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Abstract: Charlie Chaplin gets a great deal of praise for his willingness to make fun of Adolph
Hitler in The Great Dictator. Chaplin had no personal skin in the game, as a British performer
based in The United States who was at the height of his power and popularity, although it was a
professional risk as he financed the film himself, as no studios wanted to back it. Luckily, it
premiered on October 31%, 1940, and was a box office sensation. Without taking anything away
from Chaplin’s film, it should be noted that almost no articles about The Great Dictator mention
that nearly a year earlier The Three Stooges has put out their spoof of Hitler, You Nazty Spy!. Their
film premiered on January 19", 1940, and despite the fact that they were Jewish performers, their
satire went largely unnoticed by those who didn’t see the Stooges as producing anything serious
enough for commentary. To this day, articles about Chaplin’s accomplishment will often reference
The Marx Brothers, who never did anything as bold or explicitly Jewish as a satire of Hitler, but
make no mention of the Stooges." This article will use The Stooges’ satire as a starting point for
tracing Jewish comedic representations of Hitler. It will contextualize this history alongside other
trends in Jewish Holocaust humor, and will argue that Jewish comedic representations of Hitler
fill a more specific, almost militaristic role than Holocaust humor more broadly.

Introduction

With all apologies to Charlie Chaplin, this article is not about him. Chaplin has received,
over the last eighty-five years, a lot of praise for his bravery and “prescience” in making The Great
Dictator, a film in which he mocked authoritarian leadership in general, and Adolph Hitler in
particular. The film came out in late 1940, fully a year before the United States entered World War
II, and although Chaplin had been told the film might not even be shown in either the United States
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or Great Britain, for fear of inflaming the already tense political situation, it ended up being one

of the top grossing films of the year.

A 2021 BBC article, written in the wake of the 80" anniversary of the film, praises it as “a
masterpiece that isn't just a delightful comedy and a grim agitprop drama, but a spookily accurate
insight into Hitler's psychology” (Barber). The article talks about Chaplin’s bold perseverance in
making the film and points out multiple times that Chaplin himself was not Jewish (despite many
people assuming he was). The article even refers to Jewish filmmaker Ernst Lubitsch as “coy”
because his 1942 film 7o Be or Not to Be does not mention the word “Jew,” whereas Chaplin’s
film has the word front and center. The article ends by quoting Chaplin’s autobiography, using
Chaplin’s insistence that, “I was determined to go ahead, for Hitler must be laughed at” as the

ultimate summary of the film’s importance. Chaplin, of course, was right.

Psychologists and humor theorists have long told us that one way to overcome terror is by
making a mockery of it (Bergson 1921, Monro 1963, Barreca 2013, etc.). A 2024 article in
Evolutionary Psychology tells us that, “Something which we initially find purely threatening can
be made humorous through placing it in a different context, through psychological distance,
through reflective reappraisal, or through the process of cognitive reframing” (Hye-Knudsen et al).
Chaplin knew, as so many have before and after, that making your tormentor seem ridiculous is an
excellent strategy for resistance. It is notable, however, that Chaplin is the one getting so much
praise for his brave, bold move. Although the BBC article mentions Ernst Lubitsch, and it briefly
mentions Mel Brooks, both of whom came after Chaplin, the article does not mention the Jewish
humorists who were mocking Hitler before Chaplin. Because while Chaplin was by no means the
last to employ this strategy, neither was he the first. And if Chaplin was taking a risk by producing
this film in the years before the United States entered World War II, how much more of a risk was

it for Jewish creators?

This analyzes five (or five and a half, really) comedic representations of Hitler by Jewish
performers and creators. Beginning with The Three Stooges’ You Nazty Spy!, which premiered
almost a year before Chaplin’s The Great Dictator and continuing to Taika Waititi’s 2019 film Jojo
Rabbit, 1 chart eighty years’ worth of Jewish comedic representations of Hitler on screen. In doing
so, I propose that these representations employ three primary methods of mocking Hitler, which

can exist singly or in varying combinations. These methods are “Jews as Hitler,” “Camp Hitler,”
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and “Ridiculous Hitler.” While the examples I have chosen cannot claim to be an exhaustive list
of Jewish comedic representations of Hitler, they capture most (if not all) of the major examples
of'the type, and in addition they represent examples that cut across the history of film and television
and therefore demonstrate that, while different generations of Jewish comedians may approach the

topic differently, the impulse to Jewishly mock the ultimate enemy of the Jews remains strong.

