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Series Intoduction

“Sic transit gloria spectaculi”



Some Famous but Forgotten Figures of the Musical Theatre



Over the past few years, I have spent most of my time researching, writing, and otherwise putting together the vast quantity of text involved in the second edition of my now three-volumed Encyclopedia of the Musical Theatre. And, as the Lord Chancellor in Iolanthe exhaustedly sings, “thank goodness they’re both of them over!” Part of this extremely extended extending exercise involved my compiling bibliographies of biographical works for the hundreds (or was it thousands?) of people whose careers in the musical theatre warranted an entry in the Encyclopedia. As I duly compiled, however, I became surprisedly aware of just how many outstanding figures of the historical stage have never, ever been made the subject of even a monograph-sized “life and works.” Time and time again, I found that the articles that I have researched (from scratch, not only by choice but quite simply because no-one has ever, it seems, done it before) and written for the Encyclopedia are the largest pieces of biographical copy up till now put together on this or that person or personality. And I do not mean nobodies: I mean some of the most important and most fascinating theatrical figures of the nineteenth and early twentieth century theatres.

This series of short biographies is intended to take the first small step towards rectifying that situation. To bring back to notice and, perhaps, even to their rightful place in the history of the international theatre, a few of the people whose names have— for all but the scholar and the specialist—drifted into the darkness of the past, leaving too little trace.

This is a very personal project and one very dear to my heart. And because it is so personal, even though the majority of the volumes in the series are written by my closest colleagues in the theatre-books world, rather than by myself, you will find that they have me stamped on them in some ways. And I take full responsibility for that.

These books are not intended to be university theses. You will not find them dotted with a dozen footnotes per page, and hung with vast appendices of sources. I am sure that that is a perfectly legitimate way of writing biography, but it’s a way that has never appealed to me and, because I am being allowed to “do it my way” in this series, the paraphernalia of the thesis, of the learned pamphlet, has here been kept to a minimum. My care, in these biographies, is not to be “learned”; it is to tell the story of Lydia, or Willie or Alice, of Tom or Harry or of Dave, of her or his career in the theatre and (as much as is possible at a century’s distance) on the other side of the footlights as well: to relate what they did and what they achieved, what they wrote or what they sang, where they went and with whom, what happened to them and what became of them. Because these people had fascinating lives—well, they fascinate me, and I hope they will fascinate you too—and just to tell their stories, free of any decoration, any theorizing, any generalities, any “significance” (oh! that word)—seems to me to be thoroughly justified.

The decoration, the theorizing, the generalities, and an exaggerated search for (shudder) significance will all be missing. Perhaps because I’ve spent so much of my life as a writer of reference works and encyclopedias, I am a thorough devotee of fact, and these books are intended to be made up wholly of fact. Not for me even the “educated guess.” Not unless one admits it’s just a guess, anyhow.

So, what you will get from us are quite a lot of dates and places, facts and figures, quite a lot of theatre-bills reproduced word for word from the originals, quite a lot of songwords from the songwriters and singers, of text from the playwrights and actors and, where we have been able to dig it up, as much autograph material from the hands of our subjects as is humanly possible.

What you won’t get any more than can be helped is the “he must have felt that…” (must he, who says?), or the “perhaps she…” There will be no invented conversations. No “Marie Antoinette turned to Toulouse-Lautrec and said you haven’t telephoned Richard the Lionheart this week…’” Direct speech in a biography of a pre-recording-age subject seems to me to be an absolute denial of the first principle of biography: the writing down of the content and actions of someone’s life. Indeed, there will be nothing invented at all. My theory of biography, as I say, is that it is facts. And if the facts of someone’s life are not colorful and interesting enough in themselves to make up a worthwhile book, then—well, I’ve chosen the wrong people to biographize.

Choosing those people to whom to devote these first six volumes was actually not as difficult as I’d thought it might be. When Richard, my editor, asked me for a first list of “possibles” I wrote it down—a dozen names—in about five minutes. It started, of course, with all my own particular “pets”: the special little group of a halfdozen oldtime theatre folk who, through my twenty years and more working in this field, have particularly grabbed my interest, and provoked me to want to learn more and more and indeed everything about them. The only trouble was… I was supposed to be editing this series, not writing the whole jolly thing. And there was no way that I was handing over any of my special pets to someone else—not even Andrew, Adrienne, or John—so I had to choose. Just two.

Lydia Thompson, to me, was the most obvious candidate of all. How on earth theatre literature has got to its present state without someone (even for all the wrong reasons) turning out a book on Lydia, when there are three or four books on Miss Blurbleurble and two or three on Miss Nyngnyng, I cannot imagine. Lydia chose herself. Having picked myself this “plum,” I then decided that I really ought to be a bit tougher on myself with my second pick. Certainly, I could take it easy and perhaps pot the incomplete but already over-one-million-word biography of the other great international star of Lydia’s era, Emily Soldene, which is hidden bulgingly under my desk, into a convenient package. But then…why not have a crack at a really tough nut?

