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The Same Old Jack

Publicity agents by the office-load spent their careers fretting
how to dream up gimmicks that would get their clients noticed.
Jack Benny got publicity by doing absolutely nothing new.

Jack began the 1956 TV season with more than one major wire
service writing about his debut show. They all admitted it was the
same old Jack. And they all admitted that’'s what the audience
wanted.

Ostensibly, the season opener was on Sunday, September 23rd
but a number of cities (Des Moines and San Antonio, to name
two) didn’t see it until the following Sunday and got ‘Private
Secretary’ instead. One local paper mentioned the delay without
giving the reason.

Thus the Associated Press plugged the opening show, but the
column ran in papers before and after the 23rd. Here’s a version

taken from various papers. And the story contains yet another
example of how Mary influenced Jack’s business dealings, though he seems to have consulted her about
almost anything before making a decision.

39 Plus 23 Can’t Stop Jack Benny

By BOB THOMAS

HOLLYWOOD, Sept. 22 (AP)—Jack Benny, who is 39 in his scripts but 62 in real life, begins another
strenuous TV season tomorrow night over CBS.

He'll account for 20 half-hour shows in the Sunday night spot alternating with Ann Sothern, plus five hour-
long Shower of Stars shows. In addition, he’ll probably drop in on other shows. And he plans to make charity
appearances with symphony orchestras, the first being at New York’s Carnegie Hall Oct. 1.

Over lunch at Romanoff’s, Benny explained his decision on the season’s activities:

“Mary was right. I had been thinking about leveling off this season — maybe doing only four or five big shows,
playing Las Vegas and generally calling my own shots. But Mary argued against this.

“She pointed out that I would miss having the deadlines. If I did just a few shows this year, each one would
grow so important to me that I would worry about making them successes. In between the shows, I wouldn’t
know what to do with myself.

“But if I had a deadline for my shows, I'd keep working, always striving for good shows, but not worrying like
crazy if one isn’t a hit.”

Mary, of course, is Mary Livingstone, his ever-loving spouse. She’ll appear on most of the filmed shows this
year, especially those Benny shot in Europe this summer.

The comedian looks forward to the new season with none of the panic that grips most funnymen.

“For instance, my first show will be all about leaving for the Carnegie Hall concert. The second show will be
about what happened at the concert.”

Nor does Benny worry about his rating, as most comics do. He had been discussing what Elvis Presley had
done to the ratings of shows opposing him.

“I wouldn’t want him opposite me,” Benny remarked. “I wouldn’t want anybody good opposite me. But you
can’t worry about those things. You just try to do the best you can.

“I'm not going to worry,” said Jack. “If I had to start from scratch and devise comedy situations, it would be a
rough job. But I've got characters and situations that we have been building up for 25 years in radio and TV.
The situations just about write themselves.”
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The opening show featured the usual cast along with familiar bit players Mel Blanc, Artie Auerbach (as Mr.
Kitzel) and Benny Rubin, all old friends in the living room. The audience never tired of the string of Benny
routines. And why? The Associated Press’ New York TV writer saw the show and had an answer.

Jack Benny Returns With Old Formula

By CHARLES MERCER

NEW YORK, Sept. 26 (AP)—In an age of uncertainty there is a pleasant certainty about Jack Benny.
Comedians come and comedians go, but Benny goes on forever with a squeaky fiddle, a butler named
Rochester and vault filled with hoarded money.

If you were tuned to his return or a new season on CBS-TV Sunday, you could close your eyes and believe you
were listening to Benny on radio 20 years ago. At least 9o per cent of his opening program was auditory
humor with none of the camera techniques so many comedians strain for on television.

That was perfectly all right with at least one viewer.

Why does Benny fail to tire one as the years pass? Probably it is because of his superb sense of timing, his
absolute self-assurance.

Hal Humphrey, with the Los Angeles Mirror’s syndication service at the time, expanded on that.

Old Jack Benny Gags Still Click

By HAL HUMPHREY

HOLLYWOOD, Sept. 28 — Other TV comedians who watched Jack Benny's first new season show last Sunday
must have turned positively green with envy.

While they and their writers knock themselves out to come up with new gags and jokes each week, here was
Jack employing many of the same old running comedy bits that he has worked for 20 years. And doing very
well with them I should add.

There was the business with Rochester looking up the word “parsimonious” in the dictionary, which referred
to “penurious.” When Rochester looked up the latter, the dictionary read, “See cheap,” and when he got to the
word “cheap,” it read “Jack Benny.”

The viewers were treated to situations having to do with Jack’s vault, his violin playing, and his being taken in
by Rochester.

