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The American Musical

The American Musical is a comprehensive history of an American art form. It delivers a detailed and definitive portrait of the American musical’s artistic evolution over the course of seven distinct, newly defined eras, with a unique perspective gleaned from research at more than twenty different archives across the United States.

Individual in both its approach and coverage, The American Musical traces the form’s creative journey from its 19th century beginnings, through its 20th century maturation, and to the turn of the 21st century, shedding new light on a myriad of authors, directors, and craftspeople who worked on Broadway and beyond. This book actively addresses the form’s often overlooked female and African-American artists, provides an in-depth accounting of such outside influences as minstrelsy, vaudeville, nightclubs, and burlesque, and explores the dynamic relationship between the form and the consciousness of its country.

The American Musical is a fascinating and insightful read for students, artists, and afficionados of the American musical, and anyone with an interest in this singular form of entertainment.

Ben West is a musical theatre artist and historian. He has worked in various capacities on Broadway, Off-Broadway, and regionally, and created and directed Unsung Carolyn Leigh for Lincoln Center’s American Songbook series.
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Author’s Note I

The evolution of the American musical is not a theoretical or academic concept; it is a practical roadmap to tomorrow, and understanding it is critical to the creation of new works of artistic excellence that bear the cultural imprint of our current times. Early in my career, I spent a significant amount of time examining lesser-known works that seemed to have a certain degree of artistic merit and an intriguing composition. I became enamored with the inner workings of the art form, and I eventually began to realize a clear artistic evolution. In 2014, with a specific focus on detailing and dissecting this evolution, I commenced an aggressive and ongoing deep-dive into the history of the American musical – a history with real implications, practical applications, and startling associations; a history that has, at the time of this writing, been largely unexposed and widely misunderstood. And history is not merely facts and figures; it is prospects and possibilities.

In examining manuscript material, published material, copyright deposits, private correspondence, newspaper articles, programs, contemporaneous author interviews, and other primary sources culled from more than twenty archives across the country, I have been able to clearly identify seven eras in the evolution of the American musical. This book has been organized accordingly, and each of its seven corresponding parts has been further divided into chapters addressing specific components of the respective period. ANY INDIVIDUAL READING THIS BOOK FOR THE FIRST TIME SHOULD PLEASE CONSUME IT IN THE ORDER IN WHICH IT WAS WRITTEN. My detailed coverage of the art form’s evolution deliberately concludes at the turn of the 21st century. The reasons shall be made clear in the body of this book, and I have included in the back a second Author’s Note that will briefly address some 21st century topics and trends for the express purpose of further illuminating the critical connection between past, present, and future.

For clarity and consistency, throughout this book, “composer” shall mean the author of the music; “lyricist,” the author of the lyrics; and “librettist,” the author of the book. “Score” shall refer to the combination of lyrics and music; and “production,” to the performance and presentation of any given musical by a specific cast and creative team. Additionally, where more than one author is credited with writing or creating a specific show, the names of the authors shall appear in the following order: librettist, lyricist, composer, and, in certain cases, the original director. All shows, productions, and artists shall be discussed in the past tense, even those artists still active at the time of this writing. The parenthetical date associated with each show shall correspond to the original production’s official New York opening, albeit with several exceptions, especially for early shows that were built to tour and for later shows that closed on the road. Revivals have been identified as such. And, I have been especially strict in the application of superlatives and signifiers such as “brilliant,” “groundbreaking,” “masterpiece,” and “milestone.” I have avoided the rather tenuous term “classic” altogether.

Theatre criticism is an art that evolved alongside the American musical and generally deteriorated toward the end of the 20th century. This book does not rely solely upon contemporaneous critiques from individuals of widely varying ability and intelligence. Furthermore, my references to critical responses contained herein endeavor always to represent the majority consensus, not merely the thoughts of The New York Times. That said, I have tremendous respect for Brooks Atkinson, who served as a theatre critic for The New York Times from 1925 to 1960, apart from his stint overseas during the Second World War. Though he was not always accurate in his critiques and though he had not the benefit of witnessing a particular show within a broader historical context, he was an excellent critic and his observations were especially and consistently astute. He had a special affinity for the musical stage and played an important role in the American musical’s maturation – despite harboring an unacceptably simplistic view of the early 1900s. Walter Kerr, who wrote for both the Herald Tribune and The New York Times, was similarly excellent and similarly important. Robert Benchley, John Chapman, Burns Mantle, Elliot Norton, Douglas Watt, and Richard Watts, Jr. are other grumblers of great intrigue. Relatedly, there is a difference between opinion and objective analysis. The latter is especially critical to the cultivation of excellence and the betterment of both artists and shows. It is critical, as well, to understanding the evolution of the art form and to realizing the possibilities presented therein. In writing this book, I have made every effort to traffic in objective analysis, supported by documented, historical evidence and specific, detailed examples.

The American Musical, which I began typing in January 2020 and completed in December 2023, aims to be a definitive treatment of the American musical’s artistic evolution. In addition to honoring those extraordinary individuals who have come before us, it is my profound hope that this book will prove an invaluable contribution to the national conversation, entertaining, enlightening, and inspiring the artists and audiences who have shaped, are shaping, and will shape the future of the form.





Part 1Inventions, Influences, and Imports1800s
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The 1800s, in America, was a time of innovation and expansion – of slavery, racism, and segregation. The Pacific Railway provided the first train service between the East and West Coasts. The Erie Canal connected the Atlantic Ocean and the Great Lakes. And the New York and Brooklyn Bridge offered a permanent passageway between the two then-separate cities. Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott held a women’s rights convention in Seneca Falls, New York. F.W. Woolworth opened his first “Great Five Cent Store” in Utica, New York. And Francis Scott Key penned “The Star-Spangled Banner.” The Gilded Age, The Scarlet Letter, and Uncle Tom’s Cabin were published. The War of 1812, the Mexican War, and the Spanish-American War kept the country in constant conflict. And, between 1861 and 1865, the Civil War led to the loss of more than 600,000 lives. Meanwhile, on the theatrical stage, America began to develop its own cultural identity, despite Europe’s continued influence. David Belasco, Clyde Fitch, and Bronson Howard, for instance, led an end-of-the-century surge in American playwrights. P.T. Barnum opened his American Museum. Buffalo Bill Cody launched his Wild West Show. And an assortment of homegrown offerings set the stage for the birth of an American art form.





1Minstrelsy
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A controversial form of entertainment incubated and inspired by an environment of racism and fear, minstrelsy marked the definite beginning of the American musical stage. It was perhaps most closely associated with blackface and grotesque caricatures of African-American life. But, it was also one of the driving forces in the development of the country’s comedy, song, and dance and an unlikely launching pad for a host of African-American artists over the course of the 19th century. The form had its origins in the disparate offerings of individual performers like T.D. Rice, who, around 1830, created the iconic character of “Jim Crow” and the corresponding song of the same name. The organized minstrel show ultimately began to take shape in the winter of 1843 with the debut of the Virginia Minstrels. Its four white male singing and dancing musicians played violin, banjo, bone castanets, and tambourine, and its programs purported to show “the sports and pastimes of the Virginia colored race.”

Over the next three decades, a rash of major new minstrel troupes emerged, led by the likes of Dan Bryant, G. Swaine Buckley, and E.P. and George Christy. Some showcased individual Black performers like Master Juba, a product of New York’s Five Points and a progenitor of tap dance. Others, like Charles Callender’s Georgia Minstrels, were built exclusively for Black performers. As comedian and monologist Lew Dockstader recalled, “No form of amusement met with such emphatic success. It was purely of native American growth, originated and fostered by Americans, and depicted scenes in song and story of American life – Southern life, ‘tis true, redolent of the cotton field, the plantation, and of slavery, but withal it was American, and, as such, it grew in favor and was and has been endeared to us ever since.”

A formal minstrel show typically consisted of three parts, though not necessarily two intermissions. The first, occasionally referred to as the “Social Session,” featured the male company seated in a semi-circle performing a boisterous routine of comedy, song, and dance. The individuals on the two ends of the shell were dubbed “Bones” and “Tambo,” echoing the Virginia Minstrels, and the individual at the center was known as the “Interlocutor.” Depending upon the size of the company and the number of individuals playing “Bones” and “Tambo,” a single program might include two or three rounds of first part festivities – which often concluded with a musical sequence involving the entire contingent. The second part, alternately known as the “olio,” “varieties,” and “potpourri of specialties,” involved an assortment of individual acts performed by members of the company. It contained, from time to time, songs, dances, monologues, instrumentals, comedy sketches, and political stump speeches. The third part, or afterpiece, buttoned the proceedings with either a sketch, a tableaux, or a musical burlesque. (Burlesque, prior to the 1930s, was characterized primarily by slapstick, travesty, and knockabout comedy.)

In the late 1800s, while the overall construct remained relatively the same, the minstrel show began to witness a number of significant artistic advancements. Its programs, for instance, began to move away from exaggerated depictions of African-American life, and its repertoire became increasingly reliant upon contemporary popular songs that contained not a single suggestion of race. Several were even written by Black songwriters. Most of the early minstrel songs, by contrast, were written by white men, while still being rooted in spirituals, plantation songs, ring shouts, and jubilees. Other late 19th century developments involved attire, settings, and instrumentation. And one of the foremost exponents of this creative movement was George Primrose, a clog and soft shoe dancer who enjoyed a long career at the head of four major organizations.


	1877–1882, with Milt G. Barlow, William H. West, and George Wilson


	1882–1889, with George Thatcher and William H. West


	1889–1898, with William H. West


	1898–1903, with Lew Dockstader




Barlow, Wilson, Primrose, and West presented immense programs especially rich in comedy and dancing. Thatcher, Primrose, and West presented the same. Primrose and West, beginning in 1894, presented an integrated offering composed of 30 Black performers and 40 white performers. And Primrose and Dockstader, beginning in 1901, presented a program whose first part was situated outside the Garden of the Gods in Italy. The scenic design included a decorative terrace, a cluster of looming statues, and an illustrated scenescape depicting a cliffside temple overlooking the Mediterranean Sea. Primrose and Dockstader also briefly disbanded the use of blackface and rebranded “Bones” and “Tambo” as “Jesters.” But, Primrose would ultimately unveil one of his most ambitious offerings while operating his own organization in the winter of 1905. It was advertised as “A Whirlwind of Joy and Melody” and begun with an episode entitled “The Temple of Music and Laughter.”


I – Depicting Minstrelsy in its Humble Beginning – 1843





	A picture rises from long ago


	Of burnt cork artists and their first crude show;


	God bless the little band so long since dead,


	And o’er their mem’ry may a tear be shed.







II – Depicting Minstrelsy in its Highest State of Development – 1905





	Now in these days the minstrel plays his part,


	And stands acknowledged in the world of art;


	Mankind is all the better for the mirth


	And melody he spends throughout the earth.






