d e c o l l e t a g e ,  s h e  d oe s  n o t  c o n s c i o u s l y  s e d u c e .  In t h e

u n i f o r m ,  s h e  l o o k s  c u t e l y  s e x y ,  a b i t  f u n n y ,  and u n a wa r e

t h a t  s h e  i s  e i t h e r .

Hawn' s  o t h e r  f i l m s  f o l l o w  t h e  same p a t t e r n .  In 

Swing S h i f t , s h e  i s  a d o r a b l y  and u n c o n s c i o u s l y  p r o v o c a t i v e
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and f u n n y  i n  h e r  f a c t o r y  o v e r a l l s .  Whi l e  h e r  h u s b a n d  i s  

away f i g h t i n g ,  s h e  i s  p u r s u e d  by h e r  f o r e m a n ,  a p a r t - t i m e  

m u s i c i a n ,  u n t i l  s h e  f i n a l l y  g i v e s  i n .  The f i l m ' s  

i n s i s t e n c e  on k e e p i n g  Hawn i n n o c e n t  t h o u g h  a d u l t e r o u s  p u t s  

h e r  c h a r a c t e r  i n  a b i n d  and we akens  t h e  f i l m .  The o n l y

a c t i o n  s he  r e a l l y  i n i t i a t e s  i s  wo r k i n g  i n  t h e  f a c t o r y  ( o u t  

o f  b o r e d o m ) - - n o t  e v e n  h e r  p r o m o t i o n  t o  " l e a d m a n . "  S i n c e  

s h e  a l r e a d y  h a s  a p e r f e c t l y  a c c e p t a b l e  h u s ba nd  and a l o v e r  

who p u r s u e s  h e r ,  t h e  a u d i e n c e  c a n n o t  r o o t  f o r  h e r  t o  

o ve r c ome  any s e r i o u s  d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  and we a r e  l e f t  w i t h  a 

r e l a t i v e l y  i n a c t i v e  p r o t a g o n i s t .  Her  p r i c k l y  g i r l f r i e n d  

Haze l  ( C h i s t i n e  L a u t i ) ,  who mus t  work t o  s u p p o r t  h e r s e l f  

and i s  b u r d e n e d  w i t h  a n o n - c o m m i t t a l  b o y f r i e n d ,  i s  

p o t e n t i a l l y  a more c o n t e m p o r a r y  and a p p e a l i n g  h e r o i n e .  

Bu t ,  p r o b a b l y  b e c a u s e  Hawn b o t h  s t a r r e d  i n  and p r o d u c e d  

t h e  f i l m ,  t h e  s t o r y  f o c u s e s  on h e r ,  t o  i t s  d e t r i m e n t .

The s k i mpy  " c h i c k e n "  c o s t u me  t h a t  Hawn we a r s  i n

P r o t o c o l , i s  d e g r a d i n g .  I t  i s  a l s o  p r o v o c a t i v e  and 

f u n n y .  The a u d i e n c e  i s  made t o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t  s he  has  

n o t  c h o s e n  t h e  c o s t u m e  and r e s e n t s  w e a r i n g  i t .  By 

d e t a c h i n g  h e r  s e d u c t i v e  a p p e a r a n c e  f r om h e r  c o n s c i o u s  

w i l l ,  Hawn r e m a i n s  i n n o c e n t ,  s e x y ,  and c o m e d i c .  In t h i s

f i l m ,  s h e  p a r t l y  s e d u c e s  h e r  ma l e  c o - s t a r ,  b u t  h e r

m o t i v a t i o n s  a r e  a f f e c t i o n a t e  and f r i e n d l y  and f a r  f rom 

b e i n g  m a n i p u l a t i v e  o r  c a l l o u s ,  In f a c t ,  s he  i s  over come 

by d e s i r e  as  much a s  h e ,  and t h e  r e s u l t  i s  e n d e a r i n g .  

Where t h e  f i l m  f a l l s  down i s  n o t  i n  t h e i r  l o v e  s c e n e ,  b u t
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i n  t h e  f a i l u r e  o f  Hawn' s  c h a r a c t e r  t o  i n t e g r a t e  t h e  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  h e r  own g r o wt h  t o wa r d  e m o t i o n a l  and 

i n t e l l e c t u a l  m a t u r i t y .

P r o t o c o l  i s  p a r t l y  b a s e d  on Ga r s on  K a n i n ' s  more 

s u c c e s s f u l  p l a y  and f i l m  Born Y e s t e r d a y , i n  whi ch  an 

u n e d u c a t e d  g a n g s t e r ' s  m i s t r e s s  grows  i n t o  s e l f - r e s p e c t  and 

a d e f e n s e  o f  Ame r i c a n  d e m o c r a t i c  t r a d i t i o n s  t h r o u g h  h e r  

a s s o c i a t i o n  w' i th an i d e a l i s t i c  j o u r n a l i s t  who s t a r t s  as  

h e r  t u t o r  and becomes  h e r  l o v e r .  She h e l p s  t h e  

j o u r n a l i s t  l e t  go o f  h i s  s e x u a l  and i n t e l l e c t u a l  

s t u f f i n e s s .  Out  o f  t h i s  s y n e r g y ,  t h e y  d e f e a t  t h e  f o r c e s  

o f  e v i l  r e p r e s e n t e d  by t h e  g a n g s t e r .  But  i n  P r o t o c o l , 

Hawn' s  r o m a n t i c  f l i n g  i s  s e p a r a t e  f r om h e r  g r o wt h  as  a 

p e r s o n .  Her  l o v e r  a p p a r e n t l y  w a i t s  on t h e  s i d e l i n e s  o f  

t h e  p l o t  and comes  back  t o  h e r  o n l y  a t  t h e  end o f  t h e  

movi e  when he q u i t s  h i s  h i g h  l e v e l  S t a t e  D e p a r t me n t  j o b  t o  

manage h e r  p o l i t i c a l  c a mp a i g n .

In Wi1d c a t s , Hawn' s  r e c e n t ,  h i g h l y  f a r c i c a l  f i l m ,  

t h e  a u d i e n c e  i s  a l s o  mean t  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  h e r  c h a r a c t e r  as  

b o t h  p r o v o c a t i v e  and i n n o c e n t .  She c o a c h e s  a f o o t b a l l  

t eam by d e m o n s t r a t i n g  p o s i t i o n s  t h a t  a r e  e a s i l y  g i v e n  a 

d o u b l e  e n t e n d r e ,  t h e n  s l a p s  down a p l a y e r  who i n t e r p r e t s  

t hem i n  a s e x u a l  way.  She v i s i t s  a g h e t t o  t e n e m e n t  

w e a r i n g  a s w e a t s h i r t  z i p p e d  open o v e r  an u n d e r s h i r t  and no 

b r a ,  n e i t h e r  e x p e c t i n g  no r  e x p e r i e n c i n g  any p r o b l e m s .  The 

c a me r a  shows o n l y  h e r  t o u g h - i t - o u t  r e a c t i o n  t o  t h e  

f o o t b a l l  t e a m ' s  e x p o s i n g  t h e m s e l v e s  t o  h e r  i n  t h e  l o c k e r
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room.  By c o n t r a s t ,  we a r e  t r e a t e d  t o  a l o n g  t a k e  o f  h e r

n a k e d  i n  t h e  b a t h t u b  b e f o r e  h e r  e x - h u s b a n d  wa l ks  i n  and

s h e  demands  a t o w e l .  Al l  o f  t h i s  i s  me a n t  t o  show h e r

s w e e t ,  c o me d i c  i n n o c e n c e .  However ,  1 c o u l d  n o t  s u s p e n d  my 

d i s b e l i e f  l o n g  enough  t o  l a u g h  a t  t h e s e  s c e n e s .  I f e l t

m a n i p u l a t e d  by Hawn ' s  c h o i c e  o f  c o s t u me  ( o r  l a c k  t h e r e o f ) ,  

b e h a v i o r ,  and c a me r a  s h o t s ,  and h e r  s o - c a l l e d  i n n o c e n c e  

seemed c a l c u l a t e d ,  u n r e a l ,  and u n f u n n y .

In summary,  Hawn' s  s e x u a l  i m p u l s e s ,  l i k e  h e r

a g g r e s s i v e  i m p u l s e s ,  a r e  f u n n y  when t h e y  a r e  d e t a c h e d  f rom

h e r  c o n s c i o u s  w i l l .  C o n s i d e r i n g  h e r  s e x - a p p e a l  as  an

e l e m e n t  o f  power  i n  t h e  p e r s o n a l i t y  s t r u c t u r e  o f  t h e  comi c  

f i g u r e ,  I s u g g e s t  t h a t  s e x  a p p e a l  may add t o  t h e  o v e r a l l  

a p p e a l  o f  a c o me d i c  f i g u r e - - u n d e r  c e r t a i n  c o n d i t i o n s .  In 

Hawn' s  c a s e ,  t h o s e  c o n d i t i o n s  a r e  t h a t  s he  r e ma i n  i n n o c e n t  

o f  any  e v i l  i n t e n t i o n ,  a n d ,  f o r  t h o s e  moments  t h a t  a r e  

b o t h  f u n n y  and s e x y ,  h e r  s e x u a l i t y  mu s t  seem i n a d v e r t e n t  

and o c c u r i n g  w i t h o u t  h e r  r e a l  k n o wl e d g e  o r  i n t e n t i o n .

The t h i r d  e l e m e n t  o f  power  i n  t h e  comi c  p e r s o n a  i s  

t h a t  o f  p e r s o n a l  c o m p e t e n c e  a n d / o r  s t r e n g t h .  In t h e

v a r i o u s  p l o t s  o f  Hawn f i l m s ,  s he  i s  u s u a l l y  r e p r e s e n t e d  as  

s t a r t i n g  o u t  w i t h  l i t t l e  e f f e c t i v e  power  i n  t h e  w o r l d .  In 

P r i v a t e  B e n j a m i n , s h e  may be p a mp e r e d ,  b u t  s he  i s  t o t a l l y  

d e p e n d e n t  on h e r  h u s b a n d  and f a t h e r .  In t h e  a rmy,  she  i s  

a p r i v a t e  and s u b j e c t  t o  t h e  whims o f  a l l  h i g h e r  

o f f i c e r s .  She i s  f u r t h e r  weakened  by i g n o r a n c e ,  b e i n g  

u n w i l l i n g  t o  f a c e  how power  a f f e c t s  h e r  p e r s o n a l

1 8 4



r e l a t i o n s h i p s  b o t h  i n  and o u t  o f  t h e  a r my.  She i s  

p r o f e s s i o n a l l y  i n c o m p e t e n t ,  p h y s i c a l l y  u n a t h l e t i c ,  weak,  

s h o r t ,  and i n e p t  a t  h a n d l i n g  army p o l i t i c s .  Her 

i n c o m p e t e n c e  c o u p l e d  w i t h  h e r  d e l u s i o n s  o f  g r a n d e u r  

p r o v i d e  much o f  t h e  comedy o f  t h e  army s e c t i o n  o f  t h e  

f i l m - - a n d  t h e  p r e m i s e  o f  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  comedy s e r i e s  b a s e d  

on t h e  f i l m .  L a t e r ,  s h e  becomes  p h y s i c a l l y  a t h l e t i c ,  

s t r o n g ,  and a c q u i r e s  t h e  s o c i a l ,  m i l i t a r y ,  and p o l i t i c a l  

s k i l l s  t h a t  e n a b l e  h e r  t o  l e a d  h e r  own t eam t o  v i c t o r y  i n  

war  games and w a n g l e  a p r o m o t i o n  and t r a n s f e r  t o  P a r i s .  

T h i s  n e w- f o u n d  c o m p e t e n c e  i s  l e s s  f u n n y  t h a n  h e r  e a r l i e r  

i n e p t i t u d e  and r e t a i n s  some humor  o n l y  b e c a u s e  h e r  s u c c e s s  

i s  p r e p o s t e r o u s  and e x a g g e r a t e d .  In t h e  f i n a l  s e c t i o n  o f  

t h e  f i l m ,  Hawn s uc cumbs  t o  t h e  c ha r ms  o f  h e r  c o n n i v i n g ,  

dr eam " p r i n c e "  and f o r  a w h i l e  i s  r e n d e r e d  weak a g a i n .  

When s he  f i n a l l y  k n o c k s  him o u t  c o l d  a t  t h e  a l t a r ,  s he  

a g a i n  a p p e a r s  as  o v e r w h e l m i n g l y  p o w e r f u l - - t h e  f e m i n i s t  

a v e n g e r  o f  a l l  women who have  e v e r  been  duped  by a 

d e c e i v i n g  m a l e .  The moment  p r o v i d e s  a s a t i s f y i n g l y  

m e l o d r a m a t i c  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  s c e n e  wher e  good t r i u m p h s  o v e r  

e v i l .  What  humor  e x i s t s  i s  p r o v i d e d  a g a i n  by a f l e e t i n g  

s e n s e  o f  t h e  p r e p o s t e r o u s .

Hawn' s  o t h e r  f i l m s  a l s o  f o l l o w  a f o r m u l a  o f  t h e  

i n c o m p e t e n t  c h i l d  woman who grows  u p - - e i t h e r  by b e i n g  made 

l e a d  man a t  t h e  f a c t o r y  ( a t  a h i g h e r  s a l a r y  t h a n  t h a t  o f  

h e r  h u s b a n d ) ;  by w i n n i n g  p o l i t i c a l  o f f i c e ;  o r  by l e a d i n g  a 

g h e t t o  f o o t b a l l  t e a m t o  v i c t o r y .  The p r o b l e m  c o n f r o n t i n g
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a l l  t h e s e  f i l m s ,  wh i c h  t h e y  s o l v e  w i t h  a g r e a t e r  o r  l e s s e r  

d e g r e e  o f  s u c c e s s ,  i s  t h a t  G o l d i e  Hawn' s  p r i m a r y  t a l e n t  

and box o f f i c e  dr aw i s  as  a c o m e d i e n n e .  The more 

c o m p e t e n t  s h e  b e c o me s ,  t h e  l e s s  f u n n y  i s  h e r  c h a r a c t e r .  

I f  h e r  new c o m p e t e n c e  i s  r e n d e r e d  p r e p o s t e r o u s ,  i t  may be 

f u n n y - - b u t  t h a t  d e s t r o y s  t h e  f e m i n i s t  me s s a g e  o f  t h e  f i l m .

A n o t h e r  we a k n e s s  i n  h e r  c h a r a c t e r  and t h e r e f o r e  h e r  

f i l m s  may be  an u n f o r t u n a t e  s i d e - e f f e c t  o f  h e r  s u c c e s s .  

As Hawn h a s  as sumed  more  c o n t r o l  a s  a s t a r / p r o d u c e r , h e r  

f i l m s  h a v e  t u r n e d  i n t o  s t a r  v e h i c l e s .  Swing S h i f t  f o c u s e d  

on Hawn ' s  a d o r a b l e n e s s ,  w h e r e a s  a more i n t e r e s t i n g  f i l m  

m i g h t  ha ve  bee n  p o s s i b l e  i f  s h e  had been  w i l l i n g  t o  be 

l e s s  i n n o c e n t  o r  t o  a l l o w  C h r i s t i n e  L a h t i  a l a r g e r  r o l e .  

P r o t o c o l  was u n b a l a n c e d  m a i n l y  b e c a u s e  h e r  ma l e  l e a d  and 

h e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  him was s h o r t - c h a n g e d .  And Wi1d c a t s  

a s k s  us  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  o n l y  t h i s  d a i n t y  b l o n d e  can 

o u t - m a c h o  a f o o t b a l l  t e am o f  m a i n l y  b l a c k  and H i s p a n i c  

g h e t t o  d w e l l e r s .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  w h i l e  Hawn i s  p r e s e n t e d  as  

w i t h o u t  p r e j u d i c e ,  t h e  f i l m  i s ,  by i m p l i c a t i o n ,  r a c i s t .  

The f o o t b a l l  t e a m c o n s i s t s  o f  i n s o l e n t  f o o l s  w i t h  

b o r d e r l i n e  c r i m i n a l  t e n d e n c i e s .  In f a c t ,  t h e  o n l y  b l a c k s  

w i t h  any b r a i n s  a r e  t h e  s c h o o l  p r i n c i p a l  who f u d g e s  s c h o o l  

r e c o r d s  so t h a t  he can  ke ep  h i s  dumb p l a y e r s  on t h e  t eam 

and a' s t u d e n t  who d o e s  t e r m  p a p e r s  f o r  h i r e  w h i l e  

o v e r e a t i n g  h i m s e l f  i n t o  b l i m p l i k e  p r o p o r t i o n s .

