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Sunday, 10 July 2016

It's TV Day
The big money in radio was gone in 1951. No one
knew better than Dennis Day. 

Day had been axed by NBC in July because he
wouldn’t reduce his demand for $11,500 a week for
his radio package. The same thing happened to
Judy Canova, who was let go making $8,500 a
week but told she could come back for $5,000. The
big sponsorship money to pay the stars was
moving faster and faster from radio into television.
(Day, by the way, was getting $12,500 a week to
sing in Las Vegas). 

Jack Benny wasn’t a cheapskate like he played on
the radio and Day wasn’t a naïve kid he portrayed.
He proceeded to do what his mentor Benny had
done several years earlier—played NBC and CBS off each other to land a new contract. He finally signed with
the former, reported Variety on October 31, 1951. It was a TV-radio deal sponsored by NBC’s parent
company, RCA. Not only did the contract let NBC plug its TV sets on the Day programme, it plugged Dennis’
records, which happened to be on the RCA label. 

As the ink on the signed agreement dried, Day hit the promo circuit to push his coming TV show and fit in a
mention for his new movie while he was at it. Hence this column by the Associated Press found in papers
starting November 26, 1951 which also focused on Day’s savviness. 

Dennis Day Prepares for Video Debut 
By BOB THOMAS 
HOLLYWOOD, Nov. 27. — (AP) — Eugene Denis McNulty [sic], better known as Dennis Day,
portrays a dim-witted character on The Jack Benny radio show. If Day is dumb, many another
show business personality would like to have the same brand of ignorance. 
Here are some examples of Day's dumbness. 
1. After years of biding his time, he landed himself a fat movie contract with Twentieth-Fox. 
2. He is the only Fox player who has television rights. 
3. He just signed a TV contract with NBC after weeks of bidding by that network and CBS.
Day, who talks like a normal human being and not the breathless, half-baked character he plays
on the radio, indicated that he doesn't believe in rushing into things. He has had many movie
offers but not until a couple of years ago did he sign up for one picture a year at Fox. The deal
kept him a free agent for TV, while most other movie contract players were prohibited from the
new medium. 
The tenor is presently working in "The Girl Next Door" and will play a whimsical ax murderer in
his next film. He has another film to follow that one, and so his TV show may not debut until the
fall of 1952. 
"They wanted me to start in January," he said. "But since I'm virtually doing three pictures a year
instead of one, I may have to put the TV show off. Anyway, I'm in no hurry to get started. I've
seen too many performers jump into TV before they were ready. Now the public is getting tired
of them."
A few weeks ago, Day was in the enviable position of being wooed by the networks. Each day, top
emissaries from NBC and CBS would visit him at the studio. Each call hiked the bidding price up
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Posted by Yowp at 07:24 

Labels: Bob Thomas, Jack Benny

a notch. Finally he accepted NBC's offer. 
"It will be a variety show format," he said. "I made pilot films of
both kinds—variety show and situation comedy along the lines of
my air show. The situation comedy show turned out to be deadly.
It just doesn't seem adaptable to TV." 
Day indicated that he would concentrate on getting good writing
for his show, "That is the most important element in a show's
success," he said. "The trouble with a lot of the writing on TV
today is that the writers are still thinking in terms of radio
technique. They concentrate on gags. Fortunately there are a lot
of new young writers coming who realize that TV depends on
sight, not gags."
Day's own radio program is off the air and he said he might be
giving up radio altogether. 
"Jack (Benny) may drop his air show after this season," he
reported. "Jack was very happy with his last TV show and thinks
he has found the format that will work for him in TV. And I think
he's right. He was playing the real Jack Benny and people loved
him." 
With Benny and others threatening to desert it, what will happen to radio?
"I guess it will be limited to recorded shows and music," Day observed. "Daytime radio will still
be the same, but all the big nighttime shows will be dropping off. There's no money in radio any
more."

Day’s variety show debuted (or is that day-buted?) on February 8th, alternating weekly with Ezio Pinza. He
tried to go the sitcom/songs route he had trod successfully on radio, with Verna Felton, Hanley Stafford and
Kathy Phillips slotted as regulars. Day wasn’t so successful this time. On the East Coast, the premiere was
opposite CBS’ Mama, which had a 40 share. Directors came and went. Writer Parke Levy bolted in late
March; his final episode didn’t air in the East because of a blizzard in the Denver area cutting the NBC circuit.
A show doctor was hired in May. The programme was replaced by a dramatic show in June and re-worked
during the summer hiatus, returning in the fall. 

Incidentally, the “ax murderer” movie role mentioned in the story never materialised and I have not been able
to find out what it was supposed to be. However, Variety reported on March 13, 1952 that a deal was set for
Day to play one of the leads in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes. Not only did it not happen, but a lead in Gentlemen
Marry Brunettes announced in the Hollywood Reporter a year and three days later didn’t come to pass. In
fact, Day never made another movie. Of course, mentor Benny had been out of the movie business by that
time, too. Sticking to the small screen never hurt either of them.

3 comments:

Randy 10 July 2016 at 17:09

Day's luck with series TV wouldn't improve during the 1953-54 season, when NBC scheduled his show
opposite top-rated favorite I LOVE LUCY. He fared no better against Lucy and Desi than anyone else had.

Reply

Tony 11 August 2016 at 19:02

My father interviewed Dennis Day in the 1970s for a nostalgia magazine. While the interview was mostly
concerned with Dennis's radio work, it did touch on his television series. My father found Dennis still very
bitter, more than twenty years later, over NBC's decision to schedule his TV show opposite ratings
powerhouse I LOVE LUCY. Dennis said it was a tough year, with everyone knowing the show was doomed
as soon as they heard what the competition was.

It's probably safe to say that Dennis's career had peaked when the article you ran above was published,
though he would have had no way of knowing that. Ironically, he wound up back on radio for a single
season in 1954-55, starring in a variety series on NBC. RCA Victor, his longtime record label, dropped him
around the same time the radio show ended, and a new contract with Capitol Records began and ended
with a single LP. He continued to make periodic guest appearances with Jack Benny, though television
made it very obvious that, age-wise, Dennis wasn't "the kid" Benny referred to him as. 
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My father's interview found Dennis of two minds about his work with Benny. On one hand, he seemed
genuinely grateful and appreciative over the continued popularity of those shows, and seemed proud of his
work on them. He had nothing but kind words for Benny. On the other hand, he seemed a little annoyed
that his work on Jack Benny's show was ALL that most people remembered or knew from his long career.

Enjoy your site. Just thought I would make a little contribution, though somewhat belated.

Reply

Yowp 11 August 2016 at 19:53

Tony, thanks for the note. Dennis, from what I gather, made a nice little career for himself in
Vegas and the other resorts in the '50s and '60s. But, realistically, the average person really only
knew him from the Benny show. He certainly wasn't in the same league as Perry Como or Nat
King Cole when it came to record sales (And then music took a shift in the mid-'50s).
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MGM (553)

Norm McCabe (5)

Pat Matthews (10)

Paul Julian (13)

Paul Terry (2)

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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