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FOREWORD
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In contrast to plot-driven musical comedies and operettas, the perennially popular revue genre from the 1890s to about 1930 featured skits, songs, dances, stylish sets, and female pulchritude within a looser narrative, albeit often constructed within a unified thematic framework. In 1912, the producers and brothers Lee and J. J. Shubert launched an annual series of revues called The Passing Show, a name borrowed from the revue (then designated “review”), which begat the form in 1894. From 1912 to 1924, with the exception of 1920, the Shuberts’ Passing Shows became the reliable annual rival of Florenz Ziegfeld’s Ziegfeld Follies (1911–1925, 1927, and 1931), formerly more simply and less-indulgently designated as the Follies (1907–1910). The Shuberts and Their Passing Shows: The Untold Tale of Ziegfeld’s Rivals, the pioneering new Broadway Legacies volume by Jonas Westover, the young but distinguished scholar of the revue genre, “challenges the notion that Ziegfeld and his Follies were the only important revues of the era” and offers a comprehensive rediscovery of a major series of shows that unfortunately has been largely “passed” over by history.

From the beginning, the Shubert brothers’ consistently successful series of Passing Shows provided a worthy alternative to those of their local rival and arguably served as an unrivaled repository for present and future stars and both rising and established talents. The first edition not only included a score by Louis Hirsch but also interpolated Irving Berlin’s early hit “Everybody’s Doing It Now” to accompany stage action and another Berlin song, “The Ragtime Jockey Man,” for Willie Howard, who would gain more lasting fame for his role as Gieber Goldfarb in the Gershwins’ Girl Crazy in 1930. Following Hirsch and Berlin’s opening gambit, the ever-present Sigmund Romberg became the Shuberts’ main “house” composer for well over half the remaining revues (1914, 1916–1919, and 1923–1924), enhanced by proven interpolated popular songs by lesser-known composers. Audiences at one of these Romberg shows, The Passing Show of 1916, also witnessed the first George Gershwin song to be performed on the Broadway stage. Most of the lasting songs, however, were not composed by Romberg or Gershwin, but several fondly remembered songs offered by composers now largely forgotten, most notably Tony Jackson’s “Pretty Baby” from the 1916 edition (credited to composer Egbert Van Alstyne and lyricist Gus Kahn), and two perennial hits from 1918, Lee S. Roberts’s “Smiles” and John Kellette’s “I’m Forever Blowing Bubbles.”

In addition to Willie Howard and his brother Eugene, the central stars of numerous Passing Shows who deserve and receive a chapter of their own in this volume, Westover introduces readers to Marilynn (later Marilyn) Miller, the future star of Jerome Kern’s Sally (1920) and Sunny (1925), as a fifteen-year-old talent who lit up the Broadway stage in The Passing Show of 1914. We also meet the phenomenal new brother-and-sister dance team of Adele and Fred Astaire in 1918, Show Boat’s future Cap’n Andy, Charles Winninger, in 1916 and 1919, and in the 1916 edition Ed Wynn, the future star of Rodgers and Hart’s Simple Simon (1930), the voice of the Mad Hatter in Walt Disney’s Alice in Wonderland (1951) and Uncle Albert in the Disney version of Mary Poppins (1964). The 1922 edition featured the young Ethel Shutta, who in her seventies could still stop a show when she belted Stephen Sondheim’s “Broadway Baby” in another Follies nearly fifty years later in 1971. The final Passing Show edition of 1924 offers yet another fascinating historical footnote since it led to the discovery of Joan Crawford, one of the forty-five carefully chosen girls in the chorus, reduced from the eighty members who graced the stage when the series began its long run in 1912.

In The Shuberts and Their Passing Shows Westover, who has published articles on The Passing Shows and other early revues, guest edited a special issue on the revue in Studies in Musical Theatre, and contributed 406 articles on diverse topics in the second edition of The Grove Dictionary of American Music, follows his award-winning dissertation at CUNY on The Passing Show of 1914 with new research that examines the legacy of all The Passing Shows. After a chapter on the genesis of the revue genre, Westover moves on to individual chapters on the many stars in The Passing Shows firmament, including the Howard brothers, female and male choruses and the early career of chorus girl Joan Crawford, the songs and their acclaimed orchestrations by Frank Saddler and Robert Russell Bennett, and the role of dance and scenic design. The two chapters on The Passing Show of 1914 explore the interplay of character, dialogue, and song, and engage the meanings behind a wide range of parodied material within their social contexts.

The rivalry between the Shuberts and Ziegfeld recalls the story of another Schubert, the nineteenth-century composer Franz Schubert, whose life and music was set to the hit musical Blossom Time, produced by the Shubert brothers in 1921. Just as Franz Schubert’s story seems incomplete without at least acknowledging his more famous contemporary, Ludwig van Beethoven, it seems nearly impossible to tell the story of the Broadway Shuberts and their Passing Shows without taking into account what their neighbor and rival Ziegfeld was up to. For this reason, the final chapters generously document, analyze, and clarify the often acrimonious and litigious personal and professional feud between the Shubert brothers and Ziegfeld as it moved “from neutral to spiteful.” Readers will also learn about the ironic twists that befell The Passing Show after the death of Ziegfeld in 1932 and the subsequent rise of the Ziegfeld Myth for which the Shuberts, who produced later editions of the Ziegfeld Follies, played a conspicuous part.