When I said I was going to “do” Willie Gill, almost everyone— even the most knowledgeable of my friends and colleagues—said “who?” Which seems to me to be a very good reason for putting down on paper the tale of the life and works of the man who wrote Broadway’s biggest hit musical of his era. Tough it has been and tough it is, tracking him and his down, but what satisfaction to drag from the marshes of the past something which seemed so wholly forgotten. A full-scale biography of a man about whom nothing was known!

Having realized that these two choices were pinned to the fact that it was I who was going to be writing about them, I then also realized that I ought to be considering my other choices not from own “pet” list, but to suit the other authors who were going to take part in the series. First catch your author.

Well, I caught three. The fourth, pretexting age, overuse, and retirement, got away. But I got the other three—my three (since the fourth is retired) favorite and most respected writer colleagues in the theatre-books business. Enter Andrew, Adrienne, and John: one from England, one from New Zealand, and one from America. A very judicious geographical spread. And the subjects for the four final volumes were, of course, chosen in function of what enthused them.

For Andrew, the not-so-very-forgotten English songwriter Leslie Stuart, whose Florodora songs stunned Broadway, and the rest of the world, in the earliest years of this century. For Adrienne, the mysterious Alice May, whose career ranged from Australia and New Zealand to the West End and Broadway and who has gone down in history—when anyone reads that bit of history—as Gilbert and Sullivan’s first (full-length) prima donna. For John, two very different American writers: the musician Dave Braham who, while his wordsmith Ned Harrigan has attracted repeated attention down through the years, has been himself left puzzlingly in the shade, and the prolific, ebullient Harry B.Smith, the writer who flooded Broadway with over two hundred musicals in an amazing and amazingly successful career.

I feel bad about the ones who have got left on the cutting-room floor…but, maybe later? If we all survive what I’ve discovered with some apprehension is the intensive work needed to extract from the past the life and works of someone long gone, and largely forgotten.

But it has been worth it. Worth all the work. I’ve enjoyed it enormously. I know my colleagues have enjoyed it, and are still enjoying it. And I hope those of you who read the stories of Lydia, Willie, and Alice, of Dave, Harry, and Tom, will enjoy them too. And that you will remember these people. Because I really do reckon that they deserve better than to be forgotten.

Kurt Gänzl





Chapter 1

From Buffalo to Burlesque


So long as Harry Smith writes the librettos I care not who looks after the orchestra.

And it looks as though I was going to have my wish.

If the choirs of angels and Gabriel, the trumpeter, came down to earth looking for an opera that would make a hit they would rush off to Harry Smith’s libretto factory.

They say he writes them two at a time, one with each hand, and numbers the pages with his feet as he throws them to the floor to avoid confusion.—THE MATINEE GIRL


Throughout a career that spanned fifty years writing dialogue and lyrics for the American musical theater, Harry Bache Smith was plagued by two contradictory myths. The first suggested that he was a wunderkind, a kind of über-librettist capable of manufacturing musicals at the speed of light, with superhuman craftsmanship and wit provided by Thalia herself. Many of Smith’s friends and colleagues did much to advance this myth, relating stories of how he would dash off an ingeniously rhymed lyric in ten minutes’ time without breaking a sweat. To the purveyors of the second myth—that Smith was little more than a hack—his facility resulted in work that was essentially facile, massproducing recycled plots and antique jokes for popular consumption. Proponents of the first myth speak glowingly about Smith’s vastly eclectic knowledge of literature, history, and current events, while advocates of the second theory argue that his work relies too slavishly on literary models and history, rendering him devoid of any real originality. When the first group hear his name, it conjures up positive images of popular comic operas, bright, sassy, slangy musical comedies, and easily digestible translations and adaptations of European operettas. The others reduce his name to a verb form, “Harry-B-Smithed,” inferring a lack of wit, pretentious lyrics, and all that is wrong with dramatic construction.
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Those who denigrate Smith and his achievements have also put forward a related theory about the author. It has been said that Smith aspired to be the “John D.Rockefeller of light opera”—that he wrote for the theater to make money not art. This myth is the easiest to dispense with because it is true. Smith had few illusions about creating art, and he did make a lot of money writing librettos. In the 1911–12 season alone, he collected royalties from eleven shows either on Broadway or out on tour—and that does not take into account revivals of older comic operas. But it does not necessarily follow that, in making a comfortable living, he did not succeed occasionally in making art. As he often said, “I think it is possible to write comic opera that shall be at the same time artistic and popular. I don’t do it often myself, for I am merely in the business of filling orders, but it can be done.”

Filling orders for producers, stars, and popular consumption— his words seem to lead him straight to the Harry-B-Smithed camp. And yet, what good would be his almost inexhaustible supply, if there were no demand? Alone, or in collaboration, Smith produced the words for three hundred shows, and the lyrics to six thousand songs. Impressive as that sounds—and it remains the world record—even more astounding is that almost half of his prodigious output was staged in his lifetime, and most of that was in New York City.

