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					“This place is the closest thing I have to a real home.”

					Sam Malone, Cheers
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				Our first encounter with James Burrows was in the 1970s on a soundstage at MTM Enterprises, where we’d gotten our first staff-writing position—i.e., full-time job. We’d gone to the stage to see a run-through of the week’s show being directed by a newcomer, a young man, bearded and bald beyond his years. He was in the process of getting his butt chewed out by one of our show’s executive producers, who was never the least bit shy about sharing his opinions loudly and publicly. The young director stood there taking it but not liking it.

				We decided it was pointless to introduce ourselves to the poor bastard, because he was clearly going to be on the next plane back to wherever he’d made the mistake of leaving. If anyone had told us we’d one day partner with him in what would turn out to be the most happily successful show and production company in our careers, we’d have thought them insane.

				Of course, you’ve guessed by now that poor bastard is the author and subject of this book. Jimmy Burrows weathered that storm and went on to become a great friend and a brilliant and incomparably successful director.

				He was just starting out in his profession that day, but it seemed like he’d been destined for a career in show business for his entire life. Born to legendary writer, humorist, script doctor, and personality Abe Burrows, he’d spent hours of his life in theaters and studios and socialized with people whose names the average person only sees on a marquee. It was as if both nature and nurture intended that he become a member of the entertainment world.

				But what was he to do? He couldn’t act his way out of the rain, couldn’t write, sing, dance, or play an instrument with any distinctive ability. He tried to yodel, do impressions anyone recognized, throw his voice, juggle plates, or saw a woman in half (volunteers for rehearsal are tough to enlist).

				Then inspiration struck. Directing was the perfect job. He could do it sitting down, he could wear any clothes he wanted, and he could tell everyone what to do. And if anything ever went wrong, he could blame it on the writers.

				Whatever the real origin of his career choice might have been, it has entertained millions, starting with the brothers Charles. We worked together with him on many MTM shows, then for four years on Taxi. Our collaboration over those years was so positive we ultimately decided to make it legal. We made some very good and some very lucky decisions together over the years, but the best one was the first. We became partners.

				It seemed inevitable. We’d “grown up” together, worked out any personality kinks, and had the important things in common: We admired the same movies and TV shows, we laughed at the same things, and, most important, we liked each other. As only people who have shared hundreds of meals eating from Styrofoam containers on their laps can bond.

				As excited as we were to be working with Jimmy at the time, even we, his biggest fans, couldn’t have predicted how far he would go. He’s simply become the greatest director of comedy in television history. And that’s not just the opinion of Jimmy and his wife, though they’re the only ones who have it on their bath towels. He’s the greatest by any measurement: number of episodes, number of gigantic hit series, number of awards, and the amount and volume of laughter he’s been responsible for. And, amazingly, when he’s not working on a series, he’s doing pilots for new series.

				We could write a book ourselves about everything that Jimmy brings to his work. He’s smart and incredibly inventive. He’s in full control onstage—there’s never a doubt who’s in charge. Yet within the order he maintains, he makes space for people to feel comfortable to experiment and create.

				He’s an actor’s director, as any actor who’s worked with him will tell you, but he’s also a writer’s director. Maybe in part because of his father, he understands how writing works and why it sometimes doesn’t. Most important, he knows good writing when he sees it.

				First and foremost, he has the perfect temperament for the job. He’s particularly well suited for directing TV, where, as opposed to film and theater, casts and crews can sometimes work together for years, as has been the case for Jimmy several times. The situation requires a special kind of personality, pretty much exactly the one he has. We’ve never seen him lose his temper (though we have seen him want to). He has no capital-E ego. He’s supernaturally patient, calm when everyone around him is pounding on panic buttons. And he’s a great audience and encourager. People want to do their best for him; they want to make him laugh.

				And, oh yeah, Jimmy’s funny.

				One day when we were just starting to put Cheers together, the three of us were in our office and were presented with a huge stack of legal documents for our signatures. They were detailed partnership contracts, anticipating every possible contingency and laying out legal procedures to settle any future disputes. We stared glumly at them in silence for a moment, then Jimmy said, “I’m okay with a handshake.” We shook hands and tossed all the paper in the trash. That was over forty years ago, and working with him has never been anything but a pleasure and an honor. And a hell of a lot of fun.

				Ready when you are, J.B.
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				I agonize over laughter. More specifically, getting the best, smartest, character-driven laughs. I also wrestle with character. Is the character likable, believable, and sustainable? When I direct a television show, I try to reach that sweet spot where the best script meets the best performance and the best chemistry between performers. Hitting that exact moment, where these factors land in combination, results in the sweetest and most enduring laugh. Part of that means figuring out why something isn’t working and how to give the actors and writers input, suggestions, and guidance as to how to make it work. The process is like sculpting clay: It must be formed, carefully and passionately. Whether working on an entire series, one episode, or just one scene, a director must be thinking about how to develop characters and have them interact with other characters who are also growing. That’s what creates good comedy.

				The sitcom has been a staple in American homes since the 1930s Golden Age of Radio. Over the decades, there have been extremely creative shows that were ahead of their time. Sitcoms are families that we introduce, first to American audiences and then to viewers all over the world. They are the friends and families we choose that help us connect with our own families. There are often unlikely friendships and always different circumstances at hand, but the shows are invariably about people who form a common and inextricable bond. Taxi featured a family of unrelated people trying to get out of a dead-end joint and into a better life. Cheers was a family of people that met regularly at a bar where they could share their stories. Friends was a formed family trying to help one another navigate young adulthood. Will & Grace was about people getting to choose a family that gave them acceptance and encouragement, protecting and supporting one another against a world that was at least in part prejudiced against them. With all those different bents and permutations, it is always basically about a family. And over time, they become our family.

