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To Ronnie, and in loving memory of Judy Benes, who survived









We play games at home, we play games at parties, we go to clubs and play games—Americans love games.


—BOB BARKER, HOST OF THE PRICE IS RIGHT





Game shows are uplifting, they lend people hope…. They can participate in a way they can’t if they’re watching a regular program or a film.


—DR. JOYCE BROTHERS, PSYCHOLOGIST, GAME SHOW 
CHAMPION, AND FREQUENT GAME SHOW GUEST





My philosophy in a nutshell is: Life is a game show where people who have fun are the winners.


—ORSON BEAN, GAME SHOW PANELIST





In no special order, eight of the most popular game show catchphrases


“Come on down!” (The Price Is Right)


“I’d like to buy a vowel.” (Wheel of Fortune)


“Will the real [John Doe] please stand up.” (To Tell the Truth)


“Is that your final answer?” (Who Wants to Be a Millionaire?)


“Enter and sign in, please!” (What’s My Line?)


“Say the secret word.” (You Bet Your Life)


“I’ll take door number (two)!” (Let’s Make a Deal)


“You are the weakest link—goodbye!” (The Weakest Link)
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INTRODUCTION

THE FIRST TV GAME SHOW I EVER SAW WASN’T REALLY A GAME SHOW and technically was a radio show. It was on an I Love Lucy rerun. In the episode, Lucy is way behind on her household bills. To win $1,000 she goes on a radio program titled Females Are Fabulous, a stunt show akin to Truth or Consequences. To earn the money, Lucy must introduce a strange man as her first husband to her current husband, Ricky Ricardo, that evening.


Ricky already knows about the stunt and arranges for yet another man to show up at their apartment and inform a bewildered Lucy that he’s her ex. Of course, Lucy gets her money in the end.


Years before that, I viewed a few or several seconds of an actual game show, and not a rerun, called Who Do You Trust? I was too young to know the show’s title or anything about the television set in our rented house or that the host was named Johnny Carson. We were living in Ann Arbor, Michigan, where my father taught at the university for one year (after we left Paris in July 1959). I was in kindergarten—again—because the previous kindergarten, one overseas, was bilingual and here it was in one language only—that makes sense? But I had no choice.


My mother picked me up from Burns Park Elementary School. When we got home, she turned on the television, and on the screen was the young adult male talking to someone or other. I wasn’t paying attention. I was staring at my mother staring at the small man in the machine box. Johnny Carson was the first person I was ever jealous of because I was in the room, regular size, and yet my mother kept looking at whoever that man was in the box instead of me—for a few minutes anyway.


My next memory of a game show was more developed. In Santa Barbara, California (my mother disliked cold weather) my younger sister and I sometimes watched the 1960s show You Don’t Say! after school; it was hosted by Tom Kennedy. The only celebrity I recall from it was glamorous former movie star—there’s quite a story there; see my book Scandals, Secrets, and Swan Songs—Lizabeth Scott. I still remember what the host said at the end of each episode: “It’s not what you say that counts, it’s what you don’t say!”


It’s been said game shows are TV’s feel-good genre. They’re especially popular during hard or stressful times, including during COVID. The all-game-show channels Buzzr and Game Show Network (GSN) are thriving, and more new network and cable shows and reboots of classic game shows have been aired and announced between 2020 and 2022 than ever before. Mostly it’s not about money. The crash of the big-money shows that followed Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? in 1999 demonstrated audiences’ preference for an interesting game played well rather than a contestant paid well.


More than any other type of program, game shows give viewers a chance to relate and participate—vicariously or in fact. Hasn’t most everyone at some time or other considered the possibility of getting on a game show? If one lives in or near Los Angeles (and to a lesser extent Manhattan) or vacations there, it’s quite possible, depending on the show. As this Jeopardy! contestant and winner found out, you have a better chance of being selected if you don’t live in a media center. It took me more than a decade of trying to get on almost every year before I finally did. Afterward, when Alex Trebek stated, not asked, “Wasn’t it worth the wait,” I smiled without reply.


Psychologist Dr. Joyce Brothers, who won $64,000 twice when the average US family’s annual income was $4,400, called game shows uplifting. They show people having fun. Betty White felt the salient characteristic of game shows was “fun,” and frequent panelist Orson Bean’s philosophy was that people who have fun are life’s winners.


“There is speculation that people watch game shows because they get a sense of power or omniscience,” theorized Kathryn Montgomery, professor of television at University of California, Los Angeles. “Often the show is structured so they know the answer before the contestant.”


People watch game shows for different reasons. Programs vary widely. There are three basic kinds of game show: a quiz show, concerning knowledge via questions and answers; a show that poses physical challenges, including the stunts—fun or silly, humiliating or worse—that made long-running hits of Truth or Consequences and Beat the Clock; and the panel show involving celebrities and everyday people, sometimes trying to guess someone’s secret or what their “line” is. Many shows combine aspects of two of these types. (Some in the physical category cross over into sports and aren’t game shows because average individuals can’t participate because of fitness requirements. For example, American Gladiators isn’t in this book.)