This Jewish need to mock the enemy has been articulated often by Mel Brooks. Mel Brooks
actually fought in World War 11, and he has said repeatedly throughout his life that, “I’ve tried to
get even with Hitler by taking the Mickey out of him, making fun” (Brooks qtd. in Dowd). But all
the Jewish comedians are, in their own ways, engaging in the same sort of retributive mockery that
Brooks has always felt was his mission. Elliott Oring argues that, “a Jewish humor develops that
is steeped in tragedy. Jokes are meant to overcome an otherwise unbearable reality” (168). For
Brooks and the other Jewish comedians in this article, therefore, they are not simply engaging in

lighthearted joking—they are part of a Jewish tradition of facing existential threats through humor.

The Three Stooges: The Jewish, Ridiculous Hitler of You Nazty Spy!

The Three Stooges do not often get mentioned as candidates for the Mount Rushmore of
Jewish comedy, because they are overshadowed by the Marx Brothers and because their form of
broad, physical, slapstick comedy is often not taken seriously or seen as witty or intellectual in the
way much Jewish comedy is. These very facts, however, allowed The Three Stooges to slide more
Jewish content into their comedy than most other Jewish comedians of the 1930s and 1940s. The
Stooges began in vaudeville in the 1920s, with Moe Howard (né Moses Horwitz) and Larry Fine
(né Louis Feinberg) as the core duo, and a rotating third member which eventually settled as Moe’s
brother Curly Howard (né Jerome Horwitz) as the most common third stooge. They are best
remembered for the almost two hundred short films they made for Columbia Pictures, although

their career began on stage and continued on television into the 1970s.

Of particular interest to this study are two short films they made in 1940 and 1941. You
Nazty Spy! premiered on January 19" 1940 (nearly ten months before Chaplin’s The Great

Dictator) and is a farce aimed at rising European fascism. The short begins with a room full of
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wealthy industrialists with names like Mr. Ixnay, Mr. Onay, and Mr. Amscray bemoaning the fact
that their munitions factory only had a profit of “five million buckaroos” for the first quarter of the
year. But their country, Moronika, is at peace and there is no profit in peace. One of them suggests
that they find a patsy with whom to overthrow the king and establish as a puppet dictator, and
when Mr. Onay is asked where they could ever find someone stupid enough for the job, he suggests
the “paper hanger” currently wallpapering his home. Thus far the references are oblique, but not
difficult to identify. The dictator must be stupid, pliable, and under the control of the war profiteers.
So while he is a paper hanger instead of a house painter, it is clear the man in question is meant to

represent Hitler.

This becomes even clearer in the second scene when we meet the aforementioned paper
hanger, a small man named Moe Heilstone, who is being assisted by his underlings Gallstone
(Curly) and Pebble (Larry). Mr. Onay introduces them to Mr. Amscray and Mr. Ixnay, and the three
of them hop backwards, and then forwards, saluting the men and saying ‘“shalom aleichem,” a
traditional Hebrew (or possibly Yiddish, based on their pronunciation) greeting meaning “peace
upon you.” Moe is offered the job of dictator and when he asks what a dictator does, he is told, “A
dictator? Why he makes love to beautiful women, drinks champagne, enjoys life, and never works.
He makes speeches to the people promising them plenty, gives them nothing, then takes
everything! That’s a dictator!” Curly replies, “Ah, a parasite! That’s for me!” Moe, however,
responds, “Quiet! I must think!” and then proceeds to lean against a table, tapping his hand on it
as he “thinks.” In the course of this thinking he taps his finger into a square of black tape which he
then accidentally affixes under his nose, and dishevels his black hair into a particularly iconic side

part, and voila! He has been transformed into a visual simulacrum of Hitler.

The remainder of the short, as well as its slightly less clever sequel 1°ll Never Heil Again
(1941) revolve around a series of gags mocking Hitler and other WWII-era world leaders. Curly
transforms into a sort of Mussolini figure, often adopting his signature upward tilted chin and pout,
while Larry is appointed Minister of Propaganda and serves as a sort of Goebbels stand-in. In one
notable scene, Heilstone addresses a crowd of thousands from his balcony, beginning in English
and telling the good people of Moronika he plans to institute policies such as “Moronika for
Morons,” but as the speech wears on he becomes less articulate, eventually lapsing into a

combination of Yiddish and gibberish meant to mimic Hitler’s speech patterns in German.



