[image: Cover: Reverberations of Culture: Racialized Performance in Early Twentieth-Century Musical Variety by Just a Buncha Clowns, Routledge Advances in Theatre & Performance Studies, written by Shane Breaux, published by Routledge]

iReverberations of Culture

This book examines musical variety clowns and the broad array of racial and ethnic impersonations they performed on four distinct touring circuits and apparatuses: the African American Theatre Owners Booking Association (TOBA), the Chinese American so-called Chop Suey Circuit, the Mexican and Mexican American carpas tours, and Country American barn dances.

This book explores the overlooked history of touring clown performers in early twentieth-century musical variety shows, addressing both their historical marginalization and their significant impact on popular entertainment. By examining these performers’ widespread presences both on and off stage, the work challenges traditional historical narratives that have excluded diverse voices, particularly women and non-white performers. The research corrects a common misconception that racial impersonation in musical variety was exclusively the domain of White male performers. Instead, it reveals how performers and managers from various backgrounds actively challenged prevailing ideas about American identity, Whiteness, and cultural inclusion. Through this lens, the book demonstrates that musical comedy performance and management were not exclusively White privileges, but rather spaces where diverse artists contributed significantly to early twentieth-century entertainment culture and beyond.

This book will be of great interest to students and scholars interested in US musical variety, racial and national identity, and comedy.

Shane Breaux holds a PhD in Theatre and Performance from the Graduate Center of the City University of New York. In addition to his work as a dramaturg, playwright, and performer, he has published writings on African American theatre and performance, and comedic racialized performances in early twentieth-century vaudeville and variety shows. Shane is proud to note that from kindergarten through PhD, he is a product of the US public education system.
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1Introduction The Clowns Are Not All White: Reconsidering the “All-‘American’” Practice of Racialized Musical Variety Performance
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The history of the American musical is the history of white identity in the United States.

—Warren Hoffman1


If the minutest privilege could be imagined, the ruling class claimed it.

—Isabel Wilkerson2


Any baggage you don’t claim, we trash.

—Miss Pat3


In the first years of the twentieth century, a popular vaudeville and Broadway clown brought the house down performing garbled English while sporting a stage “Coolie” tunic and hair queue with painted-on slanted eyes in a yellowface act that was the centerpiece of his lasting success. A decade later in 1922, a Variety reviewer reported that a comedy duo comprised of “two men of dark complexion” performed “a Negro specialty with a lilt and swing sufficiently authentic to mark them as colored men.”4 Around the same time, a child performer made a hit imitating British film comedian Charlie Chaplin. His troupe also featured a comedy duo who performed the poor working-class Mexican types china poblana and borracho who got laughs trafficking in stereotypes of being lazy, drunk, and sexually promiscuous. Finally, another duo made a small-time splash with their countrified “hillbilly” act that also included Scottish and Yiddish numbers and imitations of Bing Crosby and Frank Sinatra.

Given the fact that such racial and ethnic impersonations were an expected norm on musical variety stages in the early twentieth-century United States, this brief list of performances is likely not surprising. However, what might be surprising is that none of the performers referred to above were “white.” African American Harry Fiddler was a popular yellowface clown; Asian Americans Shun Tock and Yen Wah performed the “Negro specialty” presumably in blackface; Mexican American Ignacio Barranco performed Chaplin for the Barranco Brothers, and he and his sister Magdalena 2performed sketches featuring the drunk Mexican couple; and Chinese Americans Ming, Ling, and Hoo See, collectively known as the Chinese Hillbillies, performed an array of white characters, including the stage hillbilly or country rube. It is performances such as these, the dizzying array of racial and ethnic stereotypes they represented, the touring apparatuses that mobilized them across the United States and abroad, and their all-but-complete invisibilization from musical variety history that form the foundation of Reverberations of Culture: Racialized Performance in Early Twentieth Century Musical Variety by Just a Buncha Clowns.

Simply put, since their very first entrances onto popular stages in the United States, African, Chinese, Mexican, and Country Americans5 (or in some cases those who “passed” as such) have been performing comedic exaggerations of themselves and other Others since at least the middle of the nineteenth century. What is more, all four groups performed these types with success on their own distinct tours in the first half of the twentieth century: Black vaudeville and the African American Theatre Owners Booking Association (TOBA), the Chinese American so-called Chop Suey Circuit, the Mexican and Mexican American carpas tours, and Country American barn dance radio shows. I focus on these particular circuits to show how the clowns on them pushed against the resistance they faced as marked Others and “Americanized” themselves through these performances. I show how their racialized performances in musical variety fit within US popular culture more generally, which have largely gone understudied. In doing so, I also demonstrate how they achieved their own Americanness without entirely “melting”—that romanticized notion of assimilating—into it and, more significantly, how they (re)defined Americanness itself in the process.

Musical variety is widely accepted as an all-American cultural production like baseball and apple pie, and I don’t entirely disagree.6 However, I would like to revise that sentiment by claiming it is also an “all-‘American’” creation, to borrow Karen Shimakawa’s taxonomy of punctuation. In National Abjection: The Asian American Body Onstage, Shimakawa strategically uses scare quotes around “American” and “not-‘American’” to denote the cultural construction of both “America” as well as an “other” non-normative, not-all-white America.7 It usefully points out the differences between actual US Americanness full of its complex ethnic and socio-cultural diversities from world cultures, perspectives, and traditions in reality and the idea of “America”—the mythological category of a normative White population from which all others who do not adhere to it are moved to its periphery for being “not-‘American’.”

This is a significant part of the process of invisibilizing non-whiteness in its many guises. So, while Shimakawa focuses on Asian Americans in particular, I apply her terms with scare quotes to other groups considered not White enough to be counted as “American.” So if musical variety is “all-‘American’” and the convention of racial impersonation is integral to it, I argue that ridiculing Others in the name of comedy is likewise an “all-‘American’” practice. It is also 3truly an all-American one as it reflects both the monolithically constructed “white” United States as well as the diverse realities of the United States.

