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Famous Slovenian American impressionist, actor, comedian and
singer and the unforgettable Riddler in the Batman Television Series
By Edward Gobetz

While the Slovenian roots of movie star Audrey Totter were unknown to her
compatriots until her famous scientist relative, Dr. John Totter, from Griblje in Bela
Krajina disclosed them to us, many Slovenian Americans have long proudly claimed
Frank Gorshin as one of their own. Papers such as Ameriška Domovina, Prosveta,
Amerikanski Slovenec, Nova Doba, Glas Naroda, Zarja and Slovenska Država, loved to
publish the news about Frank Gorshin, the guy from Pennsylvania whom you could
watch on TV and in the movies. Indeed, as the Riddler in the Batman television
series he has become one of the most widely known American actors.
Frank was born on April 5, 1934, in Lawrenceville, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.
His father, Frank Sr., was a second-generation Slovenian American whose parents
immigrated to America from Dolenjska, Slovenia. Frank Sr. worked for the
Pennsylvania Railroad as a sign painter and machinist. His wife, Frances or Fanny,
nee Prešeren, came as a young girl from Regerča Vas, near Novo Mesto, the main city
of Dolenjska, or Lower Carniola, in Slovenia. She was a seamstress and a housewife,
both of which were respected positions in the community. Frances and Frank Sr. had
three children: Frank Jr., the subject of this article; Herman, who was killed by a car
at 15, and Dorothy who studied piano, married and had three children.
Both of Frank’s parents were active in Pittsburgh’s thriving Slovenian
community. They sang in the Slovenian Singing Society Prešeren, named after the great
Slovenian poet Dr. France Prešeren (1800-1849). They were also acting in various
Slovenian plays. When I interviewed Frances more than 35 years ago, she proudly
told me that she was a distant relative of the poet Prešeren: her grandfather and
the poet’s grandfather, she believed, were cousins. She also said that her son, Frank,
being the product of a Slovenian home, spoke mostly Slovenian before going to
school. (Unfortunately, disregarding irrefutable facts, Ratko Martinović, writing in
2012, somehow persuaded Wikipedia to identify Gorshin as Croatian, a claim that no
objective informed Croatians, and, of course, no informed Slovenians, could support,
yet Wikipedia accepted this misleading claim, although its remaining information is
quite valuable).
Frank’s early environment provided considerable cultural stimulation, especially
in areas of singing, music and dramatics, the favorite recreational activities of his
parents and of his widely known aunt, the sister of Frank Sr., Mrs. Mary Skerlong, a
noted Slovenian community leader and fraternalist, who taught Slovenian school and
was for several decades an announcer on the Slovenian radio program in Pittsburgh;
she also generously helped us with our research, especially in Pennsylvania and, of
course, on her nephew Frank Gorshin Jr.
Young Frank, or Frankie, loved to paint and originally thought he would become
an artist. But, after completing his grade school at Lawrenceville and the Peabody
High School in Pittsburgh, he enrolled at the Carnegie Tech School of Drama. His
interest in acting, first more or less unknowingly aroused by his parents when he was
about twelve years old, was further stimulated during his high school years. This is
how he put it:
“I started doing impressions in high school. I was able to entertain people and
enjoyed doing it. The first was Al Jolson, when I was 15. I went to movies with a
friend to see The Al Jolson Story and I was fascinated by the man, what he did for
people. I got oﬀ the streetcar, near home, singing like Jolson. I just did it.”
Then he got a job on weekends as an usher at a nearby movie house and refined
his talents as an impersonator. “I would see someone on the screen that I liked and
it would just happen.”
At 17, Frank had for the first time an opportunity to participate in a citywide talent
contest and won. His prize was a one-week engagement at Jackie Heller’s Carousel,
with Alan King as headliner. This was to be Frank’s first paid job as entertainer.
