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A HUMORIST FACES DEATH 

The Valedicto of Irvin S. Cobb 

By 
Dr. bba. Hillel Silver 

t 
The Tem le 

On 
Sunday morning, arch 26, 1944 



A few weeks ago the well !mown American humorist, Irvin S. Cobb, d im at the 

age of 67. His name was a household word among the American people. He 1as 

gre~tly enjoyed and loved b) an entire generation of ~mericans ·ho read ·ith keen 

deli 0 ht his genorous outpourings of ~it and drollery. He belonged to .that 

characteristic American galaxy of American humorists - w·111 Rogers, Dooley, 111ark 

Twain - who laughted at life ,ithout alice, who exposed hum n foibles ~. ithout 

bitterness and ,ho broubht the saving grace of a penetrating but kindly it to ply 

upon our na tional life. These nen belo ed to a school of wise homespun philosophers 

, ho illumined life b) the rich gaiety of their spirits and ho helped to correct 

· men's perspective upon t r~emselves not by denouncing t !1 em but by inviting them to 

laugh at t emselves. 

r. Cobb himself defined his own techni~ue. He regarded humorous writing 

as he put it, as about t ne most serious ork a writin an c .... n do. Th.~t, of 

course, is very true. As someone said long a o: "' umor is gravity concealed 

behini the jest." 

"He had two rules in writing humor. The first , as to try to avoid giving 

offense to any individual. The other was, as he expressed it, to seek , between 

t he lines, to say to a reader: 'Listen, old man, I'm about to poke fun at some 

of the foolish t hi s ou hc.1.ve done ~nd said, out un ers t and, ple~se, that no matter 

hCNi foolish you may have been in your time, I'm li big er ass t han you ever can 

hope to be. e're both in the same boat, so bear with me while I make confession 

for t he t ½o of us.'" And that is a r a ther good technique for a humorist. His 

was a form of 1aggish humanism and imsical homiletics. 

Irvin S. Cobb wanted his death to be like his life - cheerful. Two years 

ago he •rote a sort of running commentary, a sort of biography ,hich he called 

"Exit Laughing". He wishes to close his life on the same note on \hich he lived 

and be consistent to life in death. 
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So thut a few weeks ago, before his death, he wrote a 1500 word letter to 

his friends in which he gave detailed instructions as to the kind of funeral 

and burial he wanted. He spiced his letter .. ·ith many uips ith shrewed and 

ily comments and jewels of isdom in unsuspected packages. 

The ma .. 's admonition as regards his funeral is "to keep the thing cheerful". 

No black crepe, no mourning habilrr.ents, no show of grief at his funer 1. He 

:anted a plain burial. He vanted to wrapped up in plain sheet or cloth. He 

didn't want to be'tlecked out in one of those dismal numbers run up by the under­

takers dressmakin~ es tablishment. 11 He does not \--ant to make his exit in a tail­

coc.1.t with white tie &nd artificial peurl studs." He wants no one to look upon 

his f ith in death. 

death 

One is reminded of the great Saladin . He, too, left ins t ructions for his 

that there be no solemnity attached to his fune r al, th~t a humble priest 

take his shirt and affix it to a lance and walk before him and say: "The 

great Saladin i:a who conquered the whole East as nothing at death but his 

shirt." 

Not all people feel like aladin or like Irvin Cobb. How often you and I 

have seen people all dressed up in a coffin md reclining in a very expensive 

casket which cost more money than they ever gave to charity, lieing and waiting 

to be admired, wui ting to h· ve people say: "How well they look". Irvin Cobb •• anted 

to be wrapped up in a plain sheet, naked and his ashes placed in an inexpensive 

canister. Arrl he wanted no flowers. He preferred that people give their money 

to some ch rity. How often you and I have seen funeral homes converted into 

florists shops and the deceased embowered in a cluttered up world of multi-

colored and v riously sized harps, lyres and lutes, floating-angels and cherubim, 

baskets, blankets, boxes, pots nd hampers, all beribboned and bEd.o5a.ned., and 
and I 

you/wondered whether the dead man as really so fond of floNers, and hy he nad to 

wait so long to get them. 
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Irvin Cobb ants his aGhes taken to his home town, Paducah, and "at 

t e proper planting season a hole shall be dug in our family it .. and a dogwood tree 

planted t here and the ashes strewn in the hole to fertilize the tree roots. 'hould 

the tree live t hat will be monument enough for me." Let them cover the pot with 

leaves or berries or leafy boughs from his beloved native countryside. 

