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To Be
Jack Benny synonymous with clowning horseplay? Riotous slapstick?

Was Lolly into her fifth martini when she came up with that?

Benny was the very opposite of “riotous slapstick.” He stood there and looked
out at the audience. They laughed. He kept looking. They laughed harder.
“Clowning horseplay” was for people like Red Skelton or (especially) Milton
Berle.

But that’s what Louella Parsons told her readers in her column of March 1,
1942. It wasn’t like she and Jack were strangers. She even appeared on his
radio show twice.

The subject is mostly Jack’s latest movie, To Be or Not to Be. Lolly, as usual,
injects herself into her own story.

Shakespearean Comedy May Alter Jack Benny's Career
CLOWNING ACTOR CONVERTED INTO ROMANTIC LEAD
Carole Lombard Has Lead Role in "To Be or Not to Be," Proclaimed a Hit.
By Louella O. Parsons
Motion Picture Editor, I. N. S.
Hollywood, Cal. — Curious that “To Be or Not to Be,” the comedy that was born in tears, should be the
one that perhaps will change Jack Benny's whole career. The same Benny is synonymous with clowning
horseplay and riotous slapstick. Who would ever have thought that Jack Benny, super-comedian, clown
and funny man, would turn out a romantic hero? Yet Ernst Lubitsch, by a simple twist of the wrist,
converts Jack into a leading man with the appeal of a Tyrone Power.
Mary Livingstone has always kidded Jack about his thinning hair, his age and even his waistline,
although he is not the least bit on the portly side. They have gotten some of their biggest laughs from
the way she has ribbed him, pretending to fall for a young hero and ridiculing Benny in their hilariously
funny skits.
Mary Likes Preview.
I went to call on the Bennys at their home in Beverly Hills just as Jack was getting ready to go to San
Francisco to do a radio show at the Presidio. Jack and Mary had been playing gin rummy and Joan, their
little daughter, done up in little pink nightie, had come in to say goodnight.
Before I had a chance to even sit down Mary said, "Wasn't he
handsome? I fell in love with him all over again." She had
gone to the preview because Jack had not felt up to it. Carole
Lombard's tragic death a few days after they �nished the
picture had been such a blow he wanted to see the picture in
the theatre or in the privacy of a quiet projection room.
"I feel di�erently now," he said, "after Mary said the picture
was so good and the reviews so satisfactory. I know how
happy it would have made Carole and she would have wanted
everyone to see our movie. I am more glad for her sake most
people like it than I am on my own account.
Afraid of Role.
"Wait until Fred Allen and Bob Hope see you," I said. "Won't
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they burn? You have given Errol Flynn and our other dashing heroes competition.”
“When Ernst Lubitsch asked me to play the Shakespearian actor I was afraid," Jack said. "You need a
young, handsome leading Shakespearian man—a hero who will give the girls a thrill."
"Ernst said he had written ‘To Be or Not to Be' with me in mind and naturally I was �attered to do a
picture with Lubitsch and Carole. If Lubitsch ever asks me to make another movie," said Jack, "I won't
even read the script. I'll say yes before he can say his own name."
"I hadn't worked with Ernst two days before I knew what he told me to do was right. I had complete
con�dence in his judgment in the scene where I make Robert Stack walk thru the door �rst—we had
shot it the other way �rst—with me in the lead. ‘Try following Stack,’ he said, "and that scene is one of
the laugh sequences in the entire movie."
Laughs Must Be Natural.
"Comedy, Lubitsch believes, must never be pushed. You must never force a laugh. Why I threw away my
most important laughs and did nothing to call attention to the dialog we hoped would be funny. The
results showed that Lubitsch knows all the answers and the way to put over subtle humor."
" 'To Be or Not to Be’ could very easily be a serious picture," added Mary, "and a good one. It is so
exciting and �lled with such great suspense."
"Ah, but the comedy," said Jack, is what makes the drama all the more potent and Lubitsch knew that
so well."
As I was leaving Mary and Jack walked to the door with me and waved goodbye. Just then dilapidated car
with a man and women and some children drove by. They drove to the curb and the man asked, “Is that
Jack Benny?" I said "Yes." He said, "Well, I'm from Boston and Benny is the one person we came all the
way to California to see."
Guess that man and thousands like him over the world are glad that "To Be or Not to Be" is good for Jack
is loved, not only by those who know him, but by Mr. and Mrs. Public all over the United States.

Despite her characterisation of Benny’s comedy, Parsons seems to have got one of the few interviews with
Jack immediately after the film’s release. I’ve found plenty of reviews in newspapers in 1942, but nothing
quoting Jack to any great extent. Maybe he didn’t give interviews because he was busy with his radio show.
Or Lombard’s death still upset him.

Years later, it was different. Jack proclaimed it one of his best pictures and critics agreed. As he got laughs on
radio by ridiculing his last movie for Warners, The Horn Blows at Midnight, the studio audience reacted the
same way when cast members praised it. Not exactly “riotous slapstick,” is it?
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