[Inter]sections 28 (2025): 1-18

Throughout the short, they use Yiddish as an insiders wink to their Yiddish-speaking viewers. They
use “shalom aleichem” as a greeting, exclaim “beblach” (“beans” in Yiddish), and during the
balcony speech Moe says, “In pupik gehabt haben,” which is a borderline vulgar Yiddish phrase
that translates to something like “I have had it in the bellybutton.” A tiny percentage of the Stooges’
audience would have spoken Yiddish, but this sort of superiority humor depends on making some
segment of the audience feel as though they have been let in on a secret the rest of the audience
has missed (Caplan).Finally, they unveil the new flag of Moronika, which has two intertwined

snakes in the shape of a swastika along with the nativist “Moronika for Morons” slogan.

You Nazty Spy! ends with the trio being apparently fed to the lions, although the sequel
retcons that and finds the three still alive and in power. The sequel introduces other thinly veiled
world powers, such as figures who are clearly meant to be representatives from Japan and Russia.
I’ll Never Heil Again also includes some pointed barbs at the way the media and government in
the United States were attempting to suppress news about the war. Moe asks Curly, “How goes my
war?” and Curly responds, “I dunno. The censors won’t tell me and it ain’t been in the

newspapers.”

As the first mainstream Jewish mockery of Hitler, The Three Stooges immediately
established two of the three types I am identifying in this article. First and foremost, they lean into
the “Jews as Hitler” mode of satire. All of the Stooges were Jewish, so having Moe play the Hitler
stand-in while Curly and Larry stand in for Mussolini and Goebbels, respectively, reclaims Jewish
power over their satiric subjects. They use their physicality to enhance the mockery as well. Moe
stood only around 5°3”’, and the actors playing the war profiteers were almost all well over six feet
tall, so when the two groups of men meet for the first time the Stooges seem small, fat, and
insubstantial next to the tall, trim, patrician-looking businessmen. They also rely very much on the
“Ridiculous Hitler” model of satire. This is, of course, in keeping with the Stooges’ entire oeuvre,
in which everything is ridiculous and slapstick, but, nevertheless, over the course of both shorts
they include gag after gag, joke after joke, all aimed at making not just Hitler but the entire

European fascist machine into as ridiculous and unbelievable a farce as possible.
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Mel Brooks: Hitler Goes to Camp

Mel Brooks has similarities to The Three Stooges, in particular the ways in which his works
were seen as broader, more slapstick, and less intellectual than some of his contemporaries and
deeper messages were therefore often overlooked. Brooks’ career overlapped with many of those
who are seen as giants of mid-to-late twentieth century Jewish culture such as Philip Roth, Woody
Allen, and Norman Mailer, but whereas these others were seen as having trenchant, satiric points
of view, Brooks was seen as doing bawdy, silly, physical shtick. It is true that few of Brooks’ works
represent sustained satiric engagements with modern life (Blazing Saddles, as a critique of racism,
might be the closest but even it is remembered as much for the “farting scene” as the political

message), but it does a great disservice to his legacy to write off his entire oeuvre.

Brooks’ main mockery of Hitler comes in his first film, The Producers (1968). Here, as
with The Three Stooges, we find both the “Jews as Hitler” mode of critique as well as the
“Ridiculous Hitler,” but we also now add the “Camp Hitler” motif as well. Camp Hitler draws first
and foremost from Susan Sontag’s articulation of Camp in her 1964 “Notes on Camp.” Sontag lays
out 58 theses, if you will, on what Camp is and is not, and for this analysis several are directly
salient to the way many of these works portray Hitler. In particular, it is the works that either play
with gender or heterosexual norms in their presentation that align with Sontag’s theses. She says
Camp is about a “degree of artifice, of stylization,” as well as the “glorification of character” (notes
1 and 32). Moreover, according to Sontag, “the whole point of Camp is to dethrone the serious,”
which is precisely what these creators are doing (note 41). Finally, Sontag draws direct connection
between Camp, homosexuals, and Jews (notes 51-53). With that framework in mind, I am using
Camp Hitler as a way to articulate those comedies that take Hitler from the strong, virile, masculine

figure seen in Nazi propaganda films to a childlike, effeminate, powerless, or queer figure.