In fact, the relationship between performing an “Other” in a performance and construction of a normative White American identity even predates the nineteenth-century advent of musical variety. In 1773, well before the first-known performance of blackface minstrelsy for white working-class audiences effectively inaugurated popular culture in the United States, approximately 50 White British colonists, who were less than three years away from legally becoming Americans, ceremoniously dumped 90,000 pounds of British tea into Boston Harbor in a performative and transgressive act against British taxation and tyranny. But before taking over the cargo ships and hosting their legendary tea party, these White performers of revolution disguised themselves as Native Americans by coloring their faces with red paint and wrapping their bodies in heavy blankets.8 This was not, of course, a comedic performance, but it was still very much a public one. A performance of violence and ethnic impersonation, to be sure, but it was also, most significantly to the present study, an early performance of white privilege and “Americanness” made possible by masking up as a racialized Other impossibly to define themselves as American.

For Ralph Ellison, this particular incident served as a significant flash point in the long-standing relationship among performance, race, ethnic masks, and US culture. According to Ellison, “The declaration of an American identity meant the assumption of a mask, and it imposed not only the discipline of national self-consciousness, it gave Americans an ironic awareness of the joke that always lies between appearance and reality.”9 Ellison goes on to write that the US Revolutionaries’ coloring their faces created a “mobility of society” from British colonist to US American citizen that “has encouraged the use of the mask for good and evil ever since … when American life is most American it is apt to be most theatrical.”10

The social mobility Ellison points out provides one of the core ideas in Reverberations of Culture, as its central argument is that musical variety clowns claimed their own Americanness and (re)defined it through their theatrical presences in musical variety as well as their real-life presences in society as they physically and socially mobilized their acts and themselves around the United States. My dual focus here between the theatrical and the extratheatrical, to use Marvin McAllister’s helpful taxonomy, is central to my argument that clowns marked as other by normative White US society and legislation have been present in and contributing to US popular culture since before the nineteenth century. Even though they certainly have been a party to the persistent and damaging performances of stereotypes whose effects are still felt today, I contend that these performers effectively integrated both theatrical and extratheatrical spaces that were otherwise often hostile to their presences as they toured around the United States and abroad. With this potential in mind, the effects of the mobility afforded by musical variety to these Others cannot be overstated.11

4Therefore, I argue that the African, Asian, Mexican, and Country American clowns who performed potentially damaging ethnic and racial impersonations of themselves and other Others did so in order to gain access to jobs in popular entertainment, while at the same time they shaped it and made it less culturally white. They did so by adhering to musical variety’s strict stage conventions. According to Marvin McAllister in Whiting Up: Whiteface Minstrels and Stage Europeans in African American Performance (2011), “The United States has always been a contradictory multiracial, polyethnic, intercultural republic where even the most disempowered could exert cultural and psychic influence on the national imagination.”12 For McAllister, African American performers actively “subverted the notion of whiteness as the measure of culture and refinement,” and influenced the national imagination by “trespass[ing] on representational terrain long thought to be the exclusive domain of white performers.”13

While McAllister’s ideas greatly inform my project, our work diverges in an important way. In Whiting Up, McAllister seeks to undermine Whiteness as a category by showing how Black performers like “Bob Cole and other whiting up artists respectfully redeployed Whiteness to stage their own liberation.”14 I see more ways for non-white clowns to “trespass on representational terrain” and “stage their own liberation”—ways that decenter the notion of a monolithic Whiteness as the center of US society and culture. Rather, the clowns I study here all point up the ways that dominant US culture and society marks them as non-white. At times the clowns did so deliberately, but also as we will see below, sometimes the audiences’ expectations and inability to see non-white performers as anything but “not white” did that work. In both cases, their visibility of Otherness is what works to “liquidat[e] … ethnic and regional cultures” and reveal Whiteness as “a largely empty” category, as David R. Roediger has written.15

Therefore, in Reverberations of Culture, I view and present all the clowns considered here as entertainers who were marked as Other in reality yet made people laugh in performance and stretched dominant definitions of Americanness and Whiteness by “trespassing” where they putatively did not belong. Therefore, I will make clear that neither the all-American practice of racialized comedy and ethnic impersonations nor the enterprising savvy of touring and production management has ever actually been the sole domain of so-called white Euro Americans.

Taking these concerns into consideration, my goal is to show how US American musical variety is never not about race, ethnicity, and class and, furthermore, how it can destabilize most of those categories. Going further, I also hope to demonstrate the claim that musical comedy, as a descendent of musical variety, is “a major cultural white form” that “firmly reflects a white outlook on American life,” as Warren Hoffman has asserted, is woefully incomplete.16 By not specifying which “white” people he sees reflected in US musical comedy, he reveals his assumption of a single unified category of Whiteness. Just like US society and culture generally, the performances and the clowns themselves are not now, and never have been, all white.

5As troubling as Hoffman’s claim sounds, much of the scholarship on musical comedy and variety in the United States has mostly shared this ideology. Despite a nearly universal acceptance that musical comedy and race have always been intertwined, most studies adhere to what I call the East Coast Narrative of immigration and cultural Otherness, and it needs to be expanded to better reflect the reality of diversity in both popular entertainment and US society. Indeed, Joe Laurie, Jr., the clown-turned-vaudeville chronicler, established this in an essay he wrote for the 1946 special 40th anniversary issue of Variety in which he implied that the only “immigrants” who contributed to US comedy were those who arrived, or were descended from those who arrived, in the United States through New York City. Laurie wrote,


When Castle Garden first opened in 1820 to let the motley races of the world into America, it started a brand-new chapter in the annals of [US American] humor. It merged the jokes of the Old World with those of the New, to produce the melting-pot kind of humor that is uniquely American… . it is the slashing humor which makes fun of the whole world, including ourselves… . Freedom makes for humor, and plenty is the father of fun. For he who laughs … LASTS!17


Laurie goes on to specifically celebrate vaudeville clowns for how they “poked good natured fun at every new group of arrivals, their customs, troubles and dialects.”18 He wrote,


Since the gates of Ellis Island were closed to mass migration, we have digested the humor brought to us by the forebears of our present generation of Americans. Traces of Irish and ‘Dutch,’ Yiddish and Italian, Scotch and Negro are in the Niagaras of humor pouring over America.19


Laurie’s narrow focus on Castle Garden and Ellis Island suggests that “every new group of arrivals” in the United States only came from Europe. However, as I will demonstrate, that focus is dangerously myopic because it neglects the presences of the other Others whose relationship with the United States began on the West Coast, the Southern border, Appalachia, or the rural South and Midwest, and beyond. Paradoxically, among the other Others neglected by the East Coast Narrative are Country Americans, those conditionally White folks, most often referred to as epithets hillbilly, cracker, hick, rube, or white trash, and whose British and Scotch (i.e., European) Whiteness was eclipsed by their status as “a primitive people as yet unchanged by immigration and uncontaminated by modern civilization,” according to one White ethnographer in 1889.20 As such, they were considered a threat to White modernity, urban sophistication, and industrial progress. In other words, they may have passed otherwise as an “American” because of their proximity to Whiteness, but their low-class status was embarrassing enough that Whites in power felt the need to distance themselves from these Country Americans because they did not fit 6into hegemonic White narratives of respectability and, yes, ethnic uplift. It turns out even some White people pose a threat to white supremacy, so they were marked as “Other” in various popular cultural productions, including musical variety, and they’ve continued to be represented as Others in both realms today.

