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(Jonathan Geffner with, from left:  Ezra, Shmendrik, 

Chippy, Aunt Sarah and Sam Suede.)

How and when did you get interested in ventriloquism?

As a kid, I was a fan of Paul Winchell, the great ventriloquist who had tv variety shows in various permutations throughout most of the 50’s through 60’s.  I also like Shari Lewis (with Lamb Chop) and Jimmy Nelson (with Danny O’Day).  But Winchell was my favorite. However, I did not seriously think about becoming a ventriloquist until many years later . . .

I was walking in Columbus Circle, Manhattan, NY.  I didn’t know what to do with y life.  I felt that my life had hit rock bottom.  I had just dropped out of a PhD program in Piano Performance at NYU.  I had just broken up with a girlfriend.  Up till then, throughout my early adulthood (20’s) I had always scrapped together a meager income as a piano teacher and performer, part-time actor, part-time Hebrew school teacher and itinerant Yiddish translator.  At this point, nothing held interest for me.  No prospects.  Hopeless.  Doomed . . . 

Then I noticed a ventriloquist street performer.   Stopped and watched.  It was the first time I had seen a live ventriloquist.  (Many people prefer us dead, but that’s another story!)  I was mesmerized.  Exhilarated.  Inspired.  I decided then and there that I will become a ventriloquist, no matter what it takes.  I read books about it, went to every ventriloquist performance I could find, asked them questions, networked with them, and experimented and practiced obsessively.  Within one year, I was a fulltime ventriloquist!

Was there someone who inspired your interest?


I collected as many videos and video clips of ventriloquists that I could find.  I watched and studied.  Although, sadly, few videos of Paul Winchell’s hundreds of tv shows survived, the few that I saw became the biggest influence on my development as a ventriloquist.  I modeled myself pretty much after his technique and style of performance.

How does one learn to be a ventriloquist?


Informal woodshedding.  Trial and error.  Experimentation.  Getting tips from any ventriloquist who is willing to share them.  Then practicing, and figuring out whether they were legit tips, or bad ones – designed to prevent you from learning properly so that you will never be a competitor.
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(Schmendrik)

Who was your first dummy (or is there a better name for them?!)!


Shmendrik was my first character.  The proper term is “ventriloquial figure”.


There are other euphemisms, like puppet partner, wooden alter ego, etc. but “dummy” is fine by me!

How did your family feel about your becoming a ventriloquist?


My parents by then had given up all hope of my becoming anything that they could be proud of, so they figured what the heck.  Actually, my father was very supportive.  He built special suitcases for me to lug my puppets (dummies) around in.  And he went with us to a lot of my shows in the early years, helping me to set up and park my car, etc.


After a few years – when it became apparent that I had finally found a way to earn a livable income . . . through this crazy profession, oddly enough even my mother began boasting about “my son, the ventriloquist”.
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(Shmendrik, Chippy 

and Jonathan)
How many characters have you developed over the years?


I’ve developed about a dozen characters.  But I generally use just 3 or 4 in each performance.  There’s a limit to how many puppets I can schlep around to each show!  Especially the wooden ones.  I use both traditional wooden dummies, and also soft puppets, made of cloth and foam, like the Muppets.  They are much lighter weight, and so, easier to carry around.  I enjoy both kinds of puppets, in different ways.  For example, Schmendrik, Aunt Sarah, Uncle Funkle and Chippy are soft puppets.  Sam Suede, Ezra and Danny are wooden Dummies.

How do you develop each personality!  Does the length of time depend on each one?


It varies.  Some I’ve gotten right away.  Others have taken a long time.  Then there are puppets that I’ve bought because they appeal t me, but they’ve been sitting on a couch for years without my getting around to figuring out the right voice and personality for them.
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(Puppet Power!)

How did you evolve your programs for children that are featured in your website at www.geffner.com?

The first shows I did were birthday parties for kids.  I soon realized that if I develop shows for schools with educational themes, I could charge more money per show.  It was a no-brainer!  I inquired at PTA showcases as to which educational themes would be most requested.  I wrote scripts accordingly.  I also get feedback from teachers as to the content, and modified the shows accordingly.  Soon, I became very popular as a school performer.


I also did a few shows in comedy clubs and other adult venues, but I early on decided to specialize in kids shows and family shows.  I enjoyed them better.  And I didn’t want to have to be on the road most of the time, which is what a comedy club performer must do.

You’ve made a movie in England called Boxford Park in the “Dummy Noir” genre.  You are Van Trillo with one of your “partners,” Sam Suede.  Where did you get your idea for the story?  Was it in part of love of the old Charlie Chan movies?

I love film noir, and about ten years ago I thought that it would be fun to somehow do something ventrioquial that would be in that genre.  Since so much of the genre involved detectives and mysteries, I thought of a ventriloquist/dummy detective duo.  Chalrie Chan was certainly one of the influences in the half-dozen feature film screenplays that I’ve written.  In fact, Trillo & Suede’s office is in Chinatown, NYC.  Bogie was another major influence, of course, as well as the Marx Brothers – my favorite comedy team.


I’m still trying to find funding to produce any of these screenplays, darnit, but at least I was able to produce the short film, Oxford Park, as a demo for what the feature films will be like – thanks to my UK partner, Ian Lewis, who is also still searching for ways to fund these films.
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(Jasmine and Jonathan Geffner with Sam Suede [center])

You managed to get it filmed in a short time.  Did you all have fun on the set?


A two-day shoot is too hectic to have much fun, but it was exciting to be shooting “something” that involved Trillo & Suede.

Was there any problem with you, Sam and Aunt Sarah being American?


No problem.  Brits and Americans have a common bond, because Brits are hated worldwide almost as much as Americans.


Actually, everyone on set was very cordial, professional and pleasant . . . though true to reputation, they tended to be a bit reserved.  Cold, one might say, but I didn’t say it, I only said “reserved”.
What was it like behind the camera in London?


We actually shot it in a hamlet near an outer suburb of London.  But I forgot the name.  it was a lovely area, as was the English country side generally.

[Jonothan, for my own interest:  You hear any good ghost stories over there?


No, sorry!]
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(Sam Suede and Van Trillo [played by Jonathan Geffner] at work)

Do you have any more story ideas for Trillo and Suede?


I’ve already written several full length screenplays.  Plus, I’ve written story treatments for about a dozen tv episodes, in case we ever get the chance to do a tv series.


We’ve received some lovely rejections for our proposed tv series – like “brilliant, clever, hilarious, creative” have been used to describe our scripts – but it seems to always come down to the fact that no –one wants to take a chance on something so different from the norm.  In both tv and movies, producers only want to do rehashes of things that have already proven successful.  Or at most, slight variations on them.  Trillo & suede is too different, weird, unprecedented for producers to want to take a chance on.  That’s what we’re up against.  And that’s why our only hope might be to do a very low budget feature film that we finance ourselves.  I’m working on such a script right now.
How does your wife and children feel about all the projects you’re juggling?


Jasmine [Jonathan’s wife] says that I’m setting a good example to the kids about perseverance.    But secretly, I suspect that she feels that I’m setting an example about uselessly knocking one’s head against a wall.  My daughters enjoyed Oxford Park but they’re not enthused about the project – maybe because I’ve made the mistake of sometimes telling them that the reason I can’t play with the at the moment is that I’m writing one of those scripts.


But we “might” be shooting one of these films soon, in India.  If so, my family might take pride.  Finally, when they see Sam Suede and Aunt Sarah up there at the Academy Awards, accepting the Oscars for Best Actor and Best Actress, respectively.
