


STORYTELLERS
TO THE NATION

(IR IR ]

The Television Series
Robert Thompson, Series Editor



Syracuse University Press’s new Television Series is designed to provide
readers with serious books about popular TV as a creative and artistic
medium. Television programming, which remains an area virtually
unexplored by critical scholarship, will be one of the major focuses.
Proposals for historical and analytical studies of television creators, pro-
ducers, directors, and writers are welcomed, either in the form of full-
length manuscripts or as anthologies or edited collections. The series
also reprints classic works as well as lesser-known texts recommended
by scholars and others in the field.
Other titles in the series include:
David Marc, Bonfire of the Humanities: Television, Subliteracy, and
Long-Term Memory Loss
David Marc and Robert J. Thompson, Prime Time, Prime Movers:
From 1 Love Lucy to L.A. Law—Americd’s Greatest TV Shows and
the People Who Created Them
Douglass K. Daniel, Lou Grant: The Making of TV's Top Newspaper
Drama




__ TOM STEMPEL

Storytellers
~to the Nation

A HISTORY OF AMERICAN
TELEVISION WRITING

] 1 ]

|

!




Copyright © 1992, 1996 by Tom Stempel
All Rights Reserved

First Syracuse University Press Edition 1996
9% 97 98 99 00 0l 654321

‘I'his book was originally published in 1992 by Continuum Publishing Company,
New York.

‘I'he paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American
National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed
Library Materials, ANSI /.39.48-1984. @9

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Stempel, Tom, 1941-
Storytellers to the nation : a history of American television
writing / Tom Stempel. — Ist Syracuse University Press ed.
p. cm. — (The television scries)
Originally published: New York : Continuum, 1992. With new
afterword.
Includes bibliographical references.
ISBN 0-8156-0368-1 (paper : alk. paper)
1. Television authorship—History. 2. Television plays, American—
History and criticism. 1. Title. 11. Series.
[PN1992.7.874 1996]
812'.02509—dc20 95-40841

Manufactured in the United States of America




CONTENTS

Acknowledgments 7
Introduction 9
1 - Radio to Television 13
2 - Early Filmed Television 23
3 - Early Live Television 33
4 + A Golden Age 44
5 - Enter the Major Studios 57
6 - Reality/Documentary 70
7 - Cowboys and Other Sixties Professionals 78
8 « Small Towns, Talking Horses, and Related Galaxies 94
9 - Comedy/Variety 108
10 - Movies and Miniseries: The Early Years 119
11 - Police Story 132
12 - Lear and Marshall 143
13 « MTM and M*A*S*H 157

14 - Coroners and Other Seventies
and Eighties Professionals 169

15 - Movies and Miniseries: The Later Years 183
16 - Professional Status 195



6 - Contents

17 » Unsold Pilots and Flops 211
18 « Hill Street Blues 225
19 - The Children of Hill Street 237
20 + Yet Another Perspective 246
21 » Maturity 260
Conclusion 278
Afterword 279
Notes 281
Index of Names and TV Shows 299

(Photographs may be found between pages 156 and 157).



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

You do not do a book like this—especially a book like this—alone, and the
appropriate institutions and people ought to be thanked:

At the Margaret Herrick Library of the Motion Picture Academy of Arts
and Sciences: Head Librarian Linda H. Mehr and her staff, especially How-
ard Prouty.

At the Doheny Library of the University of Southern California: Head Li-
brarian Anne G. Schlosser and her staff, especially Ned Comstock in Special
Collections and Leith Adams, the head of the Warner Brothers Collection.

At the Louis B. Mayer Library at the American Film Institute’s Center for
Advanced Studies: Head Librarians Misha Schutt and Ruth Spencer and their
staff.

At the Theatre Arts Reading Room in the Graduate Research Library at
the University of California at Los Angeles: Head Librarian Brigitte Kueppers
and her staff, especially Sharon Farb.

The Writers Guild of America, west was especially helpful in facilitating
my contacting writers, as were some writers’ agents.

It would not have been possible to prepare properly to do the interviews for
this book without Vincent Terrace’s three-volume Encyclopedia of Television
(New York: New York Zoetrope, 1985-6). While the books are not as ency-
clopedic as one might hope, writers are listed and indexed in enough detail
that the basic outlines of a writer’s career can be determined. For more recent
credits, Lynne Naylor’s Television Writers Guide (Santa Monica: Lone Eagle
Publishing Co., 1989) was very helpful. For television movie and miniseries
credits, Alvin H. Marill’s Movies Made for Television (New York: New York
Zocetrope, 1987) was essential.

At Los Angeles City College: George Bowden and two of his students Eu-
gene McCloud and Suzel Bertrand were able to get to some Museumn of
Broadcasting programs I could not.

Mary Ann Watson and Jonathan Kuntz read the first draft of the manu-



8 - Acknowledgments

script and made many useful comments. Tovah Hollander read the first draft
and gave me extensive notes that helped shape the final book, in addition to
sharing her pertinent and often wonderfully impertinent observations about
television over many years, which is why this book is dedicated to her. Mel
Tolkin read and commented on the section of Your Show of Shows. Aubrey
Solomon, George Bowden, and Joni Varner read the second draft and also
made many useful comments and encouraging noises.

The photographs were obtained at the Collector’s Bookstore in Hollywood
with the assistance of Jake Hughes.

At Continuum Michael Leach started me off on this project, and he and
Evander Lomke have been both helpful and encouraging. Copy editor Donn
Teal raised several interesting questions, some of which I could answer. Deb-
bie Mills helped set up two of the interviews through her extensive connec-
tions.

The late Howard Ostroff started me thinking about television writing when
our daughters were in pre-school together, and they are both a lot older now.
I regret that Howard died just before we were to sit down for the formal
interview we had planned for this book, but those who knew and loved him
will recognize his influence. Heward Suber added his usual provocative ques-
tions and comments to get me thinking. Donna Woolfolk Cross was nice
enough to introduce me to her father, and I hope our sitting off in a corner
discussing television writing did not disrupt her party too much.

Needless to say, my wife Kerstin has been her usual observant and suppor-
tive self, as have our daughter Audrey and her husband Daniel when I was
on the road. My brother John and his wife Susan did not object when I
borrowed their typewriter right before their wedding. Susan’s daughter Alix
took the photograph of me for the book, after I explained to her the difference
between her usual nude studies and author photographs.

Finally, there would be no book without the writers interviewed, who gave
generously of their time, their experiences, their wit, and their wisdom. In
alphabetical order (come on, you don’t think I'm going to get into a hassle
over billing with them, do you?) they are: Kasey Arnold-Ince, Juanita Bartlett,
Eric Bercovici, Don Brinkley, Jay Burton, Richard Conway, Madelyn Davis,
Joseph Dougherty, Robert Dozier, D. C. Fontana, Horton Foote, Everett
Greenbaum, Roy Huggins, E. Arthur Kean, Christopher Knopf, Charles Lar-
son, Allan Manings, JP Miller, Phil Mishkin, Rick Mittleman, Thad Mum-
ford, E. Jack Neuman, Liam O’Brien, Nat Perrin, Abraham Polonsky, Rich-
ard Powell, Larry Rhine, Joel Rogosin, Lou Shaw, Sam Rolfe, Wells Root,
Reginald Rose, Sy Salkowitz, Aubrey Solomon, Mel Tolkin, Coles Trapnell,
Catherine Turney, Joseph Wambaugh, Robert Ward, Ed Waters, Lydia
Woodward, and William Woolfolk.



INTRODUCTION

“W,
as there any?”

That was the reaction of a film historian when I said I was rescarching
writing in American television. He was only partly joking; he knew 25 ycars
ago, when 1 started researching screcnwriting in the American film, that the
reaction I got from other film historians was what I was now getting from
him. In those days everybody knew directors made movies up as they went
along and writers were semi-amiable drunks who occasionally came up with
a good line of dialogue.

Much has changed since then. Screenwriters are interviewed at some length
in newspapers and magazines. There are at least seven volumes of collected
interviews with screenwriters if not in print, at least available in libraries.
There are two recent books on the history of screenwriting, and a 1990 book
on Ben Hecht begins with the author announcing that the reason for a biog-
raphy is not that Hecht wrote Broadway plays or novels, but because he was
an important screenwriter.! This particular West has been opened; there are
roads, towns, schools, and even churches; and the historiography of screen-
writing has almost become a fit place to raise young'uns. What clse could I
do but light out for the territories?

The original plan for my previous book, FrameWork: A History of Screen-
writing in the American Film,” was that it would include a section on writing
for television. What I discovered was more than enough material for a book
just on screenwriting. What [ also discovered as I worked on the book in the
mid-eighties was that the volume of good writing was higher in those days in
television than it was in film. As [ frequently said to my screenwriting classes,
“Name me any 11 two-hour feature films this year that arc as well written as
the 22 one-hour episodes this, or any, season of Hill Street Blues. Plus St.
Elsewhere.” They couldn’t do it, nor could I. When Mike Leach, my editor
at Continuum, asked me what [ was going to writc for them next, the obvious
answer was a book on the history of writing for television.
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Unlike the history of screenwriting, however, there is not much previously
published material on the history of writing for television. Most writing about
television, I discovered, fits into two categorics. The first is the academic
writing, which tends to emphasize the role of institutions in television (the
Federal Communications Commiission [FCC], the networks, the sponsors,
the pressure groups). The sccond is the nostalgia industry, which tends to
emphasize massive amounts of information, a good dcal of it trivial, and
mostly about very light entertainment shows (a nostalgia book can generally
be identified by its listing the fictional address of the characters in shows).
There are so far no collections of interviews with television writers, although
some are interviewed for other books, especially the nostalgia books. There is
so far only one published biography of a television writer, Jocl Engel’s excel-
lent Rod Serling.?

To do this book, then, it was necessary to do what the academics call
“original research.” By habit, training, and interest, this mcant my interview-
ing television writers. 1 did do background reading of books and articles, as
well as materials at various rescarch libraries, but I thought the best stuff
would come from the writers themselves. 1 think 1 guessed right about that. 1
ended up doing 42 interviews, which ran everywhere from a few minutes on
the phone to five hours, with one and a half to two hours about the average.

‘The book therefore tells the story of the history of writing for television very
much from the point of view of the writers: their adventures, their fun, their
agonies, their passions. It cannot, alas, tell the story from the point of view
of the writers I was not able to interview (or whose recollections are not pub-
lished elsewhere). Certain shows | would like to have written about, such as
The Carol Burnett Show and Cheers, to name just two, are not discussed in
detail for those reasons. Because of limitations of space and time, 1 have
limited the book primarily to network prime-time fictional television, but sev-
cral of the writers interviewed have worked in other areas, so occasional side
trips for comparison purposes are made to production for syndication, late-
night programming, public television and cable shows, and documentaries.
Writing for news shows, daytime drama, and game shows is not included.