In other words, most of this half-hour consisted of jokes hung on the character which Jack has built up over
the years. They were simply dropped into a slightly different situation, and the laughs (which were many)
came from the audience’s recognizing an old friend with all of the same “faults” and foibles.

It reminds me of something which comedy writer Joe Bigelow once told me. “A comic must have a point of
view. It isn’t enough today to just stand up and tell jokes,” said Joe.

That has been the case with Jack. He has built up a point of view, and his millions of fans know what it is, and
love him for it.

Radio fans should be happy to learn that CBS is planning to bring Jack Benny back on the air next month via
tape-recordings of his old radio shows.

The radio net is waiting approval from the American Federation of Radio-Television Artists of a fee
arrangement for the re-runs.

Here again Jack is in a better position than any of his colleagues. Those old shows will stand up very well for
the simple reason that Jack has not changed his point of view. He'll still be “cheap,” blue-eyed and 39.

Even the Carnegie concert at the centre of the plots of the first two shows of the season became a template
for many more to follow over the years. More of that Benny Familiarity at work.

Jack Benny Says Practice No Help On Violin Tunes

NEW YORK, Sept. 27 —(INS)—Jack Benny, the poor man’s Jascha Heifitz, will make his “debut” at Carnegie
Hall Oct. 2, but he won’t be playing any rock ‘n’ roll.

“If there weren’t any ladies present,” said the movietown maestro, “I'd tell you what I really think about that
kinda music!”

Jack twirled his $8,000 fiddle and played a few scratchy tunes for the benefit of a group of newsmen and
photographers who gathered to get the lowdown on his upcoming classical concert.

“It’s on the level,” Benny insisted, “I'm gonna play Mendelsshon’s Concerto in E Minor, Sarasate “Gypsy Airs”
and that famous classic, “Love In Bloom.”

He said “Love In Bloom”wasn'’t really on the bill, but added:

“I'll slip it in somewhere along the line.”

Jack admitted he “plays awful,” but “the worse I play the funnier it is. I practice all the time. It just doesn’t
help much.”

Not only will Mr. “Jascha” Benny scratch out three classical numbers, he’ll also take over the concertmaster’s
job near the end of the performance.

“What's that thing — ‘Cappricio Espangnol?”” Benny said, “Well . . . the orchestra will be playing that. But
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they'll be playing so loud it won’t make any difference what I do in there.”

Benny’s all-out musical effort will be for benefit of the National Association for Retarded Children and the
Committee to Save Carnegie Hall. (There’s a movement afoot to tear down the hallowed building to make way

for a new hotel).

Jack Benny was a rarity. Comedy audiences always want something new. Radio listeners of the mid-1930s
tired of Joe Penner’s catchphrases after a few years (a fate suffered about 35 years later by “Rowan and
Martin’s Laugh-In”). Milton Berle’s mugging soon got to TV viewers, who discovered themselves changing the
channel. And countless shows moving into later seasons found they needed to shore up their weekly hi-jinks
(and ratings) with guest stars. But up to his death, Benny and his team of aging scribes kept plugging away on

routines that never seemed to age, routines that fans always wanted to see or hear just one more time.

Judging by the fans Jack has today almost 40 years after his death, they still do.
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Sarah Cole 13 May 2012 at 13:59
Always nice ot see someone talking about Jack Benny!

Reply

J Lee 13 May 2012 at 15:12

While I've always felt the episodes that feature Jack's repertory company hold up better today than the
more variety/guest star-oriented episodes, part of Benny's longevity with audiences of the time was no
doubt due in part to the fact he did alternate his shows between feature guest stars (some still well-known
today, others not-so-much) and the group of regulars. That meant when regulars like Mel Blanc or Frank
Nelson showed up, it was still special, and not something listeners/viewers had available every week.

Jack may have been there each time, and Jack's basic persona may not have changed over the years, but
by the post-World War Il period, he and his writers had built up such a stable of supporting players they
didn't have to go to the well each week and do the same thing. As a result, they were able to leave the
audience wanting more in a way that the more limited shows of the same period could not.

Reply

Yowp @@ 14 May 2012 at 05:49

Not only players, but persona-based gags. He had enough so they could be used periodically and not wear
them out.

Reply

Anonymous 7 June 2012 at 13:00

I'm really appreciate all your Jack Benny-related posts! | wonder if you have the same interest in Marx
Bros.

Reply

Yowp @@ 7 June 2012 at 21:41

Hi, Sanek. Same interest? Not to the extent I'm going to find a bunch of old newspaper stories about them.
| post Jack Benny stuff on Sunday because he appeared on radio on Sundays for many years.

Reply
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