Thanks to Jonas Westover’s The Shuberts and Their Passing Shows: The Untold Tale of Ziegfeld’s Rivals, readers of this rigorously researched and copiously illustrated history will gain a vivid and vicarious understanding of a series of revues that, while seemingly ephemeral, served as a fertile breeding ground of talent and ideas and a Broadway legacy that was anything but a passing one.

Geoffrey Block

Series Editor, Broadway Legacies
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THE SHUBERTS AND THEIR PASSING SHOWS


INTRODUCTION
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The discovery of The Passing Show was, for me, much like Indiana Jones finding the Ark of the Covenant. I had heard of the Shubert Archive from my advisor, John Graziano, while I was taking courses at the Graduate Center of the City University of New York. Although I had already decided on a dissertation topic, he mentioned that there was much work to be done on the revue, and that the Shuberts had produced multiple annual shows. It was worth a look, I thought, and I decided to peruse the materials for the earliest of their annuals. I made an appointment to visit the Archive to see what types of documents had survived, and when I saw how many boxes of letters, scripts, and production notes were extant, I became excited. But when I asked to see the music, the archivists were surprised. I was told that no one had ever asked to see the music, or at least not in their memory. When I returned the following day, I was greeted by five large packages, wrapped in archival paper and tied together with string. Knowing that the scores and parts for many shows from before the 1920s were lost, I could only guess as to what these overflowing bundles represented. We cut the string and unwrapped the packages, and I stood there in awe. Sitting before me were dozens of songs, mostly written by Louis A. Hirsch, complete with partiturs, piano/vocal music, and the individual instrumental parts for almost every song from The Passing Show of 1912. As I looked at the name on the partiturs, I was astonished to see Frank Saddler’s signature appear again and again. I knew Saddler from his work with Jerome Kern, but I knew almost nothing about what he actually did. And here, sitting in these boxes, were dozens of examples of his orchestrations. I think I disturbed the archivists a bit, because as I made my way through the music, I intermittently laughed to myself, shocked at the remarkable treasure trove of materials I was able to sift through. Riding home on the subway, I kept on shaking my head in wonder at what I had spent the day looking at. I knew then that I had an entirely new project and, like it or not, this was going to become my new dissertation topic. It was not so much a choice as a calling; I honestly felt that I had a responsibility to tell the stories of these creators, artists, and entertainers, many of who have fallen into obscurity through no fault of their own, but rather through the passage of time. I knew this was a tale I had to tell.

I first set about choosing a show to focus on. By working with a single revue, I could examine the process of its creation, assess the individual elements within the show, and do a reconstruction (as much as possible) of an entire revue. The result of this was my dissertation, “A Study and Reconstruction of The Passing Show of 1914: The American Musical Revue and its Development in the Early Twentieth Century” (CUNY Graduate Center, 2010). The show was nearly complete (only missing a single song); it was the first full show written by Sigmund Romberg; and it was also the debut of Marilyn(n) Miller.1 Saddler did many of the orchestrations, and there were wonderful contributions by people who were unknown today but incredibly famous in their time. I held a read-through (and sing-through) of the show, and I was pleased to see that my small but interested audience enjoyed the experience. In 2014, I had the pleasure of conducting a centennial performance of some of the music, and I knew without a doubt that there was much more to be said about these revues.

Starting in 1912, the Shubert brothers produced an extravagant series of revues called The Passing Shows. Each year, a new edition would be crafted, featuring new musical styles, the latest dance fads, and some of the biggest stars of the day. Including dozens of chorus women and men, these revues were hits both in New York’s Winter Garden Theater and also on tour. This book examines these shows in depth, with a look at their creators and content. Challenging the notion that Ziegfeld and his Follies were the only important revues of the era, this work details the remarkable efforts put forth by a whole host of incredible personalities. Some chapters of this book—notably the first, second, and fourth—consider the enormous cadre of people involved with the shows. The third chapter reconstructs the early history of the Howard Brothers and examines their contributions to the revues. But the middle chapters—five through seven—examine the content of the shows themselves. Finally, the last two chapters cover the intriguing story of the relationship between the Shuberts and Ziegfeld, told using in-house memos, personal letters, and documents packed away for a century. When Ziegfeld died, the Shuberts were part of shaping their former rival’s legacy, in part using the amazing theatrical machine they had developed for their own revues. Fred and Adele Astaire, George Gershwin, Joan Crawford, and Ed Wynn are among the stars still remembered today who were a part of the series, but they performed alongside many others who have fallen out of the limelight. This book brings those stars, their songs, and stories back to life, making the Broadway of the 1910s and 1920s seem like yesterday.

