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CHICAGO- In the early 1900s,
as Greek sojourners first began
arriving in large numbers to
North America they brought 1
their sense of humor with them.
The venerable Karagiosis (also
spelled Karaghiozis) puppet tra-
dition found its way, not only to
the new world, but also to com-
mercial records virtually the day
Greek records were made avail-
abie. For those unfamiliar with
this comedic tradition it involves
puppet characters seen on a
back-lite screen. A long estab-
lished set of characters consti-
tute the cast. Most often a lone
puppeteer employs a specific
type of humorous voiceé or ac-

cent to signal and underscore §

which character is being por-
trayed. This stereotyping of each
character by their voice, if you
will, speaks to a time when
Greeks were in daily contact
with a whole host of different
peoples. Karagiozis is the lead
figure and is very much in the
wadition of the fool who can also
trickster.
be ;Iln 1923, the first known
ATicrican-produced Raragiozis
sKetches were recorded. Within
€ years Greek-American pef-
formers, building solidly on this
traditional Punch and Judy style
of puppetry, expanded the for-
mat of this time-honored folk-
art to accommodate the .altered
conditions being exgenenced,
daily, by the newly a:rpved Greek
immigrants. Surprisingly, many
Greek-Americans still own these
comedy records. 1 offer this re-
view with record identification
for those interested in dating
these skits and their performers.
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f the early twentieth century Greek immigrants to the
I States was the character Karagiozis, who found his way
the Atlantic in more ways than one, including appearing
ords - at the time the preeminent recorded form of music.
1e laugh. ) would not “work,”
crucial point to remem- Again, for these records to be
1any commercial records commercial successes they had
:d anywhere is that they to address broadly experienced
ued for the sole purpose  situations. So with Erotas ton

1g a profit. Consequently
hen led to questions re-
audience. If a record is
nd no one buys it then
failed to resonate with
7z audience. Logically,
)se records genres and
15 that see continuous
re popular with a spe-
ance. It is at this point

Karagiozis we find a Greek im-
migrant who speaks some Eng-
lish trying to help Karagiozis
w00 an American girl by serving
as translator (Panhellenjon 323
B). The effort fails humorously
and is but one of the many skits
that feature a Greek who barely
understand English trying to
help another who most as-

larny existed.

an begin to ask ques-

surediy knows none.
| :ed to why such popu- 4 ragi

Aside from Karagiozis himself

to write an English language
telegram for a friend to send to
America. The two performers,
cited only as X. Gavoularilis and
G. Kourkouklis, provide an in-
credible array of verbal mistrans-
lations and confusion Karagiozis’
sustained efforts which in the
end only succeed in making

Clearly nothing can be more
boring than trying to explain a
Joke. But these Greek comedy
skits force us to make that effort.
Without question for the jokes
to work the listening audience
must understand English far bet-
ter than the recorded comedians
(as well as Greek) or the humor

two other puppet characters
from this tradition found their
way to American recording stu-
dios, Barba Yorgios and Zanetos.
Barba Yiorgos (Uncle George),
represents a crude villager from
the mountains most often de-
picted as a shepherd who is to-
tally uncontaminated by modern
life. Zanetos, 1 have been told
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tou Barba Giorgiou (Ok 28006)
Was recorded mi Chicago, Ii-

ois. trinos played all
the characters with Nick Xeros
on clarinet and Gust Damalzs on
the laouto. The varicus record
producers involved must have
expected immediate success
since Patrinos and company
recorded six Karagiozis skits on
Ok Records and then another
eight for the Columbia studios
in Chicago.

In O Karagiozis sto Telefono,
{;Iaris trinos o : e country

umpkin aspect of Karagiozis as
he makes one mistake after an-
other trying to use the telephone
to locate his recently shipped
trunk (Columbia 56219-F A).
Since the conceited Karagiozis
will not admit (or does not real-
ize) how bad his English is he
keeps getting the wrong number.
In the early 1920s, when one
picked up the telephone an op-
erator came on the line and you
gave that person the number
you wished to call. The humor
results from all of Karagiozis’
conversations with unsuspecting
people who have nothing to do
with his missing trunk. The cli-
max occurs when Karagiozis
somehow calls the fire depart-
ment to his house to put out a
nonexistent fire! As with the ma-
jority of the other Chicago
recordings the humorous situa-
tions presented showcase igno-
rance of English and the result-
ing chaos of misinformation.

In March 1928, a variation
on this theme was recorded at
the Columbia Studios in New
York City. As we hear on To

Telegraphima (Ellino-Anglikos
0s}) (Columbia - A)
ozis is making the attempt

to write an English language
telegram for a friend to send to
America. The two performers,
cited only as X. Gavoularilis and
G. Kourkouklis, provide an in-
credible array of verbal mistrans-
lations and confusion Karagiozis’
sustained efforts which in the
end only succeed in making
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One of the early twentieth century Greek

ts to the

United States was the character Karagiozis, who found his way

across the Atlantic in more ways than one, including ap?earlng
on records — at the time the preeminent recorded form of music.
everyone laugh. would not “work.”

The crucial point to remem- Again, for these records to be
ber with any commercial records  commercial successes they had
produced anywhere is that they to address broadly experienced
were issued for the sole purpose  situations. So with Erotas ton
of making a profit. Consequently iozis we find a im-

we are then led to questions re-
lated to audience. If a record is
issued and no one buys it then
it is has failed to resonate with
a buying audience. Logically,
then, those records genres and
performers that see continuous
release are popular with a spe-
cific audience. It is at this point
that we can begin to ask ques-
tions related to why such popu-
larity existed.