				I have spent most of my professional life developing and directing a certain type of comedy—the situation comedy, the “sitcom.” Sitcom directors are in charge of the set, establish the tone and pace of the show, and elicit the performances. They ultimately communicate the vision of the writers and actors, which starts with the ideas on the empty page and ends with people at home watching and laughing. If you ask most people to tell you what their five favorite television shows are, odds are that a few of them will be sitcoms. The same goes with favorite characters. And if you ask someone about their favorite sitcom, they will likely talk not only about the characters and the comedy but also about where they were in their lives when they watched it and with whom they watched it, about who introduced them to the sitcom and to whom they introduced the sitcom. It’s all about that shared experience. There is an inherent warmth to a great sitcom. A movie gets shared once. A TV show, especially a sitcom, is perpetually shared, thanks to syndication and now streaming.

				People like characters they identify with. Audiences internalize sitcom characters more than any other type of character because they have gone through many of the same experiences or emotions that the character has. They have dinner, they fight with each other, they fall in love, often at the same time. Most people don’t investigate crimes, go to court, or operate on patients like the characters in dramas with cops, lawyers, and doctors, but everyone eats with their family and friends, sitting and talking.

				Along with stand-up, the sitcom is the best, most enduring, and most resilient form of comedy, because in its best incarnation it gets the audience to fall in love with characters, and the comedy gets delivered through the stories and character development. Sitcoms also bring a theatrical flair that you don’t normally get from television, because it is a staged performance being filmed, often in front of a live audience. The best sitcoms transcend the screen and reach out and grab the audience by the throat and by the heart.

				The formula to sitcom success is deceptively simple yet very difficult to achieve: Create brilliant, multilayered characters that the audience will identify with and love. Then create great supporting characters, followed by storylines that will allow the characters to grow and play off one another for successive seasons. Even though each episode is only twenty-two minutes long, you still have to tell the audience in those twenty-two minutes who all these people are and repeat it every week.

				The core of the show is about the primary relationship between characters. It has to be either one character you care about who has travails with other characters or a couple of characters whose dynamic is funny but also real, and it has to be loving and it has to be identifiable. If you have that, then the jokes are attitude jokes and not necessarily jokes about just funny words or about falling down and getting a laugh. On Cheers, it’s the response of George Wendt’s Norm Peterson to Ted Danson’s Sam Malone, asking him the first time he came into the bar, “What do you know?” Norm’s reply, “Not enough,” got a huge laugh from the first test audience. That’s not a joke. It was never written as a joke. Good characters create good stories. If you have distinct characters, the humor also becomes attitudinal humor, character-driven humor. Norm saying a line is not the same as John Ratzenberger’s Cliff Clavin saying one. It’s a distinct character analysis. Without that, it doesn’t matter what the blocking is, how funny the jokes are, the characters don’t translate into what the audience cares about. You have to care about these fictional people, their relationships, and their problems in order to care about the show.

				My job as director is to protect the writer’s vision. Most networks try to vitiate the writer’s vision. I work to guard it and enhance it by constructing a safe, creative environment that fosters the best ideas, including those no one had thought about before.

				My goal is to get the writer’s voice on the air and not have it meddled with by the homogenizing effect of a network, which tends to imitate what has been done before. Garry Marshall once referred to television-network executives as “people who aren’t funny who are telling people who are funny what to do. And it’s always going to be that way, because the men who are funny don’t want to put on a suit and tie and sit at the networks.” There are and have been exceptions—people like Grant Tinker, Brandon Tartikoff, Warren Littlefield, Jamie Tarses, and Michael Eisner, who understood not only the business of television but also the art of television, including character development and the writer’s vision.

				When I first started, I didn’t turn down any offer. I needed the work and wanted to establish myself. In the five decades since, I’ve had the privilege and pleasure of working with some of the most talented people in the business. Fortunately, most of the work has held up to the test of time. The most cutting-edge and groundbreaking sitcoms were created without a guidebook, without any North Star, other than well-intentioned and creative people wanting the audience to laugh and think about life and social issues. They are a reflection of both where society was at the time and where it aspired to be. They illustrate how people evolved.

				For most people, a multi-camera sitcom, which essentially is a scripted play performed in front of a live audience (as opposed to a single-camera sitcom, which is filmed without an audience), is the closest they’ll ever come to live theater. For those of us in this business, there’s a privilege and a responsibility to deliver a certain level of performance to viewers. Before television, I grew up in the theater, learning and developing skill sets I never realized would give me a unique edge as a sitcom director. The highest form of comedy is where it’s combined with pathos, where at the moment you’re watching, you don’t know whether to laugh or cry. I got to come into that world at a time when audiences were not only comfortable with that mix, they expected it.

				In order for a sitcom to get on the air, a pilot—a stand-alone episode that is used to sell a television series to a network—has to be shot first. A successful pilot needs characters that the audiences would want to see every week, in a location that will appear again and again, with a series of conflicts and goals that viewers would want to tune in to see resolved. What’s the most important goal of directing a pilot? The obvious answer is to get the network to buy the show and put it on the air. Most pilots never air on television if the series does not sell. In the sitcom business, you can do everything right and still not succeed. Great writing, great cast, and great time slot—but if the audience doesn’t connect with what you’ve given them, your show is canceled. For every Cheers, Frasier, and Friends, there are dozens of shows that don’t make it past the pilot.

				An artist works their entire career and life improving their instrument. A director works at improving other artists’ instruments, as well as their own. I generally get hired by the writers, bridging the gap between writer and actor. When it comes to my work, my mission has been not only to be on happy shows but to help foster those happy and creative ensembles. We enjoy the luxury of getting paid for what we are good at and what we enjoy doing. I have always looked for holes in the metaphoric dikes and tried to plug them. But you don’t prevent a flood with mere fingers. You need a sturdy boat with a capable crew. On my shows, we’re in the boat together. If the writers and the actors are content and working together and communicating creatively, then that joyfulness is also transmitted to the audience.

				I still consider every pilot I direct as if it were a Broadway show, in that you have to show the audience very early on who these characters are. Whenever I begin a new show, I endeavor to be a font of energy and enthusiasm. I try to get everybody to consider me the dad of this newly created alternative family and to trust me.