When it came to sources, I chose to include almost everything I could find, from magazine articles to personal letters. With the advent of digital searching, I was able to find a host of articles that would have eluded me otherwise. I will be eternally grateful to Thomas M. Tryniski and his Old Fulton Postcards site (http://www.fultonhistory.com), which is one of the largest collections of newspapers that is digitally searchable and includes not only the New York Clipper and the New York Dramatic Mirror, but also many smaller papers that can be incredibly useful. The one paper I deliberately chose to veer away from was the New York Review, which was created mainly by the press agents for the Shuberts. It is nearly impossible to tell which items are fabrications and which are real, and I felt that rather than tease out the truth from something that was unreliable, it would be best to avoid it entirely. The only use I make of it in the book is to include a review of the Follies of 1914 accompanied by a private letter to J. J. Shubert that also gives the honest perspective of the writer. A comparative analysis of the Review and its contemporary papers awaits; the inner politics of reviewers and the Shuberts is far too complicated to examine without context (their relationship with Alexander Woollcott, whom they famous banned from their shows, is a prime example).

The transatlantic component of The Passing Show should also be addressed. The Shuberts were connected to a number of theaters overseas (especially in London and Paris), but there were major concerns about having rights secured there, for shows, music, and ideas. J. J. and Lee corresponded frequently about having shows stolen by unscrupulous producers in England, and it is clear that they struggled with global legal issues. Despite some suggestion to the contrary, there seems to be no truth to rumors that The Passing Shows that took place in London had any connection to the American originals. There were a few British editions—most notably in 1914 and 1915 (with music by Herman Finck and lyrics by Arthur Wimperis)—but they did not have any relationship to the revues of the Shuberts.

I offer many suggestions for future topics throughout this text, and it is my sincere hope that others will begin to explore these paths. The world of musical theater between 1900 and 1920 is complicated and rich, and there are hundreds of fascinating personalities who participated; I can only see a bright future for the study and recovery of some of this wonderful material. Scores, scripts, and a bevy of supporting materials can be found that will bring these shows to life, and it is just a matter of putting forth the effort to piece it all together. I identify venues where some of the documents are located in order to inspire inquiring souls to begin their research. The stories of many of the people, places, and things mentioned in this book await further study, and I look forward to having a much larger and more nuanced understanding of what Broadway was before the post-WWII musicals that now define it.

NOTE

1. Miller dropped the second “n” from her first name later in her career. However, since she used the double “n” during her years in The Passing Show series, this is the form of the name I will use.


1
A TWELVE-HOUR SHOW SQUEEZED INTO THREE
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THE CREATIVE FORCES BEHIND THE PASSING SHOWS

From the producers to the wig-makers, the number of contributors to the enormous Winter Garden revues was remarkable. Lee and J. J. Shubert’s flagship annual revue, The Passing Show, was only one of several productions put on by the brothers, and this meant that a virtual army was required to keep their theatrical machine running smoothly. As employers, the Messrs. Shubert provided steady work for some of the most important creative forces at the beginning of the twentieth century, with many theatrical figures spending the whole of their careers as steadfast—and incredibly busy—members of the Shubert production staff. In all of their myriad entertainments, nowhere was this consistent connection with creative talent more apparent than with the Winter Garden revues.

When the Shubert brothers began regularly producing revues in 1911, it probably came as no surprise to anyone familiar with the world of theater; the family—Sam, J. J., and Lee—and their organization were fundamental to the development of Broadway and American theater. As a cultural force, they determined many aspects of what constituted the Great White Way. Not only did they produce events, but they also owned and operated a plethora of theaters nationwide, a combination that put them in a position to shape much of what Americans saw onstage. All three brothers began working at the turn of the twentieth century, and a few of the Shuberts were still personally involved with productions until the 1960s. Some of the greatest successes (and failures) on Broadway can be ascribed to this notable family and their staff, with their stories represented among the most incredible and important tales in New York’s theatrical history. The vast legacy of the Shuberts has been well documented in a survey of theaters (and the shows they housed) still held by the Shubert Organization.1 Of all their accomplishments, however, one story that remains to be told is that of the revues housed at the Winter Garden Theater during its earliest years. And among these productions, none was more central to the Shuberts’ success in this genre than The Passing Show.

The portrayal of the Shuberts and their revues is complex, with some writers extoling the virtues of the brothers, while others suggest they were nothing but cruel, hard-nosed businessmen.2 The latter comes into play in full force in the few books written about the history of the revue. Gerald Bordman claims that the format was perfected by Ziegfeld with an artistic flair and then copied by the Shuberts, who he calls “Broadway’s most notorious copycats.”3 This statement is surprising, however, because Bordman also notes that several revues took place between 1907 and 1911, when the Shuberts “pounced” on the format—this included The Gay White Way (1907), The Merry-Go-Round (1908), The Mimic World (1908), The Merry Whirl (1910), and Up and Down Broadway (1910).4 According to this account, the Shuberts were waiting until they saw a profit-making, tried-and-true formula in Ziegfeld’s creation, but the fact is that of these five shows, three of them, The Gay White Way, The Mimic World, and Up and Down Broadway were produced, in whole or in part, by the Shuberts themselves. The time for the revue had come, and it did not take a half-decade of popular Follies to convince the Shuberts to go ahead with their own series.