Harry B.Smith was born to Josiah and Elizabeth Smith on December 28, 1860, in a residential suburb of Buffalo, New York. Although he was named after his uncle Henry Tisdale Smith, he was always called Harry as a child and, since the nickname seemed to fit his personality better than his given name, it stuck with him for the rest of his life. The middle initial “B” for “Bache” represented his mothers maiden name, Bach, with an added “e” to accommodate the way it had always been pronounced by family friends. Although he was ever anxious to claim a lineage with the German Bach family of composers, Harry admitted that he was of Welsh rather than German descent. However, his maternal grandfather, James Brown Bach, was an accomplished musician and book collector, described by Smith as “a man of versatile mind, a linguist, very musical, and with a cultivated taste in literature.” He married Mary Van Nostrand, a descendant of one of the earliest Dutch families to live in Brooklyn, whose name (minus the “Van”) still is in evidence today as Nostrand Avenue, one of the major thoroughfares of the borough. From Grandpa Bach, Harry inherited a love for books, literature, and language, as well as an appreciation for music.

The Smith family were simple farmers hailing from Litchfield County, Connecticut. Litchfield was also the home of Reuben and Abigail Smith, parents of Elihu H.Smith, the librettist of Edwin and Angelina (1797), one of the first original musical theater works to have been written by an American. Given the prevalence of Smith’s in Litchfield County during the eighteenth century, it is not unlikely that Harry B. is related—if only distantly—to Elihu H. About 1820, the Smith family moved from Connecticut to Buffalo, New York, where Harry’s father, Josiah Bailey Smith, was born in 1837, the youngest of seven children.

The Smith household belonged to the quintessential New England stereotype, from the patchwork quilts, to the gingerbread home, to the antiquated square piano that provided simple entertainment after a hard day’s work on the land. In the late 1850s, just around the time Josiah married Elizabeth Bach, he built a house on Franklin Street where Harry would spend his early days playing pirate with the Bettinger boys who lived across the street. Because he was only four or five years old, “not of full piratical age,” Harry was admitted to the confraternity of pirates as a cabin boy, assigned (because of his mother’s well-stocked pantry) to search for food and drink. When he returned, loaded with jars of preserves and bottles of “raspberry shrub,” his mother’s special soft drink, he was immediately promoted to full membership and proclaimed the most valuable member of the pirate crew. Harry’s celebrity was short-lived, however. His mother quickly discovered the depletion of her pantry and immediately put a stop to the marauding, dealing a deathblow to her son’s reputation among the pirates.

Harry did not have to struggle to save face with the pirates because, soon after the humiliating incident, his family moved from Buffalo to Chicago at the request of two of his uncles whose state-of-the-art reaper factory had gone bust. While his father was helping his uncles start another business, Harry was off to school where his first lessons were taught mostly in German by a redhaired headmistress named Fräulein Heinrichs. This early exposure to the German language would later become a significant benefit to Smith in his career as an adapter and translator of foreign musicals. In these early days at school, Harry discovered a fondness for reciting speeches and poems (many of them in German), and an instinct for things theatrical, inherited from his parents, who were especially fond of going to the theater.

Smith’s first recollection of seeing a play dates to 1866–67 when he attended an amateur production of The Mistletoe Bough, a play about a bride who, on a lark, hides in a chest on her wedding night. The leading lady of the piece was a Mrs. Houghteling, a great local beauty, whose youngest daughter, Laura, would become Harry’s first (though secret) love. Other visits to the theater exposed Smith to the Carl Anschutz Opera Company and its German-language production of Gounod’s opera Faust, and to some of the major celebrities of the American theater: Edwin Booth in Romeo and Juliet and The Taming of the Shrew; Louis Mestayer and W.J.Florence in The Field of the Cloth of Gold; Charlotte Cushman in Meg Merrilees (Henry Leslie’s version of Guy Mannering); and Lotta Crabtree in Little Nell. In 1869, Smith saw his first musical comedy, a production of Sindbad at the Crosby Opera House produced by the Lydia Thompson Burlesque Company. Here, the nine-year-old Smith was introduced to ridiculously clever puns delivered by “frisky” women in tights, whose morals were continually being called into question by puritanical critics and jealous wives.

Later in life, writing his autobiography, First Nights and First Editions, Smith expressed great admiration for Thompson and her company, defending them valiantly against charges of indecency: “O tempora! O morons! There is a greater prejudice against tights now than there was sixty years ago. Indeed it is considered mid-Victorian to wear any.” He also recalls attending a performance of Goldsmith’s comedy She Stoops to Conquer, in London on June 6, 1898, that paints another picture of the “shocking” Lydia Thompson:

I attended the first night of a play in London and applauded the performance of an actress named Zeffie Tilbury. During the intermission my companion remarked that Miss Tilbury was clever and charming, and I agreed. Whereupon a little old lady seated beside me exclaimed! “Oh, do you think so? I’m so glad. She’s my daughter.” We congratulated the proud mother, and the little old lady said, “I used to be an actress too. Perhaps you have heard of me—Lydia Thompson?”

