7/26/2019

Tralfaz: Squared Circle Benny

} More

Sunday, 16 September 2018

bitslayer604@gmail.com Dashboard Sign Out

Squared Circle Benny

There was a knock on Jack Benny when he started his
career that his gags weren't “television”. Some critics
seemed to think verbal gags were bad because they were
“radio” gags and that TV should be littered with sight gags
to take advantage of the media.

Jack did have problems with making some of his familiar
routines “television” gags. The start-up of the Maxwell and
the trip to the Benny vault were far more effective on radio.
The listener could imagine what was happening better than
any set decorator could devise (even if money was no
object).

Still, Jack’s TV writers were his radio writers, so dialogue gags were natural—especially on those shows
where they revamped old radio scripts.

An interesting example is a show late into the Benny TV run in 1962. The whole first half is, more or less, two
scenes of dialogue. The second half has a good percentage of sight gags. As you can see in the newspaper
story below, Jack was the one who came up with the visual routines, not his writers.

Jack and the writers also took a huge gamble. After the opening scene with Maudie Prickett doing a role that
likely would have been played by Elvia Allman on the radio show, the rest of the show features (to the best of
my knowledge) amateurs—four wives of celebrities and two wrestlers. Their performances could have easily
come off as flat, but they’re not bad. About the only other professional in the show is Roy Rowan, the radio
announcer who plays a ring announcer. (Veteran Charlie Cantor is also credited. He's not in the version of the
show on-line, so perhaps he used his punch-drunk voice in the deleted middle commercial).

Jack’s stunt man should have got a credit of some kind. He takes a bunch of falls and does a nice nip-up in
the wrestling scene.

I would like to have seen KTLA wrestling announcer Dick Lane hired to do something on the show; Lane had
played Benny’s publicity agent on the radio programme and was pretty funny. However, he may never have
been considered by the writers or perhaps there was a TV conflict.

The TV Key column from King Features Syndicate talked about the making of the episode. This appeared in
newspapers on December 3, 1962.

TV Keynotes

Benny Laughs It Up at Rehearsal; He’ll Referee Wrestling Bout
By CHARLES WITBECK

HOLLYWOOD — When Jack Benny entered his Beverly Hills office for a morning reading of his Tuesday, Dec.

11 CBS show, he was neatly dressed. Normally for reading sessions Jack doesn’t worry much about his
appearance, but he walked in with a bouncy step and pretended surprise when he saw Mrs. Phil Silvers, Mrs.
Kirk Douglas, Mrs. Groucho Marx and Mrs. Milton Berle sitting with scripts on their laps.

The ladies were to play themselves in a sketch about a charity function in which Benny is not invited to donate
his services as a comedian. Benny is very upset at the omission and forces the girls to let him do something for
their show — namely referee a wrestling match.
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After a little chit-chat with the ladies, a report on a
dream he had about song writer Sammy Cahn and a few
jokes with two bull-necked men sitting at the opposite
end of the room—wrestlers Count Bill Varga and Gene
Le Bell—Benny was ready to begin the reading. Count
Billy had already memorized his lines and didn’t have a
script, but Jack gave him one anyway in case of changes.
The reading went along smoothly with the ladies having
an equal share of lines—no favorite in this script. The
only interruptions ether came from Jack laughing over a
gag, or one of the writers chuckling. The four writers—

George Baker, Sam Perrin, Hal Goldman and Al Gordon
—seemed to take turns laughing, and it perked up the
reading. Announcer Don Wilson’s big bray also boomed and Count Billy needed his script after all.

Jack’s Second Thoughts

At one point Benny read two lines, laughed, and then had second thoughts. “I don’t think I can be that cheap,”
he said. “If you want laughs, you’d better be,” countered writer George Balzer. Benny let it go and the reading
continued. Thirty minutes was all it took, and the ladies, plus the wrestlers, read as well as the pros. The most
talk centered around a change in a commercial involving a sight gag switch.

Then Benny stood up and walked about the room, pulling his ear occasionally. “Fellas,” he said to the writers.
“I think we ought to switch the ending.” He outlined his idea of a windup with himself and the two wrestlers,
and it sounded better than the original. The writers bought it.

Benny also wanted to add business in his role as a referee in the charity wrestling match. He saw laughs as he
climbed through the ropes, stumbling into the ring, and he had visions of the two hulks tossing him out of the
place. Jack wasn’t going to let such golden opportunities pass by.

Jack seemed pleased with the whole show idea. He would have pretty wives of celebrities to insult him in the
first part, and scenes with the wrestlers would bring the big boff laughs in the last half. The switch at the end
gave it another boost.

Wives Not Nervous

None of the wives appeared to be nervous about doing the show. Mrs. Kirk Douglas comes from Denmark and
was hesitant about her slight accent, but was assured it wouldn't matter a bit.

After the reading Benny spent 15 minutes posing for a still photographer with the four wives. “Normally,” he
said. “I don’t go for the crazy ideas suggested for pictures. However, I like this one.”

Then Jack sat down in front of rolls of green stamps and prepared to pay off the wives. Apparently ideas to
show Jack’s stinginess never run out.

Posing with the wrestlers was very simple. Count Billy merely grabbed Jack's coat lapels and the famous
Benny pained expression appeared. Sold.

“All right,” said Jack, winding up the business. “Everybody out.”

Posted by Yowp at 07:03
Labels: Jack Benny

2 comments:

J Lee 16 September 2018 at 09:41

\;} Following Jack's death this was one of the four episodes CBS chose to rerun in prime-time during the
summer of 1976, as part of a tribute to Benny.

Reply

rnigma 16 September 2018 at 18:48

;) | had read that stuntman Eddie Parker died while working on a Jack Benny episode; could it have been this
one?

Reply
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