The roots of the revue reach back into the nineteenth century even before the Shuberts or Ziegfeld were born. By the 1850s, minstrel shows included multiple forms of entertainment, and the following two decades saw many performances in New York City that combined unusual assortments of acts at colorful locations like Tony Pastor’s and Fox’s Old Bowery Theater. For example, P. T. Barnum’s American Museum featured a production of Aphrosia, or, The Spirit of Beauty, on March 14, 1864, but the bill also included a Tyrolean whistler, William B. Harison (a comic singer who improvised lyrics and songs), and Ned, the Learned Musical Seal.5 The “Free and Easy,” the concert saloons, and the variety halls all made use of a multiplicity of talent during this era. It was in this milieu that one of the earliest works that called itself a “revue” took place: The Dramatic Review of 1868, by John Brougham, played during January and February of 1869.6 It was referred to as a burlesque in the “Parisian style” that made use of songs, pantomime, comedy, and even a transformation scene—all elements that would become part of The Passing Shows. The production only ran for three weeks, but it was one of many intermittent theatrical attempts at developing the formula that would define the genre by the end of the century.

Two performers, though, were essential to the rise of the revue, both onstage and behind it as producers. Joe Weber and Lew Fields were active during the last quarter of the nineteenth century, and their careers follow the chronology of the developing revue almost exactly, with Fields acting as one of the catalysts for the Shubert-driven series. Weber and Fields began their collaboration as children in 1877, and they specialized in dialect acts borrowed from the minstrel show.7 They performed in cheap theaters on the Bowery, such as Turn Hall. After performing together for years, they eventually purchased and ran the Weber and Fields Broadway Music Hall in 1896. The shows they produced there included theatrical burlesques tied together by thin plots that also comprised a wide array of comedians, dancers, and other acts. By 1904, the duo separated, although they remained in the business, with Fields leaving the location to perform on his own. Fields became closely connected with the Shuberts in 1905–1906, when he allied himself with the brothers against the Syndicate, the name commonly used to describe the massive Theatrical Trust held by Marc Klaw and Abe Erlanger. The Syndicate’s hold on the entertainment world during the turn of the century was powerful, and Fields found them incredibly difficult to work with in the industry. Eventually, the producer became more attracted by the Shuberts, who were determined to break up the Trust and forge their own theatrical niche. By the end of the 1905–1906 season, Fields had signed a deal with Lee Shubert, with both men hoping to further their own ends by making an alliance.8 This connection was a key step toward making a Shubert revue a reality, and there is no doubt that Fields’s influence (professionally and personally) was essential for encouraging the creation of The Passing Show series.

The formative times for the revue were also the years during which Sam Shubert—the eldest of the brothers—began and solidified his theatrical career.9 Starting with an onstage role in May Blossom, Sam was willing to do anything to be a part of the theater, working his way up to manager of Syracuse’s Bastable Theatre by 1897. J. J. and Lee followed in his footsteps, taking management jobs in upstate New York regional theaters. Sam’s first great opportunity came when he ran the national tour for Charles Hoyt’s A Stranger in New York. By 1900, the three brothers moved to New York City, and it only took them a short time before they were managing, leasing, and eventually producing theatrical events. The three worked tirelessly to build their business, but they were constantly thwarted by Klaw and Erlanger’s Syndicate. The situation between the Shuberts and the Syndicate reached its climax when, in 1905, Sam Shubert took a train for Pittsburgh to battle the latter in court. Sam wanted to challenge the monopolists’ right to refuse to lease him a theater. The eldest brother was the driving force behind the Shubert family’s success, and he would not abide by the Syndicate’s shady legal machinations. Sadly, the train he was on crashed and Sam was killed. The result of this accident was that beating and breaking up the Syndicate became as much of a personal matter as a business one for both of the younger siblings. The family persevered, staging a successful tour for actress Sarah Bernhardt the following season, partially using the fifty theaters they now had as part of their own network. As Lee and J. J. expanded their theatrical interests over the course of the next decade, they opened their own theaters and eventually developed their own film company and vaudeville circuit.10

Given the remarkable rise to prominence the Shuberts enjoyed during these developmental years, they became more strongly associated with the varied facets of theatrical life, encountering the proto-revue through most of the ventures they undertook. Whether they were hiring a new set designer, a dance coach, or a prominent star, there was almost no way they could have avoided connections with the developing genre. Memos and telegrams in the Shubert Archive make it clear they also frequently sent agents to Europe to watch for anything that would attract an audience. Tours were also fundamental to shaping the Shuberts’ interests, especially tying the family to Chicago, the midwestern hub for vaudeville and the place where many New York shows had extended runs (oftentimes even longer than their Broadway engagements). This connection helped to develop ties to Charles Frohman and David Belasco, but they were not the only theatrical leaders the Shuberts would have encountered there. Ziegfeld himself had lived in the Windy City, helping his father with the management and promotion of the Trocadero Club before he himself went to Europe to discover new acts.
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Fig. 1.1. Cover for sheet music selections from The Passing Show (1894). Author’s Collection.