One unavoidable question with interview material is: How accurate is it?
The people interviewed for this book have had, for the most part, a great deal
of success telling the nation stories, so they are very good at it—which is one
reason why doing the rescarch for this book was such a delight. ‘The writers 1
interviewed were very aware, and made sure [ was aware, that | was getting
their version of the story. Several times during the interviews, writers would
warn me (as you are warned now) “T'his is how I remember it. So-and-so [or
more likely, that @$# % &%$#* so-and-so] will remember it differently.” In
several cases | have two or more sides to the stories; in some cases, just one.
As a general rule, though, I have found over 25 years of interviewing and
reading other interviews that writers tend to be a lot more accurate and honest
than actors, producers, and especially directors.
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In addition to the writers’ point of view, there is also my point of view, as
both a television viewer and an historian. This book is not just a collection
of interviews, which would have been casier to do (and don’t think there
weren't days | wished | had taken the easy way out), but an attempt to weave
the material together into some kind of historical perspective. The structure
of the book is generally, but not strictly, chronological. Like television itsclf,
it is a pattern of recurring clements: individuals, types of programs, and themes.
The structure of the book is also not strictly narrative, but, inspired by the
increasing complexitics of both how television is written and what is written
for television, the pattern of recurring elements becomes ultimately, 1 hope,
richer and more complex than you might have expected of 1'V. Avoiding the
simpler approach should help the rcader understand how good television writ-
ing can be.

The recurring individuals and types of programs will be obvious to the
rcader, and to give you a start on the themes, some of them are: the collab-
orative nature of television writing; writers and actors (especially stars); writers
and producers; censorship; reality and fiction, the various Golden Ages of
television writing (ycs, there was more than one); the process of writing versus
the result of the writing; and the maturation of television and its connection
with the increasing openness of American society. (I realize many people are
under the delusion that America is turning culturally conservative, but a
comparison of what was gencrally,or institutionally, accepted in the popular
arts—such as, in this case, tclevision—in the fifties and the eighties or nine-
ties should dissuade them. The cultural conservatives are certainly fighting a
semi-gallant if sociologically ignorant war, and they have even won a battle
here and there, but their cause is clearly doomed.)

Most academic writing about television deals with the institutions of tele-
vision, which is perhaps why a major thread in the fabric of this book is the
conjunction (at best) or conflict (at worst) between the institutions and the
individual writers. Part of the reason for the power of institutions in American
television is that they dominated the development of both radio, and (out of
radio) television. One rcason, and perhaps the most important reason, for the
power of the institutions was, paradoxically, the talent of the individuals who
worked for them,
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t ‘ hen Jay Burton returned to New York City in the late summer of 1948,
the institutions that were to dominate American television were in place. The
television networks grew out of the radio networks, which in turn grew out of
corporate giants protecting their control of radio patents. 'The commercial
expansion of television, delayed by the Depression and World War 11, began
in earnest after World War Il. In May 1947, NBC began a regularly sched-
uled series of dramas, The Kraft Television Theatre, although not many pco-
ple were watching. What television nceded was some person and/or show to
make owning a television set essential to the American people. Jay Burton
was about to go to work for that person and that show.'

The Texaco Star Theatre

Jay Burton had started in New York years before as a press agent for the Latin
Quarter nightclub, writing topical jokes for Earl Wilson’s newspaper column;
then he wrote for Bob Hope’s radio show in Los Angeles. In 1948 Hope had
one of many housecleanings of his writing staff and Burton was fired. Burton
returned to New York because he had heard that Milton Berle was going to
have a regular television show. e called Berle up and said he used to work
for Hope. Berle, who admired Hope, hired him.2

Milton Berle was a big star in nightclubs, getting $15,000 per week, and
not quite such a big star in radio, where he was getting only $2,500.* He had
done a radio variety show for T'exaco (written by, among others, Nat Hiken
and Danny and Neil Simon), and after a summer tryout on television for
Texaco was given a regular show Tuesday night at 8 p.M. on the National
Broadcasting Company (NBC): The Texaco Star Theatre.

Berle’s recollections of the writing of the show have changed over the years.
In his 1974 autobiography he wrote that for the first three shows in September
1948 he had only Hal Collins, who did not write new material but merely
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organized old Berle material for television. Berle added that the system only
lasted three weeks—until they learned they needed writers.* He also admitted
in his book that they eventually had five writers on the show the first scason.®
By the time of a 1985 interview, Berle was claiming the budget was too tight
the first two years to be able to hire any writers at all.®

According to Jay Burton, there were six writers on the show beginning in
September 1948. Burton wrote gags for the opening monologue and five other
writers worked on the sketches: [1al Collins, Bobby Gordon, Jerry Sellen (who
did the musical material), Buddy Arnold, and Woody Kling. After the first
six months, Burton wrote sketches as well, and more writers were added later.
Burton says that Berle “liked writers, respected writers. Only he wanted more
[jokes]. T used to write eleven pages [of jokes for the] monologues, used to
hold out four, I'd give him seven at first. Then 1'd say the next day 1 wrote
four extra pages. He always liked those last four better.” As for writing the
sketches, Burton says, “We all sat in a room and pitched.”

From its debut in 1948 to the fall of 1952, the structure of The Texaco Star
Theatre was that of a vaudeville show, with sketches, musical numbers, and
guest acts. ‘The scripts for the shows” are casual to the point of sloppiness,
befitting the time pressures under which they were written. Often the mono-
logues were missing from the mimeographed scripts, since comedians like
Berle, Burton notes, “wanted to keep the monologues to themselves. They
wanted it to be fresh . . . They'd often not do it in rehearsal so the crew
wouldn’t hear it.”

The sketches on the show started out at the shorter length of vaudeville
sketches, running four to five pages cach. By February 1950, the sketches
were longer, running fourteen to fiftcen pages, similar to the length of sketches
from burlesque. Burton attributes this to a combination of more writers on
the show and Berle’s wanting longer sketches. In spite of the increased length
of the sketches, the format runs basically the same. The sketches do not really
tell stories, but are primarily collections of gags, many of them used repeat-
edly. (As are many of the jokes on the show: Berle often asks his guest stars
how it feels to be on a comedy show and they invariably reply, “I don’t know.
Someday | hope to be on one.”) There are several slightly changed versions
of a parody of Caesar and Cleopatra. Burton says the standard sketches were
called “Nat Hiken sketches, a sure-firc laugh because the sketch had been
tried a thousand times.” Hiken had written for Berle on radio, but not on
television. The writers were drawn to the familiar material because, as Burton
says, “You knew where the jokes were. It's kind of insurance. Milton always
liked it if he was going to get squirted in the face.” Berle also repeatedly
worked in drag. Burton observes: “Milton loved that, what he’d do with his
cyes, his very expressive mouth. In drag he looked just like his mother.”

Several of the sketches were parodies of relatively recent movies, but none
of them are particularly well obscrved. Supposed parodies of The Sea Wolf
(November 30, 1948) and Mutiny on the Bounty (June 14, 1949) arc the
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same sketch. A December 7, 1948 parody of the Hope-Crosby Road pictures
has Berle as Hope and Buddy Lester as Crosby, but there is very little specif-
ically Hope or Crosby about anything they are given to do or say. Another
variation on Hope and Crosby on March 25, 1952, with Mickey Rooney as
Crosby, is a little closer to the originals, but not much.

The language in the scripts is very informal. Burton notes, “They wrote as
they talked. Nobody had that kind of literary talent. They didn’t do fine-
tuning.” The writing, even in the introductions of guest stars, includes phrases
like “I wanna,” instead of “I want to.” What might seem to be ad-libs were
written into the scripts. In one Foreign Legion sketch Berle is calling roll,
and when one man flubs his answer, Berle says, “One line he’s got—and he
can’t remember it.” One script notes that Berle and a guest star “do a phony
breakup,” and another has Berle “breaking up, correcting.” Burton says, “Milton
was good at that. He could get himself up to laugh in a false breakup.”

If the writing of The Texaco Star Theatre was not particularly sharp, it did
provide an opportunity for Berle to become the first television star. The verbal
gags were mostly run of the mill, as was Berle’s delivery, which is why he
was only a moderate star on radio. The material for the TV show provided
Berle with very physical and visual humor. The drag scenes and being squirted
in the face are only two examples. In a May 23, 1950, sketch, “Suits for
Sale,” Jerry Lewis as a suit salesman tears Berle’s suit off him. In several
scripts, there are no specific details of the action, just the note that there
would be “business.” As Jay Burton remembers, “A lot of the [slapstick] stuff
was last minute.” Berle worked best as a visual comedian, not in the sense of
doing pantomime, but in doing rather vigorous slapstick. This also played to
another of Berle’s strengths: the immediacy of his live performances—one of
the reasons he had been better paid for nightclub work than for radio.

It was that sense of intense immediacy, communicated visually, that made
Milton Berle a star on live television in 1948. He quickly became known as
“Mr. Television” and is credited with selling millions of television sets. In
1951 NBC signed Berle to a thirty year contract, which guaranteed him
$200,000 per year whether he was on the air or not.> And by the end of the
195152 season his ratings had begun to slip. The most obvious reason was
that the DuMont network had put on opposite him Life Is Worth Living, a
half-hour program of sermons by Catholic Bishop Fulton ]J. Sheen, which
led to Berle’s great line that Bishop Sheen had better writers than he did. The
first impact of Berle was over and the Bishop was the hot new face on tele-
vision. But it was more than that. Your Show of Shows had begun in February
1950 and was doing consistently sharper sketches, especially in its ilm paro-
dies. I Love Lucy had started in the fall of 1951 and was doing visual comedy
better than Berle did. Berle had invented television comedy, but Sid Caesar
and Lucille Ball were taking it further than Berle had.

They were also taking it further than Berle could. Berle had a limited
range, as the attempts to change the format of his show proved. At the urging
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of the advertising agency that produced the show for Texaco, the show was
changed to something resembling a situation comedy. Each program would
deal with the problems “Milton Berle” had renting his apartment, getting acts
for the show, etc. Berle would play the character of “Milton Berle.” Gags
were cut down in favor of “character” comedy, and physical slapstick was
almost climinated. The problem was that Berle was not as good at playing
the character of “Milton Berle” as he was at being Milton Berle. The char-
acter of “Milton Berle” had never been developed beyond a few superficial
characteristics: ego and the reputation for stealing jokes.

The ratings went back up for a while, but Berle was obviously uncomfort-
able in the new format. In the script for the third show of that season, there
are more handwritten notes than on any previous script, and the notes are all
jokes to be added. In the fourth show of the season, October 14, 1952, Berle
is in the unemployment office, and to identify himself-to the attendant he
does a complete mini-version of his show:

Texaco Star Theatre—You know—HE DOES THE TEXACO FIRE CHIEF BELL AND
SINGs) We are the men of Texaco, 1 wipe the pipe, I scrub the hub—and here
he is—America’s number one—Good evening ladies and germs—Don’t laugh,

lady because you too—then Pinza comes on: SOME ENCHANTED EVENING—I look
ashamed—I fall asleep—Oh, [ feel so jazzy, [ swear T'll kill you—and then Bobby
Sherwood—OH DON'T FORSAKE ME OH MY DARLING . . .—and then Jimmy Nel-

son—I'm Danny O’'Day—Marfak—Havoline—Sky Chief—and then the girls
dance—(HE DOES WALK) A PRETTY GIRL IS LIKE A MELODY—and now, ladies and
gentleman, Martha Raye—oH BoY . . . Sing a song—CYNTHIA—Precious mem-
ories of Cynthia—She wasn’t pretty, she wasn’t ugly—She was pretty ugly . . .
Allen, my little nephews and nieces—There’s one place for me—that’s near you—
(HE DOES SIREN) . . . Texaco Men: Oh, the curtain is descending, the best friend
your car ever had! BOM POM BOM POM BOM POM! (SINGS CHIMES) BOM BOM BOM—
NBC. . . Well?

