Funny

Much of modern American

“funNnny’” can trace its roots
to Kentucky Fried Theater,
a zany group of friends
who provided comic relief
IiNn the midst of the UW'’s

tumultuous antivwar years.
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From left are Jerry Zucker, Jim Abrahams, Dick Chudnow, and David Zucker. While their peers were demonstrating and agitating for social
change, the four had a different focus. “We avoided politics — we just wanted to make people laugh,” Chudnow says.

BY RICH MARKEY X'71

The year was 1970, and
the embattled UW campus
was reeling from tear gas
and the chaos of nonstop

antiwar demonstrations.
Even in that emotionally charged
atmosphere, those who knew David
Zucker's irrepressible sense of humor
expected a funny and entertaining com-
mencement speech from their senior
class president. What they actually
heard, however, were solemn remarks

that railed against the Ohio National
Guard for firing on protesting students
at Kent State and that implored the
graduates to help stop society’s immoral
repression of African-Americans. The
only note of humor came when he fum-
bled badly over a sentence and quipped,
taking a deep breath, “It’s been a tough
year!” The audience roared.

Zucker may have been caught up
in the prevailing somber political envi-
ronment, but a few short months later,
he capitulated to his comedic muse. In
1971, he formed the legendary comedy
troupe Kentucky Fried Theater, along
with his brother Jerry Zucker '72, Jim

Abrahams x'66, and Dick Chudnow '67.

There are two memorable times in
my life that I've laughed so hard that |
had trouble catching my breath. Both
times were in a packed audience at Ken-
tucky Fried Theater. It was the funniest
show | had ever seen, and looking back,
it still is.

The marvel, of course, is that when
one thinks of campus life in the early
seventies, comedy isn’t what usually
comes to mind: it’s the antiwar protests,
the sit-ins and tear gas, Black Power,
and the bombing of the Army Math
Research Center. | remember being
inundated, almost assaulted, with
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pamphlets from the scores of activists
who lined the sidewalks and stairs out-
side the Union and along Library Mall.
State Street often looked like a war
zone, and the boarded-up store windows
were covered with antiwar graffiti.

Like a flower blooming in winter,
KFT somehow managed to overcome
this inhospitable environment and
flourish. The show not only thrived, it
quickly became a local institution, even-
tually moved to Hollywood, and ulti-
mately became a powerful influence on
modern American comedy. If this seems
like hyperbole, it isn't.

Kentucky Fried Theater’s films,
including such memorable movies as
Airplane!, Ghost, The Naked Gun series,
Ruthless People, Top Secret, and Hot Shots!,
have earned well over a billion dollars
at the box office. But considering the
lofty heights of show business success
that KFT was to reach, its beginnings
were humble.

summer after graduating from the UW
was marked by a distinct lack of direc-
tion. Without professional prospects,

he unhappily settled for a job gluing
together furniture. To entertain himself,
whenever a fly would pass his booth,
he’'d spray it against the wall with glue
and then label it like a museum exhibit,
with the date and time of extinction. His
fly collection quickly became a factory-
wide attraction.

At twenty-two, however, with a
degree in radio, film, and television, glu-
ing insects was not the career David had
expected. His father tried to think of a
way to raise his son’s spirits. David had
made some humorous and inventive stu-
dent films starring his brother. One of
them, The Best Things in Life Are Free, was
about a “high”-spirited student on cam-
pus who desperately needed to urinate
but couldn’t find anyplace to do so until
he finally climbed the Lincoln statue on
Bascom Hill.

Fred Bliffert x'70, whose popular
R&B band, Freddy and the Freeloaders,
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often played concerts for the frat houses
on Langdon Street, remembered laughing
so hard when he first saw the films at a
private screening that his jaw got numb.
That summer of post-graduation
discontent, David occasionally ran into
his old friend Jim Abrahams, who was
notorious for the humorous pranks
that he and his roommate, Dick

Chudnow, used to pull in Memorial
Library. For example, in the spirit of
street theater, Abrahams would wrap his
foot in bandages to resemble a cast, and
hobble into a study room with an arm-
ful of books. When Abrahams arrived,
Chudnow got up to leave, and as he
passed Abrahams, he kicked the cane
out from under him and down he went
— splat! Books everywhere. Chudnow
would grab the cane and whack Abra-
hams with it a few times and then run.
Sometimes people applauded the
street theater, and at other times, they
thought it was real and got angry. Once,
a couple of outraged students chased
after Chudnow all the way out into the
street. “It was either do [stuff] like that

or study,” says Abrahams.