The East Coast Narrative of immigrants, their descendants, and musical variety clowning did not end with Laurie, as it still persists in most contemporary scholarship on early twentieth-century musical variety performances in the United States. Indeed, Raymond Knapp and Larry Stempel provide two excellent studies of immigrants’ presences in US musical variety, and they both admittedly give more focus to Irish and Jewish immigrants, as well as African Americans. This is because, Stempel notes, those three groups “would contribute most substantially to the development of Broadway musicals at the dawn of the twentieth century.”21 Knapp is also to be commended for attempting “to take greater care to construct nonexclusionary histories” of the US American musical, but he goes on to write that “we should take care not to exclude obviously central groups,” by whom he means white gay men.22 They, of course, did need to be made visible in such histories in 2005 when his book was published, but his approach still leaves out those performers who were not lucky enough to be at the center.

Most (but certainly not all) histories of US musical theatre in general remain nearly completely focused on Broadway musicals and big time vaudeville and ignore, or flatly deny, the existence of other musical variety touring apparatuses, clowns, and producers. Admittedly, this may be due to the fact that musical comedy, variety, and racialized performances have only relatively recently garnered serious scholarly attention, thereby creating the need to produce “foundational” texts with necessarily specific (and therefore relatively narrow) focuses. Most of them, whom I will point out below, have facilitated both my understanding and contextualization of the different racial and ethnic groups’ performance apparatuses, content, and conditions in this book. However, that focus has remained so tight that the cultural productions of those working outside the mainstream European-derived shows and tours have effectively been “invisibilized,” to borrow from Brenda Dixon Gottschild, from more general US popular culture history, even if unintentionally.23 Indeed, according to James V. Hatch,


A student who reads ‘American’ in the title of a theatre text should expect more than European ethnics. Most texts and reference books ignore Native Americans, Hispanic Americans, and Asian Americans entirely; for Afro-Americans, they offer token entries or none.24


Hatch left out White Country Americans who have also been present in musical variety, yet no complete study of the rube figure or the relationship between early country music and musical variety exists in the field of musical 7comedy. With nary a study that considers the performances of these racial, ethnic, and class types in relation to each other, the field remains largely segregated. As such, it also consistently (if implicitly at times) maintains Whiteness at the center of the discourse given the focus on a single type (i.e., blackface, yellowface, or brownface) and reliance on the generic racial binary of “white” and “non-white.” Indeed, as Faedra Chatard Carpenter has recently shown, that binary “underscor[es] persistent perceptions of difference and disparity,”25 showing that Hatch’s lament, published in 1989, unfortunately remains true today.

Reverberations of Culture attempts to open that territory and unsettle the segregated histories of US American performance. Like Brian Herrera’s Latin Numbers: Playing Latino in Twentieth-Century U.S. Popular Performance, which “integrates … typically segregated historical narratives—US social and cultural history, Latina/o history, and performance history,” Reverberations Of Culture similarly aims to “integrate” the field of musical variety performance through multiple historical contexts.26 I do so by foregrounding African, Asian, Mexican, and Country American clowns and the circuits where they performed racial and ethnic impersonations of nearly every type in the United States (including themselves and other Others) in the name of Laurie’s “uniquely American” humor.

Here, I build on the work of scholars who have also sought to rehabilitate the historical record and have not only inspired me but also, more importantly, set the stage to stretch the limits of that record even further. The reader will note these sources throughout my study and in the bibliography, but several are worthy of specific mention here. The work of David Krasner, Daphne Brooks, Jayna Brown, Nadine George-Graves, Marvin McAllister, and James F. Wilson provided keys to rethinking the history of Black performance in the US. Esther Lee Kim, Krystyn R. Moon, and Karen Shimakawa all created the necessary contexts for my work on the history of Asian American performance, while Delia Méndez Montesinos, Tomás Ybarra-Frausto, David Román, and Brian Eugenio Herrera inspired my understanding of Mexican and Latin American performance. Tracey Laird, Bill Malone, Pamela Fox, and Kristine McCusker were instrumental in my understanding of the ways Country American performances of White rural poverty were central to the country music industry. Finally, informing my understanding of racial and ethnic performances in the US beyond these four categories were works by Andrea Most, Raymond Knapp, Stacy Wolf, and Scott McMillin.

These scholars have inspired my approach and facilitated my work of broadening the world of musical variety clowning and national identity. Like them, for instance, I also seek to stretch the fields of musical variety and performances of race and ethnicity by filling other historical gaps, and hopefully revealing other groups for future scholars to continue this work. I expand upon these histories by documenting some of the many understudied clowns and their racialized performances. I present them together under the umbrella of US musical variety in this single study to illuminate where and 8how they overlap as well as diverge. In doing so, I hope to firmly establish their significant presences in the US cultural landscape—even if they remain on its periphery.

I also demonstrate how the performers were subject to deliberate and strategic constructions of their stage personas in order to give their respective audiences what they wanted: self-ridicule and comedic performances of other Others in the name of socio-political and cultural marginalization. All four groups also had to contend with anxieties regarding their comedic self-ridicule, or exaggerated performances of “themselves.” The concern for el qué dirán—a colloquial phrase which Chicanx historian Tomás Ybarra-Frausto translates as “What will the neighbors say”—was expressed by them all.27 In other words, the clowns all faced criticism from those who identified similarly to them based on anxieties that the US public would actually believe the types were authentic representations, no matter how grotesquely exaggerated they were.