Polls confirm that fans of game shows are also drawn by particular hosts (which now includes both genders). A major hosting change since the days of three commercial TV networks is that hosts are often chosen for name recognition rather than experience or connection to the material. Betty White pointed out, “Smart shows used to have smart hosts, like professors.” Her husband, Allen Ludden of Password, was one of few hosts who held a master’s degree.


Today’s host is more likely to be a faded movie actor or sports figure, a comic, or a pretty face. Bob Stewart, producer-creator of the Pyramid game series, likened the trend to Broadway where, “today a familiar TV face may front a new show or revival in place of a seasoned and more talented Broadway performer.”


TV critic David Sheehan noted, “The days of the [lifelong] professional host are over. There won’t be any more careers like those of Alex and Allen and Gene and Wink and Bob and Bill.” If charisma is now less of a qualification than a platform, at least there are plenty of interesting formats and shows coming and going. And when some start to pall, there’s always GSN and Buzzr.


It’s not common knowledge (the title of one game show) that the Federal Communications Commission tried to ban game shows with increasingly generous prizes after they became a small-screen staple. But in 1954, the Supreme Court upheld their validity—four years before the quiz show scandals erupted.


By ironic coincidence another I Love Lucy episode, “Lucy Gets Ricky on the Radio,” concerns a quiz show contestant being given the answers before going on the air. Seems tricky Ricky overhears a quiz show before it airs and later rattles off the answers at home to impress. Convinced her husband is a genius, Lucy gets him booked on Mr. and Mrs. Quiz without his knowledge. When Ricky finds out, he demands Lucy get him the answers, so he won’t be embarrassed on the show.


She gets the answers, he memorizes them, but on the show the questions are switched, so Ricky gets all three answers wrong. By an impossible but amusing fluke, he answers the big bonus question correctly and wins $500.


When that episode first aired during the sitcom’s second season (I Love Lucy began in 1951), few would have thought it likely that a contestant could be given answers beforehand. The reason there were no laws governing the running of TV game shows was that the possibility of their being run dishonestly hadn’t been taken seriously.


Then came The $64,000 Question in 1955 and Twenty-One in 1956, both consistently rigged, and each offering more prize money than ever before. Twenty-One, the show most implicated in the scandals (see director Robert Redford’s 1994 film Quiz Show), was hosted by actor Hal March, who’d appeared in the I Love Lucy episodes “Lucy Fakes an Illness” (1952) and “Lucy Is a Matchmaker” (1953). March also appeared on I Love Lucy’s rival sitcoms I Married Joan (1952–1954) starring Joan Davis and Life with Elizabeth (1953) starring Betty White.


I Love Lucy was TV’s most popular show until The $64,000 Question and Twenty-One. It may not have been a coincidence that 1956–1957 was Lucy’s final season. The big-money game shows that began in 1955 and 1999 were done in by their own greed, though the former at least resulted in laws governing the honesty of game shows (see chapter 8).


When the widespread deceptions became public knowledge, audiences were appalled and felt betrayed. Where was the integrity, good sportsmanship, and fun in cheating and favoritism? All game shows, including the honest ones, suffered a big ratings decline lasting into the 1960s. But before long, there were new and aboveboard shows like Password, The Match Game, Jeopardy!, Let’s Make a Deal, Hollywood Squares, The Dating Game, and many more. What do those shows, all of which have had multiple reincarnations, have in common? They’re fun!


Happy reading!


Boze (rhymes with shows) Hadleigh
 Beverly Hills
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Questions, We’ve Got Questions!

CROSSWORD PUZZLES, WHICH COMBINE ENTERTAINMENT AND KNOWLedge, debuted in newspapers in 1913. They were a forerunner of game shows, although doing a crossword you didn’t compete with anyone but yourself, and the prize was satisfaction at completing, more or less, the fun challenge and letting loved ones know how well you did.

Myriad game shows have been based on existing diversions like hangman, tic-tac-toe, crossword puzzles, and assorted card games. Mass entertainment took a huge leap forward in 1920 with the introduction of commercial radio broadcasting. Possibly the first game show—more aptly, quiz show—was the Brooklyn Eagle Quiz on Current Events on station WNYC in 1923. It was inspired by the newspaper’s “current events bees” comprising questions for schoolkids, reprinted with answers in special editions that routinely sold better than the Brooklyn Eagle’s regular editions.

Asking the questions by voice rather than in print added a new dimension and a slightly contest-like feel. The radio host, who simply recited the questions, was H. V. Kaltenborn. The show gave no prizes, and there were no visuals or carnival atmosphere, yet it lasted some 18 years. Again, the prize was satisfaction at answering correctly and being considered a brain.

One of the most popular 1940s radio quiz shows was Doctor I.Q., which had two short-lived 1950s TV versions. The second, in 1958, was hosted by Tom Kennedy (born James Edward Narz and younger brother of host Jack Narz). Contestants were selected out of the audience and, if they answered correctly, earned 10 silver dollars. Kennedy, hosting his second network game show, had four female “assistants” (see chapter 19).

