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Jack Benny in Action

Sitting in a theatre seat watching a bunch of people
reading from a script for 25 minutes doesn’t sound
very entertaining, but during the Golden Days of
Radio, plenty of people did just that. Part of the
attraction was seeing the stars in the flesh. Another
was to watch how the ingenious sound effects were
made. And there was an entertainment factor
besides looking at people who were looking at
papers and saying funny things; variety and
comedy shows generally had an orchestra and a
singer/singing group.

Jack Benny seemed to prefer a smaller radio
studio, from what I've read over the years, despite
the fact he had played in large, big-time vaudeville houses. The first few years of his broadcasting career
were mainly spent at Radio City in New York. He worked out of Hollywood for two months in 1934 and for
much of the last eight months of 1935 before permanently packing up for California in 1936.

The Washington Star provided an interesting word-picture of a typical Benny broadcast from New York in its
edition of March 3, 1935; presumably the columnist caught the East Coast show of February 24th (the second
live broadcast for the West Coast would have started at 11:30 p.m. Eastern time).

Incidentally, the photo to the right came from Kathy Fuller-Seely and is from the 1934-35 radio season. Writer
Harry Conn is second from the left with Frank Parker on the right. Don Wilson is standing behind Jack. At the
far right, next to Mary, is bandleader Don Bestor. Sam Hearn is not in the photo. | don’t know if the other two
men are from NBC or Young and Rubicam, Jell-O’s agency. Frederick Wile, Jr. was the agency’s publicity man
for the Benny show but | have no idea what he looked like. Wile later worked as vice-president of programmes
and production in the early ‘50s at NBC under Pat Weaver, who oversaw the Benny show for Y&R in the
mid-‘30s.

BENNY AND CREW ARE HAPPY LOT

Spontaneous Cheer Held Real Reason for Success.

By Martin Codel.

Finding the formula for Jack Benny’s enormous radio success on the radio during the last few years—a success
reflected in the recent poll of the Nation’s radio editors, who voted him their favorite comedian and his show
the most popular of last year—is not difficult after a visit to one of his broadcast performances. Attend one of
his broadcast shows, as the writer did the other night, and, even if you are not already a Benny fan, you will
readily discern why the radio editors of Main street joined Broadway’s in heaping their encomiums upon Jack
Benny.

You find him and his trouble in one of the medium-sized, and thus more intimate studios, amid the
magnificence that is Radio City. There are not more than 250 spectators in the studio, all seated. It is 10
minutes before the show goes on. Jack Benny is clutching a script, a partially burned but unlighted cigar
clenched between his teeth. He is nervously pacing the slightly elevator rostrum on which most of the cast and
orchestra are sitting or standing, the principals all likewise with scripts in hand.

Jack raises his right arm, with the other yanking the cigar from his mouth. He grins broadly, an infectious
grin, and the audience chuckles. We are still not on the air, and we wonder at the need for the hush that
follows. “I want you to meet the members of our cast,” Jack says, and with appropriate joshing he introduces

Mary Livingstone, Frank Parker, Don Wilson, Don Bestor and Sam Hearn, who is the “Mr. Shlepperman” of
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many other dialects besides his better known Yiddish.
Actors Loosen Up, Too.

All of the actors have been intently studying their scripts, but they take their bows—all grinning. Then they
return to a serious perusal of their scripts, for 7 o’clock is fast approaching.

You wonder next why Jack Benny has to deliver himself of his ensuing peroration. “I want you all to enjoy
yourselves,” he tells the studio audience, “and you don’t need to be afraid to laugh and applaud as loudly as
you like.” An invitation for “background noise” to stimulate the artists, if not to impress the unseen audience?
It seems so, and you are a bit disappointed at such artificial tactics.

At precisely 7 o’clock the orchestra signs on,
Announcer Wilson delivers himself of his blurb
over the musical background, he finishes and the
orchestra breaks into crescendo. The usual
wisecracking introduction by Wilson and
discordant blare of the band, and Jack himself
addresses the microphone. He engages in repartee
with the chubby Wilson, whose moon face is all
smiles and whose rotund form often shakes with
laughter.

Benny has the microphone at the left, Wilson being
at another about 12 feet to the right. The rest of the
cast breaks in at one or the other mikes in the well-
known manner of that particular show, according
to their parts in the script. Everyone laughs, of

course, but why do the performers themselves
laugh so heartily, and especially why is the
orchestra literally convulsed?

There you have the secret of Jack Benny’s show, quite aside from the excellence of the script. Cast and
orchestra are enjoying the performance even more than the seen and unseen audience, and there is no
question about the spontaneity of their enjoyment. You learn why after the show when yu can talk about
whispers to your host, a studio attaché, and then talk to Jack Benny himself.

The performer, with the exception of Benny of course, saw the script for the first time that morning. They
rehearsed it for only three or four hours, studied their lines through the afternoon, perhaps puzzled to
themselves how some of those lines could “pull a laugh”—and returned to the studio at 6:30 relatively fresh for
the show. All of them are experienced troupers or radio artists, yet all are as nervous and eager as for any first
night performance.

The orchestra members, you also learn, had been barred entirely from the rehearsals! Thus the written lines
are utterly new to all of them but their leader, Don Bestor, who has some script parts. The result is that every
laugh from the orchestra is wholly unaffected.

Posted by Yowp at 07:29
Labels: Jack Benny

2 comments:

—~I’ Greggl Hammond 23 July 2017 at 14:59

The photo of Jack, Mary and the cast is just marvelous. Don Wilson is so enthused!! What a great amount
of information you give us on Jack every Sunday. Thank you for your two wonderful blogs.

Reply

Ted 24 July 2017 at 16:31

I've read an article on Jack (I'm sorry, but | can't remember where) which discusses his being a stickler for
"good behavior" by the cast when they were at their microphones. He was referencing comedians who
would do things to make the studio audience laugh, such as goosing other cast members or standing
behind someone who was reading a line and making silly faces at the audience. The article stated that
Jack found this practice dishonest and unfair to listeners at home.
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