The attendant replies, “Yeh, but what do you do?” The routine was in the
style of the original show, the one that made him a star, not the revised
format, but the original format had worn out its welcome with the audience.
There was also a mismatch between Berle and the new head writer brought
onto the show, Goodman Ace. Ace and his wife, Jane, had throughout the
thirties and forties done a very successful radio show, Easy Aces, which they
attempted to bring to television in 1949. The show consisted of Ace’s com-
ments on various subjects and Jane’s malapropisms. The show only lasted six
months on television. It was not so much that it was too literate for TV, as
some have suggested, but that there were not enough visual elements to it.
When asked why he joined Berle’s staff in 1952, Ace replied, “I worked for
15 years [on radio] writing good stuff (Easy Aces) and nobody paid any atten-
tion to it. Now I can write for a big audience and still squeeze in some clever
material.”® Berle complained at the time that Ace’s jokes were “too intelligent
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for my audience,”' and he later wrote in his autobiography that Ace was

wrong for the show and not good for “the sort of comedy that the character
‘Milton Berle’ made people think of.”!!

The other writers loved Ace. Just a few weeks into Ace’s first season, Burton
wrote a handwritten note on his copy of the script, “Jay Burton, protege of
Goodman Ace.” Burton recalls, “I'm crazy about Goody . . . He was the
giant. He loved words. He wasn't interested in big sketches. He liked dialogue
.. . Somctimes he looked away from the screen just to listen to the dia-
logue.” When Goodman Ace left the Berle show in 1955 to go to write for
Perry Como, Burton and several other writers went with him. Berle’s show
was canceled the following year. NBC continued to pay him on the contract
until it was up in 1981.'2 Burton continued to write, primarily for variety
shows, trying to avoid situation comedies. He found he “understood variety.
Sitcoms are not really show business, singing, dancing. Just 23 minutes.”

Jack Benny

Milton Berle was not the only radio performer to move into television. Jack
Benny had been doing a regular radio program for 18 years when he started
doing a television series in 1950. Unlike Berle, Benny had the advantage of
having created, with his writing staff, a distinctive “Jack Benny” character:
cheap, vain, cheap, incensed, cheap, etc. Benny not only plaved the char-
acter on radio, but variations on it in his films. The transition to television
should have been easy for Benny, but it was not."> Benny was not only wor-
ried about being seen too often by his audience, he felt the subtlety of his
humor might not work as well on television.

There were losses for Benny in the transition from radio to television. His
writers had developed several running gags based purely on sound effects,
most notably the starting of his old Maxwell car (done on radio by Mel Blanc)
and Benny’s vault, which was guarded by Carmichael the bear (also Blanc).
While these appeared on television, they did not catch the imagination as
vividly as they had on radio.

There were also gains for Benny on television. The writers learned to de-
velop material that depended on Benny's reactions to the action around him.
(Part of this may have been Benny’s concern about being overexposed on the
new medium.) The plotting of The Jack Benny Show is very simple. In the
1957 “Christmas Shopping Sketch,” the sketch is the entire show. Benny goes
to a department store to buy presents for his friends. Benny simply reacts to
the people he mects. He does as much with an expressive deadpan as anybaody
since Buster Keaton, and the reactions would simply not work on radio.

The writing process on Benny’s show began with the writers kicking around
ideas, which they would mention to the comedian.!* Onc of the changes in
television for Benny was that because of all the time he had to spend mem-
orizing lines, getting costumes fit, and rehearsing, he spent less time with the
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writers than he had on radio.'® The writers would write the script and Benny
would go over it with them, since he worked best, even in radio, as an editor
and reactor. Benny, for all the deadpan of his performance work, was a noted
laugher, frequently falling on the floor at something in the script, which led
to writer George Belzer’s line “If a writer doesn’t cause Jack to send a suit to
the cleaners twice a week, he’s not earning his money.” !

Burns and Allen

Unlike Benny, his friend from vaudeville days, George Burns was more in-
volved with the writing of his television show than he had been on his radio
show. According to one of the writers, Paul Henning,

In radio George didn’t have much of an active hand in the writing. Although
he approved the material, he pretty much left it to his writers. When it came to
television, you really had to work and use your imagination. This is where George
came into his own. He met with the writers on the first day of each episode,
worked out the story in detail with them and then went over the completed
scripts very carefully.!”

Burns himsclf has downplayed making the transition from radio to television:
“We talked in vaudeville, we talked in radio, we talked in television. It wasn’t
hard to go from one medium to another.”'® On the other hand, he recog-
nized at the time that there was a difference, telling the writers, “We can'’t
get by with just funny lines. We have to give them stuff to watch, too.” '

The problem for Burns and his wife and partner, Gracie Allen, in the
transition from radio to television was slightly more complicated than just
providing the visuals. Like Benny, they brought over to television the char-
acters they played on radio and before that in vaudeville: George who asked
Gracie logical questions, Gracie who answered with her own tortured logic.
Their act was primarily verbal humor. If that had continued on television,
Burns would have had very little to do, and the balance between them would
have been off. Over lunch, William Paley, head of the Columbia Broadcast-
ing System (CBS), suggested that Bumns should open the show with the
monologue. Burns thought about this and came up with the idea that he
would be like the Stage Manager in the play Our Town: not just doing a
monologue, but explaining the story, making transitions. 2

In the television shows this gives Burns a chance to react, both visually and
verbally, to what is going on. In the movies the team made, he showed lim-
ited kinds of reactions, mostly exasperation. Burns’s reactions get so compli-
cated later in the series that he is also commenting on the show as a television
show. In the 1956 “Missing Stamp” episode, he decides not to return the
stamp because, he tells the audience, “. . . if I do, our show will be fifteen
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minutes short.” In the same episode, he is later watching a scene from the
show on the television set in his son, Ronnie’s, room.

While the characters of Burns and Allen and their neighbors the Mortons
were brought over into television, none of the scripts or plots from the radio
shows were uised on television. ‘The plots of the television shows are much
more complicated than the radio shows (as well as more complicated than
the plotting in the Benny television shows).?! In a two-episode story in 1958,
“Hypnotizing Gracie”/“Gracie Is Brilliant” Gracie’s trying to find a designer
for her dress, gets involved with a hypnotist who hypnotizes her, which makes
her mentally brilliant. In an cffort to get her back the way she was, the hyp-
notist inadvertently hypnotizes her neighbor, who ends up with Gracie’s brain.

Given the plot complications and the need to maintain a balance between
Bums and Allen, it is not surprising that Burns was more involved in the
writing of the television shows. Bums and the writers would sit around the
office Monday and not leave until they had worked out the story. The “Hyp-
notizing Gracic” shows came from the writers” wondering what would happen
if Gracie were the smartest woman in the world.?? The writers would then
write the episode while the current episode was rehearsed and shot on ‘T'ues-
day and Wednesday (unlike the first years of Jack Benny’s show, which were
done live with an audience, their show was shot on film but without an
audience, so they could have more scene changes the complicated plotting
called for). On Thursday and Friday Bums would work with the writers. On
Saturday he would put together all the material they had developed during
the weck.?? There are constant changes in the scripts, often simply in the
wording of a joke, and in some cases optional versions of the lines are given
in the scripts. The changes are generally te cut and simplify the material.
The pauses that are an integral part of Bumns’s timing are all written into the
scripts.

The Lone Ranger

Not only were performers like Berle, Benny, and Burns and Allen making
the transition from radio to television, so were many dramatic programs. The
Lone Ranger began as a local radio show in 1933 and quickly became a
nationwide hit.?* It was created by George W. Trendle and written by Fran
Stryker, who also wrote such series as Covered Wagon Days, from which
several Lone Ranger stories were taken.?® In the late forties Trendle went to
the sponsor General Mills and suggested they underwrite a half-hour tele-
vision show. Itendle kept control of the property, and Charles Larson, who
wrote several Lone Ranger I'V cpisodes, remembers that Trendle was “the
greatest limitation. Trendle was a kind of old-fashioned gentleman with old-
fashioned ideas about protecting the youth of America. He was very strict on
language, which was very stiff. Ile would not allow contractions. We had to
use ‘shall.”” Among the other limitations Larson mentions were that they
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could not have the Lone Ranger uninasked, but when he was captured by
the bad guys, Larson recalls it as “the agony of the damned” trying to figure
out how not to unmask him. One solution was, “We had Tonto being knocked
out and captured a lot.”

Some of the differences in writing for radio and television can be seen in a
comparison of the 1938 radio episode “He Becomes the Lone Ranger” and
the 1949 first TV episode, “Enter the Lone Ranger,” both of which deal with
how John Reid became the Masked Man. The radio program is shorter, only
eight minutes of story, while the television episode is 26 minutes. The radio
program begins with a sound montage of the Cavendish Gang attacking wagon
trains, towns, and ranches—which suggests an epic scope. The beginning on
television is a Building-of-the-West montage made up of stock shots (general
shots purchased from a film library or studio). The TV story begins with
Collins, who will lead the Rangers into the Cavendish ambush, telling the
story of the attack on the trading post. With a budget of approximately $15,000 2
there was no way to show the attack. The ambush is shown, as is a long scene
of the wounded Reid dragging himself to water, which is not in the radio play
at all. ‘There are only a few lines of dialogue in the television version from
the radio version.?” There is also not in this television episode, nor in the
others, the incessant “Whoa, steady, big fellow,” jingling of bridles, and clop-
ping of hooves that are in all the radio shows. On television we can see Silver.