Most  i r o n i c a l l y ,  t h i s  " f e m i n i s t "  f i l m  has  some 

s e x i s t  o v e r t o n e s .  Hawn i s  p r e s e n t e d  as  s e p a r a t e  f rom a l l
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o t h e r  women who m i g h t  c o n s t i t u t e  c o m p e t i t i o n  f o r  ma l e  

a t t e n t i o n .  She h a s  no s i g n i f i c a n t  f e m a l e  f r i e n d s .  She 

makes  no a t t e m p t  t o  i n t e r e s t  f e m a l e  s t u d e n t s  i n  p l a y i n g  

f o o t b a l l .  ( T h a t  m i g h t  sound  s i l l y ,  b u t  t h e n  s he  h e r s e l f  

ha s  somehow become an e x p e r t  c o a c h  so  t h i s  mus t  be a 

v i a b l e  c a r e e r  f o r  women. )  And t h e  l o c k e r  room l a n g u a g e ,  

wh i ch  i s  o v e r w h e l m i n g l y  s e x i s t ,  i s  n o t  o n l y  n o t  r e p r o v e d  

by Hawn,  b u t  t a k e n  up by h e r .  ( F i n a l l y  a c c e p t e d  as  one o f  

t h e  b o y s ,  s h e  c an  y e l l  a t  t hem w i t h  macho a f f e c t i o n - - " Y o u  

p u s s i e s ! ")

My c r i t i c i s m  o f  t h i s  f i l m  may seem a b i t  

h e a v y - h a n d e d  f o r  a f i l m  t h a t  has  been  p r o mo t e d  as  a 

comedy.  But  e v e r  s i n c e  P r i v a t e  B e n j a m i n , Hawn has  

a t t e m p t e d  t o  combi ne  comedy w i t h  a s e r i o u s  me s s a g e  a b o u t  

how women need  t o  f r e e  t h e m s e l v e s  f r o m ma l e  d o m i n a t i o n  and 

become i n d e p e n d e n t ,  c o m p e t e n t ,  and s e l f - r e s p e c t i n g .  Hawn 

e x e m p l i f i e s  t h i s  by p l a y i n g  a c h i l d i s h ,  d e s p i s e d  h e r o i n e  

who,  i n  a moment  o f  t r u t h ,  s t a n d s  up f o r  h e r s e l f  and 

d i s c o v e r s  i n n e r  r e s o u r c e s  o f  c o u r a g e  and a b i l i t y .  T h i s

f o r m u l a  d e r i v e s  f r o m t h e  f e m i n i s t  movement  o f  t h e  1 9 7 0 ' s 

and e a r l y  1 9 8 0 ' s .  O t h e r  f i l m s  f r o m t h e  same f e m i n i s t  

g e n r e  i n c l u d e :  An Un m a r r i e d  Woman, A l i c e  D o e s n ' t  L i v e  Here  

Anymor e , and I t ' s  My T u r n .

Hawn' s  f i l m s  ha ve  a l s o  i n c o r p o r a t e d  o t h e r  

m e s s a g e s .  P r o t o c o l  i s  p a r t l y  a b o u t  t h e  t r u e  mean i ng  o f  

p a t r i o t i s m  and Ame r i c a n  d e m o c r a t i c  t r a d i t i o n s .  Swi ng

S h i f t ,  t h e  l e a s t  p o l e m i c a l  and f a r c i c a l ,  has  t h e  mos t
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i n t e r e s t i n g  c h a r a c t e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  and s a y s  s o m e t h i n g  

a b o u t  f r i e n d s h i p  and l o s s  o f  i n n o c e n c e .  Wi1d c a t s  c o mb i n es  

t h e  f e m i n i s t  me s s a g e  w i t h  s o me t h i n g  a b o u t  s e l f - e s t e e m  f o r  

m i n o r i t y  g r o u p s .

But  c o m b i n i n g  comedy w i t h  me s s a g e  dr ama i s  no e a s y  

t a s k ,  and Hawn' s  f i l m s  have  i n c r e a s i n g l y  seemed l i k e  t h e  

g l u i n g  t o g e t h e r  o f  m i s - m a t c h e d  p i e c e s - - f a r c e  ( o f t e n  

f o r m u l a i c )  and m o r a l i t y  p l a y .  Her own p o r t r a y a l  o f  

c h a r a c t e r s  t h a t  a r e  b o t h  c h i l d i s h l y  a d o r a b l e  and g u t s i l y  

f e m i n i s t  ha s  p u t  h e r  i n t o  a b i n d  t h a t  l e a d s  t o  f i l m s  t h a t  

a r e  b o t h  l e s s  f u n n y  and l e s s  s e r i o u s  t h a n  t h e y  c o u l d  b e .  

She r e m a i n s  a s t a r - - b u t  n o t  one who grows  as  an a c t r e s s  o r  

p r o d u c e r .  As s he  gr ows  o l d e r ,  ( s h e  i s  now p a s t  4 0 ) ,  i t  

w i l l  become l e s s  and l e s s  t e n a b l e  t o  a c c e p t  h e r  c h i l d l i k e  

i n n o c e n c e .

Hawn may be t r a p p e d  by t h e  e x p e c t a t i o n s  o f  h e r  f a n s  

i n t o  p l a y i n g  r o l e s  t h a t  s he  ha s  p e r s o n a l l y  o u t g r o w n - - m u c h  

as  Mary P i c k f o r d  was i n  h e r  d a y .  But  even  t h a t  may be a 

s u b j e c t  f o r  h e r  new f i l m s .  Her o e u v r e  t h u s  f a r  may have  

been  p r i m a r i l y  an e n a c t m e n t  and r e j e c t i o n  o f  h e r  c u t e , ,  

dopey  c h a r a c t e r  i n  L a u g h - I n , t h e  n u m i l i a t i o n s  o f  h e r  e a r l y  

l i f e  as  a g o - g o  d a n c e r  ( e s p e c i a l l y  e v i d e n t  i n  t h e  c o c k t a i l  

w a i t r e s s  s c e n e s  i n  P r o t o c o l ) ,  and h e r  d i s a p p o i n t m e n t s  i n  

h e r  f i r s t  two m a r r i a g e s  ( h e r  h e r o i n e s  g e n e r a l l y  ha ve  t o  

f r e e  t h e m s e l v e s  f r o m t h e  s e x i s t  demands  o f  h u s b a n d s ) .  

P e r h a p s  i t  i s  now t i m e  t o  i n c o r p o r a t e  more  m a t u r e  t heme s  

f r o m h e r  l i f e  and a r t  i n  o r d e r  t o  p r o d u c e  work t h a t  i s
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i n n o v a t i v e  and u t i l i z e s  G o l d i e  Hawn' s  h i g h  l e v e l  o f  

i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  t a l e n t ,  and p o p u l a r  a p p e a l .
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION

In o r d e r  t o  e x p l o r e  key  e l e m e n t s  in, t h e  f e m a l e  

c o med i c  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  I ha ve  t a k e n  as  my s u b j e c t  f o u r  

o u t s t a n d i n g  c o m e d i e n n e s ,  e a c h  r e p r e s e n t i n g  a m a j o r  g e n r e  

o f  c o n t e m p o r a r y  p o p u l a r  comedy.  Each c o me d i e n n e  has  

e s t a b l i s h e d  h e r s e l f  as  a p r o m i n e n t  p e r s o n a l i t y  i n  h e r  

f i e l d ,  and h e r  c a r e e r  ha s  e n d u r e d  f o r  a t  l e a s t  t w e n t y  

y e a r s .  The c o n t i n u e d  p o p u l a r  a p p e a l  o f  e a c h  p e r f o r m e r  

a t t e s t s  t o  h e r  p r o j e c t i n g  a p e r s o n a l i t y  t h a t  i s  b o t h  f u n n y  

and a p p e a l i n g  t o  t h e  s e n s i b i l i t i e s  o f  h e r  a u d i e n c e .

In t h i s  s t u d y  I have  d i s c u s s e d  t h e  f e m a l e  come d i c  

p e r s o n a l i t y  as  t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  s e v e r a l  f a c t o r s :  t h e

p e r f o r m e r ' s  p e r s o n a l  b a c k g r o u n d ,  a p p e a r a n c e ,  t a l e n t s ,  and 

t a s t e s ;  t h e  c o me d i c  g e n r e  i n  whi ch  h e r  c h a r a c t e r  i s  

p r e s e n t e d ;  and h e r  c u l t u r a l  c o n t e x t ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  as  i t  

p e r t a i n s  t o  t h e  r o l e  o f  women i n  s o c i e t y .  Al l  o f  t h e s e  

f a c t o r s  work t o g e t h e r  t o  c r e a t e  a b a l a n c e  among t h e  t h r e e  

power  e l e m e n t s  o f  t h e  c o me d i c  p e r s o n a - - h e r  comed i c  a p p e a l ,  

h e r  s e x  a p p e a l ,  ana  h e r  i m p r e s s i o n  o f  p e r s o n a l  c o m p e t e n c e .
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T h i s  t r i a n g l e  o f  power  e l e m e n t s  i s  f u r t h e r  m o d i f i e d  by t h e  

i m p r e s s i o n  o f  a w a r e n e s s  and c o n s c i o u s  w i l l  ( o r  l a c k  

t h e r e o f )  p o s s e s s e d  by t h e  c h a r a c t e r .

The p e r f o r m e r s  c o n s i d e r e d  a r e :  L u c i l l e  Ba l l

( s i t u a t i o n  c o me d y ) ;  P h y l l i s  D i l l e r  ( s t a n d - u p  come dy) ;  

Ca r o l  B u r n e t t  ( s k e t c h  c o me d y ) ;  and G o l d i e  Hawn ( n a r r a t i v e  

f i l m  c o me d y ) .  Each p e r f o r m e r  has  p l a y e d  a v a r i e t y  of  

r o l e s ,  b u t  t h i s  s t u d y  c o n c e r n s  i t s e l f  p r i m a r i l y  w i t h  a 

c o r e  p e r f o r m i n g  p e r s o n a l i t y  t h a t  i s  i n s t a n t l y  r e c o g n i z a b l e  

t o  t h e  p u b l i c .  T h i s  p e r f o r m i n g  p e r s o n a l i t y  i s  r e l a t e d  t o  

t h e  r e a l  p e r s o n a l i t y  o f  t h e  c o me d i e n n e  i n  much t h e  same 

way t h a t  a p e n - a n d - i n k  c a r i c a t u r e  i s  r e l a t e d  t o  s o m e o n e ' s  

a c t u a l  p h y s i c a l  a p p e a r a n c e .  In o t h e r  w o r d s ,  c e r t a i n  

s u b t l e t i e s  and c o m p l e x i t i e s  o f  t h e  woman a r e  l e f t  o u t ,  

w h i l e  o t h e r  a s p e c t s  o f  h e r  p e r s o n a l i t y  a r e  e x a g g e r a t e d  f o r  

comi c  e f f e c t .  I h a v e  c h o s e n  t o  s t u d y  t h e  a c c o m p l i s h m e n t s  

o f  f o u r  c o m e d i e n n e s  whose o u e v r e  can  be c o n s i d e r e d  i n  t h e  

c o n t e x t  o f  t h e  c o n s i s t e n t ,  e x a g g e r a t e d  p e r s o n a l i t y  t h a t  

s h e  ha s  e s t a b l i s h e d  as  h e r  t r a d e m a r k .  The come d i c  

p e r s o n a l i t y  o f  e a c h  c o me d i e n n e  i s  as  f o l l o w s :

L u c i l l e  B a l l  e s t a b l i s h e d  h e r s e l f  as  a m a j o r  s t a r  by 

c r e a t i n g  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  comedy c h a r a c t e r  "Lucy R i c a r d o . "  

"Lucy"  ( s t i l l  s e e n  on t e l e v i s i o n  i n  numer ous  r e - r u n s )  i s  

t h e  h o u s e w i f e  a s  l o v a b l e ,  c h i l d l i k e ,  and z a n y .  

S u p e r f i c i a l l y  d o m e s t i c ,  s he  i s  a c t u a l l y  h i g h l y  i m a g i n a t i v e  

and a d v e n t u r o u s ,  i n v e n t i n g  and e n a c t i n g  madcap s c h e me s ,  

m a i n l y  i n  an e f f o r t  t o  g a i n  a f o o t h o l d  i n  show b u s i n e s s
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a n d / o r  t o  t r i c k  h e r  h u s b a n d  i n t o  g i v i n g  h e r  wha t  s he  

w a n t s .  The s c hemes  a l wa y s  l a n d  Lucy i n  t r o u b l e .  She i s  

a l w a y s  f o r g i v e n  by R i c k y ,  b u t  n o t  b e f o r e  s h e  e n g a g e s  i n  

f a r c i c a l l y  f u n n y  a n t i c s ,  u s u a l l y  i n v o l v i n g  b r o a d  s l a p s t i c k  

and l u d i c r o u s  c o s t u m e s .

P h y l l i s  D i l l e r  i s  a s t a n d - u p  c o m i c ,  whose 

p e r f o r m i n g  p e r s o n a l i t y  u t i l i z e s  c o m e d i c a l l y  e x a g g e r a t e d ,  

u n f l a t t e r i n g  c o s t u m e s ,  a f r i g h t w i g ,  and a c i g a r e t t e  h o l d e r  

c o m p l e t e  w i t h  a l o n g ,  f a k e  c i g a r e t t e .  She i s  t h e  

h o u s e w i f e  as  s c r e w b a l 1- h a r r i o a n . A c c o r d i n g  t o  h e r  own 

s e l f - d e s c r i p t i o n ,  s h e  i s  d e v o i d  o f  b o t h  s e x - a p p e a l  and 

d o m e s t i c  c o m p e t e n c e .  Her  a c t  s e t s  up a f a n t a s y  w o r l d  

i n h a b i t e d  by " F a n g , "  h e r  f i c t i o n a l  h u s b a n d ;  an o b e s e ,  

i n t r u s i v e  m o t h e r - i n - l a w ;  a g o r g e o u s ,  nymphomani aca l  

s i s t e r ;  and " Mr s .  C l e a n , "  t h e  p e r f e c t  homemaker  n e x t  

d o o r .  As D i l l e r  t e l l s  i t ,  a l l  o f  t h e s e  c h a r a c t e r s  

down g r a d e  D i l l e r ' s  f e m i n i n e  c o m p e t e n c e  and a p p e a l  e i t h e r  

by t h e i r  r e j e c t i n g  b e h a v i o r ,  t h e i r  n a s t y  r e m a r k s ,  o r  

s i m p l y  by t h e i r  own s u p e r i o r i t y .  D i l l e r  comment s  on t h i s  

s a d  s t a t e  o f  a f f a i r s  i n  t h e  s e r i e s  o f  r a p i d - f i r e  

o n e - l i n e r s  t h a t  make up h e r  a c t .

Ca r o l  B u r n e t t  e s t a b l i s h e d  h e r s e l f  as  a m a j o r  

c o me d i e n n e  by h o s t i n g  and p e r f o r m i n g  i n  h e r  own 

e l e v e n - y e a r  c o m e d y / v a r i e t y  show--CBS t e l e v i s i o n ' s  The 

Ca r o l  B u r n e t t  Show. T h e r e f o r e ,  d e s p i t e  h e r  s u c c e s s  i n  

m u s i c a l  comedy and f i l m ,  t h i s  s t u d y  h a s  f o c u s e d  on h e r  

work as  a s k e t c h  c o m e d i e n n e .  A l t h o u g h  a s k e t c h  p e r f o r m e r ,
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by n e c e s s i t y ,  p l a y s  a wi de  v a r i e t y  o f  r o l e s , '  t h e r e  i s

u s u a l l y  a common t h r e a d  i n  a l l  t h e  v a r i a t i o n s .  In 

B u r n e t t ' s  c a s e ,  t h e  common d e n o m i n a t o r  i n  mos t  o f  h e r  

s k e t c h e s  i s  h e r  p e r s o n a  a s  a p l a i n ,  o r d i n a r y  woman who 

u n s u c c e s s f u l l y  t r i e s  t o  ape  t h e  g l a mo u r  and t a l e n t s  o f

more b e a u t i f u l  a n d / o r  f e m i n i n e  women.  She i s ,  a s  h e r  f a n s

i n s i s t ,  "common. "  When s he  a p p e a r s  as  h e r s e l f  a t  t h e  

b e g i n n i n g  and end  o f  e a c h  show,  s h e  i s  g o o d - n a t u r e d ,  

t o m b o y i s h l y  a d o l e s c e n t  ( e s p e c i a l l y  i n  t h e  e a r l y  y e a r s  o f  

t h e  s h o w) ,  and e x t r e m e l y  c o n g e n i a l .  But  d u r i n g  t h e  

s k e t c h e s ,  s h e  i s  f r e q u e n t l y  mean,  a n g r y ,  p a t h e t i c ,  and

f u n n y .  A g r e a t  d e a l  o f  B u r n e t t ' s  humor  d e r i v e s  f r o m h e r

s t a n c e  as  an o u t r a g e d  v i c t i m  i n  a m a l e v o l e n t  u n i v e r s e ,  and

as  a homel y  woman i n  a w o r l d  t h a t  demands  g l a m o u r .

