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Early Film Programming
in Television

The most basic questions about television—the formats and aes-
tic forms of programs, the responsibility for program production, the
ctures of distribution and sponsorship—were subject to both aes-
tic speculation and commercial conflict in the first half-decade of the
litim. If by the mid-1950s critics spoke with increasing assurance of
‘fundamental artistic strengths of the medium, it was due in part to,
r sense of growing prosperity and stability in the television industry.
he end of the decade, however, the critics’ hopes for a harmony of
etics and market forces in commercial television had turned
a cynicism characteristic of more contemporary attitudes toward
elevision. An understanding of the current precarious position of televi-
n American intellectual life would profit from an appreciation of
éarlier hopes of critics of television, as well as the historical reasons
tor the unmaking of those hopes.

he early years of television witnessed considerable speculation
bout the appropriate forms and sources of television programming,
lation informed by wider social and cultural attitudes toward con-
porary culture and business life. Like the early debates over televi-

poised between the competing models of radio and the motion
es. John Western wrote in the Public Opinion Quarterly in 1939:
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th[e belief that film will fill 2 major portion of telecastlng hours. Es-
timates range from forty to more than ninety percent.” -
Parallel to the contemporary trade debates over television advertis-
ing, some commentators argued that the situation of the television
audience in the private home made full-length theatrical films unsuit--
able for television. C. ]. Hylander and Robert Hardy, Jr., in the 1941 In-
troduction to Television argued that television and motion pictures de@lt,‘
with essentially different products because the television audience _
col‘uld not be expected to stay at home for long programs. Western: ' .t see‘a film more than once. There is no reason to believe that the
“agreed, arguing that “Most critics of television programs agree that the ’ Il consent to see a telecine transmission more frequently. Af-
onle—hOuL dramatic program is too long for in-the-home entertainment.” . sards; the film must be relegated to the vaults.” Lohr shared similar
There was also early concern that the economics of advertlser— : r the viability of film reruns, arguing in 1940: “It appears to be
supported television broadcasting to the home could not support the le to broadcast most programs more than once. On the second
program costs of Hollywood-style film entertainment. Bernard Smith in ;
Harper’s in 1948 offered some possible consolation for such fears: * “Peo-
ple will look at and listen to television programs for the same reason. that3
they now listen to the radio: the television set is placed where it 1.
form a part of the living habits of the American people. They will acc
amuch poorer level of entertainment in their own homes than they;
demand if they have to leave the house or apartment to attend a
public performance.”
Notwithstanding such hopes for diminished expectations on the part
of the television audience, many observers believed that the per-minute:
program costs of even low-budget Hollywood material would be too
pensive for the television market. A 1940 book on television argued | th
“The expense to be faced is almost terrifying, Translated into terrris f
running time on the screen, a motion-picture play may cost from $1;,000,
to $35,000 a minute, with $1,000 representing about the worst that the
public will tolerate. If we are to have every day a new television con "edyr
and tragedy lasting an hour and a half, the studio incurs an outlay;that
“dwarfs anything with which producers are familiar.™ e
NBC President Lenox R. Lohr voiced similar fears in 1940: “any,pla
for recording programs with standard movie-studio techniques and
equipment appears doomed to failure, since the figures indicate that the
hope of bringing costs within practical limits is rather remote. If, by new
methods, costs could be cut to even one-tenth their present amount,
they would still be excessive for television purposes until a very large

udienceé had been built up.” A private research report on television in
948 endorsed the common belief that programs should be limited to
iirty tinutes in length, argued that television’s intimacy precluded
oth feature films and full-length theatrical works, and predicted that
'Iev151on ‘would revive vaudeville and variety formats.’

Another problern foreseen in film programs for telev131on was the ex-

vé'in the development of theater television. As early as 1936,
Brothers bought a 65 percent interest in Trans-American

éntrolled a theater-television firm, American Scophony; held
ntinterest in the DuMont Television Network; and controlled
t'patents on the television cathode-ray tube. Paramount ex-
il Raibourn sat on the boards of Scophony and DuMont
‘Network. By 1951, Paramount was syndicating film and live
fiom its Los Angeles station to forty-three stations.”
ajor studios expressed interest in producing original mater-
sion in the 1940s, at the same time RCA was showing its in-
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-advertising revenues in the early years of television were too small to
upport original production by the major Hollywood studios, and were
ess than the value of theatrical rerelease of existing features, the studios
vestigated the alternate means of exploitation of theater television and
elevision. In these two services the FCC consistently moved
st the studio interests, refusing allocations or assignments for
service throughout the 1950s. Paramount, one of the studios mov-
nost aggressively into television, held out the longest for the alterna-
ystems, in the meantime withholding talent and material from
roadcast television. In the spring of 1950, the FCC issued a warning to
he. Hollywood motion picture studios against withholding product and
alent:from broadeast television, in what motion picture exhibitors de-
oiinced as “a bullying statement.”!!
Thei$tudios had reasons to be cautious about supplying programming
he'new medium in addition to the still-unfavorable economics of
ision program fees. Although the first of the federal antitrust con-
crees separating the major Hollywood studios from their theater
was signed by Paramount in 1948, divorcement at all the studios
completed until 1959; in the meantime, the still-integrated com-
eared injury to their exhibition business by release of their fea-
is to television or by a precipitous move to telefilm production.
ame time, threats of theater owners to boycott the theatrical
of studios that moved too emphatically into television inhibited
oducers; the telefilm units of both Columbia and Universal-
nal, for example, used casts and crews separate from theatrical
ion in part to insulate the studio from such reprisals.!?
constraints on the major Hollywood studios did not deter
ndependent producers from entering the telefilm business. In-
t producers William Pine and William Thomas set up a
ompany, Telecom Incorporated, in 1944. In 1946, Television
new companies forming every day” to supply television
1948, the largest packager and syndicator of radio programs
country, Frederick W. Ziv, entered telefilm production, and Jerry
sy Jr. became the first Hollywood producer to make a series sale
‘ sion with “The Public Prosecutor” to NBC. By 1951, “hundreds”
of new firms were producing telefilms, led by independents such as
Fairbanks, Hal Roach, Jr., Walter Wagner, and Bing Crosby Productions.
These independent producers either packaged existing features films

terest in producing or purchasing film material for the medium. The
radio imanufacturer, eager to consolidate its interests in VHF television -
to discourage the threatened shift of television to the UHF band, ap-
proached the major studios in the mid-1940s for production commit: :
ments. In 1944, Arthur Levey, president of American Scophony, wrote -
that RCA warned that studios that did not enter productions deals
would be cut out of the market when the network made its own,
arrangements. Levey called for studio unity in the face of what he saw as
an RCA attempt to play one producer against another, arguing that
Holly&vood was in a strong bargaining position with its experience in
visuali communication, its control of talent and story material, and thé,;
potential of more than six thousand movie theaters available for conve
sion to theater television. In December 1944, Television magaziné
reported that RCA was looking for telefilm production deals with major
studios, and that the company warned it would turn to independent pro: -
ducers if frustrated.®
Several studios in the 1940s declared an interest in producing pro-
gramming for television. In 1944, the head of RKO Television Corpora:
tion told Television that his firm was interested not only in theater teleyi- -
sion, but also in producing and packaging material for broadcast
television. In 1948, Fortune reported that RKO was “ready to produce *
film for television as soon as sponsors and agencies decide what they
want.” George Shupert, director of commercial television development
for Paramount, in August 1949 saw “a new Klondike” for telefilin
producers.’

television. For the new station operator, film programming was atty
tive not only because it was cheap to acquire but also because it required
few technical facilities and personnel compared to live programming;
“Some new stations do seventy-five percent or more of theirAprogr_';
ming on film,” William L. Kaufman and Robert C. Colodzin reported is.
1950. Furthermore, as Shupert noted, film represented the:, onily.
medium with which to reach all forty-seven television markets, less:th n
half of which were served with coaxial cable.?