Other Transitional Programs

While Trendle insisted that the Lone Ranger be as wholesome on television
as he was on radio, Marshal Matt Dillon on Gunsmoke became more whole-
some on television. The radio version of Gunsmoke began in 1952, the last
days of network radio drama. Dillon on radio, played by William Conrad,
was a bit shorter-tempered than on television and not as infallible, which
James Amness insisted on for television.” Miss Kitty also became less hard-
¢d_~d in the television version. The character could be suggestive on radio
simply because audiences could use their imagination. The network, CBS,
wanted to clean up Miss Kitty for the television show, and after the first
episodes audiences did not see men going upstairs at the Long Branch.?
Gunsmoke, however, did use scripts from the radio show for the television
program in the first few years. Norman MacDonnell and John Meston had
created the radio program, but when the series first went to TV, it was put
under the control of Charles Marquis Warren, who had done considerable
work in Western films. In the first season, 32 of the 39 episodes were based
on scripts from the radio show; Warren specifically told his writers to sclect
stories from the radio scripts.* This worked so well that in the second, third,
and fourth seasons, all 39 episodes in cach season were based on radio stories.
Of the radio episodes that were not done on television, many were not done
for obvious budgetary reasons. Most stories about the cattle trail that ended at
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Dodge City, such as “Brothers,” which is about a herd of 2,000 head, were
not done on television, nor was “New Hotel,” about a hotel that is built and
burnt down in the episode. Some of the tougher-edged radio stories were not
done, such as “Square Triangle,” which portrays a three-way love affair, and
“Kitty,” which deals with the town’s dislike of Kitty.?' Programs done on both
media were often softened for television. In “The Cuitar” a mule’s ear is cut
off on radio, but on television the mule is merely painted with white stripes. 3

Death Valley Days, which had started on radio in 1930, also used radio
material for its television series. Ruth Woodman, who had created the series
for radio, supervised the carly television version of it, beginning in 1952. On
radio the narrator was The Old Ranger, and on TV, as Woodman noted, he
“mellowed a bit, of course. No more tobacco juice dripping off his chin, not
quite such a hardbitten desert rat. And we could no longer depend as heavily
on narration as we did in the old [radio] days.”*

My Friend Irma, on the other hand, did not use its radio scripts.** Part of
the reason may have been that the radio show was mostly characters dropping
in with five minutes of jokes—which worked well enough on radio (several
radio shows worked in similar ways, such as Jack Benny’s and Fred Allen’s),
but for television stories were needed.

Writers who worked in radio found they had to make the adjustment to
television, some of them reluctantly. Sam Rolfe began writing for both radio
and movies and he liked writing for radio because he found it “the perfect
writer’s medium” because “you had to get character and definition out of the
dialogue.” He recalls the advice of an old radio writer who pointed out that
in a script that the name of the character speaking was on the left side of the
page and the dialogue on the right. The old writer told Rolfe to put a ruler
on the left side to blot out the names, and “then read the stuff on the right.
If you don’t know who's talking, you're writing shit.”>*

Richard Conway, another writer who made the transition, wrote 120 epi-
sodes of The Life of Riley when it moved from radio to television. He tried to

think sightwise. You felt you could do a lot of sight gags. You could be less
verbal. In radio you had the narration that connected the scenes, and you also
had to explain the sound effects so people would understand them. {In television]
you went more for sight gags, but we found you couldn’t bring it off in the short
amount of [production] time, so we went back to verbal gags. They had to shoot
45 pages of script in two days, it was a burden on the director and we were
limited on the sets. On a Riley, we had a scene of Riley going to a jewelry store
to buy a present for Peg. Peg was at the store, so we had some sight gags. The
director said we haven’t got the time, so we had to do the scene on phone, with
Riley ordering the jewelry on the phone.

Richard Powell got this succinct piece of advice from writer Charles Issacs
about the difference between writing for radio and television: “When you
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have someone writing a letter on TV and they finish it, you don’t have to
write [the dialogue] “There.” ”

The Ones Who Didn’t Make It

Not everyone managed the transition from radio to television. On radio Fred
Allen was as popular as Jack Benny. Allen was in many ways the quintessen-
tial radio performer. Allen’s radio show depended not merely on verbal wit,
but literate verbal wit (even to the point of satire), very little of which found
audiences in the early days of TV. When Allen tried television in 1950, he
appeared to be at ease in front of the cameras,? but he was not, just as he
had not been in front of the movie cameras in Hollywood.?” Unlike Benny,
he was not particularly good-looking, and he was not a visual performer in
the way Benny and Burns came to be on television.

Duffy’s Tavern was a success on radio but not on television. Ed Gardner,
the star and creator of the show, had, unlike Benny, Burns, and even Fred
Allen, no experience performing before a live audience and did not think
visually. When Larry Rhine, who wrote for both the radio and television
versions, tried to think of the show in visual terms, Gardner replied, “Just
give me the jokes. I'll stand there and do them.” Gardner wanted to do what
he did in radio: stand with his hat in his hand and read the jokes. The show
only ran from April to September in 1954.

The radio writers as well as performers had trouble with the transition.
When Catherine Turney, a stage and screen writer, went to work for a show
called Cavalcade of America, she was assigned to do a show based on a radio
play for the series on Eli Whitney, the inventor of the cotton gin. She re-
thought it for the limitations of early television. The radio script had Whitney
looking out the window at a large crowd, but Turney realized the set would
only allow for three to four people. When the writer of the radio play read
Turney’s script, “He loathed me. He was so upset. He was an ear writer. He
didn’t think in visual terms.” Turney saw that the radio writer understood
television was going to take over but did not want to learn the new technique.



EARLY FILMED TELEVISION

[n 1950 Chicago radio writer Don Brinkley decided to try writing for the
novies:

Actually I came out here to bring the industry to its knees. | found it was
already on its knees. It was that panic time when the movie studios were in
terrible trouble. Television was just beginning to rear its ugly head . . . there
was a lot of confusion. So what 1 had to do was take what was available and |
started doing radio again.

Writers already doing movies had it just as bad. Charles Larson, who had
started as a junior writer at MGM writing short subjects, says, “The whole
Hollywood closed up. Hollywood just died.” Even Wells Root, whose credits
included such big pictures as the 1937 The Prisoner of Zenda, saw that “There
was an active market for writers in television, more than there was for the
screen.”’

The active market Root refers to was not live television, of which there was
very little in Hollywood in the late forties and carly fiftics. There was yet no
coaxial cable connecting the coasts, and no regular coast-to-coast live tele-
casting until 1951. There was also virtually no filmed production for tele-
vision by the major film studios, who generally hoped television would just
go away. The television market was smaller production companies producing
some programs for the major networks, but mostly for the syndication market.
Many local stations, to fill up their programming hours, bought shows from
syndication companies, which would sell them filmed shows that the stations
could then scll to local advertisers. By 1955 local advertisers were spending
$150 million on 150 syndicated programs.! Inevitably the budgets for such
programs were less than network budgets, which created opportunities for film
producers, and writers, experienced in low-budget film production.

One of the first producers to get involved in television film production was
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Hal Roach, Sennett’s rival in making short comedies in the silent films. In
1949 his son, Hal Roach, Jr., suggested doing half-hour films for television.
Their company started that ycar with a half-hour situation comedy entitled
The Stu Erwin Show, which they sold to the fledgling American Broadcasting
Company (ABC) nctwork. Subsequently they produced My Little Margie (which
started on CBS and became a radio show after it was a success on television),
the ill-fated Duffy’s Tavern, and Racket Squad.” Hal Roach, Jr., told TV
Guide the keynote to his work was “Quality. Give them good entertainment,
and you stay in business. But it's not thc movie business. I¥s an entirely
different proposition.”?

Racket Squad was originally produced in 1950 for the syndication market,
but in 1951 was picked up by CBS for a two-year run on the nctwork. Prob-
ably because it was written and shot cheaply ($25,000 per episode ) and quickly
(44 pages of script shot in two days®), an interesting stylistic touch in the
writing of Racket Squad was dropped after the first few cpisodes: 'The stories
dealt with various cons run on unsuspecting citizens, which were foiled by
Captain Braddock of the Squad. In the first episodes, Braddock narrates the
storics, but in the sccond person, addressing the victim of the con. This sup-
poses Braddock knows everything about the con before the victim tells him,
which makes him rather obnoxious. Eventually the narration was changed to
Braddock telling the story in the third person—a more conventional approach
and therefore less demanding of writers.

Westerns and Jack Chertok

Television audiences very early grew used to filmed Westems. In 1948, WATV
in Newark began running old B-picture Western movies seven nights a week
and continued to do so through 1954. Part of the reason was that the films
were cheap programming, available for between $25 and $500 per showing.®
Actor William Boyd bought up the television rights to his Hopalong Cassidy
B-Westerns and syndicated them as a serics for between $1,000 and $1,250
per film.” By 1949 Boyd was a millionaire and NBC picked up the films for
network showings. Boyd made additional films for network and syndication.

George W. Trendle’s selection as the television producer of The Lone Ranger
was Jack Chertok, who had produced low-budget features for MGM in the
early forties. Chertok hired George B. Seitz, Jr., who had written shorts for
MGM, to write and direct the first Lone Ranger filmed episodes. Seitz worked
with Fran Stryker, adapting the latter’s radio scripts for the television series.®
The budgets for the Lone Ranger episodes in the first few years were $15,000
per episode, raised to $18,000 by 1953. Writer Charles Larson remembers
the writers were very aware of the budget limitations:

At the end of one season, we were at the end of the budget. Tom Seller said
to Chertok, “I can write one with only two people in it.” He did one where the
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Lone Ranger and Tonto were following the villains. They fall into all kinds of
traps but we never see them being set. We were all so dazzled to see how he

did it.

According to Larson, the writers would not directly adapt the radio plays
but would look at them for ideas for stories. Often story ideas came from
material already shot. Before the season would begin, all the exterior scenes
would be shot. This footage would be shown to the writers, who would decide
who would get to use what, and then the writers would write stories with
interior scenes, in cabins and mines, to match the exteriors.

Larson describes Chertok as “a wonderful man to work for. He loved writ-
ers.” One reason Chertok loved writers is they could save him money. On
one of his non-Westerns, Private Secretary, Larry Rhine wrote a seven-page
scene that could be shot in one take, which cut shooting time and expense.
Chertok loved the scene. Chertok had a group of writers he used, although
they were not officially staff writers. Larson started at $250 per weck and later
got up to $300. Sam Rolfe remembers getting “Five hundred bucks a pop [for
The Lone Ranger] and I could knock one of those things out in a night.” He
adds:

I found them [the early shows, not only The Lone Ranger] very easy shows to
write. . . . It’s like you're grunting and groaning, like a train starting up to get
that first page going. Once the characters start talking to cach other, they take
off on their own, and | was always trying to catch up. I had second and third
pages beside me, writing notes on what's coming ahead because it would all flash
in while I was working and 1 didn’t want to forget it. But it would write itself,
particularly the half-hour television.

Chertok was producing other shows as well as The Lone Ranger and “his”
writers wrote for them as well. One was Sky King, a modern Western in
which the hero gets around in a plane. As Larson describes the format, “It
was extremely rigid. You had to have him in the plane. Something exciting
had to happen with the plane.” Once the plane was out shooting aerial foot-
age and came across a plume of smoke. It was a cabin on fire. The camera-
man shot it, and.Larson was instructed to write a story to fit it. Chertok also
produced a couple of seasons of Cavalcade of America when it was finally
done on film, and Charles Larson managed to set one on an ocean liner even
though they did not have the sets for an ocean liner. Larson found the writing
process familiar: “We all came out of B pictures. It was kind of like writing B
pictures: hurry, rejection, frustration.”

Ziv

When Don Brinkley came out to Hollywood and found it on its knees, the
radio production company he started writing for was Ziv, a radio syndication
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company. The success of Hopalong Cassidy pushed Ziv to try its hand with
The Cisco Kid in 1950.% It was the first of many successes, all of them made
on the cheap. Brinkley describes the company as “really a rinky-dink organi-
zation.” The half-hour shows were shot in one and a half days, and they had
to be written half exterior scenes and half interior scenes so that all of the one
could be shot the first day and all the others shot the second day. Brinkley,
who also wrote for the Highway Patrol series, relates: “We ground those out
like popcorn. The format was easy; you could put him [Broderick Crawford]
anywhere.” For the series they tried occasionally to use stock footage of events
such as fires, but found it looked cheap. Which was in keeping with the look
of the show, because, as Brinkley notes, “What went on film, stayed on film.”
One Highway Patrol episode was shot near an animal park. In one take, as
Broderick Crawford was on the phone, a llama walked by in the background.
There was no retake.

