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I haven’t ever found any great writing on that wonderful and often unappreciated art form, the insult. 

There are two kinds of insult. “I was bored by your book” is one kind. “Your book? Once I put it down, I couldn’t pick it up,” is the other.

Although both are insults, only one is witty. Or, at least, funny. I suppose we should reserve the accolade “wit” for the very highest practitioners of the art — Parker, Wilde, Shaw, Twain, Kaufman, Levant, Marx et al. Some would include Rickles. (As when Sinatra entered a club while Don was onstage. Rickles: “Make yourself comfortable, Frank, hit somebody.”)

While on the subject, I believe it was writer/critic Clive James who is said to have remarked, when a man punched Sinatra in the face one night outside the stage door, “That’s the first time the fan hit the . . . .”

If there is a Top Ten list of insults, Churchill’s most famous one would be at least number three. It is, of course, the well-known exchange between Sir Winston and an irate lady MP.

Often botched in the re-telling, the correct version, according to an MP who claimed to have witnessed the notorious exchange, was: 

Mr. Churchill, you are drunk.

Madame, you are ugly.
Mr. Churchill, you are extremely drunk!

And you, Madame, are extremely ugly. But tomorrow, I shall be sober.
Somewhere the witless got hold of it and added “..and you’ll still be ugly,” shamelessly spelling it out for the slow to catch on. The underlining of and the verbal stress on “I” needs no further help. The boobish add-on sinks it.

*****

Great humorists are great insulters. 

Someone should do a book, or thick booklet at least, of the collected cracks by Mark Twain, sprung from his lifelong lack of admiration — to put it mildly — for the French. 

I cannot find this sentence again but shall do my damnedest to get it as right as possible for you. The sentence includes a reference to “that mixture in his voice of awe and reverence and lust which burns in a Frenchman’s eye when it falls on another man’s centime.”

A lesser writer might have had it, “another man’s coin” or “another man’s money”: but the rhythm would be off. And the finesse would be gone.

*****

Comedians are sometimes resentful of their writers. Probably because it’s hard for giant egos to admit you need anyone but yourself to be what you are. Some of the funniest insults I’ve heard were whispered from one comedy writer to another while in a meeting with an unpleasant star comic, shortsighted enough to be nasty to his writers. 

Here come two gems from my small but cherished collection of well-deserved toxic bombs dropped on giant comic egos by fed-up writers.

The comic who received the following poisoned arrow was known on both TV and radio, nationwide. Let’s leave his largely forgotten name aside, should he have surviving relatives who may not have heard this. (Note: It was not Arthur Godfrey. I liked him.)

Let’s call this fellow “Don.”

I met him but twice. He was unpleasant. He was known as a good ad-libber, cordial and amiable on air. Additionally, he was known as a horror. Think of one you know. Don was worse — snide, insulting and contemptuous of those vital employees whose talents nourished and enhanced his reputation as a funny man.

At a meeting with his staff of four writers, his contempt for them and their art became too much for one guy. Don was a marked man, about to inspire an insult of the deadliest variety.

First, a required fact. The comic had an unfortunate disfigurement of the face and was self-conscious about it. Make-up made him look o.k. on the air, but in person, the small craters in the facial flesh were the worst I’ve ever seen. They were virtually holes.

On the fateful day, he said something so infuriating that one of the writers resigned on the spot. Uttering a decidedly unwitty expletive, he jumped to his feet with a loud, “That’s it!” And stomped out, slamming the door. 

Then the door re-opened. He reappeared, momentarily.

“Hey, Don, I’ve always wanted to ask you something. What’s par for your right cheek?” (Exit.)
*****

You’d think that insecure comics — and this category includes some huge stars — would know better than to open themselves up as targets to the very people who can both make them appear witty but can, at the same time, most memorably wound them.

I was a huge Jackie Gleason fan, despite friends who wondered how I could admire both Groucho Marx and Gleason, whom they considered crude. Watch him in “The Honeymooners” or, if you prefer, in “The Hustler” and see the definition of the phrase “never makes a false move.”

Contributing to his collection of neuroses was the fact that, when he was quite young, his father went away one day and never came back. It’s said that Jackie went to great lengths to find his lost father, even trying psychics and trance mediums.

One of Jackie’s writers had been summoned to the penthouse offices of the Gleason show in the Park Sheraton in Manhattan. (In my youth I used to hang around there, in hopes of glimpsing The Great One.) From experience, the guy knew he could expect a chewing out.