Game shows began with Q and A, initially for knowledge’s sake but, even before television, soon became motivated by profit. A year after the Brooklyn Eagle Quiz program, Time magazine’s circulation manager arranged free airtime on WJZ in New York for a radio quiz meant to boost sales. The Pop Question consisted of Time cofounder Briton Hadden reading questions taken from the magazine’s latest issue. The program endured for three years.

In 1932, two Houstonites from station KTRH used airtime to ask a person on the street what they thought of the upcoming presidential election (it would be won by Franklin Roosevelt, the first of four consecutive wins). After the elections the two Texans continued roaming the streets with microphones but asked questions that were not political in nature. Their show was Vox Pop, from the Latin vox populi, the voice of the people.

The duo also started asking trivia questions. Many people, afraid of giving a wrong answer, declined to participate. To provide an incentive that overrode possible embarrassment, the men started bringing cash along with their mics and offered a few dollars for a correct answer. A new milestone was reached, and material rewards would become a game show requisite.

Vox Pop, however, wasn’t primarily a game show. Public opinions and interviews predominated. The program lasted into 1948.

The quiz show went national in 1936 with CBS Radio’s Professor Quiz. Its popularity resulted in some 300 similar local and national quiz shows within the next four years. The professor, no name please, asked contestants questions he devised. The question bee proceeded until there were only five contestants left to engage in a Battle of Wits round to determine a champion. Professor Quiz was his own fact-checker. Undeniably brilliant, he rarely erred, but he was human. When he announced that all porcine tails curl to the left, numerous farmers mailed in photos of their pigs’ rear ends. The professor conceded that individual pig tails curl differently.

The professor’s identity was a secret. There were no publicity photos. Only in-person radio audiences saw his face. But after his first, very popular year—the mystery probably boosted ratings—the smarty-pants was outed as Dr. Craig Earl. His past seemed fascinating: He was an orphan who earned a degree at Tufts University, traveled Europe as a magician and dancer, learned how to walk through fire in China, toured the vaudeville circuit with Harry Houdini, juggled with W. C. Fields, was a tightrope walker, practiced medicine, lectured on philosophy, and became a chess champion. The media ate it up.

In 1942, the nation learned that none of the professor’s history was true. The truth surfaced because in 1935 the man had abandoned his wife, who’d since tried to track him down. His real name was Arthur Earl Baird, he’d dropped out of Tufts and earned no degree, and before Professor Quiz, he worked at a newspaper. His wife sued and received a then-hefty $25,000 settlement. Not only did the revelations not hurt the “professor,” but his show also continued until 1949, referring to himself as Dr. Craig Earl.

Eight days after Professor Quiz bowed in 1936, the NBC Blue Network debuted Uncle Jim’s Question Bee. The host was Jim McWilliams, contestants were eliminated via wrong answers, and the show lasted until 1941. By then McWilliams had left to host a new show, Ask-It Basket. Another host became the new “Uncle Jim.” (NBC owned a Red and a Blue network. The latter aired from 1927 to 1945, but in 1942 for antitrust reasons, NBC had to divest itself of the Blue Network, which was owned by ABC from 1943 to 1945.)

These national quiz shows spawned successful box games for play at home. Professor Quiz produced two play-at-home games. Uncle Jim’s Question Bee, though shorter-lived, yielded six home games and four books. Oh yes, program merchandising has a long history.

On July 1, 1941, television, previously experimental, went commercial via the Federal Communications Commission. TV would take longer to infiltrate the nation’s homes than radio because it cost more to buy a television set than a radio. But quiz shows were there at the start. They were cheap to produce, popular, and more interesting than one hour’s worth of a test pattern, which wasn’t unusual. The first televised quiz or game show was Uncle Jim’s Question Bee, though Truth or Consequences, which followed it on the same night, became more famous. Both shows were one-time specials aired on commercial TV’s official birthday.

The first continuing TV game show was the simply titled CBS Television Quiz. It premiered July 2, 1941, and offered a mix of quizzes, stunts, and games. Broadcasting at night, it ran one season and was hosted by Gil Fates, who later produced What’s My Line? for a quarter century.

Truth or Consequences, created and hosted by Ralph Edwards, bowed on radio in 1940 and ran 17 years. Outlandish, although some said humiliating, stunts meant to entertain audiences were added to the quiz element. For many years, the show did better on radio than television, though its stunts had to be described rather than viewed. Partly based on Forfeits, a children’s game, the program’s premise sounded wacky (originally spelled and pronounced “whacky”). Almost immediately after giving a contestant a question, often a trick question, a buzzer named Beulah went off, and Edwards giggled, “Since you didn’t tell the truth, you must pay the consequences!”

Describing the stunt, he often cackled hysterically, “Aren’t we devils!” A Looney Tunes cartoon from 1950 parodied Truth or Consequences, with Porky Pig as the unfortunate contestant on a sadistic radio quiz show titled Truth or Aaaahhh!, hosted by a manic Daffy Duck. That year the town of Hot Springs, New Mexico, voted to change its name to Truth or Consequences. One citizen explained, “There are 13 Hot Springs in the United States but only one Truth or Consequences.”

