
        
            
                
            
        

    
	My Introduction to Mel Brooks

	Steven H Silver

	 

	In 1984, my family took a trip to London. When my parents asked where I wanted to visit, one of the places that was high on my list was the Royal Observatory in Greenwich. On our second day in London, we boarded a water taxi at the Embankment and took it to Greenwich, where we disembarked, walked past the Cutty Sark, and made our way to the Royal Observatory. 

	Upon entering, I was looking around, trying to take everything in. I was vaguely aware of my father standing next to me and heard him say, “I really enjoy your stuff.” My first thought, was, “I can’t believe we flew all the way to London and he bumped into someone he knows. I turned around and accidentally elbowed the person he was talking to. And found myself standing face to face with Mel Brooks.

	We spoke a little about his movies. I mentioned that I enjoyed had his Robin Hood television show, but couldn’t remember the title, which he provided: When Things Were Rotten. We took a couple of pictures with him. We completely ignored his wife Anne Bancroft, who was standing off to the side.

	Several years later, I had the opportunity to meet Max Brooks, Mel and Anne’s son. I brought a picture from that day and mentioned to him that I had met his father. He immediately got that look that said, “Yeah, everybody in the world has met my father.” When I told him where, however, his face completely changed and he excitedly said, “I was there, too.” As you can imagine, if I ignored Anne Bancroft, I had been completely unaware of her son standing with her. He signed my copy of The Zombie’s Survival Guide “Good to see you a lifetime later.”

	So, when did I become aware of Mel Brooks?

	I don’t know.

	I know that I saw all of his movies beginning with Silent Movie in theatres. Prior to that, I watched When Things Were Rotten on television. That may have been my introduction to him. Since I can’t imagine having seen The Producers, The Twelve Chairs, Blazing Saddles, or Young Frankenstein in the theatres or on television before 1975. By the time I met Brooks, I had seen all of these, as well as History of the World, Part I and To Be Or Not To Be.

	Actually, I probably did see a project he was involved in prior to When Things Were Rotten, although it isn’t a Mel Brooks project and he didn’t appear on screen. In 1974, he provided the voice of the baby boy in Free to Be…You & Me. As it would happen, at some point in the late 1970s, I attended a theatre camp and performed in a stage adaptation of Free to Be…You & Me in which I played the role of…the baby boy.

	What I’ve come to realize, however, is that for me, that meeting with Mel Brooks indicates a boundary with regard to his work. I love nearly all of his projects that were released before we met. However the films that he has released since we met have been, in my opinion, distinctly second rate. I know that there are people who love Spaceballs and Robin Hood: Men in Tights, but I’m not among their number. They are watchable movies, but would rarely be my go-to for Mel Brooks films. I find Life Stinks and Dracula: Dead and Loving It difficult to watch, although while rewatching all his movies in preparation for this issue I came to realize that approaching Life Stinks as a drama rather than a comedy improves the quality of the film tremendously.

	During a panel on the science fiction, fantasy, and horror in Mel Brooks that I moderated during Capricon 46 in Chicago earlier this year, I suggested that one of the changes was that comedy changed. Following Brooks’s amazing run from The Producers in 1967 through High Anxiety in 1977, Jim Abrahams, David Zucker, and Jerry Zucker released Airplane!, a remake of Zero Hour and franchise-killing spoof of the Airport movies. Their “throw everything on the screen and see if it sticks” approach altered the way people watched comedies and, although History of the World, Part I was released the following year, you can already see the AZZ influence on it. Their style and Brooks’s style were not entirely simpatico, which shows when Brooks attempts to adapt to it in his post 1987 films.

	Following 1980, Brooks also began to take more chances. To Be or Not To Be is a remake of a 1942 Ernst Lubitsch film that starred Jack Benny and Carol Lombard. Life Stinks was a dark comedy and his most direct social commentary and did not use parody to make its points. Although often seen as a failure, Brooks considers it to be his best work as an actor and one of the three films of which he is most proud. His last original film was Dracula: Dead and Loving It and then he began providing more and more voicework for animated projects. 

	His cameos for Mad About You in four episodes between 1996 and 1999 and in the short-lived series The Comedians allowed him to steal all his scenes from Helen Hunt, Paul Reiser, Josh Gad, and Billy Crystal, demonstrating that his timing, presence, and comic genius were alive and well into his seventies, eighties, and nineties.

	And today, June 28, 2026, we celebrate the centennial of Mel Brooks’s birth with a look back on the laughter he has brought into our lives, but also the social messages, the bathos and pathos, and even the drama.

	 


The writers room for Your Show of Shows was one of those rare places where the various unknown individuals came together to create a popular show, only to go on and achieve greater success and fame, a rarity for any television writers. This particular writers room included Carl Reiner, Syd Caesar, Howard Morris, Neil & Danny Simon, Selma Diamond, Lucille Kallen, Max Leibman, Mel Tolkin, Tony Webster, Woody Allen, and Mel Brooks. It directly inspired Neil Simon’s play Laughter on the 23rd Floor, Carl Reiner’s The Dick van Dyke Show, and, to a lesser extent Billy Crystal’s Mr. Saturday Night.

	 

	In the Beginning, There Was Your Show of Shows

	Janice Gelb

	 

	Before the Broadway show, before the movies, before The 2000 Year Old Man, there were the early 1950s when Mel Brooks honed his comedy sensibility writing for Your Show of Shows, a variety show broadcast in the early 1950s, and its successor, Caesar’s Hour. 

	There are various stories told by both of them over the years about how Sid Caesar and Mel Brooks met, not all of which are the same from interview to interview. One told by Brooks is that they met when Caesar was doing a show at the Copacabana thanks to Don Appel, the social director at the Avon Lodge resort in the Catskills where he’d worked with Caesar, and they formed a friendship. But he also tells the more common story is that when Brooks was 14, he was working as a tummler (an all-around entertainer) at the Butler Lodge, a second-rate Borscht Belt hotel, where he met 18-year-old Caesar, who was working as a musician.

	When producer Max Liebman started The Admiral Broadway Review with Caesar, Sid offered Brooks, then 23 years old, $40 a week to write material for him. (The show was cancelled after 17 weeks because they were getting more than double the orders for TVs they usually sold and could not keep up with the demand so faced with the prospect of building a new plant or canceling the show, they canceled!)

	Caesar was then hired by Max Liebman for the more successful Your Show of Shows, a 90-minute show with a 39-week season, which also featured regulars Imogene Coca and Howie Morris, plus Carl Reiner, who both performed and wrote for the show. Brooks at first was still being paid by and writing solely for Caesar. Brooks says Caesar would sometimes call him at 3 in the morning for jokes. (Brooks: “Sid would call and say “Mel? Sid. I need a joke.” Mel: “What about?” “Carrots” “I ate so many carrots I couldn’t sleep.” “Why not?” “I could see through my eyelids”) 

	Producer and director Liebman was not fond of Brooks, and was sometimes so annoyed by him in writer meetings that he would blow on and then throw lit cigars at him. According to Brooks, “Liebman wasn’t exactly fond of having me around. When he saw me, he assessed my character and personality immediately and he was absolutely right. He saw an arrogant obnoxious little shithead who thought he knew everything and had patience for nothing but his own thoughts.”

	Despite their antipathy, Liebman finally officially hired him and Brooks got a writing credit and wrote for the whole show rather than writing for just Caesar. 

	One anecdote from Brooks:

	Liebman said: “You’re nothing. You’ve got a big mouth, but you’re nothing. You make a lot of noise, but you’re nothing.”

	Brooks: “And you’re the boss, so you’re the boss over nothing!”

	Regarding his relationships with the other writers (a who’s who of comedy writing group including Larry Gelbart (M*A*S*H), Neil (The Odd Couple, The Goodbye Girl, etc.) and Danny Simon (The Danny Thomas Show, My Three Sons), and Mel Tonkin (All in the Family)): “It ended in a lot of love but there was a lot of hatred for me in the beginning because I was always selfish, I was always late, I was arrogant…people for an interview would ask who I thought was the best writer and I would say “Me.”

	One indication of how influential Brooks was in the legendary writers room is that a reunion panel show from 1996 filmed at the Writer’s Guide Theater with nine of the writers and Caesar, Caesar’s Writers (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kjgcjPB1qlI, a more extended version is available on DVD), they spend more time on Mel Brooks anecdotes as on all the other writers combined. 

	On the show, Brooks wrote most of the ditzy Professor (Caesar)/reporter (Reiner) sketches and many of the movie spoofs which, as Reiner has pointed out in interviews, served as great training for most of Mel’s films that do the same (Blazing Saddles, Young Frankenstein, etc.). Mel has also said he wrote to take advantage of Caesar’s impressive ability to spout authentic-sounding foreign-language gibberish. Probably the best example is a famous surprise-ending “dressing the general” sketch (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BFe15-rBk-w), which lasts nearly eight minutes, with Caesar being gradually dressed by Howie Morris in an over-the-top military general uniform including many medals while both of them are speaking faux German.

	Brooks has said his favorite sketch was a take on the popular show This Is Your Life in which a host would surprise a guest by telling the story of the guest’s life and bringing on stage people from the person’s past. In the show’s version, called This Is Your Story (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BQBlEnsylI0), they call Caesar’s character’s name and have to physically fight for him to go up on the stage. He then has overblown emotional reunions with people from his past, especially Morris as “Uncle Goopy” who hangs onto his legs.

	Your Show of Shows won the Emmy Award for Best Variety Show in 1952 and 1953, and received nominations in 1951 and 1954. It is considered among the most influential show in the era of early live television comedy, and The New York Times noted that while it was running its popularity even affected Broadway musical attendance on Saturday nights. Carl Reiner has called Caesar “the greatest single sketch comedian in the history of the world.”

	Caesar and Brooks stayed lifelong friends, and Brooks tells a great story (although as with others of his stories it’s hard to know whether it’s true) of going to Palmer House in Chicago during the show’s hiatus where Caesar was performing because he needed some jokes. After a while, Brooks begged him to open a window because the cigar smoke was choking him. Caesar wrenched the room window open and dangled him over Michigan Avenue by his ankles saying “Air? I’ll give you air!” A few months before Caesar died, Brooks says Caesar said to him “Mel Brooks, Mel Brooks, what a career. You went from me to Hitler.”

	The show has been credited as a precursor to shows such as That Was the Week That Was and Saturday Night Live. It spawned two successor programs: Caesar’s Hour (1954-1957), because the network found the 90-minute show too expensive, and the short-lived Imogene Coca Show (1954-1955), to which Brooks went but then returned when it was cancelled. Writer Carl Reiner credited Your Show of Shows as the inspiration for The Dick Van Dyke Show (1961-1966); Mel Brooks says the show inspired his 1982 movie My Favorite Year; Neil Simon’s experience on the show inspired his 1993 play Laughter on the 23rd Floor.

	Amazingly, in 2000, workers cracked open the door of a forgotten closet which turned out to belong to Max Liebman and found 137 scripts--complete with scribblings in the margins--for Your Show of Shows, plus many scripts from the show’s forerunner, The Admiral Broadway Revue, and even one of Liebman’s toupees, the common butt of jokes in The Dick Van Dyke Show!

	My love of these shows was formed thanks to many PBS rebroadcasts of clip shows and interview shows that we watched as a family thanks to my dad’s love of this type of comedy and admiration for Sid Caesar. (He himself had a resemblance to Danny Kaye, who had similar talents to Caesar, and sometimes did some of his routines at cast parties or synagogue talent shows.) There are, of course, many wonderful comic talents working today but I still find it sad that brilliant comedic actors like Caesar, Coca, and Morris are largely forgotten.

	I urge those of you not familiar with these shows to check them out. Although the humor often makes references to popular culture at the time, much of it is still universal, and the delivery is still impressive. In addition to the links provided inline, there’s a YouTube channel collection of 36 videos from Caesar’s Hour, including one complete show, at https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLpV-BzM327vSccMt3145yoBCL3mgdatWS.

	 


My introduction to The 2,000 Year Old Man wasn’t through the album per se, but rather through the animated special that was made in 1975, although I didn’t see it until the 1980s. Leo Salkin essentially took clips of some of Carl Reiner and Mel Brooks’s released recordings and set them to animation in a 25 minute long cartoon. Eventually, I discovered the full recordings. 

	The bit began in the writers room of Your Show of Shows when Reiner pretended to be a reporter, turned to Brooks, and said, “Here’s a man who was actually seen at the crucifixion 2,000 years ago.” Brooks responded, “Oh, boy,” and the two began to perform the interview as improve, eventually doing so at parties before they were convinced by Steve Allen to release an album of their material.

	Reiner and Brooks released a total of five albums featuring the characters.

	2000 Years with Carl Reiner and Mel Books

	2000 and One Years with Carl Reiner and Mel Books

	Carl Reiner and Mel Books at the Cannes Film Festival

	2000 and Thirteen with Carl Reiner and Mel Books

	The 2000 Year Old Man in the Year 2000

	 

	The 2066-Year-Old Man

	Henry Herz

	 

	This parody/homage/whatever is inspired by Mel Brooks’s and Carl Reiner’s immortal comedy sketch, 2000 Year Old Man. Mel plays the titular role and is “interviewed” by straight man, Carl. This routine first appeared on television in 1961 on The Ed Sullivan Show and on The Steve Allen Show. 

	Since Mel’s character was 2,000 years old in 1960, that makes him 2,066 today. Wiser, wrinklier, and just as witty. Unfortunately for you, dear reader, the written word cannot capture the genius of Mel’s comedic timing and intonations. Nor do we have the infectious sound of an audience’s laughter. So, sue me. My humor is just a candle compared to Mel’s lighthouse. Nevertheless, here’s my homage to a man for the ages.

	Host: Two days ago, a chartered plane brought this distinguished gentleman to New York City from the Middle East. How are you, sir?

	2066-Year-Old-Man (2YOM): I’m…I’m alright.

	Host: Sir, is it true you are 2,066 years old?

	2YOM: Oh, boy. I’ll be—I’m not yet—I’ll be, eh, 2,066 on November sixteenth.

	Host: Remarkable. If you don’t mind my asking, how do you fit that many candles on your birthday cake?

	2YOM: Roman numerals. 

	Host: Ah, I see. Clever. I was happy to hear that the hospital gave you a clean bill of health, sir.

	2YOM: Well, they gave me a bill, alright. Oy! Back in my day, you could just pay your doctor with seashells or shiny pebbles or maybe a chicken, if it was a big job. Anyway, this young doctor fella said I looked good for my age. Of course, at 2,066, I’m not sure if that’s a compliment. Still, it was nice being at Sinai again.

	Host: What? Wait a minute. You were at the biblical Mount Sinai?

	2YOM: Sure, sure. Not by myself, of course. Very crowded. Very crowded. I had to stand tippy-toed to see Moses bring down the three tablets of commandments.

	Host: Surely you mean two tablets?

	2YOM: I may be old, but I can still count. And don’t call me Shirley. I’m telling you, Moses started with three tablets. He stepped on a rock, twisted an ankle, and dropped one tablet. Shattered like a piece of china.

	Host: Oh, my goodness!

	2YOM: After most people left the Sinai, I gathered the broken pieces of the third tablet. 

	Host: Really?

	2YOM: Would I kid you? I fiddled with them until they fit together. So, you could say I invented the jigsaw puzzle. If only I’d thought to patent the idea, I would have made a few shekels.

	Host: Just a moment, sir. Does that mean you know the missing five commandments?

	2YOM: That’s right. Not to kvetch, but those extra ones were pretty silly.

	Host: What do you mean? Could you give us an example, sir?

	2YOM: Sure, sure. Thou shalt not go on a subway without paying first.

	Host: Oh, come on, now. Subways weren’t even invented then!

	2YOM: Well, I didn’t carve the tablets. Take it up with the Guy upstairs. Maybe He was just thinking ahead.

	Host: Sir, uh, maybe you’re misremembering. I mean— 

	2YOM: I suppose that’s possible. I am 2,066 years old, after all. Things start to wear out after the first thousand years, and there’s no warranty when that happens.

	Host: True. Do you remember another commandment?

	2YOM: Thou shalt not pick thy nose, nor thy neighbor’s nose.

	Host: Hmmm. While that’s good advice, I can’t believe it’s a commandment.

	2YOM: Everyone’s a critic.

	Host: Did you meet Moses?

	2YOM: Nice guy, polite. Not a great public speaker, but brave and always kept his sandals clean. He’d come into the store, but never bought anything. Had a lovely complexion—his face practically glowed.

	Host: I see. Sir, have you met other famous people during your many years?

	2YOM: Sure, sure. You’ve heard of Sir Isaac Newton, Copernicus, Galileo?

	Host: Of course! Are you saying that you— 

	2YOM: Never met ‘em. Feh! I don’t understand science, and I’m not good at numbers. Plus, that schmuck Pythagoras once hit on my wife. I did meet the writer, Mary Shelley.

	Host: What was she like, sir?

	2YOM: Ah. Ah…

	Host: Sir?

	2YOM: Sorry. The further back I recall, the longer it takes me. Mary was brilliant. Lovely. Ate like a bird. Her novel, Fronkensteen, was terrific. Scary and terrific. Although, if she had asked for my help, I might have taken the story in a different direction. Funnier.

	Host: I have no doubt. Sir, have you ever met aliens?

	2YOM: Aliens? Are you meshugah? Get another question.

	Host: What did you do for entertainment when you were young, sir?

	2YOM: We would throw things. Pebbles, rocks, sticks, rats.

	Host: You threw rats?

	2YOM: Listen, when you’re trying to take a nap, you don’t want vermin crawling in your bed straw.

	Host: I suppose that makes sense. But how was throwing other things entertaining?

	2YOM: You never skipped a rock on a pond? You never dropped a pebble off a cliff? You never threw a stick at Bill?

	Host: Who was…Never mind. Sir, now that you have more entertainment options available, do you watch movies?

	2YOM: Of course. I don’t live in a cave…any more. Who doesn’t enjoy a good movie? No one, that’s who.

	Host: What are some of your favorites?

	2YOM: Well, I may be biased, but my favorite Western is Blazing Saddles. Science fiction, Spaceballs. Horror, Dracula: Dead and Loving It.

	Host: Hmmm. I think I’m sensing a trend. How about employment, sir? What types of jobs have you held over the years?

	2YOM: I was a drink shlepper. I’d carry buckets of water from the stream to people’s caves. Kind of like the first Uber Eats. After that, I earned some gelt as a stick sharpener.

	Host: Was there a market for that service, sir?

	2YOM: Of course. No job was too big or too small for me. If people wanted toothpicks, I’d rub a twig against a rock. If they wanted rotisserie skewers or backscratchers, I’d start with small branches. The best paying orders were for tent poles or hunting spears. Later, I opened a Shekel and Drachma to sell sticks and other tchotchkes.

	Host: A what?

	2YOM: Tchotckes are small decorative items.

	Host: No, sir, I meant, what’s a Shekel and Drachma?

	2YOM: You know, like a five and dime store.

	Host: Ah. Any other jobs?

	2YOM: Well, I liked being an elevator operator. It was easy work, and I got to push people’s buttons.

	Host: Ha. I imagine that job had its ups and downs.

	2YOM: Oy. I see what you did there.

	Host: Sorry, I couldn’t help myself. Sir, do you have any regrets?

	2YOM: Nope.

	Host: Really? No regrets? After living over two millennia?

	2YOM: Nope. I don’t beat myself up about my mistakes. Well, to tell you the truth, I was sorry to miss the 1964 New York World’s Fair. So many modern wonders to see. 

	Host: Any other regrets, sir?

	2YOM: Hmmm. I regret not investing in glass.

	Host: Would you elaborate?

	2YOM: Well, centuries ago, I had a friend, Phil. He comes to me one day, explaining how he heated up sand to make glass. He asked me to be his business partner, but I turned him down. I could have made a fortune. Still, avoiding regrets helped keep me happy.

	Host: Sir, any other tips for living a happy life?

	2YOM: Cheese.

	Host: Cheese?

	2YOM: Well, more precisely, eating the right amount of cheese. I love cheese. It’s the perfect food. Nutritious and delicious. So many flavors and textures. Eat too little, and you’ll be sad. Eat too much, and you’ll get high cholesterol, harden the arteries, boom, heart attack. That’s the moral of the Goldilocks and the Three Bears.

	Host: But isn’t that fairy tale about porridge, sir?

	2YOM: Oh, right. I guess the lesson isn’t about the type of food as much as it is about moderation.

	Host: Sir, what are some of your favorite inventions?

	2YOM: Hmmm. That’s a tough question. So many good ones to choose from. Oh, I know. Cupholders in cars.

	Host: Cupholders?

	2YOM: Sure. You ever try driving with a hot cup of coffee? You hit a bump or some schmuck swerves in front of you, and suddenly you’ve got steaming hot liquid poaching your eggs, if you know what I’m saying.

	Host: I’m afraid I do. Any other inventions you appreciate?

	2YOM: Manure bags.

	Host: Manure bags?

	2YOM: Yes, you know, the bags they attach to the rear end of horses. Listen, you didn’t live in 1800’s New York City, but let me tell you, the streets back the were minefields. Have you heard the phrase, “poop happens?”

	Host: Of course.

	2YOM: That was mine. I came up with that phrase after an unfortunate…incident. Anyway, after manure bags were used, there was a lot less poop on city streets. Sometimes, it’s the little things.

	Host: Moving on, are there any phenomena that amaze you?

	2YOM: Human digestion. We eat food, and that produces gas. Sometimes the gas comes out our mouths. Sometimes the fumes come out the other end. You never know. It’s a crapshoot.

	Host: Literally. Anything else, sir?

	2YOM: Lightning. It’s both beautiful and destructive. Back in the day, we didn’t have television. So we used to watch lightning storms. One time, my friend Carl drank too much wine. He ran around a field, trying to catch a lightning bolt. Unfortunately for him, he succeeded. 

	Host: I’m sorry for your loss, sir. Are there things that annoy you?

	2YOM: How much time do we have? You know what bugs me? War, huh, yeah. What is it good for? Absolutely nothing.

	Host: Hold on, aren’t those song lyrics?

	2YOM: Maybe so, but I was the first person to come up with them.

	Host: Remarkable. Anything else, sir?

	2YOM: The internet, because it encourages some people to be disrespectful. In the olden days, if you insulted someone to their face, they punched yours. Or smacked the top of your head with a club. With the internet, people are more rude because there are no physical repercussions. We were polite through fear.

	Host: That’s true. Do you have any final wisdom to impart before you depart?

	2YOM: I used to go drinking with the philosopher John Stuart Mill. Boy, could that guy hold his beer. He’d always beat me at darts, too. Anyway, he believed it’s easier to be happy without self-scrutiny. As I mentioned earlier, I avoid regret, and that has helped me live a long time. John also used to say, “Now you see that evil will always triumph. Because good is dumb.”

	Host: Wait a minute, I think the quote is, “Bad men need nothing more to compass their ends, than that good men should look on and do nothing.”

	2YOM: Was you there, Charlie? I suppose it’s possible the quote may have changed over the years. But if that one isn’t your cup of tea, let me leave you with another from a guy I really admire. “Humor is just another defense against the universe.”

	Host: Indeed. Let’s hope humor keeps defending your life, sir. Thank you so much for sharing your timeless wisdom with us.

	2YOM: Don’t mention it. Really.

	 


Review: The 2000 Year Old Man in the Year 2000

	Steven H Silver

	 

	While working on Your Show of Shows, Carl Reiner and Mel Brooks came up with the improv sketch “The 2000 Year Old Man.” After performing it at parties, Steve Allen convinced them to release the routine as an album, which became a hit and led to three follow up albums released between 1960 and 1973. In 1975, portions of those albums were animated and released as a half hour television special. As the years ticked toward the millennium, Reiner and Brooks revisited the characters and released an album and book entitled The 2000 Year Old Man in the Year 2000, released in 1997.

	The book The 2000 Year Old Man in the Year 2000 places the interview questions that drive most of the 200 Year Old Man skits into a more narrative format. There are short chapters, but rather than the question and answer format that had Brooks thinking on his feet to answer the questions posed by Carl Reiner, the chapters simply present the responses as a sort of stream of consciousness autobiography written by the titular character. The material they use is not just from the album that was released concurrently with the book, but also includes a sort of “greatest hits” from the four previous albums. In as much as it can, therefore, it provides a single coherent history of the character whose story is a lightweight conglomeration of improvised comedic bits without a plan or purpose beside entertaining an audience (and the creators).

	Humor is not just a matter of funny writing, it is also a matter of timing and presentation and the book suffers from not only lacking Brooks and Reiner’s timing, but also the accent that Brooks uses for the 2000 Year Old Man. However, there are some bits that work better in the book than in the recording. In the recording, the 2000 Year Old Man describes the first book he ever read, Zechum Mochum Roochum. In the book, he is able to reproduce the simple picture book over the course of nine pages, which gives and added dimension to the joke. Similarly, the diet provided to help a person live 2,000 years comes with illustrations to drive home the ingredients. Similarly the disagreements between the “author” and “editor” that play out in footnotes throughout the book add an extra dimension of humor to the book.

	The 2000 Year Old Man in the Year 2000: The Book is not a replacement for the recording or the routines that preceded the album, but it does offer a diverting addition to them and a companion piece to the last album, giving it a little more depth, not that depth is necessary, and a place where Reiner and Brooks were able to incorporate jokes which were not included in any of the actual recordings. It does lead to the question of how much of the book was actually written by Brooks or Reiner or if it was a transcription the two men worked from to smooth into the narrative that appears. The book should not be read in lieu of listening to the records, but it is amusing in its own right. 

	



	


Criticizing The Critic

	Steven H Silver

	 

	In 1963, Brooks created the film The Critic, directed by Ernest Pintoff, produced by Pintoff and Arnold Stone, and animated by Bob Heath. This short film, it runs just under four minutes, is an avant garde animation, showing shapes morphing into other shapes. Few of the images are recognizable, although at one point, a triangle that resembles a paper airplane appears and at another point a three-legged stool morphs into some sort of bug. The film in narrated by Mel Brooks, in his Jewish old man voice, trying to figure out what he is looking at.

	The film debuted at the Cannes Film Festival on May 15, 1963 and five days later in Manhattan before a showing of the Peter Sellers film Heavens Above. It earned Brooks and Pintoff a CINE Competition Golden Eagle for Animation. Pintoff also won an Oscar for Best Short Subject, Cartoons (beating Automania 2000, The Game, My Financial Career, and Pianissimo) and a BAFTA for Best Animated Film (where it tied with Automania 2000).

	At heart, the film is a satire, less of the surrealist movement and more of the audience reaction to it. Brooks claims that it was born when he heard someone mumbling about the lack of plot of an animated film made by Norman McLaren. Brooks decided to make a film that not only poked at surrealism, but was also an attack on the audience and critics who interpreted the random shapes to have meaning.

	Pintoff and Heath created the animation without any input from Brooks, aside from asking them to make a cartoon that was similar in style to McLaren’s work. They showed the finished product to Brooks, overlaid with a recording of much by Johannes Sebastian Bach. While watching the film, Brooks ad libbed his reactions, in character.

	On the one hand, the dialogue is a sort of Rorschach test for Brooks’s character, but at the same time, he is voicing what most of the audience is probably thinking as they watch the shapes morph on the screen. At times confused, at other times looking for a plot, and sometimes seeing sexual activity, his character is at odds with the unheard voices of the critics who would presumably rave about the risks the filmmakers would take. Brooks’s responds to their anticipated explanations of the film’s symbolisms with the proclamation that the film is “symbolic,” but “symbolic of junk.”

	Although the film was made specifically for Brooks to complain about it in voiceover, the technique used would be resurrected often in later years, perhaps most prominently by Mystery Science Theatre 3000 and RiffTrax.

	At only four minutes in length, Brooks’s The Critic doesn’t overstay its welcome, giving the view a taste of the surrealist film movement while undermining it at the same time. If Brooks’s comments are not particularly witty or funny, they still satirize the reviewing industry and the filmmakers who were experimenting with the art form at the expense of plot and a clearly defined point of view.

	 


“So it’s not Noel Coward. But if it’s Noel Coward you’re expecting, don’t bother with Get Smart, which is undistilled wacky nonsense. All right, it isn’t Mort Sahl, but then it isn’t Soupy Sales, either.” Donald Freeman, Evening Vanguard November 27, 1965

	In some ways, Get Smart may be Brooks’s most successful property. The show ran for five seasons, which is four seasons longer than any of the other TV series he created. It spurred two theatrical releases, a made-for-TV-movie, a direct-to-video movie, and a reboot series with Don Adams, Barbara Felton, Andy Dick, and Elaine Hendrix (1 season).

	The Cone of Laughter

	William S. Higgins

	 

	My wife Kelley, a clinical psychologist, regularly runs classes.

	Students in the classes my wife teaches are typically in their twenties or thirties, with just a few older students. She instructs them to set aside their smartphones during class. 

	As soon as the class takes a break, she tells me, there is a rush to pick up the phones and check them, reconnecting to the net for a few minutes until class resumes.

	Not everybody follows her instruction. One guy kept his phone in his lap, constantly, and surreptitiously—or so he thought—diverting his attention to his screen during Dr. Kelley’s presentation.

	At one point, she called on him. He was utterly unable to answer her question.

	Calmly, Dr. Kelley, who enjoys shopping in thrift stores, produced a small circular wooden cheese tray. It was covered with a glass dome. She lifted the dome.

	“This,” she announced, “is the Cone of Silence. You will place your phone in here. It will remain there until we finish class tonight.”

	In the back of the room, an older student, in his fifties, began chuckling.

	Caught red-handed, the miscreant sheepishly surrendered his phone to the wooden tray. She replaced the transparent dome.

	“But why,” said the phoneless guy, “do you call it the Cone of Silence?”

	Kelley answered, “Get Smart.”

	The fiftysomething in the back was now laughing out loud.

	“But I don’t KNOW!” said the youth in frustration. “Why is it the Cone of Silence?”

	The two of them, Dr. Kelley suddenly sensed, were now fated to walk a predestined path. Her role was clear:

	“Get Smart!”

	Mr. Fiftysomething was now laughing uncontrollably, through tears. Dr. K went over and gently put a hand on his shoulder.

	“You and I,” she told him, “belong to the same generation.”

	 

	The first time I saw the name “Mel Brooks” was on Saturday, September 18, 1965. The Higgins kids were allowed to watch TV on Friday, Saturday, and Sunday nights. We all loved comedy. I looked forward eagerly to every new fall season, hoping we could add a funny new show to our weekend schedule. And this one, Get Smart, might be interesting. It was about a funny secret agent. It was to air at 8:30, following Flipper and I Dream of Jeannie (Had we met her, we all would have wished for a loyal dolphin friend).

	Television drama had long been dominated by The Cowboy, and The Doctor, and The Detective. Stepping onstage in the middle 1960s to join them came The Spy. 

	America’s interest in secret agents had gradually been building. James Bond migrated from novels into movies: Dr. No in 1962, From Russia with Love in 1963, Goldfinger in 1964. The Bond-like Man from U.N.C.L.E. premiered in 1964.

	I would not have been allowed to see Bond films, being deemed too young, but I read about them eagerly. I wanted more espionage adventure.

	1965 TV brought more spies. We got I Spy. We got The Wild, Wild West—a Cowboy Spy. Sure, why not? So we might as well have a spy comedy…

	Speaking for my family, we loved Get Smart. And other viewers must have liked it too, because the show would run for five seasons.

	Mel Brooks and Buck Henry, both veteran writers of TV comedy, teamed up to create the series by writing a pilot episode.

	Don Adams played Maxwell Smart, Agent 86 for CONTROL, who is assigned to thwart enemies of freedom. Bold, to be sure, in a fistfight or a gunfight, ready at any moment for a chase scene, he was mentally not as sharp as might be hoped. He was a bit slow, and a bit vain. He made a lot of mistakes. Generally, funny mistakes.

	Fortunately, Max had help. Edward Platt played The Chief, summoning Max to his office at CONTROL Headquarters to brief him on a mission. Platt was an outstanding straight man in any conversation, visibly controlling his growing exasperation with Agent 86’s obtuseness.

	Teamed up with 86 was Agent 99, a capable and highly attractive woman whose real name was never revealed. It’s still CONTROL’s best-kept secret, I suppose.

	A lot of people think Barbara Feldon was 99. But I looked it up. In fact, Barbara Feldon is 93.

	My sister, who like me was in grade school at the time, remembers 99 as her favorite role model from television. She exhibited intelligence, courage, and most of all, deep reserves of tolerance in the face of Max’s continuing nonsense.

	The spine of each episode needed to be an adventure story. Max and 99 would investigate, face danger, confront villains, and, in the end, overcome peril to win. The comedy was overlaid on this plot: funny dialogue, absurd situations, odd characters, and slapstick.

	It must have been challenging for the writers to squeeze as much humor as possible into a 25-minute spy movie. But somehow, they did. Every week. For five years.

	What’s the fascination with secret agents? 

	One thing we love—certainly the part I, a kid, liked best—is Things That Are Not What They Seem To Be. Spies used gadgets. The gadgets were concealed. The olive in a martini could be a plastic transmitter, the toothpick an antenna. Our affection for hidden devices was fed by tales of Cold War espionage—and, I would imagine, by reading 20 years of stories about the concealed cameras, maps, codes and weapons developed for operatives of the O.S.S. and the S.O.E. in World War II.

	Remember the Simon and Garfunkel song “America?” Watching the other passengers on a long Greyhound bus ride?

	She said the man in the gabardine suit was a spy.

	I said “Be careful! His bow tie is really a camera!”

	Spy shows had accustomed all of us to the possibility of hidden gadgets.

	We see this phenomenon depicted in the very first scene of Get Smart’s first episode. In a symphony hall, an orchestra is playing to an elegantly dressed audience.

	Suddenly, a telephone rings. It goes on ringing.

	Everyone looks around for the phone. It is nowhere to be seen. One man looks uncomfortable.

	He rises, moving past other concert-goers in his row. He reaches the aisle, walks to the exit.

	Outside, he strides down a corridor. The ringing continues. The camera tilts down, focused on his feet.

	He opens a door. It’s a broom closet. He enters, closing the door.

	He removes his shoe. We learn that his shoe is a phone.

	“This is Smart. Maxwell Smart. Agent 86. Hello, Chief? Max. What’s up?”

	That’s how Mel Brooks and Buck Henry introduce their hero.

	The shoe phone was Brooks’s idea. It was destined to become an ongoing gag, indeed the signature gimmick of the show. Imagine an agent who secretly carried a phone. He could communicate anywhere, any time. Wouldn’t that be cool? Mel Brooks, seeing deeply, became aware of the drawbacks.

	(The irony has been pointed out endlessly that, decades later, we would all need to worry about our phones ringing in a concert hall. Or church. Or classroom.)

	For his part, Buck Henry conceived another unforgettable device the agents of CONTROL would use. (You’ve been waiting for this since the beginning of my article.) When particularly deep secrets were to be discussed, Max would insist on using the Cone of Silence. The Chief seemed reluctant to employ it. Viewers would soon learn why.

	The Cone of Silence was an elaborate plexiglass structure that would descend from the ceiling to envelop Max and the Chief. No sound would escape to reach the ears of enemy listeners. Unfortunately, mighty little sound reached Max or the Chief, either. Max could not hear the Chief’s words through the transparent dome around his head, nor could the Chief hear Max through the dome around his head. They found themselves shouting secrets, in a comic struggle to make themselves understood. Finally the Chief would raise the Cone of Silence, though nothing had been accomplished.

	The Cone, too, recurred in episode after episode, with variations each time as the writers milked the dysfunctional contraption for yet another gag.

	Mel Brooks left Get Smart not long after it started; he is credited as co-author on the pilot, “Mr. Big,” and two other episodes, “Our Man in Leotards” (which I particularly recommend; Immobilo, a paralyzing drug, becomes the source of many jokes), and “Survival of the Fattest.” Meanwhile, Buck Henry became story editor. He shepherded Get Smart’s writers through the first two seasons as it blossomed into a well-rated show, garnering a few Emmy Awards for its cast and writers. Then he, too, departed.

	Their names, though, appear in the opening credits of every single episode, as massive doors slam shut on the words “Created by Buck Henry and Mel Brooks.” Having a successful TV series on the air gave them a bit of financial security and creative breathing room. Buck Henry worked on his screenplay The Graduate. Mel Brooks began developing a film of his own, The Producers, about which, I have little doubt, you will find discussion elsewhere in this issue of Journey Planet. 

	And somewhere, likely at this moment, someone is watching Maxwell Smart and Agent 99 battling the Forces of Evil once again, as they achieve another victory for the Forces of Niceness.

	 

	 

	 


The Spy Who Came in Through the Phone Booth: How Get Smart Influenced a Generation

	Julie Barrett

	 

	In 1965 I wanted a shoe phone—and would you believe I got it? Would you believe a walkie-talkie stuffed inside a sneaker? How about a busted flip-flop? I made a lot of faux calls with that flip-flop.

	The shoe phone is the best-remembered gadget from Get Smart, the spy spoof created by Mel Books and Buck Henry. The 1960’s were awash with spies and their gadgets. The world was awash in spies: We had had James Bond, The Avengers, and a host of other espionage movies and novels. The time was right for a spoof, and Mel Brooks had an idea: How about a spy who is a perfect idiot? A spy named Smart, who clearly was not, and yet, inadvertently saved the day because he was such a complete idiot? Genius!

	What did I know about genius? I was young, but already a bit jaded. Situation comedies—at least the ones I was allowed to watch—consisted of one family after another, each show with a slightly different twist. Get Smart was different. What I did know was that it was just the crazy kind of humor that appealed to a kid like me, a budding klutz with a growing collection of scars from various mishaps. The hero was bumbling, but he always came out on top. 