The historical sequence involved a speedy costume change between the two sections that took the men from striped suits to black tuxedoes, and it culminated with a sendup of John Philip Sousa. The comic routine, billed as “The Debut of Rascally’s Bride as Directress of the Coontown Band,” found one of the troupe’s resident cutups dressed in drag as a flamboyant female conductor. A brief olio followed, and the entire program was brought to a close with a provocative afterpiece:


[image: ]
George Thatcher, William H. West, and George Primrose.



GRAND SPECTACULAR SCENIC TRANSFORMATION

In Six Highly Elaborate Scenes. (Painted by Gates and Morange.)

Eloquently Illustrating the Evolution of the Negro





	I – COLORED MAN IN THE MOON


	De man in the moon am black alright;


	If he wuzn’t its shadows would be all white.






	II – IN THE AFRICAN JUNGLE


	Wild and untutored where the palm trees wave,


	Hunted like beasts and made the white man’s slave.






	III – THE HAPPY SOUTHERN HOME


	Outside de cabin door de banjos strum;


	Possum n’ sweetn taters – yum, yum, yum!






	IV – IN THE DISMAL SWAMP


	Trembling, affrighted, as they crouched or lay


	In the Morass, and heard the bloodhounds bay.






	V – THE EMANCIPATION


	Free, like the white man. Years have passed since then


	And the North and South are brothers once again.






	VI – NIGGER HEAVEN


	As for Heaven, dere’s no use a-talkin’


	It won’t be Heaven if dere’s no cake walkin’










The last major new minstrel troupe to emerge was the Cohan and Harris Minstrels (1908), which opened its inaugural season on Broadway following a week of previews in Atlantic City. The troupe was led by George “Honey Boy” Evans and organized and produced by George M. Cohan and Sam H. Harris. Its eclectic program, regarded by the New York press as “splendid,” “jolly,” “amusing,” and “fun,” culminated with a miniature musical comedy entitled The Belle of the Barbers’ Ball (1908). The popular piece was written expressly for the company by Cohan, who had already established himself as a leading figure on the early 20th century stage. Built around a fictitious annual jubilee given by and for the African-American elite, the blackface offering unfolded in a large corridor leading to a grand ballroom and commenced with the musical arrival of “tough coons,” “rough coons,” and “gay and pretty” gals.



		(All are on stage at finish of number.)

(The Doortender enters and announces.)


	Doortender:
	Mr. Algernon Duclos, the president of the Barbers’ Union.

(Duclos enters.)


	All:
	Hurray!


	Duclos:
	(Comes to center, bowing and acknowledging reception.) Now ladies and gentlemen and gentlemen barbers, as president of the Latherers’ League I am going to request that we make this affair tonight a credit to the colored race.


	All:
	Hear! Hear!


	Duclos:
	Of course last year’s ball was a great success, but let’s make this a different kind of an affair.

(All agree in pantomime.)

Let’s not kill anybody this year.


	All:
	Hear! Hear!


	Duclos:
	All those in favor signify in the usual manner.

(All do a buck and wing.)

Carried. Now, I’ve got a great surprise for you all.

(Reads telegram.)

“Frappe fifty quarts of champagne for my use and expect me at nine o’clock. Bill Simmons.”


	All:
	Who’s he?


	Duclos:
	Bill Simmons? Why, he’s the richest gambling nigger in the city of Baltimore. He’s got more money than Joe Gans and Williams and Walker put together. But that’s not all.

(Reads another wire.)

“Have decided to accept your invitation to attend the Barbers’ Ball. Anabella Bascom.”


	All:
	Who’s she?


	Duclos:
	Anabella Bascom? Why, she’s the leader of 8th Avenue Society, a niece of Book Washington; got money in every bank in town; gives pork chop parties at the Plaza Hotel. I guess we ain’t goin’ to have some society here tonight, eh? Hurray for Anabella.


	All:
	Hurray!


	Duclos:
	Hurray for Bill Simmons.


	All:
	Hurray!


	Doortender:
	(Enters and announces.) Watermelons are now being served in the main hall.





The remainder of the offering followed the adventures of Kid Jones, a 26th Street bootblack intent on gaining entry to the exclusive affair in order to confront his philandering girlfriend, Caroline Brown. Equipped with a bad temper and a loaded gun, Jones proceeds to mug Bill Simmons and pass himself off as the Baltimore millionaire. On his way into the ballroom, though, Jones makes a sudden detour into the arms of Anabella Bascom, the so-called Gibson coon. (Caroline and Anabella were played by female impersonators John King and Julian Eltinge.) Thereafter, Jones shoots craps, gifts cash to the attendant revelers, clears up his romantic squabble with Caroline, and ultimately has his cover blown.



		(Bill Simmons enters from L. with Policeman.)


	Bill:
	There he is, that’s the man. He held me up, took my hat, coat, money, everything.


	Duclos:
	Who are you?


	Bill:
	Bill Simmons, from Baltimore.


	All:
	What!


	Duclos:
	(To the Kid.) Is this true?


	Kid Jones:
	This is where I shoot my way to freedom.

(Fast music. The Kid fires his gun right and left. The men fall to the floor. The women exit. The Kid covers the policeman with his gun.)

Give me that hat.

(Cop hands him his helmet.)

Give me that badge.

(Cop hands him badge.)

Get out of here!

(To Caroline, as the Cop exits.)

Come on, kid, let’s go to a regular party.

(He and Caroline exit arm in arm walking over the bodies on the floor.)

(Curtain.)





The Cohan and Harris Minstrels were branded by the Evening World as “the best minstrels since the day when minstrels were minstrels and the chicken crossed the street at every performance.” The troupe returned to Broadway the following year with an all-new program that featured, among other things, a crowd-pleasing watermelon number performed by John King, a pair of picturesque dance sequences entitled “Manilla” and “Scenes from Blackville,” and a private moment with the headliner, who delivered a comic monologue accented with song. The entire program was buttoned with a new George M. Cohan offering entitled The Fireman’s Picnic (1909), and billed as “The Swiftest, Classiest, Most Extravagantly Produced Minstrel Entertainment the Stage Has Ever Witnessed.” The company, acquired by George Evans and rebranded the Honey Boy Minstrels, continued to make the rounds each season until Evans’ death in 1915. Other organizations, like Al. G. Field’s, continued to operate into the 1920s. And the form, either in whole or in part, continued to pop up on stage and screen for decades. Its artistic and social effects still linger.





2The Variety Show
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The variety show, a potpourri of independent performance acts, was one of the most popular and important forms of entertainment to emerge in the 1800s. It was an indirect offshoot of the minstrel show, without the preponderance of burnt cork and racial characteristics, and it was the progenitor of vaudeville. A glossy theatrical term pronounced with either two or three syllables, vaudeville is believed to have originated with Olivier Basselin, a 15th century poet who lived in the town of Vire, Normandy and offered incidental musical diversions known as “Vaux de Vire.” Imitations of his popular offerings reportedly swept Paris as “Vaux de Ville.” And, roughly four centuries later, vaudeville arrived in America, often, at first, in the form of farce comedies, like Louise, ou La Réparation (1845) and The Sisters (1854), both of which originated in France. In the early days of the 20th century, though, the transient, nondescript term would become permanently associated with a new and distinct form of American entertainment – which was an institutionalized outgrowth of the 19th century variety show.

One of the earliest and most influential figures in the field of variety was Tony Pastor, a songwriter, entertainer, and manager who had appeared at Barnum’s American Museum early in his career. In 1865, after successfully launching his own traveling company, Pastor assumed control of an intimate opera house at 201 Bowery and proceeded to transform the variety trade. His programs were unusually polished, and his clever marketing campaigns successfully captured both women and children. (Most resorts catered primarily to men.) In 1875, Pastor shifted his operation to a location on Broadway near Houston, and, six years later, to Union Square. He died in 1908. Though Pastor was not able to see the burgeoning institution into its prime, the impact of his lengthy career was immense. His clarion concept of variety cultivated an early American stage of innovation and respectability, and his roster of alumni read like a list of theatrical royalty. It included:


	George M. Cohan


	George Evans


	Edward Harrigan and Tony Hart


	May Irwin


	William Jerome


	The Rogers Brothers


	Lillian Russell


	Fay Templeton


	Joe Weber and Lew Fields


	Gus Williams




In addition to Pastor, the form’s early innovators included Robert Butler, Josh Hart, and Henry C. Miner, who opened his famous theatre on the Bowery in 1878. Richard Hyde and Louis C. Behman, in particular, operated a popular establishment in Brooklyn that opened as Volks Gardens in 1877 and became known as Hyde and Behman’s in 1879. The pair also operated a professional touring troupe, which touted some of the town’s top talent and reached its peak in the 1890s. It was billed, at the time, as Hyde’s Comedians and advertised as “A Royal Entertainment Introducing the Greatest Specialty Acts on the American Stage.” Among the artists associated with the company for one or more of its corresponding seasons were James McIntyre and Thomas K. Heath, David Montgomery and Fred Stone, and Bert Williams and George Walker – three comedy teams who became major players on the musical stage in the early 20th century. And Williams and Walker happened to be Black.

Meanwhile, two of the period’s most prominent managers were John Koster and Albert Bial, a pair of German restauranteurs who opened an elegant resort near the corner of 23rd Street and Sixth Avenue in 1879. The lively emporium, which effected an atmosphere all its own, consisted of a music hall and an adjoining indoor beer garden outfitted with tables, chairs, and galleries situated around the perimeter. The establishment was further equipped with a bowling alley and a shooting gallery, and it would later gain, among other things, an open-air garden and a controversial cork room. Though its entertainment programs were initially of the concert persuasion, they quickly developed into formal evenings of variety. And, by the time that Koster and Bial’s was relocated to Manhattan Opera House in 1893, it had become perhaps the country’s most emphatic and direct response to the British music hall. In programming their popular establishment, Koster and Bial placed a special focus on international talent. The house orchestra, for instance, was initially conducted by Rudolph Bial, a Polish musician late of Kroll’s Garden Theatre in Berlin. One of the proprietors’ most popular imports, however, was Carmencita, a Spanish dancer who made her metropolitan stage debut in August 1889 and her music hall debut six months later. Among the other overseas artists to appear at Koster and Bial’s were Albert Chevalier, Cecilia Loftus, and Josephine Sabel, who was instrumental in popularizing “A Hot Time in the Old Town.” Sabel was actually born in Lawrence, Massachusetts, but she passed herself off as a Parisienne chanteuse – and became a music hall favorite. Koster and Bial’s most historic homegrown attraction may well have been the public unveiling of the Vitascope in 1896.

In the 1890s, while variety was being refined and rebranded vaudeville, “continuous performance” became the latest fashion in the rapidly evolving field. It was essentially a series of variety turns presented in rotation for ten to twelve hours, with a comic opera occasionally thrown into the mix. B.F. Keith introduced the popular, if short-lived, practice at his dime museum in Boston in 1885. Two years later, he instituted the same policy at the town’s Bijou Theatre. And, in 1893, he brought “continuous performance” to the Union Square Theatre in New York City – though F.F. Proctor had already implemented the policy at his 23rd Street Theatre earlier the same year. By the early 1900s, B.F. Keith would become the biggest name in vaudeville and the driving force behind its era-defining transformation into what Brooks Atkinson remembered as “a brilliant form of stage entertainment that expressed skill, personality, and ideas and presented some of the most talented actors of all time.”





