
 

 

Johnny Carson (1925‐2005) 

 

By  defy ing   the  TV  reduct ion ism that   renders  a l l   th ings  knowable  and  

u l t imate ly   t r iv ia l ,  Carson  made h imse l f   in to  one  of   the  medium’s  

on ly  characters  worth  watch ing ,  n ight  a f ter  n ight .   .   .   .   [W]e  knew 

Johnn Carson   l ike  we knew ourse lves .  Which   i s   to  say  we hard ly  

knew h im at  a l l .    

S teven  D .  S tark ,  Glued   to   the  Set  

 

 

 

In   the  ear ly  1990s ,   in  a   ser ies  o f  Saturday  N ight  L ive   sk i t s ,  Dana  Carvey  and  

Ph i l  Hartman parod ied   the i r   fe l low NBC  la te  n ight  program,   the   long   runn ing  Tonight  

Show  (1954‐   ) ,  As   Johnny  Carson,   the  show’s  host   f rom 1963   to  1993,  Carvey   reduced  

the   ta lk   show  legend  to  a  ser ies  o f   fami l ia r   t i cks  and   the  constant ly   repeated,  

app l icab le   to  everyth ing ,  exc lamat ion  “That ’s  w i ld  s tuf f” ;  mimick ing  

s idek ick/announcer  Ed  McMahon,  Hartman was  a l l  bo is terous   laughs  and  end less ly  

repeated  “Heigh‐o ’s .”  For  c r i t i c  Ken  Tucker ,   the  parod ies ,   “at  once  mean and  

respect fu l ly  accurate ,”   spe l led  cu l tura l  doom for   the  k ing  o f   la te  n ight :   “Carvey  was  

po int ing  out   the  way  Carson  had  become  increas ing ly  out  o f   i t ,   seeming ly  unaware  of  

the  pop  cu l ture  around h im  .   .   .   "   ( “St i l l  C razy”) .  

In  a  May  1991   insta l lment  o f   the   recurr ing  sketch ,  Carvey  answered  Ed ’s  

“Here ’s   Johnny”  summons  and  emerged   f rom beh ind   the  curta in  not   in  h is  usua l  

dapper  sport  coat  and  s lacks ,  not  w ith  short ,  g ray ing  ha i r ,  not   to  per form h is  usua l  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go l f ‐ swing‐punctuated  monologue  and  announce  “We’ l l  be   r ight  back ,”  but  as  

“Carsen io ,”  a  b leached‐b londe,   f la t ‐ topped,  Caucas ian‐  vers ion  of  Afr ican  Amer ican  

comedian  Arsen io  Ha l l ,   the   la te  n ight  synd icated  host  whose   f i s t ‐pumping ,  h ipper  

humor  and  more  contemporary  guests  had  begun to  woo away   the  younger  end  of  

Carson’s  demographic .  

The  s ight  o f   the  Carvey  vers ion  of   the  K ing  of  Late  N ight  s toop ing   to  emulate  

h is  d is tant   r iva l   cou ld  on ly  provoke  sadness ,  not   laughter ,   in   the   longt ime‐Tonight  

Show ‐watcher .  The  spectac le  o f  Carson   t ry ing   to  be   the  “ termina l ly  charmless”  

(Sha les )   Jay  Leno,  h is   successor  as  Tonight  Show host ,  or  Carson‐as‐Letterman,   the  

loser   in   the  “network  batt le   for   the  n ight”   (Carter )   that  erupted  a f ter   Johnny’s  

ret i rement ,  would  be   just  as  d is t ress ing .  The   Johnny  Carson  who had  become an  

Amer ican   icon ,  “NBC’s  answer   to   forep lay”   (Tynan  315) ,   “h is tory ’s  most  e f fect ive  

contracept ive”   (People  Week ly  1989) ,  and  “ the  greeter  and  spokesman  for   the  Uni ted  

States”   (Letterman,  quoted  by  Zehme) ,  whi le   remain ing  an  essent ia l ly  pr ivate ,  

rec lus ive   ind iv idua l—“the  Garbo  of  Comedy,   the  Sa l inger  o f  Te lev is ion”   (Zehme)—

that  Carson  never   rea l ly  changed.  “The   idea   that  one  man,  bas ica l ly  unscr ipted ,  cou ld  

las t  on  TV   for  30  years ,”  a   former  NBC execut ive  would  mainta in ,   “ i t ' s  a   f reak  of  

te lev is ion"   (quoted   in  Zog l in ) .  