While the clowns covered in these pages trafficked in stereotypes that have proven to be as damaging as persistent, I follow the lead of Mel Watkins and W. T. Lhamon, Jr. who understand the complexities of these performances and the cultural values they also hold. Indeed, as Lhamon has written, early nineteenth-century blackface performance marks the “moment when blackness first became widely popular in America.”28 I likewise present these performances with respect and without judgment because I agree with Lhamon’s observation about the popularity of Blackness, even in its distorted states, as well as the other racial and ethnic identities performed in musical variety. Stacy Wolf’s feminist history of Broadway musicals provides a mode of reception that allows us to admire the performers’ work even when the content of their performances is troubling. In Changed for Good (2011), Wolf grapples with her feminist reading of the 1966 musical Sweet Charity, in which the title character’s “ostensible weakness […] is contradicted by the actor’s strength in performance, especially in singing and dancing.” For Wolf, it is “the exuberant action—the ‘doing’—[that] performatively brings feminist possibilities into being.”29 For musical variety clowns who performed stereotypes, the same holds true—the “exuberant” performance of comedy conjures new possibilities of US Americanness and national belonging into being.

I also contend that these performers provided much-needed diversity in casting, show material, perspectives, and (for better or worse) they were very much a part of the creation of that distinctly US American kind of humor and comedic performance. They toyed with the questions of legal and cultural citizenship and made the most of their time in the spotlight of musical variety to make themselves, and others like them, visible. In this, I follow Heather S. Nathans’s observation that the performers’ appearances on stage could have helped “naturalize unfamiliar figures into a new landscape” and “ease[d] the pace of change for audiences consuming these images in the playhouse” as they head back into reality, despite also perpetuating stereotypes.30 Considered together, the presences of their othered bodies and the 9presentation of their talents work against the racial binaries that remain stubbornly in place and against the homogenization of the diversity in US musical variety. These performers laid the groundwork for future marginalized comedians to find work on stage, to continue to work within and against the violent legacies of racial and ethnic stereotyping, and to enjoy the thrills of making an audience laugh its head off.


“But There Is No Other, We Are It”: Presences and Invisibilization in US Musical Variety

I borrow the terms presence and invisibilization from Brenda Dixon Gottschild’s Digging the Africanist Presence in American Performance, in which she considers the “Africanist presence” in US American culture and how it “has shaped a New World legacy that sets American culture apart from that of Western Europe.” For Gottschild, the Africanist presence “is a potent, vital force that plays a significant role in defining the American aesthetic. At the same time, it has suffered from sins of commission and omission; it has been invisibilized.”31 Her approach works to make visible those who and that which have been invisibilized in deference to European models and influences. According to Gottschild,


When we are able to see the African reflection as the image of our culture, then finally we will behold ourselves fully as Americans—in the mirror. At that point it will be silly to talk about Africanist presences as “the Africanist contribution.” That is the outdated language of disenfranchisement, the mindset that implies that European is something bigger or better into which the African—the Other—is subsumed. But there is no Other, we are it.32


Her invisibilization of other Others outside those of African descent who have also defined a uniquely “American aesthetic” notwithstanding, I find great value in Gottschild’s preference for the “presences of” Africanisms rather than African Americans’ “contributions to” popular US American performance. Therefore, I also seek to make the “presences” of other Others visible, namely African, Asian, Mexican, and Country American musical variety clowns, to show how inadequate the systems of White supremacy can be as they attempt to construct, contain, and protect a particular mythically-pure US American Whiteness. At the same time, the book addresses the invisibilization of women comedians, who are too often paid only scant attention in histories of comedy or are left out entirely.33 Here I aim to clear the air to make those presences easier to see in order to demonstrate how they are all still “present” and at work in US popular culture today.

For the most part, the performers considered here were born in the United States but were still marked as foreign, alien, and not-“American,” which similarly intensified their “need to imitate” Euro Americans both theatrically 10(on stage) as well as extratheatrically (outside the theatre). The significance, not to mention the productiveness, of considering theatrical performances alongside extratheatrical performances was established by Marvin McAllister, who uses the term extratheatrical in his excellent “interpretive history” White People Do Not Know How to Behave at Entertainments Designed for Ladies and Gentlemen of Colour.34 For McAllister, the extratheatrical refers to social performances of race outside the theatre in order to provide strategies to rethink ways that “blacks perform white privilege” in society, in show business, and in US popular culture.35 In addition to their performances of white privilege, I would add that they were also performing their Americanness, including Whiteness as well as other Others, in all their contradictions and complexities outside the theatre. By doing so, they threatened to be rendered visible by the spotlight of musical variety and thereby redefining what Americanness actually is.

The extratheatrical presence of these clowns is nearly as significant as the theatrical presence, and therefore, Reverberations of Culture is concerned with the social and material conditions of touring and performing. For example, in her history of El Teatro Campesino and Chicanx theatre, Yolanda Broyles-González reveals “various layers of the material social process, of the living circumstances and concrete human work that informed all ensemble productions.” For Broyles-González, analyzing performances without proper attention paid to the material and social conditions of their creation and reception “must remain a truncated understanding.”36 The same holds true for my subjects of study as well. All the clowns and managers in this study have been “present,” both theatrically by imitating Euro, African, Asian, Mexican, and Country Americans on musical variety stages, as well as extratheatrically. For the latter, they performed US Americanness (or white privilege) by managing their own shows and traveling throughout the United States, and sometimes the world, in spaces that welcomed them despite their otherness, and mostly because of their status as entertainers. Indeed, as historian Jayna Brown claims, acknowledging “black people in voluntary transit … runs the risk of affirming black people as world historical agents, rather than as a timeless people inextricably tied to the land and to a timeless past.”37 As will become clear in this study, the three other groups under consideration were also forced to contend with the attitude that they were pre-modern and backward with no past or culture worthy enough to be considered present in US popular culture on stage or off. I present them here as active and mobile agents of their success rather than victims of musical variety stereotyping.


