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  An Unlikely Host


  Ed Sullivan was the most powerful man in television.


  And I was on the scene during many of his most exciting years as the press person for television’s longest running variety series, The Ed Sullivan Show.


  During the 1950s and 1960s, The Ed Sullivan Show was the premiere television showcase for talent in the world of entertainment, but, paradoxically, Ed Sullivan was not recognized for his unique and unusual ability to discover and present the new, most timely and exciting attractions in show business to a weekly audience of 35 million viewers.


  Sullivan brought the Beatles, the Bolshoi Ballet, Maria Callas, Elvis Presley, and hundreds of Hollywood’s major film stars—Bob Hope, Walt Disney, Fred Astaire, Bing Crosby, Julie Andrews, Ingrid Bergman, and Gary Cooper—to television, many for their first appearance on the medium, but his detractors, and there were many, did not acknowledge his ability to reach grassroots America and entertain them.


  The press pilloried Sullivan, the man who reinvented variety entertainment for television even though he was a nationally syndicated columnist for his entire working life. Perhaps, filled with envy, his critics decried the fact that one of their own had vaulted to the top of a new medium. The press, especially the television critics and columnists, chided him for his stumbling speech patterns, frequent malapropisms, and obvious unease on stage, missing the point that Sullivan was always the final word on who would appear on his show. He was the behind-the-scenes force from the very beginning in 1948 and had been instrumental in booking the show (especially during the first ten years of the series), setting the lineup of the acts and the pace of the show so that it presented the newest, most talented performers in films, theater, opera, and dance. Instead of trying to hide his lack of stage presence, Sullivan gloried in it and invited impersonators to build comedy routines around his seeming ineptness as a performer. Will Jordan, John Byner, Norm Crosby, and a half a dozen other comedians performed repeatedly on The Ed Sullivan Show and caricatured the antics of its host. Surprisingly, the person who laughed loudest was Sullivan himself.


  [image: chpt_fig_002]


  Bing Crosby made his television debut on The Ed Sullivan Show in 1950. He is pictured here with Sullivan on stage during the interview section of the program. (Photofest)


  I think that Will Jordan’s impression of Ed Sullivan, the stiff walk, the bulging eyes, the stumbling speech, was copied and expanded upon by others until the caricature eventually became the vision that the public accepted as the “real Ed Sullivan.” When I recently viewed dozens of early shows, I realized how outlandish the impressionists were and how far they went to get a laugh. This seemed to be all right with Sullivan, who was smart enough to book impressionists like Will Jordan and Rich Little to perform their exaggerated takeoffs of his speech and movement mannerisms to build the Sullivan image as a “nice guy” in the minds of the public.


  So what was the secret of Sullivan’s enormous success, a show that was one of television’s top-rated programs for a record twenty-three years? I believe that part of the secret was the creative and extraordinarily competent team he assembled to produce a weekly show with new sets, new costumes, new dance numbers and musical arrangements each week. This kind of preparation for a weekly television show is unheard of in today’s television schedule. In addition, The Ed Sullivan Show was a “live” program. During the entire run of the series, beginning on June 20, 1948, at 8:00 p.m. on Sunday night, The Ed Sullivan Show was presented “live from New York City” over the CBS Television Network, at first from the stage of Maxine Elliott Theater on West 39th Street and Broadway, and later from CBS Studio 50 at 52nd Street and Broadway, which was renamed the Ed Sullivan Theater in 1967. (The only live weekly entertainment series on television today is Saturday Night Live on NBC, which is not a prime-time show.)


  To contrast The Ed Sullivan Show with today’s television, when the NBC series ER decided to televise the premiere program of its 1998 season as a live show, there was a mountain of publicity about how unusual and unique this was. Just imagine, NBC Television considered that telecasting ER live was an important event, in fact, a unique event. And more recently when NBC presented the first episode of the final season of Will and Grace as a live show, again the television columnists hailed it as a special event. No one seemed to remember that The Ed Sullivan Show did more than one thousand live programs, continuing the live format long after most of its competition had gone to film and tape shows. (Perhaps, many of today’s television columnists were just tots when the Sullivan shows were originally aired or were born after 1971, when the show went off the air.)


  The Ed Sullivan Show was not telecast live for its publicity value. Sullivan insisted that the program be live. He knew that the performers would be on their toes if they were aware there would be no retakes. Live meant adrenaline, spontaneity, excitement, as well as a few mistakes and bloopers. There was also an audience of 720 people at the rehearsal show at 1:00 p.m. in the afternoon, as well as the actual telecast at 8:00 p.m.