The writer was on time but the star was not. An hour passed. And then, another.

The writer, presumably with an already ample list of grievances over this sort of treatment, apparently decided that employment in a salt mine would be no less pleasant than the current gig. He’d had it. It was time to quit. 

He announced this to Gleason’s secretary and headed for the door.

“What shall I tell Mr. Gleason when he finds no one here?” 

The writer vented his accumulated bile with but a few words:

“Tell him his dad dropped by.”

*****

The comedy writer, and my friend, David Lloyd and I worked on the staff of a popular TV show. There were four writers, one a particularly loathsome specimen. The modesty of his talent may have nourished his other traits: jealousy, gossip, rumor-mongering and an inclination to knife his colleagues whenever he was alone with the star.

I’ve forgotten exactly how he went over the line with David, but I came around a corner just in time to hear, “Al, your parents owe the world a retraction.”

*****

As a sort of sweetener from the brutality of the above blow-gun darts aimed at fellow human beings, let us close this subject — but only for now — with something a bit milder. It’s from the man who once complained to me, “I can’t insult anyone anymore.”

Mistakenly, I thought Groucho was being contrite. But no. It was that things he said when seriously angry, and meaning to wound and leave a scar, failed to injure. Instead, he got the reaction, “Oh, thank you, Groucho! Wait till I tell my friends what Groucho Marx said to me.”

“It’s almost ruined my life,” Mr. Marx only partially jested.

Upon leaving a stuffy Beverly Hills party thrown by a socialite, Groucho said to her, “I’ve had a perfectly wonderful evening. But this wasn’t it.”

Does it get any better?

Some comments from readers:

Billy Wilder’s masterpiece . . . “He has Van Gogh’s ear for music.”

--------------

Oscar Wilde, when given a bouquet of cabbages by a rival on opening night: “Thank you old fellow. Every time I smell them I’ll think of you.”
--------------

Second-rate writer: “There’s a conspiracy of silence about me Oscar. A conspiracy of silence! What should I do ?”
Oscar Wilde: “Join it.”

--------------

Dorothy Parker and Claire Boothe Luce arrived at a door at the same time, that some gentleman held open for them.
Luce to Parker, gesturing for her to proceed: “Age before beauty.”

Parker to Luce, as she swept through the door: “Pearls before swine.”

--------------

Congressman, quoting Webster: “I’d rather be right than President.”

Speaker Reed: “The honorable gentleman need not worry. He will never be either.”

--------------

The best Churchill insult stems from his time in the political wilderness. George Bernard Shaw sent him tickets to the first night of his new play with the words: “Bring a friend, if you have one.” WSC sent back his compliments to Mr. Shaw, apologized for his inability to attend the opening night, but said that he would be very pleased to attend the second night “if there is one.”

--------------

And then, there is Coral Browne! Many of her insults are not printable without asterisks, but to give you an idea.

In the tearoom of a fashionalble London hotel, I think it was the Savoy, Coral spied a theatre critic who had panned one of her performances. The woman, who had an amputated leg, was sitting at a table surrounded by an adoroing coterie. 

Coral strode to the table and in a voice no one could ignore, exclaimed:

“Beverly! How wonderful to see you with all of London at your foot!”

--------------

Woman at party: “Mr. Churchill, if I was your wife I would poison your coffee.”

Churchill: “Madam, if you were my wife, I would drink it.”

--------------

“Truman Capote has made lying an art. A minor art.” — Gore Vidal
--------------

“Wagner’s music is better than it sounds.” — Mark Twain
--------------

Dorothy Parker on Katherine Hepburn: “She runs the gamut of emotions from A to B.”

--------------

An inept bridge partner who obviously bungled the bidding apologized to Dorothy Parker, saying: “I’m sorry. I suppose I should have withdrawn.” 
To which Dorothy Parker came back with: “Your father should have withdrawn.” 
--------------

Lee Remick, playing a piano teacher, says to a difficult orchestra conductor, played by Sam Wanamaker: “It costs extra to put the word SCHMUCK on a tombstone, but you’d definitely be worth the expense.”

--------------

The Earl of Sandwich, a known lecher, was chided in the House of Lords by his opponent who said: “Sir you will die either of the pox or be hung for treason.”

The Earl replied “Sir, that depends on which I embrace first, your mistress or your principles”.
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