
The Jazz Singer (Alan Crosland, 1927) 
 

A film of its time. 

 I’m glad to say. 

 “Jackie – this ain’t you?” gasps Al Jolson’s mother, as she comes into his dressing 

room and sees him in blackface for the first time. It’s the dress rehearsal for his first 

night on Broadway, and he’s bound to be a big hit. But his father, the cantor, is dying 

– we’ve just been reduced to shivers of utter disbelief as Jolson looks at himself (in 

blackface) in the mirror, and in the mirror imagines his father in the synagogue, 

singing the Kol Nidrei as he, his son, prepares to go on and sing his minstrel numbers. 

It’s Yom Kippur, and they want him to go to the synagogue and sing in his father’s 

place, with a view to cheering the old guy back to life. Jolson is thus torn between his 

burgeoning career and the call of his race: the show must go on – but how can he let 

his father die? 

 

   
 
        This is not Jolson’s mother. 

                   Neither is it Olivier as Othello. 

 

 Of such dilemmas is the life of an artiste composed, week by week. 

 What they don’t tell you is that this very famous film is a silent, with intertitles 

ninety percent of the time. Only the songs are heard, and one word (“Stop!”), which 

seems dubbed-in. It clearly survives in an excellent print, and some of the shots taken 

in the streets of New York must be of great historical interest. 

 Al Jolson – bigger in his time than Crosby and Sinatra put together – is a very 

reasonable actor, say what you like about his taste in music. Whether or not aided by 

the director, his reactions, his truly silent moments, are understated and often moving. 

Even his hammy moments are contained. As an icon he’s a bit long in the tooth, and 

the eyeliner makes him look longer still. He was a victim and exploiter of the ghastly 

taste in sentimentality and fake pathos which made Chaplin such a huge phenomenon; 

but we don’t – at least in this film – suspect the hideous underbelly of parasitical, anti-

social violence which renders everything Chaplin did so murky. 

 

In the event, he cancels the show, and sings in the synagogue. The synagogue is 

situated right door to where his parents live, so that his father hears that he’s come 

back to the fold. The old man is so happy, he drops dead of shock. 