G o l d i e  Hawn g o t  h e r  s t a r t  as  a s k e t c h  c o me d i e n n e  i n  

Rowan and M a r t i n ' s  L a u g h - I n . However ,  s h e  q u i c k l y  moved 

i n t o  f i l m s ,  and i t  was h e r e  t h a t  s he  made h e r  m a j o r  

s u c c e s s .  D e s p i t e  h e r  o c c a s i o n a l  f o r a y s  i n t o  more s e r i o u s

r o l e s ,  Hawn became a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  f l u f f y  c o m e d i e s ,  i n  

whi ch  s he  p l a y e d  a b u b b l e - b r a i n e d  b l o n d e  w i t h  a t r a d e m a r k  

g i g g l e ;  an a i r  o f  i n n o c e n c e ,  and a f l a i r  f o r  t r o u b l e .  

T a k i n g  h e r  a i r - h e a d e d  c h a r a c t e r  as  a j u m p i n g - o f f  p o i n t ,  

s h e  p r o d u c e d  and s t a r r e d  i n  P r i v a t e  B e n j a m i n , a f e m i n i s t  

f a r c e  a b o u t  a m a t e r i a l i s t i c a l l y  s p o i l e d ,  e m o t i o n a l l y  

a b u s e d  b a b y - d o l l  who i s  s h o c k e d  i n t o  f i n a l l y  g r o wi n g  up .  

The huge  s u c c e s s  o f  P r i v a t e  Be n j a mi n  s pun  o f f  i n t o  a

t e l e v i s i o n  s e r i e s  b a s e d  on t h e  f i l m  and ga ve  r i s e  t o  a
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s e r i e s  o f  o t h e r  f i l m s  s t a r r i n g  Ms.  Hawn.  Th e s e  l a t e r  

f i l m s ,  a l t h o u g h  s u p e r f i c i a l l y  v a r i e d ,  p r e s e n t  Hawn as  

e s s e n t i a l l y  t h e  same c h a r a c t e r — t h e  a d o r a b l e ,  a b u s e d
4

i n n o c e n t  who becomes  l i b e r a t e d  f r om ma l e  d o m i n a t i o n  and 

grows  up .

T h e s e  c o me d i c  p e r s o n a  a r e  f i c t i o n a l  c h a r a c t e r s  

b a s e d  l o o s e l y  on t h e  a p p e a r a n c e ,  t a l e n t s ,  p e r s o n a l i t i e s ,  

and b a c k g r o u n d s  o f  t h e  c o m e d i e n n e s  who c r e a t e d  t h e m.  

E a r l i e r  i n  t h i s  s t u d y ,  I p r e s e n t e d  m a t e r i a l  on t h e i r  l i v e s  

i n  d e t a i l ,  so  I w i l l  now b r i e f l y  s u mma r i z e  key  p o i n t s .

L u c i l l e  B a l l ,  t a l l ,  p h y s i c a l l y  f i t ,  and h i g h l y  

a t t r a c t i v e ,  l e f t  h i g h  s c h o o l  a t  f i f t e e n  and be gan  h e r  

c a r e e r  as  a model  and s h o w g i r l  i n  t h e  1 9 3 0 ' s .  She 

a c h i e v e d  some m e a s u r e  o f  s u c c e s s  i n  " t o u g h  g i r l "  r o l e s ,  

m a i n l y  i n  "B" m o v i e s ,  a l o n g  w i t h  some mi n o r  p a r t s  i n  

d o m e s t i c  c o m e d i e s .  By t h e  l a t e  1 9 4 0 ' s ,  s he  was m a r r i e d  t o  

Des i  A r n a z ,  a t r a v e l l i n g  b a n d l e a d e r ,  and p l a y i n g  a f u n n y  

h o u s e w i f e  on t h e  r a d i o .  In t h e  e a r l y  1 9 5 0 ' s ,  B a l l  and 

Ar naz  began  I Love L u c y , t h e  r o l e  t h a t  made B a l l  f amous  as  

"Lucy R i c a r d o , "  a s c r e w b a l l  h o u s e w i f e .

D e s p i t e  o b v i o u s  d i f f e r e n c e s  b e t we e n  L u c i l l e  B a l l ,  

t h e  s u c c e s s f u l  a c t r e s s / b u s i n e s s w o m a n  and "Lucy R i c a r d o , "  

t h e  n a i v e  h o u s e w i f e ,  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  t h e  l a t t e r ,  c r e a t e d  

by h e r  w r i t e r s  t o  s h o w c a s e  B a l l ' s  t a l e n t s ,  p a r t l y  m i r r o r s  

h e r  p e r s o n a l i t y  and b a c k g r o u n d .  L i k e  "Lucy R i c a r d o , "  B a l l  

was i n i t i a l l y  c o n s i d e r e d  t a l e n t l e s s  and had t o  push  h e r  

way i n t o  show b u s i n e s s .  " L u c y ' s "  g u l l i b i l i t y  i s  p a r t l y

1 9 4



m i r r o r e d  by B a l l ' s  a b i l i t y  as  an a c t r e s s  t o  c a l l  on h e r  

own c h i l d l i k e  s e n s e  o f  b e l i e f  t o  e n a c t  " L u c y ' s "  a b s u r d  

s i t u a t i o n s .  D e s p i t e  t h e  s i l l i n e s s  o f  L u c y ' s  s c h e me s ,  h e r  

i m a g i n a t i v e  c o n n i v i n g  p a r t l y  r e f l e c t s  B a l l ' s  own 

d e t e r m i n a t i o n  and s h r e w d n e s s .  L a s t l y ,  t h e  b r a z e n  s e x i n e s s  

t h a t  B a l l  had p a r l a y e d  i n t o  an e a r l y  c a r e e r  as  a s h o w g i r l ,  

i s  t r a n s m u t e d  i n t o  t h e  s h a p e l y  f i g u r e  t h a t  "Lucy"  d i s p l a y s  

i n  h e r  m o d e s t ,  b u t  w e l l - f i t t i n g  s h i r t w a i s t s  and s l a c k s  and 

i n  t h e  warm,  o f t e n  p h y s i c a l  a f f e c t i o n  s h e  s h a r e s  w i t h  

" R i c k y . "

P h y l l i s  D i l l e r  began  h e r  c a r e e r  as  a s t a n d - u p  

c o me d i e n n e  i n  1955 a t  t h e  age  o f  t h i r t y - s e v e n .  Her  a c t  

c o n s i s t e d  l a r g e l y  o f  a c o m e d i c a l l y  e x a g g e r a t e d  f a n t a s y  

v e r s i o n  o f  h e r  own d o m e s t i c  t r i b u l a t i o n s  as  t h e  mo t h e r  o f  

f i v e  c h i l d r e n  and t h e  w i f e  o f  an u n s a t i s f y i n g  h u s b a n d .  

Bot h D i l l e r  and B a l l  a r e  known f o r  t h e i r  comed i c  t i m i n g ,  

b u t  t h e  s o u r c e  o f  t h a t  t i m i n g  i s  d i f f e r e n t  f o r  e a c h .  

O r i g i n a l l y  t r a i n e d  a s  a c l a s s i c a l  m u s i c i a n ,  D i l l e r  b a s e d  

t h e  f o r m of  h e r  comedy on p r e c i s e  t i m i n g  and c a r e f u l l y  

s e l e c t e d  r h y t h ms  and s o u n d s - - p a r t i c u l a r l y  e x p l o s i v e  

c o n s o n a n t s  on t h e  f i n a l  w o r d - - t h e  p a y - o f f  o f  t h e  j o k e .  

L u c i l l e  B a l l ' s  t i m i n g  d e r i v e s  f r om e n s e mb l e  a c t i n g - - a  

p r o c e s s  o f  l i s t e n i n g  and r e a c t i n g  t o  h e r  f e l l o w  a c t o r s .

A n o t h e r  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t we e n  t h e  two c o me d i e n n e s  i s  

i n  t h e  p h y s i c a l i t y  o f  t h e i r  a r t ,  wh i ch  r e f l e c t s  t h e i r  

d i f f e r e n t  body t y p e s  and p r o f e s s i o n a l  b a c k g r o u n d s .  D i l l e r  

i s  a s m a l l ,  t h i n  woman,  f r a g i l e  i n  a p p e a r a n c e ,  whose
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c o n c e r t  t r a i n i n g  r e q u i r e d  h e r  t o  s i t  a t  a p i a n o .  B a l l ,  

t a l l  and w e l l - b u i l t ,  s t a r t e d  o u t  as  a s h o w g i r l ,  a 

p r o f e s s i o n  whi ch  demanded t h a t  s h e  move a c r o s s  a s t a g e  

d i s p l a y i n g  h e r  body t o  b e s t  a d v a n t a g e .  She managed t o  

d i s t i n g u i s h  h e r s e l f  f r om t h e  o t h e r  s h o w g i r l s  by 

v o l u n t e e r i n g  t o  t a k e  p a r t  i n  t h e  s l a p s t i c k  a n t i c s  o f  t h e  

c o mi c s  who were  s t a r r i n g  i n  h e r  e a r l y  f i l m s .  In c o n t r a s t  

t o  B a l l ' s  s l a p s t i c k ,  D i l l e r  moves v e r y  l i t t l e  d u r i n g  h e r  

o n - s t a g e  p e r f o r m a n c e .  Her  c o s t u m e s  a r e  v i s u a l l y  c o m i c ,  

b u t  h e r ,  own movement s  a r e  l i m i t e d  t o  some mi n o r  p a c i n g  

oack and f o r t h  and p u n c t u a t i n g  d i a l o g u e  w i t h  j a b s  o f  h e r  

c i g a r e t t e  h o l d e r .  She n e v e r  i n d u l g e s  i n  t h e  k i n d  o f  

b r o a d ,  p n y s i c a l  comedy f o r  whi c h  B a l l  i s  f a m o u s .  A l s o ,  

w h i l e  b a l l  ( t h e  f o r m e r  s h o w g i r l )  i s  a l wa y s  u n d e r s t o o d  t o  

oe a t t r a c t i v e ,  D i l l e r ,  who was v e r y  homel y  as  a young 

woman,  b a s e s  much o f  h e r  humor  on h e r  own s u p p o s e d  

u g l i n e s s ,  d e s p i t e  s e v e r a l ,  w e l 1- p u b l i c i z e d  f a c e l i f t s .

L i k e  D i l l e r ,  Ca r o l  B u r n e t t  was c o n s i d e r e d  

u n a t t r a c t i v e  when young  and had a d i f f i c u l t ,  u n s t a b l e  

c h i l d h o o d .  B u r n e t t  was b o r n  t o  p a r e n t s  who were  

g o o d - l o o k i n g ,  f r e q u e n t l y  u n e m p l o y e d ,  i n c r e a s i n g l y  h e a v y  

d r i n k e r s ,  and s o me t i me s  a b u s i v e .  She was l a r g e l y  r a i s e d  

by a h e r  g r a n d m o t h e r ,  an e c c e n t r i c  b u t  l o v i n g  woman w i t h  a 

" muggi ng"  b r a n d  o f  humor .  T a l l ,  g a n g l y ,  and p l a i n ,  

B u r n e t t  s p e n t  much o f  h e r  c h i l d h o o d  a t  t h e  mo v i e s  w a t c h i n g  

g l a m o r o u s  s t a r s  and i m i t a t i n g  t hem i n  s e c r e t .  These  e a r l y  

i n f l u e n c e s  show up i n  B u r n e t t ' s  comi c  a r t .  Ni cknamed " t h e
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Mu g g e r , "  B u r n e t t  was known f o r  h e r  f u n n y  f a c e s ,  

e x a g g e r a t e d  g e s t u r e s ,  and o d d - b a l l  v o c a l i s m s  such  as  h e r  

" T a r z a n  y e l l . "  She m e t a mo r p h o s e d  h e r  p a r e n t s '  p h y s i c a l  

a b u s e  i n t o  a v i o l e n t  s t y l e  o f  s l a p s t i c k .  Her p l a i n n e s s ,  

e s p e c i a l l y  when c o mp a r e d  w i t h  h e r  p r e t t y  m o t h e r  and t h e  

g l a mo r o u s  Hol l ywood s t a r s ,  was e x a g g e r a t e d  f o r  

p a t h e t i c / c o m i c  e f f e c t  i n  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  t y p e  t h a t  shows up 

i n  many p f  h e r  s k e t c h e s - - t h e  p l a i n ,  awkward woman who 

l u d i c r o u s l y  t r i e s  t o  ape  t h e  g l a m o u r ,  f e m i n i n i t y ,  and 

b e a u t y  o f  h e r  more  a p p e a l i n g  b e t t e r s .  She i s  bo t h  t o o  

i n e p t  t o  s u c c e e d  and t o o  s e n s i t i v e  t o  be w h o l l y  una war e  o f  

h e r  f a i l u r e .  She i s  t h e r e f o r e  h u m i l i a t e d ,  o u t r a g e d ,  a nd ,  

b e c a u s e  o f  e x a g g e r a t i o n  and a c e r t a i n  e m o t i o n a l  d i s t a n c e ,  

f u n n y .

L i k e  D i l l e r ,  B u r n e t t  i n c o r p o r a t e d  h e r  s u p p o s e d  l a c k  

o f  p h y s i c a l  a t t r a c t i v e n e s s  i n t o  h e r  c o me d i c  p e r s o n a .  And 

l i k e  B a l l ,  h e r  comedy i n c l u d e s  s t r o n g  s l a p s t i c k  e l e m e n t s .  

But  B u r n e t t ' s  comedy i s  a n g r i e r  and more s e x u a l  t h a n  t h a t  

o f  t h e  o t h e r s .  I s u g g e s t  t h a t  a key r e a s o n  f o r  B u r n e t t ' s  

d a r k e r ,  more i n t e n s e  c o me d i c  t o n e  i s  h e r  c h i l d h o o d  

e x p e r i e n c e  o f  p h y s i c a l  a b u s e  and f r e q u e n t ,  b i t t e r  

c o m p a r i s o n s  t o  h e r  own p r e t t y ,  r e j e c t i n g  m o t h e r .  In 

l i g h t e r  moment s ,  B u r n e t t ' s  m o t h e r  p l a y e d  t h e  u k e l e l e  and 

o f t e n  s ang  d u e t s  w i t h  h e r  d a u g h t e r ,  who l a t e r  s t a r r e d  in  

m u s i c a l  c o me d i e s  and s a n g  on h e r  c o m e d y / v a r i e t y  shows .  

L i k e  B u r n e t t ' s  m o t h e r ,  h e r  c o - s t a r s  wer e  more g l a mo r o u s  

and m u s i c a l l y  g i f t e d  t h a n  h e r s e l f ,  b u t  i n  a r e v i s i o n i s t
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v e r s i o n  o f  h e r  own c h i l d h o o d ,  s h e  e v e n t u a l l y  wi ns  t h e i r  

a d m i r a t i o n .

The m u s i c a l  c o mp o n e n t  o f  comedy i s  e x e m p l i f i e d  by 

t h e  b a c k g r o u n d s  o f  a l l  f o u r  c o m e d i e n n e s .  D i l l e r  was a 

c l a s s i c a l  p i a n i s t  and h a r p s i c h o r d i s t ;  B a l l ' s  mo t h e r  was a 

c o n c e r t  p i a n i s t ;  B u r n e t t ' s  m o t h e r  p l a y e d  t h e  u k e l e l e  and 

s ang  d u e t s  w i t h  h e r ;  and Hawn' s  p a r e n t s  wer e  b o t h  

m u s i c a l .  Born t o  a f a t h e r  who p e r f o r m e d  w i t h  a band and a 

mo t h e r  who r a n  a d a n c i n g  s c h o o l ,  Hawn s t u d i e d  v o i c e ,  

p i a n o ,  d a n c e ,  and a c t i n g ,  and f i r s t  e a r n e d  h e r  l i v i n g  as  a 

g o - go  d a n c e r .  L a t e r ,  Hawn d e s c r i b e d  c o med i c  t i m i n g - - b o t h  

w i t h i n  a s c e n e  and i n  m o n t a g e - - a s  wha t  h a p p e n s  i n  a 

f r a me wo r k  o f  p r e c i s e  b e a t s  (much as  a d a n c e r  c o n c e i v e s  

mo ve me n t ) .

