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Sunday, 28 October 2012

Memories of Vaudeville
Fewer and fewer people are left who would have seen vaudeville. The best taste we can get of it is from
remembrances of former vaudevilleans written many years ago.

Here’s a very brief taste. This interview from the Associated Press appeared in newspapers starting
November 23, 1974, not many weeks before Jack Benny died. 

Jack Benny-George Burns Friendship Flourishing
EDITOR’S NOTE — Jack Benny and George Burns have had audiences laughing for 50 years, since their
vaudeville days. In an exclusive interview, the comedians discuss their lives, the way comedy has changed
and the often arduous task of making jokes.
By BOB THOMAS
Associated Press Writer 
LOS ANGELES (AP) — In a town where friendship is as fleeting as a starlet's fame, the 50-year association of
Jack Benny and George Burns is legendary.
They are legends themselves.
Benny, 80, entertainer of three generations, was one of vaudeville’s smoothest funnymen. He starred in radio
—ever stingy, ever 39. His films ranged from “To Be or Not to Be,” to “The Horn is as Blows at Midnight.” One
of the few radio comics to succeed in television, he continues to appear in his own specials.
Burns, 78, is best known for his cigar and rakish humor. For 36 years he played the patient straight man for
scatter-brained Gracie Allen.
They, too, starred in vaudeville, radio, films and television. But Gracie retired in 1958 and died in 1964. And
Burns created a new role as a successful standup comedian.
The Benny-Burns friendship has flourished in the often competitive world of show business.
Nearly every day when they’re in town, they meet for lunch at the Hillcrest Country Club, joining a comedian’s
round table for the latest jokes and gossip. Recently they lunched with a reporter for a session of reminiscence.
Both seemed fit considering their recent hospitalizations. Burns underwent open-heart surgery two months
ago. Benny canceled a performance in Dallas because of stomach pains but was declared well after hospital
tests here.
Was it fun playing vaudeville — or just work?
Benny. “Oh, it was fun. I’ll tell you why: you didn't have to worry about writing all the time. If you got a good
act together, you could play it for seven years. Because you were in a different town every week, you know?”
Burns: “And another thing: nobody could steal your jokes, the way they do today. If you caught somebody
using your material, you could send your original act to Pat Casey (Labor executive for the theater owners)
and he’d make the guy stop. Nowadays if other comics don’t steal your jokes, you fire your writers.”
Benny: “But they never stole from George and me. We don’t use one-liners.
We’re story tellers; we start talking and one line leads into another.”
Was vaudeville really as good as people's memories of it?
Benny: “Sure it was. Every city in America had a big-time vaudeville house, and they had top performers. Of
course there were small-time houses, too, and that’s where the talent had a chance to train. You know, George
Jessel is always saying that there’s no place for talent to be lousy any more. It’s true. All of us had a chance to
be lousy in small-time vaudeville and gradually we learned how to be good.”
Burns: “That's right. We all built our acts gradually, learning what would get laughs and what wouldn’t.”
Benny: “You learned what were things you did best, and bit by bit you developed your own style. You ended up
with 17 minutes of surefire material.”
Burns: “That was how you determined how successful an act was. The smaller acts did 10-12 minutes. You’d
ask a vaudevillian how he was doing, and he’d answer ‘Seventeen minutes.’ That meant he was playing next to
closing (the star’s position on the bill).”
Were there times when that “surefire material” didn’t get laughs?
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Burns: “Sometimes. There were some routines that
you were sure of, like when Gracie kissed me and
asked, ‘Who was that?’ And sometimes you’d do
your act at Monday matinees and nothing
happened. Then Monday night you'd get big laughs.
Why? I don’t know.”
Benny: “The only time I found when my act
wouldn’t work was when I was following another
comedy act, particularly knockabout comedy. One
tune I had to follow the Marx Brothers for 13 weeks
in a row. It was just murder. The bad thing is that
the minute you lay an egg it hurts your timing.”
Did you change your material when you played “the
sticks?”
Burns: “Never. We never knew what ‘the sticks’
were. Audiences were the same everywhere.”
Benny: “Every town had its sophisticated audience, whether it was New York City or South Bend.”
They could tell, Banny added, when vaudeville started dying.
“Gradually the audiences got smaller. The people just weren't coming in,” Benny said.
Burns: “Vaudeville couldn’t compete with talking movies. For a dollar you could go to the Roxy Theater in
New York and see 70 musicians, 60 Rockettes kicking in unison, a feature movie — and on the way out they
pressed your pants and did your income tax for you. Vaudeville never changed.”
Benny: “And radio killed vaudeville. People stayed home to hear it. Here’s a funny thing. In theaters all over
the country they would stop the movie and play the Amos ‘n’ Andy radio show!”
When vaudeville died, Benny and Burns changed gracefully to radio, worrying initially if they could produce
enough material for a weekly show. They were successful.
Burns: “We were blessed with some great writers. They’d come to you with four-five pages of jokes. If you
didn’t like them, they’d go into the next room and write four-five more pages. In vaudeville, we’d go to Altoona
to try out one joke.
Comedy, the pair agrees, has changed over the years.
Benny: “Well, we’re all more sophisticated than we used to be. In the last five or six years I have been telling
risque stories that I would never have done before. People expect it nowadays. But George and I would never
use four-letter words.”
Will they ever retire?
“Never,” said Burns.
“Well,” said Benny, “It’s tough not to retire. Sometimes I think ...”
Burns: “What would you do — stay home with Mary?
How long have you been with her?”
Benny: “Almost 50 years.”
Burns: “Well isn’t it nice to get out of town?”
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