				I want an actor to be comfortable enough to walk the comedic plank for me and to feel an affinity with me. My deal is, “Go out as far as you can. You may get wet, but you’ll never drown. I’ll always catch you. See what you discover. If there’s a gem at the end of the plank, I want it to be in the show.” At a certain point, and under the right circumstances, good actors will be so immersed that they will know their character as well or better than the writer or director. You have to nurture that environment. If actors are comfortable with their role, I don’t have to over-rehearse or direct with a heavy hand. I can guide and fine-tune performances.

				If an actor says something funny and it passes muster with the writers and gets on the air, the director will get a glint from the actor’s eye that says, “I’m part of this creative process; I’m putting my own spin on this.” Once an actor finds their character, I work with them to make sure they don’t lose it. Sometimes they have to dig deeper into a character and their motivations, with insight from the writers and me. Other times, results can be achieved by giving a direction as simple as “Go faster.”

				Positive energy in a cast and crew transmits across the screen and infects the audience. I encourage a lot of camaraderie with creativity and hard work. On my sets, everyone is free to say anything they want about anyone or anything, as well as about me. If someone doesn’t like a direction I give, my house rule is “Just tell me.” If they want to help out with other actors, the rule is “Just go in there and say what you want.” I also encourage writers to do this. On my sets, no one dismisses the contributions of actors. That said, you have to be funny and you have to know what is funny. Like Dr. Frasier Crane, I am always listening. “Uvula” is a funny word.

				Over the years, I have become both an actor’s director and a writer’s director. I’m very opinionated when I read a pilot script. I want to think, “This is funny, I can add to this.” If I’m interested and don’t already know the writers, I meet with them. All writers think they’re auditioning me, when in actuality I’m auditioning them. I need to find out if they can defend their material without being defensive about it. I don’t want to work with someone who says, “No, it’s funny, do it.” If I make suggestions that they don’t think will improve the script and they can articulate why, I will never be upset by it. If they can’t explain why, I won’t work with them.

				I constantly look for that amazing and rare combination of comedy and heart, humor and humanity. The concept is never what attracts me; it’s the execution. There are lots of shows about bars, news and radio stations, cabdrivers, and shrinks. I want to see what the characters that are put into these situations do. I’m concerned about believability and the economy of the comedy, the shortest distance between the character and the laughter, and the best way to get there. When I direct an episode, I have a lot of notes. I am apt to tell writers, “Fifty percent of what I say is gold and fifty percent is garbage. It’s your job to figure out which is which.” I have a sense of what is funny, but I don’t have a writer’s logic. I will do anything for a joke. I’ll sell a scene down a river for a good joke, but that may not be integral to the emotion in the piece, and where that is wrong, I will fix it.

				What I enjoy most about directing is the sense of surprise that reveals itself along the way. I built my career on trying to do pilots and shows with unknown actors in them. When a known actor says something, the audience is already primed to laugh. The element of surprise is gone. When an unknown actor or unknown character says something funny, you’re startled, so you laugh even harder. There’s no baggage for the audience, no preconceived notions. You never know what’s going to happen with your piece until an audience weighs in. You may think that you know what will be funny as hell, but then an audience watches it and says it is terrible, and you’re shaking your head in dismay. I continue to find this surprise both scary and a rush. When taking a new piece and shepherding it down the creative river, it’s exhilarating to see if an audience will buy it, laugh at it and embrace it, or hate it.

				If you listen carefully to the audience, they will tell you everything you need to know about what you need to do to be funny. My friend and colleague Chuck Lorre, who created Two and a Half Men, The Big Bang Theory, Mom, and many other hits, and who started his career as a musician, said that good comedy has rhythm and pitch, tempo, rests, dynamics—all the things you normally associate with music. We both hear that music.

				To date, I have directed more than seventy-five pilots that have gone to series. I have been called the Sitcom Sorcerer, the Concorde of TV Pilots, the Willie Mays of Directing, and the Obi-Wan Kenobi of Sitcoms. I was most flattered when I was called the Steven Spielberg of Sitcoms and even more flattered when, in response to that, Steven called me and told me that he wanted to be known as the James Burrows of Movies.

				In 1979, Time magazine’s Richard Schickel included me in an article about “the credits you never read,” mentioning the people you don’t see who work behind the scenes. With very rare exceptions, I’ve spent my life behind the camera. Most people wouldn’t recognize me on the street (unless they’ve seen me on The Comeback). Some would recognize my name. But most people know my work. I’m very proud of and very comfortable with that. I’m also proud of all the people I’ve worked with behind the scenes who helped deliver these shows to the audience, some whose names flash across the screen quickly at the end of each show.

				The Charles Brothers, Glen and Les (much more on them later) nicknamed me the “Actor Whisperer”; what I really do is blow in their ear and they’ll do anything I want. But, seriously, it’s a moniker I am both very proud of and accept with slight discomfort. People think that about me because my actors perform so well. The discomfort comes because I have been blessed with such talented performers. The ability to draw out the best in people, professionally or personally, is a skill set. It’s about training a new group of actors to behave as an ensemble and respect one another. I don’t start a show with matchstick figures on a page, planning out each move. I let each actor bring their gifts and show me. I initially suggest where they will be on a stage and how they will move. If anything doesn’t work, we’ll develop it. I expect actors to check their egos at the door, no matter who they are. Again, we’re all in a lifeboat together and we’re all rowing.

				If I had to sum up my professional legacy, it would be that I got to work with some of the most talented people who have contributed to some of the best work in entertainment. Having directed over a thousand shows means that almost any night you can turn on your television or go online and find a show that I directed. I’m very proud of that.

				I continue to direct sitcoms. After almost fifty years, I still crave having my days energized with gifted people. To me, success is not about working less, it’s about working harder at jobs that I adore with brilliant, passionate people that I care about. I continue to work because I both love what I do and love and respect the people I work with.

				Even though I haven’t touched a theatrical stage in a long time, in my head and heart I’m still a theater director. I’m still staging a sitcom as a play and then I film it. That moment in front of a laughing audience is something I enjoy more than anything else I’ve ever done professionally. While every audience is different, each generates its own warmth, affection, and community that galvanizes performers. My favorite night of the week of every series is still show night, when we film. And my palms still sweat before every show night.