Hawn' s  b a c k g r o u n d  as  a d a n c e r  s h a p e d  h e r  come d i c

p e r s o n a  i n  a n o t h e r  way.  As a g o - g o  d a n c e r  p e r f o r m i n g  i n

s l e a z y  c l u b s ,  s h e  was o f t e n  e x p o s e d  t o  men who wer e  d r unk

and s e x u a l l y  a b u s i v e .  Her p r i v a t e  l i f e  was a l s o

t r o u b l e d .  By t h e  t i m e  s h e  p r o d u c e d  P r i v a t e  B e n j a m i n , she

hao l i v e d  t h r o u g h  two f a i l e d  m a r r i a g e s  t o  men who were

l e s s  s u c c e s s f u l  t h a n  h e r s e l f  and who f i n a l l y  o b t a i n e d

s u b s t a n t i a l  f i n a n c i a l  s e t t l e m e n t s  t o  end t h e  m a r r i a g e s .

The c h a r a c t e r  o f  t h e  a b u s e d  i n n o c e n t ,  t h e  s w e e t ,  s e x y ,  and

s e x u a l l y  v i c t i m i z e d  woman was t o  s u r f a c e  i n  s e v e r a l  of  h e r
•«

f i l m s .  And i n  a l l  t h e  f i l m s  s h e  p r o d u c e d ,  h e r  f i l m  

" h u s b a n d s "  a r e  i n i t i a l l y  d o m i n a t i n g ,  b u t  l a t e r  r e v e a l e d  as  

we a k e r  t h a n  h e r s e l f ,  and u s u a l l y  d e s p i c a b l e .
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U n l i k e  D i l l e r  and B u r n e t t ,  b u t  l i k e  B a l l ,  Hawn 

u s u a l l y  p l a y s  an a t t r a c t i v e  woman,  and h e r  b a c k g r o u n d  as  a 

g o - g o  d a n c e r ,  p a r a l l e l s  B a l l ' s  b a c k g r o u n d  as  a s h o w g i r l .  

But  Hawn' s  s e x  a p p e a l  i s  more o v e r t  t h a n  t h a t  o f  " L u c y . "  

Some o f  t h a t  d i f f e r e n c e  may be a c c o u n t e d  f o r  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  

t h e y  a r e  v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  p h y s i c a l  t y p e s .  Hawn i s  s m a l l ,  

b l o n d e ,  and p r o v o c a t i v e l y  c u t e ,  w i t h  a h i g h - p i t c h e d  v o i c e  

and a g i r l i s h  g i g g l e .  B a l l  was s t a t u e s q u e  and v o l u p t u o u s ,  

w i t h  a de ep  v o i c e  and a manner  t h a t  was s q f f i c i e n t l y

a g g r e s s i v e  t o  h a v e  c a s t  h e r  as  a " t o u g h - g i r l "  i n  B 

m o v i e s .  Hawn' s  f i l m  r o l e s  o f t e n  c a l l  f o r  h e r  t o  a s sume  

s u g g e s t i v e  p o s e s  and wea r  s c a n t y  c o s t u m e s  o r ,  as  o c c u r s  i n  

t h e  b a t h t u b  s c e n e  i n  W i I d c a t s  1, n o t h i n g  a t  a l l .  What  

a l l o w s  Hawn t o  r e t a i n  h e r  i n n o c e n c e  i s  t h e  s m a l l ,  c u d d l y  

n a t u r e  o f  h e r  a p p e a l - - b o t h  i n  t e r m s  o f  h e r  s i z e  and h e r  

h i g h  s q u e a k y  v o i c e  and g i g g l e .  I t ' s  h a r d  t o  i m a g i n e

"Lucy"  d i s p l a y i n g  h e r s e l f  i n  a way t h a t  i s  o v e r t l y  

p r o v o c a t i v e .  " L u c y ' s "  h e i g h t  and d e e p  v o i c e  would t e n d  t o  

make h e r  s e x i n e s s  more  f o r m i d a b l e ,  and e a r l y  i n  h e r  c a r e e r  

B a l l  was t y p e c a s t  as  " t h e  o t h e r  woman. "  But  Hawn' s

k i t t e n i s h  a p p e a l  i s  more  p l a y f u l  and l e s s  t h r e a t e n i n g .

The f a c t  t h a t  Hawn' s  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  more o v e r t l y  

s e x u a l  t h a n  "Lucy R i c a r d o "  i s  a l s o  a r e f l e c t i o n  o f

c h a n g i n g  s o c i a l  m o r e s .  No m a t t e r  wha t  B a l l  d i d  i n  h e r  

p r i v a t e  l i f e ,  b o t h  h e r  p u b l i c  image and t h a t  o f  "Lucy"  

c o n f o r me d  t o  t h e  s t a n d a r d s  o f  f e m i n i n e  r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  i n  

t h e  1 9 5 0 ' s .  But  Hawn became f amous  i n  t h e  s e x u a l l y  f r a n k
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e r a  o f  t h e  l a t e  1 9 6 0 ' s ,  and b o t h  h e r  p e r s o n a l  a r r a n g e m e n t s

( s h e  i s  c u r r e n t l y  l i v i n g  w i t h  a l o n g - t e r m  l o v e r )  and t h e
\

c h a r a c t e r s  s h e  p l a y s  r e f l e c t  a c o n t e m p o r a r y  

p e r m i s s i v e n e s s .  (By t h e  way,  w i t h i n  t h e  c o n t e m p o r a r y  

c o n t e x t ,  Hawn' s  p e r s o n a l  l i f e  and s c r e e n  r o l e s  a r e  

r e l a t i v e l y  c o n s e r v a t i v e - - i t  i s  s i m p l y  t h a t  t h e  "good 

g i r l s "  now do more  f r e e l y  and f r a n k l y  wha t  o n l y  "bad  

women" u s e d  t o  d o . )

Some o f  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t we e n  t h e  p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  

"Lucy"  and t h e  Hawn c h a r a c t e r s  i s  a l s o  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e i r  

d i f f e r i n g  g e n r e s - - t e l e v i s i o n  s i t u a t i o n  comedy ( " L u c y " )  

v e r s u s  f e a t u r e  f i l m  ( Hawn ' s  c h a r a c t e r s ) .  The p u r p o s e  o f  a 

" s i t c o m "  i s  t o  e n t e r t a i n  a b r o a d  a u d i e n c e  who w i l l  t h e r e b y  

t u n e  i n  and p r o v i d e  a m a r k e t  f o r  t h e  p r o d u c t s  o f  t h e

s p o n s o r .  " L u c y , "  as  t h e  h e r o i n e  o f  a t e l e v i s i o n  s i t u a t i o n  

comedy whi ch  comes i n t o  t h e  f a m i l y  a r e a  o f  p e o p l e ' s  homes ,  

i s  e x p e c t e d  t o  be b a s i c a l l y  r e s p e c t a b l e  and t o  a c c o r d  w i t h  

f a m i l y  v a l u e s ,  n o t  s e x u a l l y  p r o v o c a t i v e  o r  a d d i c t e d  t o  any 

v i c e s .  ( I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  a l t h o u g h  "Lucy"  i s  c h i l d l i k e  and

n a i v e - - a  s p i k e d  m e d i c a t i o n  i n t o x i c a t e s  h e r  w i t h o u t  h e r  

r e c o g n i z i n g  t h e  t a s t e  o r  e f f e c t  o f  a l c o h o l - - s h e  d o e s  smoke 

c i g a r e t t e s .  The s mok i ng  i s  p r o b a b l y  due t o  t h r e e  f a c t o r s :

B a l l  h e r s e l f  was a h e a v y  s mo k e r ;  smoki ng  i n  t h e  1 9 5 0 ' s  was

no l o n g e r  s o c i a l l y  t a b o o  f o r  women and n o t  y e t  w i d e l y  

v i ewed  as  i n j u r i o u s  t o  h e a l t h ;  and I Love Lucy was 

s p o n s o r e d  by t h e  P h i l i p  M o r r i s  Tob a c c o  Company. )  "Lucy 

R i c a r d o "  as  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t  o f  a s i t u a t i o n  comedy,  r e t u r n s
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t o  h e r  v i e w e r s '  home e v e r y  we e k ,  becomes  a k i n d  o f  v i d e o  

f r i e n d ,  and i s  u n l i k e l y  t o  do a n y t h i n g  r e a l l y  s h o c k i n g .

Genr e  a l s o  i n f l u e n c e s  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  c h a r a c t e r

p r e s e n t e d  by P h y l l i s  D i l l e r ,  who o p e r a t e s  as  a n i g h t c l u b

h e a d l i n e r .  The n i g h t c l u b  c o n t e x t  e n c o u r a g e s  t h e  u s e  of
»

more r a c y  m a t e r i a l  and t h e  a s s u m p t i o n  o f  a more r e b e l l i o u s  

s t a n c e  t o w a r d  s o c i e t a l  mor es  t h a n  i s  p e r m i s s a b l e  on a 

d o m e s t i c  f a m i l y  medium s uc h  as  t e l e v i s i o n .  In f a c t ,  some 

s t a n d - u p  c o m i c s ,  a c t i n g  i n  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  o f  Lenny B r u c e ,  

have  u s e d  t h e  n i g h t c l u b  as  a f o r u m t o  p r e s e n t  h i g h l y  

c o n t r o v e r s i a l  m a t e r i a l .  A l t h o u g h  D i l l e r ' s  a c t  i s  v e r y  

c l e a n  and f a m i l y - o r i e n t e d ,  f o r  a n i g h t c l u b  a c t ,  i t  s t i l l  

i n c l u d e s  m a t e r i a l  t h a t  i s  more r i s q u e  t h a n  a n y t h i n g  "Lucy"  

i s  l i k e l y  t o  do o r  s a y .

A n i g h t c l u b  comi c  mus t  i m m e d i a t e l y  t a k e  c h a r g e  o f  

an a u d i e n c e  who h a v e  p a i d  t o  be e n t e r t a i n e d ,  and who 

u s u a l l y  i n c l u d e  a f a i r  p r o p o r t i o n  o f  d r u n k s ,  p o t e n t i a l  

h e c k l e r s ,  and l o u d  t a l k e r s  who may i g n o r e  t h e  p e r f o r m e r  

and d i s t r a c t  t h e i r  n e i g h b o r s .  To c o n t r o l  and amuse s uch  

an a u d i e n c e ,  t h e  comi c  mus t  q u i c k l y  c r e a t e  a d i s t i n c t i v e ,  

c o m p e l l i n g ,  and f u n n y  p e r s o n a l i t y .  D i l l e r  e s t a b l i s h e s  h e r  

c h a r a c t e r  t h r o u g h  h e r  c a r t o o n i s h  a p p e a r a n c e  and some r a p i d  

o n e - l i n e r s .  The n i g h t c l u b  c o m i c ' s  n e e d  t o  command t h e  

a u d i e n c e  mus t  be b a l a n c e d  w i t h  a nee d  n o t  t o  a p p e a r  

o f f e n s i v e l y  a u t h o r i t a r i a n .  The a u d i e n c e  mus t  u l t i m a t e l y  

l i k e  h e r .  T h i s  i s  n o t  so e a s y  t o  a c h i e v e .  What D i l l e r  

s a y s  i s  o f t e n  c o m i c a l l y  h o s t i l e ,  and s he  mus t  s a y  i t  w h i l e

201



d o m i n a t i n g  a n i g h t c l u b  a u d i e n c e  t h r o u g h  t h e  s h e e r  f o r c e  o f  

h e r  p e r s o n a l i t y .  She mus t  t h e r e f o r e  make s u r e  n o t  t o  

p r e s e n t  h e r s e l f  as  t o o  t h r e a t e n i n g  a p e r s o n a l i t y .  Her 

p u r p o s e ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  i s  t o  e n t e r t a i n - - t o  p l e a s e ,  and n o t ,  

a t  l e a s t  o v e r t l y ,  t o  s u b j u g a t e  o t h e r s  t o  h e r  w i l l .  

M o r e o v e r ,  as  a woman who i n  t h e  1 9 5 0 ' s  b r o k e  i n t o  a 

h e a v i l y  m a l e - d o m i n a t e d  f i e l d ,  D i l l e r  had t o  work i n  a 

c o n t e x t  o f  f e m i n i n i t y  d e f i n e d  as  s u b m i s s i v e n e s s .  D i l l e r  

h a n d l e d  ( a n d  h a n d l e s )  t h e  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  by 

s e l f - d e p r e c a t i n g  humor .  For  t h e  d u r a t i o n  o f  t h e  a c t ,  h e r  

a u d i e n c e  a c c e p t s  t h e  p r e m i s e  t h a t  t h e  s t a r  t h e y  s e e  

p e r f o r m i n g  b e f o r e  t h e m,  who i s  c l e a r l y  commanding and 

s u c c e s s f u l ,  i s  a l s o  some s o r t  o f  r i d i c u l o u s  i n c o m p e t e n t .

Ge nr e  a l s o  i n f l u e n c e s  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  s k e t c h  

c h a r a c t e r .  L i k e  t h e  s t a n d - u p  comi c  and t h e  s i t u a t i o n  

comedy h e r o i n e ,  t h e  s k e t c h  a r t i s t  mus t  e s t a b l i s h  h e r  

c h a r a c t e r  q u i c k l y .  The i d e a l  s k e t c h  c h a r a c t e r  i s  s i m p l e  

and e a s i l y  d e f i n e d ,  r e a d y  t o  move i n t o  a s i t u a t i o n  t h a t  

w i l l  r a p i d l y  e s t a b l i s h  and r e s o l v e  i t s e l f .  Ca r o l  B u r n e t t  

became a d e p t  a t  t h i s  s o r t  o f  c h a r a c t e r  i n  t h e  s k e t c h e s  

t h a t  wer e  t h e  c o r e  o f  h e r  t e l e v i s i o n  c o m e d y - v a r i e t y  show.  

In f a c t ,  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t we e n  t h e  f a r c i c a l  s i m p l i c i t y  o f  

a s k e t c h  c h a r a c t e r  and t h e  k i n d  o f  c h a r a c t e r  t h a t  can  h o l d  

i n t e r e s t  t h r o u g h  a f u l l - l e n g t h  f o r m i s  shown by h e r  

p o r t r a y a l  o f  " E u n i c e , "  B u r n e t t ' s  mos t  p o p u l a r  s k e t c h  

c h a r a c t e r .  When " E u n i c e "  was made t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t  o f  a 

n i n e t y - m i n u t e  p l a y ,  h e r  c h a r a c t e r  t o o k  on a c o m p l e x i t y  and
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p a t h o s  n o t  e v i d e n t  i n  t h e  s k e t c h  v e r s i o n .

L i k e  Ca r o l  B u r n e t t ,  G o l d i e  Hawn f i r s t  became known 

as  a s k e t c h  c o me d i e n n e  and t h e n  moved i n t o  f e a t u r e  f i l m s .  

F i l m s  a r e  n o t  a d o m e s t i c  medium,  a n d ,  u n l e s s  s p e c i f i c a l l y  

d e s i g n e d  f o r  t h a t  p u r p o s e ,  t h e y  a r e  n o t  e x p e c t e d  t o  

p r o v i d e  f a m i l y  e n t e r t a i n m e n t .  In f a c t ,  t h e  t y p i c a l  

a u d i e n c e  f o r  a c o mme r c i a l  Hol l ywood f e a t u r e  f i l m  i s  l a t e  

a d o l e s c e n t  and e a r l y  a d u l t .  F i l m s  a r e  l e s s  s u b j e c t  ( a t  

l e a s t  i n  t h e o r y )  t o  r e s t r a i n t s  on s u b j e c t  m a t t e r  and i d e a s  

t h a n  t e l e v i s i o n  p r o g r a mmi n g .  In f a c t ,  l i k e  a n i g h t c l u b  

a c t ,  f i l m s  a r e  e x p e c t e d  t o  p r o v i d e  wha t  c a n n o t  be s e e n  on 

t e l e v i s i o n .  T h i s  c a n  a p p l y  t o  b o t h  i n t e l l e c t u a l  c o n t e n t  

a n d / o r  p r u r i e n t  i n t e r e s t .  An "X" r a t i n g  may be a 

c o mme r c i a l  h a n d i c a p ,  b u t  so  i s  a "G" r a t i n g  f o r  a n y t h i n g  

b u t  c h i l d r e n ' s  f i l m s .  Some t i t i l l a t i o n  i s  u s u a l l y  

r e q u i r e d  t o  r e c o u p  t h e  c o n s i d e r a b l e  f i n a n c i a l  i n v e s t m e n t  

o f  a Hol l ywood f e a t u r e .  A l t h o u g h ,  u n l i k e  t e l e v i s i o n  

p r o g r a m s ,  f i l m s  do n o t  have  t o  p l e a s e  s p o n s o r s  o r  be t ame 

' e n o u g h  t o  e n t e r  t h e  f a m i l y  l i v i n g  r oom,  t h e  ne ed  t o  

j u s t i f y  t h e  i n i t i a l  i n v e s t m e n t  o f t e n  s h a r p l y  l i m i t s  t h e  

s u b j e c t  m a t t e r  and i d e a s  i n  c o mme r c i a l  f i l m s  t o  a p p e a l  t o  

a mass  " y o u t h  m a r k e t . "  I r o n i c a l l y ,  t e l e v i s i o n ,  wh i ch  has  

more c e n s o r s h i p ,  ha s  a b r o a d e r  a u d i e n c e  b a s e  and s o me t i me s
l

t a c k l e s  more v a r i e d  and r i s k y  s u b j e c t  m a t t e r  ( e x c e p t i n g  

t h e  g r a p h i c  d e p i c t i o n  o f  s e x  and v i o l e n c e )  t h a n  do 

c o mme r c i a l  f e a t u r e  f i l m s .

