
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=hjrs20

Journal of Radio & Audio Media

ISSN: 1937-6529 (Print) 1937-6537 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/hjrs20

Weinstein, D. (2017). The Eddie Cantor story: A
Jewish life in performance and politics. Waltham,
MA: Brandeis University Press. 304 pages.

Kathryn Fuller-Seeley

To cite this article: Kathryn Fuller-Seeley (2018) Weinstein, D. (2017). The�Eddie�Cantor�story:
A�Jewish�life�in�performance�and�politics. Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press. 304 pages.,
Journal of Radio & Audio Media, 25:2, 348-350, DOI: 10.1080/19376529.2018.1478252

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/19376529.2018.1478252

Published online: 20 Sep 2018.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 14

View Crossmark data

Citing articles: 1 View citing articles 

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=hjrs20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/hjrs20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/19376529.2018.1478252
https://doi.org/10.1080/19376529.2018.1478252
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=hjrs20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=hjrs20&show=instructions
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/19376529.2018.1478252&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-09-20
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/19376529.2018.1478252&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2018-09-20
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/19376529.2018.1478252#tabModule
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/19376529.2018.1478252#tabModule


BOOK REVIEWS

Weinstein, D. (2017). The Eddie Cantor story: A Jewish life in performance and
politics. Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press. 304 pages.

In a span of over five decades, entertainment icon Eddie Cantor starred in vaudeville,
Broadwaymusical comedies,motion pictures, radio, and television, aswell as producing
recordings of his most well-known songs and publishing best-selling autobiographies.
Radio was one of the most culturally potent avenues through which Cantor and other
entertainers and political figures of the 1930s and 1940s could communicate their views
and values to the broad American public.
Broadcasting historian David Weinstein (who has previously written a valuable

history of the Dumont television network) persuasively argues that Cantor’s commit-
ment to and pride in his Jewish ethnic and religious identity, and his engagement
with political and civic activism, were central to his career and performing person-
ality. The book charts Cantor’s life, from his birth in 1892 and impoverished child-
hood in the Eastern-European-Jewish-immigrant community of New York City’s
Lower East Side, and the development of his performing talents in amateur night
shows and early experiences as a singer and comic in 1910s vaudeville acts.
Subsequent chapters discuss Cantor’s successful rise to the “big time” in
Broadway musical comedies and Ziegfeld reviews in the 1920s, to fame in radio
and film in the 1930s and 1940s, to work in television in the early 1950s. Weinstein
digs deeply into archival materials, the entertainment trade press, Jewish culture,
and American history. Cantor’s career story is highlighted with rich historical
nuggets, such as discussions of Cantor’s formative experiences with the Arthur
and Bedini vaudeville troupe, his insouciant performances in Ziegfeld shows, his
public criticism of Henry Ford’s racial prejudice in the 1920s and anti-Semitism’s
frightening international expansion in the 1930s, and his last grand “hurrah” on
early television, in addition to examples of Cantor’s fervid dedication to Jewish
causes throughout his career.
Radio added new elements to Cantor’s performance style while restricting others.

Radio broadened his audiences and his appeal and yet, through his public cultural
and political positioning, left him open to the most profound professional backlash
that he ever encountered. Weinstein focuses his analysis of Cantor’s career in the
1930s and 1940s by discussing the performer’s activities within the Jewish commu-
nity. Cantor spent countless hours promoting community charity from the inside,
and to the outside, raising consciousness about the perils facing European Jews,
Jewish refugees, and those in Palestine. The 1930s was the most politically active
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portion of Cantor’s career; he was a major supporter of President Franklin Delano
Roosevelt and New Deal liberalism. Cantor fought anti-Semitism at home and
abroad. He raised money for the March of Dimes fight against polio and for
religious charities.

Cantor’s career criticisms of conservative demagogue Father Coughlin and the Far
Right’s political influencebrought the entertainerwider notice and acclaimwithin Jewish-
American culture, but also backlash. Commercial sponsors of Cantor’s radio program did
notwant controversy associated in anywaywith thehappy talk theywanted to hearwhen
selling their products. After some relatively mild on-air comments and publicity raised by
a speech Cantor gave at the 1939 World’s Fair, his sponsor R.J. Reynolds Tobacco
Company decided not to renew his contract for the Camel Caravan show, even though
it was highly rated. Cantorwas off the air in a very publicway in 1939–1940, although he
gave many performances and speeches to religious groups. Behind the scenes, several
friends in the radio business assisted in efforts to help him secure a new sponsor and
program for Fall 1940.