				As much as you’ve enjoyed watching all these shows, I’ve had even more fun directing them. I’ve resisted writing a book for a long time. I generally hate talking about myself. But I keep staring at the at least seven imaginary bottles of lightning on my metaphoric mantel celebrating the magical shows and groups that I got to be part of. I wanted to share the joys and the struggles of that journey. This book is a celebration of the great people that I worked with and the joy and challenges we had together. From my first four episodes of The Mary Tyler Moore Show, to eleven episodes of The Bob Newhart Show, eight of Laverne & Shirley, nineteen of Phyllis, seventy-five of Taxi, two hundred forty-three of Cheers, thirty-two of Frasier, fifteen of Friends, forty-nine of Mike & Molly, and two hundred forty-six of Will & Grace, I’ve had the unique privilege and pleasure of directing over a thousand episodes of television, including five thousand rehearsal days, ten thousand rewrites, five hundred thousand network notes, and a million laughs.
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			James Edward Burrows was born in Los Angeles on December 30, 1940, but for as long as I can remember, I was Jimmy. I’m not sure where the James came from, but the Edward was after Ed Gardner, the star of the radio program Duffy’s Tavern and the best friend and mentor of my father, Abe. When I was five, we moved from Los Angeles back to New York City, which is where my childhood really began. We lived on the Upper West Side of Manhattan on 229 West 78th Street, between Amsterdam and Broadway, in a three-bedroom apartment. It was here that my lifelong romance with sports began. On my bedroom wall I had taped up the cover of the first issue of Sports Illustrated, featuring Milwaukee Braves third baseman Eddie Mathews and a picture of Dick Kazmaier, Princeton’s magnificent triple-threat tailback. I was a big New York Yankees fan. I loved Mickey Mantle, Hank Bauer, Elston Howard, Yogi Berra, Phil Rizzuto, and Roger Maris. I saw Mantle hit home runs from both sides of the plate. I went to Ebbets Field for a World Series game. I watched Duke Snider play for the Brooklyn Dodgers.

			My grandmother, Sarah, who spoke English with a Russian accent, lived nearby on 102nd and Broadway, on her own. She would come visit us often, a sweet and supportive fixture as we were growing up. My sister, Laurie, also possessed this same kindness, always looking to help others.

			We were culturally Jewish but not very religious. Both my parents were agnostic atheists. My father was bar mitzvahed. My mom’s parents were Russian Jews, but religion was never an important part of their lives. They flirted in the 1930s with the whole communist movement, which was its own religion at the time, or at least a viable substitute for a conventional one. Both my parents spoke a little Yiddish. The expressions permeated and stuck with me. I heard pisk (mouth), machatunim (in-laws), punim (face), and mishpucha (family). One word always struck me as weird-sounding: fakeft, which means “beholden to.” I remember my father using it about one person who wanted to do a favor for him. He said, “No, I don’t want to be fakeft to him.” It’s a good word.

			When I was twelve years old, I was asked if I wanted to have a bar mitzvah. I think if you give most Jewish boys at any point in our five-thousand-year history the choice of whether they want to put all the work into getting bar mitzvahed at that age, they’d probably decline. Which is what I did. But that’s not where that story ends. My first wife was conservative, and at her urging I got on the “Shul-bus” and agreed to be bar mitzvahed when I was forty-seven years old. The Charles Brothers said that I was the only man they knew who was bar mitzvahed at forty-seven and lost his hair at thirteen.

			What I do remember doing when I was thirteen was seeing movies. Fifty cents got you a ticket to a double feature and a newsreel. Before the Beacon Theater on Broadway and 74th Street became a live-performance venue, it was a movie house. I went to see a double feature of Bwana Devil, with Robert Stack, Barbara Britton, and Nigel Bruce (Dr. Watson to Basil Rathbone’s Sherlock Holmes), and House of Wax, with Vincent Price. His muscular assistant, Igor, was played by Charles Bronson, in one of his first roles—he was still using his real name, Charles Buchinsky. It was the first color 3D feature film from a major American studio, complete with stereophonic sound. The glasses were a novelty. The wax-covered bodies scared the hell out of me.

			I started playing golf at sixteen. I would ride the subway to play public courses throughout the city. I was self-taught and loved the game. Over the years, my swing has gotten good but not as consistent as I aspired to. Occasionally I hit the ball square. There’s the old joke about the gorilla who hits the ball four hundred yards and then goes to putt and hits the ball another four hundred yards. Sadly, my golf game bears too close a resemblance to that joke. (These days, I like to play with my friend Al Michaels. He’ll often bring along two younger guys for a foursome. After they see me hit a couple of drives, they’ll ask me how old I am. When I tell them, their response is usually “No way!,” which always makes me smile.)

			Growing up, I had a set of Lionel electric trains and a reel-to-reel tape recorder. I recorded all the groups that were ushering in the new form of music on the radio, rock and roll, including Bill Haley and His Comets, the occasional Elvis Presley. I fell in love with the rhythm-and-blues and rock groups: Danny and the Juniors, the Cleftones, the Drifters, Little Anthony and the Imperials, Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers, and all the doo-wop singers. Groups of guys would cluster at every street corner and sing harmony. Wonderful sounds emanated from those corners, because the music we were singing—all within four chords—was accessible to us. Music became a crucial part of my life, especially because of its inextricable connection to comedy.

			I was a reticent kid. Quiet in school, often playing stickball with a small circle of friends. On a good day, I could hit the ball for “two sewers,” the length of half a block. We also played stoopball and pitched pennies. I played basketball and baseball in Central Park. I drank vanilla egg creams (milk, vanilla syrup, and seltzer), ate penny candies, the dots on the white paper, and Borden’s vanilla ice cream.

			My mother, Ruth Levinson, was the first person who instilled within me a sense of social awareness, politics, and social conscience. Every year, she had my sister, Laurie, and me march in the May Day parade downtown, which celebrated labor groups and trade unions. She was very left wing and did a lot of social work, including at the Hudson Guild, which helped the poor, and at the West Side Tenants Union. In 1951, she went across the street from our apartment building to Harvey’s Coffee Shop and put enough nickels into the pay phone to reach the White House, begging for clemency and a pardon for Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, who were tried and convicted for espionage. She came back and told us that she made the call to endorse her feelings but didn’t want to do it from home, because she didn’t want her children to be unfairly tarnished by her beliefs.