	Part of this genius was flipping the trope. Instead of being the sidekick, the incompetent fool was front and center, with long-suffering, competent people in supporting roles. Chief and Agent 99 were there to provide the dose of normality to offset Maxwell Smart’s earnest but outlandish enthusiasm for the job. Agent 99 flipped yet another trope. Here was a smart, competent, beautiful woman who was not stuck in the kitchen with her perfect hair, perfect dress, and perfect apron. Unlike her British counterpart Emma Peel, she was more relatable. A girl in America could grow up to be Agent 99.

	The zany gadgets—most of which didn’t work as the audience expected—were also key to the show’s success. Brooks invented the shoe phone. He noted in several interviews that once during a meeting a phone was ringing and they couldn’t figure out which one to answer, so he pulled off his shoe and answered it! The Cone of Silence (invented by Henry) was another absurdity. When it was lowered over the partisans, the audience—and sometimes people in the room—could hear what was going on, but the people talking couldn’t hear each other! Almost every episode featured some sort of bizarre gizmo, and in a satire of Bond’s Q Division, there was even a lab where they were all devised and tested, which gave Smart more opportunities to bungle up the works. 

	A real fan favorite gadget wasn’t really a gadget. It was Hymie, the KAOS robot that CONTROL captured and reprogrammed. Hymie had been programmed to take orders literally, which meant that metaphors were beyond him. When told to kill the light, he took out his gun and shot it. When told to grab a waiter, he picked up a waiter and brought him to Max. And yet, he could occasionally show emotion, although in a completely robotic way. 

	Some of the catchphrases from Get Smart have entered our lexicon “Would you believe…,” “sorry about that, Chief,” and “missed it by that much” are still in use sixty years later. 

	Mel Brooks left the show after the first season to work on The Producers and Buck Henry left to work on The Graduate (starring Brooks’s wife Anne Bancroft) after the second season.  The show managed to maintain its quirky humor for three more seasons and is still available for streaming and in occasional cable reruns.

	Get Smart was my generation’s introduction to Mel Brooks. I do not regret a single laugh, and will not in the future, I am certain.

	Though in 1967 the one gadget I really wanted was a Star Trek communicator. Would you believe…

	Notable Get Smart cameos

	 

	Of course, Bernie Kopell appeared as Siegfried 14 times over the course of the series, but many other actors who were either well known, or became famous later, made appearances.  Perhaps the strangest combination is a scene in Part II of “To Sire, with Love” which featured Don Adams, James Caan, and Don Rickles.

	 

	
		
				Actor

				Role

				Episode(s)

		

		
				Ian Abercrombie

				Sergeant Poole

				House of Max (Parts I and II)

		

		
				Steve Allen

				Prime Minister’s Aide

				The Mild Ones

		

		
				Barbara Bain

				Alma

				KAOS in CONTROL

		

		
				Billy Barty

				Marco/Upper Gemini

				Ironhand/Hello, Columbus–Goodbye, America

		

		
				Milton Berle

				Desk Clerk

				Don’t Look Back

		

		
				Shelley Berman

				Elwood Box

				Classification: Dead

		

		
				Joey Bishop

				Guard

				Viva Smart

		

		
				Ernest Borgnine

				TV Viewer

				The Little Black Book (Part II)

		

		
				Victor Buono

				Hannibal Day

				Moonlighting Becomes You

		

		
				Carol Burnett

				Ozark Annie

				One of Our Olives Is Missing

		

		
				James Caan

				Rupert of Rathskeller

				To Sire, with Love (Parts I and II)

		

		
				Jimmy Carson

				Special Guest Conductor/Herald

				Aboard the Orient Express/The King Lives?

		

		
				Broderick Crawford

				C. Errol Madre

				The Treasure of C. Errol Madre

		

		
				Robert Culp

				Waiter

				Die, Spy (an I Spy spoof)

		

		
				Bill Dana

				Man on Street/Agent Quigley

				Supersonic Boom/Ice Station Siegfried

		

		
				Richard Deacon

				Internship Doctor

				And Baby Marks Four (Part II)

		

		
				Phyllis Diller

				Maxwell Smart

				Pheasant Under Glass

		

		
				Dana Elcar

				Kruger

				And Baby Makes Four (Parts I and II)

		

		
				Jamie Farr

				Musician

				The Impossible Mission

		

		
				June Foray

				Doll/Bus Station Announcer/Imposter 99’s real voice

				Valerie of the Dolls/And Baby Makes Four (Part II), And Only Two Ninety-Nine

		

		
				Mary Frann

				Stewardess

				Snoopy Smart vs. the Red Baron

		

		
				Jack Gilford

				Simon the Likeable

				And Baby Makes Four (Parts I and II)

		

		
				Arlene Golonka

				Zelda

				The Little Black Book (Parts I and II)

		

		
				Harold Gould

				Hans Hunter

				Island of the Darned

		

		
				Farley Granger

				Billet

				Supersonic Boom

		

		
				Buddy Hackett

				Wilbur

				Maxwell Smart, Private Eye

		

		
				Jonathan Harris

				The Ambassador

				How Green Was My Valet

		

		
				Hugh Hefner

				Control Agent in Elevator

				The Treasure of C. Errol Madre

		

		
				Bob Hope

				Room Service Attendant

				99 Loses Control

		

		
				Conrad Janis

				Victor

				My Nephew the Spy

		

		
				Gordon Jump

				Hobson/Hobson/Agent 51/Man in Cab

				The Only Way to Die/Casablanca/The Greatest Spy on Earth/Maxwell Smart, Private Eye

		

		
				Ted Knight

				KAOS Agent/Hans Frome

				Stakeout on Blue Mist Mountain/Pussycats Galore

		

		
				Martin Landau

				Maxwell Smart

				Pheasant Under Glass

		

		
				Jerry Maren

				Lower Gemini

				Hello, Columbus–Goodbye, America

		

		
				Kenneth Mars

				Tom Orlando

				A Man Called Smart (Part III)

		

		
				Al Molinaro

				Agent 44

				Iron Hand/Ice Station Siegfried

		

		
				Julie Newmar

				Ingrid

				The Laser Blazer

		

		
				Leonard Nimoy

				Stryker

				The Dead Spy Scrawls

		

		
				Pat Paulsen

				Ace Weems

				The Mess of Adrian Listenger

		

		
				Regis Philbin

				Man

				The Hot Line

		

		
				Tom Poston

				Dr. Zharko

				Shock It to Me

		

		
				Vincent Price

				Jarvis Pym

				Is This Trip Necessary?

		

		
				Don Rickles

				Sid Krimm/Guard

				The Little Black Book (Parts I and II)/To Sire, with Love (Part II)

		

		
				Cesar Romero

				Kinsey Krispen

				The Reluctant Redhead

		

		
				Avery Schreiber

				Oleg

				The Worst Best Man

		

		
				Larry Storch

				The Groovy Guru

				The Groovy Guru

		

		
				Vic Tayback

				Popov/Jamal

				Maxwell Smart, Alias Jimmy Ballantine/Appointment in Sahara

		

		
				Danny Thomas

				Man on the Street

				That Old Gang of Mine

		

		
				Fred Willard

				Lundy

				A Tale of Two Tails

		

		
				Dick Wilson

				Creevley/Jeweler

				Perils in a Pet Shop/Diamonds Are a Spy’s Best Friend

		

	

	 

	 


“The film is unmatched in the scenes featuring Mostel and Wilder alone together, and several episodes with other actors are truly rare.” Variety 12/31/1967

	Mel Brooks and The Producers

	Daniel M. Kimmel

	 

	In 1977 the National Society of Film Critics published a collection of essays on comedy movies. It contained a section where several critics sounded off on the two top comic filmmakers of the day, Woody Allen and Mel Brooks. It made sense to compare them because both were known for making broad spoofs. Allen’s work at the time included Bananas and Sleeper, while Brooks had had major hits with Blazing Saddles and Young Frankenstein. It was a comparison that would soon be out of date. Starting with Annie Hall, Allen shifted from slapstick to character driven stories, while Brooks largely continued with parodies like High Anxiety and Spaceballs.

	As a fan of both, it seems unfortunate that Brooks didn’t follow suit. His parodies produced diminishing returns so that by the time one gets to Robin Hood: Men in Tights and Dracula: Dead and Loving It, they were more like concepts for a potentially funny movie rather than something you’d want to endure more than once. So when asked to contribute to this celebration of Brooks’s centennial year I offered to write about my own favorite—a movie that I have seen more times than I can remember—his very first feature film, The Producers.

	Brooks had come up through the ranks, working in the fabled Borscht Belt (New York’s Catskills resort area) and getting his big break as one of the writers on Sid Caesar’s Your Show of Shows in the 1950s. In the 1960s, Brooks floundered for a bit, looking for his next step. He won an Oscar for the 1963 animated short “The Critic,” and then scored by creating the spy spoof Get Smart with Buck Henry. But what he really wanted to do was make movies.

	He wrote a script with the very uncommercial title of Springtime for Hitler and spent three years trying to interest some studio or producer to let him make it. Producer Sidney Glazier recalled Brooks coming into his office and acting out the entire movie. “I was drinking my coffee in a paper cup and I began to laugh. I began to choke,” recalled Glazier. “My sides hurt when he finished.” Film distributor Joseph E. Levine agreed to finance it but insisted the title would have to be changed.  (Not an unusual problem for filmmakers with a sense of humor. The original title Allen wanted for Annie Hall was Anhedonia.)

	The premise was that once great Broadway producer Max Bialystock has fallen on hard times. (“I’m wearing a cardboard belt,” he whines.) He’s reduced to seducing wealthy little old ladies to get them to invest in his latest productions which invariably flop. Enter nebbish accountant Leo Bloom to examine his books, and who makes an interesting discovery. Max turned a small profit on his last play because he raised more money than he spent on it. Leo points out—as “a little academic accounting theory”—that it would be possible to make more money with a flop than a hit. If Max raised, say, a million dollars for a play but spent only $60,000 and it then closed on opening night, assuming he was dishonest he could simply keep the rest.

	That’s the premise for all that follows. They have to find the worst possible play. Max rejects one about a man who turns into a cockroach as “too good.” (In fact, it’s an adaptation of Kafka’s Metamorphosis.) Finally they find Franz Liebkind’s Springtime for Hitler: A Gay Romp with Adolf and Eva at Berchtesgaden. They proceed to raise the money for it with Max eventually asking how much they’ve sold. Leo explains that you can only sell 100% of anything but somehow he’s managed to sell 25,000% of the show. If it’s a success they’ll be caught because they won’t be able to pay the backers, so to ensure it will fail they hire the worst director and the worst actors.

	Even if you’ve never seen the movie (or the subsequent musical version which Brooks co-wrote) you can anticipate where this is going. The opening number is so offensive people start walking out but then the casting of the drug-addled Lorenzo St. Dubois—”My friends call me L.S.D.”—turns it into an unexpected comedy smash. Now they’re in real trouble, leading to a “here we go again” ending with Max, Leo, and Franz in prison readying a new production.

	As the film’s director, Brooks was still learning the ropes. He was much more confident behind the camera by the time he got to Young Frankenstein. Here he’s more of a traffic cop, staging a series of set pieces. The casting is so perfect, though, that you don’t mind. Zero Mostel and Gene Wilder had just the right chemistry as Max and Leo. Mostel was a larger than life figure whose early movie career was cut short by the Hollywood blacklist. He made his way back through the theater, playing a man who turns into a jungle beast in Rhinoceros and becoming a major Broadway star in A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum and Fiddler on the Roof. Wilder was at the start of what would become a prolific career, at this point having done some plays and appearing in a memorable small role in Bonnie and Clyde.

	As a relative unknown, Wilder was told he’d have to audition with Mostel, which Wilder hated having to do. When he showed up, Mostel came over as if to shake his hand and instead planted a big kiss right on his lips. Wilder forgot how nervous he was, did some scenes with Mostel, and got the part. “He always took care of me,” said Wilder. “I loved him. He looked after me as if I were a baby sparrow.”

	That gets to the heart of their on-screen relationship as well. Leo will “bloom” under Max’s tutelage, teaching him to grasp life and enjoy it rather than hiding behind a desk counting other people’s money. The long sequence where Max seduces Leo into the scheme culminates at the fountain at Lincoln Center. As the music builds Leo finally agrees shouting, “I want everything I’ve ever seen in the movies,” as the fountain bursts forth in an orgasmic rush.

	Critics and audiences initially had mixed reactions to the film. Andrew Sarris found it offensive that two ostensibly Jewish characters would try to make money off of musical about Hitler. Roger Ebert recalled being on an elevator with Brooks and his wife, actress Anne Bancroft, when another woman got on, recognized Brooks and told him she had seen “The Producers” and found it impossibly vulgar. Brooks replied, “Lady, it rose below vulgarity.”

	Although not a hit, it did find an appreciative audience, including the voters for that year’s Oscars, where it beat out 2001: A Space Odyssey for Best Original Screenplay. Brooks came to the stage and said, “I’ll just say what’s in my heart—ba-bump, ba-bump, ba-bump.”

	Brooks’s movie career eventually spiraled downward, but he enjoyed a tremendous success late in life when the musical version of “The Producers” opened on Broadway and became a smash hit, collecting an armload of Tony Awards, and even making the cover of The New Yorker. On the cover Hitler is depicted grimacing while sitting in a theater as the people around him are laughing and applauding. Nathan Lane, who had taken on the role of Max, reached out to the magazine to see if it was possible to buy the original art. 

	It was not. It had already been sold…to Anne Bancroft who purchased it for Mel.

	 

	 


“Hilarious. Almost as funny as some politicians.” Spiro Agnew

	Long one of my favorite Mel Brooks films and one of his few films to be adapted from a pre-existing property. Very different from his other work, when I found a used copy of Ilf and Petrov’s original novel at a farmer’s market bookstall in Grantham, England, I snatched it up. Although Brooks’s version is a dark comedy, it did not prepare for the bleakness of the ending of the original novel. While I did eventually acquire a copy of the novel’s sequel, The Little Golden Calf, I have yet to read it.

	The Twelve Chairs

	Jeff Cohen

	 

	In 1970, three years after his first feature film (The Producers), Mel Brooks tried something a little different, and it is probably his most underrated film. 

	The Twelve Chairs was a (very loose) adaptation of a 1928 Russian novel called (surprise!) The Twelve Chairs by Ilf and Petrov. It stars Ron Moody, Frank Langella, and Dom DeLuise, with a small role for Mel himself, and it just about broke even at the box office, and was largely forgotten. 

	It’s a mistake to overlook it.

	The movie isn’t as flat-out a farce as what came before it or after (the next movie was Blazing Saddles, and then Mel became the parody king). Its characters have heart, and dark sides, and surprising depth. 

	The Twelve Chairs starts with a farcical premise: about a decade after the Russian Revolution, a petty official in a small village (Moody, playing Ippolit Matveyevich Vorobyaninov, and there’ll be a test on this later) discovers from his dying mother-in-law that when the Soviet Union was formed, his wife’s family fortune, in jewels, was sewn into the cushion of a dining room chair, which was then confiscated by the government anyway. He decides to find the chair and reclaim the jewels.

	But as soon as he travels to his former mansion (where he finds Tikon, his old servant, played by Mel, who’s hilarious), he encounters a drifter and con artist named Bender (Langella), and it’s not long before the two of them are in a reluctant partnership to find the jewels.

	And the local priest (DeLuise, if you can believe it) has heard the deceased woman’s confession and he knows about the chair, too. Bender finds a way to send him on a wild goose chase to Siberia, and DeLuise is pretty much in a different movie than everyone else. “Over-the-top” doesn’t begin to describe it. It’s probably his best film performance.

	The chase takes them from the mansion, where eleven of the original chairs start out, to a theatrical troupe on a ship where Vorobyaninov is drafted into playing a role, which he botches immediately and gets them thrown out, to Yalta, to a railroad yard where one chair was lost, and so on. It ends at a museum. You can guess how that goes.

	Given that it’s Mel’s second film, the composition of the shots and the performances he gets are remarkable. There are scenes that border on human drama. At one point Bender suggests that Vorobyaninov fall to the ground and fake having epilepsy in an attempt to get the locals to provide him with some funds they need.

	Vorobyaninov is appalled at the idea, having fallen from a position of aristocracy to his current low position as a clerk and now, as a desperate adventurer. He refuses to join into this ruse, and tells Bender, “There never has been, and never will be, a Vorobyaninov who begs!”

	Bender, who has been living by his wits and is essentially homeless, slaps his companion. “I’ve begged all my life!” he shouts. 

	Vorobyaninov falls to the ground in a fake seizure.

	But as you might expect, the comedy rules the day. Moody becomes more and more dyspeptic as the movie goes on, adding tics and snarls as he keeps getting this close to the chairs only to have them elude him again and again. Langella has more dignity but fewer scruples, so Bender’s talents as a con artist come in handy. 

	It’s an accomplished film for a second-time director (or anyone else). Hard to know why it didn’t catch on with the public, leading to a four-year hiatus until Mel pretty much pulled off a comedy miracle, delivering Blazing Saddles and Young Frankenstein both in 1974. Maybe people didn’t think Russians were funny in 1970. Maybe they hadn’t actually found The Producers yet and didn’t know who this Mel Brooks guy was. Maybe they thought it was an art-house movie, because it never really got a wide release. 

	But if you look at The Twelve Chairs today—and you should—you’ll find a small comic masterpiece, a director not yet making fun of other movies, a cast that was game and fearless, and even a title song (“Hope For the Best, Expect the Worst”) that might be one of the best Mel ever wrote, even if he did steal a lot of the melody from Brahms. 

	In another universe, it would have made a wonderful second Broadway musical for Mel. After all, he already had one song written.

	But maybe there’s still time. For Mel Brooks, age 100 means only that he has 1900 years to go.

	 


“It appears that no one ever told Mel Brooks that you can have too much of a good thing, because in Blazing Saddles, he piles on outrageously funny gags until they aren’t funny anymore...And it’s a shame, because Blazing Saddles could have been an unquestionable masterpiece if Brooks had managed to retain control over it” Jerry Renninger, The Palm Beach Post, April 10, 1974

	Blazing Saddles is, of course, the movie that launched Brooks’s anno mirabilis of 1974, which ended with the release of Young Frankenstein. I’ve always loved it. When people talk about the writers of the film, they always mention Brooks and Richard Pryor, who was originally intended to play Bart, but couldn’t get studio approval. The other three screenwriters were Norman Steinberg, Andrew Bergman, and Alan Uger. Bergman came up with the original concept for the film. He went on to work on The In-Laws and The Freshman. Uger was a dentist who went on the write for Family Ties. His writing partner, Norman Steinberg, who went on to write one of my favorite television series, Doctor, Doctor.

	Blazing Saddles, An Appreciation of Mel Brooks, Richard Pryor and Cleavon Little (with Special Guest Star Louis Gossett, Jr.) 

	Chris Barkley

	 

	The Oxford English Dictionary defines the word “cinephile” as “a film lover; a person who is enthusiastically interested in and knowledgeable about cinema; a cineaste.”

	Over my nearly seven decades of travels around our sun, I have seen thousands of films. Last year, I was sent a thick annual film catalog from Critic’s Choice, one of the largest outlets still offering DVDs and Blu-ray movies. 

	Just for kicks, I decided to count the number of movies they offered that I had seen in their entirety…and I stopped an hour later after I passed 1,200.

	So, by my own extrapolated count, I have seen several thousand movies.

	And so, you may ask, what was that one, singular, fantastic film that set a young child’s brain on fire to a lifetime pursuit of paying attention to who starred, wrote, directed and made movies?

	Well, it was a western.

	But it was not Blazing Saddles. 

	But it was a film that made me appreciate what Blazing Saddles came to be, a searing parody of westerns we are still privileged to see and enjoy fifty-two years later.

	On a fine, lazy summer afternoon in 1967, before my eleventh birthday, I was lounging in the living room, watching our brand new color television.

	I spent those summers soaking up as much screen time as I could because watching TV was somewhat restricted during the school year, mostly movies. The earliest film I remember seeing back then was Lilies of the Field (1963), which, I recall vividly, our family went to see at the Twin Drive-In Theater, which had a double sided screen (“If you don’t like the movie on one screen, just drive around to the other side!”).

	Since I was too young to take in the significance of the drama (and Sidney Poitier’s Academy Award winning performance), it made absolutely no impact on me whatsoever. 

	The following summer, my mother and father treated me and my three other siblings to a showing of Mary Poppins, which absolutely did have an impact on me; the combination of live action hijinks, and snappy, memorable tunes (“Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious” and “Let’s Go Fly a Kite” in particular) propelled my mind into taking movies more seriously.

	And while I was impelled to watch more movies, especially on television, I was not inclined to know more about them. 

	That changed that afternoon when I watched Night Passage, a 1957 western starring two actual WWII heroes, James Stewart (an Academy Award winning actor, a WWII decorated bomber pilot, and squadron leader) and Audie Murphy (the most highly decorated Army combat veteran of WWII) who began an acting career in 1949.

	I remember watching Night Passage alone; and while I had seen and enjoyed movies before then, I found myself incredibly riveted by the story.

	Stewart played Grant McLaine, an ex-railroad detective hired to deliver a payroll to the end of the line. Bandits have been stealing the previous payrolls and the unpaid workers are set to strike. The wrinkle is that one of the train robbers is the Utica Kid, Murphy’s character, who also happens to be McLaine’s younger brother! And caught between them is the character I identified with, Joey (child acting prodigy Brandon deWilde who was nominated for an Oscar for his role in the 1951 western classic, Shane) who, being young and impressionable, was teetering between siding with the good man McClain and the amoral Kid.

	Looking back, it was not only suspenseful and action packed, it was also the very first time I felt emotionally invested in the outcome of the story. 

	After seeing this film (which I still highly recommend after all of these years), I began paying attention to who the actors were in films. But learning about actors was only the beginning; a year after my foray in film, I also learned about directors, writers, producers, cinematographers, film editors, art direction, and other essential elements of the filmmaking process. And after seeing a few hundred films, I also started to evaluate them critically as well.

	And what a time it was to begin to be immersed in film; it was the decade that saw the beginning of an American cinema renaissance that roughly began with Bonnie and Clyde, The Graduate, and Point Blank and ended in 1976 with All the President’s Men, Taxi Driver, and Network.

	It was also the period of time when Mel Brooks, Richard Pryor, and Cleavon Little became a prominent part of my film education.

	In the beginning of 1974, 1 was sixteen years old. My parents wisely decided that I was definitely not going to apply for college at San Francisco State University (of which, I reasoned, was about as far away from my parents and Cincinnati that I could get at the time) and the logical (and cost-efficient choice) was going to be the University of Cincinnati.

	The only decision I had any choice about was my major, which was going to be Broadcasting and Film.

	My appetite for the types of film I wanted to see had vastly changed. I had devolved into classics like Buster Keaton’s The General, Citizen Kane, Stagecoach, and The Third Man. Also, being a horny teenager, I was not above seeking out foreign films like Blow Up, Pier Paolo Pasolini’s The Decameron, and any number of other European art house films.

	I knew of Mel Brooks for being the co-creator (with Buck Henry) of the NBC James Bondian spy spoof, Get Smart. “No one had ever done a show about an idiot before. I decided to be the first,” Brooks said in 1965. 

	 In his very first film effort, The Producers, Mel Brooks won the Oscar for Best Original Screenplay. And with that, his career took off. 

	Brooks bankrolled that critical success directly to his next film, 1970’s The Twelve Chairs, which, as you will read elsewhere, failed to find an audience or a profit, but shines today as his bona fide cult classic.

	Meanwhile, a screenwriter named Andrew Bergman was shopping around an original script outline called Tex-X (a play on Malcolm X), a satirical farce about a contemporary black man interacting as a sheriff in the 1870’s. A studio deal was put together with Alan Arkin directing and starring Broadway heavyweight James Earl Jones in the lead role. 

	But, as it happens with alarming frequency in Hollywood (and elsewhere, too) the deal eventually could not gain any traction and Bergman and his script became free agents. 

	Somehow, the script landed in Mel Brooks’s hands and was immediately taken with the idea of taking Bergman’s idea and strapping it to a Saturn V. 

	Among the first things to go was the original title, Tex-X, and replaced with the working title of Black Bart (who, as it happens, was also the name of an American “gentleman bandit” who specialized in robbing Wells Fargo payrolls in the Old West).

	And Black Bart turned out to be a temporary title; Brooks was showering one morning when he was struck by an inspiration to changing into Blazing Saddles. Upon emerging from the bathroom, he excitedly told his wife, Anne Bancroft, of his revelation. Bancroft nodded sagely and agreed with him.

	Brooks put together a deal at Warner Brothers studios and, with Bergman attached as a co-writer and assembled a team to re-write his script: Alan Unger (a future writer/producer of TV’s Family Ties), Norman Steinberg (My Favorite Year, Johnny Dangerously) and an up-and-coming actor and stand-up comedian named Richard Pryor. 

	Pryor, who began his career in the early 1960s as a stand-up comedian in the mode of that era’s preeminent comic Bill Cosby, had an “epiphany” about his place in the white dominated world of entertainment in 1967 while performing in Las Vegas. He subsequently became radicalized by the burgeoning black power and counterculture movement on the west coast.

	By the following year, he was sharpening his act to include cutting social commentary and profane language, including the liberal use of the “N word.” He was also a frequent guest performer on network TV shows like The Wild, Wild West, Studio 67, The Young Lawyers, The Mod Squad, The Partridge Family, and supporting roles in The Busy Body, Wild in the Streets, Carter’s Army, and Lady Sings the Blues.

	Well aware of Pryor’s writing abilities, Brooks and his collaborators spent several weeks deconstructing and reformatting the plot and structure of the script. Pryor reportedly left after the first draft was finished and was credited with most of Mongo’s, an antagonistic character’s, development. 

	And, for a brief period, it looked as though Pryor would be playing the lead in the film but that was not to be; at the time it was reported that Warner Brothers had doubts that he could carry the film and was also worried about his reliability as an actor and insurability over alleged excessive drug and alcohol use. And for decades, that was the official story…

	But, as recently as 2013, several sources claimed that ultimately, it was Brooks who ultimately nixed the idea of Pryor playing Bart because he thought that his charismatic persona would overwhelm him and the rest of the film. Whether Pryor would have or not is a moot point. The historic fact is that he went on to have a rather decidedly successful, if uneven, career as a recording artist, stand-up comedian and on film and television.

	Richard Pryor died of heart failure in December 2005.

	Cleavon Little was coming off the cancellation of a two season medical comedy Temperature’s Rising playing an smart mouthed physician when Mel Brooks asked him to test out for the role of Bart. He was a graduate of the American Academy of Dramatic Arts in New York City and named the best actor in his class in 1967.

	Little split time between playing supporting roles on film and TV, Vanishing Point, Cotton Comes To Harlem, All In the Family, and The Waltons series pilot) and critical acclaimed roles on Broadway (Scuba Duba, Jimmy Shine, and Purlie, for which he was given the Drama Desk Award and the Tony Award for Best Actor in a Musical).

	Upon meeting Little, Brooks found that he not only got along with him but Little also had the comedic chops to handle anything Brooks and the script could throw at him.

	But, as stellar as Little was in the role of Bart, it was a shame that he never headlined another feature film or television show after Blazing Saddles. He was cast in supporting roles including, ironically enough, opposite Richard Pryor in the 1977 bio-pic about black NASCAR pioneer Wendell Scott, FM, Once Bitten, Toy Soldiers, and Scavenger Hunt. There were a few more well regarded forays back on Broadway; The Resurrection of Lady Lester in which he portrayed jazz icon Lester Young and I’m Not Rappaport with Judd Hirsch.

	But Cleavon Little did receive a high honor late in his career; in 1989 he received an Emmy Award for Outstanding Guest Actor in a Comedy Series (Dear John), for portraying Tony Larkin, a closeted gay man in a therapy group. His fellow nominees were Robert Picardo, Jack Gilford, Leslie Nielsen, and Sammy Davis Jr.

	Cleavon Little died of colon cancer in September of 1992.

	It has been said that if a film script can be considered the foundation and the producer and director are the roof, the cast, and the chemistry they generate throughout the production, are the walls. 

	Having found his leading man, Brooks hoped to stack the deck in his favor by seeking out two key roles, a washed up gunslinger, the Waco Kid and Lili Von Shtupp, a German femme fatale.

	Legend has it that Brooks approached The Duke, film icon John Wayne, in the Warner Brothers commissary and offered him the role on the spot. Wayne requested a copy of the script and Brooks obliged.

	Since pre-preduction on the film started in mid-1972, Brooks must have known that Wayne was not only an arch-conservative in his political views but a virulent racist, as evidenced by his infamous May 1971 Playboy Interview. 

	In one of his milder rebukes, John Wayne was quoted as saying:

	“Our so-called stealing of this country from (Native Americans) was just a matter of survival. There were great numbers of people who needed new land, and the Indians were selfishly trying to keep it for themselves.”

	Still, Brooks sought Wayne’s casting because he was still something of a box office draw at this late stage of his career and probably thought it would be hilarious to have a racist co-star in an anti-racist satire of westerns.

	Unfortunately for Brooks (and fortunately for us), Wayne wasn’t taking the bait. He declined stating that the script was too ribald for his family-oriented image, but assured Brooks that “he would be the first one in line to see it.” 

	Brooks then turned to Dan Dailey, a song and dance film star of the 1940s and 1950s, who exuded the weathered look of an aging, alcoholic gunman. But, after reading the script, he also declined.

	Undeterred, Brooks then cast an actual alcoholic actor, Oscar winner Gig Young (Best Supporting Actor, 1969, They Shoot Horses, Don’t They?). But that, too, went awry, in the worst way; Young was fired by Brooks after he collapsed on set during his very first scene, where the Waco Kid first meets Bart when hanging upside down in the jailhouse cell.

	But, as luck would have it, Gene Wilder, who was co-writing Brook’s next project1, Young Frankenstein, had expressed interest in being cast against type as a cowboy. Brooks had Wilder flown in from New York the very next day after Gig Young was fired. 

	And, after all, Brooks must have mused, what could be more subversive than casting a Jewish actor as a deadly Old West gunsel? 

	Gene Wilder died in August of 2016 from complications of Alzheimer’s disease.

	(As an aside, it would have been fascinating to see how Blazing Saddles would have turned out or better or worse if Richard Pryor had been cast as Bart. Because not only would their creative dynamic lead to the 1976 box office hit Silver Streak, but four more feature film collaborations over the decades.)

	(AND, I was gobsmacked to learn that the film that Brooks and Wilder’s Young Frankenstein was released in the same year as Blazing Saddles, on December 15th, which is something I find incredibly remarkable.) 

	For the role of the German seductress Lili Von Shtupp, Brooks chose Madeline Kahn, but only after demanding to see if her legs were comparable to another screen icon, Marlene Dietrich, whom she would be parodying. She relented, but warned Brooks, “No touching!” 

	However, Kahn had a problem; she had already been cast in Lucille Ball’s film adaptation of Mame in the pivotal role of Miss Gooch. Eager to join Brooks and his merry satirists, Kahn arranged to get herself fired (for “creative differences”) and signed on with Brooks shortly thereafter. 

	An accomplished singer and dancer on Broadway, Khan was also featured in the hit comedy film What’s Up Doc in 1972 and garnered an Oscar nomination for her role as a carnival showgirl Trixie Delight. She also had a long run of successful roles on film and television and was better known to a generation of TV viewers as Pauline, a neighbor on the long running American adaption of the UK sitcom, One Foot in the Grave.

	Madeline Kahn died of ovarian cancer in December of 1999. 

	And, while Blazing Saddles casting director, the late Nessa Hyams (1941–2026), certainly appreciated Brooks attempt to cast John Wayne, she did a stellar job of assembling an murderer’s row of comedic supporting actors: John Hillerman (Magnum PI), David Huddleston (Brian’s Song), Liam Dunn (Catch-22) Slim Pickens (Dr. Strangelove), Harvey Korman (The Carol Burnett Show), George Furth (co-author of the musical Company and Sleeper), Alex Karras (former NFL player, Paper Lion), Burton Gilliam (Paper Moon) and Dom Deluise (Fail Safe and Brook’s previous film, The Twelve Chairs).

	Mel Brooks also hammed it up by casting himself as the lecherous Governor Le Petomane, a Yiddish speaking Native-American chief in Bart’s backstory sequence, an aviator applicant to Hedley Lamarr’s raiding gang, and several uncredited voices.

	With a technical crew anchored by an expert adventure cinematographer Joseph Biroc (ASC), who lensed Tension At Table Rock, Forty Guns, and The Flight of the Phoenix among other films, principal photography began in March of 1973 and concluded in May.

	During production, actress Hedy Lamarr got wind of Harvey Korman’s character name, Hedley Lamarr, was the subject of a running joke in the film. Lamarr promptly sued for $100,000, stating that parodying her name infringed on her right to privacy.

	Incredibly amused, Brooks persuaded the studio to settle out of court (for a much lower amount) for “almost using her name.” He also included a verbal jab at Lamarr in the finished film when Brook’s Governor Le Petomane suggests to Hedley that since they were in the 1870s he could eventually sue Lamarr over his name.

	Once the film was finished in late 1973, a majority of the film executives saw nothing funny about what they viewed at the initial screening. 

	Many of the executives and the marketing department demanded several changes such as entirely removing the N word from the film, axing Lili Von Shtupp’s seduction of Bart, the excessive farting around the henchman’s campfire, and Mongo’s infamous punch to a horse.

	Brooks, who contractually had a final cut of the film, patiently explained that without the N word to express white characters utter disdain for Bart as a person, it would effectively neuter the entire film. And he steadfastly refused to remove other scenes and references the executives found grossly offensive. But, in a magnanimous gesture, he agreed to excise one line from the seduction scene, Bart’s reply to Lili’s amorous advances: 

	“I hate to disappoint you, ma’am, but you’re sucking my arm.”

	An unnamed head of distribution (whose name I could not find anywhere on the internet and believe me, I tried), exclaimed that the studio “should dump it and take a loss,” according to Brooks on a DVD commentary track the 40th anniversary edition in 2013. 

	But Warner Brother’s studio head John Calley played a hunch that there could be more that met the eye about Blazing Saddles. He ordered that the film have a limited release in New York City, Chicago, and Los Angeles, just to test the waters.

	And once it hit those theaters in February of 1974, the coast to coast word of mouth praising Blazing Saddles took off like a wind driven tumbleweed set on fire! 

	(Incidentally, there was no official record of John Wayne being first in line to see Blazing Saddles, or whether he ever saw it all.)

	While people were lining up around the block to see Blazing Saddles, the critical reception was rather mixed. The late Roger Ebert gave it 4 stars, calling it, “...a crazed grab bag of a movie that does everything to keep us laughing except hit us over the head with a rubber chicken. Mostly, it succeeds. It’s an audience picture; it doesn’t have a lot of classy polish and its structure is a total mess. But of course! What does that matter while Alex Karras is knocking a horse cold with a right cross to the jaw?”

	Ebert’s future At The Movies co-host, Gene Siskel mostly concurred, saying it was one of the funniest films of the year and, “Whenever the laughs begin to run dry, Brooks and his quartet of gag writers splash about in a pool of obscenities that score belly laughs if your ears aren’t sensitive and if you’re hip to western movie conventions being parodied.”

	And then there were killjoys like Gary Arnold of The Washington Post who wrote, “ “Mel Brooks squanders a snappy title on a stockpile of stale jokes. To say that this slapdash Western spoof lacks freshness and spontaneity and originality is putting it mildly. Blazing Saddles is at once a messy and antiquated gag machine.

	The late film critic/curmudgeon John Simon also didn’t get it; he wrote, “All kinds of gags—chiefly anachronisms, irrelevancies, reverse ethnic jokes, and out and out vulgarities—are thrown together pell-mell, batted about insanely in all directions, and usually beaten into the ground.”

	A few days ago, I re-watched Blazing Saddles (the 30th Anniversary DVD) for the first time in several decades, with and without Mel Brooks commentary. 

	And in viewing it after so many years, I felt transported back to those days in high school when watching an R rated film like Blazing Saddles, felt more than seeing something naughty, if felt transcendent in a cultural sense.

	Growing up black in the 1970s wasn’t exactly a bed of roses for me or any other African-American for that matter. I felt first-hand the racism from strangers just for being black and scorn from my fellow students at (the then all male) Purcell High School for daring to be more intellectual and questioning the societal and political norms of the times.

	Blazing Saddles offered me a ninety-three minute oasis from the absurdity of the modern world’s problems and heartily laughing at Mel Brook’s satirical skewering of western films and modern morals. 

	And believe me, there’s nothing that beats a sight gag of the Count Basie Orchestra playing “April In Paris” in the desert as Bart, dressed in the finest western finery, rides confidently towards his destiny in Rock Ridge. 

	And, hearing the N word out loud after so many years, felt quite strange to me. But, even in hearing it in comedic context, I can once again feel how corrosive a word it truly is. 

	Saying it today, in any sort of context, is incredibly out of vogue today and it should be. But I find myself making an exception for this, and a few other select films of that time period such as In The Heat of the Night, The French Connection, Shaft, and a smattering of other seminal films of that time because they were emblematic of an era when filmmakers were throwing off the shackles of conformity, for themselves and for those who would watch, listen and follow. 

	It is not above criticism today; its treatment of women and gay men hasn’t aged well but, I still feel as though its benefits still outweigh those deficits.

	There was one other curio on the 30th Anniversary that I’d like to share with you…

	In the wake of Blazing Saddles’s financial success, Warner Brothers was desperate to mount (as it were) a sequel as soon as possible. Brooks had already moved on to film Young Frankenstein with Gene Wilder and he had no interest in repeating himself. 

	Warner Brothers did have an option; they could retain the rights to make a sequel without Brook’s permission if they produce a television series within six months of the film’s release.