3The Legitimate Musical Stage
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The 19th century was filled with an array of industrious stage works. Even the 18th century witnessed a handful of its own homegrown affairs. If these embryonic creations were largely shapeless, inarticulate, and indistinct, they nonetheless laid the groundwork for the development of an individual, identifiable art form and tumbled forth with a tremendous variety of manners and modes. Bone Squash Diavolo (1835), for instance, was a blackface fandango presented in two acts and penned by T.D. Rice, author and creator of “Jim Crow.” It contained songs and dances built around so-called Negro melodies and an assortment of colorful characters like “Spruce Pink,” “Jim Brown,” “Mose Williams,” and “Juniatta Wilhelmina Wictorah Ducklegs.” The self-described “Serio, Comico, Operatic, Melo-Dramatic Burletta” enjoyed a prosperous life both at home and abroad, with Rice taking on the title role. “His delineation of Negro character is in every respect perfect,” the Observer reported, “and can only be fully appreciated by those who have witnessed the reality.” Rice also wrote and headlined Oh! Hush! (1833).

Several other prominent early works were presented by actress and manager Laura Keene. They included Cinderella (1859), The Elves (1857), and The Seven Sisters (1860), billed as “A Grand Operatic, Spectacular, Diabolical, Musical, Terpsichorean, Farcical Burletta in Three Acts.” Novelty (1856), in particular, was a potpourri of ten independent tableaux that satirized the present state of the New York stage, and Blondette (1862) was a “Fairy Spectacle” that reportedly cost upwards of $10,000 to produce and contained several elaborate settings such as “The Kingdom of the Hours,” “The Palace of Lace,” “The Palace of Diamonds,” and “The Crystal Kingdom of the Magic Witch.”

The Black Crook (1866), meanwhile, emerged as one of the most momentous American musicals of the century. It was presented at Niblo’s Garden by William Wheatley, who intermingled a new play by Charles M. Barras and a Parisian ballet troupe managed by Henry C. Jarrett and Harry Palmer. The dancers were to have appeared independently at the Academy of Music, but the venue endured a fire. Billed as “An Original, Grand, Magical, and Spectacular Drama,” the 17th century fantasy unfolded in four acts and told a familiar tale involving a crooked sorcerer, a penniless artist, an alluring maiden, and a dangerous Count, all of whom were backed by a company of fairies, skeletons, naiads, and gnomes. Much of the music was provided by Thomas Baker, who wrote several shows for Laura Keene. The landmark musical ran 475 performances in its original production and returned to New York several times throughout the remainder of the century. In 1929, it received a major revival at the Lyric Theatre in Hoboken, New Jersey with choreography by 23-year-old Agnes de Mille. And, the events surrounding the creation of the original provided the basis for The Girl in Pink Tights (1954), a musical comedy misfire with a book by Jerome Chodorov and Joseph Fields, lyrics by Leo Robin, and music by Sigmund Romberg and Don Walker.

Elsewhere, between 1872 and 1884, Edward Harrigan penned the book and lyrics for a string of Irish-American entertainments at the Theatre Comique. The most famous were full-length spinoffs of a variety sketch entitled The Mulligan Guards (1873). Harrigan headlined the refreshingly contemporary affairs alongside his stage partner Tony Hart. And, though the pair dissolved their partnership in 1885, Harrigan continued to write, often working with long-time collaborator and composer David Braham.

Harry B. Smith and Reginald De Koven, meanwhile, penned a string of American Comic Operas in the 1880s and 90s. Their first, The Begum (1887), unfolded in Northern India and contained characters like “Howja-Dhu,” “Jhust-Naut,” and “Klahm-Chowdee.” It was followed by the likes of The Highwayman (1897), Rob Roy (1894), and Robin Hood (1891), which received a Broadway revival as late as the 1940s. Smith and De Koven were heavily influenced by the British Comic Operas of W.S. Gilbert and Arthur Sullivan, who earned an international reputation with H.M.S. Pinafore (1878), The Mikado (1885), and The Pirates of Penzance (1879). The latter, in fact, had its world premiere at the Fifth Avenue Theatre in New York.

Among the other major 19th century musicals manufactured on American shores were Adonis (1884), 1492 (1893), Humpty Dumpty (1868), and The White Fawn (1868). A Trip to Chinatown (1891), one of the most popular, was a long-running farce comedy by Charles H. Hoyt. Desiree (1884) was a comic opera composed by John Philip Sousa. And The Belle of New York (1897) was a contemporary musical comedy by Hugh Morton and Gustave Kerker that became an international hit. It was revived 24 years later at the Winter Garden Theatre with a new title, a new book, a handful of new songs, and a cast led by Charles Dale and Joe Smith, or Smith and Dale. The comic duo would later serve as part of the inspiration for Neil Simon’s The Sunshine Boys (1972).

One of the present period’s most significant offerings was The Passing Show (1894), which gave formal definition to revue, or “review,” on the American stage. It was penned primarily by Sydney Rosenfeld and Ludwig Englander and presented by George W. Lederer at the Casino Theatre. Its plotless parade of topical entertainment included a Pierrot ballet, a Wooden Shoe ballet, a Grecian march, and a grand opera burlesque that delivered a mischievous mashup of Wagner, Verdi, Mozart, and more. Several other items travestied the contemporary New York stage, and a scene devoted to “Vaudeville Entertainment” featured a handful of independent turns delivered by a revolving door of performers. Lucy Daly, in particular, appeared in blackface alongside a group of “pickaninnies” and performed, among other things, “Riding in the Heavenly Row-Boat.” The so-called “Ethiopian” song, with references to the Jordan River and a “Big Black Angel Band,” had lyrics and music by Barney Fagan, a stage dance pioneer and the show’s principal choreographer. The Passing Show played an initial Broadway engagement of 15 weeks and a return engagement of three. Its success led to a landmark series of summer revues, or “reviews,” that were similarly presented by George W. Lederer at the Casino Theatre:


	The Merry World (1895) by Nicholas Biddle and Edgar Smith


	In Gay New York (1896) by Hugh Morton and Gustave Kerker


	The Whirl of the Town (1897) by Hugh Morton and Gustave Kerker





Note: The Merry World was billed as “A Dramatic Pousse-Café Intended to Cheer You Up After Dinner, and Containing a Little of Everything Except Plot.” It was originally to have been known as The Mimic World and written by Sydney Rosenfeld, but the highly regarded author severed his relationship with Lederer due to a financial dispute. In Gay New York, billed as “A Kaleidoscopic Retrospect of the Hour,” went through a series of prospective titles, including Broadway.



One of the century’s most curious and perhaps prophetic offerings, however, was The Lady or the Tiger? (1888). It was similarly scripted by Sydney Rosenfeld and based on the story by Frank R. Stockton. Julius J. Lyons and Adolph Nowak penned the music. Though the piece received a lukewarm reception on opening night, it underwent significant changes and emerged soon thereafter as a resounding hit with both audiences and critics. As The New York Times noted, in part:


There is something about Rosenfeld’s work which induces people to repeat their visits to the theatre. The dialogue is funny and the action lively, but the main merit in the work, which has given it such a strong hold on the public, consists in the fact that there is a consecutive story, beginning with the rise of the curtain, and unfolding itself gradually and with unflagging interest until the funny climax.







4Ragtime and Coon Songs

DOI: 10.4324/9781003094548-5


The 1890s, popularly known as the Gay Nineties, experienced a rush of creative activity. It was propelled, in part, by the emergence of ragtime, characterized by author, director, and choreographer Ned Wayburn as “a rhythmic reproduction of the heel and toe tap that the Negro uses in the buck and rag dance.” The syncopated sounds of ragtime were primarily found, at first, in a transient turn-of-the-century genre known as coon songs. These coarse racial refrains, performed on stages of all sorts and embraced by individuals of all backgrounds, had been specifically designed for comedy and built around a host of Black stereotypes such as chicken, watermelon, razors, and dice. Most were riddled with the words “coon” and “nigger,” and many, in fact, were the work of Black authors and entertainers like Ernest Hogan, who made major contributions to the burgeoning craze with “All Coons Look Alike to Me” and “La Pas Ma La.” Revealing, much like minstrelsy, a combustible duality in its striking combination of artistic and social effects, ragtime and coon songs revolutionized American music and gave a critical boost to an emergent crop of Black artists. They boosted, as well, the Black musical stage.

One of the earliest Black offerings outside of the minstrel line was Out of Bondage (1876), an original musical drama that unfolded in the years surrounding the Civil War and aimed to present a more honest depiction of African-American life than those commonly found on the contemporaneous stage. It was penned by Joseph Bradford, a white writer, and it was seasoned with an assortment of plantation, jubilee, and slave songs. Its rotating repertoire included “Angels, Meet Me at the Cross Roads,” “Go Down, Moses,” and “Old Folks at Home (Swanee River),” written by Stephen C. Foster for Christy’s Minstrels. Out of Bondage was the inaugural presentation of a legitimate touring troupe built around classically trained vocalists Anna and Emma Hyers. The Black artists associated with their company, from time to time, included Billy Kersands, Wallace King, and Sam Lucas, whose popular song “Carve Dat Possum” accented the first act of Out of Bondage. Among the Hyers Sisters’ other musical offerings was an adaptation of Uncle Tom’s Cabin that premiered in 1879 and brought Harriet Beecher Stowe’s novel to life with an interracial cast. An advertisement for the musical read, “All the slave characters represented by colored people while white people play the white characters, thus for the first time in the world presenting this time honored drama in nature’s own coloring.”

By the 1890s, though, the Black musical stage was experiencing a syncopated boom. One of the most prominent features of the present period was the influx of new touring troupes, like Sam T. Jack’s Creole Company (1890) and John Isham’s Octoroons (1895). The Black Patti Troubadours (1896), in particular, emerged as one of the most celebrated companies on the road and presented, during its inaugural season, a program that was both contemporary and eclectic. It commenced with a miniature musical comedy entitled At Jolly Coon-ey Island (1896), written by company members Bob Cole and Billy Johnson, and it continued with a brief olio that included acrobatic comedians Charles Davis and Ed Goggin and “A Spanish Review,” conceived and arranged by Cole and Johnson. The entire program, advertised as “Three Hours of Mirth and Melody,” culminated with an “Operatic Kaleidoscope,” which found Sissieretta Jones, popularly known as the Black Patti, and several members of the company singing selections by Donizetti, Offenbach, Verdi, and the like. “There is,” the Evening Star concluded, “no better show of its kind before the present public.”