A few months before Harry turned eleven, he was enrolled in a college preparatory school where his studies in French, Latin, and classical literature—and his prospects of going to college—were abruptly terminated by the great Chicago fire on October 9, 1871, which devastated most of the city. Like hundreds of other families, the Smith’s (now including three daughters, Bessie, Gertrude, and Mary) found themselves looking for new living quarters. After searching for a few weeks for suitable accommodations, they settled on a house on West Monroe Street, a few doors away from the Leonard family, whose daughter Nellie (soon to become Lillian Russell, the “queen of comic opera”) attended the same public school as the Smith children. Evidently the new house did not suit the family, because the following year the Smith’s moved out to Fullerton Avenue, close to the northern boundary of Chicago. A year later, they were back in their old neighborhood when Harry’s father bought a house on La Salle Avenue, just blocks away from their pre-fire address. Harry admits to having become stage struck during these years because of his success as an elocutionist at school, where he recited melodramatic monologues with such blood and thunder that students were brought from neighboring school districts to hear him.

After the move to La Salle Avenue, Smith attended Ogden High School, where elocutionary studies again drew his attention. Although he managed to impress the headmaster, George Heath, by correctly spelling the name of the king who was conquered by Pizarro—Atahuallpa (a detail he acquired when reading Prescott’s Conquests of Peru a few days before)—Harry was disinclined to a liberal education. Instead, he invested his time in everything that pertained to the theater, including producing musical plays in the barn behind his house for a paying audience. Although the entertainment was clearly sophomoric, the ticket prices were reasonable at five cents. More than thirty years later, in an interview with the New York Herald (May 8, 1904), Smith remembered his early theatrics with great fondness:


I suppose I must have lived in the Paleolithic age as a prehistoric musical comedy potentate or a comic opera swashbuckler. Be this as it may, at a very early age I felt the musical comedy impulse strong within me. At an age when most bad boys are in the reform school, I roamed untrammeled and got up minstrel shows in the stable, tickets being purchasable for any marketable produce—marbles, tops, foreign postage stamps or any coin of the boys’ realm.


What free time was left was spent singing in the glee club, editing and printing a gossip newspaper called The Weekly Sieve, and attending lectures by the likes of Henry Ward Beecher and Mark Twain.

In 1875, as Harry was starting high school, his brother, Robert, was born. The event had little immediate impact on the teenager, who could not know the extent to which the pair would collaborate in their professional careers. For now, Robert was a doll-baby, better seen and not heard, especially in the evening hours when Harry was up late reading—a habit he had acquired nearly a decade before when he discovered Charles Dickens, Washington Irving, and James Fenimore Cooper among the treasures on the shelves in his grandparents’ house in Buffalo. His affinity for reading did not always benefit him, however. After his first year of high school, Smith took a job in a real estate office to earn train fare to go to the Philadelphia Centennial Exposition in July. Because he was the entire office staff (minus the owner of the establishment, who was out showing real estate much of the time), Harry spent his time reading Gothic novels and hand-copying piano music that he had borrowed from his friends. After two months at the real estate business, Harry was fired for making a copy of Beethoven’s Sonata Pathetique during business hours. His dismissal conveniently saved him the trouble of having to quit the job because he had already saved enough money for the trip to Philadelphia. The level of piano music that Smith had been copying indicates that, even as a teenager, Harry was an accomplished pianist, a characteristic often noted by the many composers with whom he worked during his professional career.

Fifteen-year-old Harry B.Smith stayed in Philadelphia for two weeks, during which time he attended a concert conducted by Jacques Offenbach, the celebrated French opéra-bouffe composer, the only event in any way connected with musical comedy he witnessed during the Exposition. Leaving Philadelphia, the teenager took a train to New York City to visit his aunt Emily Bach, who lived in Gramercy Park, and to experience the theatrical life in the big city. If Harry arrived in New York a stagestruck youth, his first trip to the great metropolis did nothing but deepen his love affair with the stage. Theaters he had only heard of—the Academy of Music, Wallack’s, the Union Square, the New Fifth Avenue Theatre—he finally got to see, filled with enough plays and stars to make an impression to last a lifetime. Resolved to quit school and pursue a dramatic career, young Harry B.Smith returned to Chicago, where his father, after patiently listening to his son’s plans for the future, calmly decided that if school was out of the question, Harry must immediately find lucrative employment. Because the younger Smith had no theatrical experience, lucrative theater work was impossible, so he took a job as bill clerk in a wholesale hardware business.

What made the hardware store tolerable was the fact that it looked out on the Tremont House, a popular actors’ residence in Chicago, and from his desk, Harry was able to catch glimpses of performers going to and coming from the theater. One day, John McCullough, who was appearing as Virginius in the tragedy by James Sheridan Knowles, entered the store, asking, in a dramatically booming voice, for a pocketknife. Awestruck in the presence of one of Chicago’s favorite actors, Harry tried to explain that this was a wholesale, not a retail store in as stentorian a tone as he could muster, and the tragedian made a hasty exit. Suddenly Harry realized that seeing a tragic actor on the stage and standing beside him in real life were altogether different things, and feeling dwarfed by McCullough’s stature convinced the lad that his physical appearance was most unsuitable for a career in tragedy. Undaunted, Harry turned his attention to comedy, a choice he never regretted, particularly when he learned, some time after, that McCullough went insane and had to be confined to a sanitarium.