G o l d i e  Hawn h a s  e s t a b l i s h e d  h e r s e l f  as  a s t a r  i n
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t h e  medium of  f i l m  and h e r  c h a r a c t e r  i s  p a r t l y  t h e  r e s u l t  

o f  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h a t  medium.  Be c a u s e  a f e a t u r e  f i l m  i s  

u s u a l l y  a b o u t  two h o u r s  i n  l e n g t h ,  Hawn ha s  enough t i m e  t o  

c r e a t e  c h a r a c t e r s  o f  some e m o t i o n a l  c o m p l e x i t y ,  who can 

a c q u i r e  s e l f - k n o w l e d g e ,  c h a n g e ,  and g r ow.  And i n  f a c t ,  

t h e  b a s i c  p l o t  o f  a G o l d i e  Hawn movi e  i s  t h e  s t o r y  o f  a 

c h i l d l i k e ,  d e p e n d e n t ,  t r a d i t i o n a l  woman who r e a l i z e s  t h e  

t r u t h  o f  h e r  own o p p r e s s i o n ,  d i s c o v e r s  h e r  own p o w e r s ,  and 

t h r o w s  o f f  t h e  s h a c k l e s  o f  wh o e v e r  i s  d o m i n a t i n g  h e r  i n  a 

t r i u m p h  o f  s e l f - a s s e r t i o n .  Her  p l o t s  o f t e n  c a p s u l i z e  t h e  

f e m i n i s t  a wa k e n i n g  o f  t h e  l a t e  1 9 6 0 ' s  and 1 9 7 0 ' s .  The 

r e l a t i v e  f r e e d o m  f r o m  c e n s o r s h i p  e noye d  by f e a t u r e  f i l m s  

a l l o w s  Hawn t o  show m a t e r i a l  t h a t  i s  f a i r l y  e x p l i c i t  i n  

t e r m s  o f  s e x u a l  b e h a v i o r ,  n u d i t y ,  and l a n g u a g e .  T h i s  i s  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  e f f e c t i v e  b e c a u s e  o f  h e r  image as  a " n i c e , "  

i f  p r o v o c a t i v e  g i r l .  However ,  I s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e  

f i n a n c i a l  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s  of  Hol l ywood  f i l m m a k i n g  and 

p e r h a p s  h e r  own v a n i t y  has  l e d  h e r  t o  l i m i t  t h e  t y p e  o f  

c h a r a c t e r  s he  p o r t r a y s  and t h e  t y p e s  o f  p l o t s  and 

s i t u a t i o n s  i n  whi c h  s he  a p p e a r s  t o  a f o r m a t  t h a t  has  

p r o v e d  c o m m e r c i a l l y  s u c c e s s f u l .

A l t h o u g h  f o r  t h e  p u r p o s e s  o f  a n a l y s i s ,  t h e s e  f o u r  

c o m e d i e n n e s  ha ve  b e e n  s i n g l e d  o u t  f r o m t h e i r  p r e d e c e s s o r s  

and c o n t e m p o r a r i e s ,  t h e y  do o p e r a t e  i n  a t r a d i t i o n ,  and i t  

i s  u s e f u l  t o  c o n s i d e r  t hem i n  t h e i r  h i s t o r i c  and 

c o n t e m p o r a r y  c o n t e x t s  b e f o r e  a d d r e s s i n g  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  

t h e  u n i q u e n e s s  o f  t h e i r  comi c  p e r s o n a e .  In t h i s  s t u d y  I
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have  n o t  d i s c u s s e d  v a u d e v i l l e ,  t h e  c o n c e r t  s t a g e ,  and 

r a d i o  comedy,  b o t h  b e c a u s e  none  o f  t h e  f o u r  c o me d i e n n e s  

u n d e r  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  a c h i e v e d  t h e i r  mai n  s u c c e s s  i n  t h o s e  

a r e n a s  and b e c a u s e  by t h e  1 9 5 0 ' s  t h e s e  a v e n u e s  had b e e n  

l a r g e l y  o v e r t a k e n  by t e l e v i s i o n ,  f i l m ,  and n i g h t c l u b s .  I t  

i s  t r u e ,  h o we v e r ,  t h a t  v a u d e v i l l e  s t a r s  s o me t i me s  c r o s s e d  

o v e r  i n t o  r a d i o ,  t e l e v i s i o n ,  f i l m ,  and n i g h t c l u b s ;  and 

v a u d e v i l l e  c o n v e n t i o n s  i n f l u e n c e d  t h e  comed i c  s t y l e s  o f  

more r e c e n t  me d i a .  For  i n s t a n c e ,  Ma r i e  D r e s s i e r  was a 

f amous  c o me d i e n n e  who p l a y e d  v a u d e v i l l e  and made a s e c o n d  

c a r e e r  i n  f i l m  when s h e  was i n  h e r  s i x t i e s .  D r e s s l e r ' s  

s t y l e  o f  p h y s i c a l ,  k n o c k a b o u t  s l a p s t i c k  p r e s a g e d  t h e  

comedy o f  Oudy Ca nova ,  Ma r t h a  Ra y e ,  J oa n  D a v i s ,  L u c i l l e  

B a l l ,  and Ca r o l  B u r n e t t .  ( I n  f a c t ,  t o  s e l l  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  

I Love Lucy and p r o v e  t h a t  B a l l / A r n a z  wer e  a c c e p t a b l e  t o  

t h e  Amer i c a n  p u b l i c  as  a m a r r i e d  c o u p l e ,  t h e y  t o o k  a 

v a u d e v i 1 1 i a n - t y p e  m u s i c a l  comedy a c t  on t h e  r o a d . )

Th e r e  we r e  f e m a l e  m o n o l o g u i s t s  s uch  as  B e a t r i c e  

H e r e f o r d  on t h e  v a u d e v i l l e  s t a g e  a r o u n d  t h e  t u r n  o f  t h e  

c e n t u r y .  H e r e f o r d  p e r f o r m e d  we l l  i n t o  t h e  1 9 3 0 ' s  and 

i n f l u e n c e d  Rut h  D r a p e r ,  who gave  o n e - p e r s o n  c o n c e r t s  i n  

whi ch  s he  p l a y e d  v a r i o u s  c h a r a c t e r s  t h r o u g h  t h e  1 9 5 0 ' s ,  a t  

whi ch  t i m e  s he  made s e v e r a l  sound  r e c o r d i n g s  o f  h e r  mos t  

p o p u l a r  c h a r a c t e r s .  These  r e c o r d i n g s  p r o f o u n d l y  

i n f l u e n c e d  L i l y  T o m l i n ,  who i n  t u r n  s e r v e d  a s  a model  f o r  

Whoopi  G o l d b e r g .  Bot h  Toml i n  and G o l d b e r g  have  p e r f o r m e d  

i n  s o l o  c o n c e r t  b o t h  on t h e  Broadway s t a g e  and

2 0 5



on t e l e v i s i o n ,  p o r t r a y i n g  a wi de  v a r i e t y  o f  o r i g i n a l

c h a r a c t e r s  r a n g i n g  f r o m t h e  f u n n y  t o  t h e  p a t h e t i c  and 

o f t e n  s u g g e s t i n g  a s e r i o u s ,  s o c i a l  m o r a l .  ( T h e i r  s o l o  

work a l s o  l e d  t hem i n t o  s t a r r i n g  r o l e s  i n  f i l m  c o me d i e s  

and d r a m a s . )

Even t h e  o c c a s i o n a l  f e m a l e  s t a n d - u p  comic was p a r t  

o f  e a r l y  v a u d e v i l l e .  B e l l e  B a r t h  began  a v a u d e v i l l e

c a r e e r  i n  t h e  l a t e  1 9 2 0 ' s  and c o n t i n u e d  on i n  n i g h t c l u b s  

i n  t h e  1 9 3 0 ' s  u s i n g  a f o r m a t  o f  s h o r t  j o k e s  and s o n g s ,

m o s t l y  o f  s e x u a l l y  e x p l i c i t  m a t e r i a l .  J e a n  C a r r o l l  

p e r f o r m e d  comedy mo n o l o u g e s  i n  t h e  1 9 3 0 ' s  and d i d  comedy 

d a n c e  r o u t i n e s  w i t h  h e r  h u s b a n a .  The c o u p l e  l a t e r  d i d  a 

g r e a t  d e a l  o f  r a d i o  work and i n  t h e  1 9 5 0 ' s  a t t e m p t e d  an 

u n s u c c e s s f u l  t e l e v i s i o n  s i t c o m  i n  whi ch  many o f  t h e  p l o t s  

i n o v o l v e d  C a r r o l l ' s  t r y i n g  t o  t r i c k  h e r  hus ba nd  i n t o  d o i n g  

wha t  s h e  w a n t e d .  C a r r o l l ' s  c a r e e r  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  b e c a u s e  

i n  many ways i t  p a r a l l e l s  t h a t  o f  L u c i l l e  B a l l ,  who a l s o  

d i d  d o m e s t i c  comedy on t h e  r a d i o ,  t o o k  a c o me d y / d a n c e  a c t  

on t h e  r o a d ,  and a t t e m p t e d  ( i n  h e r  c a s e  w i t h  r e s o u n d i n g  

s u c c e s s )  t e l e v i s i o n  s i t u a t i o n  comedy.  V a u d e v i l l e  a l s o  

ga v e  r i s e  t o  t h e  f i r s t  m a j o r  b l a c k  woman c o m i c - - J a c k i e  

"Moms" Ma b l e y .  Ma b l e y ,  who began  p l a y i n g  a m a t e r n a l

c h a r a c t e r  when s h e  was i n  h e r  e a r l y  t w e n t i e s ,  was t h e  

f i r s t  woman comi c  t o  a p p e a r  a t  t h e  A p o l l o  t h e a t r e  ( i n  

1 9 3 9 ) .  Her  humor  was r a u n c h y ,  and h e r  r e c o r d i n g s ,  t h e  

f i r s t  o f  whi c h  s o l d  o v e r  1 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  c o p i e s  i n  1960,  wer e  

p o p u l a r  a t  s t a g  p a r t i e s .  M a b l e y ' s  s u c c e s s  u l t i m a t e l y
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paved  t h e  way f o r  t h e  c o n t e m p o r a r y  b l a c k  c o m e d i e n n e ,

Whoopi  G o l d b e r g .

Most  o f  t h e  s u c c e s s f u l  c o mi c s  f r o m v a u d e v i l l e  

a p p e a r e d  on r a d i o  i n  t h e  1 9 3 0 ' s  and 4 0 '  s and t r a n s f e r r e d  

e s t a b l i s h e d  c h a r a c t e r s  t o  t h e  new medium.  The "dumb 

b r o a d "  as  a c o me d i c  s t e r e o t y p e  had been w e l l - e s t a b l i s h e d  

i n  v a u d e v i l l e .  On r a d i o ,  s he  c o u l d  n o t ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  be 

s e e n ,  so h e r  s t u p i d i t y  was shown by h a v i n g  h e r  mang l e  t h e  

E n g l i s h  l a n g u a g e  and s p e a k  i l l o g i c a l l y .  The v e r b a l l y  

c o n f u s e d  woman was n o t ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  o r g i n a l  w i t h  r a d i o  o r
i

v a u d e v i l l e .  In 1775 ,  R i c h a r d  S h e r i d a n  i n  h i s  p l a y  The 

R i v a l s  c r e a t e d  Mrs .  Ma l a p r o p  ( d e r i v e d  f r o m t h e  F r e n c h  "mal  

a p r o p o s " - - i n a p p r o p r i a t e )  who h u mo r o u s l y  mi xed up p h r a s e s

and p r o n u n c i a t i o n s .  Mr s .  Ma l a p r o p  s e t  a s t a n d a r d  f o r  a 

t y p e  t h a t  was p l a y e d  t o  t h e  h i l t  on t h e  r a d i o  by s uc h

"dumb D o r a ' s "  as  J a n e  Ace and G r a c i e  A l l e n .

G e r t r u d e  B e r g ,  (who,  l i k e  A l l e n ,  went  on t o  a 

s u c c e s s f u l  c a r e e r  i n  e a r l y  t e l e v i s i o n ) ,  was a l s o  

l i n g u i s t i c a l l y  c o n f u s e d ,  b u t  s he  was p e r m i t t e d  a more

i n t e l l i g e n t  i mage as  an a l l - k n o w i n g ,  J e wi s h  m o t h e r .  

I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  b o t h  Berg and Mab l e y ,  who wer e  s t r o n g l y  

e t h n i c a l l y  t y p e d ,  o b t a i n e d  a c c e p t a n c e  n o t  as  p r e t t y  

s e x - o b j e c t s ,  b u t  as  m a t e r n a l  f i g u r e s .  I t  was o n l y  l a t e r  

t h a t  e t h n i c  women s uc h  as  Di a n a  Ross  and B a r b r a  S t r e i s a n d  

wer e  c a s t  i n  r o m a n t i c  r o l e s - - a n d  t h e y  f i r s t  a c h i e v e d  

a c c e p t a n c e  by s i n g i n g .  T o d a y ' s  g r e a t e r  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  

d i v e r s e  t y p e s  i s  shown by t h e  s u c c e s s  o f  p e r f o r m e r s  who

2 0 7



p r e s e n t  t h e m s e l v e s  a s  a t t r a c t i v e ,  f u n n y ,  and e t h n i c ,  f o r  

e x a mp l e  M a r i l y n  Sokol  ( J e w i s h ) ,  L i z  T o r r e s  ( P u e r t o  R i c a n ) ,  

o r  D a n i t r a  Vance ( B l a c k ) .

J oa n  R i v e r s ,  who made t h e  " J e w i s h  Amer i ca n  

P r i n c e s s "  t h e  b a s i s  o f  h e r  comi c  c h a r a c t e r ,  p r e s e n t s  a 

more n e g a t i v e  s t e r e o t y p e .  She c a l l s  h e r s e l f  an " a n g r y  

v i c t i m "  and b a s e s  h e r  a c t  on a m i x t u r e  o f  s e l f - d e p r e c a t i o n  

ana  a t t a c k .  She p l a y s  a v u l g a r ,  g o s s i p y  woman who 

d e n i g r a t e s  h e r  own s e x - a p p e a l  ( w h i l e  d r e s s i n g  i n  d e s i g n e r  

c l o t h e s  and j e w e l s )  and c a l l s  o t h e r  women " t r a m p s "  and 

" b i t c h e s . "  R i v e r s  g o t  h e r  b i g  b r e a k  on t h e  J ohnny  Ca r s on  

show i n  1965y t e n  y e a r s  a f t e r  D i l l e r  s t a r t e d .  Much as  Hawn 

i s  more  o v e r t l y  p h y s i c a l l y  s e x y  t h a n  B a l l ,  R i v e r s '  a c t  i s  

more o v e r t l y  v e r b a l l y  s e x y  t h a n  D i l l e r ' s  and r e f l e c t s  t h e  

g r e a t e r  s e x u a l  f r a n k n e s s  o f  t h e  1 9 6 0 ' s .  D i l l e r ,  l i k e  

B a l l ,  p l a y s  a f a n t a s t i c ,  somewhat  a r t i f i c i a l  c h a r a c t e r .  

R i v e r s ,  l i k e  Hawn,  i s  more  r e a l i s t i c  and b o l d .  And 

w h e r e a s  D i l l e r  was i n f l u e n c e d  by t h e  w i s c r a c k i n g  b u t  

g e n t l e m a n l y  Bob Hope,  R i v e r s ' s  mo d e l e d  h e r s e l f  on t h e  

s t y l e  o f  t h e  o u t r a g e o u s  Lenny B r u c e ,  whose comedy r a i l e d  

a g a i n s t  t h e  s e x u a l ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  and r e l i g i o u s  h y p o c r i s i e s  

o f  t h e  1 9 5 0 ' s .  R i v e r s  ( u n l i k e  Br u c e )  a v o i d s  p o l i t i c s  and 

r e l i g i o n .  Her  s k e w e r i n g  o f  c e l e b r i t i e s  t a k e s  i t s  s t y l e  

f r o m Lenny B r u c e ,  b u t  i t s  c o n t e n t  f r o m Hedda Hoppe r .

