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Math Script

THE TIMELESS GENIUS OF THE
ABBOTT AND COSTELLO MATH
SCRIPT

Comedy and mathematics rarely share
the same stage, yet one of the most
celebrated duos in entertainment history
built an enduring legacy on the fusion of
the two. The so-called Abbott And
Costello Math Script refers not to a
single document but to a series of iconic
routines—chief among them the
legendary "Who's on First?" and the
lesser-known but equally brilliant "7 x 13
= 28"—that rely on logical twists, verbal
misdirection, and a fundamental
misunderstanding of basic arithmetic.
These routines remain a masterclass in
comedic timing, linguistic dexterity, and
mathematical absurdity. To understand
why they endure nearly a century after
they were first performed is to
appreciate how a simple script can
illuminate the very structure of language
and logic.

This article explores the origins,
structure, and enduring popularity of the
Abbott and Costello math script,
analyzing how two comedians turned
numbers and names into art. We will
examine the specific routines, unpack
their comedic mechanisms, and consider
their impact on popular culture and
education. Whether you are a fan of
classic comedy, a student of
performance, or simply someone who
enjoys a good joke, there is much to

learn from the mathematical mischief of
Bud Abbott and Lou Costello.

THE ORIGINS OF ABBOTT AND
COSTELLO'S MATHEMATICAL
COMEDY

William "Bud" Abbott and Louis "Lou"
Costello formed their partnership in the
late 1930s, quickly rising from burlesque
and vaudeville to become the highest-
paid entertainers in America during
World War Il. Their chemistry was simple
yet perfect: Abbott played the fast-
talking, straight-laced straight man,
while Costello embodied the bumbling,
innocent, and easily confused fool. This
dynamic proved ideal for routines built
on miscommunication and logical traps.

The Abbott And Costello Math Script
draws heavily from their burlesque roots,
where verbal wordplay and rapid-fire
dialogue were essential. Their most
famous routine, "Who's on First?,"
debuted in 1938 and became a staple of
their radio, film, and television
appearances. While not explicitly about
math, its structure hinges on the same
kind of logical puzzle that defines their
arithmetic sketches. The routine uses
the names of a baseball team—players
named "Who," "What," and "l Don't
Know"—to create a cascade of
misunderstandings. The listener (and
Costello) tries to apply normal logic to a
situation where words serve as both
names and interrogatives. The comedy
arises from the collision of two
incompatible systems of meaning.

The explicit math script, however,
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emerged in their later work, most
notably in the routine "7 x 13 = 28,"
which appears in the 1941 film Ride 'Em
Cowboy and in various television
episodes. In this sketch, Costello
attempts to prove to an increasingly
frustrated Abbott that seven times
thirteen equals twenty-eight, using a
series of flawed calculations that
somehow, in Costello's mind, add up
correctly. The routine is a perfect
miniature of logical fallacy, where each
step seems plausible in isolation but
leads to an absurd conclusion.

DECONSTRUCTING THE "7 X 13 =
28" ROUTINE

The "7 x 13 = 28" sketch is perhaps the
purest example of an Abbott And
Costello Math Script. It is a short, self-
contained piece that can be broken
down into a series of deliberate
mathematical errors. Understanding why
it is funny requires examining the
specific mistakes Costello makes.

The Setup

Abbott challenges Costello to multiply
seven by thirteen. Costello begins
confidently, but immediately takes a
wrong turn. Instead of performing
standard multiplication, he breaks the
problem into smaller parts: seven times
ten is seventy, plus seven times three is
twenty-one, which gives ninety-one. This
is, of course, correct arithmetic. But
Costello quickly abandons this correct
path.

The First Logical

Twist

Costello then asserts that seven times
four is twenty-eight. He arrives at this by
a different route: he claims that thirteen
is the same as four, because thirteen
minus nine is four. The humor lies in the
arbitrary and incorrect transformation of
one number into another. Abbott tries to
correct him, but Costello has already
built a false framework. He then declares
that since seven times four is twenty-
eight, and thirteen equals four, then
seven times thirteen must equal twenty-
eight.

The Second
Twist

When Abbott protests, Costello offers a
"check" of his work using addition. He
writes down thirteen seven times and
adds them up. But he adds them
incorrectly, skipping numbers or
misaligning columns to arrive at twenty-
eight again. The audience sees the error,
but Costello's confidence makes the
absurdity delightful. The routine is a
parade of mathematical fallacies: false
equivalency, incorrect factoring, and
flawed addition. Each error is a small,
recognizable mistake that anyone who
has struggled with arithmetic can
appreciate.

HOW THE ABBOTT AND
COSTELLO MATH SCRIPT WORKS
AS COMEDY

The brilliance of the Abbott And
Costello Math Script lies not in the
jokes themselves but in their structure.
The comedy relies on several key
principles that are as relevant today as
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they were in the 1940s.

Miscommunicatio
n and
Misdirection

At the heart of every routine is a
fundamental failure of communication.
Abbott speaks in a frame of correct
mathematics, while Costello operates in
a self-consistent but flawed system. The
audience is positioned with Abbott,
understanding the correct answers, but
we are also invited to follow Costello's
logic. We laugh because we see the gap
between the two worlds. This
miscommunication is not random; it is
carefully scripted. Each line builds on the
previous one, leading Costello further
from the truth and Abbott deeper into
frustration.

The Contrast
Between Speed
and Confusion

Abbott delivers his lines rapidly,
emphasizing his control and knowledge.
Costello, by contrast, hesitates, repeats
himself, and often interrupts. The
Abbott And Costello Math Script
uses varying pacing to heighten tension.
The faster Abbott speaks, the more lost
Costello becomes, and the more the
audience anticipates the inevitable
punchline. The rhythm of the dialogue is
as important as the content. This is why
the routines are so difficult to perform
well: the timing must be impeccable to
land each beat.