The revival of the revue in the 1890s came just as the Shuberts, Weber and Fields, and Ziegfeld were beginning their theatrical careers, and it was in this period that the revue became a standardized genre. The first production to make use of the title in this era was The Passing Show by Sydney Rosenfeld and Ludwig Englander, which opened on May 12, 1894 (see Figure 1.1). Although the nineteenth-century predecessors had used non-narrative components, this was the first production to regularly use the term revue (or review) in its description, although it was also referred to as a topical extravaganza elsewhere in the program. The entertainment was very popular; it had a lengthy seven-month run on Broadway and an even more extensive national tour. The producer, George Lederer, based The Passing Show partly on English and (primarily) French models, also linking it to earlier forms, such as burlesque, the extravaganza, and the variety show.11 The show combined timely references with spectacular scenery and a parade of young chorus girls, and many of the songs made mention of other shows or events. The name “passing show” referred to the dizzying movement of the world paraded before the eyes of anyone in a fixed position, an excellent title choice for a show that used seemingly unrelated events that moved on and off a stage. The popularity of The Passing Show was enough to spawn imitators, and in doing so, the revue found its theatrical footing. Similar productions followed, both in New York and on the road, including Oriental America (1895), Higgledy-Piggledy (1904), and Mamzelle Champagne (1906). In these shows, there was no overriding structure that could be identified as a revue; the genre itself did not yet exist, though it soon would be defined when the Follies began. Ziegfeld, too, combined nineteenth-century American theatrical entertainments with French models. He wanted the production to seem new, however, so when he opened his new rooftop show in 1907, he borrowed the name “Follies” from a column written by the production’s author, Harry B. Smith, called “Follies of the Day.”12

The genesis of the revue and the beginning of the theatrical careers for those who became producers during the teens and twenties meant that they were part of a shared milieu—one that encouraged the development of the revue on a number of fronts. For the Shuberts, however, the revue was also tied inexorably to the largest real estate concern of their early years: the massive, luxurious Winter Garden Theater. To inaugurate the newly built venue, the revue La Belle Paree opened on March 20, 1911, along with a companion piece, Bow Sing.13 As Lee Davis points out, the show had two important components that made it stand out: it contained a large collection of songs by Jerome Kern and it was the first Broadway appearance of Al Jolson. But despite those favorable attributes, Davis, like many authors before him, continually referenced the relationship to Ziegfeld:

La Belle Paree had some of the trappings of a Ziegfeld show: girls in elaborate and usually pink costumes, opulent sets and strutting showgirls. What it didn’t have was the Ziegfeld touch: the distinctive eye of the master, the willingness to spend thousands of dollars upon one scene, to dress his girls in real furs and real diamonds because, as he put it, “it makes them feel like royalty,” to outfit a drugstore scene with real French perfume, to have an unerring eye for beauty, a tin ear for music, and hardly any noticeable sense of humor.14

The bias toward Ziegfeld’s revues seems to seep through the prose of many authors at every step, glorifying Ziegfeld, and at the same time vilifying the Shuberts—something that I discuss in more depth in chapter 8. The result, according to these critics, was that the choices the Shuberts made about their own productions were based on imitation and not invention. But what is not mentioned is that even before The Passing Show of 1912 opened, the earlier Winter Garden revues had been well received.

Both The Revue of Revues (opened on September 27, 1911) and The Whirl of Society (opened on February 12, 1912) had a fair number of performances (55 and 136, respectively), and these two shows established the Fall and Spring Revue pattern that the Winter Garden would maintain almost every year until 1923, when The Dancing Girl became the first plot-driven musical to hold the spring position. Table 1.1 lists the shows that were part of this pattern.15 With the exception of Sinbad and Robinson Crusoe, Jr.—Al Jolson vehicles where the plot would halt for a significant portion of an act to allow Jolson to come out and sing his favorite songs—and Monte Cristo, Jr., called an “extravaganza” with “several vaudeville turns thrown in,” almost every production at the Winter Garden during these years was a revue.16 The Winter Garden Theater was synonymous with the revue for more than a decade after the house opened its doors.