	So, Warner Brothers manufactured (and I use that term quite literally) a Blazing Saddles television pilot, which aired on CBS once, on April 4th, 1975. 

	I happened to be watching that evening, only out of the morbid curiosity of how Blazing Saddles could possibly be sanitized enough for network television.

	The answer? Not that well.

	Up and coming actor Louis Gossett, Jr. (who was soon to break out as a star in the Roots mini-series) starred as Bart, the black sheriff of a small Arizona town. Steve Landesberg (who would go on to co-star in Barney Miller for several seasons) was cast as “Reb Jordan,” a former Confederate soldier and Bart’s inept (and drunken) deputy.

	The pilot’s creator is solely credited to the original Blazing Saddles scribe, Andew Bergman, and boasted a top flight TV director and producer, Robert Butler (Star Trek, Hogan’s Heroes, I, Spy, Hawaii Five-O, and Columbo, among many other shows). It was written by Frank Shaw and Michael Elias, who, at the time, were journeyman comedy writers. 

	I wasn’t impressed fifty one years ago and I am even less impressed now. I hope everyone’s check cleared; enough said. 

	In the long run, Blazing Saddles, culturally speaking, has outlasted its harshest critics and has since been enshrined in America’s collective cinematic and cultural memory.

	Produced for $2.5 million dollars it has grossed nearly $120 million in ticket sales overall and who knows how much in VHS cassettes, DVDs, and Blu-ray editions.

	Blazing Saddles earned three Academy Award nominations for Best Song (Brooks for the lyrics, John Morris for the score), Best Film Editing (John C. Howard and Danford B. Greene), and Best Supporting Actress for Madeline Kahn side splitting performance. 

	The Writer’s Guild of America awarded Brooks, Pryor, Steinberg, Bergman, and Unger with the Best Comedy Written Directly for the Screen (1975). 

	It was also ranked Number 6 in the American Film Institute’s 100 Years, 100 Laughs rankings (2000), was added to the National Film Registry by the National Film Preservation Board in 2006, and was added to The Film Hall of Fame by The Online Film and Television Association in 2016.

	And, as for Mel Brooks, he is, as of the writing in mid-June of 2026, is still with us. He will turn one hundred years old on June 28th. 

	And he’s not done yet; a musical version of Blazing Saddles was announced ten years ago and may still be gestating even as we speak. He will be appearing next year in the very first film sequel he has ever authorized, Spaceballs II, as before, as the character he portrayed, Yogurt.

	One thing is certain, Mel Brooks has not yet entered that stretch limo to drive off into the sunset. And, if he has it his way, he never will.

	 

	 


How My Mother Stole Mel Brooks’s Spotlight

	Steve Davidson

	 

	If this little piece is to make any sense whatsoever, I must first explain my mother’s laugh. However, English as it is written, no matter how many onomatopoeias I might try as examples, is insufficient for the task. Perhaps one example from my college years will suffice to convey in some small, largely inaccurate and almost certainly in a wholly unsatisfying way, what her laugh was like.

	To set the scene: I was living at home while attending classes at my alma mater FDU (Fairly Ridiculous University, Florham-Madison campus) owing to the fact that the Dean of Students had deliberately left my name off of the applicant’s list for dorm space following my first sophomore semester. (Long story short: I was right, they were wrong: I had not yet learned that when it comes to power politics, truth often fails in the face of holding the keys. FYI: I still have not learned that lesson.) Anyway. 

	One benefit of this unfortunate circumstance was that I was more familiar with the family’s schedule than I might otherwise have been had I been cloistered within the confines of Twombly Hall, FDU-FM’s main residence hall. (Yes, we did turn that name into a euphemism for certain female body parts. College, am I right?) 

	My mother was working as a Guidance Counselor at a local middle school and, again, owing to living at home, I knew pretty much when her lunch period was. I intended to prank call her (something you can’t do anymore), but didn’t want to interrupt her work.

	The prank was a simple one. I was going to call, request “Mrs. Davidson please” from the switchboard, utter a single word and then hang up.

	That word was the Yiddish word for, well, if you spoke French you’d say “merde.” That Yiddish word is “Caca” (kaka). Now, etymologically speaking, Caca is kind of a verb, so in formal usage it actually references the act of producing merde, rather than the steaming pile itself. That however, is unimportant to our story.

	What is important is that you can not say that word around my mother without her erupting in a pyroclastic flow of sounds and utterances that one imagines would herald the opening of the very crack of doom. Hearing it, you’d instinctively look up to see if there were bodies ascending, or a finger descending from the clouds and pointing accusingly. 

	Apparently during her childhood in Brooklyn New York (in a nice Jewish shtetl of that borough), there was an individual who today we would presume suffered from mental illness of which Tourette’s was a prominent feature. This individual would walk the block my mother lived on, screaming “Caca pishy doodoo!” all day long (an interesting feature of Tourette’s is that it can be language specific in drawing upon offensive words to shout. This individual was obviously fluent in Yiddish) and it never failed to make my mother laugh. Raucously enough to drive him away one presumes, given later incidents.

	I called the school, asked for “Mrs. Davidson, please,” waited for the call to be transferred, heard it ring once or twice, heard my mother say “Guidance, Mrs. Davidson” and I said “Caca!” and then hung up.

	Obviously I was not there so can only recount what I later learned was the result. It says something about this event that it was still recounted decades later by other members of that school’s staff as something of a legendary occurrence.

	My mother shrieked and made her other indescribable sounds so loudly that other teacher’s AND the school nurse went running to her office. This was before the era of school shootings, but if it had not been, if it had taken placed today, that school would still be in lockdown. No doubt the entire surrounding neighborhood would also be confined to their residences as an area wide search conducted by the FBI, ATF, CIA, Secret Service, the International Geological Survey, and the Federal Bureau of Weights and Measures coordinated with the NRO’s satellite surveillance to determine the source of the as-yet unidentified something that made Richter scales dance a tattoo.

	Some of the responders thought my mother was being murdered in her office. Other’s briefly wondered if a student who was “that” way was giving birth. The school janitor grabbed his whole cart and started pushing it in the direction of the administrative wing, unsure of what manner of calamity he would have to deal with.

	It was, truly, a prank call for the books. One word, neither of which was “bomb” or “gun” brought the entire school to a standstill.

	THAT is my mother’s laugh. Braying donkeys STFU when they hear it. Audiologists miles away check their equipment for malfunction. Holes open briefly in the ozone layer. There is, no doubt, a passage in Nostradamus’s writings about it. 

	It may be the most plausible explanation for the Fermi Paradox yet.

	How did I know that that prank call would get such a reaction you may wonder. I will tell you.

	I had been there before, and it was all Mel Brooks’s fault.

	Well, not entirely, but mostly. 

	You see, I’d gotten some prior exposure to that laugh when we saw Woody Allen’s Sleeper. It was plenty funny, science fiction to boot, and it got some good laughs out of my mother. I thought the wheelchair scene at the beginning was pretty funny; I had just turned 15, making the orgasmatron scene of great interest and in later years I would greatly appreciate the sarcasm and social commentary of the interview scene: members of the society Miles Monroe (Allen) is awakened into have little information about their past and they share artifacts with him, seeking explanations. He identifies a picture of Bela Lugosi as the “Mayor of New York for a while. You can see what it did to him”; Charles DeGaulle is identified as a great French chef...”This is Billy Graham. Very big in the religion business, you know. He knew God personally.” And he agrees that a recording of Howard Cosell, the sportscaster, was used to punish violent criminals. That one made my dad laugh.

	My mother laughed, but it only approached the temblor stage. No eruption. I don’t remember anyone in the theater looking in our direction, but I might have been too distracted by the orgasmatron to notice.

	***

	The early to mid-70s was a great period for comedy in film. Just a couple of months after the release of Sleeper, Brooks’s Blazing Saddles would debut.

	If you haven’t guessed by now, my parents were fairly liberal, especially when it came to the arts; I was encouraged to read whatever I wanted to read, television viewing (and radio listening) was uncensored and film ratings were entirely ignored. My father took me to see a production of Hair at the Shubert Theater in Philadelphia performed by the original touring cast in 1970 when I was twelve.

	Both took me to see Liza Minelli’s Cabaret in 1972. The film had originally been X rated.

	Many people had argued that Brooks’s Blazing Saddles should have been X-Rated, and it probably would be so today, if only for its rampant use of the “N” word. It was definitely a different era: that word was not yet socially verboten for anyone other than Blacks and Brooks’s used it to tortuously and completely satirize racism, something that a lot of the audience didn’t seem to get back then and probably still wouldn’t if they were able to see an uncensored version of the film today.

	But I digress slightly from the narrative. Let me set the scene.

	We watched that movie in a theater that had not yet succumbed to the “multiplex” virus. We sat in a row somewhere in the rear third of seats. Theaters also still had truly tiered seating, so that the back rows were visibly elevated above the front rows. Meaning that if you were not looking at the screen, you were looking at a cascade of the backs and tops of heads. 

	The film opened following the usual suggestions to obtain popcorn and soda. Brooks’s theme song ended with the close of the opening titles. Nervous laughter from everyone in the audience began with the first use of the N word. 

	Chuckles and snickers, snorts and sharp intakes of breath accompany the collapse of the Chinese worker. Cleavon begins channeling Cole Porter; he and the other former slaves confess their ignorance of “Swing Low Sweet Chariot.” The cowboy overseers began to sing “Camptown Races” and break out into dance.

	The first shriek broke through my mother’s lips.

	A handful of faces lower down in the audience turned in our direction, sonically etched creases on their foreheads.

	My brother and I exchange a look, acknowledging our mutual embarrassment.

	It is all interrupted by the arrival of Slim Pickens on horseback.

	And picks back up again when Cleavon whacks Slim Pickens, reinforced in both strength and volume as Burton Gilliam (Lyle) repeats Pickens as he repeats the message—”Ow!” to the governor.

	Cut to Lamar’s office. The temblors begin to produce sound as Harvey Korman (who could report on a horrific tragedy and it would make my mother laugh) says the word “putz,” another borrowed Yiddish word, but it is short lived, interrupted by the executioner scene, which generates mild snickers and snorts throughout.

	It peaks, briefly, when Korman says “Too Jewish” in response to one of Pickens’s suggestions of how he can scare the residents of Rock Ridge off.

	I could go on, cataloging the rise and fall of the impending full blown air raid siren howl that will soon disturb an entire audience in a movie theater in Cherry Hill, New Jersey, the number of times that my brother and I shared worried looks after seeing heads briefly turn in our direction, but I’ll cut to the penultimate moment that followed more uses of the N word (snort); Harvey Korman (laughs, brief howls, high-pitched “heeee”s); faux violence (chuckles, snorts); extended scenes of authentic frontier gibberish, and Korman playing off of Brooks (low, rumbling, wheezy laughter); outright (and normal-adjacent laughter) as Cleavon arrives in the town and the “N” word is once more played with; chuckles and snickers during Cleavon’s meeting up with Gene Wilder; sustained tremors as the townsfolk discuss what to do about their predicament; full-blown laughter during the “indigenous people” scene—the kind reserved for family gatherings among Yiddish speakers; and then, the campfire dinner scene.

	She snickered during the first on-screen fart. I’m pretty sure that was because she had not yet realized that the entire scene was going to be an extended scene of people farting. As more farts were delivered and she came to realize what was happening on screen, her high “C” nasal intake of breath gushed forth (if intakes can gush—and this one did), as all faces in the audience turned in our direction, just in time to receive a hypersonic faceful of cackling, screeching, braying, yelping laughter.

	I sank so low in my seat that I had the shape of popcorn kernels impressed onto my butt for a week.

	The dam had broken. For the remainder of the film, any time bodily functions, Yiddish, or Harvey Korman appeared on screen, we were subjected to the appearance of faces that became increasingly hostile, twisted, no doubt, by odd wonderment; why was this woman making such noises? Where were her attendants? Why wasn’t theater management doing something? Those people sitting next to her must be kidnap victims, otherwise, they’d have moved as far away from her as everyone else wished they could.

	The rest of the film was an ordeal, my brother and I now focused not on the film itself, so much as trying to anticipate whether or not a scene would make those sounds come out of our mother again so that we could simultaneously cover our ears and slink down in our seats.

	When the film ended, my brother and I were first out, hoping that physical distance would prevent our being sued, or lynched owing to association.

	It was only the intervention of an editor, seeking to maintain the local paper’s “family oriented” policies that kept the incident from being written up. Friends later told us of stories they had heard of “some woman” making a scene at the movie theater that almost got the film stopped because some folks thought a murder was taking place.

	Several months go by. The stories of my mother’s performance in the theater had begun to fade when the advertisements for Young Frankenstein began to appear. No Harvey Korman, but plenty of Gene Wilder and Madeline Kahn; mention of her name invoked memories of the “Teutonic Titwillow,” which led to memories of her actual name Lily von Schtup, which is, of course, Yiddish. For “hump.” If you felt like choking, all you needed to do was mention Kahn during a family meal.

	OF COURSE we were going to see it as a family. 

	My brother and I solemnly delivered the news to my parents that we would NOT, under any circumstances, even unto not going to the movie at all, sit anywhere close to my mother. That we were, in fact, going to see where they sat and find the farthest possible seats from wherever that was. 

	And not only that, but we weren’t even going to walk into the theater with them. We wanted to actually be able to see and hear the entire film and didn’t want people looking for us afterwards. We were kids and would not be able to afford the demanded refunds.

	And so it was. We walked as fast as we could into the theater, stood in the vestibule while watching where my parents sat and then took seats far down front.

	The film began, the long, slow zoom to the only lit window of Frankenstein’s castle as the opening credits are played, the reveal of Baron von Frankenstein’s coffin; the box containing the will forcefully pulled from the corpse’s hands, the dissolve to the medical college where Wilder shares the correct pronunciation of his name as “Fronk in steen.”

	Liam Dunn performs his demonstration of voluntary and involuntary nerve reflexes (Dunn does a fabulous job and some general laughter accompanied it, but nothing head-turning came from my mother’s quarter...yet).

	The demonstration concluded, Doctor Fronkensteen takes a seat as one of the students continues to annoyingly hector him about his grandfather’s work. 

	Annoyed and angry, Fronkinsteen erupts. “You are talking about the nonsensical ravings of a lunatic mind. Dead is dead! “

	The student says “But look at what has been done with hearts and kidneys.”

	“Hearts and kidneys are tinker toys! I am a scientist! Not a philosopher! You have more chance of reanimating this scalpel (picking it up) than you have of mending a broken nervous system!”

	The student interrupts one more time: “But what about your grandfather’s work, sir?”

	And then.

	And then, plunging the scalpel into his own thigh in unthinking frustration, Her Doktor Fronkensteen says, he says—

	“My grandfather’s work was doodoo!”

	My mother erupted.

	The entire theater went silent.

	Every head in the house turned and stared in her direction.

	Neither I nor my brother needed to turn and look. We both knew what that sound was and where it had come from.

	But we did see the expressions on other audience member’s faces

	Their expressions. How can I…?

	Have you ever seen the face of someone who’s received an injury, but the pain hasn’t quite registered?

	Or the face of someone who knows that physics has taken over and they are now just along for the ride?

	Or the look of someone about to kill in defense of their children?

	It was all of that, and more.

	Sure, Mel Brooks is famous. He’s made some wonderful movies and television shows, but no one in my family can hear his name, or the names of any of his films, without giving my mother’s laugh top billing.

	If you want to call her up and say “caca” into the phone when she answers, I’ll be happy to give you the phone number. But use something to mask your phone number. The authorities WILL come looking.

	 


“That’s Hedy!”

	Robert L. Rede

	 

	What the hell are you worried about? This is 1874. You’ll be able to sue her.

	 

	Hedwig Eva Maria Kiesler was born in Vienna on November 9, 1914, forty years after Blazing Saddles took place and sixty years before it was released. 

	I imagine there are many people who only know of Hedy Lamarr, or at least were introduced to her, through Harvey Korman’s insistence that his name was Hedley when all around him insisted on calling him Hedy.

	From an early age, Lamarr was interested in acting, and she won a beauty contest in Vienne when she was 12 years old. At the same time, she became interested in technology and her father, who was a bank director, nurtured her curiosity.

	She got a job at Sascha-Film as a script girl and eventually appeared Geld auf der Straße in 1930, credited as Hedwig Kiesler. She appeared in four more films by 1933, each one a larger role, with her 1933 appearance in Ekstase a starring vehicle in which she portrayed a young wife neglected by her older husband. The film was notorious for depicting close ups of the eighteen year old’s face in orgasm and a brief nude scene.

	Lamarr was also active on the stage, and attracted many admirers, one of whom was Friedrich Mandl, believed to be the third wealthiest man in Austria at the time. Despite her parents’ disapproval of Mandl’s ties to Benito Mussolini, Hedy married Mandl, who was 15 years her senior, in August of 1933. The marriage was not a happy one and Mandl refused to allow Lamarr to further pursue her acting career.

	Mandl was a munitions dealer and hosted both Mussolini and Hitler at his home. He also entertained scientists and engineers, who further nurtured Hedy’s interest in technology. By 1937, however, she had decided her marriage to Mandl was unbearable, she couldn’t act, viewed herself a as prisoner in his castle, and was shown off as a trophy. According to her autobiography, she disguised herself as her maid and fled to Paris. 

	While visiting London that year, she met Louis B. Mayer, who offered her a contract for $125 a week, which she turned down. However, she arranged to travel to New York on the same ocean liner and by the time they docked, she had secured a $500 a week contract. Mayer convinced her to change her name from Hedy Kiesler to Hedy Lamarr to avoid any hint of scandal around her performance in Ekstase.

	Beginning with Algiers in 1938, Lamarr had a string of successful films in the US, including Boom Town, Ziegfeld Girl¸ H.M. Pulham, Esq., Tortilla Flat, and White Cargo.  She participating in war bond drives throughout World War II, as well as making films.  Her 1950 film Samson and Delilah, was the top grossing film of the year and was nominated for five Academy Awards, winning for Art Direction/Set Direction, Color and Costume Design, Color. The 1950s saw a decline in her success with appearances in Italian films, Irwin Allen’s The Story of Mankind, and her final film, The Female Animal. 

	Her marriage to Mandl was only the first of six marriages. She was married to screenwriter Gene Markey from 1939 to 1940, to actor John Loder from 1943 to 1947, to actor and nightclub owner Teddy Stauffer from 1949 to 1950, to oil man W. Howard Lee from 1942 to 1960 in her longest marriage, and finally in 1963 she married her divorce attorney, Lewis Boies, which makes one wonder who handled her divorce from him in 1965. Lamarr and Markey adopted a son (who believed that he was he child with Loder, although DNA tests showed he was not related to either), and she had two children with Loder during their marriage.

	In the early 1940s, Lamarr realized that radio controlled torpedoes could be detected and jammed by broadcasting interference at their control frequency. She was discussing this with musician George Anthiel, who had attempted synchronized note-hopping in his 1923 score Ballet Mécanique. They used the idea of note hopping to create a system of frequency hopping using a piano roll to switch among 88 frequencies. They received patent 2,292,387 on August 11, 1942. The U.S. Navy was not interested in it at the time and it was not implemented until 1962, when it was used during the U.S. blockade of Cuba. Although Bluetooth and Wifi use similar ideas of frequency hopping, they do not use the technique Lamarr and Anthiel devised.

	In her later years, Lamarr became something of a recluse, communicating mostly by telephone. She was estranged from her eldest son for more than 50 years and removed him from her will. On January 19, 2000, she was found dead from heart disease at her home in Florida. Her older son spread some of her ashes in the Vienna Woords and the remainder were buried in Vienna’s Central Cemetery at a memorial to her.

	 

	Lamarr sued Brooks for $100,0002 for infringing on her right to privacy for using her name in Blazing Saddles. When Brooks’s attorneys advised him to fight the lawsuit, he told them he wanted to settle, offering to pay any reasonable sum to her, partly to thank her for her cinematic career.

	 


The French Mistake

	Helena Nash

	[image: Image]



	



	 

	“It would be misleading to describe Young Frankenstein, written by Wilder and Brooks, as astoundingly witty, but it’s a great deal of low fun of the sort that Brooks specializes in.” Vincent Canby, New York Times, December 21,1974

	From Shelley to Brooks:

	The Path from Frankenstein to Young Frankenstein

	Brenda W. Clough

	 

	Mel Brooks’s classic comic movie Young Frankenstein (1974) is based not so much on the book as the three Frankenstein movies of the 1930s: Frankenstein, Return of Frankenstein, and Bride of Frankenstein. All three starred Boris Karloff as the Monster, and were beloved by both Mel Brooks and his cowriter and the originator of the Young Frankenstein concept, actor Gene Wilder. 

	But the first of these three 1930s movies was based upon a stage play, and of course that play was worked up from the classic novel, Frankenstein or the Modern Prometheus (1818) by Mary Shelley. So the material’s gone through the creative Cuisinart a good few times. By the time Wilder and Brooks began work, the strengths of the material were clear.

	Three actors appeared in films with both The Marx Brothers and Mel Brooks. Fritz Feld (At the Circus/Silent Movie, Max Wager (Room Service/Young Frankenstein) and Rolfe Sedan (Monkey Business & A Night at the Opera/Young Frankenstein). In addition, Jerry Maren appeared in the Marx Brothers film At the Circus and in an episode of When Things Were Rotten.

	 

	Shelley’s classic original short novel is readily available in print and on line:  If you have a look, you can instantly see that it’s not to the modern taste—epistolatory, digressive, and leaden. You have to plow through many pages to get to anything fun. 

	Every reboot of the material has trimmed stuff to make it more palatable, and Young Frankenstein does not hesitate to do likewise. The journals and epistolatory stuff vanish. A whole bunch of rather repetitive murders by the Creature evaporate, as do excursions to remote settings like Switzerland, the Orkneys and the Arctic circle. Young Frankenstein is pretty tightly focused on one setting, Victor von Frankenstein’s castle and the village below it. 

	But Brooks and Wilder did more than cut extraneous material. The genius leap was flipping the story from horror into their core strength. They make a classic tragedy into a comedy. 

	What makes a story a tragedy? Yes, everybody dies—that’s the standard definition of tragedy. Hamlet is a tragedy, bodies littering the stage as the curtain descends. And the original novel, and almost every other adaption of it, continue in that grand tradition. At the end of Mary Shelley’s book, Frankenstein the scientist dies, the Creature dies, and a lot of ancillary characters. including the entire Frankenstein family and a number of innocent bystanders, all bite the dust. 

	Brooks and Wilder fix that in Young Frankenstein, to great comedic effect. There’s no carnage at all. The little girl on the seesaw flies through the air and lands on her bed on the pillows. The peasants with torches riot but burn down nothing. And Victor saves his Creature by dramatically swapping bits of himself with his creation.

	And what defines a comedy? Again we can look to Shakespeare. His comedies, pretty consistently, end with a wedding. And sure enough in Young Frankenstein we get not one but two weddings, between Inga and Victor, and the Creature and Elizabeth. Naturally this resolution of the romantic issues end in the bedroom, with sexual satisfaction all around. Remember this is Mel Brooks, who can’t resist a racy gag.

	Finally, is Young Frankenstein still science fiction, or did that get lost in the sight gags and the quips? Brian Aldiss defined the genre: SF is the attempt to redefine our understanding of reality in light of the discoveries of science. I think it’s fair to say that Young Frankenstein is precisely as SFnal as its source in Marry Shelley. None of the original 1930s movie props we see on the screen are scientific, in any conceivable universe. And although Shelley referred to the latest scientific theories of her day, they’re pretty creaky now. 

	The answer lies elsewhere. Gene Wilder said, “I think that what makes Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein live is a concept: A Creature, disformed, who has love in his heart. Who wants to be loved, and is misunderstood. It’s a classic. People have tried it in other ways, but it always worked best in the Frankenstein frame. And even as we were doing a comedy, a ridiculous comedy, that classic theme is still there. I think that’s why it lives.”

	Shelley’s novel discussed what being human really is. If the Creature can be assembled from human parts, is it human? Young Frankenstein gets there in typical fashion. Can Victor’s Creature in the movie be human? The answer is in the final scenes. Yes, if you can make a woman sing ecstatically in bed, you are human. A quintessentially Mel Brooks conclusion!

	 

	All the quotations from Gene Wilder and Mel Brooks transcribed from the Extras on the Special Edition DVD of Young Frankenstein.

	 


“There were no mixed reviews about Mel Brooks’s When Things Were Rotten. Some reviewers thought it was the worst thing since Hitler came down the pike, other thought it was the best thing since The Pill…When Things Were Rotten is pure entertainment, and as such, is thoroughly enjoyable.” George Tashman, The Independent, September 17, 1975

	One of those television shows that I had fond memories of, but hadn’t seen since it was originally broadcast in 1975. While traveling for a friend’s wedding in 1998, I caught an episode on the television in my hotel room. That episode did not live up to my memories, alas. I’ve since managed to acquire a complete run of the show (all thirteen episodes) and while it had a great cast, it does not make for great television.

	Rotten Robin Hood

	Gillian Polack

	 

	What could be easier than explaining Mel Brooks’s depiction of Robin Hood in Robin Hood: Men in Tights and When Things were Rotten? I’ve been asking myself this ever since I promised to write a piece for this issue of Journey Planet. Now I’m asking, why is it so difficult?

	Before I begin arguing with myself, let me introduce both versions of the Robin Hood tale. Robin Hood: Men in Tights is a parody of Robin Hood films, especially those starring Kevin Costner and Errol Flynn. It’s a running series of jokes about other depictions of Robin Hood. When Things Were Rotten is a Robin Hood sitcom. When I first saw each of them I wanted to create a list of jokes and their origins, but also a set of stock descriptions about what viewers expected from stories about Robin Hood. Both are funny, and formulaic, and reflective…not of the Middle Ages, but of popular U.S. views of the Middle Ages.

	I had intended to start at this point: a standard plot summary and character description and then a quick analysis of what each production carries. The more I watched the works the less I wanted to do this. Why? Because they are very familiar largely because they are so alien. They carry U.S. popular culture and how it sees itself, and I am Australian. The more I wanted to analyze the more I found myself writing a mundane and somewhat dull description of American popular culture. This is what Mel Brooks is best at showing us through mockery.

	I’m going to blame the U.S. for this, because blaming the U.S. is a stock part of Australian parodies. The ubiquitousness of U.S. culture in Australia and how different it is to our own versions of things has a problem at its deep and potentially meaningful heart. We know you—but very few U.S. folks know Australians. Analyzing the Brooks’s varieties of Robin Hood is going to become terribly tendentious. There is, however, another approach.

	One of the joys of the work of Mel Brooks is that he plays mindgames (in colloquial Australian, he plays silly buggers) with earlier stories. Every moment in both TV series and film can be linked to other moments, sometimes on the Robin Hood stories, sometimes on U.S. sitcoms, sometimes on the everyday. I suspect that I am only seeing, as an Australian, part of these references. I want to claim reflections by Brooks on Mark Twain’s Connecticut Yankee, and on Monty Python. My mind goes straight to the Monty Python “Lumberjack Song” when the Merry Men burst into song in Men in Tights. I don’t know how valid these thoughts are, because my Robin Hood memory is not a U.S. one.

	Where did my (Australian) generation get their Robin Hood from? Partly from outlaw tales. Our outlaws had their own folk links to Robin Hood. Our most relevant bushranger tales were about outlaws with heart, mostly of Irish ancestry, and mostly being pursued by the colonial police-equivalent in nineteenth century Australia. For some of us our Robin Hood was Ned Kelly with his trash-can helmet3 and his famous last words (“Such is life”) but for others it was Ben Hall who had his own sad folksong. Our outlaws were different.

	Who were our Robin Hood influences? There is overlap. We have all the main U.S. versions of things, but only the Errol Flynn one is seen as local. Flynn himself was local, after all. Our biggest influences on television were Richard Greene’s left wing protesters telling politically sound stories through British TV. Richard Greene and his merry men in the 1950s series beat Brooks to linking bad jokes with the stories of Robin, but it carried with it echoes of U.S. politics. So many of those who worked on the British series had been excluded from U.S. film and TV because of their very left-wing views, which gave Australians a solidly political series with mild humor. This is quite different to Brooks’s very humorous TV series with mild politics. 

	Everything from the U.S. reached Australia quite late. When Things Were Rotten arrived in Australia around the time we were watching repeats (for the who-knows-how-many-times) of Richard Greene. Neither of Mel Brooks’s Robin Hood tales sang to my Jewish soul. Or my Australian soul. 

	I see Robin through the eyeglasses of an Australian (Richard Greene! Errol Flynn!) and through the eyes of an ethnohistorian (Eustace! Who I will introduce shortly) and that’s going to color anything I saw from Mr. Brooks and his work.

	I acknowledge that I’m entirely the wrong person to write this analysis because I’m Australian and because my Jewishness is quite different to that of Brooks. I’m also a medieval historian and so Eustace, who was possibly a friend of King John (Prince John in Robin’s story) and most definitely an enemy of John when he was part of an invasion of England—Battle of Sandwich!) was so much more fun than Mel Brooks’s dreams. Robin has various retirement stories, but Eustace, in one story, had his head put on a pike at Whittlesea. Robin may or may not have been real, but Eustace’s head on a pike is guaranteed Medieval history. And I have just demonstrated that Australian Jewish humor is seldom as cool as that of the U.S.. If you want to understand the funny side of Mel Brooks, then, you need someone other than me to write it for you. 

	What you need to know from me, then, in random order.

	1. Eustace is funnier to me than Brooks’s Robin in any manifestation. He was real. His life screamed sarcasm. He was an ex-monk and brilliant mariner who tried to marry his daughter off to a king. Living sarcasm is essential to Australian humor. What is and is not a knife is perhaps the least subtle manifestation of this sarcasm, but I can guarantee some of you will know Crocodile Dundee, whereas I can’t expect most Americans and Canadians to understand that our political history (like Eustace—real history that does not look credible) contains the sentence, “Well may we say God save the Queen, because nothing will save the Governor-General” nor that Norman Gunston (a comedian) changed the shape of one of our most important political moments forever. Nor can I easily explain that I find it ineffably funny that I failed to learn to swim at the Harold Holt Memorial Swimming Pool. All this is merely an explanation that I can write about the humor in Men in Tights and When Things were Rotten, but you may not like what I write. When I watch the slapstick in When Things Were Rotten and the set pieces in Robin Hood: Men in Tights, I see something curious and entertaining but seldom laugh-out-loud funny.

	2. The Jewish question is unavoidable. Brooks is a solidly Ashkenazi Jew and I am mostly Askenazi and very solid, but our Jewishness only overlaps in places. Right now, in the fair land of Oz, I am told so often what Jews think and believe, mostly by people who are not Jewish and are very good at invention. They receive much of their understanding of Jewishness from Brooks’s work. Brooks’s jokes are easier to access than the jokes of Jewish Australia. This is surprisingly important. As I write, we have a Royal Commission into Antisemitism and Social cohesion. And I write on the King’s Birthday long weekend, which is five months’ away from the actual King’s Birthday. None of this is funny, but it explains why what ought to be perfectly delightful jokes in Men in Tights appear contrived and why I really don’t want to explain any one of them in detail. Brooks’s voice in his work is exotic and can be delightful, but it’s always foreign.

	One of the core public beliefs about matters Jewish right now is the sincere and devout faith in a Universal Jew. Brooks mocks antisemitism in his Robin Hood tales but because some of the current construct of Universal Jewishness is based on a strange belief in the universality of the Jews of New York…Jewish Australians are failures at being Universal Jews. Mel Brooks, quite obviously, is not. Both his Robin Hood characters could easily be Jewish.

	3. My Robin Hood began with popular books and with TV and film, but right now, I am part of scholarly Robin Hood circles. I feel I owe the world an apology for this, because at the recent Robin Hood conference I attended I gave a paper on Eustace the Monk, Pirate. 

	Why would I do such a thing? The earliest Robin Hood was often depicted as a trickster, based in part on a fake trickster story about Eustace who was once a monk, definitely a pirate, and controlled the English Channel for a time. He was killed at the Battle of Sandwich and I now want to see a Mel Brooks film of his life. It might explain what is, to me, mostly unexplainable.

	Why “mostly”? When I stopped trying to confine the film and the TV series and when I stopped trying to formulate meaning, I discovered a perfectly simple way of describing these Robins. Think of Brooks’s Robin as set in the U.S. Renaissance Faire (cosplay) version of the Middle Ages. Neither film nor TV series are about Robin, nor are they about English history, or about the Middle Ages. They celebrate the joy of costumes and jokes and satire of U.S. life and customs. The Middle Ages (Renaissance Faire version): a terribly U.S. thing about games and experiments and turning the world we think we know upside down.

	All these words lead to one simple conclusion: Mel Brooks is not a universal writer. His stories are fantastical, even when there is no magic involved. They echo the stage. They bring his precise cultural background to all of us in a unique way. They bring us the opposite of the Universal Jew, even when he uses Jewish humor to mock so many stereotypes. Robin Hood—however he appears—is an excuse for satire and for sitcom and for cosplay.

	 

	 


The Ones No One Talks About

	Christopher J Garcia

	 

	Mel Brooks is noted as the director of The Producers, the co-creator (with American icon Carl Reiner) of the 2000-Year-Old Man series, and as the writer/director of Blazing Saddles. You might hear Spaceballs or History of the World, Part I mentioned, and while those are all amazing, when you rarely hear spoken of are three of my favorite movies of the 1980s: High Anxiety, Silent Movie, and To Be or Not To Be. 

	Let’s start with High Anxiety. 

	Released in 1977, High Anxiety was, along with The Man with Bogart’s Face, Foul Play, and Used Cars, one of those movies that seemed to always be on Showtime in the early 1980s. My aunt had HBO, but we had Showtime. Such is the unevenness of life. As a kid of 7 or 8, watching it was an act in understanding the stuff I had not yet been exposed to. I knew nothing of Hitchcock back then. Well, I probably knew the silhouette and voice from cartoon gags, but it would be years before I saw Rope and Dial M for Murder. All I knew was that it was funny. I loved Mel Brooks, I had seen a few of his movies by that point, but High Anxiety was so good! 

	The idea was that a new doctor, Dr. Thorndyke, was taking over at the Psycho-Neurotic Institute for the Very, Very Nervous. He himself has what’s called “high anxiety” which is the launching point for a plot by a devilish nurse (played by Cloris Leachman) and her subservient partner, played by Harvey Korman. The two work to get members of wealthy families institutionalized, then get them to sign over their money. One of the doctors who is not in on it, Charles Montague played by Dick van Patton, ends up getting murdered by rock music in one of the funnier kills in film history. 

	Of course, as a kid, it wasn’t the story that got me, but the bits. The whole point is to spoof not only Hitchcock, the name alone does that, but also thrillers in general. There’s a great moment where you hear the music from Psycho playing louder and louder, and then the bus with an orchestra on it drives by. It’s a brilliant bit, and it sets the tone. There’s a scene that I think is the one that’s actually the most famous, and most perfect. Dr. Thorndyke wants the local paper after having checked into the Hyatt Regency, San Francisco, so he asks a bellboy. He doesn’t get it right away, so he starts pestering the bellboy for the paper. After a while, the bellhop comes in while Thorndyke is in the shower, then starts hitting him with the paper saying “here’s your paper!” and Thorndyke falls, and we see the ink swirl down the drain, just like in Psycho.

	It’s impressive. 

	There’s so much more to this masterpiece. There’s pigeon pooping scene. There’s a scene where he’s enlarging a photo, which is actually a bit intellectual, at least for a young kid like me. 

	Overall, it’s one of the best comedies of the 1970s, and when I saw Airplane! and other ZAZ productions, I could tell how much they were influenced by Brook’s film. 

	Now, I’ve watched High Anxiety dozens of time, and it was the introduction of the video store, and Dad bringing home a VCR in 1982. We’d go and rent two or three movies a week, and while Dad would almost always rent Star Wars or The Godfather, I’d ask for 9 to 5, or some such, but it was when I saw the excellent box art for Silent Movie that I knew I had to watch it. 

	At that point, had I seen an actual silent movie? Yes, a few Chaplin and at least one Keaton, but I was a kid who liked movies, and I understood that silent movies were a specific thing. They had rules, at least what I’d call rules, and they were weird. Even then I knew that this wasn’t actually a silent movie, but a thing about the time. 

	And another thing…it’s not a silent movie. 

	Yes, just like The Artist, it’s nowhere near silent. There’s music, a single spoken line, and that’s not silent. The argument that I’ve seen made by some film nerds is that movies were never silent, they were always meant to be accompanied, which is partly true. The early Edisons were silent. I believe that the Lumiere Bros. films were run without music. Yes, after cinema became a rich enough environment to sustain performers to play music with screenings they almost always had music, the film itself was without sound. I can make a damn good experientiality argument here, but that’s best left to academic writing, and when have I ever done that?

	Anyhoo, the story is of Mel, played by Mel himself. The character is the Mel Funn, a director who wants to make a silent movie forty years after they’d faded away. The same could be said of Funn’s career, and this was to be his big comeback. He pitches to Big Picture Studios exec played by the legendary Sid Caesar. Big Picture is in trouble, and Funn pitches this silent as the film that will bring them back to prominence! He’s still not convinced, until Funn says that he can get the biggest stars in Hollywood. So, Funn takes Marty Eggs (played by Marty Feldman) and Dom Bell (Dom DeLuise) to go about signing the stars. 

	And stars they were! 

	This is the first time that Brooks really had a major star cast. Liza Minelli, Burt Reynolds, Paul Newman, Jimmy Caan, all super-stars of the day. He had his regular cast in with him, Feldman and Dom, though no Cloris Leachman. 