  Ed Sullivan believed that the rehearsal show audience would react to the comedians, singers, dancers, acrobats, and rock groups the same way the television audience across the country would when the show was telecast later in the day at 8:00 p.m. Sullivan did not call it a survey or a test audience, but that was exactly what they were. After each rehearsal show, Sullivan and his producer—Marlo Lewis during the early years, and Bob Precht for the last thirteen years—would make adjustments based on how well the acts went over with the rehearsal audience.


  When Ed Sullivan was admitted to the Television Hall of Fame, he was no longer alive but on his cozy cloud up there somewhere. Ed must be laughing, because he had the last laugh on all the critics who tore into him each week as he steered the The Ed Sullivan Show to a record twenty-three years of entertaining the 35 million people each week who eagerly watched the most popular variety show ever to grace the tinseled tube.


  Was he that good? It depends on your definition of “good.” Sullivan was unique. Ed was probably the most improbable person to emcee a major variety show outside of Joe Franklin. In reviewing his qualifications, one must admit that he had a rumbling way of walking to the middle of the stage, and when he got there, he seemed to forget what he was going to say. He often mispronounced the name of the guest star, and once actually said, “Let’s have a hand for ‘Ave Maria.’ ” He read his introductions off a teleprompter only six feet in front of him, and stumbled over the words, even though Ed had written the script himself.


  So why do many critics of today now call the show “the best variety program ever on television”? Why do repeats of the program, packaged as “The Best of Sullivan” television specials, garner great reviews and large viewing audiences. It’s obvious that to those who watched the show or the repeats, The Ed Sullivan Show was entertaining, timely, and presented the most popular performers of the day. It was a combination of The Tonight Show with Jay Leno, The Late Show with David Letterman, The Today Show, the Arts and Entertainment Channel, Public Television, MTV, the Nashville Network, and a dozen other TV channels rolled into one big, fast-moving package that burst onto the TV screen all over America each Sunday night at 8:00 p.m.


  I believe that Sullivan’s place in the history of television is secure because Sullivan invented the form and developed it into what we call a television variety show. But in reality, it was much more than that. Certainly it had vaudeville acts, but it also had all sorts of celebrities and people in the news. For example, when the Mets won the World Series in 1969, Ed had the whole team on stage the very next day. When Arcaro won the Kentucky Derby, Ed had him take a bow from the audience and gave him a healthy honorarium. When Gian Carlo Menotti created the Spoleto Festival, Ed took his show to Spoleto, Italy, and added Louis Armstrong to Menotti’s opera singers and a scene from a Tennessee Williams play. Sullivan did a series of shows early on from the stage of the Metropolitan Opera but soon discovered that the Sullivan audience could only take three minutes of opera, and from then on it was high culture presented in small drops. But culture was there in almost every show.


  To understand why CBS selected Ed Sullivan to be the host of their first prime-time variety series, you must imagine who Ed Sullivan was in 1948, the year the program first aired on television. Ed Sullivan was a forty-six-year-old, handsome, athletic, square-shouldered man, who had been a newspaper columnist all of his adult life.


  Three times a week, Sullivan’s column appeared in the New York Daily News, a paper a million New Yorkers read each morning. It was also the newspaper with the largest circulation in America. Sullivan’s column, “Toast of the Town,” also appeared in two hundred newspapers all over America via the Chicago Tribune Syndicate; however, Sullivan was not the King of Gossip Columnists. That title belonged to Walter Winchell, whose column for the rival New York Daily Mirror and the Hearst Newspaper syndicate and who often “scooped” the others with information supplied by his assistants and by legions of unpaid press agents seeking to get their clients’ names and activities into his very influential column that was read and discussed by everyone: housewives and their friends, office workers and their colleagues during their coffee breaks, and subway travelers on their way to work. It was the water cooler column of its day.


  From the 1930s, ’40s, and through the beginning of the ’50s was the heyday of the gossip columnists. Winchell, Sullivan, Earl Wilson, Leonard Lyons, Louis Sobel, Dorothy Kilgallen, and Bob Sylvester in New York and Louella Parsons, Hedda Hopper, Sidney Skolsky, and Jimmy Fiddler in Los Angeles were
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  Appendix A: The Ed Sullivan Show Ratings and Audience Share


  Nielsen Media Research began ranking television programs in the 1951 season, so no data exists for the first few years of The Ed Sullivan Show (Toast of the Town until the 1955 season). The rankings provided are for shows that appeared in the top thirty programs for that year.