Elsewhere, Black America (1895) transformed Brooklyn’s Ambrose Park into a scenic southern plantation, decorated with cotton fields and log cabins and inhabited by hundreds of Black men and women. Its corresponding program included a military drill executed by the 9th U.S. Calvary, an exhibition of buck and wing dancing, and a cake walk presided over by George Wilson and judged by members of the audience. “The cake walk,” a program note explained, “originated in the poverty of the Southern Negro. It was the custom on holidays, as a form of amusement, to offer a prize for the most graceful or the most grotesque walk adopted by the individual couples. Being very poor, the Negroes could not offer anything very substantial as a prize, and it was the custom for the women of the plantation to bake a cake, which was given to the successful couple as a reward of merit. The people contesting were dressed in the cast-off finery of their masters and mistresses, and many humorous features were thus introduced.”

The cake walk joined ragtime and coon songs in becoming the rage of the 1890s. It cropped up in contests and special performances at multiple venues, from the Central Opera House to Madison Square Garden, and it surfaced, most emphatically, in numerous stage shows like The South Before the War (1894). The comic drama, adorned with songs and dances, was advertised as “A Stage Picture of Slavery Days” and performed by white actors in blackface and a throng of African-American talent.

One of the period’s most prominent Black offerings was The Origin of the Cake Walk (1898). The 30-minute musical mélange, popularly known as Clorindy, was presented on the roof of the Casino Theatre for multiple weeks as part of a series of variety programs in the summer of 1898. It had lyrics credited to Paul Laurence Dunbar and music credited to Will Marion Cook, who was described by Black author James Weldon Johnson, a colleague and contemporary, as “the most original genius among all the Negro musicians.” The celebrated composer, who studied under Antonín Dvořák and Joseph Joachim, wrote for the musical an especially fine syncopated soundscape that exploded with an invigorating vitality and an insistent exuberance, fueled perhaps by the firestorm of racism and prejudice that continued to burn throughout the country. It consisted of roughly a half-dozen original songs, like “Darktown is Out Tonight,” “The Hottest Coon in Dixie,” and “Who Dat Say Chicken in Dis Crowd?,” whose rhythmic melodic lines were bold, expansive, and aggressively alive. (Selections of his opera adapted from Uncle Tom’s Cabin were heard at Carnegie Hall in 1893.) The Origin of the Cake Walk unfolded on a southern plantation and apparently ditched much of its Dunbar libretto during several rounds of revisions prior to its twice-delayed premiere. The original production had a cast led by Ernest Hogan and an irrepressible ensemble whose energetic singing and dancing caused a considerable stir. George W. Lederer, who briefly operated the Casino Theatre, was a strong proponent of African-American talent and separately employed, that same summer, 40 Black performers in his mainstage production of Yankee Doodle Dandy (1898). He also engaged Cook to compose songs for shows like The Casino Girl (1900) and The Southerners (1904). The latter was one of the first major musicals in which Black and white performers shared the stage. Dunbar and Cook, meanwhile, followed Clorindy with a second roof garden attraction entitled Jes Lak White Folks (1900). It was presented at the Cherry Blossom Grove atop the New York Theatre.
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A sheet music cover for “Chicken” from A Trip to Coontown.



The most influential and progressive Black musical of 1890s, however, was almost certainly A Trip to Coontown (1897). The refreshingly contemporary comedy, presented in three acts and later trimmed to two, was the work of authors, entertainers, and producers Bob Cole and Billy Johnson, late of the Black Patti Troubadours. Its story was set in the suburbs of New York City and built around the farcical exploits of two conmen, Willie Wayside and Jim Flimflammer, who rent a bogus theme park on barren land and attempt to extract money from a wealthy widower. Its characters were current and colorfully drawn. Its dialogue, despite a handful of watermelon references, was clean, unaffected, and comparatively quick. Its plot, while interrupted from time to time for specialties, had a sense of consistency and even contained a trace of real romance. And its songs, while primitive, ephemeral, and primarily of the coon song persuasion, had a certain measure of character, cunning, and theatricality. “Chicken,” for instance, had a neatly shaped chorus that combined sung words and spoken phrases across a playful melody complete with rallentandos, triplets, and a rippling ragtime accompaniment. The clever number, which had multiple lyrics for its verse and closing declaration, was ripe with comic potential within the context of its time, and it became, as performed by Cole, a showstopper. “Pickin’ on a Chicken Bone,” too, contained a host of performance possibilities with its unusually potent combination of lyrics and music. It told the story of an aspirant musician with a peculiar instrument, and it was written and performed by Cole. Among the other items credited to the ever-changing score, penned primarily by Cole and Johnson, were “Baby, Will You Always Love Me True?,” “La Hoola Boola,” “In Dahomey,” and “No Coons Allowed!,” which contained two verses, in 4/4, a sprightly chorus, in 2/4, and a lyric laced with sociopolitical comment:


THERE’S A DEAD SWELL GENTLEMAN OF COLOR

SAVED UP ALL THE MONEY HE COULD FIND

HE CALLED ONE NIGHT AND SAID TO HIS BABY

“MY LULU GAL, WE’LL GO AND CUT A SHINE”

HE PUT HER IN A CAB AND TOLD THE DRIVER

“TO DRIVE US TO THE SWELLEST PLACE IN TOWN

I’M GWINE TO BUY MY GAL A FINE SUPPER

SO I WANT THE FINEST PLACE THAT CAN BE FOUND”

TO A SWELL RESTAURANT THE DRIVER TOOK THEM

WITH HIS LULU GAL HE STARTED IN SO PROUD

BUT THAT COON ALMOST WENT BLIND

WHEN HE SAW A GREAT BIG SIGN

UP O’ER THE DOOR WHICH READ:

“NO COONS ALLOWED”




SO THIS COON GOT MIGHTY OFFENDED

COMMENCED TO SWEARING VENGEANCE BY THE YARD

TO BE THROWN DOWN IN THE PRESENCE OF HIS BABY

‘DEED IT HURT THIS DARKY’S FEELINGS MIGHTY HARD

SO HE RUSHED ON DOWNTOWN TO A LAWYER

AND TOLD HIM ‘BOUT THE SIGN THAT HE HAD SEEN

HE SAID, “BOSS CAN’T YOU SUE THE FIRM FOR DAMAGE,

‘CASE I THINK THAT I’VE BEEN TREATED MIGHTY MEAN”

SO THE LAWYER TOOK THE COON TO THE COURTHOUSE

AND THEY STARTED IN THE COURTHOUSE WITH A CROWD

BUT HIS HEAD BEGAN TO SWIM

WHEN HE SAW THAT SIGN AGAIN

O’ER THE COURTHOUSE DOOR WHICH READ:

“NO COONS ALLOWED”




“NO COONS ALLOWED, NO COONS ALLOWED

THIS PLACE IS MEANT FOR WHITE FOLKS THAT’S ALL

WE DON’T WANT NO KINKY-HEAD KIND

SO MOVE ON DARKY DOWN THE LINE

NO COONS ALLOWED IN HERE AT ALL”




Note: Several other songs, while not necessarily essential to the storytelling nor entirely integrated into the narrative, bore a connection to the attendant action. The Black artists who contributed additional musical material included Willis Accooe and Bert Williams, who composed the title song.



“Excellent.” “Witty.” “First-Class.” “Fun.” “Hilarious.” “Clever.” “Delightful.” “Amusing.” A Trip to Coontown premiered on September 27, 1897 in South Amboy, New Jersey and spent four consecutive seasons entertaining white and Black audiences in numerous cities across the United States and Canada. It made multiple stops on Broadway, including two stints apiece at the Star Theatre and Grand Opera House; it played one night in Pottsville, Pennsylvania, where the local hotels and hostelries reportedly refused the company accommodations; and it spent a handful of weeks in the deep south, where it was classed by the Memphis Scimitar as “a clean and well carried out conception, full of music and laughter and calculated to please.” A Trip to Coontown, which contained not a trace of burnt cork, was loosely based on the miniature musical comedy that Cole and Johnson had written for the inaugural season of the Black Patti Troubadours. Cole, who had also staged the Troubadours’ entire program, made a visible and highly contentious exit from the troupe at the end of that first season – specifically following his unsuccessful attempt to address his inadequate wages. Cole took with him when he left several of his colleagues and all of his original material. The Troubadours’ two white managers, John J. Nolan and Rudolph Voelckel, responded by having Cole arrested for theft, which charges he fought and won, and then attempted to have his new company blacklisted. This left A Trip to Coontown playing second-class houses for much of its first season, until word of its success began to spread.

Cole, a pioneering dramatist and showman, was the driving force behind the landmark musical and the father of the Black musical stage. He had, prior to his association with the Black Patti Troubadours, been associated with both Sam T. Jack’s Creole Company and C.V. Moore’s Colored Minstrels. The latter was a troupe of Black entertainers that materialized at Worth’s Museum in New York City in December 1894 as an unofficial offshoot of Billy Jackson’s Colored Georgia Minstrels, which had played extended engagements at the midtown emporium earlier the same year. Cole separately wrote a handful of popular songs like “Fly, Fly, Fly,” which was briefly employed in Black America. And, over the next decade, he would become one of the most pronounced voices on the American musical stage.





Part 2Birth of an Art Form1900–1924
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The first quarter of the 20th century was, for the musical stage in America, a bright, formative period filled with creativity and adventure, cleverness and imagination – even if its inherently primitive nature prevented virtually all of its legitimate works from entering the permanent repertory. The period exploded, in particular, with an incredible array of both styles and forms. Each exhibited its own distinct characteristics, and each made its own calculable contributions to the development of an emergent American art form – a melting pot of multiple mediums. The uniquely expansive landscape was presided over, albeit unofficially, by Lee and J.J. Shubert, who invaded New York City in 1900 and built a theatrical empire, and it was informed by the tumultuous environment of the time.

The Great War, Prohibition, and women’s suffrage touched nearly every aspect of American life. The Great Migration found a significant number of the country’s African-American citizens moving from south to north. And lynchings, which reached their recorded peak in the late 1800s, remained a national epidemic. Broadway, meanwhile, became a recognized brand. The theatre district settled down in Times Square. Actors’ Equity, the American Society of Composers, Authors, and Publishers, and the Dramatists Guild were founded. Radio, recording, and motion pictures began to blossom. Jazz broke out. And, in 1910, the St. Louis Post-Dispatch warned its readers, in part:


Terpsichore – accent on the sick – has gone on a wild-eyed jamboree in New York and she is headed this way. Broadway is dance crazy. The dancer who can invent a new form of rhythmical madness, interspersed with brutality, an imitation of epilepsy, and a touch of prizefight with the Queensberry rules eliminated, has immediate fortune in his grasp.







