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Benny and Conn

Jack Benny didn't start out on radio as a 39-year-old cheapskate who drove a Maxwell. Benny’s character
was built, block by block, over a period of years.

Benny started out in 1932 as a standard-issue master of ceremonies. If you've heard his first show, available
in sundry spots on the internet, you won’t recognise it. Slowly, the comedy came to dominate and Benny and
his writer Harry Conn began morphing Benny into a “character” version of Benny, having him become the fall
guy from the underlings on his show.

The Benny show, despite some sponsorship turmoil, was a hit with viewers. And someone came to resent
that.

Harry Conn.

Conn came to believe if it weren’t for him, Benny wouldn’t be a star, though Jack had been quite successful in
vaudeville in the later half of the ‘20s and into the ‘30s. Conn wanted more money. Conn wanted more credit.

And finally, he walked out on the show in March 1936 and Benny let him go. Conn wrote for a couple of other
shows, and then tried to prove to everyone he was the power behind the throne by starring in his own stooge-
filled programme. It quickly died, and Conn’s writing career petered out.

It wasn’t like Conn was completely anonymous. Benny mentioned him (and thanked him) on occasion on his
show, and there were items in the trade and popular press referring to him (Conn liked generating his own
publicity). Here’s a piece from Reeve Morrow’s radio column in Red Book of April 1935, when Benny and
Conn were still getting along, and the show was still based in New York City.

MAN BITES DOG

SIT around any of the Broadway cafés some night around two A.M. and listen to the boys talk—
the comedians and the gag-men—and you will realize what news this is. Beside it, the old classic
“Man bites dog” is about as newsy as a gangster getting nailed on an income tax evasion.

Here is a real, live, breathing example of a comedian giving a writer some credit for the success
of a program. And a writer giving the credit right back to the comedian. In public, and in print!
Jack Benny declares the chief reason he has clicked so sensationally in radio is because he has a
good writer.

And the writer, Harry Conn, declares: “Some of the best things I turn out don’t read funny—it’s
the way Jack delivers them. Benny is a master of inflection, and he has the uncanny ability of
making thie most commonplace things sound amusing.”

What can you do with people like that? It defies all the conventions.

But they do succeed in turning out one of the top shows on the air.

They start it each week on Thursday, with a session in Benny’s apartment. Conn outlines his
ideas. Benny paces the floor, chewing and puffing on an oversize cigar, emitting smoke and
“gags” in a constant stream. Some are good; some are bad: but the average is amazing. His
secretary, Harry Baldwin, by some mysterious sixth sense, knows what to take down and what to
leave out.

The show goes into rehearsal—but never in the presence of the orchestra. Benny figures that a
spontaneous audience reaction is vital to his type of comedy, and he times himself according to
the way the people in the studio behave. If the orchestra had heard the comedy before the
broadcast, they would know just when to laugh—which would be forced, and fatal to spontaneity.
Jack Benny depends only upon the comedy material itself for laughs. He never wears costumes,
never indulges in visual “business” for the sake of the few hundred people in the studio forsaking
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the millions of listeners outside.

Benny, along with such masters of comedy as
Chaplin and Butterworth, never forgets that
popular sympathy goes to the underdog. He
always gets the worst of the deal, the “dirty
end of the stick”—until the last moment, when
he comes out on top.

His method of presentation is unique, suave
and subtle. And to Jack Benny, along with Ben

Bernie, go the honors for making the
commercial announcements a pleasure. Benn; Jack Benny, whose methodissub-

p ' y tly suave, and_ his wife, Mary
kids his sponsor and the product, and makes Livingston—*"his chief stooge.”

you like it. His programs carefully avoid the

long-winded commercial “plugs,” uttered with

a ponderous solemnity, so that the world may be saved for better mileage, better digestion, or
better marks in school for little Junior. Commerecially, he proves that the touch can carry a heavy
sock!

Tune in on him Sunday night at seven over the Blue network. He is more than ably assisted by
his wife Mary Livingston as his chief stooge; Frank Parker, whose tenor voice has never gone off
the gold standard; and Don Bestor and his orchestra.

As you have read, there was no Phil Harris, no Dennis Day, no Rochester, let alone an underground vault,
anything or anyone played by Mel Blanc, no feud with Fred Allen, no Frank Nelson shouting
“Yehhhhhhhhhhhs?” All this was developed by other writers (and Benny) after Conn was gone. Conn can
certainly be credited with helping to develop the Benny show, but it really didn’t become what we remember it
to be until he left.

Academic Kathy Fuller-Seeley has expertly and contentiously researched and documented Conn’s role on the
Benny show and how they broke new ground together in a very excellent historical treatise which | urge you to
read here.

Posted by Yowp at 07:12

Labels: Jack Benny
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:j J Lee 2 June 2019 at 09:18
: I'd say Edgar Kennedy's RKO two-reel series that began about the same time as Jack's show was the

other nexus of the sitcom formula as we know it today, as it ran for about 15 years using the same set of
characters and premise during that period (as for Morrow's article, the part on Jack's desire to avoid forced
laughter kind of meshes with the story that he was unhappy with how high up the laugh-track was turned
on his first single-camera filmed shows and wanted the artificial effect toned down after that).
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