Ziv also produced two service-academy series, Men of Annapolis, which
was syndicated, and The West Point Story on CBS. Both were supposedly
based on real stories, but writers for the series deny it. Sy Salkowitz got on
Men of Annapolis because he met the producer, William Castle, at a party.
He gave Castle several story ideas for the series, all of them made up. Annap-
olis did have control over the story content, and writers were not allowed to
do stories on events that might tarnish the reputation of the Academy, such
as midshipmen going AWOL.

Sam Rolfe wrote for West Point and his stories were not based on true
cases cither. His story editor on the series was a former film editor for Ziv
named Quinn Martin, who later produced The Untouchables and The FBI.
Also on the series was a cop moonlighting as a writer, Gene Roddenberry,
who went on to create Star Trek. Rolfe himself went on to develop The Man
From U.N.C.L.E. As Rolfe says, “We all seemed to be moonlighting on that
show.”

True and Semi-true Stories

Allan Sloane wrote Navy Log, which unlike the Ziv shows, was based on
actual stories, ' and when Death Valley Days came to television in 1952, its
original creator, Ruth Woodman, still insisted each story be based on fact.!!
Nat Perrin came on the show as producer in the late fifties, and he says
McCann-Erickson, the advertising agency producing the show, insisted that
“When a writer came in with a premise, he’d have to bring in the documen-
tation.”

Crime shows also based episodes on true stories, notably Dragnet, from
Los Angeles Police Department cases, and its San Francisco rip-off, The Lineup.
E. Jack Neuman wrote for the latter. The producer was Jaime del Valle, and
when Neuman came on the show he found he had to rewrite eighteen scripts
del Valle had bought from other writers. The stories were based on actual
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cases, but Neuman recalls he “angled them differently. It was very valuable
to me becausc I studied the San Francisco Police Department. And 1 wore a
wire [recorder] while I was doing it. They didn’t even know | was wearing a
wire. So that was how I got all the cop talk right.” Neuman adds that doing
the show, “was hard, hard work, because | had to take all of Jaime’s respon-
sibility too.” Neuman became Associate Producer of the show because del
Valle was busy entertaining the cops and not doing his work.

There were other producers for writers to deal with as well. Frank Wisbar
produced a half-hour anthology scrics titled Fireside Theatre. It was also cheaply
done. Catherine Turncy says, “It wasn’t too much different [from live tele-
vision]. You still had the limitations of the set. It was like the carly days of
talkies, the actors all worrying about the mike boom.” Sam Rolfe says Wisbar
offered him “Little picces of crap and he’d make them sound so great.” Once
he tried to get a writer to do a full adaptation of James Fenimore Cooper’s
novel The Spy to it into half an hour. Tumey adds: “They all had grand
ideas like that,” and that the writers werc all reading de Maupassant to see
what they could steal. ‘I'wo indications of the industry attitude toward tele-
vision writers at the time: Turney savs the writers on the show were put in
the old B-picturc writers’ offices and her agent refused to come down to that
offce.

‘There were also shows filmed clsewhere. One, done for a New York—based
company, was Captain David Grief, based on stories about a South Scas
istands schooner captain written by Jack London. The show was shot in Mex-
ico when Sy Salkowitz met the New York story editor (there was also one in
Mexico to do rewrites). The New York editor took it as his right that of the
$1,300 fec paid the writer, he would get a kickback of $200. Salkowitz was
incensed and went to his agent to complain. His agent told him he should
have taken the deal. The New York story editor was later fired and the one
in Mexico wired Salkowitz that he had read the first draft and asked, “Where
the hell’s the polish?” Salkowitz was baffled, and when the Mexico editor
returned to New York he told Salkowitz they had paid him for the story.
Salkowitz replied, “You never paid me anything.” After they did pay him,
Salkowitz wrote three more episodes.

I Love Lucy

At CBS radio in the mid-forties Madelyn Davis'? formed a lasting partnership
with Bob Carroll Jr. In the summer of 1948 they joined the staff of radio’s
My Favorite Hushand, whose producer was Jess Oppenheimer and whose star
was Lucille Ball."* In 1950, CBS wanted Ball to do a television series of My
Favorite Husband, but Ball, for personal reasons, wanted to do a serics with
her husband Desi Amaz,'* and enlisted Carroll and Davis to help them. Ball
liked their writing for radio, she told Davis, because they wrote “visually,” 1%
which Davis took to mean, “We had written gags and situations, not just
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written gags.” To help persuade CBS that audiences would like Ball and Ar-
naz as a couple, they put together a vaudeville production. The centerpiece
was a routine Ball learned from the clown Pepito. Davis says, “He did the
routine for her with the props, and then we adapted to it and wrote the
dialogue.” The routine—about Ball trying to get into Amaz’s act—became
the basis of the first pilot for what became I Love Lucy.'®

The first pilot was done before an audience, like a live television show,
recorded by kinescope (filming the show off a television scieen). The ad agency
for the sponsor, Philip Morris cigarcttes, wanted the show broadcast live from
New York, while Arnaz wanted to do it live from Hollywood, with kinescopes
for the Fast Coast. Most of Philip Morris’s customers lived in the East, and
since kinescopes were very bad copics, the sponsor turned Araz down. Arnaz.
broke the impasse by working out a system to film the show with three cam-
eras while performing it in front of an audience.

What has become the standard method of filming situation comedies was
born. For the writers, the three-camera system had distinct advantages. They
could include costume and set changes that could take more time to do than
could be allowed for in live television. Given the amount of physical comedy
Ball was going to do in the series, it was almost essential that it be filmed.

In the beginning Carroll and Davis borrowed storylines from their old My
Favorite Husband scripts, but learned that television was different. They had
to move the characters around and not depend on the sound effects as much.
Primarily, they had to learn to think visually, which Davis says they did not
have “any big agonizing trouble with . . . because she [Ball] was so visual
and lent herself to it so much.” Davis describes the working pattern for mak-
ing a show a weck that soon developed:

We'd get the story line [in a Monday meeting with Jess Oppenheimer]. He
started out dictating it in front of us, then later I would type it. Then we would
do the story linc and then we wrote what we would call the first draft and then
we would give it to him for a second draft or a polish. Then we'd have a meeting
and then we'd go on and get another story, and then meanwhile while we were
working on the next one, he was doing a polish on the one we'd finished. So
there wasn't a lot of this “We need a whole new second act” and “Let’s throw
the script out.” Believe me, we would have been off the air. Like they do today,
they really push and pull the script a lot, go through a whole massive redrafting
over the weekend. We just didn’t have time. We had two weeks off at Christmas,
and by the end of the scason they were building sets from the storylines. The
first season we did 38 shows, because that's how we did radio. That’s what we
thought you did.

What Davis calls the polish, Oppenheimer described as “redictat[ing] the
entire script from start to finish into my dictation machine . . . because that
way cach of the characters consistently spoke the same way. It didn’t have to
be me, necessarily, but as long as it was filtered through one person’s senses.” !’
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Davis and Carroll “did sit down once and tell him we didn’t like that. In a
very nice way. We had worked very hard on it. We talked the script cut loud,
and acted it out. So we didn’t feel that was necessary.” Davis adds, “We
worked well together. He taught us a lot. He really taught us how to plot.”

The storylines came from the writers asking themselves each week, “What
does Lucy want this week? What does she want and who's going to keep her
from getting it and what’s she going to get into?”

Every once in a while we wrote backwards. We had an idea for a physical
routine, and then we wrote out how we got her there. One time we went to a
pizza place in Hollywood and the man was making pizza in the window. He'd
throw it up to get air in it, and he was very good at it, throwing it up and
catching it, and then he’d put it in the oven. So we said, “Ah ha.” We got Lucy
to come there, and she practiced. She made pizza in the window. Of course she
collected a crowd. And then we worked to how we got there.

Davis found that she, as the one woman writer on the show, got to try out
the physical gags they thought up to see if they could be done: “You didn’t
want to be on the stage with seventy people all hired and then it didn’t work.
Then you had to come up with something in fifteen minutes. Also, we found
that by acting it out, we found funnier things than if we had just imagined
it.” Once they decided to roll Lucy up in a carpet, but when Davis tried it
the rolled carpet was impossible to roll out the door, which made the scene
even funnier. On the other hand, they wanted to put Lucy into an office
chair on rollers, but discovered it tipped over. They dropped the idea, because
they already knew that if the audience thought the gag was really dangerous,
it killed the joke.

They wrote down the physical humor in detail. Because it was written all
in capital letters, it was known as “The Black Stuff” (a term still used, al-
though some writers refer to it as “The Block Stuff,” referring to the block of
prose on the page). The writers worked closely with Ball, letting her “em-
broider” on the material, with the writers in turn suggesting additional bits.
Nor was the dialogue always delivered as written. One of her most famous
routines was a supposed commercial for Vitameatavegamin. Davis recalls, “I -
can remember | was so young then. She was marvelous, but something got a
little different in the middle, just by accident and | thought, ‘Well! She changed
it.” I was furious. . . . We had worked so hard on it. I think it took us all
day, at least.”

Ball later remembered the physical humor as more ad-libbed than it was,
such as one gag in the “Hollywood at Last!” episode. Davis says,

She somehow remembered that as her nose caught on fire accidentally. And
that’s not true. We got the idea of that, and all screamed with laughter and all
hoped to heaven we could do it. And then they built this marvelous nose. She
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had the nerve to set fire to her own nose, which 1 don’t think I would have.
... I didn’t try that stunt. But she did put her nose in the coffee cup. That was
her ad-lib, 1 think in rehearsal or on the show. But it was planned to set fire.
That's one of those things 1 wanted to set straight because it was such a wonderful
gag and it worked so well. But it wasn’t an accident.

From as early as the unaired kinescope pilot of I Love Lucy, it is clear the
writers’ instincts for what to write for Lucille Ball for television were right.
Beyond the slapstick in the imitation of Pepito the clown, the script gives Ball
a chance to react comically. Ball’s reactions, even in her radio days, were so
striking that the writers gave them names, such as “The Spider,” which came
from Ball’s reading a commercial on radio about Little Miss Muffet. In the
unaired pilot Ricky gets out of bed first and we see the back of his pajamas
have the face of a mule on them. le leaves them hanging over the mirror,
so when Lucy gets up she sees them and does a reaction thinking that it is
her. She then takes the pajamas off the mirror, gets a look at her real face,
and her reaction tops the first gag. In episode five, “The Quiz Show,” she is
repeatedly squirted in the face with a seltzer bottle. Milton Berle would have
simply left it at that, but Ball gives us different reactions to each squirt and
varies the pace of squirting the water out of her mouth.