5Vaudeville, Part One: Time and Talent
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Vaudeville was perhaps the most influential external force in the maturation of the American musical – an exuberant and exacting medium that thrived on ingenuity, showmanship, and theatricality. The rise of modern American vaudeville effectively began with the formation of the Association of Vaudeville Managers in 1900. The new outfit was an attempt by the eastern and western forces to formally organize the rapidly expanding field. It was also a failure, with the western contingent forming their own independent organization based out of Chicago. In 1906, though, the original, defunct outfit’s enterprising president, B.F. Keith, and his merciless general manager, E.F. Albee, established a crushing new company that would transform the entire industry. Even the Western Vaudeville Managers’ Association was unable or unwilling to escape its extraordinary reach. Where variety artists had once secured their engagements through the agents or managers of an individual house or circuit, Keith and Albee’s United Booking Offices of America (U.B.O.) assumed control of the bookings for virtually every major vaudeville house in the country. And, in a brilliant marketing ploy, the new firm effectively broke the business of variety into two separate and distinct categories: “big time” and “small time.”

The “big time,” or “two-a-day,” referred to those houses that played one bill per week, twice daily, while the “small time,” or “three-a-day,” referred to those less desirable houses that changed bills mid-week and played three shows a day. But, the unspoken or practical distinction between the two designations ultimately boiled down to professional vs. amateur, first-class vs. second. And, in a sprawling industry that occupied hundreds of theatres nationwide, the “big time” brand belonged (almost) exclusively to those houses, east and west, associated with Keith and Albee’s U.B.O. Though the technical distinction between “big time” and “small time” began to blur by the 1920s, the practical distinction between the two remained intact, and, throughout the first three decades of the 20th century, the nation’s “big time” resorts invariably presented the most exceptional talent and the most exhilarating bills – which, with the eradication of “continuous performance,” consisted of roughly ten different acts, running a total of three hours. Most bills also contained an overture, an intermission, a news reel, and exit music, and some featured incidental projected entertainment like “Aesop’s Fables,” Kinograms, and, beginning in 1919, “Topics of the Day,” a short sequence of visual jokes pulled from the national papers.

Though Marc Klaw and Abe Erlanger, in 1907, and William Morris, in 1908, separately attempted to form “big time” outfits in opposition to the United Booking Offices, each of the two undertakings endured a quick demise. The former, in fact, ended with Keith and Albee buying out Klaw and Erlanger for $250,000 and covering a reported $1.5 million in contracts. Keith and Albee, in operating both the U.B.O. and their own “big time” circuit, had achieved total industry domination, and, on April 24, 1913, they capped their dramatic ascent with the opening of the Palace Theatre, a Times Square landmark and a Broadway behemoth.

Incidentally, with the establishment of the United Booking Offices, New York City was divided into zones, thereby avoiding any potential venue conflicts between the East Coast’s “big time” managers. The four most formidable, at the time, were B.F. Keith, Oscar Hammerstein, F.F. Proctor, and Percy G. Williams. Hammerstein, in particular, was granted the exclusive rights to the coveted precincts of Times Square, with his Victoria Theatre of Varieties having been located at the corner of 42nd Street and Seventh Avenue. The illustrious venue was initially opened as a legitimate playhouse in 1899, but it was converted into the nation’s leading variety hall on February 1, 1904. Under the leadership of Willie Hammerstein, Hammerstein’s Victoria presented such early-career icons as Nora Bayes, Eddie Cantor, Al Jolson, and Mae West. It also premiered an assortment of iconic acts, including Gertrude Hoffman’s Salome (1908) and Alice Eis and Bert French’s The Dance of Fortune (1914), a tempestuous pas de deux that led to packed houses and the highly publicized arrest of its two stars.

The opening of the Palace Theatre, then, broke the U.B.O. zoning edict. But, Keith and Albee reportedly wrote a $200,000 check to Oscar Hammerstein as a concession. This, after the pair had already snatched the newly built shrine out from under its inceptor, Martin Beck, an ambitious western vaudeville magnate who was intent on invading New York. In what turned out to be a series of shrewd and ruthless business dealings, Keith and Albee had similarly sabotaged Beck’s metropolitan plans the year prior by purchasing Percy G. Williams’ New York houses for themselves. The move effectively blocked the Williams circuit’s sale to Beck and expanded the Keith-Albee empire in the process. In 1914, B.F. Keith died and E.F. Albee assumed full control of their flourishing operation. Willie Hammerstein died the same year. And, by 1915, Hammerstein’s Victoria had closed its doors and the Palace Theatre had secured its place as the pinnacle of American vaudeville. As Billboard advised, “When you have played the Palace, you have ‘made Broadway.’”

Throughout the 1910s, the cachet, competition, and exclusivity of “big time” vaudeville led to significant advancements in the idiosyncratic form. Its talent and material, in particular, got progressively sharper, craftier, and more refined; its programs, snappier and more dynamic. By 1920, the iconic institution was in the prime of its life and at the peak of its creative powers, with the Palace presenting that year a complete calendar of representative vaudeville. “The core of vaudeville is ‘the specialty,’” stage and screen star Joe Laurie, Jr. once explained. “Through years of practice before every kind of house, the performer of real class brought his act to perfection and made it something of universal appeal. He built a standard of technical ability that has never been equaled.” Among the many specialists to tear through the Palace in 1920 were female impersonators Bert Errol and Karyl Norman; singing impressionists Venita Gould and Miss Juliet; monologists Lew Dockstader, Beatrice Herford, and Robert Emmett Keane; comic instrumentalists Herschel Henlere and Nonette; prima donnas Fritzi Scheff and Emma Trentini; acrobatic dancers Parish and Peru; Spanish dancers Eduardo and Elisa Cansino; ballet, eccentric, and jazz dancers Bessie Clayton, Eddie Cox, Gertrude Hoffman, and Loretta McDermott; and a syncopated society band led by Henry Santrey.
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An advertisement for Hammerstein’s Victoria.



The Palace also welcomed that year Glenn and Jenkins, an African-American duo whose showstopping turn involved crosstalk, tap dance, guitar, harmonica, and a double pas de deux that found each man partnering with a broom. “These two colored boys put on a blackface specialty that is a scream,” Billboard reported. “Playing two cleaners in a depot, they never get out of character and, with a continuous string of quaint gags, had the audience howling.” The two men belonged to a relatively small contingent of vaudevillians who worked in blackface, despite the practice having been primarily associated with minstrelsy. They also belonged to a relatively small contingent of Black performers who enjoyed considerable success in the “two-a-day,” despite the racism and prejudice that persisted both behind the scenes and beyond the stage door. (The well-known T.O.B.A. was a low-class Black circuit with no relation to “big time” vaudeville.) Among the other African-American specialists to appear at the Palace in 1920 were Clarence Dotson, Dunbar’s Old Time Darkies, the Exposition Jubilee Four, Moss and Frye, and Wilbur Sweatman, an early jazz exponent who played multiple clarinets at the same time.

Elsewhere, “dumb acts” offered their own unique pleasures and often spellbinding entertainment. The contemporaneous term was used to denote acrobats, animals, magicians, jugglers, or, as Palace Theatre executive George A. Gottlieb advised, “any act that makes a good impression and will not be spoiled by the late arrivals seeking their seats.” Though these exotic turns regularly found themselves slotted in the opening or closing position, a minority developed into headline or featured attractions. One such attraction was Dainty Marie, a singing aerialist who made frequent stops at the Palace, including one in 1920. As E.F. Albee once professed, “In vaudeville, there is always something for everybody, just as in every state and city, in every county and town in our democratic country.”

But, the backbone of vaudeville was comedy and song, and singing comedians proved to be some of the most popular and highest-paid performers on the vaudeville stage. These brassy entertainers, the vast majority of whom were women, “put over” an assortment of popular songs written in a range of styles. Most employed for accompaniment either one pianist, two pianists, a small band, or the house orchestra. Many peppered their acts with comic talk and dancing. Some trotted out one or two supporting players. And the distinguished ladies who appeared at the Palace in 1920 included:


	Janet Adair


	Belle Baker


	Nora Bayes


	Elizabeth Brice


	Marie Cahill


	Irene Franklin


	Trixie Friganza


	Dolly Kay


	Maud Lambert


	Elizabeth Murray


	Yvette Rugel


	Rae Samuels


	Blossom Seeley


	Lillian Shaw


	Aileen Stanley


	Eva Tanguay


	Sophie Tucker


	Margaret Young





Note: Among the major female singing comedians who did not happen to play the Palace that year were Aunt Jemima, Fanny Brice, Marion Harris, Elsie Janis, Stella Mayhew, Isabella Patricola, and Ruth Roye. Nellie V. Nichols had not been programmed to play the Palace, but wound up filling in for The Overseas Revue on April 5. The male singing comedians at the Palace in 1920 included Harry Fox, Charles King, and Jack Norworth.



Clowns, too, proved incredibly popular in vaudeville and critical to the delivery of comedy and song. These industrious buffoons, the vast majority of whom were men, engaged in crosstalk, slapstick, pantomime, and travesty and amplified, from time to time, the insanity of their acts by playing instruments, performing eccentric dances, and singing screwball refrains. Some similarly trotted out one or two supporting players. And the distinguished gentlemen who appeared at the Palace in 1920 included:


	Phil Baker


	Joe Cook


	William & Gordon Dooley


	Leon Errol


	Bert Fitzgibbon


	Eddie Foy


	Ed Gallagher


	Harry Langdon


	Joe Laurie, Jr.


	Eddie Leonard


	The Marx Brothers


	Miller and Mack


	Tom Patricola


	George Rockwell


	Charles “Chic” Sale


	Julius Tannen


	Billy B. Van


	Bert Wheeler





Note: Among the major male comics who did not happen to play the Palace that year were McIntyre and Heath and Smith and Dale.



Joe Cook, in particular, was one of the topmost bananas of his or any other day – a versatile comedian who generated storms of laughter with his seemingly endless bag of tricks. Cook appeared at the Palace in his long-standing solo turn, A One Man Vaudeville Show, which he had unveiled roughly seven years prior and steadily built into a showstopper. As the Brooklyn Eagle’s Arthur Pollock explained, in part:


At first, his One Man Vaudeville Show consisted chiefly of stunts. He did not talk a great deal, gave little expression to his humorous gifts. Gradually, his comments as he performed his feats grew more and more important. A newspaper man named Karl Bernstein, a friend of his, suggested that he give more attention to lines, that he develop the comedy in his act. ‘If you do that,’ said Bernstein, ‘you will be a knockout. For then, instead of being merely a performer who can do many stunts, you will be looked upon primarily as a comedian; and when a man who is a good comedian springs on his audience all the clever tricks you know, he will make a tremendous hit as a comedian who can beat the acrobats and the tricksters at their own game; a comedian entirely unique.’ That is what Joe Cook is today: a humorist who, in addition to being a humorist, can walk a tight rope and play the guitar, dance, sing, and imitate four or, if need be, five Hawaiians, and juggle eight Indian clubs with an ease so great that his acrobatics appear to be pure kidding.