“Pushed Too Far, Actors Can Quickly Become Vaudevillians”:38 On Musical Variety and Clowns

Because variety is a term that is both specific and general when considering popular performance in the United States, it is necessary to establish precisely what I mean by musical variety.39 Specifically, the nineteenth-century variety 11show was a raucous non-narrative performance structured on individual performers doing specialty acts in a carefully ordered bill—always including comedy, music, and racial impersonation—to highlight the variety of performances and maximize audience fun. They first rose to popularity in the mid-nineteenth century among working-class audiences in concert saloons where mostly male patrons would eat, drink lots of alcohol, flirt with the servers, and enjoy various performances and close proximity to the performers. It is widely considered a descendant of blackface minstrelsy (another working-class stage show that mingled music, comedy, and racial impersonation in a rowdy and permissive atmosphere) and the precursor to vaudeville. The latter would become a popular cultural juggernaut after Tony Pastor offered a new “‘high-class’ … ‘clean’ brand of variety,” which led to the shift in audiences from working- to middle-class families.40 In addition to minstrelsy and vaudeville, the variety format has also been applied to myriad other musical comedy forms, such as tent shows, revues, tandas de variedad (a Chicanx hybrid of US vaudeville and Mexican teatro de género chico),41 and Broadway musical comedies of the early twentieth century. By using the overarching term musical variety, I aim to place the clowns and their circuits under consideration here into this larger and longer history of musical variety, comedy, and racial and ethnic impersonations in the United States.

Variety, of course, also generally refers to the literal variety of the mostly unrelated acts presented on stage no matter the venue, audience, or form. Writing in Showtime, Larry Stempel claims the loose structure of the variety show allowed its performers to “focus on the act of performing itself, unencumbered by other considerations,” such as narrative plots, social decorum, or concern for sophistication, respectability, or el qué dirán. Most important to the current study is the variety show’s unencumbered, “no-holds-barred approach to matters of race, ethnicity, and gender,” making it a perfect venue for the disruptive racialized performances of musical variety clowns.42

The ubiquity of racial and ethnic impersonations across all tours, venues, and shows suggests that the tastes and expectations of all those different audiences undoubtedly included that kind of ridicule in the name of humor, making it a convention of the musical variety in general. As a result, from early nineteenth-century blackface minstrelsy through early twentieth-century musical comedies, musical variety fostered the performance and dissemination of grotesque racial caricatures. For example, just as an acrobat would always perform that specialty wherever they appeared, clowns would always perform their particular comedic specialty, even if it did not make dramaturgical sense for them to do so.

For instance, Cole Porter’s 1934 musical comedy Anything Goes includes scenes where the major characters Billy, Reno, and Moon Face hide from the law disguised as “Chinese” people in yellowface, forcing contemporary directors and performers reviving the show to grapple with the demeaning and nonsensical representation. However, the creators originally introduced the yellowface disguise as part of the “plot” simply because it was a specialty 12of comedian William Gaxton, who had already been cast in the show while Porter and his team were still writing it. Quite simply, audiences expected him to do his “Chinese shtick” no matter the show he was in.43 These conventions were integral to big and small time vaudeville, Broadway, and to all four circuits being considered here. Therefore, my use of the term musical variety also serves to illuminate the interconnectedness between the mainstream and the periphery of musical comedy in the United States. In other words, it shows how the clowns on these four circuits were “trespassing” on the big time’s cultural turf, even if they had not physically appeared there.

Next, I use the term clown rather than comedian because it gets closer to the frenetic, disruptive, and transgressive energy that the musical variety performers I include here unreservedly wreak. Indeed, the term clown suggests someone who is undignified, over-the-top, a little dangerous, and potentially embarrassing to polite society. Clowns are more dangerous than comedians, and the former exist more on the margins of polite society (or the margins of citizenship, even) than the latter. Musical variety clowns are akin to “the variety actor,” who Joe Laurie, Jr. wrote “was always a carefree guy [sic] with very little dignity.”44 Hardly anyone would refer to “a buncha clowns” as a compliment. Rather it is usually an insult, even if playful, meant to dismiss them as inconsequential.

Reveling in rough lowbrow humor with little concern for respectability, clowns are also like those actors whom a reviewer in the New York Times recently suggested “quickly become vaudevillians” when “pushed too far.”45 Clowns will do just about anything for a laugh, including ridiculing themselves, and they often transgress hegemonic notions of race, gender, ethnicity, and class decorum no matter how foolish or grotesque it might make them appear. They will go as far as they can to land a bit, earn a laugh, and perfect their craft. As Black vaudeville clown Dewey “Pigmeat” Markham responded to a question about how far he was willing to go for a joke, “Man, I could never work for giggles.”46

Again, the conventions of musical variety facilitate such exaggerated performances. Without a script to follow or social expectations to adhere to, every kind of variety performer—including acrobats, singers, and clowns—were able to give each audience what it wanted in the moment through improvisation and interacting with audiences. According to Bruce Kirle, the fluidity of musical comedy dramaturgy, “the very openness” of its format, “relied on the participation of the performer as cocreator” of each show.47 If musical comedy structures are open, then musical variety structures are even more so, allowing clowns to more readily stop the show to comment on the material, current events, or any occurrence in the performance space. They also did so with atextual performative elements such as side takes to the audience, funny faces, costuming, makeup, and their comic personas, which Andrew Davis claimed were expected of musical variety clowns.48 Clowns expertly used their physicality and their comic personas to communicate the unspoken, and it was often in these unscripted moments when clowns would 13comment on the show itself or current events. At times, they took advantage of such clowning conventions to highlight the construction of racial or ethnic types and to offer political critiques of life in the United States, which brings us to the alibi of the comedic-anarchy.


“The Architectus of the Comic Action”:49 Defining the Comedic-Anarchy

In this study, I intentionally privilege comedy over humor. The clowns considered here certainly deployed humor in their performances, but I am more interested in the disruptive, sometimes unsettling, aspects of comedy, and Northrop Frye’s take on “comic action” is useful. According to Frye, the clown roles in ancient Roman playwright Plautus’s comedies serve as “the architectus of the comic action.” They are “in fact the spirit of comedy.”50 This is another way I understand clowns—as an embodiment of and a vessel for that spirit. Just like the clowns on tour, this spirit is also mobile and can be embodied by a performer of any specialty, not just those full-time clowns. For instance, a dancer, acrobat, or magician might allow a momentary flash of clowning to erupt and disrupt their own otherwise non-comedic act. For example, Chinese American dancer Jadin Wong (1913–2010), whose unexpected conclusion to her own otherwise straight dance routine, “Dancing is strenuous but better than going back to laundry,” evoked cheers and laughter from spectators.51 In this single moment, Wong points out both Chinese stereotypes available to her as a Chinese woman living in the United States—the exotic Oriental beauty and the Oriental laundress—and favors the one the audience before her has paid to see. She uses a joke—or humor—evoking the comedic-anarchy to tell her audience, who came for a good time, that she knows just where she fits into US culture and society.

