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ing a full story, with a 
beginning, middle, and 
end. “Anyone can write 
a first act,” he says, “but 
when you are done with 
my course, you will have 
the tools to write a fea-
ture film.”

Movie storytelling, 
he explains, boils down 
to “three basic things: 
who is your character, 
what do they want, and 
why can’t they have it?” 
Suspense helps drive the 
narrative, and its most 
basic form is:  “How 
does this story turn out?” Suspense can 
also energize a scene, keeping viewers 
on the edge of their seats: “You have to 
expect something to happen, and then 
it doesn’t.” Expectation alone can do it: 
an Alfred Hitchcock scene might show 
two people conversing, and then reveal a 
bomb beneath the table. “Now that con-
versation becomes filled with dramatic 
energy,” Rubin explains. To keep the audi-
ence hooked, “You ask a question and then 
don’t answer it. Keep that ball up in the air 
as long as possible. Once you answer the 
question, the dramatic energy is over.” 

Perhaps the most fundamental tool is 
writing in a visual, not literary, mode. “One 
of the things I have to train out of prose 
writers is the idea that it’s about the lan-
guage,” he says. “The script uses a visual 
language: that means scenes where people 
are doing things, not saying things.” A nov-
elist can describe the inner experience of 
a character in great detail—think Henry 
James—but that doesn’t exploit the power 
of film, which tells its stories in pictures, 
with a strong assist from sound. “We get a 
lot more information that way than we re-
alize,” Rubin explains. “In the first 10 min-
utes of ET, for example, there isn’t a single 
line of dialogue. You don’t want characters 
telling the story. Free up the dialogue to do 
more interesting things, like crack a joke 
or establish a character.”

A standard screenwriting technique is 
to externalize the characters’ inner states.  
For example, “You can give value to an 
object,” he notes. “Like taking a wed-
ding ring and throwing it into the toilet. 
Or later reaching into a toilet to retrieve a 
wedding ring to show a change of heart.” 
Another tool is to build a routine and then 

break it. A character might line up for his 
daily bus ride to work, get on the bus, pay 
the fare, and then get off the bus before it 
leaves. “That could show that somebody 
has changed his mind,” says Rubin. “If 
the story has set it up, we’ll already know 
where the character has decided to go in-
stead.”

During his five-year Harvard appoint-
ment, now nearly complete, Rubin has 
written and sold an original script, com-
pleted two rewrite jobs, and also pub-

lished the book How to 
Write Groundhog Day 
(2012), which contains 
the screenplay, Rubin’s 
notes, and his saga of 
how the classic film came 
into being, via the tortu-
ous Hollywood path of 
agents, studios, produc-
ers, directors, and actors. 

It isn’t, though, a “how-to” book on screen-
writing, of which there are dozens. “Every-
one in Hollywood reads these books,” he 
explains, “and they think they understand 
how to write a screenplay. But it’s like 
looking for the secret of how to live your 
life. You go to see the philosophers, and 
each sage has a different piece of wisdom. 
The books give guidelines and rules to fol-
low, but the craft is knowing when and  
where to apply them. No one can tell you 
how to live your life.” vcraig lambert   

Jewish Jokes, Theoretically
Does in-group humor displace political action?

by daniel klein

O
y, such a provocative book 
this is—I’m telling you, I can’t 
tell you.

But funny? 
Not so much, the comical picture of 

Groucho on the cover notwithstanding. 
Delving into the history, anthropology, 
sociopolitical utility, and moral value of 
Jewish humor has the same built-in limi-
tations as analyzing sex—you really had 
to be there to fully appreciate what all the 
tzimmes [fuss] was about. Come to think 
of it, the book’s title may be intended to 
warn the reader not to expect a totally 
satisfying shpritz. Sarah Silverman, author 
Ruth Wisse is not.