While both Columbia Pictures and Universal-International set-ip:
subsidiary telefilm production units in the early 1950s, most of -the’
television plans of the major studios remained unrealized. Some of the
problems for the studios resulted from actions of the FCC. Because
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for télevision (“Hopalong Cassidy” was an early success) or produced
original material for television (such as the telefilm series “Roy
Rogers”). The sound stages and backlots of Hollywood's “Poverty Row”
of B-film production companies and some of the major studios were

rented out to independent telefilm producers. In spite of this activity, -

in 1952 there were only twelve substantial telefilm companies,
among them Crosby, Fairbanks, Roach, Motion-Picture TV Center,
Flying-A Production (Roy Rogers), General Service Studios, and Frank
Wisbar Productions.'®

Producing telefilm was an unstable business with special challenges-

facing early participants. The television networks were regarded as hos-
tile tq film programming, fearing it would loosen the network’s arrange

ments with sponsors and affiliates by encouraging station managers to.

make independent deals with advertisers and film producers. Becaus
networks controlled the most valuable prime-time positions available fo

‘programming, syndicators of independent telefilms had to settle for

fewer markets and less desirable time periods, both of which mean
much smaller advertising revenues and license fees compared wit
network-supplied programming. Furthermore, distribution costs i
placing telefilm programs in independent stations were high, requirin
anational sales force with the attendant imperative of supplying enoug
product to obtain efficiencies of scale. Telefilm producers also com
plained that advertising agencies were hostile to film programming; a
Newsweek explained: “Television had after all grown up in New York i
the care of executives who neither knew nor cared about film tech
niques, an ignorance encouraged by advertising men unwilling to shif;
East Coast power to Hollywood and dubious of receiving their fiftee
percent cut on shows turned out by movie magnates.”*

Commercial banks, accustomed to dealing with theatrical motion pi¢
ture producers, were reluctant to lend to independent telefilm pro;
ducers; not until 1952 were commercial banks willing to discuss telefilm
financing, according to Television. The field was also very competitiv
in 1951, The Saturday Evening Post pointed to a pool of two hundred un:
purchased pilots produced for $10,000 each. Time in 1954 wrote that ¢
five hundred telefilm firms recently established in Hollywood, only
forty-six survived and only six made substantial profits. In 1951, Tele
sion warned that it was difficult for independent producers to make
telefilm series sale without at least thirteen completed episodes; ir

5500

Early Film Programming 71

1.9’ 2; it reported that some sponsors demanded twenty-six episodes
i the can, requiring a speculative investment by the producer of
;000. Finally, without a network sale, producers could not expect to
écoop their investment in less than two or three years.s

Fgw feature films of any vintage from the major studios were available
o.television before 1955, and the available American theatrical films
ed to be low-budget and from minor studios. Another reason fea-
ire films were held in low esteem in early television is suggested in a
1950:Sponsor article, “How to Use TV Films Effectively,” which advised
station managers and sponsors how to edit feature films for television

é:“Far from ruining a picture, expert editing can make it even better
. Obviously, twenty-five minutes hacked indiscriminately from
iy film will leave viewers confused and annoyed. How do you snip out
irty:percent of a carefully made product and have it make sense? First

ng shots in which distant objects get lost.”’¢

re was also criticism within Hollywood of much of the early film
amming for television. In 1952, Newsweek quoted Fairbanks's
laints about the gold-rush atmosphere of the telefilm industry
+“everyone who could buy or borrow a little drugstore movie
a announced himself as a TV-Film producer.” The magazine went
he-describe the scene in Hollywood:

lovie actors financed “pilot” shows which paraded their aging

afms—and which got no closer to the small screen than an advertis-
ngiagency’s shipping room. Assistant directors and senior office boys
ym-the movie studios made the transcontinental trek to New York,

arrying bags full of scripts and shooting schedules and announced
they:were “Hollywood producers. . . . ” [T]he Hollywood hills became
littered with dead and dying telefilm creators. Some of the casualties
Were. long-time motion-picture executives temporarily “at liberty”

announced that they were available to bring their tremendous
ow-how” into TV films, “just for the experience.” One guess on the
iber of pilot films turned out in Hollywood: 2,000.7

-Sponsor magazine wrote in 1953 of the unhappy experiences of many
advertising agencies that came to Hollywood for early television film
programs: “These top agencies somehow got the idea that they had
bought what constituted Hollywood. . .. They found out that what they
had bought in the main were a lot of out of work producers, directors,
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network affiliates and independents, contained a good deal of both
kinds of programming. Researcher George Bauer wrote that for the typi-
cal 1ndependent station, even in a large television market, “[a]bout sixty
nt of 1ts programs are on fllm whlch are cheaper than live shows
: ” Kaufman and Colodzin com-

and writers—not the real genius that had made Hollywood a world
byword in entertainment.”®
Flaced with the speculative investment and slow payback of telefilm-
production, most producers specialized in the low-budget, mostly. -
action-adventure genres, incliding the Western, crime and mystery,
science-fiction, and situation comedy. With a few exceptions, anthology
drama, which was becoming an increasingly important part of the net
works’ live programming from New York in the early 1950s, was not rep
resented in Hollywood telefilm. Frederick Ziv explained the reasoning
behind his launch of “The Cisco Kid,” the first television series sold by.
his company: “It was obvious to all of us who had our fingers on the pulse. -
of the American public that they wanted escapist entertainment. ... W
didnot do highbrow material. We did material that would appeal to thi
broadest segment of the public. And they became the big purchasers o
telévision sets. And as they bought television sets, the beer sponsor:
began to go on television. And the beer sponsors, for the most part, wan
ted'to reach the truck and taxi driver, the average man and woman. The
were not interested in that small segment that wanted opera, ballét
or symphony.”*®

Furthermore, the small budgets of independently syndicated tele
films were modest even by the standards of Poverty Row studios. Busi al cénsorship. A common thread through the positions of most promi-
ness Week, in a 1951 article, “Hollywood Cameras Grind Out Film Fat '
for TV,” described the routine at Louis B. Snader’s Telescription
studios: sixty-minute films were completed on shooting schedules of on,
and one-half to three days; thirty-minute telefilms reached TV station
five days after shooting was completed; and single performers would
shoot seven short television films in a morning and five more in an aftér
noon of a single day. Roach’s telefilm studios by 1954 were consuming
more film stock than MGM, Twentieth Century-Fox, and Warne
Brothers studios combined, with a highly rationalized production pr
cess and a staff of thirty writers: “It’s like the auto business,” Roach tol

n the writings of television critics in the 1950s inevitably mingled
ore general attitudes toward the motion picture industry, New
ersus California as production centers, the value of differing

nd sell time directly to sponsors, cutting out the network ent1re1y
'lf-mtel est on the part of the networks was often cloaked in the
ic-anti-Hollywood rhetoric of the time. In 1956, Bauer cited
‘network exponents of live television” who argued: “When
vood gets its hands on anything, mediocrity immediately reigns.

duce these things cheap. There’s just no question about it, and cheap/is
the word. Not inexpensive, but cheap.”® e
Given these financial constraints and management attitudes, it was ht-
tle wonder among most television critics of the early 1950s that film pro-
grams in general enjoyed a poor reputation compared to network-
supplied live programs. Schedules of early television stations, both

the n‘,_ltworks 22
Radlo and flhl’l actress Lucille Ball was approached by CBS to develop

n doing the series on film, the network sold back its interest in the idea
to thé.actress.” CBS Vice President Harry Ackerman explained the net-
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i

work’s attitude: “We are primarily in the live TV business. We definitely
wanted to shoot ‘I Love Lucy live. But the sponsor made us go to film.
Yol can say that we went into the film business at the whim of the
sponsor.”* '

In The History of Broadcasting in the United States, Erik Barnouw

wrbte that in 1953 “in spite of T Love Lucy, the dominance of live pro
duction was expected to continue. David Sarnoff of RCA was said to be
deftermined that it should; so was William Paley of CBS.” The defense of
live drama by the leaders of CBS and NBC was undoubtedly encourag-
ing to those critics who argued for the special place of live drama‘in
television. In a 1952 New York Times article, “A Plea for Live Video
]a(‘:k Gould, probably 1950s’ television’s most influential daily criti
w%ote at length against the use of Hollywood telefilm by the network
“The decision of television to put many of its programs on film h
tukned out to be the colossal boner of the year. On every count
te‘chnically and qualitatively—the films cannot compare with ‘liv
sHows and they are hurting video, not helping it. . . . There is simply 1
substitute for the intangible excitement and sense of anticipation thatis
inherent in the performance that takes place at the moment one
watching. ... To regard the medium as merely a variation on the
neighborhood picture house is to misunderstand the medium.” Gould"
called the growing use of film in network schedules “a step backwards,”.
and denounced the “dog-eared films that Hollywood is turning out fc I
television, the pedestrian little half-hour quickies that are cluttering Up.
the facilities of even the best of networks.”?

The opposition between live and film programming was often
couched in network versus Hollywood terms by critics and by the net
works themselves. As Gilbert Seldes wrote in the New York Times Maga-
zine in 1956, “It is ungrateful to bring up such things, but the lack of
pungent characters, of the excitement of discovery, all trace back th._tbé
principle of playing it safe by imitating whatever has been successful.
This is the cynical method of Hollywood, which did more than television
to keep the people away from movie houses.” Television writer Rod
Serling spoke for many writers and critics when he argued in 1957;

ative process. Whatever memorable television moments exist were
Qof;tfibuted by live shows. Whatever techniques were developed that
were television’s own are live techniques. Whatever preoccupation
theré was with quality and with the endless struggle against sponsors’
sta; fears and endless interference existed in New York and
Chicago—not in Los Angeles.”

