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Sunday, 25 November 2012

Ban Gaslight!
The film industry has always had a boogie man, living in fear over something it feels will kill it or, at the very
least, take away potential profits. At one time, it was television. Studios even banned their stars under
contract from the small screen (which delayed Red Skelton’s move from radio to TV). Finally, they realised
how short-sighted this was and how there was money and publicity to be made from television. In between
those years, Jack Benny got caught in the stupidity.

Before it became, more or less, a sitcom in the late ‘40s, the Benny radio show used to parody movies. One
of them was “Gaslight,” the 1944 Ingrid Bergman thriller. Bergman re-enacted her role in Benny’s send-up a
year later. When television rolled around, Benny’s writers handily lifted material from old radio scripts and re-
worked it for the small screen. And that’s where Jack ran into trouble because of paranoia coupled with legal
opinion.

Here’s a column from the National Enterprise Association dated December 27, 1958 about how a Benny TV
broadcast was delayed almost six years. Can you picture such a thing happening today?

Jack Benny Finally Ready for TV Satire on ‘Gaslight’
By ERSKINE JOHNSON
HOLLYWOOD — TV comedians have taken their problems to psychiatrists, sponsors, network bosses,
censors, joke writers, sympathetic wives and, on occasion, to bill and tax collectors.
But Jack Benny is the only comedian who can say he has had a problem presented to the United States
Supreme Court. And, reflecting TV’s own confusion these days, the Supreme Court couldn’t even solve the
problem.
There was a 4-4 split decision when only eight of the nine justices voted on the matter. But no one really cared
any more.
Big Cause Celebre
So the Jack Benny CBS-TV program Jan. 11 should be viewed as television's first big cause celebre as well as a
very funny, but very dead, corpus delicti, filmed in 1953.
After six years of standing by with a typical “Well —,” Expression on his face, Jack will unreel his controversial
15-minute satire of MGM’s 1944 movie “Gaslight.” Jack is the husband and Barbara Stanwyck is the wife he’s
driving to insanity. Bob Crosby plays the Scotland Yard inspector. Just about everyone. I guess, knows the
plot.
Issue Clarified
And just about everyone believes, wrongly, that the long battle between the MGM film studio and CBS-TV
over Jack’s film was based on the right of a TV comedian to satirize a motion picture.
Well, it wasn’t.
The legal battle was over the invincibility of Hollywood and its film against TV competition. Hollywood was
putting up quite a fight in 1953, you may remember, and caught in the middle was Jack Benny.
MGM really wasn’t concerned about Jack’s spoof of the movie. In 1952, Jack presented a “Gaslight” satire on
his live show.
Before that, on his radio show, there was a Benny “Gaslight” satire. Grateful for the publicity
MGM even loaned Jack a print of the picture so his radio writers could study the scenes and the dialogue.
What MGM suddenly worried about in 1953 was something cherished passionately by Hollywood, motion
picture studios and — MOVIE FILM.
Legally Important
So for reasons legally important to Hollywood in 1953 it became a big life or death struggle. Spoofing
“Gaslight” on radio, even on live TV, was just dandy with MGM. But when Jack put it on film—WOW! Leo the
MGM Lion, roared.
Film WAS Hollywood. Film WAS the movie theaters of the world. MGM film—all of Hollywood’s film — had
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Posted by Yowp at 07:25 

Labels: Erskine Johnson, Jack Benny

been copyrighted long ago by a task force of lawyers
who spent months on the project, leaving no
loopholes, they thought. But then Benny filmed 15
minutes of “Gaslight” satire.
Critical Situation
It was the loophole MGM’s lawyers didn't think
about in the TV-less long ago. Left unchallenged, it
could set a precedent.
Left unchallenged by MGM, the studio’s customers,
the theatre men, would have a nice “you done us
wrong” argument about aiding the TV “enemy.”
The Hollywood winds were blowing in a different
direction in 1953 and Jack and his film were caught
in the legal gust.
So a lawsuit put Jack’s satire on the shelf. Privately,
Jack was told by an MGM executive
—“No matter what the decision may be. Jack, you
can show the film on TV. Just ONCE, you
understand, and only because of our friendship with you.”
To Prove Point
Hollywood wanted to prove a point in 1953.
No MGM movie in ANY FORM ever would be shown on TV, said the studio.
So with MGM winning all the way, and with CBS appealing all the way, the case went to the highest court in
the land.
But when the court’s split decision came down, MGM films, leased to TV, were making millions; MGM was in
TV production, MGM’s customers, the theatre owners, no longer had exclusive right to showing film. It was a
whole new world. So the Hollywood cause celebre of ‘53 didn't mean a thing in ‘58.
After Jack unreels the “Gaslight” satire on Jan. 11, I’m sure people will be asking:
“What was all the fuss about?”
Well, now you know.