On September 7, 1950, Truth or Consequences premiered on national TV via a coast-to-coast network of stations and not just one station as in 1941. It too was hosted by Ralph Edwards, eventually more famous for and more toned down as host and creator of the celebrity-themed This Is Your Life. In 1950, Edwards decided to film Truth or Consequences with multiple simultaneous cameras and 35-mm film. The pioneering move, copied in 1951 by the new sitcom I Love Lucy, eliminated dependence on fuzzy kinescopes and made reruns a feasible and profitable option.

Despite occasional controversy, and perhaps because of it, Truth or Consequences became a long-running hit. On the one-time-only show on July 1, 1941, the unfortunate contestant was instructed to crawl onto an audience member’s lap and bawl like a baby while Edwards’s assistants placed a diaper around the man. A reviewer wrote that the show “helped to begin television under commercial sponsorship on a pretty low level…. May destiny preserve this nation from …. this kind of drunk-while-sober behavior.”

Edwards enjoyed engineering surprises and reunions (best exemplified by This Is Your Life). One Truth or Consequences episode from September 1950 combined both and drew the wrath of several viewers. The host introduced two strangers, an older woman named Mrs. Cunningham and a soldier. He asked if the lady had ever seen a soldier. Indeed, she’d just learned her soldier son had been wounded while stationed in Korea. The soldier then retired behind a pup tent, from whose other side appeared Mrs. Cunningham’s son, newly discharged from the army.

The following day, Jack Gould lamented in the New York Times, “Television reached a new low in taste last night …. inexcusably exploit[ing] a mother’s understandable shock when she unexpectedly saw her son, a Korean combat casualty…. The whole incident was a typical example of the warped sense of drama of Mr. Edwards, who by now is old enough to know better.”

Perhaps Edwards was prompted by poor ratings. Truth or Consequences was viewed less in its time period than a detective series and got canceled after less than a year. It returned in 1954–1956 and was hosted by Jack Bailey, later better known for the taste-challenged Queen for a Day (see chapter 7). In 1956, Truth or Consequences moved from prime time to daytime with Bob Barker, theretofore a radio personality. He emceed the show for 19 years.

It returned in 1977 as the syndicated The New Truth or Consequences. Barker couldn’t host, having signed to inherit The Nighttime Price Is Right from Dennis James. The 1977 show, hosted by Bob Hilton, lasted a year. A 1987 version, with actor Larry Anderson (who played Lucille Ball’s son-in-law in her final sitcom, Life with Lucy), also ran one year. But by then Truth or Consequences had become TV’s longest-running “comedy-stunt” game show, and the quiz shows of yore had long since evolved or devolved into less erudite entertainment.

However, the quiz show never died, though the general term “game show” superseded it, and many or most game shows incorporate some aspect of Q and A. The best-known example of the quiz show is Jeopardy!, which in 1998 begat a junior version titled Jep! for 10-to 12-year-old contestants. Quiz Kids was a radio show from 1940 to 1953 and a TV show from 1949 to 1956. “Quiz kid” became a national catchphrase and compliment. Audiences were fascinated by highly intelligent children, sometimes intimidated by them, and occasionally contemptuous (read: jealous).

Quiz Kids made comebacks in 1978 for 5 months in syndication and was hosted by Jim McKrell and again in 1981 for 14 months on CBS Cable and was hosted by progressive TV producer Norman Lear. Less successful was The Quiz Kids Challenge in 1990, pitting three kids ages 11 to 15 against three adults. Syndicated and hosted by Jonathan Prince, it lasted 3½ months.

Another national catchphrase derived from the title of a 1949–1955 quiz show, Twenty Questions. The prime-time show (also a radio show from 1946 to 1954) was based on the parlor game Animal, Vegetable, or Mineral with each member of a panel of five allowed to ask up to 20 questions to determine what a given object was. Real people and film characters in the 1940s and 1950s might respond to a persistent questioner with “What is this, Twenty Questions?”
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Can’t Stop the Music

“SINCE THERE’S BEEN MUSIC, PEOPLE HAVE ENJOYED TRYING TO GUESS the name of a given song or piece of music,” said music director Harry Salter, who created the most famous musical game show, Name That Tune. “Studies indicate that people who like games are also fonder of music.”

Most everyone’s seen some old movie in which a family sitting at home is interrupted by a telephone call. The member who answers the phone excitedly informs the others that it’s a quiz show calling to ask if somebody there can identify a particular song to win a prize.

The first popular TV music quiz show was Stop the Music in 1949, the year after it premiered on radio. Singer Bert Parks, later best known as Miss America’s host, emceed both versions. The 60-minute show ran three seasons and often featured elaborate production numbers to showcase a song. At some point, announcer Kenny Williams interrupted the song to yell, “Stop the music!” A phone call was then made to a home viewer who got a chance to identify the song and win a merchandise prize, and if answered correctly, they had the opportunity of naming the more rewarding Mystery Melody. If the viewer was wrong, there was a sponsor’s consolation prize.