By the 1920s, Cook had become one of the many vaudeville favorites whisked away to the legitimate stage, where he and other variety recruits contributed immeasurably to the maturing makeup of both musical comedy and revue. Among the many other crossover talents to play the Palace in 1920 were William Gaxton, who toplined a sketch entitled The Junior Partner, and Victor Moore, who appeared in his perennial “backstage satire” Change Your Act, or Back to the Woods.
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In addition to presenting these inimitable talents, the Palace, in 1920, presented expertly composed bills that demonstrated, with style and flair, the distinctive nature and creative potential of the eminently theatrical form. Its program the week of February 16, for instance, commenced with a quartet of hoop jugglers and continued with a xylophonist trained in ragtime, a novelty turn composed of ten popular songwriters and multiple pianos, a pair of eccentric dancers backed by their own eccentric jazz band, and a miniature musical revue. The second act, following a brief intermission, revealed a pair of jazzy comedians equipped with a ukulele and a clarinet impression, a zany comic and his female assistant, a “cyclonic” singing comedian, and a company of classical dancers:


	The Four Nelsons. (8 mins.)


	Libonati. (18 mins.)


	A Trip to Hitland. (20 mins.)


	Roscoe Ails, Midgie Miller, and Saxi Holtsworth’s Harmony Hounds. (20 mins.)


	Wellington Cross & Co. in A Revue of Song, Comedy, and Dance. (24 mins.)




Intermission.


	Keegan and Edwards. (13 mins.)


	Franklyn Ardell & Co. in The Wife Saver. (14 mins.)


	Eva Tanguay. (21 mins.)


	Theodore Bekefi & Co. (12 mins.)





Note: Wellington Cross was a debonair entertainer skilled in the arts of comedy, song, and dance. For several years, he performed a double alongside Lois Josephine. His new act, hailed by Variety as “an unmistakable success,” found him front and center, backed by a company of five. In 1921, he would form a comedy act with baseball legend Babe Ruth.



The Palace bill, the week of February 16, 1920, was both well-balanced and momentous, and each individual turn necessarily seized the audience the moment it hit the stage and tightened its grip for the entirety of its allotted time. Roscoe Ails, Midgie Miller, and Saxi Holtsworth’s Harmony Hounds, in particular, dominated the proceedings with an exciting display of shimmy shaking and syncopation. It was their second consecutive week at the Palace after having been “held over” from the week prior – an honor typically bestowed upon one or two of the top performing acts on each bill. (Return engagements and repeat bookings were separate matters.) In their second week, though, the eccentric jazzers were bumped up to fourth position where they had previously been slotted last.

One of the reasons that vaudeville so successfully scaled the heights of American entertainment and so effectively elevated the standards of the American musical stage was its active nurturing of new talent. The “big time” booking agents and managers, for much of the institution’s reign, recognized and rewarded excellence and built their brightest up-and-comers into megawatt stars. Buck and Bubbles, for instance, before becoming two of the country’s top tap dancing entertainers, scored the biggest hit of the bill presented at the Palace during the week of December 6, 1920. The two African-American teenagers were part of Nat Nazzaro’s combination turn, which featured a handful of artists displaying an assortment of individual skills. It opened the second half of the program and was followed by a male impersonator in a song-and-dance routine, a pair of sawdust comedians with a mindreading bit, and a posing act. The first half of the bill consisted of a solo dance act, a pair of comic acrobats, a miniature musical revue, a comic bumpkin in a conversation with his wife, and a singing comedian in a series of character songs:


	Adelaide Bell. (11 mins.)


	George Wilson and Ben Larson. (10 mins.)


	Corinne Tilton & Co. in A Chameleon Revue. (35 mins.)


	Mr. and Mrs. Jimmy Barry in The Burglar. (22 mins.)


	Marie Nordstrom. (19 mins.)




Intermission.


	Nat Nazzaro & Co. in A Variety of Varieties. (29 mins.)


	Kitty Doner & Co. (31 mins.)


	Harry and Emma Sharrock in Behind the Grandstand. (17 mins.)


	Henriette De Serris & Co. (12 mins.)





Note: Kitty Doner was a much-loved male impersonator with a sophisticated manner. For this particular act, the gender-bending entertainer donned a series of fashionable outfits, including brown tails and yellow spats, and was supported onstage by her brother, Ted, and her sister, Rose. The turn was “held over” at the Palace for a second week and described by Variety as “an act that not only radiates class but holds superior entertainment values as well.”



1920 was a defining moment for the vaudeville stage. And, in addition to presenting crackerjack programs at the Palace, the Keith-Albee circuit moved its total number of New York City asylums north of 20 with its acquisition that year of the variety houses held by B.S. Moss. Meanwhile, the United Booking Offices, now known as the Keith Vaudeville Exchange, continued to operate “big time” vaudeville without opposition. In 1921, though, “small time” manager and motion picture magnate Marcus Loew opened his State Theatre at the corner of Broadway and 45th Street and set the stage for his late-twenties ascent into the “big time.” In 1921, too, Lee and J.J. Shubert broke (back) into the “big time” with Shubert Advanced Vaudeville. The two managers had previously lent 12 of their national houses to the failed Klaw and Erlanger experiment in 1907, and their own “two-a-day” operation disappeared after just two years, despite having been instrumental in the development of “units” – which were essentially entire vaudeville bills packaged together and booked as a single or partial program.
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Then, in 1923, with vaudeville still in its prime and still operating at its creative peak, the Keith-Albee circuit acquired the Hippodrome, a historic hall that became second only to the Palace in terms of its prominence in the field. The unusually large auditorium began playing vaudeville on December 17, 1923, and, in its first full year of fun, admitted more than three million patrons and hosted a multitude of entertainers. The acts that centered around comedy and song included:


	Aunt Jemima


	Joe Browning


	Clark and McCullough


	Kitty Doner


	Gordon Dooley


	Frank Fay


	W.C. Fields


	Gallagher and Shean


	Glenn and Jenkins


	Gilda Gray


	Greenlee and Drayton


	Al Herman


	Fred Hillebrand


	Lou Holtz


	George Jessel


	Eddie Leonard


	Will Mahoney


	Miller and Mack


	Victor Moore


	Moran and Mack


	Ruby Norton


	Isabella Patricola


	Pearl Regay


	Pat Rooney


	Rae Samuels


	Blossom Seeley


	Smith and Dale


	Belle Story


	Eva Tanguay


	Toto


	Sophie Tucker


	Harry Watson, Jr.


	Bert Wheeler


	Herb Williams





Note: A number of Asian acts appeared at the Hippodrome during its first year of Keith-Albee vaudeville, including Marquita Salming, Takka-Takka and Yoga-Taro, Mme. Tenkatsu and Her Geisha Girls, and the Royal Siamese Troupe. The latter reportedly consisted of Princess Mon Luang Sud Chitra and the Dancers of the Palaces of the Late Prince of Bejrapurna.



Featuring a corps de ballet under the direction of Albertina Rasch and an aggregation of Hippodrome Girls under the direction of Allan K. Foster, the Hippodrome offered its own unique brand of super-sized, circus-infused vaudeville. This included special features, scenic effects, and stage displays that could only be seen at the Sixth Avenue venue. One of its most popular original offerings was Minstrel Days, a 20-minute extravaganza that buttoned the bills for two weeks beginning March 10, 1924. The newfangled afterpiece was built around the Dan Fitch minstrel company and featured each week’s entire roster of (human) stars. Later, during the week of December 22, 1924, the Hippodrome presented a special holiday bill that began with a yuletide pantomime and ended with a full company “flash” entitled Under the Christmas Tree. Nora Bayes headlined the bill that week – which included an equestrian act, a hayseed handsaw duo, a pair of society dancers from London backed by an Argentine orchestra, and Singer’s Midgets in an 11-scene revue that was reportedly created specifically for the Hippodrome. “It is, indeed, an institution standing all alone,” Variety observed, “different, bigger, establishing an atmosphere and a character which must bring about in a measure a renaissance of specialty amusement in America, for it is certain that as this policy develops, crystallizes, and takes final form, its possibilities will point new standards, new styles, and new scopes for that theatrical panacea – vaudeville.”

By 1928, though, vaudeville had reached its tipping point. A significant, unexpected jolt came in January of that year with the finalization of a merger between the Keith-Albee and Orpheum circuits – the leading operators on the East and West Coasts. It was followed ten months later by a significant, unexpected aftershock when the newly formed firm further evolved into the Radio-Keith-Orpheum Corporation, or R.K.O. Once a miraculous web of individual houses operated by independent managers associated with a bicoastal booking operation, “big time” vaudeville had effectively been consolidated into a single corporate entity, and F.F. Proctor sold the majority of his houses to the entertainment giant the following year. “Show business, and especially vaudeville, thrives on showmanship,” Billboard asserted. “Highly centralized corporations cannot provide showmanship.”

In the late 1920s, coinciding with the incorporation of vaudeville, several functional changes took place that contributed to the institution’s demise. The Master of Ceremonies, for instance, became a regular feature and effectively disturbed the nature and diluted the crispness, electricity, and excitement of a distinct episodic form that had been specifically designed as a series of independent acts announced with merely a placard placed on either side of the stage. And, the concurrent disappearance of comedy sketches and “dumb acts” left the expectant public with mostly musical programs literally lacking in variety. Among the other critical factors in the form’s downfall were the failure of “big time” managers to continue nurturing new talent; the sudden practice of packing bills with non-specialists well-known in other mediums; and the increased number of hold-over acts week-to-week. The Palace, in particular, presented virtually the same bill for nearly two months straight in the summer of 1931. Its key ingredients included Harold Arlen, William Gaxton, Lou Holtz, and Ethel Merman. The deadliest late-twenties development, though, was the accelerated rise of radio, recording, and talking pictures, all three of which robbed the stage of its artists, both onstage and off. Vaudeville, in turn, became a boardroom entity with a lot of time and little talent.

On July 15, 1932, the Palace presented its final straight vaudeville bill and moved thereafter to a combination vaudeville and motion picture policy. The Hippodrome, meanwhile, had completely closed its doors six weeks prior in an effort to direct business toward the Palace. But, it made little impact. And, on September 26, 1935, after more than three years of on-again off-again programming, the Palace permanently ended its vaudeville operation altogether. Though Loew’s State Theatre, in 1927, had begun its transition to the “big time” and would continue to present variety acts until December 23, 1947, vaudeville, by the early 1930s, had effectively expired. An insignificant, short-lived revival in the late 1940s and early 1950s only served to reinforce that fact – and only bore a passing resemblance to the form that had flourished throughout the first three decades of the 20th century. But, the unique nature of vaudeville was to be forever felt in the character, composition, methods, and mechanics of the legitimate musical stage. And, as Joe Laurie, Jr. further professed, “Vaudeville is entertainment – and that doesn’t die.”





6Vaudeville, Part Two: Tin Pan Alley
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In the years surrounding the turn of the 20th century, the nation’s music publishing industry began to flourish. It was centered, at the time, on a short stretch of 28th Street popularly known as Tin Pan Alley, though several song shops were based in Chicago and elsewhere. For roughly 50 years, the nifty moniker represented the collective makers of the American popular song – even as New York’s publishing houses migrated north on Broadway alongside the city’s theatre district. In the early 1900s, Tin Pan Alley turned out thousands of new songs each year. Most written in the first decade or so were sentimental ballads, novelty songs, and indelicate ragtime refrains – untutored, immature, simplistic, unrefined. Most were built with multiple verses and a single eight- or 16-bar chorus. And most displayed a limited vocal range and a similarly limited vocabulary. As 23-year-old Irving Berlin advised at the time, “The less you know about music and the less you know about verse, the better chances you got to make a public hit.”