Several months later, Harry was promoted to city buyer, which required him to be driven to other wholesale houses to replenish the stock of his own firm. The extra income enabled the boy to take lessons in playing the banjo and clog dancing, mostly during working hours, while his wagon driver assumed the responsibilities of city buyer. As in past employment, Smith’s extracurricular activities proved to be his undoing. When business was slow, the boy took to practicing his dancing. One day, in the middle of a jig step, Harry sensed that he was being watched, and his staunchly Puritanical employer stepped from behind a pile of packing cases. When asked for an explanation for his acitivities, Smith boasted that he was destined to become a famous comic actor, so he had to practice his routines. While such devotion to the art might be applauded in schools designed to foster performance, it found no support with the deeply religious Puritan, who urged Harry to give up the theater, or lose his present job. Not inclined to give up his dreams, Harry B.Smith once again found himself among the unemployed.

Josiah and Elizabeth Smith were less than pleased with their son’s inability to sustain a regular job, but Harry managed to make the most of his unemployment. He wrote the music for a comic opera, with his friend Walter Roloson providing the libretto. The pair decided to transform Shakespeare’s Othello into the tongue-incheek O’Thello, a comedy with songs, in which the Moorish title character spoke with an Irish brogue, and Desdemona ends up smothering O’Thello, satirically inverting Shakespeare’s original ending. Fifty years later in his memoirs, Harry B. Smith sardonically recalled that his talents as a composer and Roloson’s as a librettist were “about equal,” and that the satire in O’Thello, although based on a real-life, Irish-born bootblack, was “evidently too subtle for the neighborhood audience that attended its performance by amateurs.”

Undaunted, Harry continued to pursue his theatrical ambitions. While in the employment of a publisher of religious literature where he contributed verses to such aptly named publications as The Little Christian at Home, an opportunity presented itself. His employer was a good-natured alcoholic who often invited Harry along on his binges, hoping the boy might stay sober enough to carry him home. During one of these outings, Harry learned that the Dickie Lingard Company was looking for actors to perform burlesques at the Olympic Theatre in Chicago and on tour. English Dickie Lingard had made her American debut on February 1, 1869, when she appeared with her sister, Alice Dunning, and her brother-in-law, William Horace Lingard, in Pluto, a burlesque written by Henry B.Farnie with music by David Braham. Her husband, Davison Dalziel, a British newspaper man, was convinced that Dickie was a bankable name on the burlesque touring circuit, and he assembled a company that included theater veterans like Roland Reed, once the principal comic actor with the McVicker Stock Company, Fanny Wright, a popular English comedienne, and her illegitimate daughter, Alice, a soubrette, as well as novices the likes of seventeen-year-old Harry B.Smith, who ran away from home to join the troupe and sing in the chorus.

After two months of playing to lackluster audiences in unfriendly cities, with a repertoire that included Lydia Thompson’s burlesques Robinson Crusoe and Oxygen, an adaptation of Jules Verne’s “Dr. Ox’s Experiment,” the tour finally disbanded in Philadelphia. Because business had been so bad, no one in the company received the salaries that were promised, some receiving no pay at all, and little cash was available to send the actors back to their homes in New York or Chicago. Harry would have had to walk back to Chicago had it not been for a Philadelphia relative of his mother who offered him money and a railroad ticket back home. In an interview with the New York Dramatic Mirror (June 13, 1896), Smith recalled his early theatrical experiences without regret: “I was not especially desirous of achieving fame as an operatic baritone. I cherished a latent desire to write librettos, and my apprenticeship behind the scenes made me thoroughly familiar with the practical and mechanical possibilities of scenic effects. I learned to do everything in the line of stage setting from a grip up.”

What Harry did not know how to do was act. So, when he asked the celebrated actor-manager James H.McVicker for a job in his company, he was sent for training to Harry Pearson, a skilled old comedian who had performed with Samuel Phelps at Sadler Wells in London. McVicker claimed that the best way to prepare for a career in the theater—whether as a performer or writer—was to study acting. Smith auditioned for Pearson with Hamlet’s “To be or not to be” soliloquy and was accepted as a student and a member of The Chicago Dramatic Club, an organization founded by Pearson to showcase his students. Harry soon found himself cast as Rodrigo in the single-performance student production of Othello, and he was determined to play the role as a comic turn, speaking the lines with the “falsetto chuckle and squeak” typified by Stuart Robson, the actor who epitomized Harry’s comic ideal. In addition, Smith chose to wear blue tights and a blond wig— both several sizes too large—that brought the audience to convulsive laughter during his death scene. Years later, Smith recalled that “no characterization of Roderigo ever got more laughs than mine, not only from the audience but from my fellow players.” Although Smith was severely reprimanded by Pearson for his performance, and not permitted to reprise the role in a revival of the production, he maintained a positive attitude and accepted the criticism with a congeniality that would become a trademark in his later career.

Not long after Smith’s debut with The Chicago Dramatic Club, his teacher was hired to direct an amateur operetta called The Rival Cantineers, written by wealthy Chicago socialite Mrs. Alexander Kirkland, with music composed by a local voice teacher named James Gill. Smith was relegated to the menial role of a Corporal, but he made the most of it, blue tights, blond wig, and all. As in Othello, Harry’s performance was remarkable for its inappropriateness and, immediately after opening night, he was fired from the production. The experience was a significant one for the twenty-year-old actor, because it taught him that, although burlesque-like clowning is highly inappropriate in a disciplined company, audiences do like to laugh. And their laughter would continue to ring in Harry’s ears for years to come as he tried to balance his burlesque leanings with the responsibilities attendant to his becoming a legitimate librettist. In addition, the production marked his first association with Jessie Bartlett, a young contralto from Morris, Illinois, who would later find international celebrity as Jessie Bartlett Davis, a concert singer and comic opera star (often in musicals written by Smith).