One sponsor was Old Gold cigarettes, which explained (but didn’t warrant) the show’s dancing cigarette pack and matchbook. Stop the Music was off the air in 1953, returning in 1954 for two seasons as a 30-minute show. Again Parks hosted, and songs were performed by program regulars including Bert, who later starred on stage in The Music Man after Eddie Albert (Green Acres) took over from original star Robert Preston. Parks played The Music Man for more than 300 performances.

Long before such shows as America’s Got Talent, there was Chance of a Lifetime (1950), which aired on second-tier TV networks ABC and DuMont (the latter broadcast from 1942 to 1956). Hosted by John Reed King, Chance of a Lifetime comprised Q and A and stunts during its first two of seven seasons. When it returned with new host Dennis James (né Demie James Sposa), the format was a talent contest of amateur professional singers, musicians, dancers, and comedians judged by audience applause. The night’s winner of two contestants then competed against the previous week’s winner. Second-round winners won $1,000 and a week’s booking at New York’s Latin Quarter nightclub (owned by Lou Walters, Barbara Walters’s father). Runners-up received an engagement at a lesser-known venue.

Very few Chance of a Lifetime winners achieved big-time success. The exceptions included singers Roger Williams, Diahann Carroll, and Dick Van Dyke, who later moved to Broadway, TV, and movies.

Name That Tune began on radio in 1952 and on television in 1953 and was hosted on both media by Red Benson. In 1954, it switched from NBC to CBS with Bill Cullen hosting; from 1955 to 1959, George DeWitt emceed. Players were distanced some 20 feet from two bells, one per player, that hung from the ceiling. The show’s band performed a song, and the first contestant to recognize it ran to the bell and rang it. The running requirement could put an older or heavier player at an unfair disadvantage, but then, the 1950s was not the fairest decade.

Each game offered four songs. The first was valued at $5, second $10, third $20, and fourth $40. The contestant ending up with the most money won and moved on to the Golden Medley, with 30 seconds in which to guess seven songs. First correct answer was worth $25, each subsequent correct answer doubled in value, up to $1,600. The songs were chosen by a home viewer who actually earned the same amount of cash as the contestant. (Early radio and television frequently courted home listeners and viewers.)

If a contestant got all seven Golden Medley answers, the home viewer was flown to New York City and the pair played the Golden Medley Marathon. If in 30 seconds they correctly named five songs, they won $5,000 and returned the following week. The marathon could run five weeks for a grand total of $25,000.

Producer Ralph Edwards revived Name That Tune in 1974. Its first two hosts were Dennis James and Tom Kennedy. The latter’s musical “La La Girl” was brunette Kathie Lee Johnson, who later married Frank Gifford and cohosted Live! With Regis and Kathie Lee with Regis Phil-bin; after Name That Tune, she did the TV series Hee Haw Honeys. The new Name That Tune lasted seven years, partly on NBC and partly in syndication. The 1970s version switched cash for points, and the Golden Medley became the Melody Roulette. In 1976 the nighttime version was redubbed The $100,000 Name That Tune. In syndication Name That Tune continued through 1981.

A new syndicated Name That Tune, hosted by Jim Lange, formerly of The Dating Game, debuted in 1984–1985. In 2001, the VH1 network briefly presented Harry Salter’s Name That Video, highlighting music videos and hosted by Karyn Bryant. Name That Tune finally resurfaced in 2021 via Fox TV, which was hosted by actress Jane Krakowski and filmed in Australia with American players.

Dough Re Mi, NBC’s “answer” to Name That Tune, ran from February 1958 to December 1960 and was hosted by Gene Rayburn. One of its substitute hosts, actor and later TV producer Keefe Brasselle, said, “It was next to a copycat show…. I didn’t find satisfaction or dignity in hosting. I changed tracks.”

Kay Kayser was an affable, sometimes goofy big-band leader who also starred in film comedies from 1939 through the 1940s. They featured his band and musical protégés, including cornet player and comedian Ish Kabbible, who wore the same haircut as Moe of the Three Stooges. Kayser’s first movie title was a game-show borrowing, That’s Right—You’re Wrong. On his popular radio musical quiz show, Kay Kayser’s Kollege of Musical Knowledge (1938–1949), he wore a cap and gown and was called the Professor. (One of the show’s writers, Bob Quigley, later teamed with Merrill Heatter to produce The Hollywood Squares.)

The show made it to TV in 1949–1950, was hosted by Kayser, and then returned briefly in 1954 as The College of Musical Knowledge, which was emceed by country singer Tennessee Ernie Ford. “It was simple,” recalled Ford, “just folks tryin’ to identify songs to get prizes. Maybe too simple—shows were gettin’ more convoluted and prizes bigger ‘n bigger.” The 1954 show’s announcer was future game show host Jack Narz.