In my attempt to adhere this particular comedic spirit to musical variety performers and to demonstrate the mobility of comedic racial, ethnic, and class impersonations across time and space, I use the term comedic-anarchy. This is inspired, in part, by Antonin Artaud’s description of the Marx Brothers’ 1931 film Monkey Business as a “hymn to anarchy and whole-hearted revolt”52 and Henry Jenkins’s 1992 study of early sound films’ debt to the “vaudeville aesthetic.”53 For Artaud, “when the poetic spirit” of the Marx Brothers’ comedy is “exercised, it always leads toward a kind of boiling anarchy, an essential disintegration of the real.”54 Jenkins builds on Artaud’s idea and uses the term anarchistic comedy to theorize how the Marx Brothers’ films “foreground the active and central role of the clowns as bringers of anarchy.”55 Their films favored “fragmented and episodic narrative[s]” over “linearity and causality” and “heterogeneity, even at the risk of disunity and incoherence.” Much like musical variety dramaturgy, these films “are anarchistic in both form and content” with the clowns disrupting both the social and the narrative orders.56

14While Jenkins and Artaud write about film comedy specifically, it is clear that the same anarchistic comedy appeared on musical variety stages, where the Marx Brothers began their anarchic clowning, in the first half of the twentieth century. However, Jenkins’s anarchistic comedy is more concerned with form and text and does not quite get to the point I am making about the clowns and how their performances function in musical variety. For Jenkins, the noun comedy is described by the adjective anarchistic, suggesting the comedic form as a whole is anarchistic, whereas I am concerned with how mobile, flexible, and surprising the comic spirit can be in brief bursts. My comedic-anarchy also makes visible how performers can embody the comedic spirit regardless of the show or number in which they appear, and how they carry it with them wherever they go, trespassing both theatrically and extratheatrically. Jadin Wong’s unexpected metaphoric yellowface performance of the Asian laundry stereotype concluding her dance can be seen as a theatrical trespassing into an actual yellowface impersonation, which is widely considered the terrain of White performers, and a comedic-anarchical disruption of the dominate “narrative” of her dance on stage.

In addition, these clowns’ mobility and transgressive presences mirror the stage comedic-anarchy by disrupting the dominant “all-American” narrative extratheatrically as well. In other words, this buncha clowns might have played the fool on stage, but they were anything but fools in reality. To account for these particularities of the relationship between the comedic and the anarchistic on stage and off, I have changed the word order so that the anarchistic energy the clown embodies is described as comedic, and therefore, as Maurice Charney has written, “comfortable and appealing … even when the characters seem to be anarchistic, destructive, and revolutionary.”57 I have also included a hyphen, which illustrates the interdependent, two-way relationship between them, illustrating how it is both comic anarchy and anarchic comedy.58

That the anarchy is comedic is also significant in terms of the way that the disruptive anarchy is masked by comedy, humor, and a sense of fun, providing what Robin Bernstein has termed an alibi. In Racial Innocence: Performing American Childhood from Slavery to Civil Rights (2011), Bernstein argues that the construction and performance of childhood innocence in the nineteenth-century US served as an alibi that masked the teaching of anti-Black racism; this alibi became a “vehicle by which childhood suffused, gave power to, and crucially shaped … racial projects” in the United States. For Bernstein, “these strange cultural phenomena … became so familiar as to appear unremarkable.”59 I see similar forces at work in musical variety conventions, its clowns, and their humor: the alibi carries forward “the simplistic treatment of race and ethnicity” creating the comforting sense that the stereotypes are harmless and allowing them to thrive in US popular culture (Snyder, 1989). As Wolf convincingly argued in Changed for Good, musical comedy’s generic conventions are powerful in that they are “internalized by musical theatre audiences,” so much so “that their existence seems a natural part of the musical’s architecture and 15not an invention that became naturalized over time.”60 Therefore, the same can be said of musical variety’s clowns, with the alibi carrying forward simplified and stereotypical representations of race and ethnicity all the while creating the comforting sense that the stereotypes are harmless, and so natural that they provide a cover in US popular entertainment through today.61 Racial mimicry is not just familiar; it is also expected.

Clowns productively used these musical variety conventions, which are shared across all four touring apparatuses covered in this book, as their own alibi to insert socially and politically transgressive content into their performances. For example, carpa historian Socorro Merlín claims that a Mexican clown performing in las carpas, “con su disfraz … puede hacer y decir lo que le venga en gana en su relación dialógica con el colectivo, porque su rol se lo permite” (with his disguise … can do and say anything he wants in his dialogic relationship with the audience, because the role allows it).62 Indeed, the clowns in las carpas said “lo que ningún periódico se atreve a proclamar, … con tanta franqueza como atrevimiento” (what no newspaper dares to proclaim, with as much frankness as daring).63

As such, I also consider these clowns and the commentary they perform through the comedic-anarchy as what Richard Iton has termed “artist-activists,” or those performers in popular culture who productively participated in the “informal politics” of culture due to a lack of extratheatrical representation in the “formal politics” of legislation on state and national levels.64 Iton writes in terms of the absence, presence, and visibility of Black artist-activists specifically, and he rightfully argues that popular culture renders the invisible visible.65 The same is true for African, Asian, Mexican, and Country American clowns, whose activism was facilitated in part by how musical variety stages function as “crucibles of culture where people gathered to reflect on, debate, and struggle with the social and political problems of the moment.”66 The clowns covered here may have concretized stage stereotypes as authentic, but inside the crucible of culture of musical variety, they also potentially provoked a regular reconsideration of the validity of those types as well as the significance they hold in US popular culture.67 These clowns turned social and political concerns inside out amid disruption and raucous laughter (but never giggles).

Finally, the comedic-anarchy provides the perfect vehicle to foster the excessive ridicule that is integral to racial, ethnic, and class impersonations (not to mention US popular culture) all within the safe confines of the musical variety frame. Both the comedic-anarchy and musical variety provide alibis that mask the violence and danger of such cultural appropriations. At the same time, and here is the real power of the comedic-anarchy, it also provides an alibi for Iton’s informal political activism that results from clowns deemed not-white performing US Americanness theatrically by embodying others in the name of comedy and extratheatrically by taking on the roles of business owners, managers, and cultural citizens traveling around the United States and abroad.