The incident also ruptured the relationship between Harry and his teacher, whose alcoholic tendencies were severely exacerbated by Smith’s theatrical shenanigans. Unable to find a theater in Chicago that would hire him, Harry set out to write a burlesque extravaganza like the ones he performed during his brief tenure with the Dickie Lingard Company. He created libretto, music, costumes, and scenic designs, and took the entire package to one William J.Davis, a manager associated with J.H. (“Jack”) Haverly, a Chicago minstrel promoter and entrepreneur who managed Haverly’s Fifth Avenue Theatre, the Fourteenth Street Theatre, and Niblo’s Garden in New York City. Davis pronounced the work “hopeless,” and Smith stuffed it into a drawer until 1885, when he offered it to Henry E. Dixey, then performing the title role in Adonis, Broadway’s longest-running musical to date. Although Dixey never produced the work, he did hold on to Smith’s drawings and sketches, a detail fondly remembered by the author, even though, in an interview with the Green Book Magazine (September 1912), he could not recall the name of the show.

Not long after Davis rejected his script, Smith auditioned for him again, seeking employment with a new touring company Davis had organized, called the Chicago Church Choir Opera Company. This time Harry was accepted on the strength of his baritone voice and hired for chorus work and supernumerary roles in three Gilbert and Sullivan comic operas, H.M.S. Pinafore, The Sorcerer, and Patience, as well as the Notary in Robert Planquette’s The Chimes of Normandy, and Sergeant Steipan in Franz von Suppé’s Fatinitza. The company had been established in the summer of 1879 to tour a comic opera repertory throughout the West and Southwest in an attempt to capitalize on the Pinafore craze that erupted throughout America after its Broadway premiere on January 15, 1879. Among the roster of top-flight concert singers, the cast included Jessie Bartlett, who would marry manager Davis at the end of the tour.
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Although cast in minor roles, Smith learned a great deal about comic opera in its English, French, and Viennese incarnations on the tour. In addition, because he was a quick study and knew all the roles in all of the shows, Smith was thrust into the limelight from time to time due to the incapacitations—or, rather, infatuations—of the actor-manager of the company, Herbert Cripps, whose amorous adventures, legendary among theater folk, resulted in his missing a number of performances. Covering for Cripps as Bunthorne, an “aesthetic” poet, in Patience and Sir Joseph Porter, the admiral of the Queen’s navy, in Pinafore, Harry found himself unable to restrain his burlesque instincts, attempting to replace the original blocking with new and imaginative stage business, designed to evoke laughter from both audience and cast, but also enraging producers and critics. When the company found itself in Texas, however, where a local vigilante actually killed an actor because he did not appreciate his performance, and where audience members bearing guns demanded free tickets to the shows, Harry’s waggishness was the least of their concerns. As Smith recalls in his autobiography:


A Chicago Church Choir Company’s performance of “Patience” was not an appropriate attraction for Texas in the earliest Eighties. Derisive comments greeted the lady-like poets, Bunthorne and Grosvenor; but the climax of disorder was reached when the three military officers entered as aesthetes gazing enrapt at sunflowers. At the moment, prospects looked promising for a lynching. Public sentiment in Texas was against that kind of folks.


The Midwest generally proved to be more amenable to Gilbert and Sullivan than the Wild West, and a stop in Minneapolis occasioned the first meeting between Harry B.Smith and the twenty-four-yearold Reginald de Koven, a Connecticut-born, Oxford-educated musician, who would marry a Chicago socialite in May 1884. De Koven had traveled to Minneapolis to meet with producer William Davis to play the score of a two-act operetta he had written and composed called Cupid, Hymen and Company. Impressed with what he heard, Davis promised to produce the work with his company, which turned Smith green with envy. Meeting the composer, Harry confided in him that his secret ambition was to write librettos for comic operas, and de Koven responded encouragingly, agreeing to collaborate with him if he came up with a workable text. Although it would take several years for the partnership to become a reality, the hope of a collaboration buoyed Harry’s spirits as the tour came to an end in March 1880, and he returned to Chicago, once again, in search of gainful employment.

The homecoming was not an especially pleasant one. Harry’s parents were concerned about the “lunacy” of their son’s interest in the theatrical profession, and Harry was hard-pressed to defend it. This time, his father insisted that he find a good job and made him promise never to go on stage again, a promise Harry happily kept, with rare exceptions, for the remainder of his life. He found a good job as well, through the intervention of a old school chum who helped him secure a position as a publicist with the Slayton Lyceum Bureau of Chicago, a booking agency for concerts and lecture series, located at 33 Central Music Hall, the same building that housed the Chicago Musical College, established in the 1860s by Dr. Florenz Ziegfeld, a music teacher and one-time bandleader in his native Germany. Dr. Ziegfeld took an immediate interest in Harry’s well-crafted publicity notices, and hired him to become the press representative for the college. It was in this capacity that Harry first met Florenz Ziegfeld Jr., then a fifteen-year-old student at Harry’s old alma mater, Ogden High School, and soon to become one of America’s most celebrated impresarios.