When Shakespeare   le f t   the   theatre   for  good,  he  put   the  London s tage  beh ind  

h im complete ly  and  remained  content   to  be  a   ret i red   impresar io  back  home  in  

S t rat ford ;  when Carson,   the  most  watched  performer   in   the  h is tory  o f  enterta inment ,  

h is   show the  b iggest  money‐maker   the  medium had  ever  known,   le f t   te lev is ion  a f ter  

h is  4 ,530th  show ,  he returned  home to  Mal ibu  pretty  much  never   to  be  seen  aga in .  

“L ike  sun  and  moon and  oxygen,”  B i l l  Zehme,  contemplat ing  h is  d isappearance ,  would  

wr i te  moving ly   in  2002,  ”he  was  a lways   there ,   re l iab le  and  dependable ,   for   th i r ty  

years .  Then  he  wasn ' t  anymore.  And  he  d idn ' t   just   s imply   leave:  He  van ished  

complete ly ;  he  evaporated   into  cathode snow;  he   took   the  powder  o f  a l l  powders .”   In  

January  2005   the  news  broke   that  Carson,  who 

had  spent  a lmost  h is  ent i re  career  on  NBC,  was  

occas iona l ly  prov id ing   jokes   for  Dav id  

Letterman’s  Late  Show monologue  on  r iva l  CBS .  

Soon  a f ter ,  on   January  23rd ,  2005,  came the  

shock ing  news   that   Johnny  Carson  was  dead  

f rom emphysema,  hav ing  passed  away  whi le  

these  pages  were  be ing  wr i t ten .   Judg ing  by  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some of   the  hag iograph ies   that  appeared   in   the  media  a f ter  h is  death ,  c r i t i c  Dav id  

Ede ls te in  would   just i f iab ly  compla in ,   “You 'd   th ink   that  Carson  was  some sort  o f  

ego less  sa int  o f   te lev is ion .”  

More   than   just  a  ce lebr i ty   (def ined  by  Boorst in  as   someone mere ly  “known  for  

h is  wel l ‐knownness”   [57] ) ,   the  “Greatest  Generat ion”   (Sha les )  Carson  once  

represented  someth ing  d is t inct ly  Amer ican .   "More  people   look  at   Johnny,"  an  NBC 

press  agent  once  bragged  about   i t s  pr i ze  commodity ,   " than   look  at   the  moon"   (People  

Week ly  1989) .  But  what  d id   they  see?  As   te lev is ion  scho lar   J immie  Reeves  once  

observed,  Carson  was  never  a  s imple  s tar   in   the   f i rmament :  “ I t ’ s   [Carson’s ]  e lus iv i ty  

that  keeps  h im  f resh .   .   .   .  We can  put  ourse lves   in to  h im.  He’s   fami l ia r  enough   to  be  

recogn izab le ,  yet  un ique  enough   to  be   interest ing .  There ’s  

more   to   Johnny  Carson   than  meets   the  eye”   (quoted   in  S tark  

184) .  

In  pr ivate ,   Johnny  Carson  was ,  by  a l l   reports ,  a   loner ,  

uncomfortab le   in  soc ia l   s i tuat ions ,   seeming ly   i l l ‐ su i ted   to   the  

l i fe  o f  ce lebr i ty .  The  screenwr i ter  George  Axe l rod  once  

observed   that  “Soc ia l ly ,   [Carson]  doesn ’ t  ex is t .  The   reason   i s  

that   there  are  no   te lev is ion  cameras   in   l i v ing   rooms.   I f  human 

be ings  had   l i t t le   red   l ights   in   the  midd le  o f   the i r   foreheads ,  Carson  would  be   the  

greatest  conversat iona l i s t  on  earth”   (quoted   in  Tynan  312) .   (The  camera ,  Tynan  

qu ipped,  “act [ed]  on  h im  l ike  an  add ict ive  and  ga lvan ic  drug”   [311] . )    

Cr i t i cs   l i ke  R ichard  Po i r ier  have  documented   the  pronounced   tendency  of  key  

f igures   in  Amer ican   l i terature ,  cu l ture ,  and  po l i t i cs   to  create   imag inary  pub l ic  

personas  o f ten  at  odds  with   the i r  pr ivate  se lves .  Though  Carson’s   long‐t ime producer  

Fred  de  Cordova  once   ins i s ted   that  whi le  “George  Burns  and   Jack  Benny  assumed a  

façade,”  h is   s tar  was  h imse l f   “not  a  character  named Johnny  Carson”   (quoted  by  

Stark  185) ,  was   i t  not   in   fact  h is  “negat ive  capab i l i ty”   that  enab led  h im to  become 

not  on ly  Carnac   the  Magni f icent  and  Aunt  B labby ,  Art  Fern  and  F loyd  R .  Turbo,  but  

a l so  h is  greatest  c reat ion:  Carson   the  congen ia l   conversat iona l i s t?    