He wants no pallbearers. Those of his friends ho want to go alon~ for the 

ride are welcome. He invites his old-time friends by name. Ladie are .elcome 

with or without escorts. 

He doesn't want a so-called ~hris tian burial, service to be read a t hi 

funeral. He regards it "as one of the most cruel am pa~anish ~hings inherited by 

our forbears from our remote pagan ancestors." But in deference to his mother 

who ·:as a faithful co, unicant of the Presbyterian Church, he requests that the 

Pastor t e invited and be requested to read at his funeral the 23rd Psalm which was 

his and his mother's favorite passage from the Scriptures "since it contains no 

charnal words, no morbid mouthings about corruption and decay." For t he wind-up 

of the services he would be grateful to some of his col8red frierrls to sing 

"Swing low, Sweet Chariot" and "Deep River." 

He wants no monument upon his grave. "Should t he tree live, th.:A,t will 

be monument enough f or me." "But should my surviving r elatives desire to - k 

the spot further, I make so bold as to s gest t hat t hey use either a slab of plain 

Kentucky limestone set fl&t in the kind earth or a rugged natural boulder of 

Southern granite bearing a small bronze late ith my name on it and, if it seems 

pertinent, the year of my birth and tbe year of my death, which appears to be the 

custom, alt 1ough I could never under~tand why a ~ravestone should carry mention of 

the only t wo events in th career of the deceased :• ith hich he had absolutely 

nothing to do." 

Am "also on the brcmze tablet or the stone slab, as the c se y be, and provided 

it doesn't cost too much, I'd like to have inscribed cert lines from the epitaph 
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which Robert Louis tevenson wrote for himself, to wit: 

"This be the verse you grave for me: 
"Here he lies where he lo ed to be; 
" l ome is the sailor, home from the sea, 
"And the hunter home fran the hill." 

"Or, if a simpler single line bearing the same imprint seems desirable, I 

offer this one as suitable: 'I have come back home.'" 

That is how Irvin S. Coob regards de&th. To return to his native elements 

and have his shes vertili:e the tree-roots and soto return to the et ~rnal stream 

of life. That is ho he looks upon death, life which is transformed and un-ending, 

changing but never corrupt or decay_d. 

This was his faith. and it seeaed to have bro~ht 6ladness to him. This 

what enabled him to be able to s yon his death: "Keep the thing cheerful." 

"For hare is where he longed to be", at home in the bosom of the everlasting 

the ·earth, the soil, the skies and winds and rains. He was a ·pa.rt of it, of its 

essential substance, of its indestructibility, of its enduring existence. 

Judging by his letter and by his book, "Exit Laughing", Irvin S. Cobb 

was not an orthodox religious man. He belonged to no church. He had a religion, 

but with out creed and dogma. He was not gr eatly impressed by much th t he found in 

orthodox denomin..itions about him. Some of the orthodox theologies spoke of Hell 

and Heaven. The reason why he loved the 25rd Psalm so much because it is "n.ercifully 

without creed or dogaa, carries no threat of eternal hell fire for those parties we 

do not like, no direct promise of a he· ven which, if one may judge by the people \1,ho 

are surest of going there, must be a po erfully dull place, populated to a considerable 

and uncomfortable degree b prigs, time-servers and unpleasantly a gressive individuals. 

Hell may have a worse climate but undoubtedly the company is sprightlier." 

Irvin Cobb evidently had not tho ht through his religious position, nor had 

he clearly devined its concepts. There was something :In ev,ry religion hich 

ap ealed to him. He was hoping for a kind of synthetic religion to which he could 

subscribe. In his letter he describes what he would term an ideal reli ion if he 
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had one. 

"s an aside I might add t h t my notion of 
with 

n ide 1 r e i..;i n ;muld combine t 'he 

dignity and t · e beauty of the Romanist rit 1/certain other ingredients; t he good 
and t he ability 

taste/of t he Unitari ns and Episcopalians - a tra.it not too co.nmon to some of the 

evangelical groups - to mind their own business. I'm proud that I neverset myself 

up to be m7 brother's eeper, aving been sufficiently occupied by the job of being 

my own keeper. To these add the noble ethics and the s lendid tolt.! ance ex ressed 

in reformed Juiaism; the study of independence and the good business principles 

of the vormons; the gentle humility arrl ordered humanity of the uakers plus the 

militant zeal and unselfish devotion of t.'hose shock troops of t he Lord -- the 

S·lv~tion Army, who fi ~ht in the trenches of sin' ~ no-m· n's land to reclaim the 

tortured souls and clothe t he na ed bodies of those 

world forgot. 

om the rest of a snobbish 

"If, based on this combin tion, there was a determirn ... tion to practice the 
. sectless preachments and t e teachin0 s of Jesus Christ, ho wus the first true 

entleman of recorded history and the greatest gentleman thut ever lived, I might 

not have joined t,e fold, but certainly I'd have stood on t he siAe lines and cheered 

for it." 