So successful was Smith’s work publicizing concerts for Dr. Ziegfeld that other area musicians sought him out for similar work. One of these was an idiosyncratic composer named Silas G.Pratt, the “Wagner of America,” who had written and composed an opera entitled Zenobia, one of the earliest full-scale operas by an American composer to be performed. Smith was hired to do publicity for the work, scheduled for production in June 1882. During the rehearsal period, Harry’s job was upgraded to business manager, and he quickly found himself having to function like a producer rather than a publicist, antagonizing the composer, who began to lament in an overly melodramatic tone that Smith was neglecting him, dooming his opera to failure. No matter how much Harry did, it was not enough for Pratt. Ultimately, Zenobia did fail, but not because it was underpublicized.

Perhaps it was his treatment at the hands of actor-managers, producers, and temperamental composers that led Smith to become a critic in his own right for a variety of local newspapers; perhaps he was simply more literate and articulate than others interested in writing about theater and music. But as his career as a publicist flourished, so did his career as a journalist. Beginning with Davison Dalziel’s Chicago News Letter, a somewhat shady enterprise established by Dickie Lingard’s husband after he gave up trying to be a theatrical producer, Smith moved on to the western edition of the New York Dramatic News, and when both of these papers folded, to a literary weekly called The Current, which published many of Smith’s early attempts at poetry and short stories. Harry would dramatize one of the stories —about a composer who allows his opera to be stolen so that the woman he loves can have a chance at stardom—in 1904 as The Second Fiddle, a vehicle for the comic actor Louis Mann. After assisting a young lady who admitted to knowing almost nothing about music write a concert review for the Chicago Daily News, he began a long association with that paper, first as a humorous columnist, then as a reporter, and finally as its official music critic, a position that afforded him hours of pleasure, attending concerts and operas, and meeting many of the most celebrated performers of the day.

Well into the 1890s, Harry B.Smith continued working for Chicago newspapers, adding the Tribune, Journal, and Herald to his long list of credits. His creative writing, however, was hardly relegated to a constant flow of press releases, music and theater reviews, entertainment gossip, and humorous stories and verse. In between deadlines and certainly in most of his free time, Harry wrote librettos for the musical stage. The earliest of his efforts to see an actual production was a pastoral comic opera, of the “Watteau Shepherdess order,” entitled Amaryllis; or, Mammon and Gammon. Smith composed it while still a teenager, during his touring chorus-boy days; the music was supplied by Henry Thiele, the musical director of the tour, who later became the resident musical director for McVicker’s Theatre in Chicago.

The plot of Amaryllis evokes the eighteenth-century French pastoral opéras-comique of Rousseau, Dalayrac, and Monsigny, with a pinch of the satirical burlesque tradition, and a heavy dose of William Schwenck Gilbert. On the Hudson River estate of a rich and practical widower named Geoffrey Grosgrain, “an American aristocrat to whom money is no object,” his sentimental daughter, Amaryllis, and her friends, tired of high society, dress up like shepherdesses from various Watteau paintings and luxuriate in the country surroundings. This peaceful tableau—somewhat reminiscent of “Twenty Love-Sick Maidens We” from Patience—is disturbed by the arrival of Felix and Leander, twin brothers from a nearby college, who immediately fall in love with Amaryllis. The heroine, in turn, is in love with a bashful farmer by the quintessentially rustic name of Colin, who is betrothed (at his father’s behest) to a feisty country wench named Dorothy. The farmer, of course, must spurn Amaryllis’s advances, much to the delight of Lord Vivian Vere de Vere, a “Fortunus Hunter,” who wants the Grosgrain heiress for her money.

Disappointed in her suit with Colin, Amaryllis decides to marry whichever twin can amass a fortune in a week’s time, to which end Leander and Felix buy lottery tickets, hoping to win the jackpot. When 999 is announced as the winning number, Leander tries to claim victory, inverting his own ticket (number 666) so that it reads 999 (a plot detail straight out of Offenbach’s Le “66”). Sensing foul play, his brother challenges Leander to a duel, but because the twins are both cowards, neither appears on the field of honor at the appointed time. It turns out that Colin holds the winning ticket (having spent much of the act believing his number to be 666), and he serendipitously discovers oil on his farm. No longer feeling the need to marry Dorothy (or obey his father, for that matter), he proposes to Amaryllis, whose father, in turn, decides to marry the suddenly fiancé-less Dorothy. The twins find amorous substitutes for Amaryllis among her society friends, and the villain of the piece, Vere de Vere, is revealed to be a grafter and impostor by “an emissary of Nemesis, unpopularly known as a detective,” named McNab.