Clearly nothing can be more
boring than trying to explain a
Jjoke. But these Greek comedy
skits force us to make that effort,
Without question for the jokes
to work the listening audience
must understand English far bet-
ter than the recorded comedians

{(as well as Greek) or the humor

migrant wio speaks some Eng-
lish tying to help lIIC)aragiozis
woo an American girl by serving
as translator (Panhellenion 323
B}. The effort fails humorously
and is but one of the many skits
that feature a Greek who barely
understand English trying to
help another who most as-
suredly knows none.

Aside from Karagiozis himself
two other puppet characters
from this tradition found their
way to American recording stu-
dios, Barba Yorgios and Zanetos.
Barba Yiorgos (Uncle George),
represents a criide villager from
the mountains most often de-
picted as a shepherd who is to-
tally uncontaminated by modemn
life. Zanetos, I have been told
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by Greek-Americans, is the same
figure known most often as
Dionysius. This character is a
self-styled aristocratic gentleman
from Zakynthos who speaks
with a heavy Ionian Greek di-
alect.

On O Barba Yiorghios sto
Kastengari (Columbia
we the venerable shepherd
upon his very arrival to Ameriki.
“Kastengari,” (also Kastongari)
is the Greek-American slang
term for the Caf;tl:ﬂ Garden pro-
cessing station for all immigrants
at Ellis Island. With Makis Patri-
nos playing all parts as well as
the mandolin, we hear how Un-
cle George is met and immedi-
ately offered a job as a street
vendor. While the old shepherd
is perfectly willing to be a ven-
dor since he has never seen a
banana before he makes various
humorous attempts to sell his
wares as long lemons.

In 1932, on O Tzanetos sto
Radio (Orthophonic $-614

e mtrepid (if hopelessly half-
witted) Zanetos is host of his
own Greek-American radio
show. With Tetos Demetriades
(1897/1901-1971) playing the
islander we hear a fine example
of a consistent feature found in
Karagiozis style comedies
recorded in North America. The
jokes found on this record can-
not be fully understood unless
the listener also knows English.
The lightening quick verbal mis-
understandings can only make
“sense” when the audience
knows what the performer
should have said.

As these comedy records
grew in popularity it was in-
evitable that new and distinctly
Greek-American  characters
would appear. None other than
Tetos Demetriades, famed Greek
singef and record producer,
formed a troupe known as the
Victor Comedy Company which
issued a number of Greek
comedic sketches under the RCA
Victor record label. This troupe,
in its fullest complement in-
cluded Demetriades, his wife
Vera Demetriades, Nontas Kon-
togeorge, Christos Demetra-

copoulos, George Maraveas and
a man cited only as Manoliskis.

On August 25, 1927 O Kyrios
Kondofardos Prodoros ton Hy-
droponon_ (Mr. Kondofardos
President of the Watermelon So-
ciety) was released with troupe
members Tetos and Vera Deme-
triades, and George Maraveas
(Victor 38-3121 A). Mr. Kondo-
fardos, e.g. Mister Short and
Stout, becomes a reoccurring
character for this troupe and
their recordings. Kondofardos is
the president of a Greek-Ameri-
can social organization known
as the Watermelon Society, The
humor here is once again light-
ening quick satire. Kondofardos’
efforts to speak katharevousa

e.g. purist Greek tot the assem-
bled members of his society
proves to be nothing but non-
sense, A petty tyrant Kondofar-
dos demonstrates, as the dialog
continues, to also be a witless
fool. Inevitably a fight breaks out
and the meeting concludes. Here
Demetriades is poking fun at the
endless number of Greek frater-
nal organizations, then, found
all across North America, As the
ongoing records of the Victor
Comedy Troupe report Demetri-
ades did not take Greek-Ameri-
can foolishness lightly. Space
simply does not allow for even
a partial listing of the comedy
records Greek-American per-
formers and producers issued

from 1923 to 1965 for Greek au-
diences in North America. Un-
questionably future research will
clearly use the recordings of this
comedy troupe as illustrations
of the inherent conflicts and crit-
icisms found with Greek Amer-
ica during this era.

As we have seen the comedy
settings and mixture of lan-
guages to express this humor on
these early recordings are en-
tirely Greek-American. The un-
successful efforts to speak Eng-
lish on the telephone, the
mistakes made while attempting
to send a telegram, the madcap
errors while wrying to woe an
American girl and the demented
linguistic inventions of a Greek
villager trying to speak what he
believes to be purist Greek.

As one might imagine various
Greek and American academic
researchers have studied and
written about the Karagiozis
puppetry tradition as it was and
continues to be presented before
Greek audiences, 1 have yet to
see any writer let alone an aca-
demic even discuss these numer-
ous Greek-American comedy
recordings.

I believe this is due to the fact
that Greek researchers and their
American counterparts are con-
tinuing to impose their own pre-
conceptions on what it means to
be Greek in North America com-
mercial recordings such as those
mentioned here are simply ig-
nored. Yet, when the Greek-
American immigrants first felt
most lost in the harsh world of
Ameriki Karagiozis and his
troupe instantly appeared on
commercial records to lighten
their mood through the magic
of humor. And if we listen
closely to these specific kinds of
records more can be heard.
From our perspective in history
when we listen to Karagiozis and
his friends as immigrants them-
selves we do not simply hear an
imported comedic tradition but
also solid examples of ethnic
comedy as American social his-

tory.
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