A  year  a f ter  Carsen io  made h is  appearance ,  Carson  ended h is   run   just   short  o f  

three  decades  beh ind   the  desk .  H is   f ina l   two shows,  cu l tura l   spectac les  comparab le  

to   the  ser ies   f ina les  o f  M*A*S*H,  Se in fe ld ,  and   F r iends ,  d rew huge  aud iences   (50  

mi l l ion  watched   the   last  one,  a  guest ‐ less   retrospect ive  c l ip   show,  on  May  21 ,  1992) ,  

but   i t  was   the  penul t imate  one,   in  which  Bette  Mid ler  c rooned “One More   for  My 

Baby   (and  One More   for   the  Road)”   to  an  obv ious ly  moved Carson,   that  everyone  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remembers ,  produc ing  as   i t  d id  what  Dav id  B iancu l l i   ca l led  “a  

per fect  moment  o f   te lev is ion ,  a  guaranteed   tear jerker ,  and  a  

f i t t ing   f ina le   (even   i f   i t  was  a  day  ear ly )   to  one  of   the  most  

durab le  and   impress ive  careers   in  show bus iness”   (342) .  

Te lev is ion  scho lar  Dav id  Marc  would  see   in  Carson’s   ret i rement  

the  end  of  an  era :  “For  30  years ,  pr ime t ime was  bracketed  by  

two men:  Walter  Cronk i te ,  who gave   the  news   in  h is  da i ly   report ,  

and   Johnny  Carson,  who rev iewed the  news   in  h is  da i ly  

monologue.   .   .   .   Johnny,   l i ke  Walter ,   i s  part  o f   the   lost  wor ld  o f   three‐channel  

cu l ture"   (quoted   in  Tucker ,   “ Johnny’s  Last  Laugh”) .  

Though  he  came to  be  a  Ho l lywood gatekeeper  w ith   the  power   to  make  

or  break  careers—scores  o f  comics ,   f rom Roseanne Barr   to   Jerry  Se in fe ld  

cred i ted  h im with   the i r   f i r s t  b ig  break—Carson  never  shed  h is   image  as  a  

Midwestern  boy   (born   in   Iowa,  he  grew up   in  Nebraska) .  Watch   Johnny  Goes  

Home on The  U l t imate  Co l lect ion  DVDs,  narrated  by  and  s tarr ing  Carson  as  he  

wanders  about  Norfo lk ,  NE ,  even  s i t t ing  down  for  a   re f resher  penmansh ip  

lesson  by  h is  now‐e lder ly  grade  school   teacher ,  and   i t  becomes  apparent   that  

Johnny  had  not  succeeded,  nor  perhaps  even  at tempted,   to   take   the   farm out  

o f   the  boy .   I f   fe l low Nebraskan   ta lk   show host  D ick  Cavett  would  d iscern   in  

h is  one‐t ime boss  and   la ter   r iva l   “ that  wonderfu l  naughty‐ f ratern i ty ‐boy  qua l i ty   .   .   .  

he  never  outgrows"   (quoted   in  Zog l in ) ,  Carson’s   impish   taste   for   the   r i squé,  h is  

adeptness  at  double  entendré ,  were  equa l ly  apparent   to  any  a lert  v iewer .    

As  Ede ls te in   ins i s ted   in  a  d iscern ing  ob i tuary ,  

 

When Carson  succeeded Steve  A l len  and   Jack  Paar  as  host  o f   .   .   .   the  Ton ight  