The turning point for what would
become Kentucky Fried Theater
occurred one summer evening when
David drove to Chicago to visit a
girlfriend. They saw an underground
comedy show called “Void Where Pro-
hibited by Law.” David remembers,
“We sat on a gigantic waterbed in this
loft and watched about seventy minutes
of awfully primitive, grossly scatological
video sketches, and it was like nothing
| had ever seen before. I laughed until
had tears running down my cheeks.”

That’s when his fateful epiphany
struck. Instead of returning home to
Milwaukee, David drove straight to his
brother’s apartment in Madison and told
Jerry what he had just seen and what it
meant: “We can do that!”

Allen Estrin, who teaches screen-
writing at the prestigious American Film
Institute, quips that if David had experi-
enced a flat tire that night on the way to
Chicago, the course of American comedy
would have been very different.

David and Jerry started assem-
bling a short list of the funniest people
they knew. Their first call was to their
prankster friend Abrahams, who in turn
enlisted Chudnow. The foursome met
to discuss their comedic ideas, deciding
that they would form a partnership, and
each put up $200. From the outset, they
had an almost mystical belief that they
were destined for greatness, so much so
that they had a photo taken just as they
agreed to their partnership to preserve
the historic event for posterity.

From the very start, they were a
team of all-stars. They shared a MAD
magazine/rock 'n’ roll/TV-generation
synchronized sense of humor that gave
them comedic power. Like the Beatles,
there was strength in their unity — they
were a team that was greater than the
sum of its parts.

They experimented with video
equipment that David and Jerry’s father
had borrowed on their behalf, and cor-
ralled friends to brainstorm and impro-
vise. David and Jerry’s mother did a TV
ad parody about the “miracle thimble”
that featured Mrs. Zucker demonstrat-



From the outset, Abrahams (left), Jerry Zucker, Chudnow, and David Zucker believed that their idea was destined for greatness — so much so
that they had someone take this photo at the moment when they agreed to their partnership, in order to preserve the event for posterity.

ing how the sewing implement was used
and then showing it to the camera — in
effect giving the audience the “bird.”

Their initial inclination was to create
stage sketches that mirrored the social
and political targets then in vogue, such
as military service, President Nixon, rec-
reational drug use, and the generational
divide. “We avoided politics — we just
wanted to make people laugh,” Chud-
now says.

Jerry Zucker also avoided political
confrontations. One day a block party
right in front of his rented house on
Mifflin Street turned into a showdown
with police. His roommate, Andy Straus
'72, went outside and got tangled up in
the ensuing violence. The conflagration
was broadcast live on network TV, and
Andy’s parents saw the broadcast and
realized where it was occurring. Wor-
ried, they called and asked to speak to
their son. Jerry told them, “Andy can’t
come to the phone right now. He’s out-
side rioting.”

the KFT enterprise floundered for direc-
tion. The partners considered delivering
their comedy directly to people who
would order it by phone, just like fast
food, and that led them to the name they
ultimately chose: Kernel Sanders Ken-
tucky Fried Theater.

But they ultimately settled on doing
a show, and set out to find a home for
it. They eventually settled for a large
second-floor room above the Daisy Cafe
at 619 West Washington Avenue.

The foursome divided up respon-
sibilities, and in February 1971 they
started renovations, building a stage,
wiring for lights and sound, painting,
carpeting, and constructing a control
room. When they weren'’t building,
they were writing sketches. They were
exhausted and exhilarated but ready to
open when disaster struck. Three days
before the opening of their premiere
show, a building inspector who had been
feuding with their landlord put them out

of business, citing city zoning regula-
tions. It was a gut-wrenching setback for
Kentucky Fried Theater, but it was only
the first of many obstacles.