And t ere is his ideal religion. But the difficulty with it of course is the 

same difficulty you have hen you try to ma ea composite picture of human beings. 

You get no picture at all. You get a super-imposed picture of one on top of 

another, a blur, indistinguishable, distorted, unreal picture of the man. 

To be a real directive in one's life, religion must possess certain 

consistencies in thought and a corresponding outer ex ression in form discipline 

and ritual. What attracted · r. Cobb to the specifieti qualities of each religion 

are not incidental and cannot b ; abstr~cted fran their full life and nistory. It 

is as well to wish for a sin le flo :,er that ill combine t e statliness of a lily, 

the fragr~nce of a rose, the modesty of a violet, t e dignity and beaty of a 

It J·ust cc:1nnot be done. r.ivery flower is uni .. ue unto itself and chrysanthemum. 
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pCBsessed of inner meaning of its own. 

There is an essential and uni ue enius in each greut, historic religion 

which escapes tne see er after th electric and t he selective, nd mich complPtely 

satisfies the men who steep themselves in them. 

I as intrigued by the m·nner in w ·ch u-. Co bb describes t e ,aster of 

Christianity - as a true gentle an -- a rat' er in t riguing ~.nd original epithet. 

Wh t does he r. ean by it? I ·, ·ent to his book, "Exit Laughing" , •here he has 

si ·1ar tnoughts expressed, and I found that hat makes him describe J esus as 

the "first gentleman of history" are his qualities of humility, humanity, utter 

lack of snobbishness, his thoughtful consi er~tion for his fellow beings, 

com assion fr their eaknesses and forgiveness for t neir sins, his graciousness 

and gentleness, dignity and cour~ge, simplidty, his regard for duty." All of 

hich is true. But those ualities are not uni ue to Jesus. You find them in 

many other great founders of religion, teachers f !::.I1kind. You find t ne s e 

ualities in Abraham, uoses, Buddah, Confucius. If one reads the Ne• Testament 

one realizes th~t Jesus experienced anger, ind i gnation. e found him~elf 

criticising, cursing the evil-doers and t ' r eatening them iith hell fire. He 

drove the money-changers out of the Tern le. One finds ualities in this great 

reli5ious leader th~t are not · lways those of tne ten- er, gentleman Jesus. 

But.here r. Cobb would like to be selective and unr•alistic. 

And because in an uncritical manner heh s idealized the founder of 

Christianity, he proceeds e ually unrealistic· lly to pour fire nd brimstone 

upon the vengeful, bloody-minded Jehovah of the Old Test~ment. 

"By the way, ht..ve . ou ever noticed th t in time of w r not e most passionate 

partisan dares to ask the Prince of Pe ce to ble s his bloody arms ·rrl for ard his 

bloody deeds? He invokes t'1e aid of the god ofunjustified battles as created by the 

ancient ebrews. 
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"All Hitler needed to do was to let his whiskers ~rout and sit on a nest 

of thlm erbolts a.nd naked s ords, thinking of la0 ue and pestilence and r ·,pine and 

slau
0 hter and slavery for t he vanquished, to be a fit understudy for the vengeful, 

murderous Jehovah of t he ... "'ore art of ne Old Testament." 

r" ow , at r. Cobb meant b t he f or epart he doesn't s ecify. 11h.a. t sµecial 

bo ks he did not ap rove of, hich represented t his god as t he murderous god 

Jehovah, he does not say . 'urely he could not have referred to the first five 

books of 'oses. For Goo is spoken of as in t he ten commandments, showing mercy 

to thousands ho love me. urely it could not have been the Godo the Book 

of Exodus, t he Lord God of mercy and compassion, great patience, full of kin ness. 
God of the 

Surely it could not have been the/boJk of Leviticus, ho ordained man to 

leave corner of his field to t i e poor and t e widow, who said do no injustice, 

not to hate your neighbor: "Thou shalt love thy as t hyself, for I am the 

Lord. I womer just exactly what he did h vein mind. I onder ,hehter he had 

repeated something hich he was tau~ht as a c ,ild in Sun ~ chool. 