The writers were not, however, only writing for Lucille Ball, but also writ-
ing for Desi Arnaz, both as a producer (Davis says he let them wander around
the studio prop department to find props to do shows about) and a performer.
Arnaz had not shown any great acting skills in the movies he had done. By
giving him reactions to Lucy’s antics, the writers provided Arnaz the oppor-
tunity, as carly as the unaired pilot, to show how charming a straight man he
could be.

They also had fun with his Cuban accent, again as early as the unaired
pilot, although, as Davis remembered in 1990, they never went beyond that:

It never occurred to us to do an “issue.” Lucy and Desi wouldn't have known
what to do with it. For instance, in all that time we never brought up the fact
that he was Cuban and pcople may not have cared for her being married to a
Cuban, because we never discussed that. We never discussed that. It just oc-
curred to me now that we never did. Nowadays you would.

Davis continues, discussing other issues the show did not deal with:

Maybe now you would deal with the fact that she had the baby and they'd
been married quite a while. They hadn’t had children. You'd probably get into
that. Which of course was their real life. But that never occurred to us then. It
was enough to have a child on the air, let alone get into the fact of why they
couldn’t conceive, couldn’'t have them. We had the public reeling. {Imagine
what Philip Morris would have said if we were] talking about how smoking is
bad for pregnant women.
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In 1952, the second year of the series, Ball became pregnant. On radio the
pregnancy would not have been apparent. On television there was pressure to
avoid dealing with the pregnancy by “hiding” Ball behind the fumiture. There
were concerns on the part of the network and the sponsors over the question
of “taste.” Fortunately, when Amaz told Jess Oppenheimer of the pregnancy
in the spring of 1952, Oppenheimer's reaction was that this would give them
new material to write about in the second season. Fortified by this reaction,
Armaz became determined to include it as part of the show. To protect them-
sclves, Oppenheimer arranged for a Catholic priest, a Protestant minister, and
a rabbi to read the scripts.'® According to Davis, the advisers never changed
a thing. The writers had not written anything offensive in the first place.

In the fall of 1954, the writers sent the Ricardos and the Mertzes on a trip
to Hollywood, which enabled them to have several guest stars. The writers
made fun of this themselves by beginning their first scene in the Brown Derby
Restaurant with Lucy and Ethel pointing out all the stars they are secing, but
which we cannot see. The payoff to the joke is William Ilolden, in person,
sitting down in the next booth. In episode 124, Ball does the classic mirror
routine with Harpo Marx. The writers did not even look at Duck Soup, in
which the mirror routine first occurred, and they did not write out all the
detail because Marx knew the routine by heart and taught it to Ball.

In 1956 Jess Oppenheimer left the show and Carroll and Davis became the
senior writers, although, as Davis says, “I'he pattern was set. We were used
to doing the full script.” In the middle of the 195657 season, the Ricardos
moved out of their New York apartment and into a house in Connecticut
because the writers found they had run out of stories to do in the apartment. '

In the fall of 1957, the Desilu company stopped making half-hour episodes
of I Love Lucy and turned to doing one-hour episodes that appeared once a
month. Davis notes how this affected the writing:

It changed it because we didn’t know what we were doing. We wrote the first
hour, and we put in musical numbers. It turned out to be way over an hour.
We didn’t know how long to do it. We sound rather dumb but we were breaking
precedent. To my knowledge there had not been an hour situation comedy. To
that point. So, by the time we put commercials in it, our first show ran an hour
and ffteen minutes. Desi didn’t want to cut anything, and of course cutting
fifteen minutes is a lot. So that's when he went to the show that followed us,
United States Steel [Hour] and asked to buy fifteen minutes of their time. He
talked to CBS and they said, “Fine.” 1 think we're the only hour-and-fifteen-
minute show that was ever done.

Davis adds that it took Arnaz to have the nerve to even try to persuade U.S.
Steel and CBS to do that.

The other hour episodes do seem overextended. ‘I'he second episode, “The
Celebrity Next Door,” plays like two half-hour episodes, the first half being a
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mismanaged dinner Lucy throws for next-door neighbor Tallulah Bankhead
(played by herself), and the second half the rehearsal of a PTA show Lucy
has hustled Bankhead into appearing in. The half hour was the best format
for the Lucy and Ricky characters.

Bob Carroll and Madelyn Davis continued to write for Lucille Ball after
the demise of I Love Lucy. They wrote for The Lucy Show (1962-68), Here's
Lucy (1968-74), and Ball’s last show, Life with Lucy in 1986. They also
wrote Lucille Ball specials and even contributed to one of her films, the 1956
Forever Darling. According to the script, Ball was not playing “Lucy,” but
Desi Arnaz asked them to write a scene and it came out “Lucy.” Madelyn
Davis is still amused by the sequence where Ball starts out in the house in
the film’s character, goes outside and turns immediately into “Lucy.” Neither
Ball nor the writers could escape their creation.



EARLY LIVE TELEVISION

Abraham Polonsky, who moved from writing movies to writing live tele-
vision,

kind of liked live television, but live television is a form that makes great de-
mands on the people who make it. You write dialogue a bit differently, because
you can't rehearse it as often. And then they have to learn it quickly. And very
complicated things get to be difficult to do, whereas in film nothing’s too com-
plicated. So you search for other ways of doing things.

Kraft Television Theatre

The Kraft Television Theatre was the first regularly scheduled drama anthol-
ogy on live television, and it was also the longest-running, beginning in 1947
and ending in 1958. When it premiered in May 1947, it was scen by 32,000
viewers only in the New York area. By 1953 the audience had grown to
22,570,000 in 46 cities.! It was so successful in its regularly scheduled
Wednesday nights on NBC that Kraft ran a second night on ABC Thursday
nights from October 1953 to January 1955. The programming donc on Kraft
Television Theatre show both the strengths and the limitations of early live
television drama.

The show produced 650 scripts from 18,845 submitted to it.2 Ed Ricc,
script editor on the show from its beginning, has described the carly days: “I
was the entire script department for the first year and a half. 1 had to write
one act a day for three days each week, leaving me four days to seek out what
would be the next show.”? Since there were no summer replacement pro-
grams, the show did 52 productions a year (104 when on ABC as well).
Understandably, Rice tended to use previously written material. In its first six
years, Kraft produced 169 adaptations of Broadway plays, 53 London stage
plays, 27 plays not produced elsewhere, 22 classics, and only 40 original
television plays.*
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Another practical reason for selecting theatrical plays was that they were
written to be performed in a limited time and, especially, a limited space.
Kraft did its first few years in NBC’s Studio 3H, then moved to its famous
Studio 8H, which had heard Arturo Toscanini lead the.NBC orchestra on
radio and would later see the production of Saturday Night Live. Studio 8H
was nearly twice as large as 3H, but it was still only 128 feet by 76 feet.® A
play with three sets could fit into the studio with a little room to move the
cameras, but anything more was generally beyond the scope of the facilities.

“Double Door,” the first Kraft production, was a broadcast play, all taking
place in one room. “Alternating Current,” the first original play done on the
program (in January 1948), was set entirely in the kitchen of a Senator’s house.
The 1953 production of “Rip Van Winkle” was based on the acting version
Joseph Jefferson toured in during the nineteenth century, and is hurt by the
limitations of the stage and studio. The long first act takes place in the town,
and the second act takes place up in the mountains. Rip does not fall asleep
until the end of the second act, waking up 20 years later in the third. The
second act is as long as it is so that changes can be made in the town set
during that act.

‘The limitations of live television are particularly apparent in plays with
material that could easily be shown on film. This is especially noticeable
when Kraft tries to do documentary material, such as the 1956 production “I
Am Fifteen—And | Don’t Want to Die,” based on the true story of a 15-
year-old girl who lived in Budapest in 1944. The program begins with filmed
inserts of the German bombing, but most of the play takes place in the cellar
where the girl’s family is hiding. The single set does give a sense of claustro-
phobia, but actions outside the cellar are talked about rather than shown.

As the series continued, writers learned how to use the limitations of the
sets effectively. Meade Roberts’s 1953 “The Rose Garden” works well within
the confines of a Hollywood garden apartment house. Ben Radin’s 1954 “Edie
and the Princess” cuts very effectively between several different rooms in one
apartment and even between apartments in one building.

There were also limitations in terms of subject matter. Typical of the time,
the show was produced not by the network but by the J. Walter Thompson
advertising agency. Ed Rice worked for the agency, and unsolicited scripts
were read by an agency reader, who would pass on to Rice or his assistant,
Charles Jackson, at the most only three or four of the twenty scripts submitted
each week, so the weeding out of unacceptable material began early.® The
agency’s tendency was to be cautious in order to protect the sponsor. A look
at the kinds of plays done on Kraft demonstrates that it was never an adven-
turous show in terms of subject matter. “Double Door” was a 1933 stage play
described in a review of its Broadway production as a “grim melodrama . . .
after the pattern of the well-made gasping thriller.”” “Alternating Current” is
a tepid satire of politics, second rate Hecht and MacArthur. Victor Wolfson’s
1956 “The Sears Girls” is the same kind of melodrama the movies did in the
forties with such films as Now, Voyager.
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Rod Serling’s 1953 play “Long Time Till Dawn,” about an ex-con who
tries to come back to his hometown seems reminiscent of many Wamer Brothers
fitms of the thirties and fortics, enlivened by having the lcading role played
by a not-yet-famous James Dean. But the director may have felt Dean was
too intense for the gentility of Kraft. One of the director’s handwritten notes
on the script reads: “Jimmie—too frantic and too high a tension—psychopath
schizoid.” Only a few months before that production, Ed Rice told TV Guide
“We can deal with any subject but it must be about people you believe in
and not case subjects from a psychiatrist’s notchook. We look for matinee-
type plays—belicevable incidents that might happen to pcople who live down
the street from our viewers.”®

The kinds of plays Kraft Television Theatre did changed. In the first year
they were mostly adaptations, and in 1949 the show turned to the classics. In
1952 character studies became popular, and in 1953 the show started doing
“slice of life” plays.” llere again, the show was running behind the time line
of the cutting edge of television drama, since the show was obviously reacting
to the success of writers such as Paddy Chayefsky on other shows. Rice said
in 1953, “What we plan to do is ind more short storics and novels we can
adapt for 'T'V. W¢'ll actually be on the lookout also for original plays, and
that may eventually become our chief source of story material.” lle added
that the agency might hire writers to work only for Kraft, which other pro-
ducers, such as I'red Coe, had alrcady done.'” The difference was that Coe
was willing to take chances that Kraft, because of its institutional nature, was
not able to do.

The one exception to this in Kraft’s history is Rod Serling’s 1955 play
“Patterns,” a corrosive study of ambition and office politics. Ironically, one
of the reasons for its power was that the office environment, which was not
“authentic” in Serling’s original script, was developed based on the ]. Walter
Thompson agency, the producers of Kraft.!" On anything more volatile than
office politics, however, Kraft was more cautious. Allan Manings wrote a play
for the show about the first black family to vote. Writers were not allowed at
rehearsals, and while the show was supposed to be in rehearsal, Manings ran
into an actor who had been cast in it. The actor said it was a shame it had
been canceled. Manings replied, “They can’t cancel a show in rehearsal.”