Moving beyond the disappointment,
the partners took stock. KFT was home-
less, but they did have a show. Perhaps
they could transport the equipment, sets,
chairs, and props to a temporary stage,
they thought. They got lucky. The newly
opened Union South offered to provide
the necessary space, and a deal was
struck to put on ninety-minute perfor-
mances over four consecutive weekends
in May 1971. They would have to labo-
riously set up the equipment and then
strike it after every show, but getting the
act off the ground would be worth the
extra toil.

They advertised and put up posters,
and opening night attracted a good-sized
audience. The show started off smoothly
enough, but there was an unexpected
complication. David had invited a friend
who had a loud, infectious laugh to come
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see their premiere performance, theo-
rizing that it couldn’t hurt to have one
really good laugher in the audience to
help things along. According to Chud-
now, from the first sketch, the guy was
laughing hysterically — but never at
the right times. He would scream with
laughter, with tears running down his
face, but it turned out that he had taken

LSD and was experiencing an acid trip.
He was watching a broken clock on the
wall and he thought time had ceased,

and that was what triggered his hysteria.

It seemed as if time really had
stopped. The four had never actually
rehearsed the whole show together,
and with each passing sketch, it became
clear that they had badly misjudged the

amount of material they had. On top of
that, some of the projection equipment
failed, so they had to skip some video
segments. About twenty-five minutes
through their ninety-minute show, they
ran out of material.

Flummoxed, they declared an inter-
mission, buying a few minutes to decide
what to do about their fiasco. A fevered

What’s So Funny about Wisconsin??

Tucked somewhere in Jeff Cesario’s collection of college
keepsakes is a thirty-two-year-old copy of the Daily Car-
dinal. He considers it Exhibit A in his argument that the
strange bedfellows of the Dairy State are at the root of
Wisconsin humor.

On page one, in gazillion-point type is the word
“Victory” announcing the end of the Vietnam War.
In the same issue is a parody of the Wisconsin State
Journal’s sports section.

“Parody, satire, and irony have shared an apartment
on State Street for about ninety years,” says Cesario, a
1975 journalism graduate who went on to become a
nationally known stand-up comic. “On the cover is per-
haps the most important story of our generation, and

on the back page | had a parody of Joe Dommershau-
sen’s bowling column, called ‘Joe Nebersplitzem.””

Cesario, who has appeared on Late Night with David
Letterman, The Tonight Show with Johnny Carson and
Jay Leno, and on Late Night with Conan O’Brien, thinks
Wisconsin — and Madison in particular — is fertile
ground for comedy because ““bizarro juxtapositions
grow like wild alfalfa.”

It’s the state that spawned Robert LaFollette 1879
and Joe McCarthy, a place where Calvinists coexist with
pot smokers, where radical politics and great college
football both thrive, and where an excellent academic
university shares the mantle of being an excellent party
school, Cesario notes.

The Pail and Shovel Party’s stunt of littering Bascom Hill with pink flamingoes is one of the iconic moments in UW history. Along with
the feat of bringing the Statue of Liberty to Lake Mendota, it has come to symbolize life on campus in the carefree late ‘70s.
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debate broke out backstage about just
how much cash they should refund to
the audience. Meanwhile, Chudnow
went out and improvised an audience
participation performance using theater
games he had learned studying improv.
The audience loved it and never sus-
pected how truly improvised it was. In
later years, Chudnow would look back

“Madison is the Matthew McConaughey of cities
— focused at certain things, but willing to strip naked
and play bongos at any time,” he says. “People will see
and read anything and be pretty magnanimous about
it, so you can try things and see if they fly.”

And, the way Cesario sees it, meteorology may play
a role in our comic tradition as well.

“Cabin fever is the meteorological equivalent of
the warning on rear-view mirrors: ‘Winters are much
longer than they appear,” ““ he says. “What else is there
to do in an ice fishing shed on April 11 except crack a
joke?”

So much for Exhibit A. Here’s some more evidence
for Wisconsin’s role in poking fun at the world:

The Onion: The outrageous newspaper parody was
born in Madison in 1988, when UW-Madison juniors
Tim Keck 90 and Chris Johnson "90 borrowed $8,000
from Keck’s mother for their venture in satire and set
up shop with a couple of friends. The following year,
they sold it to Onion colleagues Scott Dikkers x’87 and
Peter Haise "90.