Yet, destiny intervened. Two days before the opening date, his brother Herman, 15,
was hit by a car and killed. Crushed by this sudden tragedy, Frank and his parents
discussed what to do. Nothing could bring Herman back, who was himself so excited
about Frank’s first breakthrough. He would want him to go ahead. Frank’s parents
suggested that he should perform and do his best. Frank did so — for the entire
week — and for the rest of his life (Burns Mantle Yearbook, quoted by Gene Shefrin in
“Frank Gorshin,” July 1982, p. 5).
In 1951, Frank started attending the Carnegie Tech School of Drama. In 1953,
he was drafted into the army and was stationed mostly in Germany, serving in
Special Services and, you guessed it, doing impressions in the USO (United Service
Organization) shows. It was there that Maurice Bergman spotted him — and his
professional career began. Upon Frank’s return to civilian life, Bergman introduced
him to a Hollywood agent who got him a role in the Paramount notion picture, The
Proud and the Profane. Various roles in movies and in television dramas followed.
In 1957, according to Shefrin, while visiting his parents in Pittsburgh, Frank was
phoned by his agent to rush back to California to screen test for the Clark Gable film,
Run Silent, Run Deep. Eager not to miss such an attractive opportunity, Gorshin drove
for 39 consecutive hours, fell asleep at the wheel on the Turner Turnpike in Oklahoma,
crashed, suﬀered a fractured skull, and woke up in a hospital four days later. One of
the Los Angeles newspapers had erroneously reported that he was killed. His role
went to Don Rickles.
Although fate prevented him from landing that coveted role with Clark Gable
(with whom, incidentally, Slovenian American actress Audrey Totter proudly costarred in Any Number Can Play, in 1949), Gorshin, after leaving the hospital, appeared
in several movies, among them as a Brando-like method actor in the motion picture,
The Bells Are Ringing (1960) with recognized stars Judy Holliday and Dean Martin
(born to Italian parents as Dino Crocetti). As Shifrin reports, he also endeared himself
to numerous fans as the myopic student bass player in Joe Pasternak’s film, Where the
Boys Are.
As we have already seen, Frank started doing impressions of movie stars when
he was a high school student in Pittsburgh. He continued doing them during his
two-year stint in the army and, after his honorable discharge, in civilian life. In 1958,
he made his first Hollywood nightclub appearance at the Purple Onion. In 1966,
he became the first impressionist ever to headline in a Las Vegas “main room,”
where his engagements soon included the Flamingo, the MGM Grand, the Sahara,
the International, and the Aladdin. A partial list of other famous spots includes the
Empire Room of Waldorf-Astoria Hotel in New York, the Blue Max in Chicago, the
Diplomat Hotel in Miami, the Yorick’s in Dallas, the Harrah’s Club in Reno, the
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Sands Hotel and Caesar’s Boardwalk Regency in Atlantic City, the Fairmont in San
Francisco, the Westside Room and the Century Plaza Hotel in Los Angeles, the Caribe
Hilton in Puerto Rico, and the Queen Mary Suite in London, England (Shefrin, p. 7).
While this writer, and probably most of our readers, have never even remotely
seen (or even wished to see) any of these places, they clearly attracted countless
Hollywood celebrities and other well-to-do influential people and, of course,
domestic and foreign tourists. According to Larry Kart’s “Impression Shows
Gorshin‘s Special Talent” (The Chicago Tribune, Feb. 20, 1980), “This artist knows how
to profile a performer without baiting him or humiliating him. He has the fine gift
of doing his fellow-men as ludicrous and loveable at the same time, so his show has
consistent warmth that possibly is unique. … Gorshin is so good at what he does that
one has to look twice to grasp the nature of his skill.”