Setling’s language was echoed in private and public statements by
qgtWogk executives. The New Yorker quoted a 1953 memorandum from
the head of NBC, Pat Weaver, to his programming staff: “movies and
radio point the horrible path that looms before us. ... The conformity
‘carbon copy boys are hard at work. This is not satisfactory. Televi-
miist be the shining center of the home.™

Hetworks' anti-Hollywood rhetoric reached a peak in 1955-56 in
sponse to complaints from telefilm producers and others that network
atment of affiliates and advertisers had the effect of unfairly dis-
mindting against independent program producers. In hearings before
the Seriate Commerce Committee, network representatives presented
the issué as one of defending television programming from the corrupt-
g influence of Hollywood. An NBC submission argued that the inde-
pendent program producers in fact represented a lobby of Hollywood
lm interests eager to unload a flood of telefilms and features on

as the networks which developed the facilities and skills
ndertook the financial risks of building a national television
ervice—not the film-come-latelys or the promoters with Hollywood
acklogs in their portfolios. While the networks were chalking up an-
ial losses of millions of dollars to develop the new medium, the film
ts withheld their product from it, and turned to television only
had been built by others. [If network commercial practices
estricted] the accumulated product in Hollywood’s vaults—

it musty and out-dated—would hit television with the impact

dal wave. The American public would literally drown in a
28

1id-1950s, however, the anti-film rhetoric of the networks was
t odds with their own programming practices, by then less a
of principled program philosophy than a handy public shield
ompetitive and regulatory threats. In any event, the networks in
1950s found it useful to enlist the rhetoric of critical defenders

Itis...unquestionable that in the golden days of live television’s as
cendancy its filmed counterparts on the West Coast were preétty -
much uninspired, formulated, hackneyed assembly-line products thiat
could boast fast production and fast profit, but little strain in the cre-’
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of live television for their own commercial battles. The informal alliance -
of the early and mid-1950s between television critics and the major net
works helped set the tone of public discussion of the medium in the age’
of live drama. The dissolution of the alliance in the second half of th
detade provoked bitterness and recriminations in a critical community
that felt betrayed by a medium and its commercial leaders.

The opposition of the Hollywood telefilm with the networks’ live pro
grams was only one element in the critics’ hierarchy of dramatic pro
gramming of the early 1950s. The complex criteria—live versus film, the-
drama of character versus that of plot, an aesthetic of theatrical natur,
ali‘gm versus Hollywood genre and spectacle, anthology versus contin
ing character series, sixty-minute versus thirty-minute programs, th,
television writer as legitimate playwright versus motion picture stud
employee—all operated to reinforce the opposition between the ne
works and Hollywood. The critics’ prescriptive hierarchies were argu
simultaneously as products of inductive practical criticism and of dedu
tive reasoning following from the fundamental aesthetic strengths and
demands of the television medium. Together, the two forms of argumen|
produced widely held and sharply defined assertions about televisio
proper program forms, assertions that defined artistic achievement.il
the Golden Age of television.
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techniques is their contribution to the sense of immediacy. . .. The ten-
on that suffuses the atmosphere of a live production is a special thing
to which audiences respond; they feel that what they see and hear is
happ’ ning in the present and therefore more real than anything taken
and ¢ut and dried which has the feel of the past

The opposition between film’s “feel of the past” and the immediacy of
ive television created different putative audience paradigms for film
and hve programs, in which viewers of a live performance were seen as

Live Television: ' B 1952' rtlcle ‘A Plea for Live Video,” that film programs on telev1s1on
Program Formats and Critical Hierarchies

cdid impart to live’ TV. ... The lasting magic of television is that
ys a mechanical means to achieve an unmechanical end.” The

Aesthetic distinctions offered by television critics in the early: : tions of authenticity, depth, and truth reached an apotheosis in
195 Os were often argued on essentialist grounds Gilbert Seldes’s 1952 o GOUld 1956 essay, where he excoriated “the ridiculous conceit of film

tmg for Television was typical: “On the controversy on the mentsp : stfectionists who think they can be better than life itself. .. . In their
live and filmed television programs, it is possible to hold that one is bet :
ter or cheaper or more effective than the other, but it is not possiblé to
maintain that they are identical. Common experience tells us that'two ; 7 ntangible exc1tement humanness Their error is to try to tmker with

things produced by different means, under different material and DSy i ality; t
chological conditions, will probably not be the same.™ jin | hey break the link between human and human. The viewer loses

e ‘of being a partner and instead becomes a spectator. It is the
‘e between being with somebody and looking at somebody.”

king of a technological essentialism in the service of a implicit
manism can also be seen in a 1952 text by Edward Barry

ipt editor for “Armstrong Circle Theatre™: “More than prose,

According to many early writers on television, the essential tech
nological feature of television versus the motion picture was the elec
tronic medium’s capacity to convey a simultaneous distant performaric
visually. In this regard, the medium was a unique synthesis of the im
mediacy of the live theatrical performance, the space-conquerin
powers of radio, and the visual strategles of the motion picture. In 1956
Jack Gould wrote of live television: “Alone of the mass media, it remove
from an audience’s consciousness the factors of time and distan
ce. ... Live television ... bridges the gap instantly and unites the:in
d1v1dual at home with the event afar. The viewer has a chance to be i
two places at once. Physically, he may be at his own hearthside biit in
tellectually, and above all, emotionally, he is at the cameraman ide.
The critical feature of live television, according to Gould, is that “both
the player in the studios and the audience at home have an intrinsic:
awareness of being in each other’s presence.” Seldes described. this:
metaphysic of presence in live television: “The essence of telev,lv_'s,x‘(‘)n:
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ng room, and you tune in one station or another according to whom
gu want in your room at any particular moment.”
he:early literature on television production constantly emphasized
enécessity for naturalist performances, frequent close-ups, and sim-
ified; naturalistic staging. A 1945 CBS publication explained that
Jecalise Viewers express a natural wish to ‘get a good look’ at a charac-
; pfbducers should whenever possible use close-ups to introduce all
haradters on a program.” In a 1946 article in Television, ABC executive
arvey Marlowe argued that television drama had no need for elaborate
ets-and that 80 percent of the typical television play would be shot in
e-up. In 1950, Kaufman and Colodzin advised would-be television
1anyights that “[a] good television script must be simple to produce,”
th séts that are “few and inexpensive.” The cast “should be limited to a
audience which is practically ‘on top of the performers.” | siiimber of characters,” and “[s]pecial effects should be avoided in
Writer Donald Curtis elaborated on the special demands on.the. sstances where simpler methods would be just as dramatic.” An exam-
television performer in a 1952 essay: “The actor in television must é of a rigorous application of the reductive design of television’s theat-
visualize the conditions under which his performance is being viewéd: siaturalism was Albert McCleery’'s “Cameo Theatre,” in which
He is coming into a home and joining an intimate family group whic a1l ‘éast sat on stools on an arena stage without scenery, costumes,
averages from two to six persons. There is no place for acting here props: In his Best Television Plays 1950-51, Kaufman called the
must ‘be’ what he represents. . . . The television camera goes inside of an ry program ‘pure television.”

actor's mind and soul, and sends the receiving set exactly what it o the TV playwright as well, the special properties of the television
sees there.”® , &dium?seemed to support a new kind of dramatic realism. Paddy
Broadcast critic Charles Siepmann in 1950 saw in television drama hayefsky wrote in 1955 that “lyrical writing, impressionistic writing
id abstract and expressionistic writing are appalling in television

the development of a new performance style, “not, as in the film, pre ‘
dominantly physical, but psychological—both sight and sound serving to #64s they might be gauged exciting in the theatre.” In his contribu-
n-tothe 1952 anthology, How to Write and Direct for Television,

give overt support to the covert expression of the mind.” In an introd
tion to a collection of television plays, William Bluem observed that/In fsky elaborated:
some ways TV is the penultimate technological extension of the natural
istic drama and its rejection of romantic superficiality in favor of th
inner revelation of human character. The entire theatrical moveme
towards realism in acting and staging seems to culminate upon the smiall
screen, where it can work out its own absolutes of form and style.”
Like the prescriptions on performance style in television, commen-
tary on television staging and direction found a rationale for theatrical
naturalism in the concrete production and viewing circumstances of the.
medium. As Seldes explained, “Every television program isin a sense an
invasion; you turn on your television set and someone comes into, you