			My dad, Abe Burrows, was the legendary writer, playwright, director, and producer. Born Abram Solman Borowitz, he grew up in Brooklyn, went to New Utrecht High School and then New York University. He first worked as a Wall Street runner, then as an accountant. In 1938, as Abram S. Burrows, he started writing jokes for nightclubs and radio broadcasts. Abe never aspired to be a writer. The only professional aspiration came from my grandmother, who wanted to be a doctor’s mother. Abe once wrote, “The only reason I started to write is that the Depression was on. I was out of work, and I found out that there were many comedians who needed jokes as much as I needed money.”

			While they were good parents, my mom and dad’s marriage was far from storybook. I remember being eight years old, sitting on a fence at Floyd Bennett Field, right after my father flew back to Los Angeles to live and work. My mother told me that they were divorcing. “Mothers and fathers stop loving each other but never stop loving little children,” she said. I knew that things between my parents weren’t perfect, but there was rarely any yelling or screaming. Neither my sister nor I saw this coming. As I sat on that fence, I thought about how they were separating but wasn’t quite able to figure out why. I couldn’t wrap my head around it.

			I didn’t know many kids whose parents weren’t together. That said, my parents did a good job raising us, even after the breakup. They were always attentive to Laurie and me and were cordial to each other as we shuttled back and forth between them. The lack of confrontation and communication was a shock for me that took a long time to get over. Beginning in my thirties, I spent more than two decades in weekly therapy sessions and eventually learned that I struggled with the divorce because I didn’t understand the animosity between my father and mother. Their parting came as a complete surprise to me because they never fought openly.

			On the positive side, those events also contributed at least partially to my success as a director. Because I didn’t have that stability growing up, I’ve tried hard to provide stability with family, friends, and colleagues. My hypersensitivity made me a good read of people and talent, quicker to sense and manage tension on a set, a good listener, able to get people to work together constructively, and a facilitator of constructive and creative communication.

			Missing being close to his children, Dad moved back to New York in the late 1940s. I don’t think he could have loved Laurie and me any more than he did or have been more nurturing, but he did feel guilty about leaving the family. As a result, he became what was later called a Disneyland Dad, trying to compensate for not being around all the time by being “the fun one.” The division of parenting was clear: Dad did dinner, plays, sports (on my sixteenth birthday, in 1956, Dad and I went to the championship “sneakers” game between the New York Giants and the Chicago Bears at Yankee Stadium. It was twenty degrees and icy, so the Giants wore sneakers instead of cleats and won 47 to 7. Frank Gifford was on the field and Vince Lombardi was coaching. I got to meet quarterback Y. A. Tittle. What a memorable time). He was the hugger in the family, as am I. Mom covered the major and mundane everyday parenting work.

			Upon returning to New York, Dad eventually lived in a floor-through apartment at the Beresford, on Central Park West and 81st Street, which he bought for fifty thousand dollars in 1954. Laurie and I would see him at least twice a week, on a weekday and every weekend. After dinner, he’d put us in a cab home. We’d meet him at the theater before dinner break. We’d eat at Gallaghers and Henry Stampler’s, where he’d order steaks for everyone, and Sardi’s, which was the center of the theatrical universe and home to so many parties. Everybody had spies there, looking at the New York Times writers to get ahead of a review that could make or break a show. Eventually the producer would get a call from the Times before the review was printed. There was either excitement or gloom.

			As a kid, I wasn’t a big reader, mostly comic books and sports magazines. My brain would get too distracted. I still don’t absorb a lot through books, as opposed to my father, who was more innately intelligent and erudite. He seemed to be able to swallow a novel whole in ninety minutes, and it would sink in. He knew the classics, Greek mythology, and Shakespeare. He gave me an old edition of Charles Dickens and made me read Oliver Twist, David Copperfield, and Nicholas Nickleby. I loved it.

			In New York City at that time, theater was the preeminent form of entertainment. As the son of a Broadway playwright and director, I had access to so many great productions, including Finian’s Rainbow with David Wayne and Ella Logan, who were amazing; the stage play of Peter Pan with Jean Arthur (before Mary Martin starred in the musical version); and Where’s Charley? with Ray Bolger, the Scarecrow from The Wizard of Oz. These were among some of my favorites from childhood.

			My first personal exposure to the entertainment business came when I was in the sixth grade. Two people from the Metropolitan Opera came to my school and asked if anybody could sing “My Country ’Tis of Thee.” (It’s now “Happy Birthday.”) I got up and sang and was summarily inducted into the Metropolitan Opera Children’s Chorus. I fell in love with opera and, as with doo-wop, that love affair has lasted throughout my life. It was a totally different theatrical experience from watching my father work, because now I was part of the performance.

			For the next five years I was in Bizet’s Carmen, La Gioconda, Cavalleria Rusticana, La Bohème, and Boris Godunov. We’d sit around during rehearsals at that beautiful facility on 40th Street and Seventh Avenue and soak up the atmosphere while also playing hide-and-seek. We would get three dollars a performance. Pagliacci and Cavalleria Rusticana were shorter and always done together. In the latter, where we were supernumeraries (extras without lines), we got two dollars a performance. We would show up right before going on, so we wouldn’t have to be there all day. In Carmen we were only in the first act, very early on. We’d tease Don José and then go home. We were not afforded a sink to remove our makeup, so we all had urchin makeup on as we rode the subway back home. I’d walk into our apartment, my face covered with soot, and teach my sister all the songs. To this day, I take Laurie to the Hollywood Bowl every summer to see and hear classical music.

			The opera was mesmerizing for me. The music, the costumes, the pageantry, enthralled me. Most kids didn’t get to be in this theater of music. There were only thirty of us. I felt like a kid in a candy store. At the old Metropolitan Opera House, I listened to the magnificent orchestra and these beautiful and extraordinary voices and heard the audiences cheer, yell, and scream in adulation. At eleven years old, this was a new and exciting world.