The s e l f - d e p r e c a t i o n  t h a t  R i v e r s  o r  D i l l e r  

i n c o r p o r a t e  i n  t h e i r  a c t s  i s  i n t e n d e d  t o  win a u d i e n c e  

a c c e p t a n c e  and c o m p e n s a t e  f o r  t h e i r  b a r b s  a g a i n s t  o t h e r s
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S e l f - d e p r e c a t i o n  h a s  a l s o  be e n  u s e d  by ma l e  c omi c s - - Wo o d y  

A l l e n  and Rodney D a n g e r f i e l d  a r e  e x e m p l a r s  o f  t h i s  t y p e  o f  

h umor — b u t  n o t  t o  t h e  e x t e n t  u s e d  by women.  An e x p e r i m e n t  

r e p o r t e d  by p s y c h o l o g i s t  J oan  L e v i n e  c o n c l u d e d  t h a t :

F e ma l e s  i n d u l g e  i n  s e l f - d e p r e c a t o r y  humor t o  a 
g r e a t e r  e x t e n t  t h a n  do m a l e s . . . . t h e  d a t a  showed 
t h a t  women d e p r e c a t e d  t h e m s e l v e s  63 p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  
t i m e ;  m a l e s  r a i l e d  a g a i n s t  t h e i r  own i n d i v i d u a l  
s h o r t c o m i n g s  i n  a t o t a l  o f  12 p e r c e n t  o f  t h e i r  
c u t s .  The men may make more j i b e s  a g a i n s t  t h e i r  
g e n d e r ,  b u t  n o t  a t  t h e i r  own e x p e n s e . . . . U n l e s s  more 
r e s e a r c h  r e v e a l s  a d i f f e r e n t  e t i o l o g y  f o r  t h e  
g e n e s i s  o f  s e l f - d e p r e c a t o r y  humor ,  i t  c a n  be 
s u r m i s e d  t h a t  c o m e d i e n n e s  a r e  e c h o i n g  t h e  v a l u e s  o f  
t h e i r  s o c i a l  m i l i e u  i n  o r d e r  t o  a t t r a c t  and keep  a 
mass  a u d i e n c e . ^

I s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e  p r e v a l e n c e  o f  s e l f - d e p r e c a t i o n  

i n  women ' s  humor  s t e m s  f r o m a d i s c o m f o r t  w i t h  women' s  

p r e s e n t i n g  t h e m s e l v e s  a s  power  f i g u r e s  a t  t h e  same t i m e  

t h a t  t h e y  a r e  t a k i n g  a p o w e r f u l  s t a n c e - - t h a t  o f  maki ng  

p e o p l e  l a u g h .  T h i s  d i s c o m f o r t  may be f e l t  by t h e  a u d i e n c e  

a n d / o r  by t h e  c o m e d i e n n e s  t h e m s e l v e s .  The n o t i o n  o f  

comedy as  a f o r m o f  power  h a s  be e n  d i s c u s s e d  by t h e  

p s y c h o l o g i s t  Samuel  J a n u s ,  who w r i t e s :

Humor,  e f f e c t i v e l y  u s e d ,  i s  a mos t  p o t e n t  
s o u r c e  o f  p o we r ;  i t  i s  e s p e c i a l l y  n e e d e d  and 
a d o p t e d  by t h o s e  who h a v e  no o t h e r  " r e c o g n i z a b l e '* 
f o r m o f  p o w e r .  M i n o r i t y  g r o u p s  have  l ong  s e i z e d  
upon comedy as  t h e  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  t h e i r  w i l l  and 
p o we r .  The a b i l i t y  o t  make a p e r s o n  l a u g h  w i t h  
t h e m,  n o t  a t  t h e m,  i s  a v i t a l  o n e . 2

I j o a n  B. L e v i n e ,  "The F e m i n i n e  R o u t i n e , "  J o u r n a l  
o f  C o m m u n i c a t i o n , 2 6 ( 3 ) : 1 7 3 - 1 7 5 ,  Summer 1976 .

2 Samuel  J a n u s ,  "Humor ,  S e x ,  and Power  i n  Amer i c a n  
S o c i e t y , "  Ame r i c a n  J o u r n a l  o f  P s y c h o a n a l y s i s , 41 ( 2 ) :
1 6 1 - 1 6 7 ,  Summer 1981 .
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L i l y  T o m l i n ,  c o mme n t i n g  on why f e m a l e  c o mi c s  s o me t i me s

e n c o u n t e r e d  d i f f i c u l t i e s  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e i r  g e n d e r ,  n o t e d :

Funny i s  p r o b a b l y  t h r e a t e n i n g ,  ' c a u s e  f o r
p e o p l e  t o  l a u g h . . . i t ' s  s u b m i s s i v e .  When p e o p l e  
l a u g h ,  t h e y ' r e  v u l n e r a b l e . 3

The t r a d i t i o n a l  r e s i s t a n c e  t o  women as  c o mi c s  

p r o b a b l y  r e l a t e s  t o  a d i s c o m f o r t  w i t h  women as  power

f i g u r e s .  In a 1901 i s s u e  o f  H a r p e r ' s  B a z a a r , C o n s t a n t

C o q u e l i n ,  c o n c e d e d  t h a t  a woman may have  a s e n s e  o f  humor ,

b u t  d u t y  c o m p e l l e d  h e r  t o  c o n c e a l  i t :

Fo r  woman d o e s  n o t  t r y  t o  be f u n n y .  She
l e a v e s  t h a t  t o  m a n . 4

As I h a v e  s u g g e s t e d ,  one  o f  t h e  ways t h a t

c o m e d i e n n e s  ha ve  a t t e m p t e d  t o  g e t  a r o u n d  a s o c i e t a l  ( a nd  

o f t e n  i n t e r n a l i z e d )  e x p e c t a t i o n  t h a t  t h e y  be r e l a t i v e l y  

p o w e r l e s s  and u n f u n n y  i s  by t h e  e x t e n s i v e  u s e  o f  

s e l f - d e p r e c a t i n g  humor .  T h a t  d e p r e c a t i o n  can  be e x p r e s s e d  

i n  s e l f - d o w n i n g  comment s  o r  i n d i r e c t l y  by t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  

t h e y  p l a y .  T h e r e f o r e ,  t h e  t y p e  o f  c h a r a c t e r s  a s s o c i a t e d  

w i t h  f e m a l e  c o mi c s  h a v e  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  been  e i t h e r  p r e t t y  

and dumb ( h i g h  s e x  a p p e a l / l o w  c o m p e t e n c e )  o r  u g l y  and 

s m a r t  ( l o w s e x  a p p e a l / h i g h  c o m p e t e n c e ) .  The p r e t t y / d u m b  

s t e r e o t y p e  spawned  many o f  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  p l a y e d  by B i l l i e  

H o l l i d a y ,  Ca r o l  C h a n n i n g ,  Ma r i e  Wi l s o n ,  M a r i l y n  Monroe ,

^Ni ck  Ka z a n ,  " L i l y  Toml i n  Ta k e s  Her  C h a n c e s , "  
V i l l a g e  V o i c e , 2 0 : 8 8 ,  F e b .  2 4 ,  1975.

^ C o n s t a n t  C o q u e l i n ,  "Have Women a S e n s e  o f
Humor?" H a r p e r ' s  B a z a a r ,  3 6 : 5 9 7 - 9 8 ,  J u l y  1902 .
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and G o l d i e  Hawn.  The u g l y / s m a r t  s t e r e o t y p e  gave  r i s e  t o  

w i s e c r a c k e r s  s uc h  a s  P h y l l i s  D i l l e r ,  J oan  R i v e r s ,  and 

T o t i e  F i e l d s .  When a c l e v e r  f e m a l e  c h a r a c t e r  was f a i r l y  

a t t r a c t i v e ,  she* was a l s o  a p t  t o  be an u n s u c c e s s f u l  

m a n c h a s e r  s uc h  as  "Mi s s  B r o o k s , "  t h e  s p i n s t e r i s h  

s c h o o l t e a c h e r  p l a y e d  by Eve Arden on t h e  p o p u l a r  

t e l e v i s i o n  s e r i e s .  A n o t h e r  e x a mp l e  o f  t h e  t y p e  i s  " R u t h , "  

t h e  o l d e r  s i b l i n g  o f  My S i s t e r  E i l e e n , ( l a t e r  m u s i c a l i z e d  

as  Wo n d e r f u l  Town) ,  a s  m e n t i o n e d  above  ( p p . 8 6 - 8 7 ) .

An u n a t t r a c t i v e  f e m a l e  c h a r a c t e r  was a p t  t o  f a r e  

eve n  wo r s e  i n  h e r  p u r s u i t  o f  men.  I f  s he  were  s e x u a l l y  

a war e  and a g g r e s s i v e ,  s he  was a p t  t o  be i n e p t  and 

h u m i l i a t e d  i n  r o m a n t i c  a t t e m p t s .  T h u s ,  we have  t h e  t y p e  

o f  t h e  n o i s y ,  h o me l y ,  m a n c r a z y  f e m a l e  comi c  as  p l a y e d  by 

J udy  Ca n o v a ,  J o a n  D a v i s ,  a n d ,  i n  h e r  e a r l y  s k e t c h e s ,  Ca r o l  

B u r n e t t .  Even L u c i l l e  B a l l  p l a y s  w i t h  t h e  m a n - c h a s e r  

m o d a l i t y  o f  f e m a l e  humor ,  b u t  d i s t a n c e s  i t  f r om "Lucy"  

w i t h  a c o u n t r y  bumpki n c o s t u me  and u g l i f y i n g  ma k e - u p .  In 

t h e  e p i s o d e  i n  whi c h  "Lucy"  p l a y s  " R i c k y ' s "  amor ous  d a t e ,  

B a l l  a d o p t s  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  of  t h e  awkward ,  m a n - c h a s i n g ,  

h i l l b i l l y  e s t a b l i s h e d  by J u d y  Canova .

Not  o n l y  was a g g r e s s i o n  u s u a l l y  c o n s i d e r e d  

" u n f e m i n i n e , "  so was muggi ng  and p h y s i c a l  s l a p s t i c k .  

Thos e  c o m e d i e n n e s  who e x c e l l e d  a t  t h i s  t y p e  of  

h u mo r - - Na n c y  Wa l k e r ,  Ma r t h a  Ra ye ,  Imogene  Coca ,  Ca r o l  

B u r n e t t ,  and G i l d a  Radnei— f o u n d  t h e m s e l v e s  c a u g h t  i n  a 

c o n t r a d i c t i o n  b e t w e e n  t h e i r  n a t u r a l  i n c l i n a t i o n s  and
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t a l e n t s  and s o c i e t y ' s  ( a n d  o f t e n  t h e i r  own) c o n c e p t i o n  o f  

t h e  p r o p e r  woman ' s  r o l e .  Ma r t h a  Ra ye ,  whom j o u r n a l i s t s  

c h a r a c t e r i z e d  a s  " r u b b e r  m o u t h e d , "  once  s ued  a m a g a z i n e  t o  

r e s t r a i n  i t  f r om p u b l i s h i n g  a p h o t o g r a p h  c o mp a r i n g  h e r  t o  

a c h i m p a n z e e .  Raye comment ed:

I ' m  a c l o w n . . . n o t  a c o m e d i e n n e . . . I t  i s  h a r d  
f o r  a woman t o  g e t  l a u g h s  i n  a f a s t - f i r e  s i t u a t i o n  
and r e ma i n  f e m i n i n e . 5

The n o t i o n  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a c o n t r a d i c t i o n  b e t we e n

a g r r e s s i v e n e s s , a w a r e n e s s ,  p h y s i c a l i t y ,  i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  and 

f u n n i n e s s  on t h e  one  h a n d ,  and f e m i n i n i t y ,  e s p e c i a l l y

s e x u a l l y  a p p e a l i n g  f e m i n i n i t y ,  on t h e  o t h e r ,  has  c e r t a i n l y

c r e a t e d  s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s  and i n s e c u r i t y  on t h e  p a r t  o f  

some c o m e d i e n n e s .  I t  ha s  r e s u l t e d  i n  s e l f - d e p r e c a t i n g  

humor and n e g a t i v e  c h a r a c t e r  t y p e s .  And i t  has  l i m i t e d  t h e  

f u l l  r a n g e  of  wha t  a u d i e n c e s  w i l l  a c c e p t  f r o m c o m e d i e n n e s  

o r  wha t  some c o m e d i e n n e s  a r e  w i l l i n g  t o  p l a y .

One way t o  a v o i d  t h e  whol e  i s s u e  of  any c o n f l i c t

b e t we e n  b e i n g  b o t h  f e m i n i n e  and f u n n y  i s  t o  deny  a d u l t  

f e m i n i n i t y .  Th u s ,  we have  t h e  e no r mous  p o p u l a r i t y  o f  

c h i l d  c h a r a c t e r s  p l a y e d  by a d u l t  c o m e d i e n n e s .  (The 

p o p u l a r i t y  o f  t h e s e  c h a r a c t e r s  may a l s o  r e l a t e  t o  women' s  

g r e a t e r  f r e e d o m  t o  e x p r e s s  t h e  p l a y f u l ,  c h i l d l i k e  e l e m e n t s  

o f  t h e i r  p e r s o n a l i t i e s ,  a f r e e d o m  t h a t  has  been  d e n i e d  men 

i n  s o c i e t y ' s  i n s i s t a n c e  on t h e i r  p r e s e n t i n g  a c o n t r o l l i n g ,

5Li n d a  M a r t i n  and K e r r y  S e g r a v e ,  Women i n  Comedy, 
( S e c a u c u s ,  New J e r s e y :  C i t a d e l  P r e s s ,  1986") jT! 245 .
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p a r e n t a l  r o l e  v i s - a - v i s  women. )

In n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  v a u d e v i l l e ,  c o me d i e n n e  L o t t a  

C r a b t r e e  ama s s e d  a f o r t u n e  a s  an e n t e r t a i n e r ,  p l a y i n g  

c h i l d  p a r t s  u n t i l  t h e  end o f  h e r  c a r e e r  a t  age  4 5 .  Fanny 

B r i c e  i n t r o d u c e d  a ba b y  r o u t i n e  i n t o  h e r  v a u d e v i l l e  a c t  i n  

1912 and d e v e l o p e d  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  as  "Baby S n o o k s , "  t h e  h i t  

o f  t h e  1934 Z e i g f i e l d  F o l l i e s  and a 1936 r a d i o  b r o a d c a s t  

o f  t h e  show.  She p l a y e d  t h e  c h i l d  u n t i l  h e r  d e a t h  i n  

1951 .  L i l y  Toml i n  bega n  p l a y i n g  " E d i t h  Ann, "  a s n o t t y  b u t  

l o v a b l e  f i v e - y e a r - o l d  on L a u g h - I n , s u e d  t h e  p r o g r a m f o r  

t h e  r i g h t s  t o  h e r  c h a r a c t e r ,  and l a t e r  r e l e a s e d  r e c o r d i n g s  

f e a t u r i n g  E d i t h  Ann.  G i l d a  Ra d n e r  o r g i n a t e d  " J u d y  

M i l l e r , "  a h y p e r a c t i v e  s i x - y e a r - o l d  i n  a b r o wn i e  u n i f o r m ,  

on S a t u r d a y  N i g h t  L i v e . A f t e r  a s c e n e  i n  whi ch  s he  and 

L a r r a i n e  Newman p l a y e d  two l i t t l e  g i r l s  i n  p a r t y  d r e s s e s ,  

t h e  a c t r e s s e s  a s k e d ,  "When w i l l  t h e y  l e t  us  grow up?"

Even when c o m e d i e n n e s  do n o t  p l a y  c h a r a c t e r s  who 

a r e  l i t e r a l l y  c h i l d r e n ,  c h i l d l i k e  e l e m e n t s  o f  t h e i r  

p e r s o n a l i t i e s  a r e  f r e q u e n t l y  p r o m i n e n t ,  as  i n  t h e  c a s e  o f  

"Lucy"  and t h e  r o l e s  p l a y e d  by G o l d i e  Hawn.  In 1976,  

Ca r o l  B u r n e t t  s p o k e  a b o u t  p l a y i n g  t h e  same games s he  had 

p l a y e d  as  a c h i l d  a na  s a i d ,  " I  t h i n k  I n e v e r  grew beyond 

e l e v e n . " ' 7 P h y l l i s  D i l l e r ' s  s t a g e  c o s t u m e s ,  f r i g h t  wi g ,

6 l b i d . p . 385 .

^ Ha r ve y  M i n d e s s ,  " S t u d y  o f  t h e  Comic 
P e r s o n a l i t y , "  Ame r i c a n  J o u r n a l  o f  P s y c h o a n a l y s i s , O c t o b e r ,  
1973,  p .  121 .
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and f a k e  c i g a r e t t e  a r e  l i k e  a c h i l d ' s  Ha l l o we e n  o u t f i t .  