 If the metaphysics of presence was one element of the ontology-of-
television argued by early television critics, another was the medium’s
P! actical situation of production and reception. William I. Kaufman and
Robert S. Colodzin argued in 1950: “Unlike both the movies and the
theatre, television does not play to the mass audience . . . it plays tg a-
group of perhaps five or six people at a time.” The intimacy of the vie_:w
ing group had implications for television dramaturgy, directing techn
ques, and performance style. Kaufman and Colodzin explained that
“IEmphasis must be on quick character development, on revealing close
ups which make the lift of an eyebrow or the flash of a smile more impor
tant than the sweep of an army. Dialogue must be carefully written and:
sincere in tone because of the intimacy of the audience and the act
and the constant scrutiny of the main characters of the play b

i télevision, there is practically nothing too subtle or delicate that
you cannot examine with your camera. The camera allows us a degree
of intimacy that can never be achieved on stage. Realism in the
l [ is a stylized business; what one achieves is really the effect of

In television, you can be literally and freely real. The scenes
played as if the actors were unaware of their audience. The
ialogue can sound as if it had been wiretapped. . . . The writer hasa
hole new, untouched area of drama in which to poke about. He can
write about the simplest things, the smallest incidents, as long as they
ve dramatic significance."®
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Beyond the criteria of live versus film and character versus plot,
critics. also placed the unique teleplay of the anthology series above
works in the continuing series and dramatic serial. Seldes called the
sixty-minute original teleplay in an anthology series the “top of the pres-
tige pyramid of all television drama.” The critic identified in the sixty-
“minute original teleplay “something like a new dramatic form . . . slowly
merging,” and in a 1956 look at the first ten years of television pro-
ramming Seldes found “the most honorable accomplishments of tele-
ision.. . . in the hour-long play. ... "

- The thirty-minute program was consistently compared unfavorably to
the hour-long dramatic program on television. In 1955, Don Sharpe of
our Star Productions compared the thirty-minute and sixty-minute
programs in an article in Television and concluded that “The half-hour
dra‘fﬂatizaﬁon is primarily a stunt and frequently a trick.” For Sharpe,
‘The viewer of the hour program is satisfied to sit and wait for something
happen, as he would in the legitimate theatre.” But on the other hand,
gued Sharpe, “unless a thirty-minute show develops an almost im-
didte impact . . . there is a good chance that many viewers will switch
arinels or take the pooch for a stroll.” Vance Bourjaily wrote in Har-
that “the half-hour show is too brief, and it s interrupted by a com-
ial:too soon after it begins, to be anything but a hook, a gimmick,
nd & resolution.” Jack Gould argued that “the half-hour program with
e middle commercial inevitably puts a premium on the contrived plot
d oniaction for its own sake. ... there can be almost no characteriza-
and the emphasis is more on stereotypes than on real people.”*
11 sim, most prominent television critics of the early 1950s deni-
ted the program forms and dramatic values they associated with
wood in favor of those they linked with the New York-based televi-
tworks. The opposition is nowhere more stark than in the critical
tion of the differing roles for the television writer in the two con-
:ke the critical debates over the aesthetic proclivities of the two
the image of the writer was colored by long-standing cultural at-
itudes ;toward the motion picture industry. In the context of pre-
auteurist:American film criticism, individual contributions by writers or
directorsin the Hollywood studio system tended to be devalued by soci-
ological-or belletrist accounts of Hollywood as a monolithic dream fac-
tory where faceless contract writers toiled in confining genres at the

| Television’s ability to bring intimate details of a performance to its
andience, along with the practical constraints of staging live television”
drama, also led the critics to suggest the most appropriate forms of,
dramatic structure for the medium. For Erik Barnouw, the structural
principles of early live drama on television meant that “The structure-of
these plays related to circumstances under which they were produced
As a result there emerged “plays of tight structure, attacking a story
dlose to its climax—very different from the loose, multi-scene structure

of film.”*!

| Barnouw’s juxtaposition of the dramatic structures of film and televi-
sion was widely echoed in the early television literature. The same dis-
tﬁinction was often cast in terms which opposed the drama of character:to
the drama of plot. Edward Barry Roberts argued in 1952, for exampl
that “the new playwriting inescapably is founded on character. ... The
Jnost successful live’ television plays, therefore, would seem to be tho e
which do not have much plot.” Another script editor advised would-be
television writers in 1953: “Live TV is limited in scope: that is, it cannot
depend upon broad panorama, colossal montages, or the thrill of the
hunt or chase to help the limping script. Literally, the ‘words are the.
thing, and in nine out of ten TV shows, the climax depends upon what
the characters say rather than what they do.” ‘

Seldes argued that television’s technological immediacy gave the.
medium an “overwhelming feel of reality”: “The result is that television-
can render character supremely well and it is not theoretical or idealis
tic but very practical to say that it should not abandon its prime qualit {
Seldes wrote that until 1952, television drama seemed to be following
the theatrical model of a drama of character over one of plot, but warn d
that “This may not always be true of television drama because the con-
ditions in which television is received make it a prime medium for com-
municating character, but as a lot of TV drama is being made: in
Hollywood by people in the Hollywood tradition, the strugglesfor
character drama may be a bitter one.” Like the essentialist rationale for
naturalism in staging and acting in television, Seldes’s defense of charac-
ter drama derived from the technological and phenomenological préin-
ises of the medium: the casual environment and attitude of viewer s at
home detracted from the effectiveness of complicated plot structu es, '
he argued. :
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Variety concluded that the development of writing talent suited “spe-

Whlm of autocratic and philistine moguls. The image of the serious -
ifically for TV looms as the most necessary ingredient for programming

riter in Hollywood in mid-century American literature and popular
eriticism was that of a figure compromising or renouncing the autonomy -
nd artistic possibilities available in other literary forms. These genéral -
bultural attitudes toward the writer in Hollywood played an important -
part in setting a tone for the debates over television program forms.in -
the 1950s.
| Broadcast writer and critic Goodman Ace in a 1952 article, “Th
Forgotten Men of TV,” characterized the expectations of writers i
Hollywood telefilms by citing an unattributed quotatlon from Lucxll‘
Ball regarding the writers’ contribution to “I Love Lucy”: “We never e
them. We never discuss anything with them After two readings we'ge
bn our feet and throw the scripts away.” A 1954 article, “Writer/Is
Dirty Word,” described Ace’s trip to Hollywood, where, he wrote,fo
the most part, television writers, especially comedy writers, are"c
sidered a necessary but evil part of the TV set-up.”*
The employment situation and critical reputation of the writer inliv
television drama were very different, although it took some time befor
the TV writer earned the prominence associated with most accounts
television’s Golden Age. An article in the premier issue of Television i
1944, for example, lamented that “The program end of television has_.
been an arid wasteland, almost devoid of imagination, showmanshij
and (what is equally important) any indications of a knowledge of th
nature of television. . . . The big bottleneck will be in good write and
directors, artists and executives with imagination and showmanshif
understand their medium.” In May 1947 an article in the magazini
st111 complaining: “Capable actors are available, good original scripts ¢
not. . . . Perhaps it would be better for television to forego dramatic pro-
duchon unless top scripts are available, for television will only suffér i
comparison to other media when mediocre productions are staged.’16
The manager of NBC’s Script Department wrote in 1948: “Tel
vision’s primary need is for material, and the one who provides thiat
material in a suitable form may be said to be one of the most important, if
not the most important, person in the television picture—the writer.”
Chaxrles Underhill, head of CBS television programming, in 1950 wrote
succinctly of the television programmer: “Greatest need: materialiS¢
tion: uncover young writers, woo Hollywood and Broadway writers.’