			After five years, my voice started to change, and I could no longer be in the Children’s Chorus. But because of my involvement, I was able to get into the Fiorello H. LaGuardia High School of Music & Art. The school was founded in 1936 by the New York mayor, who wanted to establish a public school in which students could hone their talents in music, art, and the performing arts. It was located in Manhattan at Convent Avenue and 135th Street, right next to City College. Alumni included Steve Bochco, Tony Roberts, Hal Linden, Richard Benjamin, Liza Minnelli, Dom DeLuise, Suzanne Pleshette, Ving Rhames, Billy Dee Williams, and, much later, my future colleague and good friend Jennifer Aniston.

			Music & Art had kids from all over the city. It was at this point that I began dating, which involved travel. Depending on where you lived, you could be deemed “GU”—geographically undesirable. I went out with a pianist, Gina Raps, who lived in Brooklyn, Naomi Tessler from Riverdale, and Roz Schreiber from Parkchester. Half of the dates were spent going back and forth on a train and a bus.

			Television became part of everyone’s lives by the late 1940s. I remember watching Captain Video and His Video Rangers, the first kids’ science-fiction show, which aired on the DuMont network. Like most of America, I loved Lucy and then, years later, The Dick Van Dyke Show. Westerns were very popular, including The Rifleman, Bat Masterson, and The Life and Legend of Wyatt Earp, which starred Hugh O’Brian (with whom I later would work). Maverick was a legitimate Western that also made fun of every aspect of the Western formula. James Garner’s Bret Maverick wasn’t your typical cowboy. He was a professional poker player, a self-proclaimed coward, and a reluctant hero. A funny rebel with a great smile. Unlike other cowboys, whose hats were pulled down over their foreheads, Maverick’s was back on his head. Tipping the hat back made all the difference in the world—an early lesson for me in the subtle touches that define a character.

			During that time, I also discovered Steve Allen, the host of Tonight Starring Steve Allen, which became The Tonight Show. Steve was saddled with the unenviable pressure of getting an audience to stay up and watch this new format when they needed to be at work at eight A.M. On his first show, in 1954, he bravely went into the audience and asked an older woman if she wanted to say hello to anyone at home; she replied, “Everyone I know is sleeping.” Steve was a genius. He had a brilliantly funny mind.

			Nat Hiken was a founding father of the sitcom. He spent a year with Phil Silvers developing the character of Master Sergeant Ernest G. Bilko, a fast-talking con artist, who ran the motor pool at Fort Baxter, Kansas. Bilko had one weakness—a heart of gold when it came to his men and the Army. Originally called You’ll Never Get Rich, it later became Sergeant Bilko and then The Phil Silvers Show. Nat followed that five-season hit with Car 54, Where Are You?, about the misadventures of bungling but lovable cops in a New York City police precinct in the Bronx. Both were character-driven comedies and among the first shows on television with integrated casts. Nat also was the first not to do pickups (reshooting scenes to correct small mistakes in dialogue), which made the show seem even more realistic. Years later, when I was a director and a producer, we’d occasionally call up a plot of Bilko and say, “This is how they did it then. How can we change it a bit and make it different?”—still using Nat’s ideas but making them our own.

			All these shows were recorded on film in front of a live audience. Film made it look better. It gave the show the patina of Hollywood, one generation removed. All these people that I encountered either directly or on TV were teaching me important skills. I was starting to learn through osmosis.

			

			—

			After high school I attended Oberlin, which was and still is a very liberal institution, fully in sync with how I was raised and what I believed was right. Hopefully, college is the time where you figure out who you are apart from the daily influence of your parents. My mother’s liberal values were now independently mine.

			And while I was at an institution of higher learning, my education came mostly from outside the classroom. We had huge lunches and dinners where everyone talked about ideas and current events. I was obsessed with John Glenn and cut classes to watch him go into space. One of my biggest contributions at the time was sharing with the group Mel Brooks and Carl Reiner’s newly minted 2000 Year Old Man and Bob Newhart’s Button-Down Mind albums, which my dad had sent me. My small single room became the hot spot for kids to come listen to and get blown away by the cutting-edge comedy. My self-esteem and my ability to communicate with people grew exponentially as a result of all these interactions. I was becoming an adult, but I still didn’t know what I wanted to be when I grew up.

		

	
		
		
			
			
				[image: 2 Abe When I was a young man about to go out in the world, my father says to me a very valuable thing. “Son,” the old guy says, “one of these days in your travels, a guy is going to come to you with a brand-new deck of cards and offer to bet you that he can make the Jack of Spades jump out of the deck and squirt cider in your ear. But, son, do not bet this man, for as sure as you are standing there you are going to wind up with an ear full of cider.” Sky Masterson, Guys and Dolls]

			

			My dad was always very present in my life, offering helpful advice and telling me stories about his early years in entertainment. He had come to L.A. in the 1930s, where he started out selling jokes and then became a full-fledged radio writer. His first big hit was on Duffy’s Tavern, a situation comedy with eccentric characters set in a bar (it was either coincidence or prophetic that his son would find his own success four decades later with a comedy set in a bar: Cheers). Beginning in 1941, my dad was head writer for the first five years of Duffy’s ten-year run. He was careful about writing and casting. He implemented a program where writers got paid for submissions that he liked and created a path for the best ones to get jobs. One of the best of his discoveries was Larry Gelbart, who later went on to write for Bob Hope, develop M*A*S*H for television, co-write Tootsie, and co-author Broadway shows, including A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum and Sly Fox. Larry said of my father, “He was the best of us and the one we always wanted to be.” Abe also mentored Nat Hiken and Dick Martin.

			Dad understood a key tenet of casting, the element of surprise. He wrote for two legendary dramatic actors, Charles Laughton and John Barrymore, whom he added to his list of great comedians because they surprised the audience with their comedic chops. Finding dramatic actors that the audience doesn’t expect to be funny and is pleasantly surprised by has been one of the cornerstones of my career as well.