Musical Chairs, a prime-time 1955 NBC summer game show hosted by Bill Leyden, had aired in Los Angeles since 1953. Its panel included its music director Bobby Troup, lyricist Johnny Mercer (“Moon River”), and cartoon voice artist Mel Blanc (Bugs Bunny, Porky Pig, and myriad others), plus a weekly guest. They answered musical questions submitted by viewers. A viewer’s televised question yielded an RCA Victor radio and, if it stumped the panel, a giant 21-inch TV set.

A daytime Musical Chairs (1975) on CBS was the first network game show with an African American host, singer Adam Wade. Producer Don Kirshner was music supervisor for the 1960s pop-music sitcom The Monkees and, in the 1970s, produced and hosted Rock Concert. This Musical Chairs, unrelated to its 1950s namesake, had four contestants trying to supply missing lyrics, which was not so difficult when given three possible choices. Perhaps not “convoluted” enough, the show didn’t last five months.

Another short-lived entry was NBC’s nighttime Hold That Note in 1957, which was hosted by the imitable Bert Parks. The basic format had two players trying to identify songs performed by a studio orchestra. The first person to correctly name three songs in a row won money. The winner could retire at any time, but if said winner played a new opponent and lost, the new winner’s winnings were subtracted from the previous champ’s cash.

Basic game show formats are often revived, albeit with a twist. Name That Tune’s Harry Salter created NBC’s 1958 nighttime summer replacement Music Bingo, which reemerged late in 1958 on ABC as a daytime show that ran 13 months. The twist was a game board that was five spaces high and five spaces wide and was based on bingo. As in tic-tac-toe, with one player’s x and the other’s o, each player used a symbol, a musical sharp or flat. The players tried to guess the song the band was playing. If correct, a player’s sharp or flat filled any given board space, up, down, or diagonally. The first player to fill in five spaces in a row won.

Music Bingo was Johnny Gilbert’s debut as a host. In the 1960s, he hosted Fast Draw and Beat the Odds but became better known as an announcer for several game shows, perhaps most notably Jeopardy! Gil-bert, who sang on Music Bingo, had studied opera and been a big-band singer in his hometown of Newport News, Virginia.

Harry Salter struck again in 1961 with Yours for a Song (the expression meant something easily obtained), an ABC prime-time show its first year and a daytime show its second and final year. The announcer was Johnny Gilbert, and the host was Bert Parks. Yours for a Song, which featured lots of audience sing-alongs with Bert, popularized the concept of filling in missing lyrics that was employed after 2000 by shows like The Singing Bee and Don’t Forget the Lyrics!

This was the third musical quiz show hosted by Parks and his last quiz show, period. His television hosting career began in 1946. ABC replaced Yours for a Song with its first “contemporary” soap opera, General Hospital.

What’s This Song?, a 1964–1965 ABC show hosted by Wink Martin-dale, began as a 1930s radio show called What’s the Name of That Song? Like Password, What’s This Song? featured two teams, each pairing a star and contestant, both trying to identify songs. Part of the humor, intentional or otherwise, involved celebrity warbling via guests like Bonanza’s Lorne Greene and Michael Landon, Angie Dickinson, Ryan O’Neal, Phyllis Diller, and the inevitable Betty White.

What’s This Song? was the host’s first network game show; he was known at the time as Win Martindale. In 1959, the Tennessean, a friend of Elvis Presley, introduced the Top 10 song “Deck of Cards” on The Ed Sullivan Show.

What’s This Song? was reincarnated in 1968–1969 as the syndicated Win with the Stars. Hosted by Allen Ludden following a six-year run with Password (both returned in the 1970s), its debut guest stars were fellow music lover Peter Marshall and singer Barbara McNair.

Martindale and announcer Johnny Gilbert returned in 1970 for Words and Music, an NBC daytime offering that didn’t last five months. Perhaps it too was overly convoluted for a music show. Each of 16 game board squares held a clue connected to a word in a song (e.g., “right between the eyes” referenced the word “nose”). A player had to quickly and correctly identify that word after it was sung. An indication of the game’s relative difficulty was that if a player won for three days in a row, the player got a new car.

By the end of the 1960s, game shows were falling out of favor. The year 1970 saw only two new game shows, Words and Music and the nonmusical Can You Top This?, both hosted by Martindale and both disappointments. Some insiders felt game shows, especially those with music and upbeat songs, were judged too trivial while there was a controversial war in Vietnam and national unrest.

Although game shows didn’t go away, the decrease in music shows’ popularity, said Betty White, was due also to “hummable, melodic songs giving way to more specialized music for the young…. A beautiful hit song used to be for all ages, and practically everyone knew the melody if not the lyrics.”

Face the Music debuted in 1980, with an orchestra playing a song requiring identification and which person, place, or thing its title referred to. Besides music, it had faces—six sequential photos of a mystery celebrity, from infant and childhood to adulthood, which players had to identify. If a contestant guessed correctly after viewing just one photo, the prize was $10,000.