‘as the most fascinating and the most important means ever
f communicating information, entertainment and education. . . .

y;-4f not rushed, and if not sidetracked, will do the wonderful
e always wished for, that of bringing the legitimate theatre into

, it was a writer’s Amedium. Think of all those shows that were
New York—‘Philco,” ‘Studio One, ‘Kraft Television Theatre,’
‘US. Steel Hour'—all those other




Cimayefsky, Rod Serling, Reginald Rose, Horton Foote, Robert Alan
Alirthur—came not from established careers in the motion picture in-
d\lhstly but achieved first public notice through their work:.in

t

drama—TV’s new artist—playwrights——were often contrasted with the
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television plays over a two-year period in the mid-1950s, recalled a few
years later: “If you did a good show on “Philco,” you would walk down the
street the next morning and hear people talking about your play.” In an
interview in the New York Times in 1956, thirty-one-year-old Serling
pointed to television’s appeal to a writer interested in social commen-
tarv: “I think that of all the entertainment media, TV lends itself most

’ .
élevision." 3
The prominence and prestige accorded to writers in live television.

p“light of writers working in feature films and filmed television. In 1957, b aﬁ_;iﬁﬂly to presenting a controversy. You can just take a part of the
§erling compared the role of the writer in live and filmed television problem, and, using just a small number of people, get your point

i
?
i
!
i

across.”*

Serling is perhaps the best example of a young writer who achieved
prominence through a series of live drama scripts in the mid-1950s. His
irst. major teleplay, “Patterns,” was hailed by the New York Times as
‘one of the high points in the television medium’s evolution,” and was
repeated in live performance on “Kraft Television Theatre,” the first
time 4 live drama was restaged for the medjum. Within two weeks after
& airing of “Patterns,” Serling told an interviewer: “I received twenty-
tee firm offers for television writing assignments. Ireceived three mo-
on picture offers for screenplay assignments. I had fourteen requests
or interviews from leading magazines and newspapers. I had two offers
f linch from Broadway producers. I had two offers to discuss novels
rith ublishers.”*
ng won a Peabody Award in 1956 and Emmy awards for his tele-
plays in 1955, 1956, and 1957. Vogue magazine described the
1 1957 as a “revved-up, good-looking playwright of thirty-two,”
. o smopolitan profiled Serling in 1958 as the most conspicuous
The general practice in live television of this time was to acce;.):c“‘th . embér of “a new class of millionaire writers in America.” Sexling’s sud-
notion of the writer as the original instigator-creator of a particular : Jer success and visibility in the popular press was only one indication of
play. . . . This was picked up from Broadway, where the author 1§t%§9 , thié cultiiral position of the television writer and the original television
sidered the man who has produced the work, who has d.o ne the thing ay in the era of live drama. New York television critic John Crosby
which is going to be presented. Therefore, you would, in most cases, ) 1973 recollection: _
continue with itin a relatively respected position, along throug he ) :
rehearsals to the final presentation on the air. And your opinion. was
sought and Jistened to with varying degrees of attention. But as pat
tern, the writer was considered to belong with his property until it wa TV<-the educated and the featherbrains alike. It was new and we
finally presented * : “were very innocent. . . . I remember walking into “21,” a fairly sophis-
ticatéd beanery, one day in the 1950s and finding the whole res-
aurant-buzzing with talk about another Rod Serling play, “Requiem
4 Heavyweight™. ... The important thing was that “Requiem” set
the whole town talking in much the same way Al Jolson used to do
“whie he'd walk out on the stage of the Winter Garden and knock ‘em

Probably most fundamental in any discussion of the differences be:
tween live and filmed television is the attitude reserved for thelr‘ '
creators. Itis rare in Hollywood thata filmed show will make anything .
but a perfunctory reference to its author. Hollywood television to ka
leaf out of the notebook of the motion pictures and shoved its authors
into a professional Siberia. The writer of the filmed television pla
never and is not now an identifiable name in terms of the audi

This is in sharp contrast to the New York live television writer %
has been granted an identity, an importance and a respect sece
only to the legitimate playwright. For this reason, it is rare that a li
playwright will write for filmed shows, despite that fat?t that, i
long run, the half-hour film may bring him almost ten times the

price of the live script.®

Wiriters of live television drama often maintained a significant dg_ gree
of control over their material. Television writer Ernest Kinoy looke
back at the position of the television writer in the mid-1950s:

Joes/ TV generate that kind of excitement any more? Certainly not
ver the author of a TV play. In the 1950s everyone was interested in

In addition to ameasure of control from the completed script th
the production process, the live television writer was accorded a po i
tion by critics and the public closer to that of the legitimate playwr;ght
than the Hollywood contract-writer. Gore vidal, who wrote seventy
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dead in the 1920s. Television was the medium of the moment and it )

illi i 24 " with you without reservation and without pressure, so that in the end you can
attracted all the brilliant young kids. . .. Ly p you ca

fnove from your living room into their lives.”
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'he False Dawn of a Golden Age

he debates in the 1950s over suitable program forms for televi-
on and over freedom of expression for writers in the medium were in-
parable from the fundamental question of who would control televi-
»n programming;: the networks or the broadcast sponsors and their
vertising agencies. As in the contemporary debates over live versus
Ini programming, the commercial battles over program control often
ere couched in terms of the public interest, program aesthetics, or
imilar high-minded goals. In addition, the lessons of the network radio
try of the 1930s had a complex and powerful effect upon the

satés as well as upon the outcomes of commercial battles within the
oung television industry.

While RCA was launching its public relations campaign for the im-
ediate development of postwar VHF television and approaching the
ollywood studios for early telefilm production deals, it also en-

ouraged advertisers and advertising agencies to enter commercial

¢levision. One RCA official told a group of advertising executives in
{ that agencies risked their 15 percent commissions if they failed to
4ve promptly into television, warning them that sponsors might in-
tead ‘negotiate directly with program producers. The RCA official
amented what he described as a “lack of interest in the agency in the
business, of television.” A 1949 U.S. Commerce Department report also
1o e reluctance of many advertising agencies to enter television;
given the still-small television audience and meager advertiser billings,
e medium was generally unprofitable for agencies faced with the high
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cdsts of servicing clients. Echoing RCA officials, the premier issue of
87!7011-5‘01" in 1946 urged agencies to experiment in the still-unprofitable
medium in order to gain prestige, experience in programming, and the
privileges of early arrival. Chief among these privileges was a “time
franchise,” the control by the agency of a particular time slot in the net-
work program schedule for its client. One TV station manager explained
il 1953: “A good time spot is a property to protect and hold. Some ad-
vertisers have spent years getting outstanding spots on the air, changing

! : e avail. int
fgbc;m”lrelatlvely poor positions to better ones as they become Va‘ﬂ ansmitter power or coverage, as was the case in network radio. The
able.

 Mthough h " d advertisi ot o esire of CBS to produce and schedule its own prime-time program-
ti Althoug (ti € nettiwor § enccl)ur?ge fjl err sm%iage&mes t(*zmov?f m;: mg was explained in its 1950 Annual Report: “[P]rograms that have
he new medium, they were also Ieartul of repea ng the pattern ol net en developed by CBS are owned by CBS; they can be scheduled at

v!vork radio of th(la 19395, when the agencies gaifu?d substant'lal cor‘ltr(}l imes that are best for their own maximum growth; and once established,
gver network prime-time programming. Advertising executwe. Fairfax they can be held at strategic points throughout the week’s schedule, in
M. Cone later explained that the networks had lost programming con- e-eriods that then become “anchor-points’ in the winning of a gr,eat
trol to advertising agencies in radio before World War II, “and they twork audience. Carefully placed throughout the schedule, these
were determined not to let the same thing happen in TV.” An article in chor-points naturally attract other audience-seeking pro graxr; $’5
Televiser in 1945, noting network opposition.to outside program produ Thére were similar moves at NBC. In 1954, NBC network hea;d Pat
tion, concluded, “who'll produce television is still any man’s guess..™ sver described the situation when he be ca:m o network chief at the
Despite network wishes to retain program control in the new med- £1949 determined to take programming control away from the
jum, the first few years of network television were marked by high 1e_yel‘ : “T’he programming just had no direction Programs landed
of direct sponsor involvement in the production and the scheduling of cach other by mere chance with each agen c;y building its own
programming. An advertising executive told the FCC’s Office of Net o wa y that was aimed at nothing more than ke eping its client
work Study in 1960: “In the beginning television was completely in th tere was no planned relationship of one program and another

hands of advertising agencies like ours. That was essential to all pro the competition, and o particular attempt to create 2 lasting pat-
grams because there was no money allocated for television and the }"'ad ' f the people a,t home.™
vertising agency controlled the advertisi.ng 1r.1onies of the country.: : hi 2 January 1950 article, “Packaging Returns to the Networks,” Spon-
networks typically delegated program du-ect1.on © o agency-emplg?(e discérned a trend from agency-controlled to network-controlled
director who instructed the network technical director and crew: In o network not only gained greater ® rol over its rogram
1947, Sponsor reported a shift in program production from the netyygrk S o to ereate block programming (a successionp ofg -
to advertising agencies despite network wishes because of a shorta"gve‘_of signed to maximize program “dincencies and audience gow
network personnel to keep up with expanding television sched}iles; :gle evening) and counterprogramming (strong or complemen-
Television reported in 1949 that five of the ten most popular television e matched against those of another network in e same
“but also ensured long-term network talent commitments to a

programs were produced in-house by a single advertising agency; Young
series or performer. Advantages for advertisers moving out of

and Rubicam.? :
After the FCC’s rejection of the CBS UHF proposal in 1947, televi: gram production an d licensing, according to Sponsor, in-
stability of an established program with a ratings history and

sion advertising advanced rapidly: in November 1947, TelédiSian
. . . s . ol . 1 P 1 -
proclaimed television a serious advertising medium, no longer simply ity of favored status from the network in program scheduling

representing “a chance to experiment.” In spite of the FCC freeze on
applications for station construction from 1948-52, television audiences
grew quickly, and with increased circulation came higher time charges
for television sponsors and a change in relations between networks
and advertisers.

