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The Television Question
Television’s takeover of the living room from radio was gradual but steady. After the end of the war, new
stations came on the air. Television sets began to be manufactured again. Stations added programming and
signed up for networks. By fall 1948, all four networks were on at night, though there were blocks—even in
prime time—that were filled with local programmes. And then Milton Berle became a sensation and is credited
with giving the industry a huge boot.

Radio stars saw it coming. They realised it was inevitable that network radio would die and TV would replace
it. The question was—what should they do about it?

Jack Benny had appeared on what was essentially a closed-circuit broadcast in the mid-‘40s, hauled in front
of a camera in Minneapolis after a stopping in the city. He mulled over TV, and agreed to a limited schedule of
appearances in 1950 (he ended his television career the same way with occasional specials). Fred Allen was
already caustically and bluntly joking about media morphing on his radio show. Jack did it, too, in this piece for
Radio Life magazine of August 8, 1948. The title of the article is misleading, as it doesn’t question what will
happen “After Television,” but looks at leaping into the media itself.

Jack Benny's Own Story of How His Friends In Show Business (Including a New Young
Comedian Named Hope) Are Shaping Up for The Coming Trials by Television Camera
By Jack Benny
IT SEEMS that every radio comedian I bump into these days is worried sick about television. What will it
be like? How will it a�ect them? What will be the reaction of the public when it can see as well as hear
these comedians? For the actor, it means learning a new medium; mastering a di�erent technique. No
more reading from scripts; every line must be memorized. The sudden transition will not be easy. We
few, who won't be a�ected by television, can't help but notice the fear in the faces of those less
fortunate actors. It's like a Frankenstein monster that haunts the m until they can't see or think
straight.
Cantor Bears Up
Only recently, I had lunch with Eddie Cantor, a case in point. He spoke about Ida; his �ve daughters; the
new picture he's producing; a play he has coming up on Broadway. He told me a few stories (which I had
already heard from Jesse]) and raved about some song he was doing next week on the air. But, not once
did he mention what was upper most in his mind —television. Cantor is always acting, but he couldn't
fool me. I knew that underneath his apparent gaiety — the hand-clapping, the eye-rolling, the
jumping up and down —he was trying to �nd escape —escape from the morbid fear that was sapping
his strength and con�dence.
Of course, with me, it's di�erent.
But, I couldn't help wondering how I would feel if I were in poor Eddie's spot.
As we left the restaurant, I tried to cheer him up. I shook hands with him and said, "Don't worry, Eddie."
He said, "Worry about what?" Pathetically, he pretended he didn't know what I was talking about. And
as the chau�eur opened the door and little Eddie stepped into his big Cadillac, I knew that during that
long drive to his forty-room home in Beverly Hills the one thing on his mind was that terrible dread of
television.
Then, there's Burns and Allen. I played golf with George Burns and he pulled the same act as Cantor.
He made out that he didn't have a worry in the world. He purposely played a better game of golf than I
did, just so I wouldn't see how upset he was. On the way back to the club house, he kept laughing and
telling me the same jokes Cantor told me (which I had already heard from Jessel) and all the while I
knew his nerves were at the breaking point; that the specter of television gnawed at every �ber of his
being. I kept thinking how fortunate I was —that I wasn't in the same position. Poor George, and Eddie,
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and Bob Hope, too.
Hope Is Brave
I met Hope at N.B.C. the other day, and he was carrying on worse
than Burns and Cantor. Naturally, Bob is younger. He's just getting
his break, and television will hit him harder than the others. There
he was, standing in the lobby surrounded by a crowd of G.I's,
signing autographs and cracking the same jokes that George Burns
told me, that Cantor told me, (which I had already heard from
Jessel). And when Bob called out, "Hello Jack, I'll be with you in a
second," I knew immediately from the timbre of his voice that
television was making a nervous wreck out hi m, too. But, I've got
to hand it to Hope. In spite of the heartbreak, the fear inside of him,
not once did he let down or allow his actions to betray his real
feelings. He was brash and breezy, eyes sparkling, full of pep, but
when I inadvertently mentioned what television would do to some
radio comedians, that got him. His reaction was instantaneous. His face sobered. His manner softened.
He put his arm around my shoulder, and for a brief moment I thought I saw a tear in his eye. At that
instant I hated myself for having let those words slip out. How it must have hurt the boy!
He said, "Buck up, Jack. It'll work out somehow." Poor Bob. He didn't want me to worry about him.
Poor Allen
'Then I got to thinking about the others. Fred Allen, for instance. What must be going on in his mind? In
spite of what everybody thinks about Allen, we must admit he is intelligent. He realizes what television
will mean to him. He shaves every morning. He knows what he looks like. I tuned in on his program
accidentally one Sunday, and it was pitiful. He told the same jokes that Bob Hope told those G. I.'s, that
George Burns told me after Cantor told me (which I had already heard from Jessel). I never felt so
embarrassed for anybody in my life. The only thing that saved Allen's program was the audience. They
were so sorry for him, they laughed continuously all through the show. You can't fool the American
public. The people know television is just around the corner, and it was just their way of saying, "So
long, Fred. You did a great job."
Last night, I went to bed, but I couldn't sleep. I kept tossing and turning. Every time I closed my eyes I
saw poor little Eddie Cantor, Burns and Allen, Bob Hope, Fred Allen; and all those other radio comedians
less fortunate than I. It was a never-ending parade. Fibber McGee and Molly, Edgar Bergen, Red Skelton,
Jack Carson. Yes, even "The Great Gildersleeve." All of them potential victims of television. And as I lay
there wide awake in bed, I knew what they were going through —sleepless nights, tossing and turning,
wondering what the future held in store for them. The uncertainty — the agony of waiting! The feeling
of complete helplessness as, moving ever closer, television crept to engulf them and relegate them to
the past.
It doesn't seem fair. Why doesn't science leave well enough alone? Radio is all right the way it is.
Television can wait. Another twenty years won't make any di�erence. I'm willing to make the sacri�ce.
I'll relinquish my high-place if it will help others less bestowed.
Let's not forget the human equation. Let's remember that the backbone of civilization is charity and
kindness. So I say, hold o� television. Science be dammed! Long live radio!
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