The show was broadcast January 11, 1959. William Ewald of the Associated Press reviewed it the next day
and said it had several very funny moments, but much of the parody was lost because the movie was so old.

And, as it turned out, the delay was all for nothing.

5 comments:

Anonymous 25 November 2012 at 12:37

On his next episode, Jack said;
Jack: MGM released a statement that they were unhappy with my parody of their movie Gaslight being
shown on TV last week.
Well that seems very fair, considering that they released me twenty years ago and left me in a basket on
Warner Bros doorstep.

Reply

J Lee 25 November 2012 at 19:43

MGM's observance by 1958 really was odd, because Warner Bros. had let the dam burst in 1957, when
they went against the studios' combined attempted to pretend television didn't exist, when Warners signed
their deal to produce original programing for ABC (Columbia had been sneaking their efforts in through the
back door via their Screen Gems subsidiary for a few years prior to that, and once J.L. went in the other
studios followed suit). This seems more like a case of throwing good lawsuit money after bad, in winning
an argument after the viewing public already has decided they'd rather stay at home in front of the telly six
nights out of the week.

Reply

Yowp 25 November 2012 at 21:21
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J.L., I suspect MGM's management troubles at the time played some kind of role.

Reply

bgrauman 8 October 2018 at 00:08

The Warner Bros. deal with ABC (to produce "WARNER BROS. PRESENTS" as their first weekly TV
series) began in 1955. By 1957, they started producing a lot of Westerns for the network [including
"MAVERICK", "SUGARFOOT" and "COLT .45", in addition to "CHEYENNE", which began as a segment of
"WBP"]. In MGM's case, it took them a while to begin production of weekly filmed series after the failure of
"MGM PARADE' in the 1955-'56 season {in which they discovered you can't offer off a bunch of old film
clips, recycle old Pete Smith/John Nesbitt/Robert Benchley/Carey Wilson and Tex Avery shorts, and throw
in "interviews" with current MGM stars- with "plugs" for their current movies- and expect the audience to
tune in every week; most didn't}. When they started producing weekly versions of some of their classic
films in 1957, including "THE THIN MAN" and "NORTHWEST PASSAGE", that's when they began to be a
"player" in filmed TV productions for the networks. Still, they just didn't want Jack's parody of "Gaslight" to
be repeated.

Reply

bgrauman 8 October 2018 at 00:28

And HERE'S the episode, as telecast on January 11, 1959: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CM5vN8sgRlI

Reply

Original
animation
drawing
from Wabbit
Twouble
with color
notations

for the ink and paint
department. Release date:
12/20/41 Availability:
Looney Tunes Gol...
3 weeks ago

Mark Kausler's CatBlog
The Lady and the Tiger -
From the Cathy Hill Archive
of Unpublished Comics
comes “The Lady and the
Tiger”. This story was
drawn before Cathy started
the “Mad Raccoons” series.
U...
4 weeks ago

What About Thad?
Cartoon Logic Podcast -
And yet another distraction
from this brick and mortar
blog… I’ve entered the
world of podcasting with
renowned animation
director and historian Bob
Jaques...
10 months ago

Likely Looney, Mostly
Merrie
That's all, folks! - My posts
have gotten thinner over the
years. I'm aware of that. I've
been hopeful for a long
time, that I can remain
active with blogging and
sharing furth...
1 year ago

Dr. Grob's Animation
Review
The Flying Man - 'The
Flying Man' is a very short
absurdist film in which a
man drops his coat to take
a swim in mid air. Another
man with a dog drops by,
tries the same th...
2 days ago