Show ,   the  sh i f t   in   tone  was   rad ica l .  A l though  A l len  was  underapprec iated  as  a  

sat i r i s t ,  he  had  a   fundamenta l ly  earnest  presence ,  and  Paar  was ,   i f  anyth ing ,  

overearnest   ( to   the  po int  o f  bathos) .  But  Carson  was  

cutt ing :  There  was  a lways  a  ch i l l  beh ind   the   twink le .   I f  

he  cu l t ivated   the   look  of  a  boy ish  Midwesterner   .   .   .   ,  

he  cou ld   turn   into  a  bad  boy   (or  a   smutty‐minded  boy)  

in  an   instant .”  A l though  no  one  seems ab le   to  conf i rm 

(and  Carson  h imse l f  den ied   i t )   that  he  once   responded 

to  a  Pers ian‐cat ‐ tot ing  Zsa  Zsa  Gabor ’s   inv i tat ion  “ to  

pet  my pussy?”  w ith  “Sure ,   i f  you  move   that  damn cat  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out  o f   the  way!”   (Cox  77) ,  he  very  def in i te ly  d id   te l l   the  vo luptuous  Do l ly  

Parton   that  he  would  “g ive  about  a  year ’s  pay   to   take  a  peek  under   there”  

(Cox  84) ,  and  who can   forget  h is  w ide‐eyed  response ,  captured   in  c lose‐up,  

when the   la te  Madel ine  Kahn  responded to  h is   inqu iry  about  her  phobias  w ith  

“ I  do  not   l ike  ba l l s  coming   toward  me.”  Carson’s  use  of  “ the  camera  as  a   s i lent  

consp i rator ,”  Kenneth  Tynan  once  observed,  was  h is  “most  or ig ina l  

contr ibut ion   to  TV   techn ique.”  But   i t  was  not  h is  on ly  one.    

 

Wr i t ing   in  USA Today ,  Wes Gehr ing  would  of fer  an  astute  ana lys i s  o f  Carson’s  

comic  s ty le :    

   

[B ]ecause  Carson  was  such  a  s tudent  o f   laughter ,  he  of ten  ex is ted  as  a  

p lura l i s t  comedian ,  g i f t ing  aud iences  per iod ica l ly  w i th  such  s ignature  

express ions  as  O l iver  Hardy 's  embarrassed   t ie ‐ f idd l ing   look ,  S tan  Laure l ' s   teary  

e longated   face ,  Benny 's  d i rect  address   ( s tar ing  at   the  camera)  deadpan,  and  a  

Groucho  Marx  eyebrow twitch  a f ter  a  mi ld ly   suggest ive  double  entendré .  What  

made these  and  other  assorted   funny   footnotes  a l l  Carson  was   the  ease  with  

which  he  segued  through  such  sht ick .   I t  was  a   tour  de  s i l l y  each  n ight  o f   the  

week.   (68)    

 

He  was  a  superb  phys ica l   comedian ,  as  good  at  prat fa l l s  as  a  Chevy  Chase ,  w i l l ing   to  

get  down on  a l l   fours ,  pretend ing   to  be  a  dog  gobbl ing   the  A lpo  a   rea l  dog  had  

re jected ,   sav ing  Ed  McMahon’s   l i ve  ad .  Wonderfu l ly  uneasy  with   the  parade  of  

an imals   the  San  D iego  Zoo  brought   to   the  show,  he  cou ld  secure  uproar ious   laughter  

f rom a   face‐of f  w i th  an  orangutan ,  a  marmoset  ur inat ing  on  h is  head,  a  boa  

constr ic tor ’s   ta i l   surpr is ing ly  emerg ing  between h is   legs .    

V i r tua l ly  every   recogn izab le   f igure   f rom enterta inment  and  po l i t i cs ,  both  

fe l low  icons  and   lesser   l ights ,   f rom Mart in  Luther  K ing   to  Dean  Mart in ,  R ichard  N ixon  

to  Bob  Hope,  She l ley  Winters   to  Car l  Sagan,  B i l l  C l in ton   to  T iny  T im,  sat  down bes ide  

h im.  " I t   i s   s t i l l   the  most  exc i t ing  moment   in  show bus iness   to  wa lk  out   f rom that  

curta in  and  s i t   in   th is  cha i r , "  Tom Hanks  has  confessed   (Zog l in ) .  He  was  abso lute ly  

wonderfu l  w i th  ch i ldren  and   the  e lder ly ,  and  with  ord inary  Amer icans   (deemed 

“c iv i l ians”  by   the  show’s  s ta f f ) ,  he  cou ld  be   the  per fect  host ,  hard ly  ever  

condescending ,   though  of ten  p layfu l   ( that   t ime,   for  example ,  when he  pretended to  

eat  one  of   the  pr i zed  potato  ch ips   in  which  a  woman had   found a  var iety  o f  an imal  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and human  faces) .  