There is a sharp contrast of t he uoo of the Old Tes t a nent ith the God of 

the New Testament dating back to the second century B.C.E., hen one of t he e~rly 

Christi ns made an unr ·al contrast and described t e od of the Old Testament 

as a "stern, jealous, wruthful God, ho exacts blin obedience, fe i...r. Th re 

is abs8lutely nothing to it. The llod of Jud ism is a od of jus tice and t he Gcxi 

of love, a these are not irrconcilable. God is a jut God. Life must be build on 

a foundution of justice. God ~unishes, but not in vengeance, but in or er to 

correct, to s et men right. ,md always t ere is a quality of Tshuvah 

to start afresh with forgiveness. 

penitance, 

But then Cobb was no Cl:ireful s tudent of Judai sm or Christiafl.i ty, and e sh 11 

not uarrel ith him. He meunt well. His he rt was full of human kindness. He was 

tole Lant, open hearted. He • s enerous. I would say his example of all humor is 

sensible, arm, tender. This fine American humorist had h~ t arm tender fellow-
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feelin0 with all forms, organic, or inor anic ••• 

He thou6ht th ... t perh· ps some of is fello to ns-people mi :,nt •·ant to have . 

some memorial services ·nd so he took cure of th t too. He says: "I ru.ther 

figure some of my fellow townspeople might favor memorial exercises of sorts 

either in connection with the funeral or elswaere. Personally, I have no objection, 

only desiring t hat no dism 1 note be permitted to ooze into the proceedings. Keep 

the thing ch erful, boys and girls. If somebody feels c~lled upon to speak, I'd 

like to suggest for t.'1.e job -- well, s y Tom Waller. He could be depen. ed ~on 

to be neither verbose nor lachrymose. Or, if Waller isn't available, there's Jack 

Fisher or Jim Wheeler or - oy dhelbourne. Only make it snap y. 

" ell, I reckon that will be about all, ex<lJ)t t • t I extend, in passing 

my affectionate and oruteful regards to the gracious and generous folks who make 

up so overwhelmingly the d ellers in m T ho e co. unity and my nutive sect· on. 

You've been mighty good to me and 

and bless you and prosper you." 

apprecia te it. uch obliged, yo all, nd :roodbye 

And I sup~ose th t is erh ps the best way to -take our departure from this 
who 

good kindly and humorous man/bl easel the burdens of many eople by making them 

laugh. Perhaps it is a good way to take our departure fron other peoples, about to 

leave to say: "You've been mi0 ht good to me anci I a,._ reciate it. 

you all, and goodbye and ble s you and prosper you." 

uch obli ed, 



out c~rruption and 
e decay eing mercifully_ with­
- out c e or dogma, carries no 
r threat of eternal hell fire for t~ose 
1 parti s we do not like .. no ?u-ect 

promise of a heaven which, 1f on 
n may judge by the people who a 
~ surest. of going there. must be 
1 powerfully dull place. populated to 

a considerable and uncomfortable 
d degree by prigs. time-servers and 

unpleasantly aggressive individ­
uals. Hell may ha,·e a worse 
climate but undoubtedly the com-

• pany is sprightlier. 
The Cat,lics. with their geniu 

for stage anagement, handl 
this detail tter. Th officiatin 
clergyman s eaks in Latin and 
the parishio ers being unac­
quainted with at language, are 
impressed by e mystery and the 
majesty of rolling. sonorous 
periods w· hou being shocked by 
distressing allu • ons and harrow-
i,refercnces. 

De cribe "Ideal Religion,. 
s an asid I might add that 

my notion of an ideal religion 
would combine the dignity and 
the beauty of the Romanist ritual 
with certain other ingredients; 
the good taste and the ability of 
the Unitarians and Episcopalians 
-a trait not loo common to some 
of the evangellcal group -to mind 
their own business. I'm proud 

that I never set myself up to be 
my brother's keeper, having been 
sufficiently occupied by the job 
of being my own keeper. To these 
add the noble ethics and the 
splendid tolerance expressed in 
reformed Judaism; the study of 
independence and the good busi­
ness principles of the Mormons: 
the gentle humility and ordered 
humanity of the Quakers. plus the 
militant zeal and unselfish devo­
tion of those shock troops of the 
Lord-the Salvation Army, who 
fight in the trenches of sin's no­
man's land to reclaim the tortured 
souls and clothe the naked bodies 
of those whom the rest of a snob­
bish world forgo . 