‘By-1950, the networks were attempting to regain program control.
rank Stanton at CBS argued that the key to successful network opera-
on in television would lie in control of popular programs, not in affiliate
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‘nominator . ... is something which is not a compliment to our people.”
o Th'e FCC’s interest in the question of program control was initiated by
 the chain broadcasting investigations of the late 1930s, which culmin-
ated in the famous “Blue Book” of 1946, Public Service Responsibility of
: Broadcast Licensees. The “Blue Book” underscored the disparity be-
diction charges for sponsors r0se even more sharply, encouraging spon-: tween the mass-appeal sponsored programs and the unsponsored sus-
Soirs and agencies to shift the risks of program development to indepen-- ining’ programs offered by the radio networks. Sustaining program-
dent packagers and the networks. A 1952 Sponsor article reported that- ming, according to the “Blue Book,” had five features serving the public

the networks were curtailing their previous subsidies of program pro- interest: 1) sustaining programs provided balance to the broadcast
duction costs; the result was sharply higher sponsor charges. The end of

| e hedu’le, Supplemen’dng the soap operas and popular music programs
tl?e FCC station freeze in 1952 also led to increased time charges forthe that gained the highest ratings and readiest commercial sponsors; 2)
much-enlarged roster of network affiliates sold to the sponsor.” All thes ey allowed for the broadcast of programs which by their controvelisial
economic forces encouraged the concentration of program control in

) iy (sé‘gyi_s’itive nature were unsuitable for sponsorship; 3) they supplied
the hands of the networks in the mid-1950s. , ultiiral programming for minority audiences; 4) they provided limited
i Network attempts to wrest program control from sponsors and agen-

roadcast access for non-profit and civic organizations; and 5) they
cies in the 1950s generally cast the advertiser in selfish pursuit of the de possible artistic and dramatic experimentation shielded from the
Jowest cost-per-thousand in contrast to the broader interests of the net- res of short-run ratings and commercial considerations of the
work, including “balanced” programming over the entire television \o'_ rcial sponsor. The rhetorical opposition between the censorious
schedule. This opposition between narrow-minded sponsors andien ponsor in single-minded pursuit of maximum audience versus the more
lightened networks began in the eraof network radio before World War- '

1 lighténed, artistically innovative network is suggested in the language
II, when programming was split between the “sponsored” program f.the “Blue Book™: “If broadcasting is to explore new fields, ... it is
supplied directly by advertising agencies and the “sustaining” Or uné, ear that the sustaining program must ... have the fullest scc,)pe un-
sponsored programs produced by the networks. In the 19505 battles terred by the need for immediate financial success or the irnpos,itioh
over program control in television, the networks could therefore snlist ‘writers of restraints deriving from the natural, but limiting, preoc-
carlier dissatisfaction with radio broadcasting. Like the arguments of ipatiotis of the sponsor.”?
network executives against film programming, network attempts to he Gommission found network radio dominated by a small group of
assert control over television programming were often couched in
public-interest terms. And like the debates over television aesthetics

rge ;‘s'i‘jg:)'“nsors and advertising agencies that produced or licensed pro-
| grams and negotiated with networks for air time. In the view of the FCC,
and film programming, the battles between the networks and the age
cies over program control made for some curious bedfellows and much

an\"d promotion. Another incentive for sponsors to abandon program proi—
dulction were the steeply rising costs of the medium. An article in Spori-
sor in 1949 explained that television audiences were growing so rapidly

at costs-per-thousand (the sponsor’s cost of reaching a thousand-
viewers) were actually declining, but in the early 1950s time and pro-

ese ’,:s,p’c'finsors had a natural fear of offending any members of their
derThe “Blue Book” noted that “Procter and Gamble, probably
st sponsor in American broadcasting, has been described as
-policy never to offend a single listener.” The FCC report

subsequent bitterness. :
Much of the rhetoric in the early debates over the control of televisio
programming is a legacy of the widespread criticism of networkfi‘r‘adlou tioted the president of the American Tobacco Company, another major
in the 1930s and 1940s. In 1945, Ira Hirshman, vice presidépt 0 : éthfk adio advertiser, about his company’s programming philosophy:
Metropolitan Television, told a conference on radio and busines We ar sommercial and we cannot afford to be anything else. I don’t
“I hope we will have the self-control and the sense of standards to- we thé right to spend the stockholders’ money just to entertain the
start television on a better path than that on which oral radio was sublic -
started. . .. The way that radio has . ..aimed at the least common d The coiitrol of radio programming by advertising agencies, according
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to the “Blue Book,” caused widespread frustration among radio wr1ters
The\report quoted a 1945 Variety article that described a growing ex-
odus of writers dissatisfied with the commercial constraints of the radio
mechum ‘Radio script writers are turning in increasing numbers to the
legltnmate field . .. as long as radio remains more or less a ‘duplicating :
machme without encouraging creative expression and without es:
tabhshmg an identity of its own, it’s inevitable that the guy who has
something to say will seek other outlets.” With this evidence in mind;
the FCC encouraged the networks to assert greater control over radio
schedules to advance the public interest values associated with the net-
work’s sustaining programs. The “Blue Book” concluded that “The con-
cept of a well-rounded structure can obviously not be maintained if the
decision is left wholly or preponderantly in the hands of advertisers in
search of a market, each concerned with his particular half hour, rather
 thanin the hands of stations and networks responsible under the statute

for overall program balance in the public interest.”*! 4

There was ready evidence of the fear of controversy among early ad-
vertisers in television. Edward Barry Roberts advised would-be telev1'
sion writers in 1952: “The sponsor will lay down the policy of what can
be written about, or, at least, what he is willing to pay for on his pio
gram.” A 1951 article in Sponsor elaborted on the advertiser’s role‘in
monitoring program content: “Censorship is integral to the critical pur-
pose of creating good will, pleasant association, popular feelings:of
gratitude. In the logic of the marketplace and the business man’s accent-
ing of the positive, the commercial side of American radio favors the ga;
amusing, harmless, neutral and avoids the sharp, acid, hateful. Typically,
the business man chooses to reflect and echo public taste as commonly
interpreted. In so choosing, he plainly censors the opposite values, has
no association with political, artistic or literary avant garde.”'* :

Even the large “institutional” advertisers of television’s early years:

nly channel to the public which you can control is the one you pay for.”
Sponsor reported that “U.S. Steel believes it must have absolute control
if the public relations purpose is to be properly fulfilled,” and noted that
the company directly oversaw all aspects of “Theatre Guild of the Air,”
.electmg scripts, supervising casting, and attending rehearsals. The
-dompany’s preference, the magazine explained, was “for stories with
er but outside controversial areas. . .. Company and agency deplore
writer tendencies to be grim, look for endlngs with a lift.” Sponsor con-
uded: “The client is never further away than the sponsor’s booth, right
‘down to show time.”?
‘, There were also external pressures on the television sponsor to “avoid
ociation with political, artistic or literary avant garde” in its programs.
‘Most significant and sustained was the systematic political censorship
nd blacklisting of television personnel objectionable to the or ganized,
anticommunist Right. Inspired by earlier congressional investigations in
Hollywood and the increasingly anticommunist mood of the country,
olitical blacklisting in television began in earnest in 1950 with the pub-
,hcatlon by a small right-wing organization of Red Channels: The Report
it the Communist Influence in Radio and Television. The targets of the
tepoit were not only Communist party members in the broadcast indus-
try, but also what Red Channels called the “dupes” and “innocents”
iong the “so-called ‘intellectual’ classes.” The report singled out
| network-produced dramatic anthologies and explained: “Dra-
programs are occasionally used for Communist propaganda pur-
... Several commercially sponsored dramatic series are used as
ing boards, particularly with reference to current issues on which
Party is critically interested: ‘academic freedom, ‘civil rights,’
eace, the "H-bomb,’ etc. These and other subjects, perfectly legitimate
themselves are cleve1 ly exp101ted in dramatic treatments which point