With that in mind, I argue that Brooks introduced Camp Hitler along with similar modes
of Jews as Hitler and Ridiculous Hitler that we saw with The Three Stooges. Brooks, more than
any of the other artists in this analysis, saw mocking Hitler as his life’s work. In his autobiography,

he wrote,
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The Producers was my first skirmish with Adolph Hitler (not counting my
adventures in World War II). Most people got the joke. They loved it. They knew
what I was doing. I did get almost a hundred letters from rabbis, students, scholars,
and representatives of Jewish organizations who were very angry with me. I wrote
back to every single one and tried to explain to them that the way you bring down
Hitler and his ideology is not by getting on a soapbox with him, but if you can

reduce him to something laughable, you win. That’s my job. (183-184)

There are a great many Hitlers in The Producers and the majority of them are both Jewish
and ridiculous. The film revolves around an unscrupulous Broadway producer and his naive
accountant protégé who attempt to put on a show destined to fail, so that they could keep the money
they raise for the production. They choose a musical called Springtime for Hitler, which is
described as “a love letter to Hitler.” While the playwright is a farcical depiction of an ex-Nazi

who remains a true believer, it is the various Hitlers in the film in which I am interested.

At open auditions for the lead role of Hitler, we are greeted with a scene of pandemonium
in which as many as a hundred men of all shapes and sizes crowd the stage wearing Hitler
mustaches and practicing their “heil” salute. The director shouts for all the “dancing Hitlers” to
wait in the wings, as they are only seeing singing Hitlers right now. Amid much disappointment,
most of the Hitlers withdraw. We then have a montage of singing Hitlers and their absurd song
choices beginning with Arthur Rubin, a Jewish actor and singer, auditioning with the song “A
Wandering Minstrel I,” and moving on to a series of other Hitlers, with Jewish comic actor Bernie
Allen getting cut off before he even sings the first note of “The Little Wooden Boy.” Additional
Hitlers sing such incongruous songs as “Beautiful Dreamer” and “Have You Ever Heard the

German Band.”

The main Hitler, however, wanders onto the stage in the form of Dick Shawn as Lorenzo
St. Dubois, or LSD to his friends. He was looking for the auditions for a wholly other show, but
stays to audition for Hitler with an absurd flower power diatribe about war and peace and the police
state, while wearing thigh-high boots, playing finger cymbals, handing out daisies, and being

supported by a backing band of three women in equally mod attire. LSD cannot even remember
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his own name at first when he is asked, that is how stoned or otherwise mentally fuzzy he is. His

audition is so impossibly inappropriate that he is hired on the spot.

Dick Shawn, like Arthur Rubin and Bernie Allen, was Jewish so although the character of
LSD is never implied to be Jewish, viewers who knew the actor’s background would understand
the satire in using Jewish actors to play these various Hitlers. Additionally, it is undeniable that the
singing Hitlers, the dancing Hitlers, and LSD’s slang-using, free love, empty-headed Hitler are all
entirely ridiculous. It requires reading things into the text that were not originally intended to
consider this an example of Camp Hitler, but this is nevertheless the way it reads to many

contemporary viewers.

Brooks includes actual queer characters in the film in the form of the play’s director Roger
De Bris and his partner Carmen Ghia. LSD is not written as a queer character, and yet his character
does have a fey, ephemeral, Camp energy. As Sontag writes, “the androgyne is certainly one of the
great images of Camp sensibility” (Sontag, note 9). Contemporary viewers, especially younger
viewers, see LSD’s tall boots, his dangly earrings, his free love energy, and his bohemian, artistic
lifestyle as queer or gender fluid coding. While it is unclear whether or not Brooks intended the
character to be read this way, he made similar choices years later with the inclusion of “Hitler on
Ice” in History of the World Parts I and I1. “Hitler on Ice” is essentially a sight-gag in 1981°s Part
I, included at the end of the film as part of the coming attractions in an at that point un-written Part
II, along with things like “Jews in Space” and “A Viking Funeral.” In 2023, forty-two years after
the original aired, Part II finally premiered as an eight-part series on Hulu. They used the same
footage of Hitler on Ice from Part I, but this time it had full commentary from an Olympic-style
media crew. Here, as with The Producers, there is no direct mention of Hitler as queer, but male
figure skaters are stereotyped as being overwhelmingly queer, so Brooks has queer coded, and

Camped Hitler for a second time.