	Season
	Rank
	Audience Share



	1948–1949
	Unknown
	Unknown



	1949–1950
	Unknown 
	Unknown



	1950–1951
	15
	36.5



	1951–1952
	Unknown (outside top 30)
	Unknown



	1952–1953
	Unknown (outside top 30)
	Unknown



	1953–1954
	17
	33.0



	1954–1955
	5
	39.6



	1955–1956
	3
	39.5



	1956–1957
	2
	38.4



	1957–1958
	27
	27.3



	1958–1959
	Unknown (outside top 30)
	Unknown



	1959–1960
	12
	28.0



	1960–1961
	15
	25.0



	1961–1962
	19
	23.5



	1962–1963
	14
	24.9



	1963–1964
	8
	27.5



	1964–1965
	15 (tie with Petticoat Junction)
	25.2



	1965–1966
	17 (tie with Walt Disney’s Wonderful World of Color)
	23.2



	1966–1967
	10 (tie with three other shows)
	22.8



	1967–1968
	13
	23.2



	1968–1969
	23
	21.2



	1969–1970
	27
	20.3



	1970–1971
	Unknown (outside top 30)
	Unknown










  Appendix B: Awards


  During its twenty-three-year run, The Ed Sullivan Show received several awards and nominations:


  Emmys


  1952 Nomination, Best Variety Show


  1953 Nomination, Best Variety Program


  1954 Nomination, Best Variety Program


  1955 Nomination, Best Variety Series Program


  1956 Winner, Best Variety Series Program


  1957 Nomination, Best Series, One Hour or More


  1958 Nomination, Best Musical, Variety, Audience Participation or Quiz Series


  Golden Globes


  1959 Winner, Best TV Show


  Peabody Awards


  1957 Winner


  1960 Winner, for Contributions to International Understanding


  1968 Winner





  Appendix C: The Ed Sullivan Show on DVD and VHS


  Many performances featured on The Ed Sullivan Show have been collected in anthologies on both video and DVD. However, many of these titles are out of print (particularly those on VHS), and those that are in print are subject to change. Titles produced on VHS, such as Great Moments in Opera: Treasures from Ed Sullivan, may eventually be released on DVD. Used copies of DVDs and VHS tapes may be purchased through such outlets as amazom.com or eBay.


  Some of the Sullivan shows were packaged in multi-volume sets on disc and/or video, such as those produced by Rhino and Sofa Entertainment, and not intended for individual sale. Others, such as the Time Life series, could be purchased in separate volumes, but only through mail order or TV promotions. However, individual DVDs or tapes from these multi-volume sets may be available from vendors working through amazon.com or eBay.


  This partial list contains titles that were produced at one point by legitimate vendors (as far as could be determined). The name of the manufacturer (when available) is listed in parentheses after each title. Beware of bootleg editions or those recorded overseas by unauthorized vendors.


  DVD titles marked with an asterisk indicate that the title has also been available on VHS (though not always from the same company as the DVD manufacturer).


  DVD Titles


  The Best of Broadway Musicals: Original Cast Performances from The Ed Sullivan Show* (Sofa)


  The Best of The Ed Sullivan Show: Ed’s Outrageous Moments* (Sofa)


  Ed’s Amazing Animal Acts (Sofa)


  Ed Sullivan Presents Rock ’n’ Roll Revolution (Sofa)


  Ed Sullivan Presents Topo Gigio and Friends* (Sofa)


  Ed Sullivan’s Greatest Hits: Rock ’n’ Roll Forever* (Sofa)


  Ed Sullivan’s Rock ’n’ Roll Classics Volume 1 (Sofa)


  Ed Sullivan’s Rock ’n’ Roll Classics* (Rhino):


  —Disc 1: Chart Toppers Volume 1 (Top Hits of 1965–1967)


  —Disc 2: Chart Toppers Volume 2 (Top Hits of 1968–1970)


  —Disc 3: The Soul of the Motor City


  —Disc 4: Elvis & Other Rock Greats


  —Disc 5: The Temptations and the Supremes


  —Disc 6: Love Songs


  —Disc 7: Rockin’ the Sixties


  —Disc 8: Legends of Rock


  —Disc 9: The British Invasion



  Ed Sullivan’s Rock ’n’ Roll Classics* (Time Life):