The weekly paper and its Web site have since
become a national phenomenon, featuring headlines
such as “Four Generations of Americans Demand Sit-
com Reparations” and “Voice of God Revealed to be
Cheney on Intercom.”

Ben Karlin ’93: The machinations of his comic
brain were a driving force behind the popularity of Jon
Stewart’s The Daily Show. He joined the show in 1996
as head writer, became executive producer in 2002,
and just recently left the show. Karlin cut his teeth as
editor of the Onion.

Steve Marmel ’88: A nationally known stand-up
comic, a few years ago Marmel turned his attention to
animation. He’s currently the co-executive producer
of the Disney/Jetix cartoon Yin Yang Yo! Marmel has
also written for Johnny Bravo, Cow and Chicken, Chalk-

at that experience born of desperation
as the inspiration that led to his co-
founding the ComedySportz clubs,
which engage the audience in improv
games in support of two competing
teams of professional actors.

KFT'’s first appearance in public
had been a debacle, their show was
homeless, and they clearly didn’t know

how to produce a tightly organized per-
formance. But they did get one break.
George Hesselberg '73, a reviewer from
the Badger Herald, had been in the audi-
ence and gave them a great write-up: “I
wandered into the opening performance
last Saturday evening without the slight-
est idea what to expect. The show is
almost impossible to review because |

Zone, The Fairly OddParents, and Danny Phantom.

Joan Cusack ’84: She debuted in the film My
Bodyguard and occasionally appeared in feature films
while a UW-Madison student in the 1980s, building a
reputation for playing comedy support roles. She’s also
appeared in Chicken Little, Raising Helen, Runaway
Bride, and many other films.

Jane Kaczmarek ’79: TV Guide called the UW-
Madison grad “a female Homer Simpson.” Her por-
trayal of Lois, the no-nonsense mom in the Fox sitcom
Malcolm in the Middle, earned her six consecutive
Emmy nominations for lead actress in a comedy series.
A Milwaukee native, Kaczmarek was also a series
regular in Equal Justice, Hometown, Big Wave Dave,
and Paper Chase: The Second Year, and she has also
appeared in films and on Broadway.

The Pail and Shovel Party: The late 1970s were
marked on campus by the rise of this eccentric and
irreverent movement, which took over student govern-
ment, promising to convert the UW budget to pennies,
spread the coins on Library Mall, and allow students
to scoop them up with pails and shovels. A creation of
Leon Varjian and Jim Mallon 79, the party also prom-
ised to fill Camp Randall Stadium with water for mock
naval battles and change the name of the UW to the
University of New Jersey so graduates could claim they
graduated from a prestigious East Coast school. And,
let’s not forget the campuswide toga parties, 1,008
pink flamingos adorning Bascom Hill, and the Statue
of Liberty appearing to be up to her eyeballs in Lake
Mendota.

Ben Granby ’99: His was the mind behind the 1997
erection of a fifteen-foot-tall golden phallus outside of
Bascom Hall. Granby was the exalted cyclops of a group
called the Ten-Fat-Tigers, known for its anti-establish-
ment pranks inspired by the Pail and Shovelers.

— Dennis Chaptman '80
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still don’t know what to expect if 1 go
to the next performance. All | can say
is that it was the funniest evening I've
spent in a long time.”

Looking back, David says, “Of all
the thousand odd reviews we have ever
received, his was the most important,
and best remembered.”

Hesselberg, who later wrote a long-
lived column for the Wisconsin State Jour-
nal, never knew that his glowing review
raised the spirits of the four KFT guys at
that nadir and inspired them onward.

I asked Hesselberg what he remem-
bered about KFT. “Of course they were
very funny,” he recalled, “but what I was
the most impressed with is how serious
they were about being funny. The ‘seri-
ousness’ was everywhere at that time,
the antiwar feelings and all. There was
a big hole in the humor blanket — and
here are these guys being very serious
about being funny. Their arrival on cam-
pus — their timing — was perfect.”

first show under its belt, fate intervened:
KFT'’s theater dilemma was solved by
the most unlikely of benefactors, the city
inspector who had closed them down

at the Daisy Cafe. He called and told
them about a bookstore on the corner

of Regent and Randall Streets called
Shakespeare & Company, a building
with a spacious storeroom that just
about fit their needs. Once again, the
guys rolled up their sleeves, and the
renovations began. Industriously they
rewired, repainted, fabricated a stage,
and constructed a control room. On
July 23, 1971, they were ready to give

it another shot. A better-written and
rehearsed rendition of Vegetables opened
with added cast members Lisa Davis,
Chris Keene '72, MFA'77, and Bill
West '72.