The actor said, “Yes they can. The agency decided. You camnot do any-
thing this controversial.” J. Walter Thompson and Kraft went back to more
genteel programming, much in the same way that twenty years later the Pub-
lic Broadcasting System would be able to get corporate underwriters for un-
controversial drama on their Masterpiece Theatre.

Filmed Inserts and Time Stretchers

Kraft Television Theatre was not the only early live show to use filmed inserts.
Man Against Crime, a detective show starting in 1949 starring Ralph Bel-
lamy, also used filmed inserts in its first years, and in 1952 went entirely to
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film. When it was live, the show also found an inventive way to make sure
it came out at exactly the right time. The writers were required to write a
“search scene” for late in the show. Bellamy would be told before he went
on the set whether he needed to stretch the scene. If not, he’d go straight to
the clue. If he did, he could spend however much time was needed in the
room. '?

Roscoe Karns, the star of another live detective show, Rocky King, Detec-
tive, found another way to fill out the time, if necessary. When one show
ran short in rehearsal, Karns, whose wife Grace Camney was playing a role in
the show, came up with a phone conversation at the end of the show between
King and his wife Mabel. Camey played the wife off-screen, and the charac-
ter stayed offscreen the run of the show.'? The final conversation also became
a way for the writers to tie up any loose plot points.

Your Show of Shows

In 1945 a young writer named Mel Tolkin came to New York from Canada;
his parents had immigrated there from Tolkin’s birthplace in the Ukraine.
The following year Tolkin, who by now was writing songs, was hired by Max
Liebman, producer of the weekly shows at Tamiment, a summer resort in
the Poconos.!* By the summer of 1948, Liebman realized the Tamiment
shows were preparation for a different kind of television. Most TV variety
shows, he thought, were based on vaudeville or radio, but he was more influ-
enced by the theater, especially “the element of sophistication . . . The show
[at Tamiment] was performed in a manner that didn’t patronize people.” !
Sylvester “Pat” Weaver, then at an ad agency, saw a ‘Tamiment show and
asked Liebman if it could be done every week. Liebman had him see the next
week’s show.'® As Tolkin describes what happened next, Weaver “just about
lifted it, bodily, for The Admiral Broadway Revue,” which began in January
1949 as a one-hour weekly show on NBC.

The Admiral show was to use some Tamiment material, but also to use
“classical material” written by people like Moss Hart and George S. Kaufman
for previous Broadway revues. According to Tolkin, there was simply not
enough Broadway sketch material to keep a weekly television show going. The
star of the show was Sid Caesar, and the conventional revue material was
also, the semi-official biographer of Your Show of Shows Ted Sennett writes,
“tg0 diffuse, too vaguely focused for his [Caesar’s] very special talent.”!” What
Caesar needed in order to take off was material written for his talents.

Liebman kept the staff of Admiral Broadway Revue, and on February 25,
1950, Your Show of Shows premiered.'® Some Tamiment material was used
on the new show, but it was mostly new material. The writers were Liebman,
Lucille Kallen, and Tolkin, who describes how working on the new show
varied from the previous one: “Basically because we wrote the whole frigging
show.” In keeping with Liebman’s idea that the show should be like theater,
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Your Show of Shows included music, ballet numbers, and even some opera.
What made the immediate impact and lives on in the hearts of the show’s
fans was the comic material.

Mel Tolkin and Lucille Kallen were the head writers, and shortly after the
show began Mel Brooks, a friend of Caesar’s, and Tony Webster were added
to the writing staff. As Tolkin remembers, he and Kallen did not have much
time to supervise as head writers:

First of all, when you write an hour-and-a-half show a week, four or five
sketches, three, four, or five songs, there’s no luxury of rewriting a whole show.
So you just do your best. An idea can be thrown out [discarded] at the very
beginning. That goes without saying. It's got to be acceptable to all. Whoever
gives it, somebody clse can say, “It’s only a onc-joke idea. It's good, but where
do you go? There's no force to it, no kinetic push to develop.” Then it’s a matter
of fixing. 1 can’t think of a whole full sketch being thrown out after it was writ-
ten.

As the ideas were developed, they would be shown to Liebman and Caesar
if they were not in the meeting. Eventually Tolkin and Kallen would read
the finished sketch and then, “Everybody dived in and a good sketch became
a brilliant one, occasionally.”

Lucille Kallen has described the writing sessions this way:

Sid boomed, Tolkin intoned, [Carl] Reiner [who joined the show as an actor
but worked with the writers as well] trumpeted, and Brooks, well, Mel imitated
everything from a rabbinical student to the white whale of Moby-Dick thrashing
about on the floor with six harpoons sticking in his back. Lct's say that gentility
was never a noticeable part of our working lives. Max Licbman was fond of
quoting what 1 think was a Goldwynism: “From a polite conference comes a
polite movie.”"?

In other words, the conferences were not unlike those of Mack Senmett’s
“gathering of badly deranged lunatics” in the silent ilm days.?"

Mel Tolkin has been quoted as saying that “with one writer different, it
wouldn’t have been the same show. Or with one actor different.” 2! He thinks
it helped that the writers were all in some way “outsiders”: he was from the
Ukraine, Kallen was a woman, Brooks was from the Bronx, and Webster was
a Catholic. “Most writers are outsiders, if | may talk pretentiously. The result
showed: it was an outsider’s look at Earthlings’ foolish, absurd behavior. We
were all a little offbeat. We did have a fresher look.” There were differences
in the writers as well, which also helped. ‘Tolkin compares Kallen and Brooks:

Basically she would sit with a long yellow pad writing in ink and very often say
“No.” In addition to being creative, of course, she was a powerful editor. And
she'd type it out while we'd walk around. I think Mel Brooks was more in adding
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[bits later] rather than sitting in a room, but he was a very brilliant guy, a wild
sense of humor.

The great challenge in writing for Your Show of Shows was that the per-
formers could do anything. Tolkin says, “When you write for Sid you write
old, young, fat, short, any language in the world. Because there was no limit.
It was as simple as that.”

The writing then for Your Show of Shows combined those elements: theat-
rical sophistication, writers with a wide variety of backgrounds working in
collaboration, both brilliant imagination and editing skills on the part of the
writing team, and writing specifically for talented comic performers with wide
acting ranges. The writing went well beyond the simple gags and gag sketches
Milton Berle’s writers provided for him. The sketches, monologues, and pan-
tomimes gave Caesar, Imogene Coca, and the others not only something to
do, but attitudes to play. In the first Your Show of Shows, Caesar’s monologue
is the thoughts of a man going down the aisle to be married. Mel Brooks
specialized in creating the interview sketches, where Caesar played a German
professor who thought he knew everything, but didn’t. That dichotomy pro-
vided Caesar with differing reactions to the questions his interviewer, usually
Carl Reiner, asked him. Recurring sketches on the show were about Charlie
and Doris Hickenlooper, a married couple. The couple did not generally
engage in the physical slapstick that Lucy and Ricky did, nor did they gener-
ally yell as much as Ralph and Alice Kramden did on Jackie Gleason’s pro-
gram. As Ted Sennett points out, however, “they were truer, more honestly
observed, and funnier,” than Lucy and the Kramdens.?? Part of what made
them seem that way was the attitudes the writers gave them: she was some-
thing of a snob, particularly about culture, and he was something of a slob,
particularly about everything.

For many viewers, the best of the sketches were the parodies of movies. It
is a mark of the sophistication of the show that not only did it parody Amer-
ican box-office successes, but foreign films such as The Bicycle Thief. The
show felt it could take these on because not only were those ilms shown in
New York theaters, local New York TV stations were filling up their sched-
ules with telecasts of recent foreign films. Tolkin notes that in writing satires
of foreign films the idea was that the takeoffs must be funny in themselves,
whether the viewer had seen the original or not. The foreign film parodies
gave Caesar a chance to speak in a variety of accents and made-up languages.
The writers would not try to write out themselves the fractured languages, but
would just write “doubletalk,” or let Caesar himself dictate it to a secretary (if
you think the secretary had it easy, listen to one of Caesar’s routines and try
to transcribe it).

Mel Tolkin has admitted?? the writers were a little more malicious in their
satires of contemporary films because they felt superior to them. The film
satires were especially popular in New York, which then tended to look down



Early Live Television - 39

on flms.?* Tolkin admits, “There was a certain snobbishness. 1 felt it. You
walk into a restaurant and you hear people the next morning after the show
talking about it.” He remembers talking one day about a movie they’d seen
and the writers saying, “Movies? | just saw a movie. What a picce of shit it
was.” ‘T'olkin says today, “We were talking about Shane. Actually we thought
it was a good movie. We did do a good job on Shane” which in the Show of
Shows’ version became Strange, where the basic joke was, as Tolkin remem-
bers: “What idiot, what schmuck, will risk his life to protect a family of total
strangers?” They also did a parody of From Here to Eternity called From Here
to Obscurity featuring the best of many takeoffs on Lancaster and Kerr kissing
in the surf. In their version Cacsar and Coca are nearly drowned. It not only
makes fun of the scene, but as Tolkin is proud to note, “I'hat scene has a
brilliant satirical point: that you can’t fuck right near the waves.” The same
kind of honest observation that helped the Hickenlooper sketches helped the
movie parodics.

As the success of the show grew, more writers were added to the staff,
including for one season only in 1952, Danny Simon and his younger brother,
Neil. It has also become a lcgend that the young Woody Allen worked on
Your Show of Shows, but he did not.?> Shortly after the demise of the pro-
gram in 1954, Allen did join some of the writing staff, but for a new show.

Caesar’s Hour and The Imogene Coca Show

Ted Sennett in his book is not clear exactly why Your Show of Shows was
canceled in 1954.%6 He notes that some critics felt the show had begun to get
a bit stale. He discounts rumors of friction among the cast and staff, as does
Mel Tolkin today. Tolkin thinks the network simply belicved the show was
“too rich, too expensive,” and wanted “to give Max a show, give Sid a show,
give Coca a show. They made three. It had to be [the] network. 1 don’t know
of any reason of a split [among the people on the show|. | didn’t fcel that.”
Max Liebman went into producing what were then called “spectaculars” for
the network, but they were not on a par with his previous work.

Sid Caesar got the best of the division of talent. In addition to actors How-
ard Morris and Carl Reiner (who, as noted, also wrotc), he got custody of
Tolkin, and the Simon brothers, and added Larry Gelbart, Selma Diamond,
Michael Stewart, Sheldon Keller, and later Danny Simon’s protégé Woody
Allen. Because the writing staff was bigger than it was on the early days of
Your Show of Shows, the writing process was slightly different. Tolkin de-
scribes it:

Well, there’d be a story conference in which everybody came with ideas, or
the staff worked out some ideas. Then the [writers] split up in teams. 1 was with
Shelly [Sheldon] Keller. Then it was brought back and read to Sid. Of course
Sid was in the story conference when the ideas were decided. He certainly had
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to have a powerful veto. Everybody can prove that a sketeh stinks. “It's no good,”
or “We saw that somebody did it,” or whatever it is. But Sid, in a way, did not
have to have a reason for veto—for a very good purpose: He has to be the guy
sticking his ass out on camera. Now and then you'd insist, “It's a good idea,
Sid,” but if he didn’t like it, vou would kiss it good-byc. You can't afford the
time to Aght it.