With  Dragnet ’s   Jack  Webb,  he  cou ld  do   tongue‐twist ing  verba l  humor  about  

copper  c lappers  and  k leptomaniacs ,  or ,  as  Pres ident  Reagan,   rev is i t  Abbott  and  

Coste l lo ,  Hu,  Watt ,  and  Yasser  Arafat   rep lac ing  Who,  What ,  and   f r iends .  The  Ult imate  

Co l lect ion  Carson  DVDs  are   fu l l  o f   such  moments  o f  c lever ,   imag inat ive ,  o f ten   l i terate  

comedy.   In  one  part icu lar ly  memorab le  sk i t ,  Carson,  dressed   in  Rena issance  garb ,  

p lays  Hamlet ,   rec i t ing ,  or   so   i t   seems,   the   famous  “To  be  or  not   to  be”  and  “A las ,  

Poor  Yor ick”  so l i loqu ies ,  but  Shakespeare ’s  powerfu l  words   turn  out   to  be  mere  

product  p lacement   for  a   shameless  ser ies  o f  commerc ia ls :   “s leep  no  more”   insp i res  a  

p lug   for  Sominex;  “The  heartache,  and   the   thousand  natura l  shocks/That   f lesh   i s  he i r  

to”   (my  i ta l i cs )   leads   to  an  ad   for  Aamco;  “ay ,   there 's   the   rub ,”   turns  out   to  be ,  o f  

course ,  a   set ‐up   for  promot ion  of  Mentho latum Deep Heat  Rub.”  Yor ick ,   in   turn ,   i s  

warned  not   to   leave  Denmark  without  h is  Amer ican  Express  Card .  

But   i t  was ,  o f  course ,  Carson’s  monologues   that  were  h is  comic  s ignature .  

Whether  h is  one‐ l iners  produced   laughs  or  bombed  (he  was  a  master  at   t ransforming  

even  h is   fa i lures   in to  h i la r i ty ) ,  h i s  open ing   l i tany  of   jokes ,  a lmost  certa in   to   inc lude  

gags  about  Ed ’s  dr ink ing ,  band leader  Doc  Sever insen’s  wardrobe   (or   subst i tute  

Tommy Newsom’s  drabness) ,  and  h is  own  former  wives ,  was  o f ten   the  h igh l ight  o f  

the  show and  somet imes   the  on ly  part  o f   the  show for  which  s leepy  Amer icans  cou ld  

s tay  consc ious .  Carson  “dea l t  w i th   top ica l  events  as   re l iab ly  as  Walter  Cronk i te ,”  

B iancu l l i  has  observed,  “and   the   impact  o f  h is  monologue  made Carson   the  TV  

equ iva lent  o f  Wi l l  Rogers :  one   joke  cou ld  make  a l l   the  d i f ference   in   ind icat ing  

whether  someone  (or   someth ing)  was  up  or  down,   in  or  out”   (341) .   I t   shou ld  not  

surpr ise  us   that  Carson’s  monologue  came to  possess  such   in f luence ,   for  as  S tark  

notes ,   “ l ike  an  anchorman  (or  a  pres ident) ,  Carson  was  one  of   the   few performers  

whom TV et iquette  a l lowed to  address   the  camera  d i rect ly—the  cu l ture 's  u l t imate  

s ign  of   respect  and  author i ty”   (183) .  

In  perhaps   the  most  d iscern ing  p iece  ever  wr i t ten  on  Carson,  Kenneth  Tynan  

art icu lates   the  d i lemma that   faced  Carson  both   the  per former  and   the   icon:  “S ingers ,  

actors ,  and  dancers  a l l  have  mult ip le  cho ices :   they  can  exerc ise   the i r   ta lents   in   the  

theatre ,  on  TV,  or   in   the  movies .  But  a   ta lk ‐   show host  can  on ly  become a  more  

success fu l   ta lk ‐show host .  There   i s  no  p lace   in   the  other  media   for   the  g i f ts   that  

d is t ingu ish  h im—most  spec i f i ca l ly ,   for   the  g i f t  o f   re ‐ invent ing  h imse l f ,  n ight  a f ter  

n ight ,  w i thout   rehearsa l  or   repet i t ion .  Carson,   in  other  words ,   i s  a  grand  master  o f  

the  one  show‐  bus iness  ar t   that   leads  nowhere .  He  has  pa inted  h imse l f  not   in to  a  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corner  but  onto   the   top  of  a  mounta in”   (353‐54) .  

 

I f   te lev is ion  had  a  Mount  Rushmore,   Johnny  would  be  on   i t .  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