My sister, Barbara Markey Born-
stein '74, a school psychologist at Nicolet
High School in Milwaukee, remembers
that even as the audience entered the
brand-new theater, they knew they were
in for something unique and imagina-
tive. “Film projectors projected these
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full-sized images on the side walls and
on a front screen,” she recalls. “The cast
members seemed to be throwing Fris-
bees back and forth.” The illusion was
astonishingly real.

One sketch, “A Night at the Feelies,”
subjected the audience to interactive
caresses from ushers who were act-
ing out an imaginary movie’s ludicrous
romantic scenes. When the actors
embraced in a moment of passion, the
ushers ran their hands through the
patrons’ hair, and when that passion
suddenly turned into a heated lover’s
spat, the ushers slapped the patrons
silly. It was impossible to watch that
sketch and not identify with the hapless
victims — and to look over your own
shoulder, in between belly laughs, to see
if there was a “Feelies” usher preparing
to engage you.

The show included some memorable
video segments, such as that of a real
country western band that had been
edited and dubbed so they appeared
to be playing an acid rock version of
“Ina-Gadda-Da-Vida.” The editing was
amateurish and the sound was poorly
dubbed, but the incongruity of the
visuals and the music was innovative,

leaving the audience wondering where
these guys came up with this stuff.

The biggest laughs came in a video
segment that featured a TV newsman who
was able to see back through the TV tube
as an amorous couple engaged in some
R-rated lovemaking in front of their televi-
sion. The anchorman waved over a few
of his crew, and they leered through the
two-way TV at the increasingly heated
makeout session until the couple noticed
them watching and abruptly stopped. The
clash of realities between the peeping toms
on TV and the lustful couple on stage was
a showstopper.

Some of the best-received bits were
just outrageously silly behavior, such
as “The Fried Egg.” The stage lights
came up on Jerry on his knees, his body
tucked into the shape of an egg. Accom-
panied by amplified sound effects, he
cracked himself on the head, fell flat on
the stage, then undulated like an egg
being fried to the sound of sizzling. As
the frying sounds reached their cre-
scendo, Jerry’s gyrations also climaxed,
and with unexpected grace he flipped
himself over to cook on his other side.

In a recent interview in the Milwaukee
Journal-Sentinel, Jake (Thomas) Leinen-
kugel x'75 fondly recalled seeing the
KFT show as a freshman in 1971 and
revealed that he still performs his ver-
sion of the fried-egg routine to entertain
special visitors to his family’s brewery in
Chippewa Falls.

Through laborious trial-and-error
in front of demanding audiences, KFT
perfected these sketches and began formu-
lating the practical rules of comedy that
would shape their future movies. They
learned how to use what they called “com-
edy judo,” the art of using the audience’s
expectations to trick them. They found
that building a joke on top of another joke
usually doesn’t work — that jokes need
to be rooted in reality. For instance, in
The Naked Gun films, you never see Leslie
Nielsen hamming it up for the camera,
which would be a distraction from what is
really funny — his dialogue.

Perhaps most important to their
future success, they developed a rapid-
fire, “three-jokes-a-minute” comedic



pace. “When we were on stage in the
Kentucky Fried Theater, we hated to be
up there for very long without hearing
the audience laugh,” says David. “None
of us had any desire to tramp around on
that stage to the sound of silence. The
audience was there to laugh, and if they
weren’t, well, it was just embarrassing!
If a joke or a line didn’t work or was
superfluous, out it went, immediately.
That's where we learned editing and
pace. Everything had to be a joke or a
set-up to a joke — a kind of comic ruth-
less efficiency.”

Abrahams adds, however, that they
learned an even more important rule:
“There are no rules!”