Even J o a n  R i v e r s ,  who d r e s s e s  i n  d e s i g n e r  gowns ,  a s s u me s  a 

h i g h l y  a g g r e s s i v e ,  c y n i c a l  s t a n c e  t o w a r d  s o c i e t y ,  and

demands  t h a t  h e r  a u d i e n c e  "Grow u p i " ,  u s e s  c h i l d i s h
£

g e s t u r e s  ( f i n g e r - d o w n - t h e - t h r o a t  t o  i n d i c a t e  how s o me t h i n g  

d i s g u s t s  h e r ,  a r m s - s t r a i g h t - o u t - h a n d s - c l a p p i n g  t o  i n d i c a t e  

a p p r o v a l ) .  And c o m e d i e n n e s  s u c h  a s  B e t t e  M i d l e r  and 

Ma r t h a  Raye ,  who have  been  known f o r  s e x u a l

o u t r a g e o u s n e s s ,  i n c l u d i n g  p l e n t y  o f  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  t h e i r  

" t i t s , "  do i t  w i t h  a k i n d  o f  " a i  n ' t - I - c u t e ? " c h i l d i s h  

e x h i b i t i o n i s m .

When we move f r o m t h e  d i r e c t  p o r t r a y a l  o f  c h i l d  

c h a r a c t e r s  t o  t h e  a d u l t  c o me d i c  p e r s o n a  w i t h  c h i l d i s h  

p e r s o n a l i t i e s  and b e h a v i o r ,  we g e t  i n t o  t h e  much b r o a d e r

a r e a  o f  t n e  c o me d i c  p e r s o n a l i t y .  I a g r e e  w i t h  F r eud  t h a t  

t h e  c o me d i c  p e r s o n a l i t y  i s  t o  some e x t e n t  b a s e d ,  on an 

a d u l t ' s  a c t i n g  l i k e  a c h i l d .  Or ,  as  was s a i d  a b o u t  G i l d a
Q

R a d n e r ,  b e i n g  " v e r y  much in  t o u c h  w i t h  h e r  c h i l d  s e l f . "

I t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  t h i s  a d u l t / c h i l d  d i c h o t o m y  c r e a t e s  a 

t e n s i o n  t h a t  p r o d u c e s  humor  i n  b o t h  ma l e  and f e m a l e  

c o me a i c  c h a r a c t e r s ,  and ma l e  c o mi c s  s uch  as  J e r r y  Lewi s  do 

p l a y  " t h e  k i d . "  But  f e m a l e  c o mi c s  have  a p a r t i c u l a r  

p r o p e n s i t y  f o r  p l a y i n g  b o t h  c h i l d  c h a r a c t e r s  and o v e r t l y  

c h i l d i s h  a d u l t s .  C o n s i d e r ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  P h y l l i s  D i l l e r ' s

s h i n y  c o s t u m e s  v s .  Bob H o p e ' s  b u s i n e s s  s u i t s ,  o r

8 Women i n  Comedy p.  383 .

2 1 4



J o a n  R i v e r s '  f i n g e r - d o w n - t h e - t h r o a t  v s .  J o h n n y  C a r s o n ' s  

s t r a i g h t e n i n g  h i s  t i e .  I s  t h e r e  any mal e  p e r f o r m e r  who

has  t h e  c u t e  s e x i n e s s  o f  a G o l d i e  Hawn? Has any mal e  

s i t c o m  s t a r  b u i l t  a c a r e e r  on p l a y i n g  t h e  c h i l d i s h  p r a n k s  

o f  " Lu c y " ?  How many ma l e  c o mi c s  p l a y  a "Baby S n o o k s , "  an 

" E d i t h  Ann , "  o r  a " J u d y  M i l l e r " ?

I s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e  g r e a t e r  l i k e l i h o o d  on t h e  p a r t  

o f  f e m a l e  c o mi c s  t o  p l a y  c h i l d  c h a r a c t e r s  o r  c h i l d i s h

p e r s o n a l i t i e s  i s  due  t o  s e v e r a l  f a c t o r s .  F i r s t ,  t h e

r e l a t i v e  p o w e r l e s s n e s s  o f  c h i l d r e n  m i r r o r s  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  

p o w e r l e s s n e s s  o f  women v i s - a - v i s  men i n  s o c i e t y  and

r e a s s u r e s  a u d i e n c e s  t h a t  men t h a t  a r e  i n  c o n t r o l .  S e c o n d ,  

t h e  e m o t i o n a l  f r e e d o m  a c c o r d e d  c h i l d r e n  (who can c r y ,  a c t  

s i l l y ,  show f e a r ,  e t c . )  ha s  be en  e x t e n d e d  t o  women i n  a

way t h a t  h a s  bee n  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  d e n i e d  t o  

m e n - - p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  t h e  N o r t h e r n  E u r o p e a n / A m e r i c a n  WASP

c u l t u r e .  T h i r d ,  by p o r t r a y i n g  a c h i l d  c h a r a c t e r ,  t h e

f e m a l e  comi c  can  s i d e s t e p  i s s u e s  o f  a d u l t  f e m a l e  

a g g r e s s i o n  and s e x u a l i t y  t h a t  s o me t i m e s  c r e a t e  d i s c o m f o r t  

i n  a u d i e n c e s ,  and p e r h a p s  i n  t h e  c o me d i e n n e  h e r s e l f .

T h i s  d i s c o m f o r t  h a s  r e s u l t e d  i n  t h e  s t e r e o t y p i c a l l y

p r e t t y / d u m b  o r  u g l y / s m a r t  f e m a l e  r o l e s  and i n  t h e  

c h a r a c t e r  o f  t h e  awkwar d ,  u n s u c c e s s f u l  m a n - c h a s e r .

T h e r e  i s ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h e  o c c a s i o n a l  c o me d i e n n e  who i s  

d i f f e r e n t .  She i s  a p t  t o  be and t o  p l a y  a s t r o n g  

i n d i v i d u a l — and a s u c c e s s f u l  m a n - c h a s e r - - a  s m a r t ,  s e x u a l l y  

a w a r e ,  a t t r a c t i v e ,  a g g r e s s i v e  woman who p u r s u e s  men and
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p l e a s u r e  w i t h o u t  d e s p e r a t i o n .  T h i s  t y p e  o f  i n d e p e n d e n t ,  

s e n s u a l  woman i s  r a r e  among c o me d i c  p e r s o n a .  But  t h e r e

a r e  m o d e l s ,  and among t hem a r e  Mae West  and S o p h i e  T u c k e r .

T u c k e r ,  who was f amous  f o r  s e n t i m e n t a l  and bawdy

s o n g s  f l a v o r e d  w i t h  s a l t y  a s i d e s ,  be gan  p e r f o r m i n g  i n  

v a u d e v i l l e  and c o n c e r t s  a r o u n d  t h e  t u r n  o f  t h e  c e n t u r y  and 

c o n t i n u e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  1 9 5 0 ' s .  For  mos t  o f  h e r  c a r e e r ,  

Tu c k e r  was n e i t h e r  young  n o r  s v e l t e .  She a c c u r a t e l y  n o t e d  

t h a t  s h e  was a " b i g ,  f a t  mama" and f l a u n t e d  h e r  s e x u a l  

a p p e t i t e s ,  s i n g i n g :  "You G o t t a  See  Your  Mama E ' v r y

N i g h t . "  Her  s o n g s  and r e m a r k s  a r e  f u l l  o f  e a r t h y ,  

s i s t e r l y  a d v i c e .  She d i d  n o t  p l a y  t h e  i r r e s i s t i b l e ,  

c o l d - h e a r t e d  femme f a t a l e ,  b u t  r a t h e r  t h e  w a r m - h e a r t e d ,  

sh r ewd " v o i c e  o f  e x p e r i e n c e "  who has  been  t h r o u g h  v a r i o u s  

f a i t h l e s s  men,  b u t  was s t i l l  e n j o y i n g  l i f e  and a d v i s i n g  

o t h e r  women t o  do t h e  same .

Mae We s t ,  who bega n  i n  v a u d e v i l l e  i n  1914 ,  w r o t e  

h e r  own s t a r r i n g  v e h i c l e  Diamond L i l  f o r  t h e  Broadway 

s t a g e  i n  t h e  1 9 2 0 ' s .  She t r a n s f e r r e d  h e r  b a s i c  

c h a r a c t e r - - a  s w a g g e r i n g ,  d i a m o n d - s p o r t i n g ,  t o n g u e - i n - c h e e k  

s e x  g o d d e s s - - t o  h e r  comedy f i l m s  i n  t h e  1 9 3 0 ' s ,  w r o t e  h e r  

own bon m o t s ,  and became t h e  h i g h e s t  p a i d  e n t e r t a i n e r  i n  

t h e  c o u n t r y .  West  was f o r t y  when s h e  made h e r  f i r s t

mo v i e ,  w i t h  a m a t r o n l y  f i g u r e  t h a t  was f u l l y  c o v e r e d  in  

p e r i o d  c o s t u m e s  f r o m t h e  Gay N i n e t i e s .  A l t h o u g h  n o t  as  

f a t  as  T u c k e r ,  h e r  s e x u a l i t y  was a l s o  p r i m a r i l y  v e r b a l  and

b a s e d  on i n n u e n d o - - n o t  d i r e c t  p h y s i c a l  d i s p l a y .  L i k e
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T u c k e r ,  h e r  r e l a t i o n s  w i t h  o t h e r  f e m a l e  c h a r a c t e r s  we r e  

s i s t e r l y  and h e l p f u l  ( u n l e s s  c r o s s e d  by s n o b b i s h ,  

s o - c a l l e d  " r e s p e c t a b l e "  women) ,  and h e r  a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d  

mo s t  men was t h a t  t h e y  wer e  a s o u r c e  o f  p l e a s u r e ,  b u t  n o t  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  t r u s t w o r t h y  o r  a d m i r a b l e .

In t h e  c a s e  o f  b o t h  T u c k e r  and We s t ,  t h e i r

s e x u a l i t y  and a g g r e s s i v e n e s s  was t e m p e r e d  by t h e i r  age  and 

m a t r o n l y  a p p e a r a n c e  (Moms Mabl ey ,  whose a c t  was even more 

bawdy,  p l a y e d  an e v e n  l e s s  s e x y ,  m o t h e r l y  r o l e ) ;  by t h e i r  

f r i e n d l y  a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d  o t h e r  women; by t h e i r  e n j o y m e n t  

o f  men;  by t h e  way t h e y  s u g g e s t e d  more  t h a n  t h e y  showed;  

and p r i m a r i l y  by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  whol e  t h i n g  was done  i n  

a p l a y f u l ,  comi c  s p i r i t .

Much o f  t h e  a p p e a l  o f  T u c k e r  and West  was b a s e d  on

t h e i r  d a r i n g ,  a mus i ng  s u g g e s t i v e n e s s  i n  an e r a  i n  whi ch

women wer e  e x p e c t e d  t o  beh a v e  l i k e  l a d i e s ,  a t  l e a s t  i n

p u b l i c .  In t o d a y ' s  f r a n k e r ,  more p e r m i s s i v e  t i m e s ,  t h e  

p u b l i c  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  s e x u a l i t y  and a g g r e s s i o n  i s  more 

b l a t a n t .  Th u s ,  we now h a v e  f e m a l e  c o mi c s  s uch  as  a S a n d r a  

B e r n h a r d ,  who v e r b a l l y  c o mb i n e s  g r a p h i c  s e d u c t i v e n e s s  w i t h  

b a r e l y  masked s a d i s m ,  o r  Robi n  T y l e r ,  an o v e r t l y  h o s t i l e  

l e s b i a n  c o mi c .  Even B e t t e  M i d l e r ,  a s w e e t e r  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  

i s  more v e r b a l l y  and c e r t a i n l y  v i s u a l l y  o u t r a g e o u s  t h a n  

T u c k e r  o r  Wes t .

But  d e s p i t e  t h e  b o l d n e s s  o f  a B e r n h a r d ,  T y l e r ,  and 

M i d l e r ,  mos t  c o m e d i e n n e s  t o d a y  a r e  l e s s  l i k e l y  t h a n  t h e i r  

ma l e  c o u n t e r p a r t s  t o  u s e  o b s c e n e  l a n g u a g e  o r  s e x u a l l y
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c r u d e  r e f e r e n c e s .  When and i f  t h e y  d o ,  t h e y  a r e  l i k e l y  t o  

f i n d  t h e m s e l v e s  r e b u k e d .  Ooan R i v e r s ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  i s  

s o me t i me s  v u l g a r ,  a n g r y ,  and a g g r e s s i v e .  But  s h e  i s  no 

more  so t h a n  buddy H a c k e t t  o r  R i c h a r d  P r y o r .  Yet  i t  i s  

s h e ,  and n o t  t h e y ,  who i s  c e n s u r e d .

T h i s  d i f f e r e n c e  b r i n g s  us t o  t h e  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  o f  

t h e  i d e a  o f  f e m i n i n e  o r  m a s c u l i n e  comedy.  I s  t h e r e  such  a 

t h i n g  as  f e m i n i n e  humor? I s  t h e r e  any c o n t r a d i c t i o n  

be t we e n  b e i n g  f e m i n i n e  and f u n n y  a n d / o r  a r e  f e m i n i n e  women 

f u n n y  o n l y  i n  c e r t a i n  ways?  Or i s  comedy a p u r e l y  n e u t r a l  

phenomenon w r i t t e n  and e n a c t e d  by p e o p l e  who j u s t  happen  

t o  be ma l e  o r  f e m a l e ?  Ooan R i v e r s  c omment s :

I d o n ' t  l i k e  f u n n y  women.  I come o u t  o f  t h a t  
g e n e r a t i o n  wh e r e  a woman s h o u l d  be b e a u t i f u l  and 
s e x y  and a w o n d e r f u l  f l o w e r  a t t a c h e d  t o  a man,  even  
t h o u g h  my who l e  l i f e  has  bee n  t h e  a n t i t h e s i s  o f  
t h i s .  To t h i s  d a y ,  you d o n ' t  e x p e c t  a woman t o  be 
f u n n y .  We ' r e  a t h r e a t .  I d o n ' t  l i k e  f u n n y  women.  
I d o n ' t  t h i n k  I ' m  f u n n y .  I t h i n k  I ' m  w i t t y .  
O n s t a g e  I c o m p l a i n  f o r  e v e r y  woman i n  A m e r i c a . . . . I  
d o n ' t  l i k e  t o  s e e  a woman t e l l i n g  d i r t y  j o k e s .  
P e o p l e  s a y  I ' m  d i r t y  and I a l w a y s  s t a r e  a t  t hem.  
My a r e a s  a r e  j u s t  v e r y  " w o m e n ' s "  k i n d s  o f  a r e a s .  I 
have  a r o u t i n e  now,  whi ch  my h u s b a n d  h a t e s ,  t h a t  
f o r  C h r i s t m a s  he gave  me a box o f  R e l y  t a m p o n s .  I 
t h i n k  t h a t ' s  v e r y  f u n n y .  I t ' s  s uch  a woman' s  
j o k e . 9

R i v e r s  s t a t e m e n t  seems  t o  make c l e a r  t h a t  s he  ha s  

a m b i v a l e n t  f e e l i n g s  a b o u t  h e r  own f u n n i n e s s - - t h a t  h e r  own 

t e m p e r a m e n t ,  t a l e n t ,  and d r i v e  ha ve  p u t  h e r  i n  c o n f l i c t

9 I b i d .  p .  3 5 2 .
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w i t h  h e r  i d e a  o f  how a woman s h o u l d  b e h a v e .  Her 

o b s e s s i o n a l  h a r p i n g  on h e r  own and o t h e r  women ' s  l o o k s  

r e f l e c t s  a p r e o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  s e x u a l  a t t r a c t i v e n e s s  as  a 

m a j o r  f a c e t  o f  t h e  woman ' s  r o l e .  She even  t r i e s  t o  e x c u s e  

h e r  own f u n n i n e s s  by c a l l i n g  h e r s e l f  " w i t t y , "  and h e r  

" d i r t i n e s s "  by c a l l i n g  h e r  m a t e r i a l  a "women ' s  k i n d  o f  

a r e a . "

I t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  w i t  i s  a t r a d i t i o n a l  f e m i n i n e  

a t t r i b u t e .  Many o f  t h e  h e r o i n e s  o f  commedia d e l l ' a r t e ,  

S h a k e s p e a r i a n  p l a y s ,  R e s t o r a t i o n  c o m e d i e s ,  and S h a v i a n  

dr amas  a r e  w i t t y - - a l o n g  w i t h  b e i n g  f e m i n i n e  and 

a t t r a c t i v e .  But  wh a t  R i v e r s  and some o t h e r  f e m a l e  c o mi c s  

do c l e a r l y  g oe s  beyond  f e m i n i n e  w i t .  T h e r e  i s  a k i n d  o f  

c r u d e n e s s  i n  t h e  h a n d l i n g  o f  m a t e r i a l ,  even  "women ' s  

m a t e r i a l "  and an a g g r e s s i o n  i n  t h e i r  s t y l e  t h a t  d o e s  n o t  

c o n f o r m w i t h  n o t i o n s  o f  f e m i n i n i t y .

