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Sunday, 22 June 2014

Carnegie Hall in Bloom
During the last 20-or-so years of his life, Jack Benny turned years of jokes about his bad violin playing and
turned them into box office gold with charity concerts for dozens of symphony orchestras and their venues. 

Benny’s parents hoped when he was a boy, he would develop into a concert violinist. But the young Benny
Kubelsky wasn’t interested in the practice required. He could play well enough for a vaudeville act when he
got into show business, but the violin became a prop when he turned to comedy. And it became part of his
radio persona in the ‘30s, with his cast members, guest stars and other comedians ragging him for his
(deliberate) bad playing. 

His fame—or infamy, perhaps—when it came to his musicianship was put to good use for the first time when
he played on the hallowed stage of Carnegie Hall in 1943. The plot of his radio show of January 17, 1943,
revolved around his coming performance. It was his first charity benefit; one for the Infantile Paralysis Fund. 

Jack wrote about it, somewhat in character (he takes a shot at Fred Allen), in a column published by the
Niagara Falls Gazette on July 10, 1943, some months after it took place. 

Guest Column: Jack Benny’s Musical Debut
Hello, Folks! This is Jack Benny writing. It seems a little peculiar to face the grinning keys of a typewriter
instead of a cold, impersonal microphone, and, besides, I'm tired as I’ve been up all day. Well, anyway . . .
I’d like to tell you about something that happened to me in New York—something few people believe even if I
insist on telling about it at every opportunity. (Often making my own openings.)
I played the violin in Carnegie Hall!
A certain alleged comedian, and others of his ilk, have made a good many disparaging remarks about my
ability to bring anything but discontent to a violin. I want you to know I studied this belabored instrument for
many years and during my first nine years in vaudeville made a good coffee-and-doughnut living with no
other medium than this same bit of glued wood and hank of horse hair. But so much for my early Baliban &
Katz background.
While in New York during my recent tour of the army camps in the East I was invited to appear at Carnegie
Hall along with several other artists to play at the President’s Birthday concert for the benefit of the Infantile
Paralysis Fund. The date was January 17, 1943, and there was one evening that had the New York music critics
hanging on the ropes.
Deems Taylor was master of ceremonies for the evening and did a very decent job of introducing Isaac Stern,
Jan Peerce, Jarmilo Novotna, Oscar Levant, Gladys Swarthout and did an awfully good job of announcing the
intermission.
Needless to say, by this time I had tuned my fiddle to within an inch of its life and had read the program a
dozen times to reassure myself that it really did say (and here I am quoting so help me!): “Concert debut of
Jack Benny, accompanied by Oscar Levant.” Intermission was over, and Isaac Stern came back for a couple of
numbers and a fellow named Ezio Pinza sang three songs and then he and Gladys Swarthout did a duet and
then there was a great hush in this tremendous hall. Even with all those thousands of people you could hear a
pin drop—in fact I heard two drop—and Deems stepped out and said, “Here it is.”
Never have I been more graceful as I glided across the well-worn boards of that hallowed edifice and nodded
before the tremendous ovation accorded me. About that time Oscar Levant came skulking out from the wings
and seated himself at the grand piano, forget something and went back and brought out a cymbal which he
placed beside the piano. Cool, poised and perspiring slightly. I awaited the first crashing chord which was to
make history at Waukeegan, Illinois.
Suddenly like a tiger Levant leaped at the piano (a bit of a show-off, Oscar) and started the introduction to my
solo. After some ten minutes of this sort of thing I look inquiringly over my shoulder in time to see him smack
the cymbal a nasty blow and decided to await my turn. In a moment it was there, my cue, and I was in the
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groove. With only the slightest rasp as my bow touched the
strings, I went firmly and serenely into that old familiar classic
—“Love in Bloom.”
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