			Dad also had a second career as a songwriter, which led him to play the piano and sing at Hollywood parties. He played by ear—he couldn’t read a note of music, one of the only things I can do that he couldn’t. What he lacked in formal training, he made up for in a joyfulness that matched the lyrics. He endeared himself to Hollywood because he would come to parties and sing his songs and play the piano, along with Robert Benchley, Groucho Marx, Danny Kaye, and Johnny Mercer.

			He composed “type” songs, named after “Scotch type” whisky, which was being peddled during World War II as a poor substitute for the real thing when shipments from England stopped. His parodies included “I’m in Love with the Girl with the Three Blue Eyes”; “How You Gonna Keep Them Down on the Farm after They’ve Seen the Farm”; “I’m Walking Down Memory Lane without a Single Thing to Remember”; “I May Be Sick in the Hospital but I’m Not Sick of You”; “You Put a Piece of Carbon Paper under Your Heart and Gave Me Just a Copy of Your Love,” which he wrote at Ira Gershwin’s house; “I’m So Miserable without You It’s Almost Like Having You Around”; “I Know I’m Going to See You in My Dreams Tonight, which Is Why I’m Going to Stay Awake”; “When Your Hair Turns to Silver, I Will Love You Just the Same Through All the Other Colors”; “Everyone Has Someone, but All I Have Is You”; and “Every Time I Kill Myself, I Die a Little.”

			Louis B. Mayer, the head of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer during the era when studio heads were referred to reverentially as “moguls,” summoned/invited Dad to perform at a party that included Frank Sinatra, Danny Kaye, and Jimmy Durante. Abe became good friends with Danny’s wife and collaborator, Sylvia Fine. My grandfather raised his son with music in the house, so when Dad met Charlie Chaplin, the two hit it off singing English dance-hall numbers and became friends.

			The combination of Dad’s writing and performing success led him to nightclubs, including doing a gig on a cruise ship with Bing Crosby, whom he adored. When they finished singing together for the first time, Crosby said to him, “If the ship’s foghorn ever busted, we’d always have you.” He also starred on a number of radio and television shows, including Breakfast with Burrows. On Abe Burrows’ Almanac, he was billed as “The bald-headed baritone from Brooklyn.” It was on one of the shows, This Is Show Business—where a panel of celebrities solved problems that were presented to them—that he got to know George S. Kaufman.

			Dad owed much of his theatrical success to Kaufman, the legendary comic writer (for the Marx Brothers, among others) who penned or directed at least one play on Broadway in every season from 1921 through 1958, including Guys and Dolls. In 1955, the two collaborated on the Oscar- and Golden Globe–winning film version of Kaufman’s play The Solid Gold Cadillac, which Kaufman had co-written with Howard Teichmann.

			I got to meet George Kaufman. He was very tall, surly, and acerbically witty. For over a decade he was the drama editor for The New York Times, while his shows ran simultaneously on Broadway. He avoided a conflict of interest by not having his shows reviewed by the Times. According to legend, a press agent once asked, “How do I get our leading lady’s name in the Times?” Kaufman replied, “Shoot her.” He hated love scenes and would exit the theater during the scenes in Guys and Dolls between Sky Masterson and Sarah Brown, leaving Dad to direct them. Kaufman was known for being blunt. During that show’s run, he once wrote a note to Stubby Kaye, who was overdoing his scenes: “I’m watching your performance in the back of the theater. Wish you were here.”

			The character Nathan Detroit ran the “oldest established permanent floating crap game in New York,” a perpetually down-on-his-luck mug. Sam Levene was the original Nathan Detroit on Broadway, but he couldn’t sing. Dad’s partner and close friend, songwriter Frank Loesser, was pulling his hair out. When Frank Sinatra was cast as Nathan in the film version, they put a couple of extra songs in for him. Frank Loesser also complained that Robert Alda sang out of one side of his mouth and that the other half of the theater couldn’t hear him. At the premiere of the movie version of Guys and Dolls, which was directed by Joseph L. Mankiewicz, Orson Welles came over to Dad and me after it ended and said, “Joe Mankiewicz just laid a little turd over all your lines,” and walked away.

			Dad learned a lot about directing from Kaufman on Guys and Dolls. Contrary to the image of the old-school Hollywood writers, who were affectionately known as “schmucks with Underwoods,” Dad hated the typewriter; he wrote all his scripts in longhand on big yellow legal pads. Evelyn Green, his longtime assistant, would type everything he wrote. He also wrote on his feet while he was directing. I wound up doing a lot of changes on my feet as well. Seeing the actors and watching the script in real time, you can immediately see what works and what doesn’t.

			When he was directing, my dad always said that when the other actor does a joke, your reaction shouldn’t be slapping your knee; you shouldn’t screw up your face. The way you react to a joke is to pretend that you have three holes in the top of your head and you have three balls. And as you’re trying to react to the joke, you’re trying to get the three balls into the holes. Less is more.

			In my teens, I would go to rehearsals with Dad, including for Guys and Dolls. I’d like to say that I absorbed every creative moment that I was exposed to. I did not. I was a kid. This was my dad at work. During the rehearsals of Guys and Dolls, I snuck up to the empty balcony section and ran around. When you’re a kid, your dad’s fame doesn’t mean that much. I had no “eureka” moment or any epiphany that theater or television was what I wanted to do with my life. If anything, the more I became aware of my father’s legendary reputation and abilities, the more I knew that the theater was the one arena I did not want to go into. Abe cast a long shadow.

			Despite my consciously not wanting to pursue a career in theater, I couldn’t help but pick up on some of my dad’s techniques. One involved him standing behind the scenery and listening to what was going on, rather than watching. He cared about dialogue more than anything else. He went crazy if there was no noise. If he heard silence and no laughter, he assumed it was because somebody was taking too long or that the dialogue was not right. I am also about listening first, before anything else. To this day, I often close my eyes during rehearsals and tapings, to focus on the rhythm of the comedy. If your audience can close their eyes and still see and hear the characters in their head, you’re a success.