Fred Thomas in his article titled “Frank Gorshin’s One Man Army Delights
Audience” (The Tampa Tribune, April 27, 1978), tells us about “Gorshin’s 70-minute
show that delighted his audience at Tierra Verde Hotel, as he impersonated 35
characters (among them John Wayne, Ed Sullivan, Dustin Hoﬀman, Peter Falk,
Richard Burton, James Cagney, Burt Lancaster, Lionel Barrymore, Bing Crosby,
Clark Gable and his first high school impression, Al Jolson). He received a rousing
standing ovation.” And Penny Christianson wrote that “in addition to being an actor
in TV series, motion pictures, and the theater, Gorshin has also been one of America’s
foremost night club performers, where his inimitable impressions, combined with
singing and comedy, have easily secured him $40,000 a week engagements, even
before the current inflation” (“Will the Real Frank Gorshin Please Stand Up,” Valley,
October 1979, p. 75).
And what do the subjects of his impressions say? Let us quote but a few:
Broderick Crawford: “He is great. He should have done Highway Patrol instead of
me.” Gary Grant: “I am pleased with Frank Gorshin’s impression of me. As far as I can
objectively assess, from having watched my own films, he has excellently captured
my mannerisms and speech.” Steve McQueen: “Gorshin’s impressions of me scare
me — he is that close. I think he is one of the finest performers I have ever seen.”
Richard Widmark: “His reproduction of me is uncanny. He is a wonderful actor.”
Kirk Douglas: “I am fascinated by his imitation and impressed by the way Frank has
captured my gestures and mannerism.” And Dean Martin put it succinctly: “Frank
Gorshin does me better than I do me” (Shefrin, p. 9).
While he was known as one of America’s greatest, if not the greatest, impressionist,
he often felt uncomfortable about this narrow, stereotyped perception of his abilities.
Such stereotyping may have unfavorably intervened with other areas of his career,
such as dramatic acting, since some directors and producers increasingly viewed his
as primarily an impressionist (Christianson, p. 74).
Indeed, after Gorshin's stint in the Army (1953-1955), where he was
touring Germany doing impressions in USO shows and Maurice Bergman
recommended him to a Hollywood agent, he obtained a job with the Paramount
Motion Pictures, a leading Hollywood Film production and worldwide distribution
company. In 1956, Gorshin already appeared in four films: The Proud and the Profane,
Hot Rod Girl, Between Heaven and Hell and Runaway Daughters. His total filmography
between 1956 and 2005 (the year of his death) consists of 75 movie titles and 63
television titles. With apologies to those whose favorites are not included, let us list
but a small sample of the movies in which he appeared: The Bells Are Ringing and
Where the Boys are (1960), Ring of Fire (1961), Ride Beyond Vengeance (1966), Midnight
(1989), Sweet Justice (1992), Amore! (1993), Hail Caesar (1994), 12 Monkeys (1995),
Castlerock (2000), Manna from Heaven, (2002), Love Story in Harvard (2004), and Angels
with Angles (2005).
Among his over 60 television titles, the general consensus is that his role of the
Riddler in the Batman series brought him national and international recognition and
acclaim. As he put it in 1966, »When I was first approached to play the Riddler, I
thought it was a joke. Then I discovered the show had a good script and agreed to
do the role, but only on a show to show basis. Now I am in love with the character.
... I could feel the impact overnight. On the nation's streets, youngsters began
impersonating the Riddler. « Gorshin found himself being hailed by strangers
as well as friends as the Riddler. He also received an Emmy nomination and was
given a headliner status in Las Vegas. In 1978, Gorshin, who had achieved national
recognition as the Riddler in the mid-1960s, re-enacted the role in a NBC-TV special,
Legends of the Superheroes. During the same year, he starred as Ocran in the NBCTV miniseries, Stories from the Bible. Some other television titles include: Hennessey
and The Detectives (1959), The Untouchables (1962), Password All-Stars, (1966), Star Trek
(1969), The Hollywood Squares (1971-1972), Charlie’s Angels (1977), Murder, She Wrote
(1988), Black Scorpion (2001), and The Batman Episodes (2005).