Oddly enough, the host was former TV Tarzan Ron Ely, who eventually replaced Bert Parks as host of Miss America. The syndicated program ran less than two years. By contrast, Fandango (1983–1989) was logically hosted by country singer Bill Anderson on the TNN cable network and found its limited but lengthy niche by focusing on a specific genre, country music. Its announcer was Edgar the Talking Jukebox (did “he” have an ak-say-ent?). The show originated in Opryland, Nashville. (Anderson had been a Match Game panelist.)

Major networks were taking fewer chances with music game shows, unlike syndicators. The one-season You Write the Songs, hosted by Ben Vereen, debuted in 1986. The novelty was each of three songwriters, amateur and pro, having a new song performed by one of the show’s singers. The result was judged by a quintet: a record producer, a record company executive, a disc jockey and one of his listeners, and a singer. The winner competed on the next week’s show against two new songs. After 12 weeks, the top five songs vied for $100,000.

Each You Write the Songs episode also offered a musical salute and a “chat” with a popular songwriter.

Turn It Up! (1990), its title acknowledging the youth market, focused on rock ‘n’ roll. Hosted by Jordan Brady, it was MTV’s second game show, after Remote Control (1987–1990), whose college-age contestants, ensconced in leather recliners, used remote controls to signal responses to questions about music, TV, and pop culture. Tellingly, the totally musical Turn It Up! lasted little more than five months.

“The Great Pretender,” a 1955 hit song, inspired the name of the 1999–2002 Great Pretenders, a Saturday morning youthfest on Fox Family that was hosted by the musical female trio Wild Orchid. It presented teens lip syncing and dancing competitively to popular songs for prizes, their performances judged by the studio audience.

The Singing Bee was a cross between karaoke and spelling bee, in which lyrics had to be sung correctly or else a player forewent a musical chair that was required for a possible win. The hybrid began on NBC in 2007, was hosted by singer Joey Fatone (NSYNC), and was derived from a UK program, Sing It Back: Lyric Champion. Off the air in 2008, The Singing Bee ran from 2009 to 2012 on country-themed CMT (owned by ViacomCBS), hosted by actress Melissa Peterman.

Its contestants were supposedly selected at random from the audience. In truth, they were preselected, and in shades of the game show scandals of the 1950s, home viewers could glimpse song lyrics scrolling down on a banner above the stage so that the contestants didn’t make a premature error. The fact that the revealed lyrics weren’t hidden from view seemed to make it okay. NBC aired 18 episodes of the show and CMT 48. In more recent decades, a TV season may commence and end at any chosen time and may consist of dozens or only 6, 8, 10, and so on episodes.

The Singing Bee had a 2008 spin-off, The Singing Office, that ran on TLC, a pay-TV outlet owned by Discovery, Inc. Hosted by Fatone and former Spice Girl Melanie Brown, the premise was singing groups formed in workplaces performing against each other during the program, and its winners chosen by a panel of judges. It didn’t last long in the US but was licensed to some 20 nations for their own versions because group singing is more popular in many countries, especially low-or middle-income countries. Some American critics adjudged The Singing Office too close to an amateur night despite the groups’ vocal coaching and choreography.

Once upon a time, it was about remembering a song’s title, but now it’s about remembering its lyrics. The task is harder, but the payoff is bigger. On Don’t Forget the Lyrics!, players could earn up to a million dollars remembering words. Hosted by Wayne Brady, the show ran on Fox from 2007 to 2009 and then went syndicated in 2010–2011, hosted by singer Mark McGrath. Meat Loaf and his daughter Pearl appeared on the show in 2009 and won $500,000, which they donated to charity. Fox announced a revival of Don’t Forget the Lyrics! in 2021 hosted by Niecy Nash.

A 2011 UK program, Sing If You Can, devolved into a less kind, less gentle US version, Killer Karaoke, in 2012. The former involved celebrities trying to sing in front of a studio audience despite various attempts to distract them. Proceeds went to the charity Teenage Cancer Trust. Killer Karaoke aired on TruTV. Its first season was hosted by Steve-O of Jackass fame who said he was fired because he protested the show’s treatment of animals. The second and final season (each with eight episodes) was hosted by Mark McGrath.

Killer Karaoke’s modus operandi was “No matter what happens, don’t stop singing.” Audience votes determined who won. It wasn’t merely the quality of the singing, but it was also the singer’s ability to keep warbling despite extreme distractions and turnoffs like going barefoot across a catwalk that included stepping into ice water, fish guts, maggots, ad nauseum or singing with a clear dog cone around one’s neck while dirty socks, cow brains (right on, Steve-O!), and maggots spilled into the cone from on high. Imagine thinking up such garbage.

And then there was Oh Sit! that ran from 2012 to 2013, totaling 20 hour-long episodes on the CW, which replaced UPN and the WB—its new name via the first letters of CBS and Warner Bros. The corporate makeup of contemporary TV has an obvious goal of producing shows whose negative sensationalism can draw the most viewers and, thus, the most profits. Oh Sit! was described as “a high-octane musical chairs competition.” It drew good ratings but soon plummeted yet was renewed for a second set, or “season,” of 10 episodes.