Many of the writers who worked on both shows tend to deseribe the writing
on Your Show of Shows in this same way,?” but as Tolkin slyly says, “These
new onces remember Caesar’s Hour” (or the specials that came later). Two of
the later well-known writers were not particularly vocal at the story confer-
ences. Tolkin says that Neil Simon “seldom opened his mouth, but when he
did, it was perfect, whatever he would say.”?® As for Allen, who did not work
with Caesar until a 1958 special,?? “He almost didn’t open his mouth, but
when he and Larry [Gelbart]} went to their corner somewhere, they came back
with fabulous stuff. ‘That goes for the material Gelbart and Neil Simon brought
in. I don't recall Woody speaking a lot at story conferences. Gelbart spoke for
them.”

Instead of Imogene Coca, the leading lady was Nanette Fabray, and the
cdgy domestic sketches of the earlier show became more conventional situa-
tion comedy. ‘The wilder humor was left to Caesar, Morris, and Reiner, and
often the movie parodies. ‘The October 25, 1954, show* opens with a sketch
in which Reiner and Caesar are parents of two kids who got into a fight. In
the school principal’s office, the parents re-create the fight, both kicking and
pushing the principal, then ripping his suit. 'The movie parody in this show
is of a World War I flying movie in Caesar’s version of German. The setpiece
of the sketch is Caesar’s description of the aerial doghight in which his friend
was shot down. It is such a tour de force of what Caesar does best that the
audience applauds at the end of his speech.

Caesar's Hour ran from 1954 to 1957, while The Imogene Coca Show only
lasted the 1954-55 season. Coca got Lucille Kallen, Mel Brooks, and Tony
Webster from Your Show of Shows, and added to the writing staff Ernest
Kinoy, who later wrote for the major live dramas, as well as Allan Manings,
who had written a few sketches for Your Show of Shows. Manings had written
satirical revues in college, directed in summer stock, and worked as a standup
comic in strip joints, where he did “Freudian analysis of nursery rhymes
while ladics with blue veins were ripping their clothes off.”

Allan Manings describes the writing process on The Imogene Coca Show:

On Tuesdays we used to go to burlesque shows. We used to get in a car and
go to New Jersey. Things were intriguing. Being new, | would get there bright
and early every moming and Bob [Van Scoyk, my partner, and 1] would start to
work on something. Then Lucille would work and Tony would work. Mel would
come in later and say, “Nothing is working.” Because of his relationship with
her [working on Your Show of Shows], I guess Coca had more faith in him. The
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reality was she didn’t want to do a show. She wanted to rest. | think NBC wanted
her to do a show, badgered her to do a show. The show never really had a focus.

The show also never really had a firm hand from a producer or director,
since they scemed to change every few wecks. One new director came in and
started assigning jobs, saying, “Now, Mel, you're the belly-laugh writer. You
and you, you're the constructionists.”

Brooks started screaming, “You mean I don’t know how to construct?” The
staff was so discouraged about the show that when the producer gave Coca a
live fox for Christmas and the fox bit either Coca or the producer, the writers
felt that in either case it was “politically correct.”

Neither Caesar nor Coca had the same kind of success later on television
that they enjoyed in the early fiftics. Partly this was the death of variety shows.
Mel Tolkin notes of the one-hour stories used on Caesar's Hour, “It didn’t
work because he wasn’t using his full talents. He was mostly just the middle-
class character of [the] Sid and Coca [domestic] sketches, and for an hour it
didn’t pay off as well.” Caesar himself may have understood his limitations,
or he may just have been spoiled by the collaborative process with the writers
willing to shape material only for his talents. In the early eighties he was
offered a part in a new situation comedy. He wanted to be part of the process
of developing the character and the scripts, but was told he could not. In an
interview at the time he said, “I told them, ‘Fine. You know what you can
do with your script,” and | walked out. Twenty-five-year-old boys who were
brought up on Gilligan's Island.”?'

The show he turned down was Cheers.

Mr. Peepers

In 1952 one of the small jewels of early live television was created by pro-
ducer Fred Coe and writer David Swift. NBC liked the letters of response it
got to a quiet young actor named Wally Cox, who had appeared in a Swift
one-hour comedy on The Goodyear TV Playhouse, so they asked Coe and
Swift to create a show for him. As Swift recalled in 1989, “What could you
do for Wally Cox? You write Mr. Peepers. It’s the only thing he could do.” *
The show, about a gentle high school science teacher and his friends and
associates, was put on as a summer replacement. When it was replaced by
another series in the fall, the audience complaints were so vocal (and the
ratings of the replacement were so bad) that Mr. Peepers was brought back
and stayed on the air until 1955.

Unfortunately, by the third or fourth show of the summer, a “schism”
developed between Coe and Swift.>* Jim Fritzell, who had written another
comedy series about a teacher, Our Miss Brooks, was brought in as an
“anodyne” ** between Coe and Swift and the summer’s cpisodes were com-
pleted. When the show was picked up in the fall, Julian Claman of Talent
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Associates, the company producing Mr. Peepers, decided Fritzell needed some
help. He assigned a radio writer he knew to work with him. Fritzell and
Everett Greenbaum remained partners for thirty years, until Fritzell's death.

Greenbaum remembers that there was no script coming in from an outside
writer the first week he was there, so he recalled an incident from his youth
in Buffalo in which the schools were closed because of snow. It became an
episode in which, because of a school closure, the lessons would be taught
by the teachers over the local television station. Peepers’s friend, Harvey Wes-
kit, who always seems to be on top of things and who tries to be cool about
it, freezes on camera, while Mrs. Gurney, who in the person of actress Mar-
ion Lorne would raise fluttering to a high art, worries before the broadcast
but sails through it without trouble. Greenbaum thinks that “probably most
of” the shows were based on personal experience.

Swift, who liked physical humor (his disagreement with Coe was how phys-
ical the show could get: Swift wanted more, Coe wanted less), still told Fritz-
ell what the show was about: “No jokes—ijust a nice, soft, easy, show.”?
There was still physical humor. One running gag was Peepers’s opening his
locker: he taps a radiator with a hammer, measures the last locker in the row
with a yardstick, kicks at the point measured, and his locker opens. The phys-
ical humor was a holdover from David Swift. As Greenbaum notes, “David
was the teacher of Jim in the way that Jim was my teacher. So a lot of that
physical stuff seemed important to Jim to continue.” It did cause problems in
live television, as Greenbaum remembers:

We took terrible chances. A lot of time things didn’t work. I remember we did
a show where Pecpers’s mother wanted him to clean under the bed because there
were dust bunnies, and they were supposed to move. Well, on the show they
looked like rats running around. We had that kind of disaster. . . . There was
one show that had a dog in it. In live television, you simply ran from one set to
the next and had to cover it with something else. We didn’t realize that on the
actual show people would be running faster than they were in rehearsal, and the
dog starting chasing every one of them on the show, and barking. You never saw
the dog but you heard the barking. There was a disaster.

The problems were not always on such a large scale. The show was live,
with a studio audience, which meant that the laughs often lengthened the
show, which in turn meant that cuts had to be made as the show was in
progress. Tony Randall, whose performance as Harvey Weskit made him a
star, recalled why he got the cuts, “They couldn’t give the cuts to Wally
because he never knew his lines that well anyway. And they couldn’t give
them to dear old Marion Lorne, because her whole approach to comedy was
that gasping, panting, uh-uh-uh thing, and it would have ruined her timing.”
Randall added that the cuts were never in one place in the script and they
were generally given to him right before air time.*
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With all the changes in lines, it is not surprising that lines got missed. In
“Mrs. Gurney Learns to Drive,” Peepers is riding with his Aunt Lillian (in a
car with the passing scencry done with rear projection—unfortunately the
action on the rear projection screen does not match the action in the car).
She guns her car to pass three cars, with Peepers looking out at each car as
they pass. When they go by the last one, Peepers says, “You passed them like
they were standing still.” lis next line is obviously supposed to be “They
were,” but Wally Cox says instead, “We were”—which produces almost no
laugh from the audience. Fortunately, his befuddled look at messing up the
line fits right into character.

Greenbaum and Fritzell wrote for the show for three years. Greenbaum
said in 1989, “It was three years of actual terror, Jim and | wrote forty shows
a year. Nobody knew how long it took to writc a show. Now they have five
or six writers on staff and free-lancers, and they only do 22 shows a scason.”?’

In the second full scason of the show, the ratings for Mr. Peepers began to
decline and it was decided, probably from a suggestion by Fred Coe,?® that
Peepers should marry his girlfriend Nancy. The wedding episode was shown
May 23, 1954, and the ratings went up the following season, then declined,
and the show was canccled in 1955, replaced by a Western. David Swift,
who was brought back as a consultant when Peepers was married, said, “It’s
possible, though, that Peepers’s quiet humor doesn’t appeal to the average
viewer,”* and Fritzell and Greenbaum said at the time, “You might say ours
is an intelligent humor, or humor that makes intelligent pcople laugh.”

Unlike filmed shows such as I Love Lucy, which have been in syndication
since their creation, Mr. Peepers, which survives only on kinescopes, has not
been scen outside of archives since its original showings. Michael Wilming-
ton, writing about an archive sereening of several episodes, suggests that one
reason it has not been picked up for syndication was that its look (minimal
scts, live television bloopers, not being in color) was dated.*" Its look is dated,
but not the characters and their emotions. In the wedding episode there is a
brief moment when Mrs. Gurney comes to sce Naney before the ceremony.
In a close-up we see both a sweetness and a strange sadness Mrs. Gurney
feels. It is the kind of sudden, vivid moment so affecting in live television.
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'4 (T
he writer was the star.”

That is the recurring refrain from television writers talking about their ex-
periences with live television. Charles Larson, who wrote for both filmed and
live television in the early years, says of writing for live drama, “Even when
they were out here [in Los Angeles), they still had the ‘Broadway feeling’
[that] they were the heirs of the Broadway stage. The writer was the star. The
filmed shows were the direct descendant of the B picture. The writer was
sloughed off.”

Robert Dozier wrote for live television drama in the fifties. He was the son
of film producer and former agent William Dozier, and the younger Dozier
remembers growing up in a house that was often filled with writers, all of
whose “peculiarities were tolerated, such as their drinking and their madness
and their insanity, and I think that's really why I decided that writing was a
terrific thing to do, because it was obviously something that would gain you
great approbation.”

Living in New York in the fifties, Dozier was impressed with the quality of
writing on television and got in to it:

It was a very exciting time. There were maybe fifteen hours of live anthology
television drama each week in New York. There was an enormous need for
material and there were very few writers. So you would sit down and write some-
thing with the almost sure knowledge that if you wrote something halfway pass-
able you would sell it.

You would hope to create a bidding situation, perhaps jack up the price. The
prices were not large in those days. 1 think the most I ever got for a live television
show was $5,000. I could live for a year on $5,000. My rent was $85. I had no
children and my wife didn’t eat much.
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