Table 1.1 Fall, Spring, and Summer Revues at the Winter Garden Theater.
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* A musical with revue elements

** Not a revue



It seems probable that because the Shuberts staged revues throughout the year at the Winter Garden, it was not a surprise that they chose to continue making money with this large theater even after the traditional theater season had come to a close. The Follies was the main summer attraction in New York (although it was not the only show playing), and what Ziegfeld’s show did most effectively, from a financial standpoint, was to prove that an annual market for a show during the hot summer months could be maintained. This astute fiscal decision was part of what led to the inauguration of The Passing Show series in 1912 and maintained its viability into the 1920s.17

But more importantly for the Shuberts was the building of the Winter Garden Theater. Everything about it was monumental in size, and it is clear from the earliest documents that the producers had high hopes for what the location would offer audiences. The stage itself was one of the largest in New York, outmatched only by the Hippodrome, allowing for an extravagant setting and lots of performers, making it ideal for the genre in these early years. The building had been built originally to house the American Horse Exchange and was therefore full of large open spaces. When the Shuberts leased the property from William Vanderbilt, they immediately went about making changes to turn the space into a theater. William Albert Swasey was the architect hired to transform the massive building into a theater with only a single balcony. Swasey “covered the ceiling in sky blue canvas and trimmed both ceiling and walls with latticework. The overall color scheme was ivory and gold. Garlands and leaves entwined the box fronts and proscenium arch. The curtain was constructed of heavy rose-pink plush; the floors were covered with red Pompeian tile; and the wall spaces were decorated with Pompeian pottery, statuary, shrubs, and flower boxes.18 This grand interior was intended to display a level of opulence that would have easily matched the over-the-top nature of the revues that graced the stage at the time. It was a risk creating a theater so far north (on Broadway and Fiftieth Street) where nothing but apartments, saloons, and trolley car garages lay. Lee was told that anything beyond Forty-Fifth Street was simply out of reach of audiences. However, the magnificence of the theater and the quality of the shows were a big enough draw to keep audiences coming. This enormous structure, boasting 1,750 seats, was one of the largest of the theaters on Broadway in 1911, and it is no surprise that it was here that the Shuberts put on their most opulent revues. As the Archive states, “between 1906 and 1943 the Shubert brothers produced a staggering 104 revues. At their most basic, these shows featured lots of scantily clad chorus girls, popular songs, and colorful sets and costumes. At their best, they represented the height of wit, glamour, and sophistication.”19 The theater can be seen in a postcard in Figure 1.2, in which The Passing Show of 1916 is advertised atop the building.

It is essential to realize that the Winter Garden shows always had a life beyond Broadway, just like many of the other theatrical productions mounted by the Shuberts. For example, The Whirl of the World, the spring revue that preceded The Passing Show of 1914, was sent on the road only a short time before the summer revue was to open. In May of 1914, the New York Times reported the following:

“The Whirl of the World” will bring its New York run at the Winter Garden to a close Wednesday evening. The following day the production will be taken to Chicago, where it will open for a Summer run. The Winter Garden will remain dark for a week and a half, when it reopens on June 6 with “The Passing Show of 1914.”20





[image: image]

Fig. 1.2. Postcard featuring the Winter Garden Theater, 1916. Author’s Collection.



The Shuberts, following in the footsteps of many nineteenth-century impresarios, knew that New York was not the only city where an elaborate production was profitable, and it is clear that they felt that their spring revue could continue to thrive elsewhere.21 However, New York was the home of the Winter Garden, and it is there that the Shuberts opened their new series of revues in 1912.

Stories of long-term collaborators exist across the spectrum of Broadway, with pairs such as Comden and Green, Lerner and Loewe, and Kander and Ebb spanning the decades. Relationships between producers and their employees are less frequently legendary, but some connections, such as Joseph Urban’s work for Ziegfeld, do receive some attention. Of all the connections between producers and their staff, however, there are few associations in the history of Broadway that match the remarkable career of Harold Atteridge during his quarter-century tenure within the Shubert offices. Atteridge was an all-purpose writer, responsible for the lyrics and the books of every edition of The Passing Show from its inception in 1912 until 1924; those revues he did not work on (after 1926) simply did not make it to Broadway.22 But what is so astonishing beyond this fact is that he was the man responsible for almost every Winter Garden revue, including most of the shows in Table 1.1 and beyond, with substantial contributions to editions of other revue series for the Shuberts, Artists and Models and the Greenwich Village Follies. Atteridge was so well respected, he was even hired by the competition to write the book for the Follies of 1927. Atteridge had a gift to move swiftly from one idea to the next, always searching for new concepts, jokes, or turns of phrase. He was not always concerned with producing the highest quality of lyrics—some of the songs he wrote were clunky to say the least—but he had his share of hits, and many of his sketches demonstrate a breezy, pun-filled, playful sense of humor akin to the early vaudeville scripts that survive for Burns and Allen or the Marx Brothers.

In an article from the New York Times, Atteridge provides perhaps the most concise description of the flow of events for the genesis of a revue.23

Writing a Winter Garden revue involves many details and this work is unlike that of the librettist who writes a straight musical comedy … It must be remembered that there are more principals for whom parts and songs numbers must be arranged, and that, due to the nature of travesties indulged in, constant revisions are necessary up until the very week before the premiere.