Relatability of
Arithmetic
Struggles

Everyone has struggled with math at
some point. Multiplication tables,
fractions, and basic arithmetic are
universal experiences. By turning a
simple math problem into a confusing
debate, Abbott and Costello tap into a
shared anxiety. Costello represents
every student who has ever stared at a
blackboard in confusion. His methods
are wrong, but his confidence is oddly
compelling. The comedy is gentle; it
does not mock the math-challenged but
instead celebrates the absurdity of the
struggle.

THE CULTURAL AND
EDUCATIONAL LEGACY OF THE
SCRIPT

The Abbott And Costello Math Script
has transcended its origins to become a
piece of cultural shorthand. "Who's on
First?" is recognized by the Library of
Congress as a national treasure, and the
math routines are studied in classrooms
and comedy workshops around the
world.

In Popular
Culture

Countless references to the Abbott and
Costello math script appear in television,
film, and literature. The Simpsons, 30
Rock, and Family Guy have all paid
homage to the routines. In each case,
the reference signals a moment of




logical confusion or bureaucratic
absurdity. The script has become a
metaphor for any situation where
language fails to communicate meaning.
It is a testament to the universality of
the duo's humor that their work remains
recognizable to audiences who may
never have seen the original
performances.

In Education

Surprisingly, the Abbott And Costello
Math Script has found a home in
mathematics education. Teachers have
used the "7 x 13 = 28" routine to
illustrate common errors in arithmetic.
By watching Costello make mistakes,
students can identify and discuss where
the logic breaks down. The script serves
as a playful diagnostic tool: what did
Costello do wrong? Why is his method
incorrect? How would you fix it? This
approach makes learning more engaging
and less intimidating. The routine also
introduces concepts like number theory,
logical fallacies, and the importance of
verifying calculations.

In Comedy
Writing

For comedians and writers, the Abbott
and Costello math script offers a
blueprint for constructing verbal humor.
The routines demonstrate how to build a
joke around a single logical flaw,
escalating the absurdity without losing
the audience. The reliance on repetition,
interruption, and escalation is a model
for sitcom writing and sketch comedy.
Modern comedians often cite Abbott and

Costello as influences, and their methods
are taught in improvisation classes.

ANALYZING THE STRUCTURE OF
THE "WHO'S ON FIRST?" ROUTINE

Although "Who's on First?" is not strictly
a math script, its structure is nearly
identical to the math routines. Both rely
on a logical puzzle that the listener
(Costello) cannot solve because he is
using the wrong framework.

The Baseball
Team as a
Mathematical Set

The names of the players form a set of
terms that are simultaneously proper
nouns and question words. Abbott
understands the set as a list of names;
Costello interprets them as questions.
This is akin to a mathematical function
where the same input yields two
different outputs depending on the rule
applied. The comedy emerges from the
inability to reconcile these two
mappings.

Escalation
Through
Repetition

Like the math routine, "Who's on First?"
builds through repetition. Costello asks
the same questions again and again,
each time receiving answers that
confuse him further. The repetition
creates a rhythm that is both frustrating
and hilarious. Each cycle adds a new
layer of misunderstanding until the
entire system collapses into chaos. This
pattern is a hallmark of the Abbott And

4 Abbott And Costello Math Script

2026-05-25



Abbott And Costello Math Script 5

Costello Math Script and is essential
to its success.

WHY THE ABBOTT AND COSTELLO
MATH SCRIPT STILL MATTERS

In an age of digital comedy, memes, and
short-form video, the long-form verbal
routines of Abbott and Costello might
seem dated. Yet they remain popular for
several reasons.

* Timeless Themes: The struggle
to communicate, the frustration of
being misunderstood, and the
comedy of errors are universal
experiences. The routines feel
fresh because they tap into
something fundamental about
human interaction.

 Intellectual Challenge: The
math script invites the audience to
think. We are not passive
observers; we are actively trying
to solve the puzzle. When we see
Costello's mistake, we feel a small
satisfaction. This mental
engagement keeps the routine
interesting even after multiple
viewings.

e Performance Craft: The skill
required to deliver these routines
is immense. Modern audiences
appreciate the craftsmanship, the
precise timing, and the chemistry
between the performers. The
script is a testament to the art of
comedy.

e Cultural Continuity: The routines
are passed down through
generations. Parents share them
with children, teachers use them in
class, and comedians reinterpret
them. The Abbott and Costello
math script is a living piece of

cultural history.

NOTABLE PERFORMANCES OF
THE MATH SCRIPT

Several recorded versions of the Abbott
And Costello Math Script exist, each
with slight variations. The most famous
is the film version from Ride 'Em Cowboy
(1941), but there are also radio
broadcasts and television appearances
from the 1950s. In some versions, the
math problem changes, or additional
errors are introduced. Collectors and
fans often debate which version is best,
but all share the same core structure.

The television performances are
especially interesting because they allow
the audience to see the performers'
body language. Costello's facial
expressions—his bewilderment, his
moments of faux understanding, his
triumphant declarations—add a layer of
physical comedy to the verbal script.
Abbott's stoic frustration is equally
expressive. The visual element
reinforces the verbal humor, making the
routine even more effective.

WRITING YOUR OWN ABBOTT
AND COSTELLO STYLE MATH
SCRIPT

For those inspired to create their own
version of the Abbott And Costello
Math Script, the process involves
understanding the core formula. Here
are the key elements:

1. Choose a Simple Math
Problem: The best routines use
basic arithmetic that everyone
knows. Multiplication tables,
simple addition, or fractions work
well.