Notably, in Brooks’ 1983 film 7o Be or Not to Be, the Jewish, Ridiculous Hitler is actually
seen as a weakness of the film, not a strength. Brooks himself plays Hitler in the film, with what
Jeremy Dauber calls “that Brooksian wink, that intrusion of another meta-level artifice—/look Ma,
it’s me, playing Hitler in a picture!” (Dauber 139). Dauber points out that critics also emphasized
that Brooks’ Ridiculous Hitler hurt, rather than helped his cause in this case, as by the 1980s much

more was known about the inner workings of the Holocaust, and it was hard for people to laugh at
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a movie about a troupe of Jewish actors in the midst of such atrocity. Ernst Lubitsch, who was
Jewish, did not actually mention Jews anywhere in his original 1942 version of 7o Be or Not to
Be, seeming to have overcorrected as a German-Jewish filmmaker in the middle of the war. Brooks,
however, goes too far in the opposite direction in his remake and his Hitler, in this case, while still

a Jewish and Ridiculous Hitler, did not carry the satiric weight of The Producers.

For Brooks, the Ridiculous Hitler motif seems to be the most important. Analytically, it
does matter that so many of his Hitlers were Jewish, and from a contemporary reading perspective
it is of note that there are ways in which he has leaned into Camp Hitler more than once. It is,
however, the absolute ridiculousness of Hitler that accomplishes Brooks’ aim of continuing the
fight of World War II in perpetuity. He spares no opportunity to make Hitler an utter joke in The
Producers, and Dick Shawn hams it up to perfection during the actual Broadway performance of
Springtime for Hitler, showing Hitler to be petty, pouty, cowardly, narcissistic, and unintelligent.

Brooks, through his many Hitlers, certainly has the last laugh.

Rat Race and Wowschwitz: From Nebbish Hitler to Sexy Hitler

Attitudes about representations of the Holocaust seemed to shift in the late twentieth
century, and while that shift is certainly not the only reason Brooks’ 7o Be or Not To Be Hitler was
received with lukewarm reviews, it is probably one of the many reasons. It is estimated that 120
million people watched the 1978 miniseries Holocaust, which is only slightly behind the record-
breaking 130-140 million who had watched Roots the previous year. Claude Lanzmann’s nine-
hour French documentary Shoah premiered in theatres in 1985 and was aired as a four-part
television special in 1987. By the time Schinder’s List dominated both box offices and awards
shows in 1993, the tide had turned toward more serious (and in some ways soap opera-ish)
portrayals of the Holocaust, most of which avoid fictionalized depictions of Hitler altogether in

favor of showing the lives of everyday people, civilian and soldier, Jewish and German.

As we entered the twenty-first century, however, slapstick Hitler humor began to reemerge.
Two notable examples from Jewish comedians are a scene in Jerry Zucker’s 2001 film Rat Race

and the final episode of the television show The Sarah Silverman Program, titled “Wowschwitz.”
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Neither of these are focused on Hitler (or even the Holocaust), but both of them employ comedic,
even slapstick representations of Hitler that are very similar to what The Three Stooges or Mel
Brooks was doing a half century earlier. While both Rat Race and “Wowschwitz” feature Hitler
onscreen for just a minute or two, they are indications of the direction in which Jewish writers,

directors, and performers were taking comedic representations of Hitler in the twenty-first century.

Rat Race is, broadly speaking, a remake of the classic 1963 comedy /t’s a Mad, Mad, Mad,
Mad World. Both films were directed by Jewish directors and where the original’s cast was
overwhelmingly Jewish, the remake was not, but still featured several Jewish comedians as well
as a Jewish screenwriter. The plot of both revolves around a collection of colorful characters setting
off on a race and treasure hunt, in the case of Rat Race because a wealthy Las Vegas casino owner
thinks this will provide good entertainment for his wealthy clientele. Comedian and actor Jon
Lovitz plays Randy Pear, who, along with his wife Bev and their two kids, Jason and Kimberly,

are on a family road trip before becoming competitors in the treasure hunt.