Seven or eight weeks ahead I have a private conference with J. J. Shubert, who engages the cast and chorus, plans the scenery and lighting effects, and superintends the production, and together we map out a skeleton idea of the forthcoming revue. Then we scout about for a promising composer, and I begin writing a series of lyrics to be used. In the average Winter Garden offering about thirty-five numbers are written, and ten songs from this list are eliminated before the premiere.

Rehearsals of the principals start at least four weeks in advance, the chorus beginning a fortnight earlier under the supervision of a dancing director. As soon as rehearsals are progressing the weeding out process begins. Certain lines must be eliminated and scenes built up; new entertainers are engaged and special parts must be written for them; a turn in the Mexican situation, politics, woman suffrage, eugenics, or any other much-discussed current topic, necessitates a re-arrangement of certain travesty material.

I attend every rehearsal and am always on hand to follow out suggestions from whoever happens to be staging the production. At the first dress rehearsal, and there are usually three or four because the Winter Garden productions open in New York without a preliminary tryout, the show is of at least five hours duration.

The weak spots are bolstered up, certain song numbers that lack the necessary dash and spirit are eliminated, and the entire programme routine condensed and rearranged. The length is gradually cut down for the opening night.

I do most of my writing between the hours of midnight and 5 a.m. I write in long hand under an electric desk lamp, and always alone. Most of the comedy dialogue that I write for the Winter Garden revues I observe in everyday life—on the Subway, in restaurants, on the street, in hotel lobbies, at church, in barber shops, in business offices, and most any place where ordinary people are to be seen. During the day I watch persons and at night I write about them.

It usually takes me from thirty minutes to an hour to write the finished lyrics for a song. I read all the newspapers every day and this affords me a field of current information. The Winter Garden revues, especially the annual “Passing Show,” is a résumé of theatrical, business, and political topics of the past season set to song, dance, and laughter.



This rich document provides a window into the step-by-step process by which a “Winter Garden revue” was developed under the tutelage of both Atteridge, who was central to its creation, and J. J. Shubert. It is not a mistake that Atteridge is said to have created the book for these musicals because, as mentioned earlier, there was indeed a storyline that bound together the various characters and events in the revue. This article points out that the creation of the show, primarily under Atteridge’s supervision, was a process of writing an excess of material that was then reworked for length. As a lyricist, Atteridge worked closely with the composer(s) as numbers were being written and, since Atteridge himself came up with the ideas for the grand finales and many of the transformation scenes, he must have worked with whoever was staging the scene to make it work with the songs (thematically), and fall in line with Shubert’s expectations. Atteridge was the main creative force behind The Passing Show, from working on the script alone (with his electric lamp) to sitting in on rehearsals as the show took shape. He could dash off lyrics for a new song if the moment required and could adjust a scene to highlight different performers as needed. “Rapid-fire” seems a perfect term to describe a man in the midst of a business where the “Now” was the most important element. Atteridge was extremely busy, and he had to work at top speed to satisfy the Shuberts’ demands, all the while working on every element of their enormous musical production machine. His writing process and his approach to organizing a revue is discussed in more depth in chapter 6.

The other Shubert mainstay who contributed to nearly every edition of The Passing Show was director, J. C. Huffman. The programs credit Huffman with “staging” the revue, which meant that he was responsible for the blocking and flow of the scenes. However, Huffman was also particularly interested in lighting. This is made clear in part of a written testimonial for the director on his one-hundredth show for the Shuberts, Marching By (1932):

Mr. Huffman is an authority on stage lighting and in kindred matters. His monographs upon technical stage subjects have been much used as textbooks at Columbia, Harvard, and other universities, where there are courses in stagecraft. This genius of the stage contends that just as lights can be blended to produce desired effects, so can actors, acting, and scenic values be blended. He works according to this theory.24

Originally from Bowling Green, Ohio, Huffman became well known at the Alvin Theater in Pittsburgh, and from there he made his way to New York City. In an unusual turn of events, he was not engaged by the Shuberts there but was approached in Berlin, where he had an appointment at the Volkstheater.25 He began working for the Shuberts circa 1906, with his first directorial credit as The Shulamite. He continued working for the brothers for nearly thirty years, until retiring after 1932. Although there appears to have been several rough patches, including in 1911 when a “stormy scene” ensued, the rumors that he was paid an astonishing $1,000 weekly to direct all the Winter Garden shows would suggest that he found a comfortable position (at least in one regard) for the remainder of his career.26 It is not surprising that few documents remain that help to trace Huffman’s contributions to the series, since he was probably not involved in the production until Atteridge, J. J., and the composer(s) had decided on the main components of the show. However, the final product retained a consistency of vision under a single director over the years.

In an article similar to the one penned by Atteridge, Huffman wrote a piece for the New York American in which he described his approach as a director for revues.27 Huffman’s central point in “Revue Proves Hardest Test of Craftsmanship on Stage” was that there was no formulaic system that one can use for the genre, noting that a keen sensitivity to the public’s needs, and especially “a psychological setting of pace” was essential for making the show flow smoothly. “I presume that the casual reader of this will come to the conclusion that staging a big Broadway revue is not as intricate as [a book show],” he said. “Really, it is more so.” He advised that one should neither copy hits from other people nor rely on one’s own past successes, saying that the fickleness of audiences should never be overestimated. He then takes the reader through the way in which they made decisions for the Greenwich Village Follies of 1928, especially noting the many changes the production staff had to make before the show opened in New York City.