	The thing that is most interesting is that they’re not doing pastiche. The film is set in the 1970s. That’s actually a ballsy move, especially as so much of the film is a ‘gather up the acts for the show that’s gonna save the farm’ kind of picture. It’s also more about the form, since it’s fairly slapstick, I’d say it’s more Keystone Cops than anything. The thing is that 1920s-style slapstick doesn’t work as well today EXCEPT as a pastiche, a call-back. It’s why it was brilliant to have a pie fight as the ending for  Dr. Strangelove. Brooks uses exceptional actors and pin-point precise camera work (seriously, watch it and see the perfect use of it) and it works for a 1970s audience, and even today. 

	The most famous thing about Silent Movie is the single word of dialogue, uttered by the greatest Mime who ever lived:” Marcel Marceau. When called about being in the movie, he simply responds “Non!” and it’s perfect, especially with the response, when Marty asks “What’d he say?” and Funn responds, “I dunno; I don’t speak French.” That’s very much a Mel Brooks approach; do the unexpected. 

	The film is so much fun, and re-watching it 30+ years later, it’s still a lot of fun, and certainly had an effect on me as a viewer of actual silent films. I tend more towards Harold Lloyd (my favorite of all silent comedies is Safety Last) and to a slightly lesser extent, Buster Keaton. There’s a lot of Lloyd-style humor, and a less surrealistic version of Keaton, like when he did Seven Days or Cops. It’s that style of comedy that works its way into Silent Movie, and I love it!

	This is one of the best satires of the movie industry you’ll find done in the 1970s. Big Picture Studies about to be bought by Engulf & Devour, a take-off on Gulf & Western, which had taken over Paramount Pictures (which clearly was what Big Picture Studies was based on) and was about to start dismantling. Silent Movie hits all of that while also being an homage to silent films.

	It is impossible for me to look at it without thinking about The Artist, a film I adore, but can’t repeat often enough that it’s not a silent movie. The difference between the two is that while both use their sound to make points, and they both do it differently, with Silent Movie using it as a part of the comedy (and there’s a great bit where the score is San Francisco and then when New York is shown, quickly swap over to I’ll Take Manhattan) while The Artist uses it as either inner turmoil or punctuation. Silent Movie is about the evolution of film, while The Artist is about the characters. Simple as that. 

	To Be Or Not To Be is a remake. It’s an incredible re-make, but a remake nonetheless. The original was a Jack Benny picture, and was it good? Yes. Yes, it was. It was Benny’s best film work as far as I’m concerned, and working with Carole Lombard, that’s not a difficult thing to imagine. The remake is fairly true to the original, though I think I laughed more at the Benny version than the Brooks version, though probably for good reason. The original was being made in the moment of the war, while Brooks et al had a couple of decades distance to allow things to filter down. There’s also a lovely chemistry between Brooks and Anne Bancroft, his actual wife, that just feels insanely earnest. The script is solid, the performances great, and overall, it’s just a good film. 

	And perhaps that’s one of the issues. It’s a good film and the Jack Benny version is an exceptional film. You can have the classic argument: did this need to be re-made? The answer is yes, of course, because there’s still money to be had and Brooks had things he wanted to say with his performance in the film. As did Ronny Graham’s screenplay. Ernst Lubitsch’s version (and let’s be clear there; it was 100% his film vision) was so smart and of the moment. There are things that land harder when it’s close, like the various infiltrations of the theatre troop, for example, was being seen in Europe. The show honoring Hitler is an example of what Americans would have expected to be happening every day in Nazi Germany. That sort of thing might not have mattered to 1983 audiences, though they were landed with the Polish version of Sweet Georgia Brown, which is my favorite song in any Mel Brooks film, but the real thing is that everything has moved forward. Color film was absolutely a thing when To Be or Not To Be was made, but they didn’t go that way (reason? A 1.2 million dollar budget) and the new cinematography techniques that allowed for further interrogation of character, not to mention to bring audiences further into the world of the play by better matching the world around us. I know, I know, you love black & white, but we’ve seen the power of color on film, and the cinematography here is fantastic. What is also often missed is that acting has advanced in a way that you can also notice in Silent Movie, as they weren’t really trying to do Silent Film Acting, but they were acting as if they were trying to act in a silent movie. There is a more fluid, I don’t want to say naturalistic, but certainly better flowing, delivery. Comparing characters, we have Siletsky, in the original played by Stanley Ridges (who I loved in The Suspect) is well-executed, and at the time would have felt completely in-line with the acting of the time. Watching the great José Ferrer play Siletsky, it’s clear that it’s not in the same path. 

	Plus, you probably couldn’t have gotten away with the Sasha arrested for being gay thing in the early 40s.  

	What these three films have in common other than Brooks appears in all three, is that they explore a past with film history that had been blown past. No one stopped and looked at the comedies of the War period because they were too busy dealing with what happened after the war, when film went through an insane number of changes in response to television. No one noticed High Anxiety’s place in the comedies of the 1970s because there was so much re-invention (not to mention that Hitchcock might be the most over-researched topic in cinema. For Silent Movie it’s considered an amusing moment of reference, not a part of the actual silent cinema world, which is both true and misleading. They all also expose the thoughts on those periods they are referencing in a way that is unique, especially for Silent Movie which feels like a good idea made well, and elevated only by the fact that it subverts that form at so many turns without losing the homage. That’s a big deal. 

	To this day, these are my favorite Mel Brooks movies. They’re so different, and while the more famous ones will always get the attention, these are the ones that have my heart.  

	 

	 


“Silent Movie is the king of free-wheeling trip any comedian would give his gag file to take, and Brooks has made the most of the opportunity, tailoring the jokes to fit his comic persona precisely. The buffoonery is broad but not mindlessly stupid not headcrackingly brutal.” Charles Champlin, The Lost Angeles Times, July 17, 1976

	My father took me to see Silent Movie at the old Gold Mill Theatre, probably the first Mel Brooks film I saw in the theatre. At the time, I didn’t know much about silent films and certainly hadn’t developed my love for Lloyd, Keaton, and Chaplin, but I was enchanted with the movie. As we left the theatre after the movie, we bumped into my rabbi, who had attended the film alone, and it was probably the first time I had seen him outside a synagogue event.

	Silent Partner: The Movie Within Silent Movie (1976)

	Jody Lynn Nye

	

	Missed Joke Opportunity:  When Eggs and Bell show Funn the check to Velma, instead of saying, “For pretending to be in love with Mel Funn,” it should have quoted Blazing Saddles and said, “To seduce and abandon Mel Funn.”

	 

	It goes without saying, much like the movie itself, that Silent Movie was one of those projects that was just begging for Mel Brooks to do. Having already brilliantly parodied so many Hollywood classic tropes, why not go back to where it all began, to the pre-talkie era? Or, in this case, the post-talkie, new silent era?

	As those researchers who thumbed through Dr. John Watson’s tin dispatch box for manuscripts detailing his adventures with Sherlock Holmes, the somewhat chaotic files of the famous producer-director Mel Funn have given us insight into the mind of that dignitary. None, though, have been more speculated upon than the blockbuster that he was working on at the time of the documentary made about him and his two associates, Marty Eggs and Dom Bell. 

	You must admit that Mr. Funn had tons of ambition. To return Hollywood to the era of silent pictures was no small feat, nor one lacking in controversy. For the movie to be a success it needed Thrills! Chills! Romance! Famous faces, lavish sets, drama, comedy, songs (on the marquee cards), dance! He needed a fantastic cast, one that no moviegoer could resist coming to see, and for that, he had to have a killer script. And he always does, because if Mel makes it, it’ll be a Funn Picture!

	The original script had to be revised numerous times as more stars were added to the cast. In the end, Mr. Funn ended up with three leading men and two leading ladies, not to mention an ingenue, Miss Vilma Kaplan (whom he later married), playing a small speaking role. Mr. Newman did all his own stunts, driving a race car, a runaway train, and a carousel. Mr. Reynolds’s mustache and dimples had a stand-in during rehearsals, after which the star stepped in for the final takes. 

	Unfortunately for Mr. Funn, his chosen star for the part of the Silent Partner, M. Marcel Marceau, turned down the opportunity was unable to be in the picture, leaving it in the capable hands of the great Christopher Lee, who had a weekend free in between the six movies he made that year.

	Unpublished treatment, registered with the Writers Guild of America West, 7051 Hollywood Blvd, Hollywood, CA 90028.

	 

	“Silent Partner”

	by Mel Funn

	 

	Millionaire director Gem Starr (Reynolds) is ready to make his next blockbuster, but he hasn’t got a leading lady. Goes through audition after audition, disappointment after disappointment, but no one really makes the place light up. He’s beginning to despair. Sending his limousine away so he can go back to his Beverly Hills mansion on foot, he begins walking. He comes across a shop where a lovely girl (Minnelli) is being berated by a mean customer. Being a gentleman, he steps in and defuses the argument. The customer apologizes to him, and leaves. Starr turns to the young woman, and their eyes meet. And there is an instant burst of fireworks around them. She is gorgeous, young, graceful. She is perfect! Her name is Cynthia. 

	She knows who he is, so she nudges the textbook she was reading, Advanced Screenwriting, under the counter so he can’t see the title. 

	Gem is instantly smitten. You’re wasted in a store like this. How would you like to be the star of my next movie? he asks her. 

	You bet I would!

	Her eyes twinkle with stars. 

	Starr is thrilled, and he twinkles back. I have found my new leading lady!

	 

	In a mansion far away in the Hollywood Hills, a beautiful woman is staring sadly at a portrait of Starr. She is Muriel Starr (Bancroft), the director’s ex-wife. There are posters on the wall of Muriel in big-budget movies, all with the Starr name on the top. 

	We made such beautiful movies together. Success changed him! He forgot all about me, she says. I stopped being a real person to him. 

	The butler comes in, lifts her wig, polishes her scalp, and reseats the wig. 

	She is sitting opposite a deep chair with a rattan hood that extends over the top. There is a person deep inside it, with glowing red eyes. Cigarette smoke curls up from the depths, forming a cloud too thick to see through. Muriel coughs. 

	I can make him remember you, the figure says. For a price.

	Anything! Muriel says, wringing her hands together. 

	The smoke curls into the shape of myriad dollar signs. 

	Sign here, the figure tells her, thrusting a thick sheaf of papers toward her. 

	A pen lowers from the ceiling. She seizes it and signs the papers. 

	 

	Cynthia is riding through Hollywood with her boyfriend, a world-famous tennis player Buddy (Caan), who drives with one hand on the wheel and the other swinging a racquet volleying tennis balls hit toward him by people standing on the sidewalks they pass. His license plate reads 10SNE1.4

	At a stoplight, Buddy misses one of the volleys. He starts shouting an argument at the other “player” and a line judge in tennis whites comes out of the alley to adjudicate. He finds in Buddy’s favor. The other player looks sour, but waves a hand and goes away. The light changes, and they roll on.

	…So, this is going to be my chance to make it in the movies! Cynthia crows. 

	I don’t like it, honey, Buddy says. These Hollywood people! He’ll use you up and throw you away! 

	That won’t happen to me! Besides, I have you. 

	She caresses his cheek. He smiles at her. Their eyes glisten with starlight. They kiss. Fireworks go off behind them. One more tennis ball comes over the barrage of rockets, and Buddy bats it away without looking. 

	When they reach the gate of Mega Pictures, the uniformed guard sees her name on the list. It’s surrounded by chase lights. He waves them through with a big smile. 

	Buddy drops her at the door. Behind them, pieces of a castle set are being carried into the stage door.

	Cynthia kisses him on the cheek. Their eyes meet. They glisten with starlight. She waves to him and goes inside. He sighs with pleasure and drives off, batting away tennis balls. 

	 

	On the set of the Big Picture, Cynthia is getting made up for her first scene. She looks absolutely beautiful in a glamorous medieval gown. It’s low cut, and she blushes at the plunging neckline. 

	Mr. Starr is enamored of her. His eyes glisten when he looks at her. She looks innocently puzzled. He walks her through the first scene, encouraging her to deliver her lines with more emotion. 

	Her co-star is a handsome man, Rex Dynamo (Newman). He likes Cynthia, and behaves like a perfect gentleman, playing off her like a pro. He kisses her hand. Although it’s a medieval setting, he departs in a small silver car with a mechanical horse’s head on the hood. The head tilts back and the mouth opens.

	Subtitle: Whinny!

	A couple of the female extras in full costume look enviously at Cynthia as Mr. Starr comes back on to tell her how good she was, and he can’t wait to see her in the next scene. The two extras look knowingly at one another. 

	I can’t believe he got over Muriel so fast, one (Kaplan) says to the other. 

	 

	Boris Dark rises from his hooded chair and paces around a gorgeous study. He discourses on his plot to his henchman, Morrie. He is going to use the documents signed by Muriel to take the half of Gem’s movie rights that she got in the divorce and make him work for slave wages. He knows all about Cynthia, and thinks she will be a great prize, too. He will wait until the movie is finished filming, then swoop in and kidnap Cynthia. In exchange for having Gem sign over the other half of the rights to his fortune, he says he will release her, but… maybe he won’t. Mwah-hah-hah! 

	His henchman asks, isn’t that dishonest? 

	Dark waves a hand. We’re in Hollywood. They’re used to getting screwed over. When the picture wraps up, go get her and bring her to my mansion!

	 

	A week later, Cynthia is dropped off at the set by Buddy. She introduces him to Gem. Buddy automatically jealous of the man in the fancy suit who clearly sweeps Cynthia off her feet (literally). He sees the glisten in Gem’s eyes when he looks at Cynthia. He stops and tries to get her attention. 

	She turns to him as if she forgot he was there. 

	I gotta go, he says. 

	Oh, Buddy! They move together. His eyes glisten, but hers don’t, and when they kiss goodbye, there’s a stagehand holding a sparkler behind him instead of the usual fireworks. Buddy feels disconsolate, and leaves, only half-heartedly returning tennis ball volleys. 

	Cynthia doesn’t even notice he is gone. Her eyes glisten when they meet Gem’s. Gem leads her into the set. 

	She is now in a tall stone tower, leaning over to talk to Rex, far below her. He leans in, obviously unable to hear her dialogue.

	Subtitle: What?

	She tries again. He still can’t hear her. He mounts his trusty mechanical steed, which scissors upward on steel trusses.

	That’s better, he says. 

	I do not feel I am worthy of you, Sir Knight, Cynthia says, picking up where she left off. 

	You are, my lady! he exclaims. How about the two of us take off and run away together? He smiles winningly.

	Cynthia looks down at Gem, who is behind the camera. Would a medieval knight really say something like that?

	Gem suddenly lifts up on mechanical legs like the horse. Are you rewriting my dialogue now? Questioning me? You sound just like my ex-wife! He is furious. He descends to the ground and stalks away. 

	Cynthia calls after him. Wait, Mr. Starr! I didn’t mean it! I’m sorry!

	Assistant Director: Everybody, let’s take a break! The set clears out. Rex smiles apologetically at her and lowers out of sight. 

	Cynthia sits in the tower alone, very sad. Me and my big mouth, she says. 

	 

	Above her in the catwalk, henchman is sitting, looking gleeful. He heads to a bank of pay phones, marked Secret Trysts, Heartfelt Romances, Plausible Excuses, and Genuine Regrets, chooses one marked Treachery, and dials Dark’s number. 

	At the other end, Dark sits, gloating. He is already making plans. 

	 

	After the break, Cynthia, looking chastened, is in the throne room with the man playing the king, a regal-looking gentleman. 

	Sir Knight has asked for your hand in marriage. 

	Yes, Father. 

	I can’t let you marry him! He’s a loser!

	Cynthia stops, opens her mouth, glances over at Gem. The glistening is back. She doesn’t want it to fade again. 

	But, Father, I think he’s great! 

	It’s killing her to say terrible lines like that, but she does her best. 

	He will not have your hand, I say! Go to your room!

	Cynthia goes back to her balcony to tell Rex the news that her father won’t permit them to marry.

	Rex strikes a pose. Of course, you know this means war! He rides away on his mechanical horse.

	Subtitle: Whinny!

	At the end of the day, Gem comes to tell her that she’s doing wonderfully. His praise overcomes her misgivings, and her eyes start to gleam, just a little, meeting his full-on glistening. 

	 

	Cynthia gets in the car with Buddy, but he seems distant. She babbles on about how the filming is going, how much fun she is having, getting on with the rest of the cast. He drops her at home. She doesn’t notice how sad he is. She waves goodbye, but he is already driving off. There is no kiss, no glisten or fireworks. She clutches her script and looks at the next scene as she heads toward her humble front door. Her shoulders hitch with disappointment. 

	Maybe tomorrow’s script will be better. 

	 

	The henchman makes his way up into the catwalk. He has a rope, a blindfold, and all the other accoutrements that kidnappers usually have with them. The other stagehands take no notice of him. He takes his usual hangout over the castle set. 

	Everything around him is getting bigger and fancier, with many more mechanical horses and set pieces, cannons and racks of crossbows. Men and women are waiting to be fitted out with costumes and props. 

	Gem is walking back and forth with his unit production manager at his heels, making sure everything is going to be fantastic. This is the big finale, he says. This is the make or break for my picture. The public will be so impressed by my special effects, acting, singing, and dancing, they will forget all about those space epics that everyone’s talking about. 

	His personal assistant comes up. There’s been some inquiries about your copyrights, sir, saying you don’t have clear title to your scripts. Would you like me to have your lawyer look into it?

	What? I can’t deal with that right now. Get everything ready! Cynthia? Where is Cynthia?

	 

	Muriel comes to the set, wearing a scarf, sunglasses, and a false mustache. Everyone addresses her by name anyhow. She goes into the studio commissary and sees Cynthia sitting by herself looking at the script. 

	She sits down. So, you’re the new girl. 

	Cynthia recognizes Muriel. I guess so. I’m sorry, ma’am.

	Muriel looks her up and down. She peels off the mustache. You’re pretty enough. Don’t be upset. I’m not trying to scare you off. It’s Hollywood. I know how it goes. 

	It’s not that. Cynthia waves her hand vaguely toward the script. Muriel pulls it toward her and begins to read. 

	Oh, my God, she says. I keep telling him!

	Do you? Cynthia asks, surprised.

	Well, what do you think of it?

	Shyly, Cynthia replies, it could be better.

	What do you know?

	I’m a screenwriting major at USC. 

	Maybe you’re just what he needs, Muriel says, standing up. I could never convince him, but maybe you can. Good luck. 

	Wait! Cynthia calls after her. 

	 

	Muriel goes to the bank of phones, chooses Genuine Regrets, and dials Dark’s number. Boris? I’ve made a terrible mistake. I’ve changed my mind. Don’t break Gem! I can walk away. I’ll start over somewhere else. I’ll go back to Broadway. He can have his success and his new girl.

	Dark, chuckling into the handset. It’s too late, Muriel! My plans are already set in motion! By this time tomorrow, he’ll be history!

	Muriel staggers out of the phone booth. I have to warn Gem. 

	She goes to the set, but the doors are closed. The guard stops her from opening them. 

	I’m sorry, but the set is closed, ma’am. 

	I have to get a message to Gem! She throws her head back in pride. Don’t you know who I am?

	Yes, Mrs. Starr, but the Show Must Go On. 

	A spotlight hits him, and a straw hat and cane appear in his hands. Two women in short sequined costumes come to take his arms and they begin to dance. Muriel, frustrated, runs off to look for another way in. Door after door is locked and guarded by people doing dance numbers. 

	 

	Inside the soundstage, girls in skimpy attire like medieval costumes crossed with bikinis and men wearing helmets and golden speedos are performing a huge production number. Gem is looking on with approval, calling out instructions through his megaphone. The cameras move from tableau to tableau: the king preparing for war. Rex and his generals preparing for war. Cynthia pacing in her tower as her ladies in waiting strap her into armor over her fancy gown, and dancers weaving between them all. 

	Then, the whole set opens up into a battlefield. Cynthia’s tower is in the background as the two forces meet and begin a huge fight, with knights on mechanical horses. Blasts of smoke fill the air from the cannons. Fighters face off with brilliant swordplay. Then, Rex and the king meet in the center of the field and begin to fight. 

	Suddenly, Cynthia rides into the middle on a brilliant white steed (mechanical), and breaks up the fight. She has to battle her father, then Rex, then her father again. She whirls back and forth, using skillful swordplay to disarm them. 

	On the sidelines, Gem is pacing back and forth, tearing pages out of the script. This isn’t what I wrote!

	His UPM is tugging on his sleeve.

	This is wonderful, Gem! This is your best yet!

	What?

	Gem watches for a while, his face lighting up. His eyes glisten. 

	She’s making it better, he whispers. 

	At the end of the battle, Cynthia gets her father and Rex to shake hands and agree to a truce. She will marry Rex, and the two kingdoms will become one. 

	Gem wiggles his fingers. A little hokey, but heartwarming. He can’t wait to go greet her. He’s in love now. He’ll marry her and have the hit movie and the girl. 

	 

	Cynthia hurries back toward her dressing room to change into her wedding dress. A loop of rope is waiting for her. It drops around her arms, pinning them at her waist, and hauls her up into the catwalk. 

	Gem comes looking for her, walking almost under her flailing feet. But she is up in the arms of the henchman now, who has his hand over her mouth. He calls for her, but receives no answer. Never mind. She’ll be on set in a minute. 

	 

	Everyone is looking for Cynthia. No one is alarmed at first, but when the wedding scene is set up, the bride still hasn’t come out. No one can remember the last time they saw her after the battle. Everyone starts looking. It’s chaos as they all get in each other’s way. 

	

	Silent Movie is the first time Burt Reynolds and Dom DeLuise appeared in a film together. They went on the make The End, Smokey and the Bandit II, The Cannonball Run, The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas, Cannonball Run II, and both provided voice work for All Dogs Go to Heaven.

	The henchman smuggles Cynthia out of the building in a laundry cart. A guard stops him. What have you got there?  

	Oh, just some old baggage. 

	Oh, all right. The guard waves him on. 

	Morrie bundles Cynthia into a van and heads into the Hollywood Hills, to the Dark mansion. 

	 

	Muriel rushes into the set when the door opens. Gem sees her. What are you doing here?

	I have to tell you!

	I don’t have time! My leading lady is missing. 

	That’s what I have to tell you!

	Gem pays no attention. He races back and forth, an aide patting sweat off his brow with a towel. The stagehands and actors are turning over everything, looking for Cynthia. One looks under a rock, finds nothing, lets it drop. 

	This is a disaster, Gem says, waving his hands. 

	Buddy comes in, swatting tennis balls. Hey, I came to see Cynthia’s final scene. She said it would be okay.

	She’s not here, Gem said, looking frantic.

	Then where is she? Buddy asks. 

	I don’t know!

	I do, Muriel says. Boris Dark has her. 

	How do you know that? Gem asks.

	Muriel looks ashamed. Because I sold him my half of your rights. Because it’s what I would do in his shoes. He’d wait for the end of the picture, then sweep your new crush away and bargain for the other half.

	Gem’s hands close over his. You were always twice the screenwriter I was.

	Five times, Muriel said. But their eyes glisten when they meet. 

	Oh, Muriel, I’ve missed you!

	I’ve missed you, too! They kiss passionately. Fireworks go off behind them. 

	Wait, where’s Cynthia? Buddy asks, interrupting them. 

	They turn to look at him. Who? 

	Oh, right, Gem says.

	At Boris Dark’s mansion, Muriel says. 

	I know where that is, Rex says. I saw it on the Tour to the Hollywood Stars’ Homes. 

	We’ve gotta get there and save her, Buddy says. 

	What? It’s not like he’s going to marry her and take over her kingdom, Gem says.

	No, but she could sign away her future. Like I did, Muriel says sadly. 

	Buddy and Rex exchange glances.

	I can get you there, Rex says. C’mon.

	We’ll follow you! Gem calls, pulling Muriel along with him. 

	Rex and Buddy rush out. They mount Rex’s mechanical horse and gallop off the set.

	Subtitle: Whinny!

	 

	The van is not far ahead. Rex and Buddy have changed from the horse to a racecar. It’s a tight fit, but Buddy manages to keep up batting tennis balls as they ride. 

	The henchman looks in the rearview mirror and sees them. He veers left across train tracks, and a passenger train cuts them off. 

	Rex and Buddy abandon the racecar and jump into the engine of a train going the other way. Rex takes over from the engineer and pours on the steam. They are catching up to the van, when it zooms into the gate of a fun fair. Morrie, Cynthia flung over his shoulder, abandons the van and climbs aboard a carousel. Rex and Buddy leap off the train in pursuit and board the carousel. 

	They go round and round for a couple of revolutions, until they realize the henchman is no longer there. An ice cream truck is rolling away, playing “Turkey in the Straw.”

	Fudge! Buddy declares (on the subtitle; his mouth has formed a distinctively different word.). Where did he go?

	To Dark’s mansion! Rex says. He stops a clown car, pulls eighteen clowns out of it, then shoves Buddy into the interior. 

	 

	At Dark’s mansion, henchman unloads Cynthia from an ice cream truck and hustles her inside. 

	Well done! Dark chortles. Welcome, my dear. And now that picture that you finished making will be mine, too!

	Cynthia looks puzzled. We weren’t finished shooting. There was still the wedding scene. 

	Dark looks at Morrie, angry. You didn’t wait until the end? I told you they had to finish with principal photography!

	Morrie shrugs sheepishly. It’s when I spotted her alone, he says. 

	Dark throws his hands in the air. It won’t matter. I have a contract for you to sign. He brandishes a sheaf of paper at her. She raises her chin defiantly. 

	I don’t sign anything until I read it!

	Oh, all right, Dark says, grumpily. 

	 

	The clown car zooms into the hills, turning this way and that, passing tour bus after tour bus. Cameras flash as both Buddy and Rex flash their famous smiles. Buddy is still hitting tennis balls.

	They zip into the driveway, knocking over sinister black-suited guard after black-suited guard. They open the door and knock over a sinister black-suited butler and maid. 

	Where is she? Buddy demands. 

	They rush into the study, where Cynthia is still reading the contract. She is about halfway through it. 

	Get them! Dark calls.

	Black-clad guards pour out into the room. Rex grabs a wheeled drinks stand and uses it as a vehicle to roll around the room, knocking out guards with whatever he can grab. Buddy bounces tennis balls into temples and noses, kayoing his share. In the end, there is no one left standing but Rex, Buddy, Dark, Morrie, and Cynthia. 

	Oh, Buddy! Cynthia coos, looking up from the contract. 

	Oh, Cynthia! They rush together. The glistening in their eyes is back. I’ve come to save you from ruining your future.

	Don’t worry, she says. I wouldn’t sign this for anything. There’s too much boilerplate that wouldn’t stand up in court. Look, on page three….

	At that moment, Gem and Muriel come barreling into the room. 

	Don’t sign anything! Muriel says, running to Cynthia. 

	You! Gem says, snarling at Dark. 

	Boris Dark sneers. Yes, me! The actor you said would never amount to anything. I’ve been building my revenge one small victory at a time. I have your wife’s fortune already. 

	You mean this? Muriel asks, pulling a sheaf of papers from the desk. She starts tearing up the pages one at a time, starting with the signature page. You didn’t fulfill the conditions of the contract. She looks up adoringly at Gem. I got him back all by myself. 

	Their eyes glisten when they meet, and fireworks go off in the background, setting fire to the curtains. They kiss. 

	I will stop you! Dark exclaims, shaking his fist. I will prevent you from finishing your picture! I will ruin…

	Buddy shakes his head, and pops the next tennis ball right into Villain’s temple. The man drops like a stone. 

	Do they always talk that much?

	The smart ones don’t, Muriel says. 

	Morrie runs to his boss to try and revive him. Canaries circle Dark’s head. 

	You need to look closely while watching Silent Movie, but in addition to the cameos by comedy legends like Charlie Callas, Henny Youngman, Fritz Feld, and Harry Ritz, up-and-comers Howard Hesseman and Erik Estrada appear in the film.  Hessemen is one of the Engulf and Devour executives and Estrada is one of Anne Bancroft’s entourage.

	 

	C’mon, Rex says. I’ll drive you all back to the set. There’s plenty of room in the clown car. 

	 

	Sometime later, Gem is standing by as Cynthia, in her lavish wedding dress costume, marries Sir Knight. Dissolve to,

	Gem is standing by as Cynthia, in a more modest wedding dress, marries Buddy. She and Buddy kiss, with fireworks surrounding them. 

	Then, Gem raises a megaphone to shout for quiet. He is standing on a new set, with the actors wearing modern dress. Muriel is on set at a café table, looking commanding and beautiful, ready for her cue. Rex is seated across from her, looking happy. 

	Buddy is behind the camera, lobbing tennis balls, standing next to Cynthia, who is in street clothes, going over a script with a red pen. Muriel gives her a wink and a thumb’s up. 

	Cynthia looks up at Buddy, and the glisten in their eyes is unmistakable. A happy ending for everyone. Except Boris Dark. 

	 

	The End. 


“High Anxiety has a few bright moments but there is no real satire of Hitchcock movies—and it has too low a laugh levels to be much of a Brooks movie…The picture holds together badly, more like bits and pieces from several movies: The sequences bear little relationship to each other; there’s no mystery to the mystery; and the climax, stolen from Vertigo, is poorly shot and edited.” Kirk Honeycutt, Valley News, December 25, 1977

	Marathoning Mel Brooks: A Reminiscence

	Danny A. Miller

	 

	I’ve been out of college now for more than half my life, but one of my fondest memories of those years was the Saturday night I ran a Mel Brooks movie marathon for a crowd of fellow students.

	Brandeis University was fond of festivals, whether the Leonard Bernstein Arts Festival or the many Jewish holidays observed by students, faculty, and staff, and one of the first ones in which I participated was “Doing Justice Weekend,” now sadly nowhere to be found in Brandeis’ records, or even an admittedly cursory Google search. To the best of my recollection, Doing Justice Weekend was a get-to-know-each-other event weekend early in the school year, in which students would volunteer to run social events of all kinds, as something of a respite from the often-rigorous academic schedule, and one of the old standbys was movie marathons. And during that freshman year of mine, having run movie nights at my high school, I volunteered to spearhead these marathons overnight on Friday and Saturday nights, though as I was (and am now [and again]) Sabbath observant, I could not run the Friday night event, of which I have no memory—so I reserved Saturday night’s event for myself. And what a night it was!

	I don’t remember all of the Mel Brooks movies we showed (although I remember getting a membership at the video rental joint in downtown Waltham, and sorely ticking off the poor clerk, whom I surprised with requests for close to a dozen movies, without adequate notice), but although memories have been shown to be often unreliable, I vividly remember that at least three of them were Blazing Saddles, Spaceballs (then more-or-less the “new” Mel Brooks flick, Life Stinks having . . . stunk, and Robin Hood: Men in Tights being too recent to have yet come out on video), and High Anxiety, which I had never seen. (We may have rented The Producers as well, but my thirty-plus-year memory clearly doesn’t extend to quite that much detail of the weekend.)

	Brandeis’ Student Senate set us up in the common room of Usen Castle, then one of the oldest buildings on campus—already slightly decrepit then, literally condemned by my 25th Reunion, and now mostly demolished—and home to a student population heavily consisting of pre-med students, usually studying heavily—and though I don’t remember everything, I vividly remember that for the first showing, Blazing Saddles, the common room was packed, with students of all years, demographics, religions, and genders, all cackling along so loudly to every last joke, to the point where we undoubtedly missed some (though likely most of the audience had nearly memorized much of the movie, Jewish university that Brandeis was and is), and to the point where one of the R.A.s below us ran up to admonish and shush us, our raucousness having disturbed those selfsame studying pre-med students through and across several floors of the building. And while much, if not most, of Blazing Saddles’ humor might not fly in 2026, I do remember that everyone, of all racial identities, laughed along, even to the copious uses of the “N-bomb,” because everyone seemed to understand—as audiences seem generally to have done whenever they see Blazing Saddles—that the only ones spouting racism in the movie were unfathomably stupid, outright villains, or some combination of the above; moreover, everyone who teamed up with Cleavon Little’s Sheriff Bart, whether the Waco Kid, Mongo, or Lili von Schtüpp, continually deferred to him—Bart was decidedly the leader, and everyone else the sidekicks.

	(Along those lines as well, perhaps it helps Brooks’s humor in Blazing Saddles, and helps it transcend the changing vagaries of acceptable discourse, that Brooks himself, from day one, acknowledged that they “went too far” even by the standards of 1974.)

	The second movie we watched was Spaceballs, and though the crowd thinned slightly (this was at 10:00 p.m. or thereabouts, after all), it didn’t thin by much, and the thrill of watching classic comedies in the middle of an audience made the jokes funnier and land harder, and I remember that for that evening, I was in a community, of folks whom I didn’t know then and don’t necessarily remember now, but a community nonetheless. And when we finally put on High Anxiety, one of Brooks’s films that I’m sure fewer of my fellow Brandeisians had seen, the joy of discovering a new favorite was sublime. At no time during the entire ten-hour stretch of the movie marathon, until the no-longer-so-wee hours of the morning, was there an audience of just me, running the show; there were always at least a handful of diehards for whom that sense of community rang true as well.

	I remember I had had prior plans for first thing the Sunday morning after the marathon, to go to a political workshopping event in Brandeis’s gym and conference center for a Jewish advocacy group, but I don’t remember anything whatsoever of that event, other than that I was exhausted from an all-nighter spent laughing and having fun, and that I largely drifted off through most—all—of the event’s speakers. (Needless to say, I had forgotten those plans entirely when I agreed to run the evening of Mel Brooks.) But given that I do remember, in detail perhaps not entirely accurate, the vagaries of unreliable memory being what they are, most of the movies and experience the night before, I know which event I would choose again, a thousand times over.

	 

	 


“There are loads of familiarly funny gags in the film. But the movie is so sour that its humor is often undermined, because so many of the jokes are either mean-spirited or scatological, or both. Women are either explicitly predatory or stupidly decorative, and homosexuals are made fun of regularly. Bathroom jokes are everywhere. Flamboyantly bad taste, which Brooks raised to a level of supreme wit in his “Springtime for Hitler” number in The Producers, is this time just bad. A musical number about the Spanish Inquisition, with Brooks playing a torturer who merrily abuses Jews, is about as crashingly unfunny as a musical number can be.” Janet Maslin, Daily American Republic September 11, 1981

	


History of the World, Part I Retrospective and Part II Comparison

	Jean Martin

	 

	I was a teenager when History of the World, Part I (1981) came out, but this movie has stayed with me for several decades. Probably because it had a mock trailer at the end that seemingly promised a Part II. I’ve also always been a history lover, and I remember enjoying the movie’s irreverent and campy humor. 

	While I consider myself a Mel Brooks fan. I’ve only actually loved another one of his movies, To Be or Not to Be (1983). I know this wasn’t a critical or box office success, while surprisingly garnering some major nominations like the Oscars and Golden Globes, but it’s one of my favorites.

	The Producers (1967), Blazing Saddles (1974), Young Frankenstein (1974), Spaceballs (1978), Robin Hood Men in Tights (1993) and The Producers (2005) I liked in varying degrees, but I don’t love these generally considered as Mel Brooks classics as much as most people do. I seem to have a totally different taste in movies than the majority.

	In any case, what I like about Mel’s humor is that while seemingly simple, there’s also cleverness involved. There’s also oftentimes an overarching point to be made, be it making fun of historical monarchs and leaders, the foibles of ordinary folk, and even shining a light on the plight of Jews throughout history. This is all in full display in both History of the World, Part I and To Be or Not to Be. 

	Missed Casting Opportunity:  In History of the World, Part I, Sid Caesar played a caveman and Dom DeLuise played Nero.  Had Brooks altered the casting just a little bit, he could have had Sid Caesar playing a Caesar.

	I also like how he likes to add musical numbers. I’ve always been a sucker for musicals. I think that’s why I love To Be or Not to Be so much since it’s about a theatre troupe and there’s lots of fabulous musical numbers. Most memorable for me were the hilarious “A Little Piece of Poland” and the poignant “Final Curtain.” Mel was in his element in this one and his long-time wife (till her death) Anne Bancroft was glamorous and luminous. And Tim Matheson was at his most handsome here.  

	He also pushes the envelope with his jokes, like the best comedy does, but it doesn’t get too mean or distasteful, like most comedy routines nowadays. I guess I’m a bit old-fashioned too. We laugh with him and the characters, not at the expense of anyone...he doesn’t “punch down.”

	One newish show that I love though, that perhaps was inspired by History of the World, Part I, is Horrible Histories (2009-2025 and various movies) a children’s educational series produced for the CBBC. Each episode includes numerous themed skits set in different time periods with some recurring characters throughout history as well as modern times. And there are also several excellent music videos. My favorites are Boudicca (the original Alt Rock version), Dick Turpin (a la Adam Ant), Cleopatra (various Lady Gaga songs) and the Transportation song (based on Greased Lightning). 

	Going back to specifically talking about History of the World, Part I, this parody of epic movies covers four segments: the Stone Age, the Roman Empire, the Spanish Inquisition and the French Revolution. Mel plays different parts in each section, including Moses, Torquemada and King Louis XVI. Mel as Moses with the originally 15 Commandments is a well-known scene, the actual Last Supper being painted by Leonardo da Vinci is hilariously anachronistic, the aquatic ballet led by Torquemada is dark-comedy gold, and the Tale of Two Cities-inspired switcharoo in the French Revolution is quite amusing. 

	There are also a lot of popular actors from the 1960s-1980s in the movie, which makes it fun to spot them as they show up. Some of those I remember are Madeline Kahn, Dom DeLuise, Gregory Hines, Harvey Korman, Cloris Leachman, John Hurt, and Bea Arthur.

	History of the World, Part I was also unfortunately not commercially successful and not too highly rated. But it seems to have attained cult status. So much so that the aforementioned mock trailer for a Part II, which included the absurdist comedy Hitler on Ice and the Star Wars-inspired Jews in Space, belatedly gave birth to an actual sequel of the same name. 