kept a close eye on potentially troublesome program content. An exam- Jack Gould said in 1961 that Red Channels “set off the most shocking
ple is “Theatre Guild of the Air,” sponsored on radio since 1935 and nic T've ever seen in my life.” An important ally to the Red Channels
brought to television in 1953 by the U.S. Steel Company. According to Ll group. was Syracuse grocer Lawrence Johnson, who led a campaign
an article in Sponsor in 1955, the purpose of the program for the adver- against CBS’s dramatic anthology series “Danger” by threatening its

tiser was straightforward: to raise the company’s public image from.its
poor reputation in the 1930s. Hired by U.S. Steel asa pubhc relationsad-

visor, advertising man Bruce Barton told the company: “You are belpg
advertised whether you like it or not, because people talk about you. The

r, Block Drugs, with the prospect of red-baiting displays next to
mpanys products on Johnson’s supermalket shelves. The poht—
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-éven liberal.... Those of us who run communications know that
‘America is based on the sanctity of dissent, that anything which pres-
siires for uniformity or conformity is a block thatis building a wall that
énds our whole way of life. I think generally speaking . . . the attitude
of management is one for dissent and for the unpopular idea and for
the use of controversial issues.*®

historian Erik Barnouw pointed out, “products sold through super-
markets accounted for more than 60 percent of broadcast revenue;
Manufacturers of such products were especially vulnerable to pressures
tha%t threatened their place on supermarket shelves.”’ '
Another early case establishing the power of the political blacklist:in
television was examined in a three-part article, “The Truth About Red
Chfannels, » in Sponsor in 1951. Actress Jean Muir was removed from a .
po;'pular program by sponsor General Foods after right-wing pressure;
admitting it made no efforts to investigate the validity of the accusations -
ag!ainst Muir, the sponsor argued that the presence of charges itself was -
sufficient justification for her dismissal: “Using her would have beer
akin to sending out a poor salesman in an area where the salesman was
disliked,” General Foods explained.”
‘These early and well-publicized blacklisting cases convinced many
irldustry observers that television sponsors were unreasonably sensitive
t6 such organized pressure groups, and some expressed faith that net:
work organizations would be in a stronger position to resist such pres-
sures. Max Wilk wrote in 1951: “When the sponsor stays on his side of
the curtain, currently the door to the studio, and allows his producers,
directors and writers to function unhampered by his amateur opinions,
television drama will improve overnight.” Paddy Chayefsky wrote inthe
introduction to his published television plays in 1955 that “The adyertis-

ing agencies are interested only in selling their client’s products,and

they do not want dramas that will disturb potential customers. This limits
the choice of material markedly. You cannot write about adultery; abor
tion, the social values of our times, or almost anything that relates to -

adult reality. . .. Downbeat-type drama is almost as taboo as politically
»17 .

In addition to pressure from the organized Right, the live drama and

variety programs produced in New York by the networks were targets of
more general complaints in the early years of television. Many of the

¢omplaints were couched in issues of program taste, often opposing the

ig city” sensibility of the networks’ New York programming to the

andards of the rest of the country. The friction goes back even before
ommercial television operations were underway. Due to commercial
elevision’s abortive prewar start and its subsequent suspension during
é Wair, the only television broadcast service through the mid-1940s
ame from a handful of New York stations. Lee DeForest in his 1942
dlevision Today and Tomorrow decried this dependence on New York
a laboratory for early television programming; New Yorkers, accord-
ng to:DeForest, were “too sophisticated to become television-minded.”
Nevertheless, DeForest optimistically predicted that the success of
elé\fiélibn would cause a reinvigoration of family ties, spark an exodus
om the large cities in a imassive suburban migration, and lead to “the
gradual razing of these ridiculous structures,” the urban skyscrapers.’®

In'a less speculative manner, the complaints of other critics about
hetwork-produced, New York-based programming revealed a similar
tiurban animus. A 1951 article in Sponsor warned: “Off color jokes,
wish routines, city humor hits the small towns and suburbs with un-
' mpact, focusing reaction upon certain entertainers—and their
' A 1955 book, Television Program Production, by Carroll
complained:

controversial stories. i
Throughout the red-baiting and blacklisting that marked the televi:

sion industry during the 1950s, the networks generally succeeded in’
presenting themselves as victims of, or at worst, reluctant partners:in;.
program censorship and restrictive employment practices. Pat Weaver
told a group of Dartmouth students on a 1955 NBC program, “Youth
Wants to Know™:

jatis acceptable to broad-minded night club audiences in Manhat-
tan; Hollywood, or Las Vegas is rarely apt to be fare for admission in
homes in any city or town. ... Jaded and liquored celebrants in a night
clubwill accept as sophisticated humor and wit what is actually noth-
ing but smut. ... What many entertainers fail to realize, actually, is
that the areas containing the bistros, night spots and bright lights are
" only-a minute segment of America. And yet, somehow, they insist on
broadcasting to the entire nation comic and other material which is

[Tlhe basic management groups in large part are very conservative

and ... do not wish to associate the sale of their product with anything .
controversial. . . . I know that we had trouble in getting certain shows "
accepted by certain clients who took a line that we thought was not
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|definitely not acceptable in the average American home. . .. Our na:
!tion consists of 160 million citizens, most of whom live in small towns,
lgo to church on Sunday, attempt to bring up their children decently,

)and do not regard burlesque shows as the ultimate in theatre® - -
| ,

more strongly. Various developments—the frustrations of radio writers
~over sponsor censorship in 1930s’ radio, the widespread caution among
early television sponsors, the political panic set off by Red Channels, and
the conservative criticism of “big city” network programs—led many
“writers and critics in the 1950s to look to the networks as the only guard-
an¢ of program balance, artistic innovation, and social relevance in
ramatic television.

“ Just as network leaders appropriated TV critics’ aesthetic rhetoric
elebrating live television for their commercial contests with program
roducers, the networks enlisted uneasiness over advertiser censorship
n their battles with sponsors and advertising agencies. Pat Weaver, who
iad been in charge of advertising for the same conservative American
‘obacco Company quoted in the FCC’s “Blue Book,” described his first
ctions as director of NBC television programming in 1949: “I brought
n some of the top ad-agency programming men to help me at NBC and
old them, ‘Look, we ruined radio. Let’s not let it happen to television.
Lét'§ stage our own programs and just sell advertising time to the agen-

I Frequent targets for early moral critics of television were the mystery
and crime anthology dramas, lead by “Lights Out,” “Danger,” and “Sus-
pénse”; the genre’s popularity reached a high point in 1950, whenE it
cc;mstituted approximately 50 percent of prime-time programming,
Concern over the purported violence and amorality of the programs
paralleled censorship campaigns in the comic book industry and a
gclaneral preoccupation with the threat of juvenile delinquency. C
troversy over violent crime shows and other “objectionable” televisip'n
programs became more pointed, however, in 1951 when a Democratic
r<:apresentative from Arkansas, Ezekial Candler Gathings, called fora "
Gommerce subcommittee probe of “offensive and undesirable radio -
and television programs.” Before the start of the subcommittee’s héar’-
ings in June 1952, the television industry quickly put together a manual
of censorship called the Television Code. Television in November 1951 ow large sponsors and ad agencies, television was too imiportant a sales
welcomed the prospective code in hopes of preempting federal inter:
vention, and an article in Sponsor, entitled “TV’s Hottest Problem
Public Relations,” called for a concerted public relations campaign by
the industry in its “battle for respectability.””