►  2020 (216)

►  2019 (376)

►  2018 (379)

►  2017 (380)

►  2016 (396)

►  2015 (389)

►  2014 (390)

►  2013 (388)

▼  2012 (397)

►  December (39)

▼  November (34)

Banana Duck of
Tomorrow

A Chinese Goulash

Blog Archive

https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/selling-krazy-kat.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/he-helped-make-tom-scream.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/feeds/8677902538273888030/comments/default
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/logout?d=https://www.blogger.com/logout-redirect.g?blogID%3D3738012638904762739%26postID%3D8677902538273888030
https://www.blogger.com/profile/03494079419863870739
javascript:;
https://www.blogger.com/profile/07481033911573623806
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/ban-gaslight.html?showComment=1538982516809#c206292029737684408
javascript:;
https://www.blogger.com/profile/07481033911573623806
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/ban-gaslight.html?showComment=1538983729325#c3132489129035837115
javascript:;
http://texaveryatwb.blogspot.com/
https://itsthecat.com/blog
https://itsthecat.com/blog/the-lady-and-the-tiger/
http://www.whataboutthad.com/
http://www.whataboutthad.com/2019/09/07/cartoon-logic-podcast/
http://likelylooneymostlymerrie.blogspot.com/
http://likelylooneymostlymerrie.blogspot.com/2019/01/thats-all-folks.html
https://drgrobsanimationreview.com/
https://drgrobsanimationreview.com/2020/07/17/the-flying-man/
javascript:void(0)
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2020/
javascript:void(0)
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2019/
javascript:void(0)
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2018/
javascript:void(0)
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2017/
javascript:void(0)
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2016/
javascript:void(0)
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2015/
javascript:void(0)
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2014/
javascript:void(0)
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2013/
javascript:void(0)
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/
javascript:void(0)
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/12/
javascript:void(0)
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/banana-duck-of-tomorrow.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/a-chinese-goulash.html


7/19/2020 Tralfaz: Ban Gaslight!

https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/ban-gaslight.html 4/6

Hello, Folksies

Hare Ribbin' Cut

The Two-Shoes Kitchen

Selling Krazy Kat

Ban Gaslight!

He Helped Make Tom
Scream

The Oyl Neighbourhood

Bashing Baby Droopy

Fred Allen Still Sees
Oblivion

Tangled Travels

Porky Jumps Out of His
Skin

Cartoons of 1928

39 Again?

Emery Hawkins

Mutts About Backgrounds

Bulldog in a Box

Fred Allen Sees Oblivion

Two Long Pigs

Snafuperman Snafu

Fleischer Cartoon Ads,
1935

How to Write a TV Show

Snoppyquop and
Animated Cartoons

Springtime For Thomas
Backgrounds

Flip the Wolf

The Six Year Old Who
Loved Shari Lewis

Red Riding Hoodwinked
Backgrounds

Woozy Woody

The Animated Cartoon
World, July 1916

Jack Benny, 39+40

Gremlin 101

Sleeping Beautyland

I Eats My Spinach
Backgrounds

►  October (32)

►  September (34)

►  August (33)

►  July (34)

►  June (34)

►  May (31)

►  April (32)

►  March (31)

►  February (29)

►  January (34)

https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/hello-folksies.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/hare-ribbin-cut.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/the-two-shoes-kitchen.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/selling-krazy-kat.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/ban-gaslight.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/he-helped-make-tom-scream.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/the-oyl-neighbourhood.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/bashing-baby-droopy.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/fred-allen-still-sees-oblivion.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/tangled-travels.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/porky-jumps-out-of-his-skin.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/cartoons-of-1928.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/39-again.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/emery-hawkins.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/mutts-about-backgrounds.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/bulldog-in-box.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/fred-allen-sees-oblivion.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/two-long-pigs.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/snafuperman-snafu.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/fleischer-cartoon-ads-1935.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/how-to-write-tv-show.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/snoppyquop-and-animated-cartoons.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/springtime-for-thomas-backgrounds.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/flip-wolf.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/the-six-year-old-who-loved-shari-lewis.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/red-riding-hoodwinked-backgrounds.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/woozy-woody.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/the-animated-cartoon-world-july-1916.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/jack-benny-3940.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/gremlin-101.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/sleeping-beautyland.html
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/i-eats-my-spinach-backgrounds.html
javascript:void(0)
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/10/
javascript:void(0)
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/09/
javascript:void(0)
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/08/
javascript:void(0)
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/07/
javascript:void(0)
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/06/
javascript:void(0)
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/05/
javascript:void(0)
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/04/
javascript:void(0)
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/03/
javascript:void(0)
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/02/
javascript:void(0)
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/01/