It is through the Pear Family (and Randy Pear especially) that Rat Race evokes both Jews
as Hitler and Ridiculous Hitler. The relevant sequence starts when they see a roadside sign for a
Barbie Museum. Kimberly begs Randy to stop, saying they never do anything she wants to do, and
when even Jason says he’d rather visit a Barbie Museum than spend any longer in the car, Randy
grudgingly stops. We then cut to a series of mostly sight-gags, as we see the Pear family standing
in a small museum, surrounded by skinheads and militia-types, as two young docents tell them the
museum is dedicated to Klaus Barbie (a notorious Nazi intelligence officer known for torturing his
prisoners). The docents tell the crows that this museum is “lovingly dedicated” not to the “Butcher
of Lyon,” but to the Klaus Barbie nobody knows, “the husband, the devoted father, the wine
connoisseur, and three-time ballroom dancing champion.” Throughout this dialogue, the camera
cuts between Jon Lovitz’s shocked and horrified face, the artifacts in the museum, and the other
museum guests, who all tower over Lovitz and the Pear family. They flee from the museum only

to discover that another competitor has sabotaged their car.

The sabotage of the Pear family vehicle is what causes this storyline to move from “humor
about Nazis,” which would not fully warrant inclusion in this study, to specific depictions of
Ridiculous and Jewish Hitler. When we next see the Pear family we find them driving Hitler’s car,

which they have stolen from the museum. The car is festooned with Nazi flags, and Randy is
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playing with the cigarette lighter as a group of lesbian bikers surround the car. He burns his middle
finger and is holding it out the window when the lead biker sees him apparently making an obscene
gesture. The bikers begin assaulting the car with chains, hammers, and crowbars. Randy swerves,
causing the cigarette lighter he had placed on the dashboard to fly into his mouth, burning his
tongue. He crashes the car through a fence, ending up on a stage with a smudge of black lipstick
he had previously rubbed on the steering wheel on his upper lip. The camera pans out to show us
he’s ended up at a gathering of World War II veterans, and he stumbles on stage with his Hitler
mustache and his burned tongue rendering him incomprehensible. With Hitler’s car behind him,
Nazi flags still attached, he gives a speech very similar to the one Moe delivered in You Nazty Spy!,
starting out with gibberish and ending up with German. Although it takes over an hour of the film
to lead up to a thirty second Hitler gag, it demonstrates that the Jew as Hitler motif survived the

late twentieth-century turn toward the serious.

The Sarah Silverman Program, on the other hand, leaned into the Ridiculous and Camp!
Hitler motifs. The final episode of the third season—which ended up being the final episode
overall, as the show was canceled after it aired—is entitled “Wowschwitz” and involves Sarah on
a misguided mission to upstage her sister Laura’s Holocaust memorial she plans to unveil in their
town. Sarah asks her elderly neighbor Murray, who was “at Auschwitz” to attend her rival
Holocaust memorial, which she claims will have lions and a dunk tank in addition to an appearance
by Murray. Murray, of course, turns out to have been a guard at Auschwitz, not a prisoner, and Ed
Asner shows up as his former commandant, ordering Murray to infiltrate the event so that they can
massacre the Jews. While neither Murray (played by Murray Gershenz) nor Asner’s Commandant
von Reichenstein are Hitler, it should be noted that both Nazis in this episode are played by Jewish

actors.

The actual Hitler in the episode comes in the form of TV personality and model , who is
credited in the episode only as “Sexy Hitler.” Halfway through the episode, just after Laura unveils
her Holocaust memorial, we cut to Sarah’s side of the room, where there are midway games, a
petting zoo with a llama (the alternative to the lion), and carnival food. Meowy walks up to Sarah
wearing a Hitler mustache, a sort of Hitler hair headband on top of her normal blonde waves, a
Nazi armband, a bikini top, and a micro-miniskirt, the latter two both in a sort of military-style

color and fabric. She asks Sarah, “Where do you want me?”” and Sarah responds, “Dunk tank.” As
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Meowy walks off, Sarah says to Laura, “Sexy Hitler, isn’t that cute? Make it fun.” Here, again, we
can turn to Sontag for an understanding of why this depiction of Hitler is not just subversive but
also Camp. Sontag writes, “Camp taste draws on a mostly unacknowledged truth of taste: the most
refined form of sexual attractiveness (as well as the most refined form of sexual pleasure) consists
in going against the grain of one’s sex...allied to the Camp taste for the androgynous is something
that seems quite different but isn’t: a relish for the exaggeration of sexual characteristics and
personality mannerisms.” At the end of the episode, when history is altered in such a way that the
Holocaust never happened, Meowy is transformed into Sexy Einstein, saying “E=mc Wow!” as
she goes from her Sexy Hitler outfit to an Einstein wig, glasses, mustache, and tight, low-cut
sweater worn with a choker shirt collar/bowtie accessory. While Hitler himself is not especially
ridiculous in either of these examples, they both re-introduce the sort of broad, absurdist Jewish
comedy we saw in the earlier two examples. This reintroduction sets us up for our final example,

which will blend all three motifs into one glorious, sustained satire.