	History of the World, Part II finally landed on the small screen as an eight-part miniseries on Hulu in 2023. It thankfully included both Hitler on Ice and Jews in Space. This show was more ambitious in that it covered prehistoric to modern times. However, being on TV made it seem less “epic” compared with the original. The skits felt a lot like Saturday Night Live (SNL, 1975-present) and even the also historically based anthology series Miracle Workers (2019-2023) with Daniel Radcliffe and Steve Buscemi (which was great, by the way). However, that doesn’t mean I didn’t enjoy this miniseries overall. While it was slow going at first, and a lot of humor and scenarios seemed a little flat, I think it picked up as it went along.

	First, the negatives. There were musical numbers. But I can’t remember any of them, honestly. And most of them seemed to me like pale imitations of Horrible Histories numbers. Also, Mel himself wasn’t really in it. He was just the Narrator (and producer and writer) for which he did receive an Emmy nomination. 

	Next, the positives. The brilliant Wanda Sykes is one of the producers, writers and main actors of the show and played several characters, such as iconic African-American women Harriet Tubman, Bessie Coleman, and Shirley Chisholm. Wanda is probably the strongest asset in this production. She was great in everything she did here. 

	And just like the original movie, this miniseries included several well-known names, such as Danny DeVito, Jack Black, Josh Gad, Taika Waititi, David Duchovny, Jason Alexander, and Seth Rogen. There were also some actors I like in it, such as Dove Cameron, as well as Asian representation (I don’t think there were any in the original), such as Eugene Cordero, Ronny Chieng, and Charles Melton. I also spotted some SNL, Mad TV (1995-2016), and The Good Place (2016-2020) alumni.

	As far as themes, the most memorable ones were the Civil War, Russian Revolution, and the last days of Jesus. Jesus and the Apostles doing a last jam session in the vein of the Beatles: Get Back (2021) documentary was the best part of the miniseries for me. 

	There was also more about American history, which I actually learned more about. For instance, I didn’t know who Shirley Chisholm was. She’s the first African-American woman elected to the US Congress in 1968 and who ran for the Democratic Presidential nomination in 1972. Her skits were shown as a 1970s-style sitcom.

	Some misses for me are the Jackass (2000-2001) guy as Rasputin (I just don’t like his style of humor) and Typhoid Mary (not sure why this is funny especially after the pandemic). 

	It looks like this miniseries did pretty well as far as audience viewership and critical response. However, while I did like it overall, and I’m glad I watched it to serve as a completion and closure to the journey started in Part I, I’m not sure I liked it as much as everyone else did. Again, I seem to be the odd man out. But that’s to be expected, I guess. But do see it for yourself to form your own opinion if you liked the original.

	 


“Smartly produced and paced with a superb cast of supporting pros (Charles Durning, Jose Ferrer, Tim Matheson, Christopher Lloyd) hamming it up to high heaven, To Be Or Not To Be is a lot of fun—not great like the original, but certainly more respectful of its forebear than most carbon copy things.” Dan Croft The Pantagraph December 31, 1983

	As with The Twelve Chairs, To Be Or Not to Be was an adaptation of a pre-existing work of art. While The Twelve Chairs adapted a novel, this film was a remake of a classic 1942 Ernst Lubitsch film that starred Jack Benny and Carole Lombard. I’m not sure the film needed to be made and most of the performances pale in comparison to the original (Charles Durning can’t hold a candle to Sig Ruman as “Concentration Camp” Erhardt), but the opening with Bancroft and Brooks performing “Sweet Georgia Brown” in Polish and then starting the film in the same language is inspired. Although Bancroft had made a cameo in Silent Movie (and later had a bit role in Dracula: Dead and Loving It), this was Brooks and Bancroft’s opportunity to costar in a film together.

	To Be or Not To Be

	Bonnie K. Jones

	 

	This is a story about two movies with the same title and plot, made at two different times: 1942 and 1983. The title refers to the famous speech in Shakespeare’s Hamlet, on which hangs an important plot point in both these films.

	 

	The plot: 

	During the German occupation of Poland, an acting troupe becomes involved in a Polish soldier’s efforts to track down a German spy. 

	 

	The 1942 version: 

	Jack Benny and Carole Lombard play a married couple, Maria and Joseph Tura; Polish actors at the start of Germany invading Poland in 1939. Robert Stack is a young Polish flyer who has a crush on Carole Lombard, and who can blame him!

	At the opening of the story, we see the actors practicing a play while dressed as German officers. (This caused quite an uproar when Jack’s Jewish father saw this for the first time, as you can imagine. He later came to love the movie, and told everyone to see it.)

	Once the Germans invade Poland, the theater is closed. The young pilot goes to England to join a Polish flying group. He meets Professor Siletsky (Stanley Ridges), who may be a German spy. When the professor is killed in Poland, Joseph Tura has to pretend to be the professor. He also pretends to be a German officer. One of the other Polish actors (Bronski (Tom Dugan)) has several scenes in which he pretends to be Adolf Hitler. In the end, while Hitler is in their theater to see a show, the troupe, dressed as German officers, steals Hitler’s plane and flies to England. The End. 

	This original story was written by Melchior Lengyel, Ernst Lubitsch, and Edwin Justus Mayer. It was directed by Ernst Lubitsch. 

	 

	P.S. This was Carole Lombard’s last film. She died in a plane crash on a war bond tour before the release of the movie.

	 

	The 1983 version: 

	Married actors Mel Brooks and Anne Bancroft star as the married couple Frederick and Anna Bronski. (In the original movie, Bronski was the actor who played Hitler in the theater troupe. So Mel has taken two roles and combined them, possibly to make his role bigger.) Tim Matheson plays the young flyer who has a crush on Anne Bancroft, and who can blame him! The plot is the same, mostly. There are stories and characters that can be used in 1983 that were not allowed in 1942. In 1983, the Hayes Office, which censored what could be in movies, was no more. So in 1942, Maria Tuva has a woman who assists her backstage. In 1983, Anna Bronski has Sasha (James Haake), a gay man as her dresser. He is arrested by the Germans and Anna tries to rescue him. In the 1942 version, the word Jew is never mentioned. In the 1983 version, after the theater is closed, Jewish families hide in it along with the actors. Also, at the end, the theater troupe have to perform for Hitler dressed as clowns before running from the theater to catch the plane. So this ending has women and children being on the plane instead of just men and the leading lady.

	 

	Mel Brooks produced the 1983 movie but did not direct. Ronny Graham and Thomas Meehan wrote the screenplay. It was directed by Alan Johnson.

	This version has the same plot points and some of the same dialogue. However, this version tends to make all of the characters more humorous, even Professor Siletski (José Ferrer) Watching the 1942 version, I believe that the Polish actors are in fear for their lives. I feel the danger in their situation. In 1983, Mel takes away most of the danger by turning the bad guys into buffoons. He is spoofing the genre, like he does in Young Frankenstein and Blazing Saddles. The script also puts in cultural references for additional humor, as Mel Brooks often does in his movies. Mel also adds a musical number to the movie, a Polish translation of “Sweet Georgia Brown,” a must-see!

	Now, about comparing the acting styles of Jack Benny and Mel Brooks. Jack Benny started in Vaudeville but quickly moved into radio. Being a radio performer means standing at a microphone and performing mostly from the neck up. Jack was known to get laughs with just a subtle expression or a small noise. His radio persona was of an actor who had a big ego. The original movie script was written by Ernst Lubitsch with Jack Benny’s radio persona in mind. Mel Brooks, on the other hand…I don’t think he knows the meaning of the word subtle. He started performing as a teenager in the Catskills, as a musician and comic. Mel performs like he has an audience of thousands and wants the guy in the last row to see and hear every word and movement. To sum it up, Jack Benny is a comedic actor and Mel Brooks is a clown. 

	This is not the first time Mel Brooks has made fun of Hitler. Mel’s philosophy is that we should laugh at the bad guys so they don’t look so scary. His movie The Producers (1967) does this very well. If you haven’t seen it, do it now. I’ll wait…

	 


Springtime For Mel

	Or, Professor Little Old Man Goes to Broadway

	Tom Smith

	 

	There aren’t many people I’d stick with the label “genius.” Einstein, obviously, Da Vinci. Beethoven, Wagner, Chaplin, Sagan, Hawking, Robin Williams, Greg Stafford, George Carlin, you get the drift. 

	And, to that list, we can add: Mel Brooks.

	This is most likely going to be a drier article than I’d like to write, but…I’m certainly not going to try to out-funny Mel Brooks. I’m writing about his songs, because as great as his movies and screenplays are, his musical choices elevate them to another level.

	Do you remember the first time you saw Young Frankenstein? I do. I saw it with my grandmother, Garboo, who took me to see it first-run in 1974. This was probably not a film I should have seen at that time in my life, but I did, and it changed me. And part of the way it changed me was because of how Garboo laughed—long and loud—at this exchange:

	 

	Inga: He vould have an enormous schwanzstucker.

	Dr. Frederick Frankenstein: That goes without saying.

	Inga: Voof.

	Igor: He’s going to be very popular.

	My own favorite bit was:

	Dr. Frederick Frankenstein: Igor, help me with the bags.

	Igor: [Imitating Groucho Marx] Soitenly. You take the blonde, I’ll take the one in the toiben.

	But what really caught my attention was the music.

	See, Brooks wrote the film. Brooks directed the film. And he punctuated the film with musical jokes—obviously, the magnificent scene with Gene Wilder and Peter Boyle singing “Puttin’ On The Ritz,” but also references to everything from “Ah, Sweet Mystery of Life” from Thoroughly Modern Millie (there now—don’t you feel old?) to “The Battle Hymn of the Republic” and “Chattanooga Choo-Choo” (“Pardon me, boy—is this the Transylvania station?”). Not to mention the crescendo of violin notes played by Fraü Blucher (Cloris Leachman), ending with her screaming “YES! YESSS! HE…VAS…MY…BOYFRIEND!” And, of course, that wonderful, eerie theme, “Transylvanian Lullaby,” written by Brooks’s longtime collaborator John Morris.

	Basically, while there was a long tradition of movie musicals, and of some movies that technically weren’t musicals having one or two songs, nobody had heard anything like this.

	In the same year, Brooks did Blazing Saddles. It had a few original songs that have imposed themselves on our collective consciousness. The title song, performed by Frankie Laine, is actually a good fit for the western genre; it’s only slightly off. But that was the bait, to get you in the door. Then came the a cappella version of “I Get A Kick Out Of You,” followed by the cowboys singing “De Camptown Ladies” with the goofiest dance performed by white people up to that point. That was followed by a big band number, played by Count Basie and his orchestra—in the middle of the wild, wild west. (This was the first Brooks film when the fourth wall really took a beating.)

	And then we got to Rock Ridge.

	You may recall that Hedley Lamarr (Harvey Korman) wants to buy up the land where choo-choo go—er, where the railroad is going to be built. So the locals sing what amounts to an exposition song about how they’re being terrorized and how their town is turning into shit. (That is, in fact, the last line, sung by a church choir.)

	A bit later, we have Madeline Kahn, doing her best Marlene Dietrich impression as Lily Von Schtupp, with a song known by literally every woman of a certain age I have ever met, “I’m Tired.”

	And then, near the end of the movie, things go really sideways—right through the Fourth Wall and into the set of the movie next door, where Dom DeLuise is attempting to direct “The French Mistake.” Just thinking about that whole scene now, I’m losing it.

	I didn’t find out about some of his other movies, and songs, till later. The first and most prominent was the original version of The Producers, which many people consider the funniest movie ever made. You may remember the plot: Out-of-luck Broadway producer Max Bialystock (Zero Mostel) gets an idea from accountant Leo Bloom*5 (Gene Wilder): If you raise, say, 1000% of the money necessary to put on a show, and it bombs, you don’t have to pay back the money. Which leads us to the epic ballad:

	 

	It’s Springtime for Hitler and Germany,

	Winter for Poland and France,

	We’re marching to a faster pace --

	Look out, here comes the Master Race!…

	“I vas born in Dusseldorf,

	And dat is vhy zhey call me Rolph!”

	“Don’t be shtupid, be a smartie!

	Come and join zhe Nazi Party!”

	In 2001 Mel revisited and reinvented The Producers as a full Broadway musical, starring Nathan Lane as Max Bialystock and Matthew Broderick as Leo Bloom. He wrote a bunch of new songs, and expanded “Springtime For Hitler” to almost eight minutes, as performed by John Barrowman (yes, Captain Jack Harkness) and the late Gary Beach as Roger Elizabeth DeBris. It is a spectacular production, and utterly hilarious. But it isn’t my favorite song in the show.

	First is one that, in the 1967 movie, was only a snippet: “Haben Sie Gehort Das Deutche Band?” In the movie of the musical, it’s performed by Will Farrell, and it’s absolutely hilarious. So is “Keep It Gay,” sung by Roger DeBris and his entourage. But the real winner for me is “Betrayed!” With one word, Nathan Lane (and Mel) smashes that fourth wall again, and you don’t see it coming. And then there’s all the rest. 

	We could go over a lot of other songs by Mel Brooks—”Hope For The Best, Expect The Worst” from The Twelve Chairs; “Men In Tights” from, uh, Robin Hood: Men In Tights; everything from To Be Or Not To Be; “High Anxiety.” Songs he wrote for The 2,000 Year Old Man. History of the World, Part 1, which featured “The Inquisition,” the rap song “It’s Good To Be The King,” and “Jews In Space” (the music of which is strangely echoed in “Men In Tights”). The expansion of Young Frankenstein into a full stage musical. If you haven’t heard them for awhile, you should indulge yourself. Mit der bang…mit der boom…

	…mit der bing.

	 


“[The Elephant Man] is not the usual movie—in which the story supports the images and holds everything together. Lynch’s visual scheme is so imaginative that it transcends the by now well-known story, and scene by scene you don’t know what to expect. You’re seeing something new—subconscious material stirring within the format of a conventional narrative. There is perhaps nothing as eerily, baldly erotic as that moment in Eraserhead when two lovers deliquesce into their bed—disappearing in the fluid, with only the woman’s hair left floating on top. But there is something indefinably erotic going on here; it’s submerged in the film’s rhythm and in the director’s whole way of seeing.” Pauline Kael, The New Yorker, October 27, 1980

	“But there is more to The Fly than just Brundle pulling off his fingernails and vomiting on his food. I will certainly have trouble forgetting some of the appalling images. But the story and its tragic, all-too-human characters, I expect, will outlast the horror.” Kathy Amen, September 17,1986

	 

	There Was a Great Comic Who Featured a Fly

	Danette Sills

	 

	Mel Brooks was not only a comedian, he was also a filmmaker. Yes, his primary focus was comedy, but after creating The Producers, Blazing Saddles, and Young Frankenstein, Brooks started his own production company, Brooksfilms. As one would imagine, the company produced several memorable Mel Brooks movies, including History of the World: Part I, To Be or Not to Be, Spaceballs, Robin Hood: Men in Tights, and the film version of the Broadway musical version of The Producers. But the company produced other Mel-less films, such as My Favorite Year and 84 Charing Cross Road. For me two movies stand out from this group. The first is The Elephant Man, the adapted true story of Joseph Merrick, directed by David Lynch. The second, The Fly, is David Cronenberg’s powerful reimagination of the 1950’s Vincent Price classic. Over time both men became visionary directors, and both films became classics. In each case the actors spent a tremendous number of hours in the makeup chair, but it is their uniquely well-crafted performances that allowed both characters to expose what it means to be a human being in the face of utterly dehumanizing situations. 

	The first film, The Elephant Man, examines the fictionalized life of John (Joseph) Merrick. Director David Lynch portrays the circumstances of John’s life as an odd fairy tale, filled with human monsters, royal figures, heartless cruelty and beautiful fantasy. The story begins in a carnival freak show where Dr. Frederick Treves, played by Sir Anthony Hopkins, first encounters The Elephant Man, played by the late Sir John Hurt. He is horribly disfigured with large growths distorting his head and body, and his condition is attributed to his mother having been attacked by a wild elephant while she was pregnant. In reality John most likely suffered from a combination of neurofibromatosis and Proteus Syndrome. Treves brings John to the London Hospital, where, after attempts by various self-serving individuals to profit from John’s freakish looks, Merrick finds a permanent home. Over the rest of his short existence, he meets with members of society, including royalty, who allow John to experience a more normal and fulfilling life. In the end, his life is cut short by his desire to sleep as normal people do, with the weight of his massive head inadvertently causing asphyxiation. He had always slept upright.

	It is the strength of John Hurt’s performance, and indeed the performances of all the actors, which raises the film to a level wherein the audience must also confront its curiosity in the story. Are we the same as the freak show crowds, are the doctors and society members merely a more pleasant group of curiosity seekers? Has providing John Merrick with a proper home and care helped him in the end? It would seem so, as John is thrilled to be introduced to proper society and is particularly overwhelmed by a theater visit to a children’s pantomime performance. He himself is very much a childlike individual. And yet, after John has seemingly found his happy ending, we are left with a powerful line of dialogue from Dr. Treves. As he sits at home with his wife one evening, reflecting on his motives for helping John, Treves asks his wife, “Am I a good man, or am I a bad man?” The question resonates very powerfully. 

	The Fly is a tragedy in two acts. In the first act we meet Seth Brundle (Jeff Goldblum), a brilliant and charming but socially awkward young scientist who is attracted to a smart female reporter, Ronnie Quaife (Geena Davis), at a science company presentation. They have instant chemistry that immediately registers with the audience, and it is this bond that ends up making the story, especially for me, one of the most personal and devastating experiences in science fiction and horror cinema. Brundle’s research regarding teleportation is born of a lifelong issue with motion sickness, making his scientific progress not only intriguing but again, almost childlike. Seth’s deepening professional and romantic relationship with Ronnie, wherein she works with Seth to document the process of successfully establishing teleportation, becomes a true partnership. Unfortunately, Seth is somewhat naïve as to personal relationships, and while they are about to celebrate the first successful teleportation of a live baboon, Ronnie finds material left by her editor and former romantic partner Stathis Borans (John Getz) that she believes is intended to taunt her. Ronnie excuses herself to confront Stathis, leaving Seth to consume too much celebratory champagne, trying to figure out what is really going on between them. He becomes intoxicated, and his lack of judgement causes him to go through the mechanism on his own, even though Ronnie was meant to witness Brundle transporting himself after carrying out tests on the animal. Seth enters the device, carelessly overlooking the presence of a common housefly in the chamber with him. While the teleportation seems successful, we see over the following days his personality, his metabolism and his appearance begin to radically change. Ronnie confronts him, saying that something went wrong, and Seth angrily pushes her out of the loft laboratory. Now alone, he experiences the physical deterioration of his body. He reviews the data from his teleportation and realizes with horror that he and a housefly have melded at the molecular-genetic level.

	The second part shows Brundle’s continued transformation into what he ironically refers to as “Brundlefly.” He is physically becoming inhuman with several parts of his body falling off. Ronnie continues to document the transformation, until she discovers her own physical transformation—she is pregnant with Seth Brundle’s child. Terrified by the potential of a mutant birth, she goes to talk to Seth. He is in the last stages of his transformation, talking strangely about insect politics and that insects lack compassion. He has also been examining the possibility of merging with another human to reduce the degree of fly in his genome as a means of reversing his transition. Seth warns Ronnie that if she stays, he will hurt her. She flees, getting into the car with Stathis and begging him to arrange an immediate abortion. Seth overhears her and follows them to the clinic. Brundle then abducts Ronnie, taking her back to his laboratory loft with the intention of melding with her and the child she is carrying. Stathis follows and tries to shoot Brundle but is overwhelmed and severely crippled by Seth’s fly-based acidic digestive fluids. Seth, having fully mutated into a human fly, hurls Ronnie into one teleportation chamber, then enters the second. The third chamber, originally a prototype, has been wired and reprogrammed to receive the output of both teleportation units. Stathis, though terribly injured, manages to pull himself up and he shoots the connection to Ronnie’s teleportation chamber. Brundle sees this and attempts to get out of his chamber when the teleportation sequence begins. The resulting transfer is a grotesque combination of Seth Brundle and part of the teleportation pod. The pathetic creature drags himself towards Ronnie, awkwardly grasping the shotgun she now holds and pointing it at his head. Reluctant and sobbing, she destroys him. 

	While it is a true horror/science fiction film with at times over-the-top scenes of physical violence and disturbing images, The Fly becomes a moving story of what it means to be human, much like The Elephant Man. Both films have charming yet tragic main characters who are plagued by physical deformity. But while John Merrick is allowed to eventually become more human, Seth Brundle, through a careless and impetuous act, ultimately destroys his humanity. Hubris also plays a significant role in both stories.  It is Dr. Treve’s hubris that helps, but also hurts, John during their relationship. Treves merely finds John a fascinating medical subject before he learns that his patient is an intelligent human being who has been treated as less than human for most of his life. Seth Brundle’s hubris is that he never really needed anyone emotionally before he met Ronnie, but acts irresponsibly when he is confused by her actions without first talking with her. Treves, in the end, is exonerated for his shortcomings while Seth Brundle tragically destroys himself and those around him.

	The two characters also directly comment on the nature of humanity in two quite famous quotes. In The Elephant Man, John Merrick is cornered by a curious crowd and shouts out “I am not an animal, I am a human being. I am a man.” Seth Brundle, talking to Ronnie when she last comes to see him, tells her “I’m an insect who dreamt he was a man and loved it. But now the dream is over…and the insect is awake.”

	Why did Mel Brooks take on these two projects? Apparently, Brooks was very moved by the script for The Elephant Man, as it touched him unlike anything since The Miracle Worker. Anne Bancroft won an Academy Award for her role as Annie Sullivan in that film, and she also portrays the actress Mrs. Kendal in The Elephant Man. Brooks was very impressed by David Lynch’s style after watching the movie Eraserhead and felt black and white would be the perfect way to portray the Victorian setting. And, in order to maintain the serious nature of the movie, Mel did not include his name in the credits, so that audiences would not expect it to be a comedy.

	Film producer Stuart Cornfield frequently collaborated with Mel Brooks, and he is the connecting piece between the two films. Cornfield introduced Brooks to David Lynch through Eraserhead. Several years later Charles Edward Pogue, who co-wrote The Fly script with David Cronenberg, sought out Cornfield regarding the project. Cornfield gave the script to Brooks who became very interested in the story, although he believed it needed a lot of rewriting.

	Personally, I would have loved to have been a fly in the room (sorry, couldn’t resist) when Mel Brooks sat and watched Eraserhead. In any case, these two serious genre films provide a more rounded feel to Brooks’s movie-making career. He was indeed a filmmaker, not only of his comedy outings, but also for those films that were out of the ordinary and touched on quite serious themes. Both The Elephant Man and The Fly are two of my favorite movies of all time and I had strong emotional reactions to both. Rewatching The Fly now left me sobbing the same way it did in 1986.

	I cannot say that I am the biggest fan of Mel Brooks as a whole. I have always enjoyed his work, and I am a particular fan of both The Producers and Young Frankenstein. But I am a superfan of both The Elephant Man and The Fly, and I am very grateful to Mel Brooks for bringing them to life and allowing me to make these films part of my human experience. 

	 


“It presents a number of causes for Farmer’s destruction. (A short list might include her combative personality, her shrewish mother, the studio system, betrayal by her lovers, alcoholism, drug abuse, psychiatric malpractice and the predations of a mad lobotomist.)

	“But the movie never comes right out and says what it believes ‘caused’ Farmer’s tragedy. That is good, I think, because no simple explanation will do for Farmer’s life. The movie is told from her point of view, and from where she stood she was surrounded. On one day she had one enemy, and on another day, another enemy. Always, of course, her worst enemy was herself.” Roger Ebert, The Chicago Sun-TImes January 28, 1983.

	Melvin in Shadowland 

	Matthew Hahn

	 

	In 1971, Ashley Montagu wrote The Elephant Man: A Study in Human Dignity, about Joseph (incorrectly here and elsewhere called “John”) Merrick, a sideshow attraction who was abandoned by his manager in Europe, but made his way back to London where he was taken into a hospital for the rest of his days by a Victorian doctor. The book caused a sensation and dramatic versions of the story began to pop up—at least four or five. This appeared to be a case of spontaneous invention, because Merrick was in the zeitgeist, and not necessarily plagiarism on anyone’s part. The cream quickly rose to the top, and Bernard Pomerance’s eponymous play became a sensation, first on the London stage, then Broadway. 

	Mel Brooks’s production company for more serious films, Brooksfilms, acquired a screenplay by Christopher De Vore and Eric Bergren based on Montagu’s book. After winning the Tony for Best Play, Pomerance and his producers sued Brooksfilms. Brooks claimed the film was based on public domain sources and he settled out of court with Pomerance, whose suit was an unfair trade practices case because of Brooks’s use of the same title. It was not the first lawsuit against Brooks, and it wouldn’t be the last time he would use the public domain defense. Jonathan Sanger, the film’s producer, said he had optioned the script in 1978 “long before the play came out.” Pomerance’s work actually premiered in London in 1977.

	Around the same time, William Arnold, an editorial writer for Seattle Post-Intelligencer published a book he would call Shadowland. The genesis of the book goes back to 1972, when Arnold saw Come and Get It (1936), the breakout film of an actor named Frances Farmer. He became obsessed with her, but could find no mention of her in the literature, save one brief reference in The Filmgoer’s Companion that said she “retired due to ill health.” She seemed to be almost completely forgotten. Then one day at the drugstore, he saw a book with her face on it called Will There Really Be a Morning? It was Frances Farmer’s “autobiography,” ghosted by two other women. He was gobsmacked to find that, like him, Farmer was also from Seattle and an alum of the University of Washington, and devastated to learn about her horrendous treatment at the nearby Western State Hospital, a mental institution. He decided to write an op-ed piece about her called “The Dark Odyssey.” 

	The story had a “seismic impact.” Arnold began to get calls from Frances’ friends, neighbors, fellow inmates, and sister Edith Farmer Elliot, who was writing her own book and threatened to sue. Arnold began working on a follow-up for the paper, interviewing everyone he could find who had known or worked with Frances. His job took him to Hollywood or New York frequently for movie junkets, and he was able to piggyback this research on top of them. The Church of Scientology, which has a great interest in psychiatric abuse, published his article in their journal, Freedom, and a minister, Steve Heard, told him, “You must do a book.” 

	Heard, Arnold’s wife Kathie, and others did not like his first draft. He decided to rewrite it “as a detective novel—a kind of real-life version of Laura.” He got an agent named Knox Burger, who tried to sell it with no success. Then Steve Heard called. He had given the manuscript to a woman named Marie Yates, who called herself a producer but had no credits. She had taken it to an actual producer, who wanted to buy it and had sent the manuscript to his friend, the editor-in-chief of the most powerful publishing house in New York, who wanted to give it a huge release. She had two conditions: to be bound with this film deal, and ten percent of the book. He agreed, if she would serve as his agent, which she did. He had not heard from Knox Burger in a long time, and he figured that ship had sailed. They went to meet the producer, Noel Marshall.

	Marshall was the executive producer of The Exorcist, and on the heels of his great success with the film and the book, he had gone into partnership with McGraw-Hill to repeat the formula. His friend Fred Hills was the editor-in-chief of the company’s trade book division. Marshall gave Arnold a first-class ticket to New York so he could meet Hills, who loved the book.

	As time went by, Marie Yates began to get more and more frustrated with Marshall’s lack of forward movement on the Shadowland movie. Marshall, who was married to Tippi Hedren, was swamped with his production of Roar, which would not be completed until 1981 after eleven years of production. Yates began looking for an alternative producer, and found one in Mel Brooks, who was so eager to do the project that he was willing to finance Arnold in a lawsuit against Marshall to get the rights away so he could sell them to Brooks. Arnold had met Brooks on a movie junket in New York and considered him a friend, describing their two-plus hour talk as a “love fest.” Arnold agreed to a meeting. 

	There, Brooks claimed to not remember Arnold from New York, and went into a rant about how Arnold would not be part of the team, that the script would be written by De Vore and Bergren, and that Arnold was “nothing” and Brooks hated journalists. He thought Shadowland would be the best basis for the script, but if Arnold didn’t go along, Brooks would make the film anyway, like he did with The Elephant Man, because it was about a public domain figure. 

	Arnold told Yates he wanted nothing to do with Brooks. A few days later, Brooks announced in Variety that he “was going to make a Frances Farmer biopic in partnership with an expert on the tragic actress named Marie Yates.” Marshall sued Brooks and Yates, and Arnold had to go along. 

	During discovery, Arnold was furious to read their script drafts and learn they were hardly even hiding the fact that they were adapting Shadowland. They used the same structure and arc, dialogue written for the book, and the transorbital lobotomy performed by famed psychosurgeon Walter Freeman, which was invented by Arnold. They found seven points of plagiarism in the Brooksfilm script where the law only requires five. Arnold writes how he got hold of a videotape of Frances’ appearance on This Is Your Life, where he describes her as “catatonic.” Lange plays her that way in the movie, too. (Apparently nobody predicted the rise of YouTube, where we would be able to actually see the show with a few clicks and discover that she is not a zombie.) The stories about soldiers from nearby Fort Lewis gang-raping inmates, including Frances, first appears in Arnold’s book and apparently has no basis in fact. Also, Arnold says of Brooks and Yates, “They invented this fictional character to be the narrator of Shadowland, to be me.” 

	Brooks wanted to eliminate the  character of the narrator in the movie version. Marshall had expressed the same concerns, so Arnold had written a first draft script without one, and it didn’t work. He showed it to Brooks, who agreed. Marie Yates created the character of Harry York (Sam Shepard) to take the place of Arnold.

	After Arnold’s piece appeared in Freedom, a man called Stewart Jacobson—who sometimes went by Harry York—told the editor he had been a private detective in Seattle and he had known Frances and would reveal all for $25,000. Arnold sent Yates to meet with him. Later, he asked Jacobson a few questions and quickly determined he was a phony, but he put him in the book anyway because Jacobson mentioned Marion Zioncheck, a left-wing Congressman from Seattle who may have been assassinated by reactionaries, a story Arnold wanted to include in the Shadowland. He noted that there was no way Jacobson could be totally believed. Yates claimed that she discovered Jacobson on her own and the information that was not in the public domain came from him. But the filmmakers had almost no research to show at discovery.

	During the filming of Frances in Seattle, the distributor issued an advance press release about how Yates had discovered and nurtured Shadowland, which would seem like an admission of guilt on her part. It remains a mystery why Brooks even took Yates on. She was a huge liability as Arnold’s former agent of record, a relationship destroyed by Brooks, and her value to the project seems negligible. Arnold suspects (without any evidence) that she and Brooks were sleeping together.

	A late addition to Arnold’s case was that Shadowland used the structure and conventions of fiction, like Norman Mailer’s The Executioner’s Song, and should enjoy the same protection as a novel. This turned out to be an unwise decision. With very little else to go on, this became the main point the defense pounded away at. 

	The plaintiffs had asked for a summary disposition from a judge instead of a jury decision, thinking a jurist would be less likely to be dazzled by Brooks. They drew the Honorable Malcolm M. Lucas, who actually dismissed two motions from the defense to throw out the case. But when Brooks testified, he was charming and Lucas was starstruck. Still, the plaintiffs thought they had won the case. A month later, the judge found for the defendants.

	Shadowland was presented to the public as a non-fiction work. Any reader of the book would have concluded that the book presented a true account of the life of Frances Farmer, the result of Arnold’s investigative journalism. The book itself purports to be a true story. It was released to the public as a non-fiction work. All of the promotional materials and reviews of the book treated it as non-fiction. Plaintiffs at no point prior to this litigation ever suggested publicly that the book was in part “fictionalized.” This is not to say that Shadowland is indeed a truthful account of the life of Frances Farmer. The evidence introduced at trial established that portions of the book were fabricated by Arnold from whole cloth despite the subsequent release of the book as non-fiction.

	Brooks’s attorneys said if the plaintiffs didn’t appeal, they would not be asked to pay for the attorneys’ fees. It was all over. 

	 

	EPILOGUE

	 

	Marie Yates earned $100,000 as associate producer of Frances. Her points probably amounted to nothing since the picture did not turn a profit. She also earned the contempt of every writer in Hollywood for shirking her fiduciary duties to Arnold. This is her only credit on the IMDb.

	After Roar, Noel Marshall only did one more movie, A Night in the Life of Jimmy Reardon (1988) as executive producer. He and Hedren divorced after Roar was released (abroad, a domestic release did not come until 2015.) After quitting the movie industry, he ran marketing for an HMO in Florida. He died of brain cancer in 2010. 

	William Arnold was named film critic of the Seattle Post-Intelligencer, a job he held for thirty-one years, until the paper went out of business in 2009. He also wrote another best-selling novel, China Gate.

	In 2023, John O’Farrell, who wrote the libretto of the Broadway musical Something Rotten, accused Mel Brooks of plagiarism in History of the World, Part II. He tweeted, “Forsooth, Mel Brooks’s new film hath ripped us off Something Rotten! I know writers can land on the same idea but our musical ran on Broadway for 2 years then toured for 2 more, there’s no way that everyone connected with his film was unaware of it…Our premise was ‘What if they came up with the idea of the musical in Shakespeare’s London?’…In the past I’ve had ideas I later realized I’d seen somewhere else: then you just have to come up with something new. Mel Brooks has given me so much pleasure down the years, I’d be sad if he was now so all-powerful that no one could say to him ‘Mel, they already did that.’” Josh Gad, star of the sketch at issue, tweeted back, “Big fan. All due respect the trailer takes it out of context. It’s a one off joke. Nobody breaks out into song (from what I recall) in the Shakes sketch. The trailer cuts to a completely different moment. It’s literally that line and off. Something Rotten is brilliant btw.” O’Farrell seemed mollified by these remarks, and that was the end of it. Brooks has never again faced plagiarism charges in court, and he has settled in every other lawsuit he faced.

	 


“Without sharing a scene together, Bancroft and Hopkins deliver superb portrayals worthy of Oscar consideration in a concentrated duet which is unique among today’s movies. 84 Charing Cross Road is a romantic treasure.” Scott Rivers, The Daily Utah Chronicle July 22, 1987

	I Always Cry When a Bookstore Dies

	Steven H Silver

	 

	Mel Brooks created Brooksfilm as a means of producing more serious films. In the early days, he often would be uncredited as the producer since he was concerned that the moment people saw his name they would expect another Blazing Saddles rather than more serious fare like The Elephant Man. 

	Other films produced by Brooksfilm include Frances, My Favorite Year, The Doctor and the Devils, Solarbabies, The Fly, The Vagrant, and Sam. My favorite of the Brooksfilm movies, however, is 84 Charing Cross Road, a love story between two people who never meet.

	The 1987 film is based on the 1970 epistolary book of the same title by Helene Hanff. An impoverished television writer living in New York, Hanff began writing to Marks and Co., a bookstore located at the titular address in search of books she was unable to find in New York.

	Anne Bancroft plays Helene Hanff and Anthony Hopkins plays Frank Doel, the book store clerk who handles the majority of the correspondence with her. Over the course of the letters, the two of them build up a long distance friendship, with Hanff learning about Doel’s family and providing Doel (and the other shop clerks) with food items which are difficult to obtain in a post-war Britain where rationing is ongoing.

	In many ways, Bancroft and Hopkins are in two different films. The two actors do not share any scenes together, although they often address each other through the voiceovers of their letters. Bancroft’s Hanff is emotional while Hopkins’s Doel is understated in all of his dealings. The film is so focused on the two of them, that at times it is difficult to remember that there is a large, and exceptional, supporting cast.

	In New York, Bancroft is supported by Daniel Gerroll, Mercedes Ruehli, and Jean de Baer, the only actor who appears in both the New York and London scenes. Bookstore employees include Maurice Denham, Eleanor David, Wendy Morgan, and Ian McNeice. Doel’s wife, Nora, is portrayed by Judi Dench and Connie Booth has a cameo as an American shopper Doel briefly thinks might be Hanff.

	Not only does the film offer a look at the friendship that builds between Hanff and Doel, it also offers a time capsule look at New York and London over the course of thirty years. This allows London to move from post-war rationing to the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II to the change in clientele that comes with Mod culture. In New York, Hanff must deal with her apartment going condo and getting caught up in student riots at Columbia University. 

	Mel Brooks purchased the rights to Hanff’s novel as a birthday present for Anne Bancroft, and every aspect of the film reflects their love for each other and the material. The filmmakers (it was directed by David Jones), is careful to show an appreciation for every aspect of the production. Although there is little conflict or tension in the film (aside from the question of whether Doel will be able to suitably satisfy Hanff’s sometimes strange literary tastes), the close focus on their relationship and the world they move through makes the film riveting.

	84 Charing Cross Road is a film that perfectly shows the difference between my wife and me. When we watch the film, she always cries when Anne Bancroft reads the letter informing her that Frank Doel has died. For me, the emotion comes a few moments later when Bancroft learns that Marks and Co. will be closing down.



	



	Are Mel Brooks’s Fans Their Own Worst Enemies?

	Zev Winicur

	 

	I absolutely love the movies Blazing Saddles and Young Frankenstein. To this day, whenever someone mutters, “I’m tired,” my lizard brain immediately thinks of Lily Von Schtupp and wants to ask, “Tired of being admired? Tired of love uninspired?” Whenever anyone has the bad sense to say, “Walk this way,” I instinctively want to grab a small stick, walk hunched over, and say, “No, like this.” 

	Mel Brooks’s movies were hilarious, memorable, quotable, iconic, and absolutely ferocious. In an interview, Brooks himself mentioned that John Calley, the executive in charge of production at Warner Brothers, once said to him, “Mel, if you’re going to go up to the bell, ring it.” Mel rang that bell over and over and over.