			After Guys and Dolls, Dad directed Two on the Aisle, with Bert Lahr and Dolores Gray. He wanted to put a treadmill downstage, so they could move across the stage that way. He called George and said, “I’m thinking of putting a treadmill downstage. What do you think?” George said, “Depends what they say while they’re on it.” That’s how important the written word is. I’ve told that story in every writers’ room I’ve ever worked with.

			Frank Loesser began collaborating with him in the 1940s. Their Broadway alliance resulted in Guys and Dolls and How to Succeed in Business Without Really Trying. (In what is now part of show-business lore, Frank’s first wife, the temperamental Lynn Garland, was referred to as “the evil of the two Loessers,” a play on “the lesser of two evils.” Apparently, Lynn once asked someone, “Why do people take such an instant dislike to me?” The immediate rejoinder was “It saves time.”)

			It seemed like Dad knew everybody in show business and everyone wished to know him. He was very social and was famous for his parties, particularly his New Year’s Eve bashes. It was at those parties that I got to meet Thornton Wilder and the team of Howard Lindsay and Russel Crouse, who wrote the books for Anything Goes and The Sound of Music. His social circle extended beyond actors to the New York literati, including Truman Capote; Ed O’Connor, who wrote The Last Hurrah; Betty Comden and Adolph Green; New Yorker writer Alfred Kazin; John Steinbeck; and Cole Porter, who worked with Dad on Can-Can and Silk Stockings.

			I was not as impressed as I should have been, because at the time I really didn’t know who most of these people were. I saw them through the lens of simply being my father’s friends. I kind of knew about Steinbeck. He got drunk at one of the parties and started railing about the bad reviews that Kazin had written about his books, unaware that Kazin was just a few feet away from him. “I hate him, I hate him!” he said, almost in tears. Aunt Shirley, Abe’s sister, turned to him and said, “How can you hate him when you don’t even recognize him?” The wit was definitely in the gene pool, which always gave me hope. Another time I was sitting at a table with an again-inebriated Steinbeck, who took the speech for the Nobel Prize he won for literature in 1962 from his pocket and showed it to me:

			
				The writer is delegated to declare and to celebrate man’s proven capacity for greatness of heart and spirit—for gallantry in defeat—for courage, compassion, and love. In the endless war against weakness and despair, these are the bright rally-flags of hope and of emulation. I hold that a writer who does not passionately believe in the perfectibility of man has no dedication nor any membership in literature.

			

			Someone whose fame I appreciated immediately was Groucho Marx. One time Abe took me to Chasen’s, a famous L.A. restaurant (and now a famous Bristol Farms supermarket), and we saw Adolph Zukor there—a mogul who had retired as chairman of the board of Paramount Pictures. As the elderly Zukor was shuffling through the restaurant, Groucho was yelling, “Adolph, hasta mañana!” beckoning him to come over. It was certainly good for a chuckle.

			In the 1950s through the 1970s, Dad was a fixture as a panelist on television programs including This Is Show Business, What’s My Line?, and To Tell the Truth. My sister and I loved watching him on these shows. What’s My Line? was the most popular show in the country and was on at ten-thirty on Sunday evenings. While we weren’t allowed to stay up that late to watch it, I did get to go with him to CBS and see him tape the show.

			In 1961, Abe Burrows was the frequent Ed McMahon to Mike Wallace’s Johnny Carson on the talk show PM East/PM West, which Group W Television created to compete with Jack Paar’s Tonight Show. The one time I went to see the show live, they had a novice nineteen-year-old singer from Brooklyn, Barbra Streisand.

			Edward R. Murrow had a show called Person to Person, where he would sit in the studio in a leather chair and interview celebrities in their homes via a large television screen, which seems very commonplace now, especially with Zoom, but was a technological marvel back then. I had my television debut when he interviewed my dad. When Ed asked me, “What do you want to do when you grow up?” my more-nervous-than-illiterate response was “I haven’t made up my decision yet.” Not the most auspicious beginning.

			Dad was a natural and intuitive mentor as well as a willing and diligent student to anyone that mentored him. He was grateful for the guidance he got in his own life and respected people who were passionate and worked hard. Like any good father, he felt the need to ensure I had a career. He was additionally worried about me both because his own career path was circuitous and uncertain in the beginning and because I showed no initial aptitude or drive for any particular trade. He was just looking for me to have a stable professional path as well as the same passion he got from doing something he loved. If I had gone to him during college and said, “I want to be a lawyer,” he would have been just fine with that.

			He had me tested to see if I was suited for anything specific. When I was twenty-one, I took a career test at NYU and a Rorschach test. Dad wrote a letter trying to get the results directly so he could interpret them without the doctor’s filter. The NYU Testing and Advisement Center said that I had “superior intelligence, an overall ability to reason, and a passion for theater” but was inconclusive in its results. At the time, I was laconic and had no inspiration for any career. My only discernible passion was for sports.

			My dad and I were similar in many respects. We both loved people. He had an affectionate way of working and was amazingly calm and focused. He told The New York Times, “I never worry. What could happen? So the curtain comes down.” He was incredibly kind to performers as he was putting a show up on its feet. Kindness informs the way you deal with people. I’ve always tried to be the same way.

			Dad was once asked, “Abe, why don’t you direct drama?” His response was “I do direct drama—they just happen to be funny.” I feel the same way about sitcoms. In their best incarnation, they are dramas that just happen to be funny, and the comedy is character-driven. Abe taught me about the comedy “rule of threes,” that the reaction is just as important as the joke, and how to shave. He once pointed to his glasses and said to me, “Most people look at the world this way.” He then skewed his glasses on his face and said, “I look
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Growing Up

If it’s a girl, Phoebe; if it’'s a boy, Phoebo.

PHOEBE, FRIENDS
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When I was a young man about to go out in the world, my father
says to me a very valuable thing. “Son,” the old quy says, “one of
these days in your travels, a guy is going to come to you with a
brand-new deck of cards and offer to bet you that he can make the
Jack of Spades jump out of the deck and squirt cider in your ear.
But, son, do not bet this man, for as sure as you are standing there
you are dgoing to wind up with an ear full of cider.”
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