If the American popular song in the early days of the 20th century was, as a result, largely ephemeral, there were exceptions. One of the most notable was “In the Shade of the Old Apple Tree,” a charming piece of nostalgia written by Harry Williams and Egbert Van Alstyne and originally published in 1905. It had a 16-bar verse in 4/4 and a 32-bar chorus in waltz time. It was, furthermore, a dramatically inclined composition, with lyrical and melodic lines that worked in tandem to propel the song forward. The second eight bars of the chorus, for instance, involved three dramaturgically stacked phrases whose melody steadily ascended in pitch. By the late 1910s, though, the American popular song was experiencing a significant uplift. As Van Alstyne himself acknowledged, “What was accepted a few years ago no longer satisfies.” While the emergence of jazz played a major role in the contemporaneous revolution in songwriting, it almost certainly stood second to vaudeville in its influence on the advancement of the nation’s popular songs. Enhanced by a rush of talent and intelligence, the extraordinary impact that vaudeville had on Tin Pan Alley was best exemplified in five sets of characteristics that simultaneously transformed the musical stage.

Animation, Character, and Punch

As vaudeville developed into what Brooks Atkinson described as “a form of free, bold, crisp, and dynamic showmanship,” it demanded material with a greater measure of intelligence and finesse and a stronger sense of theatricality – specifically, animation, character, and punch. One of the earliest and most representative suppliers of this progressive product was composer Jimmie V. Monaco, whose lush, liquid melodic lines exuded playfulness and sophistication. In the 1910s and 20s, collaborating primarily with modern-minded lyricist Joe McCarthy, Monaco fashioned a handful of zesty perennials that were performed by some of the biggest names in vaudeville.

“You Made Me Love You,” in particular, was an especially fine piece of character writing with a propulsive chorus and a wonderfully synchronized set of lyrics and music. It employed anaphora, accidentals, repeated phrases, and octave jumps. It juxtaposed long, open lines, composed of half notes and quarter notes, with tight, bursting phrases, composed of dotted eighths and sixteenths. It alternated between downbeat and offbeat emphasis on the multiple instances of the title line. It linked an emphatic, pleading quarter-note phrase voiced on two pitches a half-step apart with an emotional dotted-eighth declaration delivered on a upward arpeggio that led to the definitive climax of the number – which effortlessly introduced the song’s highest written note. And, through it all, the dynamic first-person narrative had a lyric by McCarthy that remained active, with an evident purpose, escalation, and attack:
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YOU MADE ME LOVE YOU

I DIDN’T WANT TO DO IT, I DIDN’T WANT TO DO IT

YOU MADE ME WANT YOU

AND ALL THE TIME YOU KNEW IT, I GUESS YOU ALWAYS KNEW IT

YOU MADE ME HAPPY SOMETIMES

YOU MADE ME GLAD

BUT THERE WERE TIMES, DEAR,

YOU MADE ME FEEL SO BAD

YOU MADE ME SIGH FOR

I DIDN’T WANT TO TELL YOU, I DIDN’T WANT TO TELL YOU

I WANT SOME LOVE THAT’S TRUE

YES, I DO, ‘DEED, I DO, YOU KNOW I DO

GIVE ME, GIVE ME WHAT I CRY FOR

YOU KNOW YOU GOT THE BRAND OF KISSES THAT I’D DIE FOR

YOU KNOW YOU MADE ME LOVE YOU




Note: The two sets of verse lyrics were less stellar. They were also unessential.



“You Made Me Love You,” published in 1913, built its chorus with an increasingly popular 32 bars, but it did not follow what would eventually become known as AABA format: essentially three identical or nearly identical eight-bar phrases and an individual eight-bar bridge. During the first quarter century, in fact, the American popular song was rarely structured as such. AABA format did not become common until the late 1920s. And, in the decades that followed, skilled pop composers like Cy Coleman and Sammy Fain would continue to eschew the supposed Tin Pan Alley norm. (Production writers, too, used increasingly exotic or complex shapes in the middle of the 20th century, though AABA remained popular.) The alternative song structures employed by Monaco and the like often had the benefit of giving a popular song an increased sense of spontaneity and an added interest, excitement, and theatricality – especially during the 1910s and 20s. The effectiveness, though, was largely dependent upon the quality of the lyric. And “You Made Me Love You” was eminently effective. Furthermore, it was composed in such a way that it could be performed in a wide range of styles, which necessarily increased its appeal. Among the first to perform the early 20th century perennial were rising stars Belle Baker, Ruth Roye, and Rae Samuels, alternately dubbed “The Blue Streak of Ragtime” and “The Blue Streak of Vaudeville.” It was introduced, however, by Al Jolson, who would become Monaco’s foremost interpreter.

“I Love Her (Oh! Oh! Oh!),” published in 1913 and performed by Jolson, was a similarly fine character piece with an entirely different demeanor. It was exuberant, it was snappy, it was peppy, it was pert. It had streams of eighth notes running up and down the staff and interstitial bars of booming bass-note walkups. It had a strong attention grabber at the top of the verse in “Ev’rybody! Ev’rybody!” It had idiosyncratic lyrics like “I’m a silly daffy dilly” and “She’s a cutey tutti frutti beautiful pearl.” And it had single syllable word repetition in its title line – a popular technique of the period that was often used to amp up the playfulness of a particular song. “I Love Her (Oh! Oh! Oh!)” even contained a key change between the verse and chorus. The lyrics were coauthored by McCarthy and E.P. Moran. Among the other brightly animated McCarthy and Monaco character creations published between 1913 and 1916 were “They Had to Swim Back to Shore,” “What Do You Want to Make Those Eyes at Me for?,” and “While They Were Dancing Around,” a third-person narrative with a surfeit of smooth lines, a handful of shrewd colloquialisms, and a 40-bar chorus of exhilarating melodic movement. It, too, was performed by Jolson.

In the late-teens and twenties, Monaco continued to turn out neatly sculpted melodies imbued with character and theatricality. Most, however, were saddled with ineffectual, untheatrical lyrics written by an assortment of middle-grade lyric writers. The principal exceptions were products of the composer’s short-lived collaboration with Sidney Clare. If the above-average lyricist’s soft, sprightly lines were neither sharp nor biting, they were nonetheless packed with playfulness and cheek. They had a clear and present purpose, an evident drive, and they were skillfully married to some of the snazziest, most exciting music that Monaco wrote. Among the pair’s best numbers were “Cross-Word Mamma You Puzzle Me (But Papa’s Gonna Figure You Out),” “Me and the Boy Friend,” and “We’re Back Together Again,” which had an especially potent melodic progression. “Ah-Ha!” scored similarly high marks with its buoyant music and the bright idea upon which it was based. But, the lyric was ultimately disjointed: the middling verse quoted one John Applesauce speaking about an individual, while the very fun chorus found him speaking directly to said individual.

Branded by Variety as “one of the most popular, successful, and talented writers in songdom,” Monaco began his career as a teenager in Albany in the early days of the 20th century, playing piano in local cafés and earning the nickname “Ragtime Jimmie.” He relocated to Chicago shortly thereafter and eventually moved to New York. Throughout the 1910s and 20s, though he had not the benefit of consistently topnotch collaborators, the Italian-born composer brought a touch of class to the precincts of Tin Pan Alley and an invigorating boost to the American popular song.


Passion, Nerve, and Personality

One of the driving forces in the development of jazz was blues. Described by Black composer and conductor Duke Ellington as a native American form of harmony born “under the broiling southern sun” and “out of the parched throats of a people in bondage,” blues expanded the color palette and creative possibilities of the American popular song. A song, whether popular or production, is most often a combination of lyric and music. Though the two elements should work in tandem toward the same end and both are capable of stimulating character and propulsion, the lyric is of the utmost importance – especially in a theatrical setting. While the music conveys the underlying emotion, the lyric articulates the thought, distinguishes the story, and furnishes the dramatic action, if any, present in the respective song. Enhanced by the current advancements in songwriting craft and syncopation, blues brought a rousing new dimension to the jazz lyric and paved the way for a trove of modern theatrical expressions tinged with passion, nerve, and personality.

One of the primary exponents of this progressive movement was Henry Creamer, a vivacious lyricist and part-time librettist who translated the earthy melodies, exotic harmonies, and jangly rhythms of jazz into a vibrant array of character, comedy, and torch songs. He was also almost certainly the best Black lyricist of the 1910s and 20s and one of only two or three Black lyricists to implement and enhance, during the same period, the elevated writing standards of the American popular song – even if he let stand the occasional false rhyme. (There is no rule that a lyric must rhyme, but those that do not should be deliberately free; not lazily or conveniently false.) A seasoned creature of the stage, Creamer imbued his best work with an emotional honesty and a powerful dramatic charge, employing, in particular, exclamations, interrogatives, repetition, and stacked phrases, all of which served to activate and propel the respective narrative. He played with rhythm and timing and emphasis and phrasing. And he fashioned his lines with colloquialisms and colorful slang. If not dressed up with sophisticated language and intricate wordplay, Creamer’s songs had cleverness and charisma. They were quirky, playful, soulful, sassy, audacious, vulnerable, confident, and brash. They offered an individuality in performance, and they were performed by many of vaudeville’s top female vocalists, including:
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	Janet Adair


	Aunt Jemima


	Belle Baker


	Marie Cahill


	Marion Harris


	Dolly Kay


	Stella Mayhew


	Isabella Patricola


	Ruth Roye


	Rae Samuels


	Blossom Seeley


	Aileen Stanley


	Sophie Tucker


	Margaret Young





Note: The contemporaneous male entertainers who employed Creamer’s work included Eddie Cantor, Al Jolson, Charles King, and Bert Williams.



Though he collaborated with numerous composers, Creamer remains most closely associated with Turner Layton, who was both Black and 15 years younger. Between 1917 and 1922, sharing a perfectly synchronized viewpoint, the pair turned out a multitude of popular songs with a melding of lyric and music that proved unusually theatrical and uncommonly terrific. Many contained a dramaturgically sculpted melodic line whose stylish contour involved interval jumps, modulated phrases, ascending and descending runs, and two-bar phrases built primarily with eighth-notes that were capable of being voiced in the clear. Many similarly contained a syncopated patter section in addition to a verse and chorus. And many, in their chorus, contained four- and twelve-bar phrases rather than strictly eights. Like Jimmie V. Monaco, Creamer and Layton trafficked in alternative song structures. And, like Jimmie V. Monaco, it gave their work an increased sense of spontaneity and an added interest, excitement, and theatricality.