What Harvard’s Peretz professor of Yid-
dish literature and professor of comparative 
literature does offer is a far-reaching discus-
sion of the essential role humor plays in an 

ethnic group that historically has dwelt in 
the margins of the nations and cultures of 
others. Clearly, irony and satire often pro-
vided a palliative outlet for the Jewish out-
siders, but this is only the starting point for 
Wisse’s analysis; she goes on to raise ques-
tions about both the 
appropriateness and 
the effectiveness of 
making funny when 
anti-Semitism has 
reached dangerous 
levels. Can humor abet the oppressor? Can 
it neurotically internalize the prejudices of 
the other? Can it subvert creative energies 
that would be better used to take effective 
political action?

Much of No Joke’s focus is on the extent 
to which Jewish humor traditionally has 
been aimed inward, satirizing the Jewish 
storyteller himself and other members of 

Ruth Wisse, No Joke: 
Making Jewish Humor 
(Princeton University 
Press, $24.95)

In a scene from Rubin’s  
1993 “existential 
comedy,” Groundhog 
Day, Bill Murray swigs 
from a carafe of coffee 
before a horrified Andie 
MacDowell. 
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his tribe, as compared to poking fun at the 
dominant culture that surrounded him. 
(Wisse notes that only the Scots rival the 
Jews in lampooning their own stereotypes; 
apparently Scots tell barrelsful of skinflint 
jokes—at their own expense, so to speak.) 

The most poignant and prevalent target 
of this humor are Jews who try to pass for 
gentiles. These stories and gags strike at 
the heart of the assimilation dilemma: how 
many steps in the direction of assimilation 
does it take to cross the line into unfaithful-
ness to one’s Jewish identity? And 
at what point does the assimilated 
Jew find himself ineluctably be-
traying his own people? Painful 
material, hilarious gags.

My personal favorite among 
such jokes (it is not in Wisse’s 
book) involves two Jews who 
pass a church displaying a sign 
promising $1,000 to all new con-
verts. After much debate, one 
of the men decides to go for the 
money and enters the church. An 
hour passes, then another and 
another as the friend waits out-
side. Finally the Jew comes out of 
the church and his friend eagerly 
asks, “So, did you get the money?” 
The first man glares back and 
says, “Is that all you people ever 
think about?”

Oh, the levels, the levels. The 
joke pokes fun at the Jew not 
only as stereotypically money 
obsessed, but as all too eager to 
take on the persona, including 
the prejudices, of a gentile. Yet 
gentiles do not get away untar-
nished either; the converted Jew 
in the joke is a parody of gentile 
holier-than-thou-ness. At a sec-
ondary level, the question arises 
of whether there is a significant difference 
between a gentile telling this joke in pub-
lic and a Jew telling it exclusively to other 
Jews. This raises yet another question, 
one that springs to Jewish lips so habitu-
ally that it has become a joke unto itself: 
Is this story “good for the Jews?” Finally, 
there remains the simple query: Shouldn’t 
the first and most pertinent question 
about any joke be, “Is it funny?” A scholar 
and social critic like Wisse might only 
shrug at this last question. Funny? Is that all 
you people ever think about?

 Although the bulk of No Joke is a compre-

hensive and insightful historical survey of 
Jewish humor and its perpetrators, ranging 
from Heinrich Heine to Woody Allen, its 
recurring theme is the dangers of Jewish-
wrought humor that is not “good for the 
Jews”—psychologically, morally, aestheti-
cally, and politically. For Professor Wisse, 
such dangers are the serious questions. 

For example, at the end of a section 
about the heyday of Borscht Belt come-
dians in the 1930s, a time when Ameri-
can Jews were beginning to prosper in 

the New World even as their European 
counterparts were falling under the re-
pressions of Nazism and Stalinism, Wisse 
concludes: “What, then, are we to make of 
the fantastic spurt of Jewish laughter in 
the very years when American Jews ought, 
perhaps, to have been laughing less and 
doing more?”