Jojo Rabbit

Our fourth and final case study is both the most recent and the longest example of Jewish
comedic representations of Hitler. Filmmaker Taika Waititi wrote, directed, and played Hitler in
his 2019 Oscar-winning comedy about a young boy who is so determined to be the best Nazi that
he even envisions Hitler as his imaginary friend. Waititi is a Maori Jew from New Zealand, so
while he did grow up with many of the same comedic influences as the American comedians above,
he also absorbed different cultural contexts and influences that came from being part of an

indigenous ethnic minority population as well as a very small Jewish community.?

Waititi’s dark comedy brings together many elements of the preceding case studies to
present a sustained Jewish-imaginary take on Hitler and Nazis. While Hitler himself is an example
of Jews as Hitler, and Ridiculous Hitler, the movie does a great deal of Camping the Nazis more
broadly, and Waititi’s Hitler has a fey, childlike energy that comes from his being the imaginary

friend of a ten-year-old boy. Hitler, in a sense, is a true Fiihrer in this film in that he is standing in
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for Jojo’s absent (and possibly dead) father. An article in Studies in Australasian Cinema argued

that,

For Jojo, the absence of a father figure results in a figment of imagination, whom he refers
to as Adolf, his confidant. Accordingly, to suit the fantasies of a ten-year-old boy, the
filmmaker creates a manipulative friend who is always ready with pep talks. Waititi plays
the role of Hitler and usurps his image through the duration of the film. The film, as a
result, is a carnivalesque personal project motivated by Waititi’s political views. (Reji and

Nandha 12)

“Camp,” Sontag tells us, “proposes a comic vision of the world. But not a bitter or
polemical comedy. If tragedy is an experience of hyperinvolvement, comedy is an experience of
underinvolvement, or detachment” (Sontag note 44). This detachment, or lack of maudlin
“hyperinvolvement” is not only part of Waititi’s Camp Hitler, it is also a major part of what makes
the film work. A young, fatherless boy is sad. The experience of Jews in the Holocaust is
catastrophic. Waititi, however, leans into both the Camp and the carnivalesque to allow his film to

be an unsentimental, farcical comedy.

The film met with mixed reviews, mainly concerning criticisms that Waititi played into the
“Good German” stereotype or spent too much of the film trying to get the audience to sympathize
with Nazis, and that Jojo is both an ardent Nazi and the hero of the film. Waititi, on the other hand,
argues that one of the points of the film is that Jojo is both the hero and the villain. Waititi has said
in an interview, “The villain isn’t really the villain. He’s part of this kid’s conscience. It’s part of
himself that he’s wrestling with. And so it’s interesting that the villain in the film is himself”
(Ifeanyi). It should not be overlooked, however, that we see Jojo’s evolution not only through his
interactions with Elsa, the Jewish girl his mother has hidden in their walls, but also through the
evolving attitudes of Waititi’s Jew as Hitler, which he plays with Aryan-blue contact lenses and
whiteface makeup. Jojo’s imaginary Adolph goes from being complimentary in very childlike
ways (calling Jojo “handsome” and telling him he’s the best Nazi), to being increasingly selfish

(dining on roast unicorn head while Jojo and the others around him are scrounging for food, to
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finally confronting Jojo and yelling at him for betraying the cause). At this point Jojo finally fights
back and banishes Adolph, but not before we get to see Waititi’s mask finally slip a bit, and allow
Hitler’s true nature to peek out from behind Adolph’s previously guileless face. Waititi’s Hitler is
ridiculous for much of the film, primarily because he is an artifact of a pre-teen mind, but it is
Hitler’s very seriousness in the final time Jojo imagines him that gives the film its satiric weight.
Jojo rejects not only what Hitler has been for him as a friend and surrogate father, but also rejects
the idealized vision of Nazi ideology that had caused his mother to call him a Nazi “fanatic” early

in the film.