Contestants raced through five obstacle courses to reach a musical chair, which game show impresario and nonfan Chuck Barris felt was “more of an excuse than a valid musical subject or theme…. On The Gong Show we made people laugh at bad musical acts but we didn’t gross them out …. or put anybody at risk.”

Oh Sit! was hosted by actor Jamie Kennedy and Canadian TV personality Jessi Cruikshank and relied on eight writers to create its jokes, which were often not funny, including several for Cruikshank to indicate “what a slut she is,” according to Variety. The Pittsburgh Post-Gazette found the show “a silly time-waster with terrible commentary” by its hosts. Perhaps to prove its musicality, each Oh Sit! episode featured a musical guest.

“It’s not just that music has mostly gone non-melodic and noisy,” stated Canadian actor and host Alan Thicke. “It’s shows desperate for any crazy gimmick beyond the simple pleasure of music and recognition…. Since Name That Tune musical game shows have come a long way—down.”

Music and its recognition remain the hallmarks of real musical game shows, for instance, the international franchise spawned by South Korea’s The King of Mask Singer since 2015. The Masked Singer debuted in the US on Fox in 2019 and was hosted by Niecy Nash and later Nick Cannon. The premise is that a panel tries to identify celebrities singing in head-to-toe disguises from clues given by the performers themselves. The studio audience votes which is the best singer.

Each week’s losing singer is unmasked, and the winner is announced at season’s end; a year comprises two “seasons.” In some countries where the show is live rather than pretaped, all viewers may vote. (A spin-off, The Masked Dancer, was introduced in 2020.) Celebrity contestants on The Masked Singer aren’t paid and don’t get to play for charity; publicity is the name of the game.

Commenting on The Masked Singer’s global popularity, reviewer Kim Hyungsuk enthused, “You can’t stop the music!”


The Music Man

“The most natural quiz show format is answering questions or remembering songs,” felt Oscar-and Grammy-winning singer-composer Peter Allen. “Not just in the States—music’s the universal language.”

The multitalented Australian (1944–1992) was known as Liza Minnelli’s gay first husband (and first gay husband, the ceremony engineered by mom Judy Garland) and for his all-stops-out rendition of “I Go to Rio.” A posthumous Broadway musical biography, The Boy from Oz, starred fellow Aussie Hugh Jackman.

A sometime actor, Peter starred on Broadway in 1988 as Prohibition-era gangster Jack “Legs” Diamond in Legs Diamond, music and lyrics by himself. The show’s reviews were gratuitously vicious and also homophobic (the real-life hood was heterosexual). “That put paid to my future as a leading man.” In 1989 Allen half-joked, “After acting dries up, one explores alternatives like …. game show emcee.”

In 1990, he hosted a pilot for a new version of Name That Tune. Producer Marty Pasetta noted, “As an international musician and performer, Peter knows that many popular songs are originally Italian, Spanish, or French before they’re given English lyrics…. Peter is lively and likeable, very comfortable with audiences.” However, the pilot didn’t go to series.

Pasetta later picked Allen to host the pilot of what became a nighttime show called The Hollywood Game. Its two, 2-person teams of contestants answered movie and TV trivia questions. But before it bowed in summer 1992, Allen had become too ill to host it (Bob Goen was hired, but only four of six filmed episodes aired). Peter Allen died of AIDS at 48, the day before or, depending on the source, the very day The Hollywood Game premiered. It was CBS’s last regularly scheduled prime-time game show until 1996 and Big Deal.




Hosts’ Hits

A surprising number of game show hosts have delivered hit songs. Some weren’t primarily hosts, like Bill Cosby with “Little Ole Man (Uptight—Everything’s Alright),” which peaked at number 4 on Billboard’s pop chart in 1967.

Others included:


	Jon Bauman—as a member of Sha Na Na—with “(Just Like) Romeo and Juliet” (number 55 in 1975).

	Bert Convy—as a member of The Cheers—with “Black Denim Trousers” (number 6 in 1955).

	Merv Griffin—with Freddy Martin and his orchestra—with “I’ve Got a Lovely Bunch of Coconuts” (number 8 in 1950).

	Buddy Hackett with “Chinese Rock and Egg Roll” (number 87 in 1956).

	Kay Kyser with “Jingle Jangle Jingle” (number 1 in 1942).

	Wink Martindale with “Deck of Cards” (number 7 in 1959).
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Seeing Stars: Panel Shows

THE QUESTION “IS IT BIGGER THAN A BREADBOX?” ORIGINATED WITH Steve Allen in 1953 on What’s My Line?, in which panelists tried to guess a contestant’s profession. Or the product associated with that profession, ergo the question. (Before there was sliced bread in supermarkets, most households had a breadbox.)

Allen, who wrote some 14,000 songs and more than 50 books, was The Tonight Show’s first host and pioneered the TV talk show. “I get minimal acknowledgment for ‘breadbox’ though it’s a staple question in real-life games, never mind game shows.
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