7/19/2020 Tralfaz: Ban Gaslight!

https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/ban-gaslight.html 5/6

►  2011 (106)

Aline Mosby (17)

Art Davis (33)

Bad Luck Blackie (9)

Bob and Ray (10)

Bob Clampett (82)

Bob McKimson (59)

Bob Thomas (53)

Chuck Jones (142)

Columbia (33)

Counterfeit Cat (8)

Cynthia Lowry (26)

Dick Thomas (14)

Don Patterson (17)

Earl Wilson (6)

Erskine Johnson (37)

Felix the Cat (27)

Film Daily (50)

Fleischer (154)

Frank Tashlin (24)

Fred Allen (43)

Fred Brunish (11)

Friz Freleng (137)

Gene Deitch (18)

George Pal (10)

Grant Simmons (4)

Hanna and Barbera unit (99)

Hanna-Barbera (2)

Harman-Ising (61)

Henry Morgan (13)

Irv Spence (8)

Jack Benny (454)

Jay Ward (30)

Jimmy Durante (17)

John Crosby (84)

John Sutherland (28)

Johnny Johnsen (27)

Kenny Baker (6)

King-Size Canary (8)

Laugh-In (11)

Legend of Rockabye Point (6)

Little Rural Riding Hood (7)

Magical Maestro (9)

Maurice Noble (12)

Mel-O-Toons (4)

MGM (553)

Norm McCabe (5)

Pat Matthews (10)

Paul Julian (13)

Paul Terry (2)

Labels

javascript:void(0)
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2011/
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Aline%20Mosby
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Art%20Davis
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Bad%20Luck%20Blackie
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Bob%20and%20Ray
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Bob%20Clampett
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Bob%20McKimson
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Bob%20Thomas
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Chuck%20Jones
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Columbia
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Counterfeit%20Cat
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Cynthia%20Lowry
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Dick%20Thomas
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Don%20Patterson
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Earl%20Wilson
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Erskine%20Johnson
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Felix%20the%20Cat
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Film%20Daily
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Fleischer
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Frank%20Tashlin
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Fred%20Allen
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Fred%20Brunish
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Friz%20Freleng
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Gene%20Deitch
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/George%20Pal
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Grant%20Simmons
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Hanna%20and%20Barbera%20unit
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Hanna-Barbera
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Harman-Ising
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Henry%20Morgan
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Irv%20Spence
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Jack%20Benny
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Jay%20Ward
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Jimmy%20Durante
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/John%20Crosby
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/John%20Sutherland
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Johnny%20Johnsen
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Kenny%20Baker
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/King-Size%20Canary
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Laugh-In
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Legend%20of%20Rockabye%20Point
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Little%20Rural%20Riding%20Hood
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Magical%20Maestro
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Maurice%20Noble
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Mel-O-Toons
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/MGM
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Norm%20McCabe
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Pat%20Matthews
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Paul%20Julian
https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/search/label/Paul%20Terry


7/19/2020 Tralfaz: Ban Gaslight!

https://tralfaz.blogspot.com/2012/11/ban-gaslight.html 6/6

Sara Berner (5)

Screwy Squirrel (34)

Spider-Man (1)

Terrytoons (84)

Tex Avery (468)

Tom and Jerry Human (29)

Tralfaz Sunday Theatre (17)

Ub Iwerks (80)

UPA (57)

Van Beuren (94)

Vernon Scott (42)

Virginia MacPherson (14)

Walt Disney (145)

Walter Lantz (241)

Warner Bros. (586)

Who Killed Who (10)
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