O t h e r  c o m e d i e n n e s  ha ve  a s t y l e  o f  comedy t h a t  

a c c o r d s  more w i t h  o u r  i d e a s  o f  wh a t  i s  f e m i n i n e .  Lor ne  

M i c h a e l s ,  p r o d u c e r  o f  S a t u r d a y  N i g h t  L i v e  commented on t h e  

" f e m a l e  e s t h e t i c "  i n  L i l y  T o m l i n ' s  comedy as  c o n t r a s t e d  

w i t h  t h a t  of  men:

Male comedy i s  p u n c h y ,  b r o a d ,  a g g r e s s i v e ;  i t  
a s s a u l t s  y o u .  Men shy  away f r o m t h e  "moment"  and 
go f o r  t h e  j o k e . ^

T o m l i n ' s  p e r f o r m i n g  s t y l e  may r e f l e c t  n o t  o n l y  a g e n e r a l

f e m a l e  e s t h e t i c ,  b u t  a l s o  h e r  p a r t i c u l a r  p e r s o n a l i t y  and

l O i b i d .  p . 3 6 8 .
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h e r  b a c k g r o u n d  as  an a c t r e s s  c r e a t i n g  c h a r a c t e r s ,  r a t h e r  

t h a n  a s t a n d - u p  comi c  c r e a t i n g  j o k e s .  T o m l i n ,  who has  

t a k e n  a s t r o n g  s t a n d  f o r  f e m i n i s m  and p u b l i c l y  h i n t e d  a t  

h e r  own g a y n e s s ,  i s  s c a r c e l y  a t r a d i t i o n a l l y  f e m i n i n e  

woman.  I t  i s  i r o n i c  t h a t  R i v e r s ,  who s u b s c r i b e s  t o  more 

t r a d i t i o n a l l y  f e m i n i n e  v a l u e s  ( i n c l u d i n g  m a t e r i a l i s t i c  

o n e s  s u c h  a s  m a r r i a g e  t o  a r i c h  ma n ) ,  s h o u l d  i n  h e r  own 

a c t  f o l l o w  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  m a s c u l i n e  model  of

a g g r e s s i v e ,  p u n c h y  j o k e s .  But  a p a r t  f r o m t h e  p a r t i c u l a r

p a r a d o x  o f  Toml i n  and  R i v e r s ,  i t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  i n  t e r m s  o f  

g e n e r a l  n o t i o n s  o f  f e m i n i n e  and m a s c u l i n e  s t y l e s ,  t h e  

l a t t e r  i s  a p t  t o  be more a g g r e s s i v e  and t h e  f o r m e r ,  s o f t e r .

S i n c e  women c r e a t e  comedy i n  a m a t r i x  o f  s o c i e t a l  

e x p e c t a t i o n s  a b o u t  f e m i n i n i t y ,  t h e  s t r o n g  need  f o r  

a p p r o v a l  t h a t  u s u a l l y  d r i v e s  a p e r f o r m e r ,  and p e r h a p s  a 

g e n d e r - b a s e d  b i o l o g i c a l  p r e d i s p o s i t i o n ,  t h o s e  women who 

a r e  b r o a d l y  f u n n y ,  a g g r e s s i v e ,  p h y s i c a l ,  and homel y  ( i e .

n o t  c o n v e n t i o n a l l y  f e m i n i n e )  a r e  o f t e n  f a c e d  w i t h  a

c o n f l i c t .  The s u c c e s s f u l  o n e s  w r e s t l e  w i t h  t h e  c o n f l i c t  

and come up w i t h  ways  o f  w o r k i n g  t h a t  c r e a t e  a u d i e n c e

a c c e p t a n c e  and l e a v e  t hem r e l a t i v e l y  p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y  

i n t a c t .  Fanny  B r i c e  comment ed :

I f  y o u ' r e  a c o m i c ,  you h a v e  t o  be n i c e .  And
t h e  a u d i e n c e  h a s  t o  l i k e  y o u .  You have  t o  ha ve  a

1 s o f t n e s s  a b o u t  y o u ,  b e c a u s e  i f  you do comedy and
you a r e  h a r s h ,  t h e r e  i s  s o m e t h i n g  o f f e n s i v e  a b o u t  
i t . H

H l b i d .  p .  1 1 1 .
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Whi l e  some ma l e  c o mi c s  may a l s o  f i n d  i t  a d v i s a b l e

t o  be " n i c e , "  I s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h i s  i s  p r i m a r i l y  a f e m a l e

c o n c e r n  and s h a p e s  a s o f t e r  s t y l e  o f  comedy.  Male c o mi c s

do n o t  f i n d  t h e i r  m a s c u l i n i t y  q u e s t i o n e d .  But  f e m a l e

c o mi c s  who a r e  a d e p t  a t  s l a p s t i c k  o r  v e r b a l  b a r b s  do .

G i l d a  R a d n e r ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  who was l a b e l e d  " n o t  p r i m a r i l y

f e m i n i n e , "  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  s h e  s o me t i me s  t h r e a t e n e d  men,  and
1 2r e s o l v e d ,  " I ' l l  be f u n n y  i n s t e a d  o f  f e m i n i n e . "

The g e n r e  o f  comedy t h a t  n e c e s s i t a t e s  d i r e c t  

c o n t r o l  o f  an a u d i e n c e  and o v e r t  c l e v e r n e s s  i s  s t a n d - u p  

comedy.  Not  so c o i n c i d e n t a l l y ,  t h i s  g e n r e  has  

t r a d i t i o n a l l y  been  an a l m o s t  e x c l u s i v e l y  ma l e  p r e s e r v e .  

In t andem w i t h  t h e  f e m i n i s t  movement ,  one o f  t h e  phenomena 

o f  t h e  l a t e  1 9 6 0 ' s  t h r o u g h  t h e  1 9 8 0 ' s  has  been  t h e  

e x p l o s i o n  o f  f e m a l e  s t a n d - u p  c o m i c s .  E l a y n e  B o o s l e r ,  

M a r i l y n  S o k o l ,  Ca r o l  S i s k i n d ,  S a n d r a  B e r n h a r d ,  Ros anne  

B a r r ,  Lo t u s  W e i n s t o c k ,  E l l e n  D e G e n e r i s ,  R i t a  Ru d n e r ,  R h e t t  

B u t l e r ,  R o s i e  O ' D o n n e l l ,  Mar s ha  W a r f i e l d ,  A n g e l a  S c o t t ,  

e t c .  have  b u i l t  a f o l l o w i n g  i n  t h e  c l u b s  and o c c a s i o n a l l y  

on t e l e v i s i o n ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e  l a t e  n i g h t  Davi d  L e t t e r m a n  

Show and The T o n i g h t  Show.

But  d e s p i t e  t h e i r  g r o wi n g  n u mb e r s ,  women s t i l l  f o rm 

o n l y  a s ma l l  m i n o r i t y  among among s t a n d - u p  c o m i c s .  Th e r e  

i s  s t i l l  w i d e s p r e a d  r e s i s t a n c e  t o  f e m a l e  c o mi c s  f rom some

1 2 1 b i d . p.  385 .
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c l u b  o w n e r s ,  a g e n t s ,  m a n a g e r s ,  and a u d i e n c e  h e c k l e r s .  In 

a R o l l i n g  S t o n e  i n t e r v i e w ,  Ca r s o n  a d m i t t e d  t h a t  few f e m a l e  

g u e s t  c o mi c s  wer e  a s k e d  back  on h i s  show and e x p l a i n e d :

I t ' s  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  o l d  r o l e  mo d e l s  t , ha t  a r e
a s s i g n e d .  A woman i s  f e m i n i n e .  A woman i s  n o t  
a b r a s i v e ,  a woman i s  n o t  a h u s t l e r . . . . I  t h i n k  i t ' s
much t o u g h e r  on women.  You d o n ' t  s e e  many o f  t hem 
a r o u n d .  And t h e  o n e s  t h a t  t r y ,  s o me t i me s  a r e  a 
l i t t l e  a g g r e s s i v e  f o r  my t a s t e .  I ' l l  t a k e  i t  f r om 
a g u y ,  b u t  f r o m women,  s o me t i me s  i t  d o e s n ' t  f i t  t o o
w e l 1 . 13

P e r h a p s  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f  t h e  

1 i f e s t y 1e - - t h e  l a t e  h o u r s ,  t h e  l o n e l i n e s s  o f  l i f e  on t h e  

r o a d ;  p e r h a p s  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  a u d i e n c e  and i n d u s t r y  

r e s i s t a n c e  a c o m e d i e n n e  may e n c o u n t e r ;  o r  p e r h a p s  b e c a u s e  

o f  h e r  own i n t e r n a l i z e d  c o n f l i c t s  a r o u n d  t h e  i s s u e s  o f  

f e m i n i n i t y  and f u n n i n e s s ,  f a r  f e w e r  women t h a n  men s e t  o u t  

t o  be c o m i c s .  Many c o m e d i e n n e s  s u c h  as  J o a n  R i v e r s ,  Ann

Me a r a ,  G o l d i e  Hawn,  o r  E l a i n e  B o o s l e r  s e t  o u t  t o  be

a c t r e s s e s ,  s i n g e r s ,  o r  d a n c e r s  and wound up i n  comedy by 

d e f a u l t .  Many comb i n e  comedy w i t h  o t h e r  t a l e n t s  and do a 

mi xed  a c t .  Male  c o mi c s  r a r e l y  s i n g ,  b u t  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  o f  

f e m a l e  p e r f o r m e r s '  c o m b i n i n g  s i n g i n g  and o c c a s i o n a l l y  

d a n c i n g  w i t h  comedy g o e s  back  t o  v a u d e v i l l e  and has  been  

c o n t i n u e d  by S o p h i e  T u c k e r ,  S a n d r a  B e r n h a r d ,  B e t t e  M i d l e r ,  

M a r i l y n  S o k o l ,  e t c .  But  no m a t t e r  wha t  r o u t e  t h e y  t a k e ,  

o r  w h e t h e r  o r  n o t  t h e y  c ombi ne  comedy w i t h  o t h e r  t a l e n t s ,  

t h e  number  o f  c o m e d i e n n e s  i s  i n c r e a s i n g .  And i t  i s  d o i n g
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so i n  a s o c i e t y  t h a t  has  been  p r o f o u n d l y  a f f e c t e d  by t h e  

s e x u a l  r e v o l u t i o n  o f  t h e  1 9 6 0 ' s ,  t h e  f e m i n i s t  movement ,  

and t h e  phenomena l  r i s e  o f  women as  i n d e p e n d e n t  wage 

e a r n e r s .  What  t h e n  i s  l i k e l y  t o  be t h e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  

f e m a l e  comedy? Some c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  c o n t e m p o r a r y  

f e m a l e  humor a r e  a l r e a d y  o b v i o u s .  In t h e  f i r s t  p l a c e ,  

many o f  t o d a y ' s  c o m e d i e n n e s  r e f u s e  t o  u t i l i z e  t h e  

s e l f - d e p r e c a t o r y  m a t e r i a l  t h a t  has  f o r me d  t h e  c o r n e r s t o n e  

o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  women ' s  humor .  O t h e r s ,  who s t i l l  i n d u l g e  

i n  v e r b a l  s e l f - a b u s e  o r  r e s o r t  t o  t h e  o l d  s e x - r o l e  

s t e r e o t y p e s  ( s u c h  a s  t h e  "dumb b l o n d e " )  do so somewhat  

d e f e n s i v e l y  o r  w i t h  a new t w i s t  on t h e  m a t e r i a l ,  s i n c e  

t o d a y ' s  g e n e r a l  a w a r e n e s s  o f  t h e  f e m i n i s t  p o i n t  o f  v i ew 

c h a l l e n g e s  a t  l e a s t  t h e  u n t h i n k i n g  a s s u m p t i o n  o f  f e m a l e  

i n f e r i o r i t y .  A l s o ,  s i n c e  t h e  p e r m i s s i v e n e s s  i n s t i g a t e d  in 

t h e  1 9 6 0 ' s ,  women ' s  humor ,  l i k e  t h a t  o f  men,  has  become 

more c r u d e ,  and t h e  a n g e r  more  o p e n .  Some s o c i a l  

c o m m e n t a t o r s  ha ve  s u g g e s t e d  t h a t  w i t h  t h e  g r o wi n g  p u b l i c  

p a n i c  o v e r  AIDS and o t h e r  s e x u a l l y  t r a n s m i t t e d  d i s e a s e s ,  

we may be e n t e r i n g  an e r a  o f  s e x u a l  c a u t i o n ,  and r omance  

and monogamy may be maki ng  a c o me ba c k .  I f  t h i s  i s  t r u e ,  

i t  w i l l  be i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  n o t e  how t h i s  a f f e c t s  

h u m o r - - w h e t h e r  t h a t  t o o ,  w i l l  become more  c a r e f u l ,  and 

r e l y  more on i n n u e n d o  t h a n  b o l d  d i s p l a y .

The c r u d i t y  and a g g r e s s i v e n e s s  o f  some o f  t o d a y ' s  

f e m a l e  c o mi c s  seem t o  h a v e  t o  do w i t h  t h e i r  t a k i n g  on mal e  

p r e r o g a t i v e s  o f  s t y l e - - j u s t  as  women i n  t h e  work f o r c e

2 2 3



have  e n t e r e d  f o r m e r l y  ma l e  p r e s e r v e s  i n  t e r m s  of  

p r o f e s s i o n .  Howeve r ,  mos t  f e m a l e  c omi c s  have  r e t a i n e d  a 

s o f t e r ,  more t r a d i t i o n a l l y  f e m i n i n e  s t y l e  i n  t h e i r  humor .  

The f u t u r e  o f  women ' s  humor  i s  u n c e r t a i n ,  j u s t  as  i s  t h e  

f u t u r e  o f  s e x  r o l e s  i n  g e n e r a l .  P e r h a p s ,  i f  Reagan/ Rambo 

machoi sm e x p a n d s ,  s e x  r o l e s  w i l l  become more c o d i f i e d  and 

d i f f e r e n t i a t e d ;  f e m a l e  c o mi c s  w i l l  r e s t r i c t  t h e m s e l v e s  t o  

f a t  t h i g h / t a m p o n  j o k e s ;  and t h e  number  o f  f e m a l e  c omi c s  

w i l l  d e c r e a s e .

However ,  wha t  I t h i n k  i s  more l i k e l y  t o  ha ppen  i s
\

t h a t  women w i l l  r e t r e a t  n e i t h e r  f r om comedy n o r  f r o m a 

f u l l  r o l e  i n  s o c i e t y .  The e c o n o mi c  n e c e s s i t i e s  o f  

s u p p o r t i n g  a f a m i l y  and t h e  d i v o r c e  r a t e  d i c t a t e  t h a t  

women w i l l  c o n t i n u e  t o  e n t e r  t h e  work f o r c e  i n  g r o wi n g  

number s  and e x p a n d  beyond  t h e  " p i n k  c o l l a r "  g h e t t o  o f  

l o w - p a i d ,  women ' s  wo r k .  As e c o n o mi c  r o l e s  become l e s s  

d i f f e r e n t i a t e d ,  s e x  r o l e s  w i l l  a l s o  become l e s s  d e p e n d e n t  

on an i n e q u i t a b l e  b a l a n c e  o f  power .  Women w i l l  be n e i t h e r  

h e l p l e s s ,  p a s s i v e  s e x - o b j e c t s  i n  t h e  o l d  model  o f  

f e m i n i n i t y  n o r  w i l l  t h e y  be i m i t a t o r s  o f  a m a l e - b a s e d  

macho r o l e .  I n s t e a d ,  one h ope s  t h a t  some new 

c o n s c i o u s n e s s  w i l l  e m e r g e ,  i n  whi ch  t h e  c o n t e n t  and s t y l e  

o f  f e m a l e  humor  w i l l  r e f l e c t  t h e  t o t a l  r e a l i t y  o f  women' s  

l i v e s - - b o t h  t h o s e  a s p e c t s  t h a t  a r e  g e n d e r  r e l a t e d  and 

t h o s e  t h a t  a r e  n o t - - a n d  t h a t  t h i s  humor  w i l l  s p e a k  t o  t h e  

s e n s i b l i t i e s  o f  a l l  human b e i n g s .
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