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‘Old Jews Telling Jokes.’ Sounds like the last family gathering you went to, right? 
But it is also a website where you can watch old Jewish people spinning yarns with the zesty delivery and comedy timing that comes only with decades of practice.

That’s right. Jokes told by alter kockers – on demand. 

Updated twice weekly, gags are punctuated by a vibrant Klezmer riff and laughter from an audience of fellow raconteurs. The US website (http://oldjewstellingjokes.com/) has a refreshingly clean format. Beneath the videos are bare-bones details about the joke teller, shot against a plain background. “I thought it would be valuable to collect these stories, told properly,” says creator, director and producer Sam Hoffman. 

“The goal of the site is not to have Jewish jokes, but jokes told by Jews. The only test is whether people laugh. My ambitions included doing portraits of an older generation practicing an art that may be fading from view. Jewish grandmothers don't have Lithuanian accents anymore,” he says. 


“The first season was cast by my father based on the criteria ‘can they tell a story?’" says Hoffman, who has worked as first assistant director to Woody Allen on the 2001 film The Curse Of The Jade Scorpion, among a raft of successful Hollywood films. “Then we spread the net wider and included people we knew and ‘names’ like former [New York City] Mayor Ed Koch.” 
Now on series two, those who have clicked to play the videos three million times since last February’s launch would attest that the website has a winning formula. Or as one advert plutzes: ‘3,000 000 plays in five months. What? You want the poor internet to have a heart attack?’ 

It is Hoffman’s treatment of joke telling as an art and cultural preservative that are the driving forces behind the site, where jokes are stories rooted in what he describes as “the immigrant experience” and “part of a rich Jewish folklore that won’t always be around.”
Interestingly, while 60% of the audience is over 50, a quarter is under 35. “The appeal is that it reminds them of family gatherings and older relatives who may not be around. I think the audience has many Jewish members who enjoy having a ‘cultural’ Jewish experience that’s nostalgic and comforting but doesn't expect anything of them,” he says.

So where does Old Jokes Telling Jokes go from here? The first series is released on DVD on 15 September and Hoffman is working on a documentary looking at the art of Jewish American comedy. “Our movie would concentrate on the breakthroughs of some of the comedy giants and the street-corner practitioners you see on our site.” 
He is also talking to publishers about a book for which jokes would create “a spine for a cultural history of the American Jewish experience and what they say about a culture that has, let’s face it, been through a lot in the last 100 years.” 

And it may be time to brush up on the old repertoire – with the site’s second largest source of viewers from London, the UK is on Hoffman’s wish list of places to film jokes. “It would be fantastic to see how British humour affects Jewish humour.

“What's interesting to me is that lots of English Jews came to England from Eastern Europe around the same time as American Jews came to America, so they have common roots. I'm sure they tell a lot of the same jokes. It would be really fascinating to make a comparison between the same jokes as told on either side of the Atlantic,” he says.
Hoffman’s favourite joke is one that his dad told in the first series about a German, a Frenchman and a Jew walking in the desert, called ‘I Must.’ They schlep and they trudge in the heat for days, gasping for a drink. The Frenchman says: “I am ‘ot, I am tired and I am t’irsty. I must ‘ave some French wine. The German pipes up saying: “I am hot, I am tired und I am zirsty. I must have some German beer. The Jew says: “Oy!. . .Oy!. . . am I tired, am I tirsty! I must. . . I must. . .  I must have diabetes.”  Hoffman recommends watching the full Barnett Hoffman version.
Joking aside, he ascribes Jews’ comedic reputation to a custom of oral history and to dealing with adversity. “The Jews have always had a strong storytelling tradition as exemplified by the oral history that eventually became the Old Testament and the roots of Western law. For much of their history they have been ‘guests’ in countries that were not always hospitable to them. As a result you have an intellectual, storytelling culture with a coping strategy of finding a way to laugh at their troubles.”
[ends] 
800 words.