Representative Gathings said during the hearings: “There is such::
thing as leaning too heavily upon the constitutional free speech pre
vision. . .. The radio voice and television screen and voice is [sic)
visitor; it comes into your home.” While Gathings admitted that his’
original target in the House resolution was violent crime programming;
other complaints against New York network programming were=als
raised during the hearings, including offensive comedy routine
revealing necklines during variety programs. The subcommittee’s repor
of December 1952 commended the Television Code’s effect on crinie:
programs and television comedy, and Gathings noted with satisfaction
during the hearings that “the necklines of dresses are higher since the
Code was put into effect.” ,

If the programming most associated with the networks in early televi-
sion stirred criticism from political and social conservatives, the attacks
encouraged many television critics and writers to defend the networks
and their socially relevant, naturalistic live dramas from New York even

aver’s career at NBC from 1949 to 1956 is identified with the net-
“spectacular,” a large-budget, network-produced, specially sche-
live program of sixty minutes or more. The network spectaculars

ould 'wrote that the network spectacular “probably represents the
iedilim’s most significant single asset: its capacity to be extraordinarily
90d:The bookish snobs who have tried to concoct an intellectual su-
petiority out of a righteous refusal to watch television will have to find a
persuasive dodge.” Besides displaying the network’s ability to
semble talent and display production values beyond those of most
other. television programming, the spectacular was also a network
strategy to gain leverage over the television sponsor in two ways. The
spectacular broke with the radio model of sponsorship by entailing a
production budget few television advertisers could consider for single
sponsorship. Instead, advertisers were invited as “participating” spon-

mentin the “editorial” content. Both the sponsor and the advertising
agericy were cut off from direct programming roles, leading Sponsor to
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“ise, the guy is terrific, longhairwise, he’s great too. With Pat you can
think big even about a cooking show.™

NBC's Weaver was the most extreme example of the networks’ ability
o evoke (and in Weaver’s case, hyperbolize) the rhetoric of television
reformers and critics in the service of network campaigns in the
conomy of 1950s commercial television. Max Wilk quoted Weaver on
BC’s programming strategy of the early 1950s: “In that grand design,
‘entertainment was used to get the people to watch the realism and to
et caught by it, but the end would be that we would inform them, en-
rich them enlighten them, to liberate them from tribal primitive belief
atterns.”?®

When Pat Weaver left NBC in 1956, Sponsor wrote that “his depar-
ure marked “the formal period to an epoch of television: The era when
ig 1§1eas and big programming budgets were imperative to speeding up
ot sales and getting TV as an advertising medium off the ground.”
Howéver, NBC was eager to reassure those concerned at Weaver’'s
signation that NBC's programming philosophy was unchanged. Mar-
1 Meyer, writing in Harper’s on Weaver's departure from the network,
stimistically noted that “NBC is dedicated to live broadcasting as the
true légnefit and unique opportunity of television.”

vThl":networks frequently linked the public values of program balance
d freedom of expression in the medium to the continued prosperity of
¢ network organizations, which would permit them to support special
rogramming and to shield the television writer from the pressures of
the commercial sponsor. Pat Weaver in 1955 asserted that because of
aily gnequal revenues of stations and networks in television: “The
ations are very profitable and the networks are not. . . . it has been our
lari' with our affiliates from the beginning to try to.... set up patterns
y the networks had more strength and more prosperity in order
iings that ought to be done with special programming.”*’

)57, NBC executive Roger Kennedy warned of “the marks of
ution’s strangling hand” in television programming, but saw hope in
,gredter ‘producer control, insulated by purposeful network protection
from ‘agency and client interference.” The key for creative freedom,
: ed, was the network’s commercial advantage in neg-
tiations with sponsors: “Prosperity poured its surplus into advertising
budgets; network time was sold out; and sponsors were happy to buy
what they could, on the network’s or station’s terms.”

ask in the title of a 1954 article, “Are Agencies Earning Their Fifteen
Pefrcent on Network TV Shows?” Weaver’s extension of the new adver-
tising form, which he called “magazine advertising,” was resisted by
ma}my television advertisers who resented the loss of program contrc’)_l,
sponsor identification, and the ability to reach a targeted audience and.
b})v those who feared diminished commercial effectiveness due to adver:
tising “clutter.” The case for magazine advertising was strongest at
Wieaver's NBC (where it was first introduced in the early-morning
“Today” show) because NBG, with more affiliates and higher time
charges than the other networks, feared the loss of small advertisers to
ABGC and DuMont networks.” '
|Few of the network spectaculars could be defended on a strict cos
per-thousand basis because they were rarely rating smashes. Instead; an
NBC producer told The New Yorker that the spectacular operated “likea
1¢ss-leader in a chain grocery to gain traffic. Pat [Weaver] knows how to
build up a network audience.” Weaver told the magazine that if.pro
gramming were left up to the sponsor and advertising agency, the result
would be the lowest-cost programming, which would hurt the eriti
television industry, especially RCA’s set sales. In an interview in 195
Weaver said that although the network spectaculars were not profitéble
in relation to advertiser time sales, “It]hey are paying off as far as the
television industry is concerned, as far as the trade press, as far as the
selling of television sets,” arguing that the spectaculars convinced hesi-
tant consumers to purchase receivers. Weaver explained his progiar-
ming philosophy to the FCC's Office of Network Study in 1960:
“Everyone in the country who is able to reach a television set; big
enough or physically capacitated to do it, should be viewing enough to
be influenced by the medium.”* g
In a 1953 staff memorandum, Weaver outlined his strategy for attract
ing the “light viewer” to television: “We must get the show that gets the
most talk in the coming season, that wins the Peabody award, that en
ables me to keep carrying the fight to the intellectuals who misurider-
stand our mass-media development, and that can be profitabl ‘sold.
without affecting any of our present business.” Weaver’s ability to- voke
the high-minded public relations value of network programming_ys}ith
one eye firmly set on the bottom line earned him his characterization in
the industry, according to Newsweek, as television’s “humanist huck-
ster.” A talent agent told The New Yorker in 1954 of Weaver: “Program- -
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‘The behavior of the networks in the late 1950s was a bitter revelation
for the partisans of live drama who had considered the networks perma-
neit allies in “the struggle for character drama” on television. It is this
rdlslllusmnment that produced the tone of betrayal and hyperbole in the
tising complaints of writers and critics in the late 1950s. If the years be-
‘twéen television’s Golden Age and the “vast wasteland” are few in num-
y‘ber-,r,_they measure a traumatic reeducation for many in the ways of com-

In 1955 and 1956, several observers of the industry were optimistic'
about the prospects for continued diversity and experimentation in -
television programming, especially in the field of live television drama.
Geor: ge Wolf, in Advertising Agency Magazine, called the 1955:56
season “the most heralded year in the brief history of the medium,” afte
earlier promising that the season “would be head and shoulders above *
anything yet seen in the medium.” Wolf wrote that critics Jack Gould
and John Crosby, “astute observers of the television scene . . . see in the :
new programming pattern the strengthening of the entire television -
medium.”®* .

In 1956 CBS announced the launching of television’s first ninety:
minute live dramatic anthology program, “Playhouse 90,” voted in
1970 Variety poll of television editors as the greatest network television :
séries of all time. Gore Vidal in 1956 compared the “youth and’en-
thusiasm” of the television medium for writers to the “bored cynicism”
of Hollywood and the “rapacity and bad temper” of Broadway, and con-
cluded: “All things considered, I suspect the golden age for:the.
diramatist is at hand.” In a similar vein, Rod Serling introduced a collec:
tion of his television plays in 1957 with this judgment of the med

“Television today remains a study in imperfection. . . . Radio was aroun
for twenty odd years before it . . . ultimately wrote out a finis to its poten-
tial. Television hasn’t exhausted its potential or altogether found.its

and m order to protect its patent position in that portion of the spectrum. In the
anme speech, the RCA executive urged agencies to get an early start in televi-
iondnd criticized those in advertising who counseled holding back until the
‘edlum attained significant circulation: “Everyone knows that to keep post-
at émployment at a desirable level we must increase consumer demand by
rcent. As advertisers, it is your responsibility to create this demand. The
ob will be tough and you'll need the best tools you can get,” Richard H. Hooper,
ision—The Post-war Sales Tool,” speech to the Federated Advertising
of Chicago, December 7, 1944, n.p.; U.S. Department of Commerce,
elevision as an Advertising Medium (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government
rinting Office, 1949), p. 9; Robert M. Reuschle, “Choosing the Right TV Station
ir Product,” in Irving Settel and Norman Glenn, Television Advertising
' Production Handbook (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell, 1953), p. 25.

airfax M. Cone, With All Its Faults: A Candid Account of Forty Years in Ad-
le“rtzsmg (Boston: Little, Brown, 1969), p. 262; “Who Will Produce TV?P,”
‘elémser Spring 1945, p. 9.

.S. Federal Communications Commission, Office of Network Study, In-
erim.Report: Responsibility for Broadcast Matter, Docket no. 12782 (Wash-
D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1960), p. 164. In 1980, Richard
icks, a former counsel for CBS, wrote that continuing the practice of net-
k radio, the early years of television programming remained in the hands of
advertlsmg agencies, which negotiated with networks for specific time slots for
programs that agencies brought in, Richard W. Jencks, “How Network Televi-
sion- Programmmg Decisions Are Made,” in Network Television and the Public
,}hterest ‘ed. Michael Botein and David M. Rice (Lexington, Mass.: D.C. Heath,
. 37; network-sponsor production relations are described in “TV-FM-
ponsor, November 1947, p. 36, and “Sponsor-Agency-Station: Who Is

ter medium.”

The optimistic predictions by critics and writers in the mid- 195
would soon prove woefully misplaced. As CBS executive Charles:Un-
derhill told the FCC just a few years later: “The golden age of television
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