	Something happened, however, between the inspired genius of “Blazing Saddles” and the uninspired catastrophe of “Dracula, Dead and Loving It.” The critics scores on the movie website Rotten Tomatoes bear this out. In fact, when one plots the percentage of critics giving a positive score over time (“Tomatometer”), one sees a steady decline in perceived quality.
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	All movie directors have hits and misses. Even Steven Spielberg, the director of some of the most successful movies of all times, had critical stinkers, including “Hook” (37%) and “1941” (39%). However, a steady decline from a high of 95% to a low of 11% suggests that a director is having more than a couple bad years. The director needs an intervention.

	In fact, I believe there were four fundamental reasons for Brooks’s decline: 1) lack of quality, 2) lack of relevance, 3) lack of audience, and 4) lack of accountability. Many academic scholars and armchair critics have already analyzed, argued, and taken to fisticuffs over the first reason. However, I believe that the remaining reasons, largely the results of external societal factors, were as much to blame.

	 

	QUALITY

	The brilliance of Brooks’s early films was undoubtedly a combination of talent, pain, and luck. Brooks tapped into a bottomless well of Jewish pathos. In the documentary Mel Brooks: The 99 Year Old Man!, Brooks said, “Jewish timing dictated most of modern comedy. It’s based on fear. There’s a great energy that fear can create.” Into this bucket of pathos, he added whip smart comic timing that was sometimes quietly subtle, but oftentimes brazen and brash. In addition, Brooks added a bevy of the greatest comic actors of the age: Gene Wilder, Madeline Kahn, Harvey Korman, Kenneth Mars, Zero Mostel…the list goes on and on. Finally, his films benefited from a smattering of luck. The buddy duo of Gene Wilder and Cleavon Little in Blazing Saddles was magical. Had the movie cast Richard Pryor and Gig Young, as originally planned, the movie would have crashed before it even took off.

	Unfortunately, somewhere along the way, Brooks’s comedy train went off the track. The comic timing was forced. The actors were disconnected. The jokes were stale and often too self-referential. For example, in Robin Hood: Men in Tights, the obvious call-backs to previous Brooks films with lines like “A black sheriff?” and “it’s good to be the king” were amusing but not amusing enough, and Cary Elwes doing shtick comedy was physically painful to watch. The worst sin a comedy can commit is not bad taste, sophomoric wit, blatant racism, or even puns. It is a lack of humor.

	 

	RELEVANCE

	One could say that Brooks’s earlier films followed a standard rubric:

	
		Punch upwards at authority and convention

		Punch laterally at other ethnicities

		Punch downwards at LGBTQ+

		Incorporate Yiddishkeit

		Throw a pie



	 

	Brooks punched upwards against authority when he mocked post-war Nazis in The Producers, and he allowed us to see them not just as genocidal mad men, but a joke to be ridiculed and stripped of all power. He skewered racism in Blazing Saddles (with the necessary help of Richard Pryor) by scorning those who tried to normalize racist language. He broke convention and the fourth wall at the end of Blazing Saddles by literally breaking walls, throwing pies, and creating a reality within a movie within a reality. Monty Python: The Holy Grail did it a year later, but Mel Brooks got there first.

	Unfortunately, anti-gay stereotypes that were still culturally allowable in the 70s and early 80s fell flat by the 90s. Many have stated that Blazing Saddles could not be made in modern times, primarily because of rampant use of the N-word. Frankly, History of the World, Part I, could not be made in modern times with its painfully offensive gay characters. Mel Brooks was unfortunately stuck in time. Social morés had shifted, but his comic writing had not.

	 

	AUDIENCE

	I first saw Spaceballs in 1987 in a theater in Terre Haute, Indiana. I laughed. My girlfriend laughed. Nobody else in the theater laughed. Groucho Marx was known for asking, “Does it play in Peoria?” He should have asked, “Does it play in Terre Haute?” No. No, it didn’t.

	Although Jewish shtick is alive and well on TV with shows like Seinfeld, Curb Your Enthusiasm, and Crazy Ex-Girlfriend, and The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, I fear it has become passé at the cinema. The 2023 Hulu limited series History of the World, Part II tried to recapture the slapstick, screwball comedy, and Jewish humor of Brooks’s earlier films. The critics loved it, or at least liked it, with a Rotten Tomatoes score of 75% (compared to the Part I score of 62%). The fans, however, only gave it 34%. Borscht Belt humor just doesn’t bring the crowds to the theaters anymore.

	In addition, Mel Brooks was swimming upstream against an ever-increasing number of movies competing for American eyeballs. According to the website BoxOfficeMojo.com, in 1977, when Star Wars came out, there were only 35 studio films released. In 2025, 602 were released. In fact, from 1977 to 2019 (pre-pandemic), the increase in films was linear with an average of 18 more films released every year (R2=0.96 for you math nerds). Finding a large audience in this morass of movies would be herculean even for the best director.

	 

	ACCOUNTABILITY

	Finally, Mel Brooks’s fans themselves must shoulder the blame for letting him slide by on old jokes and tropes. For some non-mainstream directors, fan reactions dovetail with critical acclaim. When the critics love it, the fans love it. When the critics hate it, the fans are merciless. 

	Compare the graphs below of the Rotten Tomatoes scores for Woody Allen, the Coen Brothers, and Mel Brooks. All three are known for quirky comedies (although only one has a Wikipedia page titled, “Woody Allen sexual abuse allegation”).
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	Allen, the director of 49 films, found critical success with many movies, four of which had Tomatometer critic scores of 100%. And yet, even as the critics scores bounced around, the fan scores matched them nearly perfectly. The Coen Brothers followed a similar pattern, although the fan scores actually underperformed critics scores in their later films. Compare that to Mel Brooks. Starting with History of the World Part I, his fan scores typically beat his critics scores by 20%. Even though fan and critics scores ran parallel throughout his career, fans seemed to be willing to give him a pass even when the critics held their collective noses.

	Did that lack of accountability allow Brooks to believe he was still creating quality, cutting-edge comedy? Would less adoration have led Brooks to question his old ways, investigate new comic sensibilities, or at least hire better editors? Is there a lesson to be learned that maybe, just maybe, critics know what they are talking about?

	In 2027, Spaceballs: The New One will be released, directed by Josh Greenbaum, and written by Josh Gad, Dan Hernandez, and Benji Samit. Many are questioning whether this intellectual property truly needs a reboot. So much could go wrong with this movie, even with a new director and writers. The Jewish jokes may sound too Borscht Belt. The comic timing may feel too 1970s. The anti-gay jokes…no, don’t get me started there.

	But no matter what the critics say, I’ll probably still go see the movie in theaters. Why? Because I’m a huge Mel Brooks fan, and unfortunately, I’m part of the problem. 

	 


“NBC’s Nutt House is too much shtick. While Harvey Korman and Cloris Leachman are marvelously loony, the show needs one sane person for them to revolve around.” Jerry Buck, Rocky Mount Telegram September 27, 1989.

	The Nutt House
By Barbara Barnett

	 

	Mel Brooks is a comic genius. Full stop. His brand of comedy shifts easily between farce, vaudeville, satire, and parody. Most of his feature-length movies are a joy, if not guilty pleasures. You can peruse the pages of this magazine to find them here.

	Some are pure silliness; others are layered with biting satire and even moments of poignancy (think Gene Hackman’s blind man in Young Frankenstein). Sudden tonal shifts occasionally break the farce in Brooks’s films. (Think Shylock’s soliloquy in Brooks’s To Be or Not to Be.)

	Brooks’s comedy is essentially sketch-brained. Rapid-fire gags, asides, and jokes that exist in the moment rather than serving a sustained narrative—memorable and quotable as they are.

	His zany comedies, like Blazing Saddles and Young Frankenstein, work because film provides natural scene breaks and gives the gags and silliness room to breathe. The jokes punctuate the story; the narrative is a container for the chaos. To Be or Not to Be, Silent Movie, and so many others provide the audience with a narrative framework to hold the silliness together. (There’s also a surprising amount of character development in some of Brooks movies.)

	Bringing the Zany to the Small Screen

	The Carol Burnett Show, Your Show of Shows, MadTV—and the British Monty Python—work because sketches are self-contained—the bit ends before it overstays its welcome. Saturday Night Live works best when the sketches don’t drag on too long. SNL falls flat when they do.

	But Mel Brooks chose a different venue to bring his comedy to television—situation comedy.

	Brooks created the classic spy spoof Get Smart with the equally brilliant Buck Henry. It’s hard to dispute that the series (1965–1970) was a huge hit as it parodied TV and film spy mania—007 to In Like Flint to The Man From U.N.C.L.E. Who can forget the shoe phone? The “Would you believe…?” and other catchphrases. Memes long before anyone coined the term. The Chief’s (and Agent 99’s) rolling eyes. Agent 99 and The Chief served as audience avatars—the sane people in Smart’s weird, CHAOS-filled world. 

	Since then, Brooks tried twice more to strike gold with a network sitcom. Neither effort lasted a full season. First came When Things Were Rotten in 1975, a Robin Hood parody. It was canceled after half a season. 

	Which brings us to The Nutt House.

	The Nutt House

	The Nutt House, created by Mel Brooks and Alan Spencer, creator of the police parody series Sledge Hammer! Although a full season was shot, the series lasted all of five episodes (September 20 to October 25, 1989) before it was cut from the prime-time schedule. 

	The series is set in a once-prestigious New York City hotel that has fallen on hard times. Starring longtime Brooks collaborators Cloris Leachman (playing dual roles as the ghostly, decrepit hotel owner Edwina Nutt—and the lascivious housekeeper Ms. Frick) and Harvey Korman (as the hotel’s snooty and inept manager, Reginald Tarkington), you might think, “How can it miss?” But it can, and, sadly, it does.

	Like most of Brooks’s projects, The Nutt House’s plot tries to skewer a familiar trope. This time, it’s a fading, once-posh hotel fighting against a hostile takeover by an evil real estate tycoon (not Donald Trump—though it could be).

	The hotel in question is called The Nutt House—owned by, well…the Nutt family. But as series star Harvey Korman has said in interviews, the show was really an excuse for “wild, zany, crazy comedy.” The plots are thin by design and largely an excuse to showcase Mel Brooks-style silliness.

	Leachman and Korman are clearly fully committed to the comedy, but with nothing to contain it, no real guardrails to provide a sustainable narrative framework, the show tends to fall flat too often. Their over-the-top performances don’t quite sustain a longer-form comedy series. They become little more than caricatures. Yes, the gags are funny. But too many are warmed-over Borscht-Belt jokes:

	Reginald Tarkington: Behind every one of these doors there’s a story. For example, here’s the room where over 400 men and women have consummated their relationships.

	Charles Nutt III: The Bridal Suite.

	Reginald Tarkington: No, the broom closet.

	(Cue rim shot—and laugh track—yes, the show features a laugh track, but more about that later.)

	The Nutt House has often been grouped with Police Squad! as entries in a particular subgenre of comedy. In Police Squad! (created by David Zucker, Jim Abrahams, and Jerry Zucker, and later spun off into The Naked Gun films), the series layered background gags and surreal non sequiturs over the main plot.

	The audience actually has to pay attention. The sight gags are easy to miss and, if you were knitting, doing the crossword puzzle—or answering the phone (back in the days when you couldn’t hit pause, and the phone was likely several feet away)—it is easy to lose the thread of the joke.

	Which may explain why this kind of comedy works better in a movie theater, where the audience is captive. There are no real distractions. Maybe that’s part of why The Naked Gun worked better than Police Squad! did, and why Robin Hood: Men in Tights worked better than When Things Were Rotten—or The Nutt House.

	The whole engine of that comedy style runs on what you almost miss: the gag in the background, the sign on the wall, the throwaway visual that contradicts what someone just said. One joke has already moved on to the next—even before you’ve finished laughing at the last one. That kind of comedy requires a captive audience in a dark room with nowhere else to look.

	On the other hand, even given that, in The Nutt House, the sight gags are too often repeated (like the blind-as-a-bat elevator operator constantly opening the elevator doors between floors and the oblivious hotel doorman hailing cabs in the lobby since he can’t figure out how the revolving doors work). In my opinion, it’s a bit lazy. 

	When Police Squad! repeats the same sorts of gags, there’s enough variation to make the predictability unpredictable. And laugh-inducing. And—importantly, Police Squad! star Leslie Nielsen (and all the other main cast) play it completely deadpan. They were not in on the joke(s) like we—the audience—are.

	I love Korman and Leachman, comic geniuses in their own right. But they are broad comics who embrace the silly. With the two of them in the leads, and an entire series fully stocked with clever episode titles like “21 Men and a Baby,” “A Frick Called Wanda,” and “Suites, Lies and Videotape,” I was expecting to be on the floor, laughing uncontrollably. But somehow I wasn’t. They embrace the jokes with over-the-top glee, sometimes (especially Korman) barely able to keep a straight face.

	That doesn’t really work to frame the puns and sight gags that surround them. To make the silliness around them work, they would have been better served to play their roles straight, if not completely deadpan.

	On the other hand, Police Squad! didn’t last an entire season either, so what do I know?

	The Deadly Laugh Track

	Then there is the laugh track. The annoying canned laugh track does the show no favors. The laughter sits uneasily over the absurdism and sight gags. Material that works better in silence—moments in which the joke is precisely the absence of reaction. 

	But Should I Watch It?

	Although the series lasted only five episodes in the U.S., it found more of an audience in the UK, where The Nutt House aired its entire season, including episodes unseen in America. Perhaps its humor landed more favorably in Britain—the land of Blackadder, Absolutely Fabulous, and so many other absurdist half-hour comedies—where silliness has always had a stronger foothold than it does in the United States.

	Without the right container, without an audience in a dark room with nowhere else to look, even genius misfires. The Nutt House is worth watching if only for Korman and Leachman’s collaboration, and for what it reveals about how specific the conditions have to be for Brooks’s comedy to ignite. Just don’t expect to be on the floor.

	 

	 


“Spaceballs lacks focus. Instead of well-placed satiric needles, it haphazardly hurls a broad range of insults at a mishmash of targets. It begins as a spoof of Star Wars, but it soons starts taking pot shots at Star Trek, Alien and even Planet of the Apes.

	“The inclusion of other films is an unfortunate distraction. Brooks, who is director, producer and co-writer in addition to star, has to twist the story in too many abnormal directions to accommodate these disparate entities. Each plot detour derails the narrative flow. Brooks wastes too much time scrambling back to his original premise.” Jeff Strickler Star Tribune June 26, 1987

	I’m not a huge fan of Spaceballs. Although it does have some bits that are quite good (the diner scene, the capture of the stunt doubles, the merchandizing), much of the humor strikes me as lazy (word substitution). While earlier works clearly demonstrate Brooks’s love for the genre he is paying homage to, Spaceballs doesn’t seem to show the same love or understanding of the source material. On watching it in preparation for this issue, I also realized that Brooks didn’t seem to trust his material.  A couple of examples of this are when President Skroob first beams and arrives with his head on backwards. We see the joke, but he then has Snotty and Commanderette Zircon describe the joke. Later, when Dot Matrix’s Virgin Alarm goes off, we see the alarm but then Lone Starr asks what it is and Dot repeats the joke. Shortly after that, President Skroob orders his men to comb the desert. While combing the desert, Colonel Sandurz asks if they are being too literal and Dark Helmet explains they were told to comb the desert and so are doing it. If Brooks had faith in the script, he wouldn’t have felt the need to drive home the jokes with descriptions of them.

	 


“When Mel Brooks’s gags connect, they are terribly funny. But unfortunately there is no real unifying theme for Robin Hood, and the jokes tend toward this scattershot style.

	“Throwing out as many gags as possible to see what sticks is not the most satisfying approach. Anyone who loves the comedy of Mel Brooks will be trying hard to like Robin Hood: Men in Tights, and while there are inspired moments of lunacy, the jokes just don’t connect often enough.” Tim Riley Ukiah Daily Journal August 15, 1993

	As with Spaceballs, Robin Hood: Men in Tights focuses mostly only a single film rather than pulling from multiple movies and since the film, Robin Hood: Prince of Thieves was not a particularly good film, the parody feels unnecessary. The fact that Brooks mostly ignores the long history of Robin Hood films, particularly Errol Flynn’s The Adventures of Robin Hood, further weakens the film in my opinion. During a panel at Capricon 46, when I brought this up, one of the other panelists suggested that the change in focus may be due to the fragmentation of television viewership.  Throughout the 70s, when Brooks made Blazing Saddles through High Anxiety, there were only a handful of channels and old movies were frequently shown, so even people who weren’t fans of a genre saw those movies. With the fragmentation caused by cable, stumbling across old films became less likely.

	When Things Were Rotten vs. Robin Hood: Men in Tights6

	Bonnie Jones

	 

	Mel Brooks is as persistent as a dog with a pull toy. When he gets an idea, he doesn’t let go of it. For example: The Producers—it was a movie about a play, then it was a musical adapted from a movie about a play, then a movie of a musical that had been based on a movie about a play. Anyway, he did the same thing with Young Frankenstein—first a movie and then a stage production. But sometimes he went the other way. He started in television with Your Show of Shows writing satire. So he did a television satire about spies—Get Smart from 1965-1969, a big hit. 

	Which led him to a television satire of Robin Hood, When Things Were Rotten in 1975.

	 The first episode covered the basic story of Robin Hood, Maid Marian and the gang hiding out in Sherwood Forest, foiling the plot of Prince John while waiting for King Richard to come back from the Crusades. Actually, pretty much all of the episodes have Robin and the Gang foiling the plots of Prince John and his henchmen. 

	The cast had players that Mel had worked with before—like Dick Gautier, from Get Smart7, who played Robin Hood and Bernie Kopell8, as Alan-A-Dale. Many of the episodes had a well-known guest star, like Sid Caesar, playing the French Ambassador. Mel had worked with Sid when he was a writer on Sid Caesar’s Your Show of Shows. Gags came fast and furious—New York Times critic, John O’Connor said there was a new gag every 15 seconds. Many different kinds of jokes and gags were used. People hanging on walls, dancing to Jazz music, modern language—anything to get a laugh.

	It was very expensive to film. Mel wanted a certain look, solidly built sets and costumes, filmed using one camera. A laugh track was added later. Paramount wanted him to use a three camera system, like I Love Lucy, a much cheaper way to work because you get the scenes shot from three angles at once. More like filming a play. Mel was unwilling to change the way he worked and so the studio canceled it after 13 episodes. Too bad, spoofs are fun and were very popular in the late 1960s and 1970s. Batman and Hogan’s Heroes proved that.

	In 1993, Mel came out with Robin Hood: Men in Tights to the big screen with a big budget. It has a cast of actors to match the budget. Robin Hood was played by Cary Elwes, hero of The Princess Bride. In part, Mel’s movie followed the plot of the 1991 the movie Robin Hood: Prince of Thieves, which had done well at the box-office. For example—Prince of Thieves had a black character called Azeem. Mel called his character Asneeze9 and his son Ahchoo10.

	Gags borrowed from the TV show? Robin Hood firing six arrows at once and Robin’s winning arrow from the archery contest flying all around before it hit the target. Hawkeye coulda done it, or Green Arrow, ordinary mortals need not apply.

	Mel loves recycling: many of the gags in the movie have references to others of his movies like Young Frankenstein and History of the World, Part I, including having a black sheriff at the end of the movie—Dave Chappelle—who says it worked in Blazing Saddles. There were also many jokes referencing current pop culture, some of which I’m sure I missed looking at the movie 30 years later. In the movie you will see many actors he had used before, like Dom DeLuise11 as a Godfather type character. Mel also put himself in the movie as Rabbi Tuckman, replacing the Friar Tuck role. By the way, one actor was in both productions. Dick Van Patten played Friar Tuck on TV and the Abbot in the movie12. 

	To sum up—the TV show is full of current cultural references (for 1975) and much juvenile humor. You couldn’t have adult humor on network TV at the time. The movie came out in 1993, also full of cultural references but much more smut and adult language. There’s overlap, but Mel didn’t have to keep the censors happy.

	 

	When Things Were Rotten: Main Cast

	 

	Dick Gautier                  Robin Hood

	Dick Van Patten            Friar Tuck

	Bernie Kopell                  Alan-a-Dale

	Richard Dimitri            Bertram and Renaldo

	Henry Polic II                  The Sheriff of Nottingham

	Misty Rowe                  Maid Marian

	David Sabin                  Little John

	Ron Rifkin                  Prince John

	 

	Robin Hood: Men in Tights

	 

	Cary Elwes                  Robin Hood

	Richard Lewis                  Prince John

	Roger Rees                  The Sheriff of Nottingham

	Amy Yasbeck                  Maid Marian

	Mark Blankfield            Blinkin

	Dave Chapelle                  Ahchoo

	Megan Cavanagh            Broomhilde

	Eric Allan Kramer            Little John

	Matthew Porretta            Will Scarlet O’Hare

	Tracey Ullman                  Latrine

	 

	 


“However, one need only compare this with Brooks’s earlier successes—or the Naked Gun series that turned Nielsen into a star—to note the sluggish pacing and the long quiet stretches. One garishly funny scene, involving driving a stake through the heart of one of Dracula’s victims (Lysette Anthony), is shot as slowly and flatly as a TV sketch. Twenty years ago critics noted how much Young Frankenstein looked just like the films it parodied. No one will be praising Dracula: Dead and Loving It for its technique.

	“In a season short on wacky comedies, the Brooks movie fills a niche, and doesn’t leave you feeling ripped off, as did Robin Hood: Men in Tights or Life Stinks. That may be damning the film with faint praise but, considering the title character is one of the undead, such damning seems right on the mark.”  Daniel M. Kimmel, Telegram & Gazette, December 22, 1995

	Young Frankenstein is an homage to the Universal horror films Brooks grew up with, as opposed to Dracula: Dead and Loving It, which is a spoof of the then recent Bram Stoker’s Dracula, directed by Francis Ford Coppola, which is one of the reasons Young Frankenstein is more successful and funnier than Dracula: Dead and Loving It.  Brooks had a genuine affection for his source material for the earlier film which is lacking in his later horror film.

	Turning Over in His Grave

	Henry Herz

	 

	This essay/parody/homage/whatever is inspired by the TV series Mystery Science Theater 3000 (MST3K). For those unfortunate souls who have not yet enjoyed it, MST3K’s clever premise is that a janitor named Joel is trapped by two mad scientists and forced to watch B movies so they can assess his reactions. Joel builds sentient robots to keep him company as he humorously comments on each movie. They sit in a row of theater seats, shown in silhouette along the bottom of the screen as the movie plays. MST3K was listed as one of Time magazine’s “100 Best TV Shows of All-TIME” in 2007, and TV Guide named MST3K as one of the top cult television shows.

	[20 Herz-DDALI]

	Mel Brooks is a comedic genius actor, writer, director, and songwriter. Among his numerous works is the 1995 supernatural horror comedy, Dracula: Dead and Loving It. Comedy legend Leslie Nielsen plays Dracula, Peter MacNicol is Renfield, and Harvey Korman plays Dr. John Seward, ably supported by a bevy of amply-breasted actresses. Mel Brooks portrays the vampire hunter Professor Abraham Van Helsing, and he dominates every scene in which he appears. 

	Now instead of Joel riffing with robots Tom Servo and Crow T. Robot, imagine Dracula author Bram Stoker wise-cracking with Dracula’s minion, Renfield. Instead of viewing Brooks’s movie as an affectionate homage to vampire films, a stuffy Stoker might take umbrage at the liberties the movie takes with his literary masterpiece.

	“And, action!”

	 

	In all scenes, BRAM STOKER and RENFIELD are seated at the bottom of the screen, shown in silhouette with their backs to the audience.

	A coach travels along a dirt road in Transylvania carrying an Englishman and two locals.

	ENGLISHMAN: In such close quarters, I feel compelled to introduce myself. I’m Thomas Renfield, esquire, solicitor from London.

	RENFIELD: Look, Bram. It’s me! Me!

	STOKER: What utter balderdash. You don’t appear until later in my novel. The British lawyer should be Jonathan Harker. Why on Earth would they swap around my characters? The nerve! The audacity! The hubris!

	 

	Renfield exits the coach in a village.

	VILLAGER MAN: They are the undead. They rise from the coffins at night.

	VILLAGER WOMAN: Yes. Yes. They take the form of wolves or bats and puncture the throats of their victims with their teeth and drink their blood.

	STOKER: Ah, some verisimilitude. That’s more like it.

	 

	VILLAGER WOMAN: Please, my son… take this cross.

	RENFIELD: No, thank you.

	VILLAGER WOMAN: Take the cross. Its holy love and spirit of goodness… will shield you from the lurking danger.

	RENFIELD: No, really. No, thank you.

	VILLAGER WOMAN: Damn it, take the cross.

	RENFIELD: Of course. Of course.

	VILLAGER WOMAN: That’ll be 15 kopeks.

	STOKER: Well, that’s surely money poorly spent. In my novel, crucifixes are not reliable deterrents. For example, crosses availed not the crew of the Demeter. Mel must be thinking of more modern Hollywood vampires. And who researched this script? Kopeks were currency in Russia, Belarus, and Ukraine, but not Transylvania. Honestly, it’s so hard to get good help!

	RENFIELD: Yes, master.

	 

	Renfield walks from the village to the castle, where he meets a middle-aged, clean-shaven Dracula wearing black, white, and red clothing.

	STOKER: I call bullshit on this. My Dracula may have been evil, but at least he was a considerate host. He sent his carriage to Borgo Pass to transport Jonathan Harker to his castle. My Dracula even carried Harker’s luggage inside, for goodness’ sake! Also, in my novel, Dracula first appeared as an old man with a long white mustache and wearing only black. Who was in charge of makeup and wardrobe?

	 

	Renfield is fast asleep when two voluptuous female vampires glide into his bedroom.

	STOKER: What the hell? First of all, in my novel, Jonathan fell asleep on a couch in a sitting room, not in a bedroom. Second, I specified three women vampires, not two. What, did Mel run out of budget to hire a third actress?

	 

	Dracula shoos away the female vampires before they can seduce Renfield.

	RENFIELD: Aww, Bram. You never let me have any fun.

	STOKER: You were in great peril.

	RENFIELD: I don’t think I was.

	STOKER: Yes, you were. You were in terrible peril.

	RENFIELD: Look, let me go back in there and face the peril.

	STOKER: No, it’s too perilous.

	 

	Dracula seeks to charm Renfield.

	DRACULA: Let me show you an old Transylvanian method for relaxation. Look into my eyes. Your eyelids are getting heavy. You feel that—”

	Renfield falls asleep. Dracula slaps his face.

	DRACULA: Renfield, you fell asleep too soon. I have more to tell you. Wake up. Now, you are feeling drowsy.

	Renfield falls quickly asleep again.

	DRACULA: What a simpleton. Renfield, forget about sleeping.

	Dracula hauls him to his feet.

	DRACULA: Listen to me. You hear only my voice. From this moment on, you are my slave. You will sacrifice everything for my safety. In return, I will give you lives. Not big lives. Insects, flies, spiders.

	STOKER: Sigh. In my day, English solicitors did not eat insects.

	RENFIELD: I like flies, Bram. Spiders taste even better because they eat the flies.

	 

	Dracula enters a London opera house box seat area containing a man and two women. The man stands.

	HARKER: I’m Jonathan Harker, Dr. Seward’s assistant. This is Lucy Westenra… and this is my fiancée, Dr. Seward’s daughter, Mina.

	STOKER: Oh, no you didn’t! Dracula never visited the opera in my novel. And the insult to my manuscript goes much deeper. Harker is a solicitor, not an assistant to the administrator of an insane asylum. Mina Murray is Harker’s fiancée and not Seward’s daughter. Mel must have gotten confused by the 1931 Universal Pictures film adaptation of Dracula. 

	 

	Getting ready for bedtime at Seward’s home, Lucy Westenra notices Dracula eyeing her from a balcony at his home at Carfax Abbey. She undresses seductively.

	STOKER: I’m gonna’ open a can of whoop-ass on whoever wrote the movie script. First of all, while Carfax is near Seward’s facility, they are not within sight of each other. Worse, Mel has portrayed dear Lucy as a ho’. I gave her three, count ‘em, three suitors: Dr. Seward, Quincey Morris, and Arthur Holmwood. Apparently Mel doesn’t think that’s enough men for her. I tell you, she’s no wanton hussy!

	 

	Dracula flies through Lucy’s open bedroom window and bites her neck. He makes slurping sounds like a drink through a straw.

	STOKER: Oh, that’s just wrong.

	 

	At the insane asylum, Dr. Seward is informed of a patient having behavioral problems.

	SEWARD: Give him an enema.

	AIDE: An enema?

	SEWARD: Yes. It will give him a feeling of accomplishment.

	STOKER: Well, that’s just irresponsibly flawed psychotherapy, although enemas are never not funny.

	 

	Lucy is abed, feeling unwell. Dr. Seward summons his friend, Professor Abraham Van Helsing to help diagnose the malady. Using his monocle, Van Helsing closely inspects Lucy’s neck.

	VAN HELSING: Three tiny puncture marks on her throat.

	SEWARD: Three?

	Van Helsing breathes on and wipes off his monocle.

	VAN HELSING: Two. Two tiny puncture marks on her throat.

	STOKER: Okay, that’s pretty humorous. It reminds me of Moses dropping one of three tablets of commandments in Mel’s earlier movie, The History of the World, Part I.

	 

	To diagnose Lucy’s malady, Seward leads Van Helsing to his personal library.

	VAN HELSING: Seward. Do you have any books on the occult?

	SEWARD: They’re right here.

	VAN HELSING: Do you have Transylvanian Folklore?

	SEWARD: No.

	VAN HELSING: Do you have The Theory and the Theology of the Evil Undead?

	SEWARD: No.

	VAN HELSING: Do you have The Vampires of Prague?

	SEWARD: No.

	VAN HELSING: Do you have Nosferatu?

	SEWARD: Yes, we have Nosferatu. We have Nosferatu today!

	STOKER: A deep cut, but also a clever wink at the song, Yes, We Have No Bananas. Still, that song came out in 1923, but the story is set in 1893. Who’s checking for script continuity?

	 

	Following advice in the Nosferatu book, Harker hangs dozens of garlic wreaths around Lucy’s bedroom. Dracula’s attempt to visit her a second time is foiled, so he breaks Renfield out of the sanitarium and tasks him remove the garlic. The inept Renfield fails. Dracula uses his mind control to lure Lucy outside. He drains all her blood, killing her.

	RENFIELD: Hey, that makes me look like an idiot.

	STOKER: What’s your point? What does annoy the crap out of me is that in my novel, it is Lucy’s mother who innocently removes the garlic from Lucy’s bedroom.

	 

	Van Helsing, Seward, and Harker try to figure out who attacked Mina.

	HARKER: Are you saying that Count Dracula is our vampire?

	VAN HELSING: Yes… and no.

	HARKER: Then what are you saying?

	VAN HELSING: I’m saying no, but I’m leaning towards yes.

	SEWARD: Then you’re saying yes.

	VAN HELSING: No.

	SEWARD: Then it’s no.

	VAN HELSING: Not necessarily.

	HARKER: You sound dubious.

	VAN HELSING: No, I’m positive.

	STOKER: Well, as I’ve written, Van Helsing “is a seemingly arbitrary man, but this is because he knows what he is talking about better than any one else. He is a philosopher and a metaphysician, and one of the most advanced scientists of his day; and he has, I believe, an absolutely open mind.”13

	 

	Van Helsing and Harker find the undead Lucy in her coffin.

	HARKER: My God. Now she’s dead.

	VAN HELSING: No, she’s not.

	HARKER: She’s alive?

	VAN HELSING: She’s Nosferatu.

	HARKER: She’s Italian?

	VAN HELSING: No, it means the undead. She’s cursed to spend eternity in misery, hunting the living like a wild animal.

	HARKER: What should we do?

	VAN HELSING: For the sake of her eternal soul, we must destroy her. The only way is to drive… a wooden stake… through her heart.

	HARKER: That’s horrible. Is there no other way?

	VAN HELSING: One other. We could cut off her head… stuff her mouth with garlic… and tear off her ears.

	HARKER: Give me the stake. Oh, no. No, I can’t do it. You do it.

	VAN HELSING: It must be done by one who loved her in life.

	HARKER: I only liked her.

	VAN HELSING: Close enough. Here. Good boy. You can do it. Here. Now place the point of the stake directly over her heart… and hit as hard as you can.

	STOKER: That may not be how I wrote the scene, but I have to admit that’s frickin’ hilarious.

	 

	As Harker prepares to stake Lucy, Van Helsing backs off a safe distance. When Harker stakes Lucy, an implausibly enormous volume of blood splashes all over him.

	HARKER: Oh, my God! There’s so much blood.

	VAN HELSING: She just ate.

	Lucy stirs in her coffin.

	HARKER: She’s still alive.

	VAN HELSING: Hit her again.

	HARKER: No, no. I can’t.

	VAN HELSING: How much blood can she have left? Go!

	Harker strikes Lucy a second time. Again he is drenched in an explosion of blood.

	HARKER: Ah. Ugh.

	VAN HELSING: She’s almost dead.

	HARKER: She’s dead enough. Ah. Ah. This is ghastly.

	VAN HELSING: Yes. You’re right. We should have put newspapers down.

	STOKER: I have to admit, I laughed so hard I may have peed my pants. Harker looks like the main character of Stephen King’s Carrie.

	RENFIELD: I’ll fetch you fresh trousers, Bram.

	 

	Dracula hypnotizes Mina and kidnaps her, fleeing to a second lair. A ghostly pipe organ provides music as they dance the tango. He bites her neck.

	STOKER: That was some truly impressive dance choreography. Personally, I never even mastered the box step. Still, the tango first reached England around 1910, but this story takes place in 1893. Come on, people!

	 

	Searching Carfax Abbey for Mina in vain Seward, Van Helsing, and Jonathan release Renfield. They follow him to Dracula’s new hideout and attack him. Dracula has the upper hand until Renfield opens a shutter and sunlight streams in, destroying the villain.

	RENFIELD: Sorry, Master. 

	STOKER: I have to say, I did enjoy seeing Harker deliver a Three Stooges-style double-eye poke on Dracula, but this is yet more modern vampire bullshit. I’m turning over in my grave. In my novel, sunlight does not burn and destroy Dracula, though most of his abilities cease. Please excuse me. I’m going to log in to Rotten Tomatoes and give them a piece of my mind.

	“And, cut!”

	 


Most Appearances

	 

	Mel Brooks liked using the same actors in multiple projects.  Below is a list of the 36 actors who appeared in three or more Mel Brooks films.  Notable names who only appeared in 2 movies include Mark Blankfield (Robin Hood and Dracula, as well as The Nutt House), Sid Caesar (Silent Movie and History of the World), Fritz Feld (Silent Movie, History of the World), Marty Feldman (Young Frankenstein and Silent Movie), John Hurt (History of the World and Spaceballs), Kenneth Mars (The Producers and Young Frankenstein), Phil Leeds (Silent Movie and History of the World), Clive Revill (Robin Hood and Dracula), Avery Schreiber (Robin Hood and Dracula), George Wyner (To Be or Not To Be and Spaceballs), Amy Yasbeck (Robin Hood and Dracula) and Henny Youngman (Silent Movie and History of the World). To add everyone who appeared in multiple movies would increase the list below by 80 names.

	 

	An asterisk after a title notes voicework. An superscripted letter  after a number indicates they also appeared in either Get Smart, When Things Were Rotten, The Nutt House, or voicework for Spaceballs: The Animated Series.

	 

	
		
				Actor

				Appearances

				Films

		

		
				Mel Brooks

				13s

				The Producers*, The Twelve Chairs, Blazing Saddles, Young Frankenstein*, Silent Movie, High Anxiety, History of the World, To Be or Not To Be, Spaceballs, Life Stinks, Robin Hood, Dracula, The Producers*

		

		
				Rudy De Luca

				7s

				Silent Movie, High Anxiety, History of the World, Spaceballs, Life Stinks, Robin Hood, Dracula

		

		
				Henry Kaiser

				7n

				High Anxiety, History of the World, To Be or Not To Be, Spaceballs, Life Stinks, Robin Hood, Dracula

		

		
				Ira Miller

				7w

				Blazing Saddles, High Anxiety, History of the World, Spaceballs, Life Stinks, Robin Hood, Dracula

		

		
				Dom DeLuise

				6s

				The Twelve Chairs, Blazing Saddles, Silent Movie, History of the World, Spaceballs*, Robin Hood

		

		
				Ronny Graham

				5n

				History of the World, To Be or Not To Be, Spaceballs, Life Stinks, Robin Hood

		

		
				Jack Riley

				5

				Silent Movie, High Anxiety, History of the World, To Be or Not To Be, Spaceballs

		

		
				Carol Arthur

				4

				Blazing Saddles, Silent Movie, Robin Hood, Dracula

		

		
				Benjie Bancroft

				4g

				Blazing Saddles, Young Frankenstein, History of the World, To Be or Not To Be

		

		
				Bob Harks

				4

				Young Frankenstein, Silent Movie, To Be or Not To Be, Robin Hood

		

		
				Madeleine Kahn

				4

				Blazing Saddles, Young Frankenstein, High Anxiety, History of the World

		

		
				Zale Kessler

				4

				The Producers, History of the World, To Be or Not To Be, Dracula

		

		
				Harvey Korman

				4n

				Blazing Saddles, High Anxiety, History of the World, Dracula

		

		
				Robert Ridgely

				4w

				Blazing Saddles, High Anxiety, Life Stinks, Robin Hood

		

		
				Anne Bancroft

				3

				Silent Movie, To Be or Not to Be, Dracula

		

		
				Mitchell Bock

				3

				High Anxiety, History of the World, Spaceballs

		

		
				Nick Borgani

				3g

				Blazing Saddles, Silent Movie, High Anxiety

		

		
				Charlie Callas

				3

				Silent Movie, History of the World, Dracula

		

		
				Ron Carey

				3

				Silent Movie, High Anxiety, History of the World

		

		
				Lee Delano

				3

				Silent Movie, High Anxiety, History of the World

		

		
				Liam Dunn

				3

				Blazing Saddles, Young Frankenstein, Silent Movie

		

		
				Brad Grunberg

				3

				Life Stinks, Robin Hood, Dracula

		

		
				Sandy Helberg

				3

				High Anxiety, History of the World, Spaceballs

		

		
				George Holmes

				3g

				Blazing Saddles, Young Frankenstein, Silent Movie

		

		
				Kathryn Janssen

				3g

				Blazing Saddles, Young Frankenstein, Silent Movie

		

		
				Cloris Leachman

				3n

				Young Frankenstein, High Anxiety, History of the World

		

		
				Barry Levinson

				3

				Silent Movie, High Anxiety, History of the World

		

		
				Chuck McCann

				3

				Silent Movie, Robin Hood, Dracula

		

		
				Howard Morris

				3

				High Anxiety, History of the World, Life Stinks

		

		
				Tony Regan

				3g

				Blazing Saddles, Young Frankenstein, To Be or Not to Be

		

		
				Arnold Roberts

				3

				Blazing Saddles, Silent Movie, High Anxiety

		

		
				Robin Shepard

				3

				Life Stinks, Robin Hood, Dracula

		

		
				Ted Sprague

				3

				History of the World, To Be or Not to Be, Dracula

		

		
				Dick Van Patten

				3w

				High Anxiety, Spaceballs, Robin Hood

		

		
				Andreas Vousinas

				3

				The Producers, The Twelve Chairs, History of the World

		

		
				Gene Wilder

				3

				The Producers, Blazing Saddles, Young Frankenstein

		

	

	 

	



	


All About Me!: My Remarkable Life in Show Business, by Mel Brooks: A Review

	Steven H Silver

	 

	Mel Brooks has never been shy about talking about himself and his films, so it should come as no surprise that most of the stories he relates in his new memoirs, All About Me! My Remarkable Life in Show Business, have been told before in a variety of venues. Nevertheless, collecting all these stories, ostensibly at the urging of his son, Max, is a treat for anyone who has laughed their way through Brooks’s films, television shows, or plays.