 The author’s either/or formulation—ei-
ther laugh or take political action—may 
strike some readers as an unnecessarily 

strict mutual exclusion. People have been 
known to both laugh and act, even to act 
bravely. Some have even taken succor from 
laughter in a way that invigorates them to 
act bravely. This, sadly, was not the case for 
most American Jews in the 1930s, but is it 
reasonable and fair to blame American Jew-
ish inaction on Milton Berle and Mel Brooks 
and their cackling Catskill audiences?

This finger-wagging attitude toward 
North American Jews and our supposed 
shallowness with regard to humor crops 

up in other contexts. Wisse re-
counts a personal story about 
attending a dramatic reading of 
Sholem Aleichem stories by a 
Yiddish actor in Montreal: “The 
actor had chosen a funny story 
and performed it well, but there 
was less and less laughter with 
every sentence. The humor was 
simply too dense—too intimate, 
too good. Rather than continuing 
with the second Sholem Aleichem 
story, our entertainer switched to 
a sketch by the American Yiddish 
humorist Moise Nudelman—a 
tale that was thinner in substance 
and heavily dosed with English. 
This went off much better, inad-
vertently showing us how much 
was gone from our culture….” 

Clearly, the audience in this an-
ecdote is being put down. They 
do not know good humor from 
bad, or richly layered European-
born Jewish humor from adulter-
ated, simple-minded, feel-good 
Jewish-American humor. I do 
believe that some of us American 
Jews have just been insulted, al-
beit humorlessly. 

That’s funny, because insult-
ing the audience has a long, 

sidesplitting history for Members of the 
Tribe. Don Rickles and Jackie Mason 
are only recent American incarnations 
of this tradition. No Joke takes us back 
to the golden era of Yiddish in Europe, 
when insults and curses, often uttered 
by uneducated women, were so delight-
fully serpentine—slipping artfully from 
blessing to stinger—as to be uproarious 
miniature comic fables in themselves. 
Here is one from the book: “May you have 
the juiciest goose, but no teeth; the best 
wine, but no sense of taste; and the most 
beautiful wife, but be impotent.” That 

Jewish humor central: comedian Jack�ie 
Mason at the Frank� Sinatra Theatre, 
Sunrise, Florida, in January 2008
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insult is so delicious that the insulted 
could endure it with a measure of joy. 

Alas, there is not much joy in No Joke. 
Obviously, writing seriously about humor, 
especially its potential to lead to shame 
and defeat, does not lend itself easily to 
funny expression. But does this mean such 
a book must be virtually devoid of fun and 
wit? The entire enterprise of evaluating 
humor by extraliterary standards, particu-
larly moral and political standards, is very 
much with us these days. Comedians and 
just plain partygoers routinely endure se-
rious condemnation for going outside the 
bounds of political correctness with their 
witticisms. Undoubtedly, this represents a 
step forward in sensitive civil behavior, but 
one cannot help wonder if something gets 
lost in the process. Something funny. 

Daniel Klein ’61 is the coauthor, with Thomas 
Cathcart ’61, of Plato and a Platypus Walk 
into a Bar—Understanding Philosophy 
through Jokes (see “Joculor, Ergo Sum,” 
May-June 2007, page 26). Klein’s most recent 
book is Travels with Epicurus.

Lewis Klebanoff  seeks a poem, pos-
sibly titled “Together,” describing a mar-
ried couple aging together, in their liv-
ing room, the husband reading, the wife 
knitting. “As I recall, they didn’t speak, 
but the poem dealt with the depth of 
their communication and relationship.”

Bob tieger asks whether “more brio 
than class” has a literary origin, and if 
so, who said it about what or whom.
 
“I’m a city boy myself” (May-June). 
Daniel Rosenberg and David Goldber 
were the first to identify the conclusion 
of Saul Bellow’s Humboldt’s Gift.

Send inquiries and answers to “Chapter 
and Verse,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware 
Street, Cambridge 02138, or via e-mail 
to chapterandverse@harvardmag.com.

C h a p t e r  
&  ve r s e
Correspondence on  

not-so-famous lost words
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