16Methodology and Chapter Summaries

Reverberations of Culture presents the performers, what they did in performance, their distinct touring apparatuses, and public responses to them in order to render the clowns, their circuits, and both their theatrical and extratheatrical presences in musical variety visible. Each chapter is devoted to one of four distinct musical variety touring apparatuses from the first half of the twentieth century—namely, Black vaudeville and the African American Theatre Owners Booking Association, the Chinese American Chop Suey Circuit, the Mexican and Mexican American carpas tours, and Country American barn dance radio. I frame each chapter with its own theoretical lens, taken from recent scholarship on each group, in an attempt to ground each discussion in its particular discourse and to avoid whitewashing their performances entirely as “American.”

Demonstrating their extratheatrical presences in terms of their particular cultural, socio-economic, and legislative attempts to invisibilize them in the US, each chapter provides historical context of the extratheatrical milieu and social environments in which the clowns made their way and made themselves present (and troublesome) in US society and popular culture. I also provide an overview of the extratheatrical conditions to provide the socio-economic and historical contexts in which the performers lived and thrived despite the hostility they often met on the road, as well as the stereotypes they were forced to contend with in reality. Then, I examine their theatrical presences to demonstrate how stereotypes of Blackness, Asianness, Mexicanness, and Country Americanness constructed in reality were performed (including self-stereotyping) on these tours. I also consider the ways their self-stereotyped performances can be read as transgressive responses to them using the relationship between that extratheatrical reality and the theatrical performance to resist the idea that they “jes grew” like Topsy in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Admittedly, this project also invisibilizes many other Others, and there is much work to be done. For instance, performances of gender identity, of Native Americans, South Asian, and Middle Eastern identities, to name only several, would create a more complete picture of the great variety in US musical variety even more.

The clowns covered in this study are by no means the only, or even the most famous, ones who performed on these circuits as there were many others doing similar work. The work of clowns such as Bert Williams, Bob Cole, Billy Kersands, Aida Overton Walker, Cantinflas, La Chata Noelesca, Jack Soo, Minnie Pearl, and Uncle Dave Macon have already been explored in varying degrees by the scholars I engage with in this book. In my attempt to unsettle the center-and-periphery dynamics of most musical variety histories, I have mostly chosen clowns who have received only cursory mentions in recent scholarship if any at all, and I also include a few who have garnered serious consideration. For the latter, I provide new analyses of their work inspired by their presences within the larger network and broader context of US musical variety. My goal is to inspire even more ways of considering the issue of racialized comedy in musical variety and other popular performances 17by placing them in context with lesser-known performers. In all, I selected my case studies based on particular criteria: their appearance on the touring apparatuses in the early and mid-twentieth century, the types they performed, and the availability of sufficient material to allow me to approximate what they actually did on stage and how critics and audiences responded to them.

I rely heavily on reviews in Billboard and Variety as these publications were concerned with myriad popular performance forms across the United States and abroad. The fact that they are based in New York City also provides some context of how the mainstream press (mis)understood and interpreted these mostly small-time clowns. Because most of the performers and managers covered here have not been paid much attention in academic studies, I necessarily rely heavily on other archival materials, such as local newspaper reviews, production and personal photographs, personal and professional correspondences, oral accounts collected by earlier historians and ethnographers, and audio recordings and performance texts when they were available. I flesh out the content of these materials to think beyond those figures at the center of musical variety histories by engaging influential secondary sources to avoid generating yet another East Coast Narrative.

Because the chapters are organized by touring apparatus (and therefore by identity), each one might seem to stand on its own as a distinct study of each particular cultural milieu. But I do intend for them to be considered as a whole, reveling in both intersectionality and the ebullient lowbrow spirit of a variety show in which each individual act on a single bill informs the others and affects how spectators receive and understand them. I present them here as a Deleuze and Guattarian rhizomatic network of musical variety performances of race and ethnicity that resists hierarchical organization and progressive narratives.68 For Deleuze and Guattari, the rhizome “connects any point to any other point, and its traits are not necessarily linked to traits of the same nature; it brings into play very different regimes of signs, and even nonsign states.”69 In other words, there are myriad possible connections (and productive disconnections) in this network where things overlap, diverge, or echo, resulting in new possible meanings and insights. Even further, the rhizome is a process of “coming and going rather than starting and finishing.” It “is the conjunction ‘and … and … and,’” which “carries enough force to uproot the verb ‘to be’” and forcefully rejects binary thinking.70

Deleuze and Guattari go on to compare movement through rhizomatic networks to a body of water with its “transversal movement that sweeps one and the other away [and] undermines its banks and picks up speed.”71 It is telling that Deleuze and Guattari quote Jerome Kern and Oscar Hammerstein II’s “Ol’ Man River” to further explain their rhizomatic thinking:


He don’t plant ’tatos

Don’t plant cotton

Them that plants them is soon forgotten

But old man river he just keeps rollin’ along.72


18More like that river with its constant and energetic multidirectional movement than the firmly rooted and predictably upward growth patterns of potatoes and cotton, musical variety will not be contained within the banks most histories have tried to contain them in.

Less a deluge like Niagara Falls and more like the ripples in a river, I offer my concept of reverberations of culture as a way to illuminate how popular cultural productions, particularly musical variety, move through time and space. Rather than assuming cultural reverberations and influences only occur from direct cultural contact of one artist to another, or one cultural group with another, reverberations of culture allow us to find meaning in performance traditions across time, space, and cultures, newly “connected” even if no direct contact or influences among them are evident. To take the ripples in water metaphor further, I argue that these cultural reverberations can influence a clown’s performance even at a remove from the initial splash and create new momentum that drifts on further and affects even more cultural productions. This is not unlike the waters of Ol’ Man River rolling over rocks, through its underwater foliage, and beyond its shores. Reverberations of culture acknowledge that the clowns covered in this book must not necessarily need be cognizant of where the ripple they picked up started, which suggests productive repercussions and resonances that go beyond a singular point of cultural contact or exchange. In each chapter, I will point out some of the rhizomatic overlaps and divergences I’ve noticed across all the performances and their attendant socio-economic and cultural conditions. I also encourage the reader to seek other such reverberations on their own—look for new meanings and social significances while on Deleuze & Guattari’s “transversal movement” sweeping through early twentieth-century musical variety.