“After You’ve Gone,” published in 1918, remains one of the pair’s most enduring songs. It had a 16-bar verse, a 20-bar chorus, and a gut-busting lyric penned from the vantage point of a soul on the verge of ruin. Though the individual words were simple in themselves, the carefully calculated combination thereof was combustible – ignited by a similarly gut-busting melodic line. The result was a scorched earth jazz gem that had a clear intent, a steady progression, and a bruising manner. It had, too, a clever configuration, including one bar of de facto call-and-response between lyric and music and, separately, four bars of anaphora combined with a steadily narrowing note spread: “You’ll feel blue, you’ll feel sad, you’ll miss the dearest pal you ever had…” “After You’ve Gone” was further crafted in such a way that it could, depending upon the attitude and emotional state of the interpreter, be executed in any number of styles: blues ballad, jazz trot, straight two, etc. (The second verse was both underwhelming and unnecessary.) “Don’t Go Away,” published in 1921, was a similarly dynamic number and a quasi-companion piece. Its title phrase, for instance, was rhythmically identical to that of “After You’ve Gone” and melodically inverse. But “Don’t Go Away” differed in its dramatic approach, unfolding as an impassioned plea with an emphatic, descending chromatic “I love you” along the way.

“Way Down Yonder in New Orleans,” meanwhile, was a rollicking invitational that consisted of a 16-bar verse, a 28-bar chorus, and a 16-bar patter section seasoned with Spanish flavors. Billed as “A Southern Song without a Mammy, a Mule, or a Moon,” the highly theatrical jazz standard boasted one of Creamer’s most exuberant and playful lyrics. It was published in 1922, and it received a popular rock ‘n’ roll treatment almost 40 years later by Freddy Cannon. “Sweet ‘N’ Pretty (Gee! I Wish You Were Mine),” published in 1918, was a bright bit of character writing with a buoyant lyric and six bars of built-in stop time. “The Bombo Shay,” published in 1917, was a devilishly sly dance number with an infectious rhythm and a slick lyric instructing one to slide, glide, skip, dip, stop, drop, and hop. And “Dear Old Southland,” published in 1922, was an elegiac ballad that burned with genuine sentiment and longing. The music consisted of a 32-bar chorus loosely based on “Deep River” and a 32-bar bridge loosely based on “Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child.” It concluded, as published, with a repeat of the first 16 bars of the chorus. Written from the perspective of a Black character, the lyric was peppered with fragrant memories of the central figure’s southern upbringing: the cotton fields, the levees, the pickaninnies, the Swanee Shore. Each carried an authentic emotional charge that heightened the character’s need to revisit their childhood home. Far from being a regular race item, “Dear Old Southland” was a dramatic Negro spiritual in the key of jazz.

Though Creamer had launched his career on coon songs in the first decade of the 20th century, he abandoned the use of degrading stereotypes and exaggerated dialect by the dawn of jazz. When he chose to build a song around a Black character, which he did fairly regularly, he ensured that the result was a realistic portrait painted in a contemporary manner. Among his best offerings of the sort were “Strut Miss Lizzie,” music by Turner Layton; “Walk, Jennie, Walk!,” music by Bob Shafer and Sam Wooding; and “Whoa, Tillie, Take Your Time,” music by Turner Layton. All three belonged to an unofficial series of blues struts that were built around Black women. Each possessed an invigorating rhythmic pulse and a powder keg of personality. Each, while maintaining a sense of individuality, had a crafty, stimulative melodic line profitably affixed to a neat, saucy lyric, and each, while revealing a host of active first-person pleas and declarations, was built, or framed, as a third-person narrative and begun with a verse of narration, thereby enabling the eccentric blues to be performed by an individual of any race. “Strut Miss Lizzie,” published in 1921, was the first of the series and remains perhaps the best known. In addition to sampling, in its down and dirty 20-bar chorus, four bars of the hootchie coochie snake charmer theme, the ridiculously hip dance-inducer sported a second verse of narration involving ‘dames,’ ‘dudes,’ and “super fine” stepping and a mean 16-bar patter section, complete with dotted downbeats, thumping quarters, two bars of melody voiced on a single pitch, and lots of lyrical sass:


GO DOWN THE STREET, BY THE SCHOOL

PAT YOUR FEET YOU STEPPIN’ FOOL

STRUT YOUR STUFF, USE YOUR ‘KERCH’

TROT YOUR TOOTSIES BY THE CHURCH

THRU THE ALLEY, DODGE THE CANS

SHAKE MISS SALLY’S POTS AND PANS

COOL YOUR DOGS WE’RE COMING THRU

GET SET FOR LENOX AVENUE




Note: Creamer’s other blues struts included “Buzz Mirandy,” music by Dave Franklin, and “Go Get ‘Em, Caroline,” music by Isadore Myer, a rare Black female composer. Both were highly enjoyable. “Go, Emmaline,” music by Ray Brown, was poorly written, though Creamer’s lyrics for the patter section were quite fun: “Step neat, step sweet, step anywhere but on my feet…”



Elsewhere, in the 1920s, after parting ways with Turner Layton, Creamer worked with various composers on songs like “(I’m Happy Go Lucky) There’s Nothin’ on My Mind” and “Why Can’t You Love That Way?” Many, however, had music that lacked the invention, vitality, and theatricality found in Layton’s, and Creamer’s lyrics often suffered as a result. One of his best post-Layton collaborators was James F. Hanley, a wonderful pop composer who began his career in Chicago and had a special knack for scripting playful combinations of rhythm and melody. He wrote, among other things, the Fanny Brice favorites “Rose of Washington Square,” published in 1920, and “Second Hand Rose,” published in 1921. The highlights of Creamer and Hanley’s generally juicy output included “Any Way the Wind Blows,” “Sometimes You Will, Sometimes You Won’t,” and “Wide Pants Willie (Rah! Rah! Rah!).” “Africa,” in particular, was a satirical lament with a fantastically groovy disposition and a pageful of clever lyrics – even if the subject matter was of its time and the third bar of the chorus was saddled with an uncertain rhyme. Creamer also enjoyed a fruitful collaboration with Black composer Jimmy Johnson.

In addition to the individual pop songs he penned throughout the late-teens and twenties, Creamer coauthored three “big time” vaudeville acts and multiple projects in the fields of cabaret, burlesque, and legit. In most, he actively expanded the language of the American popular song, dramatizing what Duke Ellington termed a “tone color” culled from his own cultural heritage. As music historian Isaac Goldberg noted, “Before the various types of jazz was the modern coon song; before the coon song was the minstrel show; before the minstrel show was the plantation melody and the spiritual. It is safe to say that without the Negro we should have had no Tin Pan Alley.”

[image: ]
Blossom Seeley.




Comedy, Mischief, and Titillation

If comedy and song were the backbone of vaudeville, the comedy song was one of the most precious commodities to come out of Tin Pan Alley – specifically, the comedy song with a relatable theme, whether timeless or topical, and a dash of mischief and titillation. The coon song, for instance, was a transitory exercise in grotesqueness and caricature, and the Irish, Native American, Chinese, and Jewish songs were novelties. Nonetheless, most early comedy songs were light, silly, and largely toothless, done in by the creative limitations of the time in which they were written. Those that aimed for suggestiveness were further hampered by the supposed laws of propriety. The comedy song did not ultimately come into its own until the late-teens and twenties, propelled in part by the advancements in songwriting and liberated by the revolution in jazz. Presented with a wealth of new rhythmic, melodic, and etymological possibilities, the comedy song grew sharper, racier, meatier, and more refined. Many boasted a dynamic interplay between lyric and music. And the best of them displayed an explosive combination of madness and theatricality.

William Jerome was an early pioneer in the precarious field, beginning his career in the 1880s when, as he explained, “no one wanted a comedy song writer.” Among his better-known works were “He Never Came Back,” “I’m on My Way to Reno,” “Ring, Ting-a-Ling,” and “Row, Row, Row.” The latter, published in 1912, had an exceptional modern melody by Jimmie V. Monaco. Its lyrics were cute, ephemeral, and completely innocuous. Though he was unable to carry the comedy song to maturity, Jerome blazed a trail for those who did.

One such individual was Joe Goodwin, a lyricist and professional manager whose work throughout the 1910s embodied the contemporaneous advancements in comedy. In 1911, after spending a few years in vaudeville as a “boy monologist,” Goodwin kick-started his songwriting career with “Billy,” an off-color ballad about a lonely young woman who longs for the dear departed lover with whom she used to walk, talk, dine, and…sleep. The surprise hit had music by James Kendis and Herman Paley, and it was classed by Billboard as “the first suggestive song to win universal popularity and creep into places where this style of song usually does not dare to tread.” In 1912, Goodwin upped the ante with “When I Get You Alone Tonight,” a similarly off-color creation that told the story of a shy young man who goes away to college and returns home with a twinkle in his eye. The sprightly uptempo was coauthored by Joe McCarthy and Fred Fisher. And, despite being perceived as shocking when first published, both songs remain remarkably tame. By the late-teens, though, Goodwin was turning out neater, racier refrains like “He Leaves a Little Sample Ev’rywhere,” published in 1917 and coauthored by William Tracey and Nat Vincent.


JIMMY JOHNSON HAS A JOB SELLING CANDY

TRAVELING FROM TOWN TO TOWN

HE CATERS TO THE MISSES

HE SELLS MOLASSES KISSES

A SWEETER JOB THAN HIS COULD NOT BE FOUND

HE LEAVES HIS TRADEMARK GOING TO AND FRO

HIS KISSES MAKE A HIT WHERE’ER HE GOES:




FOR HE LEAVES A LITTLE SAMPLE EV’RYWHERE

HE LEAVES A LITTLE SAMPLE HERE AND THERE

WHEN HE KNOCKS UPON A DOOR

AND SEES A PRETTY LITTLE MISS

HE DOESN’T EVEN HESITATE

HE GIVES THE GIRL A KISS

HE KNOWS THE GIRLS LOVE KISSES WHEN ALONE

SO HE ALWAYS CALLS WHEN HUBBY ISN’T HOME

ALL THE OTHER SALESMEN HATE HIM

HE’S THE ENVY OF THE MOB

EV’RY TIME YOU SEE HIM ON THE STREET

HE’S WITH A DIFF’RENT SQUAB

A LOT OF MEN WOULD WORK FOR NOTHING

JUST TO HAVE HIS JOB

CAUSE HE LEAVES A LITTLE SAMPLE EV’RYWHERE



The song was further equipped with a negligible second verse, a passable second chorus, and an extra lyric for a repeat of the final eight bars of the chorus that buttoned the number:


ONCE AN OLD MAID ANSWERED WHEN HE KNOCKED

HE QUICKLY TURNED ABOUT

“LET ME TRY ONE OF YOUR KISSES!,”

JIMMY HEARD THE OLD MAID SHOUT

HE LOOKED ONCE AT HER KISSER

THEN HE YELLED, “I’M ALL SOLD OUT”

STILL HE LEAVES A LITTLE SAMPLE EV’RYWHERE




Note: Goodwin, Tracey, and Vincent also collaborated on “There’s Just Two Things to Do on a Rainy Night (And I Don’t Wanna Play Cards),” published in 1917.
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