If, based on this combination. 
there was a determinaUon to prac­
tice the sectless preachments and • 
the teachings of Jesus Christ. who 
, as the first true gentleman of 
recorded history and the grearest • 
gentleman that ever lived, I might 
not have joined the fold. but cer­
tain~ I'd have stood on the side 
• nd cheered for it.-:::::::-, 

y the way, have you ever no­
ed that in time of war not the 

most passionate partisan dares to 
ask the Prince of Peace to bless 
his bloody arms and forward his 
bloody deeds? He invokes the aid . 
of the god of unjustified battles J 
as created by the ancient Hebrews. 

All Hitler ne ded to do was to 
let his whiskers sprout and sit on 
a nest of thlmderbolts and naked 
swords, thinking of plague and 
pestilence and rapine and slaugh­
ter and slavery for the vanqui hed, 
to be a flt understudy for the 
vengeful, murderous Jehovah of 
the forepart of the Old Testament. 



~•ri'lu- with or without escorts. 
rather figure some of my to 

ell ow to\ ·nspcople might favor 
memorial exerci es of sorts, either en 
in connection with the funeral or B1 
elsewhere. Personally, I have no f 
objection, only desiring that no a 
dismal note be permitted to ooze s 
into the proceedings. Keep the p 
thing cheerful. boys and girls. If u 
somebody feels called upon to Ii 
speak, Id like to suggest for the c 
job-well, say. Tom Waller. He e, 
could be depended upon to be h 
neither verbose nor lachrymose. s 
Or. if Waller isn't available, there's 
Jack Fisher or Jim Wheeler or F 
Roy Shelbourne. Only make it h 
snappy. d 

Well, I reckon that will be about B 
all, except \hat I extend, in pass- E 
in", my affectionate and grateful 1 
regards to the gracious and gen- !i 
erous folks who make up so over­
whelmingly the dwellers in my ~ 
home community and my native 
section. You·ve geen mighty good ~­
to me and t appreciate it. Much 1 

obliged. you all, and goodbye and sl 
bless you and prosper you. 

IRVIN S. COBB. 
At New York, Dec., 1943. 



others have, occasiona , 
h ven't." 

He had two rules in writing hu­
mor. The first was to try to avoid 
giving offense to any individual. 
The other was, as he expressed it, 
to seek, between the lines, to say 
to a reader: "Listen. old man, I'm 
about to poke fun at some of the 
foolish things you have done and 
said, but understand. please, that 

, no matter how foolish you may 
, have been in your time I'm a big­

ger ass than you ever can hope to 
be. We're both in the same boat, 
so bear with me while I make con­
fession for the two of us." 

In H~lywood M,. Gobb's flrst 
. star ro ~ 86 Captain Eli in . ., 



ast But hould my surnvmg rela­
•·1 tives desire to mark the spot fur­
he ther, I make so bold as to suggest 
te- that they use either a slab of plain 
of Kentucky limestone set flat in the 

·ng kind earth 0 1 a rugged natural 
oy boulder of Southern granite bear­

e ing a small bionze plate with m) 
nd name on iL and. if it s ems perti 
ck nent, the ye r of my birth and the 
rd ear of my death. which app ars 

lo be th custom. although I could 
never understand why a grave­
stone should carry mention of the 
only two events m the career of 

d; the deceased with which he had 
ve absolutely nothing to do--unless 
e he committ d suicide. 

Also on the bronze tablet or th 
- 5tone slab. as the case may be, an 

et provided it doesn't cost too much 
·k I'd like to have inscribed certain 
e lines from the epitaph which Rob­
e ert Louis Steven on wrote for lum­
f self, to., it, as follows: 

ts "These be he lin s you 'grave 
is for ' 
e Here I lie he e I long to be 
e Home is e h ter, home lrom 

the hill, 
0,~ And the ilor horn Jrom the ea." 
i- I'm q oting from memor . If 
er rm , r g will some ody indl 
v- correct e? 

fMr. Cobb's quotalio 
rd- error. he lines from " 
lled writte by Stevenson and 
ing on hi tomb ·tone, follow: 

was "This b the verse you grave for 
ary me: 
city Here he lies where he longed to be; 
ub. Home is the sailor, home <from the 
ere sea, 
pm And the hunter home from th 

hill.") 
t is Or. if a simpler single line bear­

ing the same imprint. seems de­
sirable, I offer this one as suitable: 

eous "I have come back home." 
one He Ban Flower 
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