Huffman’s article, like Atteridge’s before him, is one of the few documents available from Shubert staff that provides insight into the inner workings of these monster musicals. Both authors of these articles were incredibly adept at moving at astonishing speeds, first in the conference room, later in rehearsals, and then again on the road with the revues before they opened in New York City. For the first three Passing Shows, rehearsals happened in the area around New York; when The Passing Show of 1914 brought the cast together for rehearsals, it was “in the Hudson Grove, near the Jersey side of the Edgewater Ferry landing.”28 The earliest mention of a “tryout” in Atlantic City, where many shows held what would eventually be called previews, was in 1913 (though there are notices that suggest this might have begun on a limited basis on an earlier date; future tryout locations included Chicago, Detroit, and Cincinnati). The brief item demonstrates exactly the process mentioned by the creators in that “the curtain was rung up at an early hour and the new show was still under way at midnight.”29 Perhaps the most important element that the director and writer impress on the reader is that the creation of a revue is not a simple matter that is thrown together in a casual manner with no sense of structure. In fact, for both of them, it was harder than the average musical comedy with a straightforward narrative. Huffman’s insightful comment about the dangers of repetition and the pitfalls of copying one’s past successes is perhaps the most critical statement of all. Great care and effort was put forth (and not to mention a great deal of money) to ensure that each Passing Show offered something new and vibrant for audiences. These shows had a significant run in New York, but they also toured most of the same cities each year. Even though some elements might become traditional, such as the Act I Finale transformation scene (discussed in more depth in chapter 5), it could never be a simple rehash of the year before. Beyond self-mimicry, Atteridge and Huffman would also have been careful to make sure that the content they included was new and impressive.30 Invention and surprise were the key means of bringing in the same crowd on an annual basis, and Atteridge and Huffman gave them something fresh every year.

The director for the first two installments of The Passing Show deserves mention, although he did not continue after 1913. Ned Wayburn was perhaps the most important figure in popular dance during this era, and he ran a school that educated young women in the proper methods to become a chorus girl. It was the Wayburn School (and later his dance method handbooks and records) that funneled chorus girls to the Broadway stage, especially for the Shuberts and Ziegfeld. The first several Winter Garden revues, including From Broadway to Paris and The Honeymoon Express, were directed and choreographed by Wayburn, and so it was not a surprise that he would also be asked to be intricately involved in the development of the annual summer show. From the large-scale numbers devised by Wayburn, it seems clear that he was an important predecessor to the human-geometric stylings of Busby Berkeley. Wayburn’s relationship to the Shuberts soured after his efforts on The Honeymoon Express, but their connection seems to have improved enough that Marilynn Miller was sent to the school at the expense of the producers only one year later.31

When Wayburn left the series in 1914, Jack Mason was hired as the new choreographer. Mason later shared these duties with Allan K. Foster. Both dancers been active on Broadway and in vaudeville since the turn of the century as performers and as choreographers, but it is unclear when their respective connections with the Shuberts began. The joint positions continued into the 1920s, and they seem to have taken turns working on the Fall and Spring Winter Garden revues and The Passing Show. The two were in the employ of the Shuberts for years, working with the brothers into the early 1930s. It is probable that they had a close working relationship since they were given the all-important (and challenging) task of working with the chorus girls throughout many revues. However, both men also coached the dancers for many operettas of the 1920s, and thus demonstrated the flexibility to work with different styles.

Part of successfully building a revue was to hire a composer who could match the frantic pace for the development of a Passing Show while still creating good tunes. A number of songwriters were brought on over time to give the series its sound. The first was Louis Hirsch, a young man who was often engaged by the Shuberts. A regular contributor to early revues, he later wrote for Ziegfeld’s Follies as well as for The Greenwich Village Follies, and it was he who provided the bulk of the music for The Passing Show of 1912.32 It may be that Hirsch, who received a paltry twenty-five dollars a week for his score, ended up becoming involved in the formation ASCAP (the American Society of Composers, Authors, and Publishers) two years later, due in part to the small fee he received for his work on this show.

Hirsch used multiple styles, from uptempo ragtime songs to slow ballads, offering a new musical flavor for each new scene. Many of the songs are topical, and one can see in both Hirsch’s music and Atteridge’s lyrics a connection between this revue and the productions it burlesques. One scene involved Andrew Carnegie and characters meant to parody David Belasco and Teddy Roosevelt (renamed “The Strenuous Citizen”). The song they sing, “Carnegie” (also called “Handy Andy,” see Figure 5.2), plays on the different ways to pronounce Carnegie’s name, his political ties, and his odd penchant for philanthropy: “I want to give all of my cash away / So take it pray, don’t let it stay / I’ll send you a library P.
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