	Although titled All About Me!, the subtitle, My Remarkable Life in Show Business may be the more appropriate part of the title. Although Brooks opens by discussing growing up in Brooklyn and his relationships with his mother and three older brothers, as well as his time in the army, the majority of the book is a look at his professional life. He does discuss Anne Bancroft and his children, but doesn’t delve into his relationships with them too deeply, although it is clear that he and Bancroft had a close, loving, and supportive relationship.

	Given how much of the book is an exploration of movies, it is appropriate that Brooks opens the book by talking about being taken to see the film Frankenstein by his brother Bernie in 1931. While it is well known that this film, which Brooks would spoof 43 years later in Young Frankenstein, made an impression on Brooks, in All About Me!, he reveals what his initial reaction to the film was. That important piece of information has been shared, along with the laugh that it offers the reader, sets the tone for the 450 pages that follow it.

	The book is a chronological celebration of his life work, with most chapters relating to one of his films as well as chapters on Get Smart, three chapters about Brooksfilms, and a chapter on his role as a Broadway producer. The individual chapters often quote from the work Brooks is reminiscing over and it is all too easy to hear his familiar voice as he talks about working with Gene Wilder on The Producers, Blazing Saddles, and Young Frankenstein or remaking Jack Benny’s classic film To Be or Not to Be as his only fully co-starring film with his wife.

	While it is to be expected that Brooks will share stories about his major hits, he also discusses his less well received works, such as When Times Were Rotten and Life Stinks. He clearly still has affection and a belief in those projects despite their lack of critical or commercial success and wants to share his thoughts with the reader, perhaps to give them a chance to revisit them and reevalate his work. Brooks also focuses his spotlight on the films he produced as part of Brooksfilm like The Elephant Man, My Favorite Year, and Solarbabies.

	All About Me! captures the way Brooks tells these stories on stage and in interviews, but the format of the book allows him to collect his standard stories, flesh out the details more than he can when speaking, and include all the stories from his repertoire that aren’t usually told. This expansion means that even readers who are familiar with Brooks will read new details. 

	 

	 


I first saw The Producers on February 17, 2001 at the Cadillac Palace Theatre during its pre-Broadway tryouts in Chicago. I enjoyed it and saw it a second time in 2007 when the Marriott Theatre did a production of it. That said, I’m not sure it was necessary to remake the film, even if Brooks turned it into a full musical.

	“Look at Jewish history—unrelieved lamenting would be intolerable. So every 10 Jews, God designed one to be crazy and amuse the others. By the time I was five, I knew I was that one.”—Mel Brooks

	 

	“King of Broadway”—Mel Brooks’s Musicals

	Laura Frankos

	 

	Mel Brooks’s life forever changed in 1935 when his Uncle Joe came home with a gift for his nine-year-old nephew. He knew Mel loved listening to music on the radio and was addicted to movie musicals starring Fred Astaire, Ginger Rogers, and Ruby Keeler. A pal had given him two tickets to the hottest show on Broadway: Cole Porter’s Anything Goes, starring Ethel Merman! On the day of the Saturday matinee, Joe told Mel to hide himself in the back of his taxi, since it wasn’t legal for a taxi driver to carry a passenger while the “empty” flag was up. They made the trek from Brooklyn to the Alvin Theatre, with Mel watching skyscrapers pass from his hiding place on the floor.

	As Brooks relates in his autobiography, the seats were in the last row of the second balcony, so high he felt dizzy. Then the overture began, and soon the Merm was belting those great Porter tunes up to the rafters where the little boy sat, enthralled. (He also thought she was “too loud” and that was without a microphone!) At the curtain call, he cheered wildly and declared to his uncle, “Uncle Joe, I am not going to work in the Garment Center like everyone else in our neighborhood. I am going into show business and nothing will stop me!” 

	Plenty of nine year olds think they know what they’ll do when they grow up. Young Melvin Kaminsky had wanted to play shortstop for the Dodgers. But that matinee, as he put it, “infected me with the virus of the theatre, which has never left my blood.” He now resolved to be a Broadway writer—maybe even do some songs, too!—and with a combination of talent, determination, chutzpah, and the usual dash of luck and good connections, that’s exactly what happened. Of course, Mel Brooks ended up doing a lot of other things in his career, but we’re going to take a look at his theatrical work here.

	 

	Getting Started

	Mel discovered there was an actor in his neighborhood, a young man named Don Appell. He pestered him with questions about show business and tried out his early comedy routines for his approval. Appell, just a handful of years older than Mel, liked the kid enough to help him get a summer job as a teen. Appell was a social director at a Jewish resort in the Catskills, one of many known collectively as “the Borscht Belt.” From the twenties through the early seventies, Jewish families from New York City, excluded from other resorts, flocked to the “Jewish Alps.” At their mid-century peak, there were over five hundred, each providing constant entertainment for their guests: games, plays, musicals, sing-alongs, talent shows, dances. Each venue needed a social director and staff to handle all this, so there was a close connection between the resorts and show business. Many popular standup comics got started in the Catskills, including Danny Kaye, Jerry Lewis, Henny Youngman, and Joan Rivers. Librettist-director Moss Hart, playwright Neil Simon, songwriters Lorenz Hart, Arthur Schwartz, and Jerry Herman also worked at these resorts, crafting songs, writing comedy pieces, and throwing together shows at the drop of a hat.

	Appell got the teenaged Brooks a job as a busboy and occasional understudy (with sometimes appalling results). Within a year or two, he was a “pool tummler,” a jack of all trades comic working the poolside, trying to keep the guests awake and engaged after a heavy lunch. He tried out his early comedy routines on these very tough audiences.

	When America entered the war, Brooks served in the Army. Once back home in 1947, he answered an ad in Show Biz Daily for a position as a production assistant to a theatrical producer named Benjamin Kutcher. Kutcher had a shabby office, courted old ladies as his backers, but always managed to sock away a little extra despite producing flop after flop. Mel didn’t work for him very long, but the downtrodden yet still flamboyant character remained vivid in his mind. Two decades later, he’d use Kutcher as his prototype for Max Bialystock of The Producers.

	Don Appell then invited Mel to see another young comedian he’d mentored at his resort, who was now opening at the Copacabana. Brooks and Sid Caesar hit it off, finding they had similar approaches to humor; Brooks would write material for Caesar for the next ten years.

	 

	Curtain Going Up, New Faces of 1952 (1952)

	While Brooks was busy writing for Caesar’s Your Show of Shows, he still set his sights on the Great White Way. He was just 26, but he got a sketch accepted for a Broadway-bound revue called Curtain Going Up, created and produced by Eddie Cantor’s daughter, Marilyn. Despite added backing from Cantor, Jimmy Durante, and Milton Berle, the revue folded during its tryouts in Philadelphia on March 1, 1952. 

	However, writer-performer Ronny Graham and producer Leonard Sillman saw it. Brooks’s outrageous parody of Death of a Salesman impressed them, so when they heard it was curtains for Curtain Going Up, they asked Brooks if they could use it in their upcoming revue. Sillman had already produced three revues in his New Faces series, which were designed to highlight rising stars. It’s widely believed New Faces of 1952 was the best of his seven revues, featuring Ronny Graham, Eartha Kitt, Carol Lawrence, Paul Lynde, Robert Clary, Alice Ghostley, lyricist Sheldon Harnick, and Brooks in the cast and creative staff. Only Kitt had been on Broadway before, but all would have impressive stage careers. Brooks and Graham became close friends and writing partners for decades.

	Brooks’s parody sketch was called “Of Fathers and Sons,” with Graham playing the son of a pickpocket (Lynde, in the Willy Loman type role). Lynde’s character is losing his touch, and concerned that his son would rather be a violinist than succeed him in the family trade. The son’s report card of straight A’s causes the father to wail to his wife (Ghostley), “My God, what have we done?” The sketch resolves with the son identifying his father as the local pickpocket to a cop. As “Harry the Eel” is hauled away, he proudly declares, “My own son turned me in for a filthy reward! He’s a stool pigeon. He’s going to be all right.” 

	New Faces of 1952 opened at the Royale Theatre on May 16, 1952 and ran for 365 performances, a solid hit. Brooks Atkinson singled out “Of Fathers and Sons” for praise in his review. Mel would dash from working on Caesar’s latest sketches to the Royale, just so he could catch the end of the first act to see three great comics make audiences laugh with his words.

	 

	Shinbone Alley (1957)

	By 1957, the ratings for Your Show of Shows had dropped. With a family to support, Brooks was worried about his future. He accepted an offer to write the libretto for a new musical called Shinbone Alley. The material was based on the columns written by humorist Don Marquis from 1916 to the late thirties about a sensitive cockroach, archy (his name is in lower case, because archy typed his messages and couldn’t operate the shift key), and his pal, the alley cat methitabel, who had a scandalous past of her own. The stories remained in print long after Marquis’s death. 

	In 1954, composer George Kleinsinger and lyricist Joe Darion wrote a concept album (archy and mehitabel) about the unlikely friendship, with comic Eddie Bracken as archy and Carol Channing, fresh off Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, as methitabel. David Wayne was the narrator.

	Darion and Kleinsinger expanded the material into what they called a “back alley opera,” which they presented in concert form on December 6, 1954 in New York. Producer Peter Lawrence was intrigued enough to option it. In time, he raised $220,000 to help the production get to Broadway. Columbia Masterworks reissued the album in 1955. 

	Darion decided he needed help with the libretto, which is how Brooks joined the project. Bracken was back as archy, and Brooks’s friend from New Faces of 1952, Eartha Kitt, portrayed mehitabel. Chita Rivera was Kitt’s understudy. Brooks and Darion made a number of changes: they eliminated the narrator and contrived a love story for archy and mehitabel that never existed in the original material. 

	The show opened at the Broadway Theatre on April 13, 1957 and struggled to make 49 performances. The reviews were mixed, with praise for Kitt’s feline qualities (she’d play Catwoman a decade later) and cat ballets that anticipated Andrew Lloyd Webber’s Cats. There were revisions and conflicts along the way; director Norman Lloyd, after fighting with Darion and Brooks, left before opening night. It’s memorable for having a fully integrated cast and Broadway’s first interracial kiss—permissible only because the actors were playing a bug and a cat. The jazzy score is charming, especially mehitabel’s songs.

	Brooks worked hard to save the show; there are unconfirmed reports that he took over direction after Lloyd left. His efforts impressed one young dancer. David Winters played Shorty, one of the cats. In his memoirs, he recalled that on opening night, as he ran under the stage to make his next entrance from the opposite side, he spotted Brooks. His coat was off, his sleeves were rolled up, and he was making notes for revisions. Rather than sitting comfortably with the celebrities, he was trying to fix the show. 

	Brooks later reflected: “It should have been at a little off-Broadway theater,” but in the cavernous Broadway Theatre, it “was lost on that stage.” 

	Shinbone Alley got an abridged television adaptation in 1960 with Bracken and Tammy Grimes, and an animated film in 1970, reuniting Bracken with Carol Channing.

	Brooks’s next Broadway venture would teach him even more about what goes into a flop musical.

	 

	All American (1962)

	In 1961, the songwriting team of composer Charles Strouse and lyricist Lee Adams were fresh off the huge hit Bye Bye Birdie. For their next project, Strouse had been interested in adapting Vladimir Nabokov’s novel Pnin, about an immigrant Russian professor. That didn’t work out, but their producer Edward Padula optioned a 1950 novel with a similar theme. Robert Lewis Taylor’s Professor Fodorski centered on a Hungarian immigrant who teaches engineering at an American college in the South. The creative team hoped to recapture the light satirical tone of two generations colliding as in Birdie.

	Strouse had written some dance music for Your Show of Shows and knew Mel (in early 1961, he introduced him to his future wife, Anne Bancroft). He suggested Brooks for the libretto. Padula agreed, despite his limited resume as a librettist.

	Padula chose their director. Joshua Logan, a veteran director responsible for such hits as Annie Get Your Gun, Mister Roberts, and South Pacific, had loved Bye Bye Birdie. He told Padula to find him a show like that—what producer could resist taking advantage of such a comment? The entire creative team for Fodorski (the working title) went to Logan’s country home to pitch the new show. The director was committed to a film project, but ultimately agreed to direct.

	While Logan was away, Brooks wrote drafts—well, Charles Strouse says he didn’t write them, but talked fast while a stenographer transcribed everything. He also discussed another idea he’d had with Strouse and Adams: Springtime For Hitler. Mel hoped this would be a play, film or novel about a seedy Broadway producer who discovered he could make more money with a flop than a hit, provided his over-invested show failed so he didn’t have to pay his backers. Strouse said in his memoirs that Mel acted out scenes for them, “if we laughed (which we always did), he would make particular notes.” Brooks turned these early drafts into his 1968 Oscar-winning screenplay, The Producers. It’s sometimes been said Brooks’s experiences during All American led to The Producers, but Strouse makes it clear he was working on Springtime for Hitler before All American ever opened. 

	When Logan rejoined the team, it quickly became apparent that the director had different ideas of the show’s concept than the others did. Strouse said, “Josh was from a different generation and saw our satirical musical in a more flesh-and-blood way. While Mel treated America and her immigrants in his wacky comic way, Josh was attempting to make the characters more life-like.”

	The conflicts extended to the casting. Victor Borge, everyone’s first choice for Fodorski, had scheduling issues. Logan axed British star Ron Moody (Fagin in Oliver!) after a press leak; he then rejected Zero Mostel and opera star Jan Peerce. Logan’s choice? Ray Bolger, who had starred in his By Jupiter! (1942) and Where’s Charley? (1948). He was a beloved star, of course, but he hadn’t been on Broadway since a 1951 return engagement of Where’s Charley? Nor did he seem the right fit as a Jewish immigrant.

	Strouse, Adams, and Brooks cautiously challenged Logan, but the director waved off their concerns, insisting Bolger would be perfect. Strouse felt they were on a slippery slope with a miscast leading man. He was right. When Bolger tried out his version of a Slavic accent, Mel hissed in Strouse’s ear, “Why is Ray speaking Japanese?”

	Despite reservations—this was the great Josh Logan, right?—the project plunged ahead. They worked on the libretto and score, held backers’ auditions, and completed the casting. Eileen Herlie got the role of the dean who falls for the professor; Anita Gillette and Ron Hausmann (both with better voices than the leads) were cast as the younger lovers. Legendary designer Jo Mielziner was in charge of the sets, with dancer Danny Daniels getting his first credit as choreographer.

	The show’s tryouts in Philadelphia earned mixed reviews. The usual flurry of late night revisions began. Strouse and Brooks nearly got in a fistfight. Logan didn’t have answers for the production’s problems because he was battling manic depressive episodes. He would be diagnosed with bipolar disorder in the seventies and was greatly helped by lithium therapy. One good thing came out of the tryouts: when a scene with Bolger and Herlie wasn’t working, Strouse and Adams yanked a song from a regional revue that seemed to fit. “Once Upon a Time,” recorded by Tony Bennett and later Mabel Mercer would become the big hit from the show, but not until well after it had closed.

	Brooks’s libretto (there are unconfirmed reports he didn’t write all of the second act) begins with a group of immigrants arriving in New York, marveling at their new home. Among them is Professor Stanislaus Fodorski, on his way to the Southern Baptist Institute of Technology. He’s startled to find the dean is a woman—and that he’ll be boarding in her house. His first classes with don’t go well until he attends his first football game. He realizes one could combine engineering principles with football. Suddenly, he’s getting through to the students. This new approach to learning spreads like wildfire through the campus and Fodorski cheers as the kids discover “It’s Fun to Think.”

	Two romances begin to develop: the Professor and Dean Elizabeth, who grow closer as they share a moment looking back at their pasts (“Once Upon a Time”), and two students, shy Ed Brickner and brassy Susan Thompson. (Susan’s ode to “Nightlife” is great fun.)

	The S.B.I.T. football team is lousy, but they still maintain their “Physical Fitness” in some energetic choreography with their shirts off, fairly standard in Josh Logan shows. During the big game, Fodorski takes over when the coach is knocked out. He urges Ed to think of his leg as a lever, which helps him kick the winning field goal. 

	That’s the end of Act One. In Act Two, Fodorski and Ed become celebrities. A Madison Avenue villain appears, intent on exploiting Fodorski’s fame. Meanwhile, Ed is now the Big Man on Campus, with a swollen ego to go with it. The women aren’t thrilled with these developments; they try to get Ed booted from the team. But instead of getting Ed declared ineligible, Elizabeth gets fired.

	Fodorski finally comes to his senses. Fame and celebrity caused these problems, but how to fix them? He benches Ed. Without him, the team loses the Cotton Bowl. Fodorski’s endorsements vanish and Ed gives up football for engineering. The couples reunite and the show ends with the Professor truly joining America’s melting pot: he’s now a citizen.

	In a direct throwback to Where’s Charley?, Bolger led the audience in a sing-a-long to “What a Country!” at the curtain call. Unfortunately, it wasn’t as catchy as “Once in Love With Amy.” So Bolger began singing “Amy” instead, to thunderous applause and Strouse and Adams’s fury.

	In an interview, Brooks described what he was trying to accomplish in All American. “My first job was to write a full dramatic treatment of the book, which concerns the misadventures of an immigrant professor at an American college. I felt we should build up the romance between the football player and the coed and then develop the theme by having the professor, first attracted and then repelled by superficial success, go back to his teaching. We wanted to salute America and its opportunities.” His intentions may have been good, but All American simply didn’t work. The reviews most often criticized Brooks’s book and its “second act trouble.”

	All American opened at the Winter Garden Theatre on March 19, 1962. It lasted 86 performances on Bolger’s name and the Bye Bye Birdie credentials of Strouse and Adams. Bolger and Adams were both nominated for Tony Awards.

	It would take nearly forty years before Mel Brooks returned to Broadway.

	 

	The Producers (2001)

	Two men were responsible for Brooks adapting his Oscar-winning screenplay for The Producers into a Broadway musical and writing the score himself. Record and theatrical producer David Geffen called Mel one day in 1998. He’d just re-watched the film of The Producers and felt it needed to be a musical. He wasn’t the first producer to take an interest; Brooks had rejected several offers  over the years. He initially said no to Geffen, too, but the producer nagged until he relented. 

	The film already had a few classic songs, including “Springtime for Hitler,” but Geffen insisted on hiring an established Broadway songwriter, leaving the libretto to Brooks. He suggested Jerry Herman, who wrote Hello, Dolly!, Mame, and La Cage aux Folles. Herman, however, said while he loved the film, he couldn’t possibly write its score. Only one man could: Mel Brooks. As Brooks told it, Herman sat at his piano and sang Brooks’s “I’m Tired” (Blazing Saddles) and “Hope for the Best, Expect the Worst” (The Twelve Chairs). Those, plus “Springtime” and “Prisoners of Love” from The Producers were proof enough that Mel Brooks was a fine songwriter. Herman told Geffen he was crazy unless he gave the job to Mel. All this pleased Brooks, since he had hoped to tackle the score himself. Just as he dreamed when he was a kid—he’d be a Broadway composer-lyricist like Cole Porter in Anything Goes! He began writing songs immediately, starting with “Where Did We Go Right?” inspired by a line of Max’s from the screenplay. 

	Veteran librettist Thomas Meehan (Annie), who had worked with Brooks before, came on board in the summer of 1998 to co-write the book. He showed Mel how to dissect and reassemble his screenplay, looking for the right places to add songs. Until he began working with Meehan, Brooks had approached the show more like a play with music, but a musical was much more than that. He asked Tom, “‘How does one know where to stop the show and start a song?’ Tom said simply, ‘When you are so overcome with emotion that you can’t talk any more. . . you start singing.’” In the years since All American, Brooks had written, directed, and produced many films and television shows, but it was clear that creating a musical was unlike creating any other form of entertainment. 

	In late 1998, the next to join the team were director Mike Ockrent and his wife, choreographer Susan Stroman. Ockrent and Stroman had created Crazy For You, loosely adapted from the Gershwins’ 1930 Girl Crazy—exactly the kind of fun musical comedy Brooks hoped The Producers would be. He literally won them over by showing up unannounced at their penthouse apartment, where he sang and danced “That Face.” Who could refuse Mel Brooks waltzing down one’s hallway and jumping on the sofa, playing both Leo Bloom and Ulla? 

	Ockrent and Stroman were working on A Christmas Carol, but even the early discussions between the foursome proved valuable. Ockrent pointed out the need for a curtain-raiser, a big opening number to welcome the audience into the world of The Producers. That eventually led to “The King of Broadway,” introducing Max Bialystock, fresh off his latest flop and sadly looking back on past triumphs. He also suggested hiring Glen Kelly, who would not only be the show’s music supervisor and dance arranger, but would work closely with Brooks transcribing the music in his head, as he had no formal musical training.

	Because of various commitments, no one could start right away. When work began in earnest in spring 1999, Brooks and Meehan were shocked to find Ockrent had been fighting leukemia for months. Despite his treatments, the director was upbeat, confident he’d beat the disease. Work continued, despite repeated visits to the hospital. Then he took a sudden turn for the worse and died in December 1999. Stroman was shattered and didn’t want to continue with the show. But Brooks and Meehan kept coming over to see her. They not only wanted her to remain choreographer, but to direct as well. She refused, though part of her recalled a conversation with Mike in which he urged her to see their projects through in the event of his death.

	Brooks told her, “If you want to feel alive again, you will do this. You will wake up every morning and cry, you will go to sleep at night and cry. But in between, you will laugh. I will make you laugh.” She threw herself back into the demanding work of creating a Broadway musical. As Mel put it, she had “Mike’s spirit both in her heart and standing at her shoulder.” 

	Not long after losing their original director, they lost the man who had put everything in motion, producer David Geffen. His obligations to Dreamworks Studio were too demanding to let him produce a big Broadway show at the same time. In April 2000, Brooks, Meehan, and Stroman held a backer’s audition, nervously seeking new producers. Was the work of the past two years for nothing?

	They needn’t have worried. The reading—with Nathan Lane (Max Bialystock), Cady Huffman (Ulla), and Gary Beach (Roger De Bris), who’d all be in the opening night cast—was such a hit, the producers were clamoring to back it at the intermission. They ended up with fourteen backers led by Rocco Landesman, who promised them the St. James Theatre.  

	Stroman began assembling the rest of the first-rate creative staff: William Ivey Long for costumes; Robin Wagner for scenic design; and Peter Kaczorowski for lighting. Meanwhile, Brooks, Meehan, and Kelly finished the bulk of the libretto and score. What they ended up with was a fairly faithful adaptation from Brooks’s screenplay. The significant differences were in tone (the film is darker in its satire, a true black comedy, while the musical is theatrically brassy and over the top) and the elimination of the character “LSD,” who is cast as Hitler. The drug-addled actor seemed dated by 2001; Tom Meehan suggested having Roger De Bris end up in the part. Other changes opened up the action, like the opening with Max in Shubert Alley after his latest failure, and Leo at his miserable accounting job, where Brooks and Meehan gave him his “I Want” song—”I Want to Be a Producer.”

	Brooks also recreated a bit of the film that had used his own voice. During “Springtime for Hitler,” “Stormtrooper Mel” declares, “Don’t be stupid, be a smarty! Come and join the Nazi party!” with an actor lip-syncing to Brooks’s voice. During the Chicago tryouts, half the audience cheered, thinking Mel himself was in the show. Peter Marinos, playing “Stormtrooper Mel,” tried arguing that getting such a hand should translate to a raise! Mel’s dulcet delivery of that line is on the cast album. He also provided the screech of the black cat Max hurls during “You Never Say ‘Good Luck’ On Opening Night.”

	The last major hurdle was coming up with an “eleven o’clock number” for Nathan Lane—a big show-stopper near the end of the show. Stroman rejected some of their early efforts, then Brooks, aided by Glen Kelly, came up with “Betrayed,” which he described as a “five-minute-long raving nervous breakdown.” The number stopped the show every night.

	Casting continued through 2000, with Lane, Huffman, and Beach from the reading signing early, followed by Matthew Broderick as Leo Bloom and Brad Oscar as Franz Liebkind. Roger Bart initially auditioned for Liebkind, but while he wasn’t right for that part, Stroman realized he’d be perfect as Roger De Bris’s “common law assistant,” Carmen Ghia. She also assembled the hard-working ensemble of six women and four men, plus six character performers (three women, three men). Somehow, she staged those sixteen in enormous production numbers seemingly using dozens of performers. She used mirrors, “dummies” dressed as storm troopers, quick changes galore, and had men playing women and women playing men. Take the example of Stro’s celebrated choreography for Bialystock’s “little old lady” backers, all dancing with their walkers in “Along Came Bialy.” Six of those grannies in blue dresses were men. (Brooks had wanted to cut the song, thinking he could write with a better one. But Stroman said she had an idea for the staging. Then she spent a day in her studio figuring out every possible dance move and percussive thumping one could do with a metal walker!)14

	Rehearsals continued through late 2000, leading up to tryouts in Chicago in February 2001. The audiences loved it, but Brooks and Meehan were still nervous about what the tough New York crowds would think. Stroman knew the show was funny; what worried her was the reaction to “Springtime for Hitler.” She’d even taken the precaution of lowering the shades of the studio where they had rehearsed the number, fearing people might get the wrong impression glancing in the window and seeing “people goose-stepping and Sieg-Heil-ing and [they’d] ultimately call the cops.” She even had William Ivey Long attach the armband swastikas with velcro so if “the audience was uncomfortable, we could simply rip them off.” Chicago didn’t have any trouble accepting the satirical basis for Brooks’s number, with the flamboyant director Roger De Bris dressed as Hitler, describing his rise to power (“I’m the German Ethel Merman, doncha know!”—Mel has said this lyric was an homage to the star of the very first musical he ever saw). She hoped the New Yorkers would feel the same way.

	In their third preview at the St. James, an older man took one look at Gary Beach as Hitler, sitting on the edge of the stage like Judy Garland. He jumped out of his seat, cursing and yelling. Stroman hurried to intercept him, but he was heading straight for Mel Brooks, who seated in an aisle seat near the back. “How could you? I was in World War II!”

	Brooks yelled back, “You were in World War II? I was in World War II and I didn’t see you there!” His account of how this encounter ended differs from Stroman’s. Mel says he told the irate man that the show was all in fun, and he calmed down enough to watch rest of the show.

	Stroman, however, wrote that the pair began fighting, so company manager Laura Green shoved them out onto 44th Street. Then she locked the doors. From the lobby, Stroman watched them talk, shake hands, and then the man walked away. Brooks returned to his seat. There were no further incidents during the previews. Whose version is right? That’s the fun of theatre history research! 

	The Producers opened on April 19, 2001 to rave reviews and the insane kind of demand for tickets not seen in years. It earned fifteen Tony nominations, taking home a record twelve. Its only losses were Matthew Broderick losing the Best Actor award to Nathan Lane, and Roger Bart and Brad Oscar losing Best Featured Actor to Gary Beach. Brooks himself took home three: Best Musical (he was one of that producing consortium, despite Bialystock’s advice about never putting one’s own money into your show), Best Book of a Musical (with Tom Meehan), and Best Score. For the last, he quipped, “I want to thank Stephen Sondheim for not writing a show this year! Thanks, Steve!” With the three Tonys for The Producers, Brooks joined the exclusive status as an EGOT winner: someone who has won an Emmy, a Grammy, an Oscar, and a Tony.

	The Producers ran for 2,502 performances on Broadway, and closed on April 22, 2007. It had two national touring companies and played engagements all around the world. In 2005, it was adapted into a film, directed by Susan Stroman, which reunited most of the original cast, save Cady Huffman and Brad Oscar. The film cuts a number of songs and somehow misses the outrageous fun of the stage production.

	 

	Young Frankenstein (2007)

	While The Producers was in tryouts in Chicago, Roger Bart and Matthew Broderick pitched an idea to Brooks: since The Producers was going well, why not adapt another of his film comedies, Young Frankenstein (co-written with Gene Wilder)? Brooks, perhaps distracted at the time, seemed mildly surprised at the idea. 

	Flash forward to 2005, after Brooks’s beloved wife Anne Bancroft lost her battle with cancer. Much as he had done after Mike Ockrent’s death, Susan Stroman insisted that Mel needed to get back to work, which was the only way to climb out of depression. Brooks credits Stroman and Tom Meehan for pulling him out of the despair. They resolved they’d do another musical. Brooks and Meehan had first tinkered with a Young Frankenstein libretto in 2003, but Bancroft’s illness and other commitments had intervened

	Then Meehan, who had recently re-watched the film, commented to Mel that Frau Blücher’s declaration “He vas my boyfriend!” wasn’t just a funny line, but it “could be a whole funny song.” Brooks instantly began hearing the song in his head; he found himself singing it in the shower. The work began again.

	A few select Broadway insiders got the first glimpse of the “new Mel Brooks musical” in November 2006, when the creative team presented the first workshop reading. The cast included Brian d’Arcy James (Frederick Frankenstein), Kirstin Chenoweth (Elizabeth), Sutton Foster (Inga), Roger Bart (Igor), and Shuler Hensley (the Monster). This was Hensley’s third time portraying Frankenstein’s Monster. In 2001, he was part of a concept album adapting the Shelley novel into a musical; in 2004, he was the Monster opposite Hugh Jackman in the film Van Helsing. 

	Hensley, Foster, and Bart would remain in the show, but Bart moved up from Igor to the lead role of Frederick. Zachary Levi had initially been cast, but landed a television series and had to leave.15 They held more auditions for Frederick, but Stroman had always championed Bart. The actor himself was surprised, as he’d always played the clown, not the straight man. But as with Leo Bloom, there were plenty of chances for clowning while setting up the other characters. Brooks was impressed, regarding Bart as another Danny Kaye.

	Christopher Fitzgerald ended up going to that audition, where they didn’t want him as Frederick—but with Bart moving up, they needed an Igor. They asked him to read for the part; he pulled his sweatshirt over his head like Marty Feldman in the film—and nailed it.

	The rest of the Broadway cast featured Megan Mullally (Elizabeth) and Andrea Martin as Frau Blücher. There were rumors that the film’s original, Cloris Leachman, would reprise her part, but Brooks and Meehand wanted to keep the properties separate. There were also concerns about Leachman’s age. But after the show opened, she appeared on Dancing with the Stars, proving she could still shake a leg. Brooks had hoped to add her as a replacement Frau, but the show closed before that could happen.

	Young Frankenstein had four weeks of tryouts in Seattle, where audiences seemed to enjoy it. It opened on November 8, 2007 at the Hilton Theatre in New York. Those audiences also were enthusiastic. It looked fabulous, with The Producers designers all retuning. Scenic designer Robin Wagner created shadowy castles and laboratories, even Inga’s hay wagon (practically a character itself!). William Ivey Long and Peter Kaczorowski again handled costumes and lighting. The cast were all outstanding comics; Fitzgerald and Martin would earn Tony nominations.

	So what happened? To begin with, Young Frankenstein had a lot going against it. The movie was much better known than The Producers; stage audiences knew it so well, they would “neigh” at every mention of “Frau Blücher.” Brooks and Meehan obviously recreated the film’s classic moments, including “Puttin’ On the Ritz,” now expanded to include nearly all the principals, not just Frederick and the Monster. But where The Producers, given its subject matter, organically embraced musicalization, Young Frankenstein often faltered. 

	For example, we’ve seen how Brooks fulfilled Mike Ockrent’s request for a “curtain-raiser” in “The King of Broadway.” Young Frankenstein opened in Transylvania, with the villagers cheering the death of old Frankenstein in “The Happiest Town.”  The number falls flat and accomplishes little. Oscar Hammerstein famously said that the first ten minutes of a musical are critical: it’s when the creators establish the rules for the rest of the show. If there’s a great opening number, the audience will happily follow their lead anywhere. But “The Happiest Town” landed with a big thud.

	The biggest obstacle, of course, was the phenomenal success of The Producers. As Irving Berlin and Rodgers and Hammerstein discovered, it’s not easy to follow a blockbuster musical. The pressure of trying to top that kind of smash hit was immense. They didn’t help themselves by choosing the Hilton, a cavernous house; by charging premium ticket prices never seen before ($450 before the show even opened!); and some were irked by Mel’s hubris in having the cast declare during the curtain call, “Next year, maybe Blazing Saddles!” (As it turned out, Brooks did try adapting his raucous Western comedy into a musical in 2010, but it never went anywhere.)

	So the Broadway production of Young Frankenstein flopped, running only 485 performances. But Brooks said he still loved the show and revised it extensively for the London production in 2017. Susan Stroman again directed and choreographed, and William Ivey Long again designed the costumes. Beowulf Boritt did the set design, scaled down from Robin Wagner’s Broadway sets. The Garrick Theatre was a much smaller, intimate venue, evoking the old British music halls. This played to the show’s advantages. Brooks made it “shorter and happier,” rather like an extended vaudeville parody sketch. The dud opener was cut, as were three other songs, and the libretto was tightened in every scene. Brooks wrote two new songs: “It Could Work,” for when Frederick, Igor, Igna, and Frau Blücher find old Dr. Frankenstein’s notes; and “Hang Him’Til He’s Dead” sung by Inspector Kemp and the villagers. The former advanced the plot in song, while the latter replaced a stodgy number (“The Law”). 

	Another difference from the New York production was the use of John Morris’s original film score, including the memorable violin serenade (“Transylvanian Lullaby”) that distracts the Monster. The Broadway score is far more Tin Pan Alley in tone; for the film Morris had spoofed the scores of the Universal films: brooding and dissonant, but in a funny way. Blending pieces of Morris’s music with Brooks’s musical comedy melodies made for a better stage adaptation.

	The revised Young Frankenstein got better reviews and ran for a year. The cast included Hadley Fraser (Frederick), Ross Noble (Igor), Dianne Pilkington (Elizabeth), and Summer Strallen (Inga). The one performer from the Broadway production was Shuler Hensley as the Monster. 

	Both the Broadway and the London version are available for licensing, as well as a shorter (and sanitized) youth version. The show has done fairly well in amateur and regional productions.

	 

	Mel on Musical Comedy

	Maybe it’s best to let Mel himself have the last word here, from an interview with Michael Kantor for PBS. “Musical comedies are diamonds! A musical comedy is so hard to do and so hard to get right that when you get Bells Are Ringing and you get A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum, or you get Guys and Dolls, maybe the greatest musical comedy, you’re getting a diamond! Because not only are you being touched by some of the emotion, but you’re laughing your head off and you’re keeping time to the most wonderful music in the world. Look at the musical comedies we have exported! They say happiness, they say hope. They say esprit de corps, they say all the things. They say, we’re tough. They say we can survive. They say, we’re sharp! We’re hip, we’re America! And it’s the Broadway musical! That is the most unique, artistic event that distinguishes us from every other country in the world. Nobody can make a musical comedy like Americans. And you ask George M. Cohan, Yankee Doodle Dandy, he’ll tell you. And so I’m very proud to be part of it, even in a small way!”
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I Got It, I Got It, I Got It…EGOT It.

	Robert L. Rede

	 

	If you don’t recognize the title of this piece, it is a call back to High Anxiety, in which Brophy, played by Ron Carey, would try to carry a heavy item and repeatedly say, “I got it,” until he finally dropped it, admitted, “I haven’t got it.”

	It is also a reference to the fact that in 2001, Mel Brooks would become the eighth person to earn an EGOT. (Mike Nichols, who directed Anne Bancroft in The Graduate, would become the ninth EGOT eight months later).

	Brooks is the first EGOT winner to have earned the Emmy Award first and the first EGOT winner to win an Oscar for Screenwriting. He is the only EGOT winner to have won in the writing categories for the Emmy, Oscar, and Tony. If his honorary Oscar is included, he is one of only two people two have earned at least two of each EGOT Award (the other being Robert Lopez).