Both the variety format and the rhizomatic network of these reverberations of culture reflect the kind of bustling US American tapestry I illustrate in these pages—one that acknowledges both similarities and differences and that accounts for cultural borrowing and appropriation as necessary and productive to understanding comedic performance and US American popular culture. Therefore, I present the touring apparatuses, their clowns, and the types they performed in context with each other without privileging any one group or performance venue. By focusing on the reverberations of culture rather than any starting or ending points, I aim to demonstrate how US musical variety and the all-American practice of racial and ethnic impersonations have never been a unique privilege of White Euro Americans. So rather than following Laurie’s Niagaras of humor pouring over America, let’s follow the reverberations of culture that are present and always in flux in US musical variety to see what we can see.

In Chapter 1, “‘Everybody Was Colored except the Boss’: Black Faces and Other Masks,” I apply Brandi Catanese’s favoring of racial transgression over racial transcendence as I trace the history of the advent of early twentieth-century Black vaudeville circuits, particularly the Theatre Owners Booking Association, or TOBA. Most histories of the TOBA relegate Sherman 19H. Dudley, the once-famous Black vaudeville clown who launched the first known Black-managed circuit of Black vaudeville acts, to the footnotes of history (if they mention him in this capacity at all). Most histories favor White manager Milton Starr, who swooped in on Dudley’s landmark idea in 1921, as the leader of Black vaudeville. My goal is to demonstrate how African Americans were invisibilized extratheatrically from the business side of musical variety and to counter the notion that Black performers always had to rely on White managers and audiences to achieve success and participate in US popular culture. I also analyze how Dudley and other Black clowns performed racialized stereotypes for Black, White, and mixed audiences as they toured the United States, including the Jim Crow South, carrying the comedic-anarchy and their unique perspectives on Blackness, Asianness, Mexicanness, and Whiteness with them.

In Chapter 2, “‘There Is No Such Thing’ as Chinese Vaudeville: The Chop Sueyness of Chinese American Musical Variety,” I use Karen Shimakawa’s notion of national abjection to explore the United States’s fraught, and at times violent, relationship with Chinese immigrants and Chinese Americans. I focus primarily on the years just prior to the US entrance into World War II and the advent of the so-called Chop Suey Circuit. This began in San Francisco’s newly revitalized Chinatown when the end of Prohibition inspired Asian American entrepreneurs to make serious money selling alcohol and performing Whiteness (at the same time, paradoxically, highlighting their own Chineseness) for White audiences who were clearly ready to ogle and laugh at Chinese versions of “white” acts. However, I begin in the eighteenth century when the first known performances of Chineseness (without any Chinese people present) were offered in the United States, and then I work through the various legislative attempts to contain and erase the Chinese out of existence. Then I establish the great popularity of Chinese acts in big time vaudeville at the turn of the twentieth century before moving on to the era of the floor show and drunken revelry of the Chop Suey Circuit, which was patronized in great numbers by mostly White audiences.

In Chapter 3, “The Marvelous Mexican American Carpas: ¡‘Una historia tan maravillosa que es casi imposible creerla’!,” I apply Juana María Rodríguez’s concept of discursive spaces to explore the political and class implications of musical variety by Mexican and Mexican American clowns. This chapter’s concern is the Mexican carpa, or tent show, tours that were immensely popular among, and as will become apparent, seriously necessary for, working-class Mexican and Mexican American audiences. With documented roots as far back as the pre-encounter era, the Mexican carpas became a hotbed of political and humorous performances of working class Mexicanidad, Chineseness, Blackness, and White US Americanness. These itinerant variety shows presented beneath a canvas tent, from which the shows took their name, share the loose structure and shifts in tone as mainstream variety. They also predate mainstream musical variety performances in the US, inspiring the question of who is imitating whom.

20In Chapter 4, “‘The American Dream Gone Berserk’: Country Comedy and Third-Class Pride,” I turn to country comedy performed in barn dance radio, such as Nashville’s Grand Ole Opry, where exaggerated stereotypes of Country Americans, or rural poor White people, were wildly popular beginning in the early 1920s. Musical variety clowns there tailored the racialized humor earlier established in nineteenth-century blackface minstrelsy, medicine shows, and vaudeville, where many of them began their careers, for newly emerging country music fans. They performed strategically constructed hillbilliness, a contentious identity that confused definitions of Whiteness through class, education, and professional status and were widely embraced by many as acts of resistance to upper-class urban elites who wanted to exclude them from the category of Whiteness. I apply Barbara Ching’s notion of country camp to analyze how Country Americans considered these performances as authentic representations despite evidence to the contrary.

In the conclusion, I briefly provide examples of performances of the same types covered in the book in more mainstream venues and popular cultural productions, particularly big time vaudeville and on Broadway. I do so in order to show how deeply rooted racial and ethnic impersonations are in musical variety and comedy in the United States. Even further, I aim to show how the racialized antics performed by marginalized clowns on the tours covered here are undeniably present in that larger network of music, comedy, and racial ridicule that still reverberate today. I hope that this work will alter the discourse on US musical variety and comedy by unsettling Hoffman’s notion that “the history of the American musical is the history of White identity in the United States.”73 This begs the question of which “white” identity he means, because it does not include White Country Americans. Even when he attempts to specify who those White people are, he claims that musicals represent an “all-white world, but one infused with black culture”74 This is alarming, first, for its implications that such a thing as an “all-white world” exists at all, and, second, that there exists any aspect of Whiteness, or especially Americanness, that is not inextricably infused with Black or other Other cultures.75 His reading of race in the American musical takes the East Coast Narrative to an extreme and is far too narrow and flimsy to stand against the significant weight of the centrality of racial and ethnic impersonations in the “all-American” practice of performing racialized ridicule for laughs and big money. It absolutely does not account for the marginalized clowns of musical variety who were actively present both on stage and outside the theatre.

Ultimately, Reverberations of Culture works under the assumption that racialized humor is a defining element of musical variety and, it follows, a defining element of US American humor. More than a project of diversifying the history by considering little-known non-white performers, I hope to ignite significant shifts in thinking about musical variety, performance, and US American identity overall by establishing how comedians from these four marginalized groups productively claimed their US Americanness and, quite 21significantly, (re)defined Americanness itself through their comedic performances of race and ethnicity.76 It is my goal to visibilize these clowns’ presences in musical variety to explode the myths of a purely White musical variety and US popular culture. As I hope will become clear in the pages that follow, that way of thinking about musical variety is simply incomplete. In Reverberations of Culture, I set out to expand the narrative by filling in some historical gaps and hope in the process to inspire further such work on the groups and performances I have invisibilized myself.
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