Gorshin also won much acclaim in stage appearances that included nine major
titles and took him to leading American theaters. Among the standouts were What
Makes Sammy Run (Los Angeles 1966); Jimmy (playing James J. Walker, Broadway,
1969); On the Twentieth Century (playing Oscar Jaﬀe on the tour of the United States,
1986); Guys and Dolls (as a performer in Las Vegas, 1995); The Sunshine Boys (as Willie
Clark on tour of the United States, 2001, and especially in Say Goodnight, Gracie (as
George Burns, Broadway, 2002), which was nominated for the 2003 Tony Award for
the best play.
As reported by Tony Brown, The Plain Dealer theater critic (March 18, 2001),
master impersonator Gorshin, starred playing Burns, a one-man, evening-length
show also in Cleveland, where he appeared evenings through April 8, 2001. He
masterfully played the loveable, cuddly, cigar-smoking czar of American comedy,
George Burns. Earlier, the 90-minute show »received love-letter reviews from the
South Florida press, as well as the Carbonell Award for the best new play of the
year.«
Gorshin’s final live appearance was a Memphis performance of Say Goodnight,
Gracie. According to the most recent Wikipedia coverage, “he finished the performance
and boarded a plane for Los Angeles on April 25, 2005. After he experienced severe
breathing diﬃculty during the flight, the attendants gave him an emergency oxygen
mask. Upon landing, he was met by an ambulance which took him to the hospital,
where he died on May 17, 2005, at age 72, from lung cancer, emphysema and
pneumonia. He has been a heavy smoker for most of his adult life, consuming up to
five packs of cigarettes a day.”
During his acting career, he brought joy to millions of viewers, while his death
conveys a serious message to smokers and non-smokers alike: If you don’t smoke,
don’t start. If you are a smoker, try to reduce or, even better, quit smoking. You will
save plenty of money spent on cigarettes and increased costs of health insurance.
You won’t endanger others, including your own children, with second-hand smoke.
And you are likely to live a longer and healthier life. As various studies indicate,
smoking is the leading cause of preventable death in the United States of America
where every day more than 1,300 people die from smoking-related diseases. This

amounts to one of five deaths. Apparently, Frank Gorshin’s premature death was
one of them.
Jesse McKinley authored The New York Times obituary (May 19, 2005), in which
he stated that “as memorable as his role of the Riddler was, it was just one of
hundreds that Mr. Gorshin played over the years in an endless variety of films, plays
and television shows.” On the very night of McKinley’s writing, Gorshin, the lifelong
impersonator, was also featured on film in Las Vegas, playing himself.
Jeﬀ Wilson of The Associated Press remembered Gorshin on the same day in The
Seattle Times as the “impressionist with 100 faces. … His wife of 48 years, Christine,
was at his side when he died on Tuesday at Providence St. Joseph Medical Center.”
He also quoted Gorshin’s longtime friend Fred Wostbrock: “Frank was fun, wild and
always a class act. Here is a guy who always wore great clothes, stood up when a
woman walked into the room — he was a gentleman.”
Featured in countless American and foreign media, as well as in prestigious
reference works, including Who’s Who in America, Gorshin was »an idol of millions
of American youngsters and adults, and was also popular in England, Europe and
Australia, but he was happy to remain in his private life a quiet family man,« wrote
Sheﬀrin.
Frank was survived by his wife Christine, his only son Mitchell of Orlando,
Florida, and sister Dottie (Dorothy) Roland of Pittsburgh. He was buried in the
Gorshin family plot, next to his Slovenian parents Frank Sr. and immigrant mother
Frances, nee Prešeren, and his brother Herman, at the Roman Catholic Calvary
Cemetery in the Hazelwood section of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Many fans
throughout America and also in other countries, among them undoubtedly also
quite a few of our readers, continue to fondly remember him as a great actor and
entertainer who was also a quiet family man and always a gentleman. He was also
always proud of his Slovenian heritage.
(In the next issue, God willing, we will present sketches of all Slovenian American
bishops.)
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