	 

	1967      Emmy: Outstanding Writing Achievement in Variety for The Sid Caesar, Imogene Coca, Carl Reiner, Howard Morris Special

	1969      Oscar: Best Story and Screenplay—Written Directly for the Screen for The Producers

	1997      Emmy: Outstanding Guest Actor in a Comedy Series for Mad About You “The Grant” and “The Penis”

	1998      Emmy: Outstanding Guest Actor in a Comedy Series for Mad About You “Uncle Phil and the Coupons”

	1999      Grammy: Best Spoken Comedy Album for The 2000 Year Old Man in the Year 2000

	1999      Emmy: Outstanding Guest Actor in a Comedy Series for Mad About You “Uncle Phil Goes Back to High School” 9/12

	2001:      Tony: Best Original Score for The Producers

	2001:      Tony: Best Book of a Musical for The Producers

	2001:      Tony: Best Musical for The Producers

	2002:      Grammy: Best Musical Show Album for The Producers

	2002:      Grammy: Best Long Form Music Video for Recording The Producers: A Musical Romp with Mel Brooks

	2023:      Oscar: Honorary Academy Award



	




	“There was once a time when Mel Brooks was considered a pioneer of comedy, a trendsetter in satire,  even a spoof master, but if the debut of G4’s Spaceballs: The Animated Series, that time has long passed. This was a perfect example of how NOT to reinvent a franchise. It was bound to happen with films being made of Broadway shows and Broadway shows being made of his films that Mel Brooks (who is not only attached as Executive Producer, but also reprises his roles as Scrube (sic) and Yogurt) would try to reinvent the Spaceballs film with a poorly produced animated series, but whether it was a lack of his own creativity, or the network’s inane intention to hit a demographic, this show was terrible.” Matt Raub, ComixMix, September 23, 2008

	For a long time, my knowledge of Spaceballs: The Animated Series was through two episodes that I somehow acquired when it was released. I knew there were supposed to be more, but hadn’t actually seen them. Given my opinion of Spaceballs, I never really felt the need to track them down.

	Spaceballs: The Animated Series 

	Steven Pitluk

	 

	While we all hold out breaths in anticipation for the long awaited sequel to Spaceballs, Spaceballs: The Search for More Money The New One, the 2027 film will not be Mel Brooks’s first return to the world of President Skroob, Yogurt, and Lone Starrr. In 2008, a thirteen episode animated series, appropriately called Spaceballs” The Animated Series was released.

	Mel Brooks, Joan Rivers, and Daphne Zuniga all returned to voice their original roles, with Rino Romano filling in for Bill Pullman as Lone Starr, Tino Insana replacing John Candy as Barf, and Dee Bradley Baker replacing Rick Moranis as Dark Helmet.

	The series opened with a pilot which was essentially a retelling of the original movie, although with some minor differences and was written by Brooks and his writing partner Thomas Meehan, although neither would receive a writing credit for any of the subsequent episodes.

	The second episode was a flashback in which the writers parodied the Star Wars prequel films, exploring how Pannakin Crybaby became Dark Helmet. Although it appeared at this point that the series would continue to flesh out the Spaceballs universe and mine Star Wars for material, the creative team decided to take a different tack.  Each subsequent episode used the Spaceballs characters to parody a different franchise, with varying amounts of success.

	In “Grand Theft Starship,” Lone Starr and Princess Vespa find themselves in the world of Grand Theft Starship, a grittier universe than the one they are used to as the focus of the episode shifts to video games. This is followed by episodes which parody The Lord of the Rings, Jurassic Park and films set against pandemics, like Outbreak. Harry Potter, Armageddon, and Pirates of the Caribbean are next on the block before the team looked at the James Bond series, The Terminator, Titanic, and American Idol before finishing off with an episode in which Barf is bitten by a mutant space spider.

	The episodes rarely have anything new to say and the Spaceballs characters don’t have a universality that allows them to be easily slotted into the parodies the writers are offering. The best parts of the series occur when they borrow from the original movie, such as the scene in which the animated characters find themselves watching themselves on a cascade of never ending computer monitors, the various items of product placement, or when Dark Helmet is caught playing with his dolls action figures.

	Other characters from the movie routinely show up. Colonel Sandurz and Comanderette Zircon both make occasional appearances, both voiced by different actors than in the original film. Pizza the Hutt and his cap, Vinnie, both showed up in cameos, voiced by original actors Dom DeLuise and Rudy DeLuca. And the twins Marlene and Charlene prove to be triplets with the addition of Darlene, in roles that make their sexual relationship with President Skroob more explicit.

	The animation is better than it has any right to be, although while some of the characters, like Skroob, Barf, and Princess Vespa bear a likeness to the actors who portrayed them, it is more difficult to see Bill Pullman and Rick Moranis in the animated Lone Starr and Dark Helmet. On the other hand, if half the time had been spent on the scripts as the animators seem to have spent on animating Vespa’s and the triplets’ breasts, the show would have been much more successful.

	Overall, the series is disappointing. The idea that the Spaceballs characters could be used to parody other properties is a clever idea, and if they had stuck to the level of parody Brooks used in the original movie, it could have been a successful series, instead of aiming for the lower common denominator of humor and striking for the lowest hanging fruit.



	



	Mel and Max

	Robert L. Rede

	 

	The first live-action television series Mel Brook created was Get Smart, which he created with Buck Henry. The show ran for five seasons from 1965 through 1970 and starred Don Adams and Barbara Feldon. In 1980, A theatrical film sequel, The Nude Bomb, was released. A TV movie, Get Smart, Again! followed in 1989 with a short-lived reboot series (with Andy Dick playing Max & 99’s son, Zack) in 1995. Finally, in 2008, Steve Carell and Anne Hathaway took on the roles of Max and 99 in a theatrical reboot (which spawned the straight-to-video sidequal Get Smart’s Bruce and Lloyd Out of Control). Don Adams played Maxwell Smart.

	The first movie Mel Brooks created was The Producers, which was released in 1967 and starred Zero Mostel and Gene Wilder. A Broadway musical followed in 2001 replacing Mostel and Wilder with Nathan Lane and Gene Wilder. Brooks went on to adapt the musical back into a movie, starring the same leads and released in 2005.  Zero Mostel (and Nathan Lane) played Max Bialystock.

	Both Don Adams and Zero Mostel’s characters share a first name. Max. They also share it with Max Kaminsky.

	Max Leizerowicz Kaminsky was born around 1820 and died by 1865. During those 45 years, he married Mirke Becker and sired seven children, one of whom was Louis Leizerowicz Kaminsky. Louis’s son Abraham would eventually have a son who he named for his great grandfather. Max Kaminsky was born in 1892. 

	Max Kaminsky was both in 1892 and died in 1929. During those 37 years, he married Kitty Brookman and sired four sons, Leonard, Bernard, and Melvin. When Melvin Kaminsky was two years old, his father died. Since there was already a Borscht Belt trumpeter named Mel Kaminsly, when Max’s son entered show business, he took the name Mel Brooks, truncating his mother’s name.

	Mel Brooks was born in 1926. He married Florence Baum in 1953. By the time they divorced in 1962, they had three children, In 1964, Mel married Anne Bancroft. They had a son in 1972, who would be named for Mel’s father and great-great-grandfather: Max Brooks.

	Max Brooks would go on to make a name for himself as a writer for Saturday Night Live, the author of The Zombie Survival Guide and World War Z: An Oral History of the Zombie War and Devolution: A Firsthand Account of the Rainier Sasquatch Massacre. He also appeared in a brief role in his father’s film To Be Or Not To Be.

	Clearly the name “Max” strikes a chord with Brooks, a way to honor his grandfather in his works, while also offering a strong cultural coding.

	 


Mel Brooks’s World War Z project

	Helena Nash
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	The Day I Kissed Mel Brooks

	Heidi Hooper

	(as told to Michael A. Ventrella)

	 

	When my boyfriend (now husband) took me to see Blazing Saddles when we were still teenagers, I had no idea that someday I would kiss Mel Brooks.

	We had always enjoyed his movies, especially Young Frankenstein and Twelve Chairs, and would often kiss each other to sleep at night by saying “Taffeta, Darling.”

	But it was many years later, after I had made my name as the world’s most famous dryer lint artist, that fate stepped in.

	My work had been seen in Ripley’s Believe it or Not museums and books and in galleries across the country, and I guess that got the attention of someone at ABC TV where they produced the show To Tell The Truth. They contacted me, did a zoom interview, and the next thing I knew, we were flying to Hollywood, all expenses paid, where I was to be a guest on the show.

	On the show, a panel of celebrities get to question three people, all of whom claim to be something (in my case, an artist who works in dryer lint). As the real one, I would always have to tell the truth, but the other two could lie as much as they want. The celebrities would then had to guess which one was the real dryer lint artist.

	The show began with the three of us in a shadow, only showing our outlines, as we each said, “I am a famous dryer lint artist.” My outline is such that my frizzy hair flows all around me, so before I could even say “I am a—” I heard someone scream, “It’s Weird Al Yankovic!”

	I then realized that one of the panelists was Mel Brooks, who shouted that out over the announcer’s opening, so we had to do it again. (It turns out that there’s a lot of editing going on in these shows—we filmed for maybe 20 minutes but if you watch it, my bit lasts maybe 6.)

	We took our seats and Mel stood to ask a question. “Do you want my belly button lint?” he asked me.

	I smiled and said, “Mel, I’ll take anything from you!” The audience laughed and applauded as Mel blew me a kiss.

	The rest of the questioning went well until one of the celebrities pointed to one of my pieces on display, which was a dryer lint picture of the famous artist Toulouse-Lautrec. “Who is the artist in that piece?” we were asked. The first panelist said “Cezanne” (Hey, at least she named a French artist). I was next and since I couldn’t lie, I said “Toulouse-Lautrec.” The third panelist should have taken my cue and said the same thing, but instead he said, “It’s nobody; just someone from my imagination.”

	Well, Mel Brooks knew who Toulouse-Lautrec was. He jumped up from his seat, stood next to the picture, and pointed to me, saying “I know who the real dryer lint artist is!” 

	All that was edited out, of course, because they’re not supposed to say those kinds of things until the end!

	We continued on after that, but everyone knew I was the right one, so at the end, when the celebrities have to guess, they all guessed me. (Mind you, this was not a game show—I was paid the standard union fee for my appearance, and whether they guessed me or not did not affect that.)

	At the end of the show, everyone comes back out on stage, and that was my chance. I went up to Mel, told him how much I love his films, and asked for a picture. He was very gracious and happy to oblige me. One of the other panelists took it for me, and then I kissed Mel on the cheek. I apologized for leaving lipstick on him, but he said, “I’ll treasure it forever!”

	I would have loved to talk to him more, but the show was over and he left. He was funny and kind and it was a very nice experience.

	The show is still available on streaming services. And if you’re interested in seeing what dryer lint art is all about, my web page is www.HeidiHooper.com.

	 

	Heidi’s episode aired on June 17, 2018. Along with Mel, the panel of judges included Bill Hader, Natasha Leggero, and Joel McHale.

	 

	



	


How the Schwartz Binds us Together: A Beginner’s Yiddish Primer 

	Valerie Estelle Frankel

	 

	My Hebrew high school Jewish Comedy class began with The Producers. Our teacher put on the 1967 film and talked the class through stereotypes. As Gene Wilder screamed “I’m hysterical! I’m hysterical!” and cuddled his blankie, we learned about self-parody. This cultural lens helps to explain a great deal of Brooks’s comedies. So let’s take a look, with lots of naches (pride) and translations for those born after 1926. 

	First of all, Brooks tends to play the same character—the wise advisor or rebbe with heavy Yiddish accent that embodied the generation before him (Yogurt, Rabbi Tuckman, Van Helsing and Moses too). Echoing these, he voices the master inventor in Robots (2005), Dracula’s father, Vlad, in Hotel Transylvania 2 and 3, and Einstein in Mr. Peabody & Sherman (2014). More shows up in the wild accent of Doctor Frank-en-shtein or Brooks’s exaggerated old man kvetching (complaining—but we’re totally losing some nuance) to get through airport security in High Anxiety (BROOKS: Take me away. Take me back to Russia. Put me in irons. I beeped! The mad beeper is loose. Take away the beeper. Put me away. POLICEMAN: It’s all right. Please, just go.)

	Ironically, these characters appear in parodies of distinctly goyish properties—Star Wars and Robin Hood, not to mention the antisemitic coding of Dracula (the Jawas can wait for a different issue). Of course, Brooks intensifies this mad juxtaposition by playing history’s top oppressors: Hitler in To Be or Not to Be, Torquemada in History of the World Part I, King Louis XVI in History of the World Part I, a cruel CEO in Life Stinks, and, sure, let’s throw in Emperor Palpatine/President Skroob and his Nazi-dressed goons. In Blazing Saddles, he’s the disgustingly racist Governor Le Pétomane (“farter”), clueless and mockable. Dialing up the cruelty, he tortures Kermit as German mad scientist Professor Krassman in The Muppet Movie. (It might be mentioned that after Krassman makes a “kosher bacon” crack, Miss Piggy, voiced by legendary Jewish entertainer Frank Oz, beats him up, and he gets his own “electric yarmulke” to the brain.) 

	Brooks throws in the Crusades in Men in Tights and more Hitler in The Producers and the television special Peeping Times. In a bit from The 2000 Year Old Man, Brooks adopts a German accent to sell himself as an implausible Argentinian coffee grower (“Vee took Poland in 19 days…NO! The coffee beans can be matured in hothouses in 19 days!”). This is all deliberate, as Brooks sends up the worst figures in history. Brooks says in his documentary, “Comedy ridicules. Comedy demotes. Comedy destroys the dignity of the enemy” (Mel Brooks Part 2). In fact, he was one of the first Hitler-mockers, setting quite the standard for the future. Jimmy Kimmel observes, “When people are doing cruel and crazy and terrible things, it’s important to remind everyone that they’re cruel and terrible things. And if you don’t, perhaps we become acclimated to it” (Mel Brooks Part 2). 

	Melvin Kaminsky grew up as the adored youngest of four, raised by his Kiev-born widowed mother Kate Brookman Kaminsky. “Every single human being in Brooklyn was a Jew at that point, so there was nothing special about it,” he adds (Mel Brooks Part 1). He adored Jewish vaudeville and soon was working in the legendary Catskills—the resorts created as an alternative to all the hotels that wouldn’t rent to Jews. (And the history of comics, science fiction, and Hollywood itself likewise have their origins in the number of businesses that wouldn’t employ Jews at the time—I’ve written a book on this.) Okay, he was scooping the sour cream as an “understudy/busboy,” but he became the tummler, the improv entertainer (Mel Brooks Part 1). His best-known routine was declaring he couldn’t go on and leaping into the pool in a huge overcoat. In fact, he couldn’t swim, and so the lifeguard actually had to rescue him each time. “In its element of danger, its thrill of risk, that poolside tumble has the seeds of Brooks’s later work in comedy. It was also the beginning of his comic exploration of the Jew’s pathos. Amid the comforts of the holiday retreat, Brooks sounds the dread of disaster and despair to draw out a laugh” (Yacowar 14). Many famous Jewish comedians were trained in the Catskills, and many of the tropes originate in their shows (Yes, including showing a Jewish vampire a cross).

	As Brooks puts it, “I knew I wanted to go into show business, but Hitler had started a war.” Off young Melvin went. At Virginia Military Institute, his peers insulted him for his Jewishness. Brooks learned quickly to hit back. As he shares, “I was very aware of being different….It was shocking, because I didn’t believe we were different” (Mel Brooks Part 1). Of course, the war emphasized how much his heritage mattered. Considering it all, Brooks describes an essentially Jewish fear of persecution fueling much of comedy (Mel Brooks Part 1). 

	Besides the choice of characters, the Catskills humor, and the themes, Brooks has come up with some delightfully Jewish stories. He made his reputation in 1951. Carl Reiner was a regular on Sid Caesar’s Your Show of Shows, while Brooks was on the writing staff. At a writer’s meeting, Reiner channeled the news-style programs of the time, and suddenly asked Brooks, “I understand you were at the Crucifixion?” 

	“Oh boy…” 

	Their improv became The 2000 Year Old Man, which Brooks and Reiner performed often at parties. The alter kaker (I’ll euphemistically define this as cranky old man) grew up in a cave with old-world Jewish parents who insisted on candles out at seven. He became the first Jewish kid to study at the “big medical cave,” making his mother the first Jewish mother to say, “This is my son the doctor” (Brooks and Reiner 8). He had 500 wives and 42,000 children “and not one of them comes to visit me” (24). Of course, they become doctors, lawyers, teachers, scientists, accountants, and rabbis, with the rest in show business (24). The ones there won every prestigious award including “a Kasha for country-eastern singing” (25). (Kasha, a traditional eastern-European dish, is boiled buckwheat, but if you’re unfamiliar, do thank your deity of choice and keep it that way.)

	“It was a huge hit in the insidery, showbizzy, very Jewish circles of Rainier and Brooks’s friends and acquaintances, but both of them felt it would never fly in public. It was, after all, too Jewish,” Jeremy Dauber observes in Mel Brooks: Disobedient Jew (28). As Reiner adds, “But remember, 1950 was five years after the war. The Jews are pretty well maligned. And he’s doing a middle European Jewish accent.” They figured the act “was only for Jews and non-antisemitic Gentiles” (Mel Brooks Part 1). Nonetheless, their LP release in 1960 sold a million copies (Parish 119). Comedians like Billy Crystal, Jerry Seinfeld, and Adam Sandler speak glowingly of the record as their own introduction to Jewish comedy.

	After this, Brooks continued with the heavily Jewish humor. And it’s all self-deprecating. Get Smart, the five-season spy parody, features Maxwell Smart as a classic schlemiel (fool, loser). He is clumsy and uncool in a way that suggests he can’t pass as a spy or a gentile (Dauber 73). Brooks went on to make The Producers. Opposite neurotic noodge (whiner) Leo Bloom, Max Bialystock, named for the old-world city and its unholed bagel, is the classic schnorrer (hilariously presumptuous moocher). All these characters invite laughter in a “let me say it before the bigots do” style of humor, even as Brooks encourages viewers to consider how easily they believe the stereotypes. In a subtler pushback, the city of Bialystock was the site of a 1906 pogrom and the later the second-largest uprising against the Nazis. The film throws in another classic trope, of the schlimazel (chronically unlucky person) so hapless that he fails even at losing. (Okay, that was loads of Yiddish—but that’s the point—they’re all tropes.) The musical tossed in more parody, with the pair finally producing “She Shtupps to Conquer,” “Katz,” and “A Streetcar Named Murray.” 

	Next came the virtually unknown Twelve Chairs (Here we seem to be sorting out the Mel Brooks experts. It’s free on YouTube but is obscure for a reason.) Though the characters are not explicitly Jewish, these nebbishes (pitiful people) must channel their wits schlepping (journeying) across a Soviet Russia that doesn’t want them. The original 1928 novel by Russian Jewish writers Ilya Ilf and Yevgeni Petrov subtly explores the question “of Jewish prospects scrambling for survival in the ever-changing Soviet Union” (Dauber 93). Brooks channeled this, observing, “I’m a Russian Jew, and finally, I could bathe in everything Russian that’s in me” (Dauber 92). Its song “Hope for the Best, Expect the Worst” (lyrics by Brooks, music by Brahms, something I really didn’t expect to write) has a very Jewish outlook. This was the first Brooks film in which he played a silly side role, as a putz (sycophant, fool) of a servant. Critics liked that, and he continued to cameo. Still, he decided to make parody films with a wider appeal.

	The Western is a myth of innately good white characters rightfully conquering the land—a myth so two-dimensional that Brooks literally rips down the set of Blazing Saddles. His characters spill over to battle those in the next lot, emphasizing how much it’s all a fantasy. When Brooks plays a chief (with “Posher laKesach”—Posher for Kassover—written in Hebrew on his movie poster headband), he treats young Bart and his family kindly, emphasizing how much minorities should stick together. As he features the stories of those usually excluded, his Black sheriff insists the townsfolk share with all the minority railroad workers.

	In Young Frankenstein, the hero’s comic alienation works as metaphor. Gene Wilder’s FrONK-en-stein is desperate to hide and remake his ethnic origins, but he’s not convincing anyone, any more than I-gor is. In the background are more fascinating stories, like Brooks’s mother using her Yiddish and German to help Frau Blucher (Cloris Leachman) with her accent (Brooks and Keegan 84). Marty Feldman (Igor) describes how Mel Brooks kept the old gag “walk this way” over everyone’s objections, but it got laughs. This revealed Brooks’s tummler’s instincts: “He talks comedy. He can demonstrate it. His instincts are right” (Brooks and Keegan 65). Indeed, a particularly Jewish spirit is always evident:

	 

	You can take the Melvin out of the shul [synagogue] but you can’t take the shul out of Melvin. All sense of his difficulty in life keeps this focus. Asked if he had trouble getting to direct his first feature, The Producers, Brooks quipped that it was “about as hard as it is for a Jew to check into the Cairo Hilton.” His common signature, “Your obedient Jew,” conjoins humility and self-assertion. As if to confirm the Jewish root of his comedy, he told Playboy that he found his humor in a package at South Third and Hooper: When I opened it up, out jumped a big Jewish genie. “I’ll give you three wishes,” he said. “Uh, make it two.” Indeed, for both Brooks and Allen, one might say that comedy works like Mel’s description of the legendary egg cream: “Psychologically, it is the opposite of circumcision. It pleasurably reaffirms your Jewishness.” (Yacowar 10)

	History of the World, Part I was in fact inspired by The 2,000 Year Old Man (Parish 235). Brooks observes that when playing Comicus, “I thought of myself as Eddie Cantor. I wore the short little toga, and I made my eyes pop out in reactions, just like he did” (Parish 237). Admittedly, the Inquisition’s prisoners wear totally inaccurate Hassidic outfits, comically overdoing the stereotypes as usual. The Busby-Berkeley spectacle of swimming nuns mocks the mass murderers in a fashion as ludicrous and campy as “Springtime for Hitler.” 

	In Spaceballs, everyone’s exaggeratedly, satirically Jewish—so many considered this Brooks’s “Jews in Space” teased in History of the World. Towering Darth Vader has been replaced by asthmatic Rick Moranis. As Dark Helmet, he’s the pathetic schlemiel who can’t get the girl and overcompensates with the massive helmet. With him are George Wyner as Colonel Sandurz and Brooks as President Skroob. “I can’t make decisions, I’m the president!” he bursts out. His crew make faces at him, and his luggage combination is one “only an idiot would use.” This short, dark character, who uses his power to seduce blonde gentiles, plays with more famed antisemitic tropes. Plastic surgeon Doctor Schlotkin (Zlotkin means gold and Shlock means junk—guess one could go either way) and his nurse parallel them. The Jewish handler stereotype appears in Yogurt’s “Moichendising.” The Force binding everything together is now the Schwartz (also the name of Brooks’s legal representative for the film). Between weddings at the Reformed Druish Temple (“Tomorrow: Bingo”), smothering mother Joan Rivers quips about Temple Beth Israel. Her charge Princess Vespa (ironically Italian for wasp, punning on the consumerist Vespa scooter and also WASP) is an upwardly mobile big shopper (Reznik 229). A spoiled “Druish princess,” she makes the guys carry her giant hairdryer and matched luggage. Her former nose is ludicrous, leaning into the top caricatures. Her father, meanwhile, is a feeble nebbish trying to “buy his way into acceptance” in their goyish Star Wars-meets-royalty community (Reznik 230). They’re even in charge of the media…or at least the video library. 

	Spaceballs: The Animated Series (Yes! This is a thing! Spoofing modern works like Harry Potter! Now on Amazon Prime!) continues the jokes. Mel Brooks returns as Skroob and Yogurt, now with his wife Yente (gossip) and her endless cabbage soup. In episode 1, young Panicking Crybaby’s fussy Jewish mother simultaneously scolds him about driving too fast and hopes he’ll do her taxes while he races. Yogurt tells Panni, “Let the shiksa go” to steer him away from the princess who will destroy him (“Revenge of the Sithee”). In “Fishfinger,” the team visit Fort Lox Fish Repository and Kosher Knosh. Scroob’s evil plan involves blowing it up to corner the market on pickled herring. When this contaminates Vespa with fish-stink, Yogurt calls Vespa his “little gefilte fish” and prescribes even more soup. 

	Robin Hood: Men in Tights (1993) undermines the white hero genre just like Blazing Saddles, suggesting that these “men in tights” doing the can-can have always been campier than they want to admit. Reimagining Prince John as a New York Jew, Richard Lewis mocks the stereotypes once again. He mutters “traife” (unkosher) when Robin brings him a wild boar, calls the sheriff a “shmuck” (jerk), and comparing the witch’s cooking to “a seder at Vincent Price’s House.” Brooks takes his usual wise role as “Rabbi Tuckman the mohel,” so pointedly artificial in this case that his sidelocks are attached to his hat. After Tuckman joins the outlaws, “Hava Nagila” plays. The merry men embrace him, suggesting a better, more egalitarian medieval England (contrasting the actual expulsion of 1290). It’s a story of welcoming a Black Muslim sheriff, an anachronistic rabbi, and Richard Lewis’s prince into western history, at least in Lewis’s case as namesake for the toilet. 

	The 80s and 90s successor to Brooks’s ethnic characters was the humor of Airplane: Jewish created, but leaving out the overt stereotypes for general multiculturalism. An example of this appears in Paws of Fury (2022), in which Brooks actually remade Blazing Saddles, but with the antiracism appearing through an allegory of cats and dogs (“It’s good to be the Shogun,” he tosses in). Soon characters who barely namedropped latkes were appearing in sitcoms: Mad About You, Seinfeld, Friends. Still, these shows saluted the Brooks humor that they were built on, especially Mad About You, in which Brooks popped in as “Uncle Phil” for four episodes. The first of these had Uncle Phil reveal how star and creator Paul Reiser might make a documentary celebrating his unexplored Jewish family history, a metaphor that works well for this comedic lineage. In his second appearance, Brooks sings, dances, argues with God using all the voices, lectures about the correct fruit in Jello, imposes a terrible binding deathbed promise that Paul name his baby Deuteronomy, and survives because it was just gas. (He won an Emmy for this, and for his two subsequent guest appearances.) These salutes continued on The Simpsons, in which Homer does the 2000 Year Old Man routine with Brooks and tells him to tighten his borsht belt; The Tracey Ullman Show as corrupt producer Buzz Schlanger; and Curb Your Enthusiasm, in which Brooks invites Larry David to star in the Producers musical, but only as a Producers-like scam so it will flop. 

	After a longer hiatus than the forty years wandering in the desert, History of the World Part II hit Hulu in 2023. Early on is a very Fiddler musical set during the Russian Revolution. Schmuck Mudman (comedian Nick Kroll) sells mud pies “made with the abject suffering and eczema of the Jewish diaspora. All you need to do is add war-der” (I). He sings “Submission” to a higher power. In their house, the family sing about how trading the shtetl (Jewish town) for a big city ghetto will be better. An actual Cossack arrives and admits to stabbing Mudman’s father, but Mudman offers him a pie and works him into the song. Brooks explains, “When the tall, blond Teutons have been nipping at your heels for thousands of years, you find it enervating to keep wailing. So you make jokes. If your enemy is laughing, how can he bludgeon you to death?” (Yacowar 10). 

	In another sketch, the Council of Nicaea (325 AD) recast Jesus as a white action film star and give Mary Magdalene a “progressive” career as a prostitute. More chillingly, they consciously choose to make Jews the villain of the story.

	 

	MODERATOR: Okay, okay. Would you guys rather have the villains be the Jews or the Romans? 

	ALL: Jews. Oh. Make them the Jews, for sure. Yeah. They run everything. 

	They make their film, pitting Jesus against a shrimpy moneylender in the temple who shouts “oy gevalt!” (Oh, danger!). As the Christian elite gush over the merchandising possibilities and steal everything in the collection plate, they embody the stereotypes more than the Jewish characters. The moderator smiles through gritted teeth. “It’s always great when it works out for white men in power….I don’t know how I’ll sleep at night, but it’s fine” (VIII). And the origin of millennia of church-sponsored prejudice is thus explained. 

	The show ends with hopes for season two. It teases the beloved Jews in Space scene from Part I, this time with a Star Trek-looking crew, all super Jewish except Wanda Sykes. (“I’m an executive producer.” “Oh, okay, so you’re basically Jewish.”). Captain Mudman (presumably Schmuck’s descendent) is still dressed like Tevye, they have big star badges, and “Joot” (parodying Groot) is a giant inflatable dreidel

	 

	BOROWITZ: Captain Mudman, we’re in a bit of a pickle! 

	MUDMAN: I know, it’s a real half-sour. Lieutenant Silverman, give us a status update. 

	SILVERMAN: I’m single, but looking! 

	MUDMAN: Well, we’re doing an event in the JCC Saturn this weekend. I know there’ll be a wonderful guy there for you, but I mean a status update on the ship! 

	SILVERMAN: Oh, I can’t operate anything until sundown, which, in space, who can tell? Best I do nothing. 

	MUDMAN: Fair enough. Borowitz, report! 

	BOROWITZ (with bagels and toppings on the console): Captain, the weapons system is loxed and loaded, but I got no schmear. (VIII)

	To their joy, muscular Jesus, now played by CGI Mel Brooks, saves them by bringing the cream cheese. At least one of them is history’s top Jew. 

	Other relevant sketches include Hitler on Ice, Noah’s Ark, and Sigmund Freud. At the Oslo Peace Accords, the two sides spend the time arguing over who invented hummus. The story of Judas and Jesus is called Curb Your Judaism with theme music and discussions of kashrut and practice. It’s a very Jewish world history, just like the rest of Brooks’s oeuvre. 

	After all this, what’s coming in Spaceballs: The New One? More Brooks, more puns, and even more Yiddish. Clearly, Brooks’s first hundred years have been quite a performance. Here’s a L’Chayim (“To Life” and phew, with that fitting end, I’m done) to a hundred more! 
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The Literary World of Mel Brooks

	 

	The Twelve Chairs, (Двенадцать стульев),  novel by Ilf and Petrov, basis for the film, 1928

	Blazing Saddles, novelization by Tad Richards, Warner Books, 1974

	Young Frankenstein, novelization by Gilbert Pearlman, Ballantine Books, 1974

	Silent Movie, photobook, Ballantine Books, 1976

	High Anxiety, novelization by Robert H. Pilpel, Arrow, 1977

	History of the World, Part I, photobook, Virgin, 1981

	Spaceballs: The Novel, novelization by Jovial Bob Stine, Scholastic, 1987

	The 2000 Year Old Man in the Year 2000, Carl Reiner & Mel Brooks, Cliff Street Books, 1997

	The Producers: The New Mel Brooks Musical, Mel Brooks & Thomas Meehan, Miramax Books, 2001

	A Year with the Producers: One Actor’s Exhausting (But Worth It) Journey from Cats to Mel Brooks’ Mega-Hit, Jeffrey Denman, Taylor & Francis Group, 2002

	Young Frankenstein: A Mel Brooks Book: The Story of the Making of the Film, Mel Brooks & Judd Apatow, Hachette Books, 2016

	All About Me!: My Remarkable Life in Show Business, Mel Brooks, Ballantine, 2021

	 

	A Look at Novelizations of Mel Brooks Movies

	Steven H Silver

	 

	Blazing Saddles was novelized by Tad Richards. Richards provided a barebones novelization, focusing on the movie’s dialogue with some description, but rarely straying from the material which could be found from the screen and leaving many of the details out. The book, which includes a photo section in the middle, demonstrates the difficulties of adapting one of Mel Brooks’s movies to prose format. There are so many sight gags that the descriptions are more tedious than humorous. The reader gets the plot of the movie, but most of the gags fall flat, the characters aren’t fleshed out, and the ending feels rushed.

	Young Frankenstein was novelized by Gilbert Pearlman, who does a better job of filling in gaps than Richards did. The reader is given more background, especially at the beginning of the novel, where the reading of Beaufort Frankenstein’s will is expanded, as are the scenes in the medical school where Frederick Frankenstein teaches. As the novel progresses, these additions become less frequent, but they do occasionally appear, such as the creature’s meeting with a burglar or an extended sequence between Helga’s parents when they realize they don’t know where their daughter is. Another addition is Frederik’s juvenile obsession 

	Silent Movie goes in a completely different direction. Rather than a novelization of the story, it is a photo book with the copious screen captures supplemented by camera and action directions to explain what is happening, essentially a script for the film. Lacking the slapstick and sound effects of the film, the photobook offers an interesting glimpse into the filming process, but it doesn’t offer anything the movie doesn’t have. In a pre-home video world, it gave readers a chance to revisit the film, but lacks the timing that made the film funny.

	High Anxiety was novelized by Robert J. Pilpel and may be the most successful of the novelizations. Pilpel elected to write the novel from Richard Thorndyke’s perspective, allowing him to comment on the oddities he found at the Psycho-Neurotic Institute for the Very, Very Nervous as well as the individuals who he met. Furthermore, after each character is introduced, Pilpel provides a short history of the character, which further fleshes them out in a way that is lacking in the film, itself. Told in the first person, Pilpel manages to get across the high anxiety Thorndyke feels by using run-on sentences interspersed with capitalization. Pilpel also shifts to an omniscient narrator for sections of the film that Thorndyke didn’t witness directly, such as the death of Philip Wentworth. In a nod to Blazing Saddles, Thorndyke is also given a secretary named Miss Stein. More than any of the other novelizations, Pilpel’s novelization adds to the film.

	History of the World, Part I was novelized by Jeff Smith. Like Silent Movie, it was primarily a photobook with the story of the film told in the form of captions, some of which ran to a paragraph in length. These captions are often a little choppy and make little sense to anyone who hasn’t seen the film. The Inquisition sequence is ten pages of stills with the opening narration and the lyrics to the song running alongside the stills. Overall, it is clear that an attempt was made to tell the story in a combination of pictures and captions, but they don’t quite mesh well enough to stand on their own without the flow of the film.

	Finally, Spaceballs was novelized as Spaceballs: The Book by “Jovial” Bob Stine, perhaps the best known of Brooks’s novelizers, although he is usually referred to as R.L. Stine. Stine returns to the style used by Pearlman, sticking fairly close to the script of the film, but including a bit more than the film so the novel is not as barebones as Blazing Saddles. Published by Scholastic, Stine includes some changes for a younger audience, glossing over some of the scenes and changing the name “Asshole” to “Moron” in one scene. 

	None of these books replace watching a Mel Brooks film and with the advent of home video and streaming services, watching his films is easier than it was when they were first released and the only way to see them was in the theatres and films were rarely re-released. Most of the novelizations are not worth reading, with only High Anxiety really attempting (and succeeding) in moving beyond the most basic source material, with Young Frankenstein placing a distant second. However, none of these are particularly long, most clocking in at under 150 pages.

	 


 

	The New Les Crane Show was a limited show that ran for five episodes from August 3–8, 1964, the first network show launched in direct competition to The Tonight Show with Johnny Carson. During the first episode, Crane announced, “we have a slight problem with this program. As you must know, television, just like all media, depends very heavily on the distinguished critics around the country. However, because of problems with time and cross-country shipping of tapes, etc., by the time this first tape is done and shown on the air and the critics review it, we’ll be practically finished with our five day series. Therefore, we have decided that it would be very important to have the show critiqued and reviewed every night and, if we can, beat the papers with it, so we cast about looking for somebody to review the show. Eminent names were brought to mind…but then someone said, ‘Mel Brooks,’ and I said, ‘WHAT?’ and they said, ‘Dummy, he won an Academy Award for being a critic.’16 And I said, ‘Mel Brooks?’ and they said, ‘Mel Brooks.’ and Mel Brooks is right here.”

	And Mel Brooks proceeded to offer a critique of each episode of The New Les Crane Show. In that spirit, I’ve asked by publisher and layout guru, Chris Garcia, to provide a review of this issue of Journey Planet, to make sure you know how to remember each of the articles you’ve read.

	Journey Planet Review

	Christopher J Garcia

	 

	
Notes

		[←1]
	 Editor’s note: Wilder pitched the idea for Young Frankenstein after he started working on Blazing Saddles.




	[←2]
	 Some claim it was for $10,000,000.




	[←3]
	 His headpiece was not actually a trashcan. We do not have trash cans in Australia—we have rubbish bins and Ned Kelly’s helmet was not that either. It looks as if it could be a trash can, and so I borrow from U.S. culture to describe Australian. This is the fault of Mel Brooks.




	[←4]
	 Author note: A real license plate I saw in LA in the 1970s.




	[←5]
	 No relation to the protagonist of James Joyce’s Ulysses. That I know of. But I wouldn’t be at all surprised.




	[←6]
	 This article is reprinted from Journey Planet #58: Cancelled Too Soon (2021)




	[←7]
	 Gautier played Hymie on Get Smart.




	[←8]
	 Kopell played Siegfried on Get Smart.




	[←9]
	 Played by Isaac Hayes.




	[←10]
	 Played by Dave Chappelle.




	[←11]
	 DeLuise had previously appeared in Brooks’s films The Twelve Chairs (1970), Blazing Saddles (1974), Silent Movie (1976), History of the World, Part I (1981), and provided the voice of Pizza the Hutt in Spaceballs (1987).  




	[←12]
	 Van Patten also appeared in High Anxiety (1977) and Spaceballs.




	[←13]
	 This is a direct quote from Dracula, which seemed like a fun thing to include.




	[←14]
	 Ed. note: The walker dance was recycled and expanded from a throw-away shot in Silent Movie (1976)




	[←15]
	 Ed. note: Chuck, on NBC from 2007–2012.




	[←16]
	 No, he didn’t. This is a reference to him winning a CINE Golden Eagle award for the animated short subject The Critic in 1963.
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