In the end, because Waititi’s Hitler is the most sustained representation of any of the case
studies we have examined, it is also the one with the most nuance. It is easy to examine an eighteen-
minute short film (such as You Nazty Spy!), or a two-minute musical number (like “Springtime for
Hitler”), to look for discrete tropes and techniques. Because Waititi’s Hitler is present across most
of film’s nearly two-hour length, Hitler is many things over the course of the film. He begins by
being silly and childlike, stroking Jojo’s ego and skipping and frolicking through the woods with
Jojo while he runs with a Stielhandgranate, a WWII-era German hand grenade. As the film
progresses, however, there are moments when he is dark, angry, and bordering on frightening, such
as when he gets increasingly jealous of Jojo’s relationship with Elsa and the direct antisemitism of
his descriptions of her ramps up. There is an inversely proportional relationship between Jojo’s
sense of Elsa’s humanity, and the humanity of Adolph in his mind. As Jojo comes to like (and even
have a crush on) Elsa, Adolph becomes less and less likeable. Waititi has claimed that his Hitler is
only a “stupider version” of himself, but by making Hitler not only stupider but also the very thing
he hates most, a Jewish man, Waititi is able to best use Hitler to his comedic and narrative effect

(Cine Extras).

Conclusion

The on-screen depictions of Hitler discussed in this article exist in both continuity and
conversation with each other. While The Three Stooges have often been overlooked in the

conversation in favor of Chaplin’s film, both exist alongside Lubitsch’s original (non-comedic) 7o
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Be or Not To Be as examples of comedic depictions of Hitler that happened during the war itself
(and, again, while only the Stooges and Lubitsch were Jewish, many people assumed Chaplin was
as well, so much of the conversation around his film incorrectly assumes his Jewishness). Mel
Brooks is seen as building upon that legacy, especially in The Producers, but also in his own (now
comedic) remake of Lubitsch’s 7o Be or Not to Be, while twenty-first century comedies such as
Rat Race and The Sarah Silverman Program have taken those building blocks even further. Finally,
with Waititi’s Hitler we come full circle, to a Jewish Hitler who, like Moe’s Heilstone, is

impossibly stupid, petty, jealous, and ultimately disposable.

Scholars continue to disagree about how we should understand this legacy of Ridiculous
onscreen Hitlers. Media scholar Samantha Pickette has argued that, “Waititi’s Holocaust comedy
facilitates comfort rather than rage; in other words, the effect is the exact opposite of the ‘bliss’
offered by a Holocaust comedy like 7he Producers,” by which she means that there is a catharsis
in Brooks’ work that is not present in Waititi’s (Pickette 129). Pickette compares The Producers to
more violent revenge fantasies like Quentin Tarantino’s Inglorious Basterds and the Amazon
streaming series Hunters, both of which are violent portrayals of imaginary Nazi hunters. Jojo
Rabbit, on the other hand, she sees as having softer edges and therefore not offering the emotional
release of the more violent visions. While that is true, Jojo’s ultimate rejection of Adolph, when
Adolph shows his true colors, is a form of catharsis as well. Jojo, as a ten-year-old, is never going
to be able to respond with the scathing critique and satire of every other example of Holocaust

media—comedic or serious—that is filtered through an adult perception of the world.

Whether Jewish comedians are Camping Hitler, making Hitler into an object of ridicule, or
(most commonly), lampooning Hitler by having him played by a Jew, there is a long and thriving
tradition of Jews using comedy to achieve ultimate victory over Hitler and his Nazi cronies. While
comedy is clearly not the only weapon Jews have at their disposal for combatting ongoing
antisemitism, it remains a popular option for trying to cut it down at the source. By ridiculing
Hitler, Jews are, as Mel Brooks has always argued, continuing the fight that has been going on
since World War II. Jewish comedians can attack Hitler’s intelligence by making him stupid or
insipid. They can attack his status as what the Nazis would see as a “proper”” man by making him,

Camp, effeminate, or effete. Most of all, they can attack his very ideology by using Jewish bodies
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to portray him, showing that in the end he is long gone, while Jews are still alive, vibrant, and

making comedy at his expense.

! The Sarah Silverman Program ran for three seasons on Comedy Central between 2007 and 2010. The show featured
loosely connected and often fantastical plotlines that allowed comedian Sarah Silverman and her costars—many of
whom were also stand-up comedians—to engage in ridiculous and largely improvised storytelling.

2 Jews make up approximately 0.2% of the population of New Zealand, nine times smaller than the approximately
1.8% of the United States (World Jewish Congress).
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