After their opening week, the press
reviews came pouring in: the Daily Cardi-
nal wrote, “For theater goers who thirst
for innovative, imaginative comedy, this
zany bunch may provide the highlight of
the summer.” The Badger Herald arts edi-
tor said, “I am straining my vocabulary
to try to think of the words to describe
Kentucky Fried Theater. About all |
can come up with is this: it is great. It is
funny. It is refreshingly unique. It is the
best show in town, don’t miss it.” Tickets
sold out the rest of the year.

shows, the four turned their thoughts

to opportunities in New York or Hol-
lywood. Dick settled the matter: “I don’t
know what you guys want to do, but I'm
going to Hollywood.” At the end of the
school year, they packed the chairs, sets,
props, and costumes into a rented truck
and headed west. They drove past Camp
Randall Stadium as Jerry’s graduation
ceremony commenced without him —
and went on to have a major influence
on popular culture.

Testimonials from many of America’s
leading comedy pros speak to their effect
on television and film. “I used to sit at
home with my friends in high school and
watch Kentucky Fried Movie and Airplane!
and vomit from laughing,” says Matt
Stone, co-creator of television’s South Park.

“When Trey (Parker) and | came to
L.A., one of our first gigs was working

on a Zucker project. It was like working
with one of your gods. Of course, now we
don’t even return their calls,” he quips.

Peter Farrelly, director and writer
of Dumb and Dumber and There’s Some-
thing about Mary, was a self-described
“superfan” of the KFT comedy style, and
later broke into show business writing
a 1987 Zucker Brothers TV pilot, “Our
Planet Tonight.” He told me, “The Marx
Brothers, Jerry Lewis, and the Zuckers
were my favorites. Almost every comedy
we’ve made owes something to their
style and their approach.”

And according to Wikipedia, Seth
MacFarlane’s popular animated series,
Family Guy, owes much of its comedic
approach, including “slapstick gags,
deadpan one-liners, non sequiturs,
flashbacks, absurdity, and pop culture
parody” to the KFT movies, particularly
The Naked Gun, to which the show has
paid open homage.

For some, it is not at all surprising
that KFT took root in the turbulent early
seventies. Tino Balio, UW professor
emeritus of communication arts and an
expert on entertainment and popular cul-
ture, says, “There was a rebellion against
cultural conventions and an experimenta-

tion with anarchy at the heart of many
student artists in Madison at that time,
such as Kentucky Fried Theater and
Stuart Gordon'’s production of Peter Pan
at the Broom Street Theater.” Balio adds
that KFT “embodied that irreverent atti-
tude that mocked all things traditional of
the popular culture of the 1950s and early
1960s. It’s a style that still reverberates
and influences comedy today.”

That Madison-grown, grassroots
approach to comedy was quickly
absorbed by other elements in popular
culture. In Live from New York — The
Uncensored History of Saturday Night Live,
author Tom Shales says that SNL pro-
ducer Lorne Michaels and Chevy Chase
had been combing comedy clubs all over
the country looking for ideas when they
saw KFT in Los Angeles, and on the
way out, Michaels declared, “That's the
show we should do.” Shales says that
Michaels took Dick Ebersol, head of
NBC'’s late-night programming, to see
KFT to show him what he was talking
about. On the way out, Ebersol said,
“That'’s the hardest I've ever laughed.”

When Al Franken was interviewed to
be a writer on Saturday Night Live, Lorne
Michaels asked if Franken had ever
seen Kentucky Fried Theater. Franken
remembers, “Lorne went on about how
the ‘Fried’ guys assaulted the audience
with non-stop jokes that left you gasping
for air.”

Ironically, thirty years later, Jerry
Zucker was invited back to campus to
deliver the 2003 commencement address.
Unlike his brother’s solemn speech of
many years ago, Jerry’s talk was funny
and optimistic — and was punctuated
by bursts of laughter. He advised the
new graduates not to be afraid of failure,
explaining that a big part of success is
allowing yourself to make mistakes.

It's a lesson that a once-struggling
comedy troupe born on a troubled cam-
pus has proved over and over. &F

Rich Markey x’71 has written and produced TV
comedies with the Zucker Brothers, programs for
PBS and the History Channel, and reality comedies
for Showtime, HBO, and UPN. He has a master’s
degree in cinema/TV and is currently writing a book
about the evolution of American comedy.
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