Weinstein faces the modern-day conundrum of how to analyze Cantor’s career-
long utilization of blackface in his stage performances. Weinstein handles the issue
sensitively, describing how, even if blackface make-up was central, in Cantor’s
mind, to his performing personality and character, it was primarily a visual mask
to wear accompanied by a suit and round-framed glasses. Cantor, however, did not
put on a minstrel show accent in his singing voice or dialogue. Discussions of
American radio history in the 1930s always highlight the “verbal blackface” created
by Freeman Gosden and Charles Correll in their phenomenally popular characters
Amos and Andy. This raises a question—did Cantor choose not to wear his tradi-
tional blackface make up when he performed on the radio? The nationwide audi-
ence could not see him, and his voice did not carry traces of blackface
performance, but what did the studio audiences attending the broadcast see?
There is little discussion of it one way or another in this account. Weinstein,
however, reports that Cantor did use blackface make up in the early 1950s for the
elaborate musical comedy segments of his television show, until the NBC network
persuaded him to retire it.

Cantor was one of a relatively small number of top performers (Fanny Brice,
George Jessel, Al Jolson, and Sophie Tucker were others) who completely integrated
his Jewish-American identity with his performing character. Unlike fellow Jewish
performers like Jack Benny, who deeply buried his Jewish identity for public
performance, Cantor celebrated it. Weinstein recounts how Cantor constantly
wove in regular references to Jewish culture, Yiddish phrases, mentions of food,
and cultural traditions into his acts. He was key among the entertainers who infused
American popular culture with Yiddish phrases and Jewish sensibilities. He edu-
cated the non-Jewish American audiences about Jewish culture, but, as Weinstein
argues, Cantor did it in a subtle way so as not to alienate them. Cantor continually
insisted that he and his fellow Jews were fully American citizens.
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After the 1929 Stock Market Crash, Cantor used the humor of his losses in the stock
market to further align himself with middle America—those who could not understand
the maelstrom of newspaper headlines about the encroaching Depression, and just
wanted to hear someone sympathize with them using ironic humor in tough times.
Cantor began performing on radio in Fall 1931 and his weekly musical-comedy-variety
show The Chase and Sanborn Hour was an immediate hit. In its second season, the
program earned an amazing average weekly rating of 55.7, the highest of all-time. In the
1930s, Cantor turned his comedy personality to the reality of his life. Now a settled,
middle-aged family man, Cantor made numerous references to his wife and four daugh-
ters (with occasional somewhat-risqué jokes about his desire to have a son and how to
produce one) and turned into a comedian of mainstream American middle-class life.
Ideally, I would have liked further discussion about the characteristics that made

Cantor’s radio program unique. How did Cantor, his writers, and producers craft their
mix of comedy and music? Cantor provided promotional opportunities for talented
young singers like Deanna Durbin. How did critics, audiences and fans of the day
compare Cantor’s show to those of his primetime comedy, variety, and musical rivals?
By 1940, Cantor’s act largely focused on nostalgia. His hit songs of the 1920s, like “If

You Knew Susie,” and “Tomatoes are Cheaper” were flirtatious songs about sexual
attraction. Afterwards, however, most of Cantor’s song choices were topical and seemed
to focus on patriotism, heart-string pullers, and yesteryear. Increasingly Cantor was
becoming seen as one of the old-time performers, losing ground to newer generations
of comics and crooners, like Bob Hope and Frank Sinatra.
Nevertheless, it is sometimes forgotten that Cantorwas one of the leading performers in

early live TV, in 1950 on the NBC’s pathbreaking comedy variety show, The Colgate
Hour. Cantorwas the first host, performing inweekly rotationwithDeanMartin and Jerry
Lewis, and Abbott and Costello. Cantor’s program drew high ratings, and Weinstein
makes interesting note of the sprightly new comic sketch character Maxie the Taxi that
Cantor developed, that balanced out the well-worn jokes. Weinstein also notes Cantor’s
continued reliance on the crutch of blackface that Cantor used in the big production
numbers which ended his TV episodes. The cultural climate had changed, and the
symbolism no longer meant nostalgic entertainment of the early 20th century. NBC
producers persuaded Cantor to drop it. The rigors of live TV performance were more
than the comedian with fragile health could sustain, however, and after several severe
heart attacks, Cantor was forced to retire, slipping to just the occasional brief guest-star
performances in the mid-1950s, until his death in1964.
Eddie Cantor lived a life of purpose and of creative achievement. This book will

delight radio studies scholars and, also, those interested in history of vaudeville,
Broadway, radio, film and TV entertainment, Jewish studies, and ethnic and racial
representation in U.S. cultural history.
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