  —Classic Smash Hits of the 60s


  —Fabulous Females / Bad Boys of Rock ’n’ Roll


  —Gone Too Soon / Groovy Sounds


  —Lennon and McCartney Songbook


  —Motor City Magic


  —Move to the Music


  —Rock Legends


  —Sweet Soul Music


  —Top Hits of ’68 & ’69


  —Top Pop Hits Time Life


  —West Coast Rock / Sounds of the City



  The Ed Sullivan Show: A Classic Christmas (Sofa)


  Elvis Presley: The Ed Sullivan Shows (Image Entertainment)


  The Four Complete Historic Ed Sullivan Shows Featuring the Beatles (Sofa)


  Holiday Greetings from The Ed Sullivan Show* (Sofa)


  Inspirational Treasures from The Ed Sullivan Show* (Sofa)


  Lucy Mania: Lucy and Desi Visit Ed Sullivan* (Good Times)


  Muppets Magic from The Ed Sullivan Show* (Sofa)


  A Salute to the Red, White and Blue: Memorable Performances from The Ed Sullivan Show* (Sofa)


  The Very Best of The Ed Sullivan Show: Unforgettable Performances, Special Collector’s Edition (Sofa)


  The Very Best of The Ed Sullivan Show, Volume 1: Unforgettable Performances* (Sofa)


  The Very Best of The Ed Sullivan Show, Volume 2: The Greatest Entertainers* (Sofa)



  VHS Titles


  A Classic Christmas from The Ed Sullivan Show (Walt Disney Video)


  The Ed Sullivan Show: Rock ’n’ Roll Forever (Good Times)


  Great Moments in Opera from The Ed Sullivan Show: Volume 1 (Kultur)


  Great Moments in Opera from The Ed Sullivan Show: Volume 2 (Kultur)


  Great Moments in Opera: Treasures from Ed Sullivan (Sofa)


  Motown Gold on The Ed Sullivan Show (Sofa)







  Appendix D: Questionnaire and Cover Letter


  In December 1996 I sent out a questionnaire to more than sixty artistic directors and general managers of opera companies and dance companies. This was accompanied by a cover letter explaining the purpose for the survey.



   Dear Director:


  I am in the process of writing a PhD dissertation in the discipline of Arts and the Humanities at New York University.


  The subject of my dissertation is the High Cultural Aspects of The Ed Sullivan Show (1948–1971) and how it affected Cultural Diffusion in the United States.


  As part of the research for the dissertation, I am conducting a survey to determine the possible influence of the high cultural performances on The Ed Sullivan Show on cultural organizations such as opera and ballet companies, and the attendance of performances at these venues in the United States.


  I would appreciate it if you filled out the enclosed questionnaire and returned it to me with your thoughts. I have enclosed a stamped-addressed return envelope for your convenience, or you can fax your reply to me at 212-000-000.


  If you have any personal feelings about The Ed Sullivan Show, I would welcome the opportunity to talk to you on the phone. Please call me Collect at 212-000-000.


  I had a personal connection with The Ed Sullivan Show. My P.R. agency represented The Ed Sullivan Show and Sullivan Productions from 1963 through the close of the series in 1971.


  This dissertation is a serious work, and has the cooperation of Bob Precht, the producer of the Sullivan show.


  I hope you can find a few minutes to help me with this dissertation. Your cooperation will be noted in the Dissertation’s Acknowledgements.


  Sincerely yours,


  Bernard Ilson

  




  Each letter was addressed personally to the directors of the ballet or opera company, as was the salutation. Enclosed with each letter was the following questionnaire.


  Questionnaire


  Did you ever watch The Ed Sullivan Show, which was telecast on the CBS-TV Network from 1958 to 1971?


  If you watched the series, did you take note of the high cultural performers? There was usually at least one artist of this type on almost all of the programs. By high cultural performers, we refer to opera singers, classical musicians, ballet dancers, and folk dance groups. If so, has it had an influence on you?


  Some surveys indicate that there was an “explosion of interest in the arts” during the 1950s and 1960s. Did your company or venue experience a great increase of attendance during this period?


  If so, do you think that the Sullivan show, exposing millions of people to high cultural performers, might have had an influence in this increase in interest and attendance of high cultural venues?


  Have you had conversations with cultural artists who mentioned the appearance of opera stars or other high cultural performers on the Sullivan show as having had an influence on their choice of an artistic career?


  Do you have any thoughts at all about The Ed Sullivan Show and its presentation of high cultural artists?


  Your age ___________ (Optional)


  Thank you. We have provided a stamped-addressed envelope for your convenience in returning this Questionnaire.
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