Though Smith’s work could scarcely be called original, it had sufficient merit to be produced in Milwaukee by an amateur theatrical ensemble called The Arlington Quartette in the spring of 1884. What’s more, the local reviewers praised the libretto and music and singled out Smith’s performance as Detective McNab as a highlight of the evening. The young authors, believing they had struck gold, published their maiden effort and immediately set to work on a follow-up piece. Where their first collaboration borrowed from the bucolic meadows of Patience, their second work anticipated the comic opera orientalism popularized internationally by Gilbert and Sullivan’s The Mikado. Moreover, the musical was to receive a professional production. Manager Jacob Litt was in the audi ence for Amaryllis and was impressed by what he saw, so he negotiated for the new work to be performed as part of the first summer season at the Schlitz Park Theatre, specially designed to provide Milwaukeeans with three months of opera, burlesque, and comedy. Smith and Thiele’s second effort, Prince Chow Chow, opened on June 11,1884, and provided the citizens of Milwaukee with none of those things. The correspondent for the New York Mirror (June 21, 1884) spoke for the critics at large when he complained: “with the exception of On Guard [by W.S.Gilbert, Prince Chow Chow] was the worse I ever saw. A lot of rubbish set to old airs, and no plot to support it at all. We are a little surprised to think that Manager Litt should risk damaging the reputation of his theatre by putting it on.” The public evidently also agreed with the critics, because the week Prince Chow Chow was on the boards produced the poorest attendance records of the summer at the theater. At the end of June, the New York Mirrors correspondent (June 28,1884) appropriately called the show “a flat failure,” and Smith and Thiele parted as collaborators, both destined for greater things.

Somewhat more successful was Smith’s early collaboration with a pianist and composer named George Schleiffarth, whom Harry met serendipitously one day while soliciting advertisements for a concert he was publicizing. As Smith recalls in his autobiography:


On a subsequent visit to his studio he played his latest waltz and asked me if I could write a lyric for it. He had the inspired title “Who Will Buy My Roses Red,” and so great was his confidence in the melody and the title that he was willing to pay a goodly sum for a suitable lyric; maybe as much as five dollars; or he would share the royalties equally if the writer of the words felt inclined to gamble on the chances of success. I decided to play a sure thing and take the five dollars. I stayed at the office that evening and completed my first lyrical masterpiece. The composer was satisfied with it and paid me the five dollars on the spot.


Incredible as it may seem, people actually bought this song and its pictorial title-page was liberally displayed in the windows of music shops. Three months after its publication, the composer jubilantly informed me that he had received over four hundred dollars in royalties and the sales continued active. Eventually he made several thousand dollars out of this vocal gem, and when I reflected that I might have been a sharer in this gold mine, I cursed the cowardice that had prevented my taking a gamble with the composer. Afterward we wrote several songs, in which, warned by experience, I retained my half interest. Some of these were slightly profitable; but there were others that I should have sold in advance for five dollars.


The experience with Schleiffarth appeared to change Harry B.Smith’s desire for a career in the theater; having discovered that the personal satisfaction of hearing one’s work performed could also be financially remunerative, his performative goals became literary.

His histrionic ambitions behind him, Smith (abetted by his new collaborator, Schleiffarth) set out to write a comic opera. The product of about a month’s work was Rosita; or, Cupid and Cupidity, a Chile-flavored operetta full of disguise, transvestitism, brigands, and dancing girls, part Offenbach’s La Périchole, part Gilbert and Sullivan’s The Pirates of Penzance. The plot, set in the outskirts of Valparaiso, Chile, in 1784, involves Walter Edgerton, an American officer traveling in South America, who finds himself in hot water because he kissed his partner while dancing the bolero at a village festival. He takes refuge in the garden of Señor Encinal, a prosperous citizen with enough daughters to make up an operetta chorus, one of whom happens to be Rosita, the very girl Walter kissed at the dance. The villagers rush into the garden calling for vengeance when, propitiously, Rosita appears from Encinal’s house and quiets the crowd. She is desperately in love with Walter (who is a very good dancer), but cannot follow her heart because her father has promised her hand to Don Miguel de Mantilla, a “miserly jeweler” who has already had seven wives (the sixth of whom is rumored to be yet alive). Walter comes up with a scheme to break off the engagement: he will disguise himself as the Alcalde before whom Rosita and Don Miguel were betrothed, and his servant will cross-dress as wife number six, the appearance of whom will cause the old roué no end of embarrassment and prompt the faux-Alcalde into calling off the wedding. Before the plan can be put into effect, a gang of masked brigands, led by the good-natured Carlos, crosses over the wall and kidnaps all of Encinal’s daughters, taking them to the brigand’s lair.

Act two opens in the bandits’ hideaway, where Carlos, “more sanguine than sanguinary,” displays his love for Rosita. As he falls more and more under her spell, he agrees to trap Don Miguel into confessing that he is the leader of the brigand gang and revealing where all the loot is stored. In addition he cajoles Mantilla into signing a paper transferring all of his accumulated wealth “to the man that marries Rosita.” Don Miguel, of course, imagining that man to be himself, signs the deed and gives it to the faux-Alcalde, demanding that he carry out its provisions to the letter. Suddenly, the real wife number six appears, and she forces Don Miguel to confess his brigand past. Encinal appears to bless the union between Rosita and Walter, who now legally owns all of Don Miguel’s possessions, Mantilla and his sixth wife are woefully reconciled, and each of the bandits pairs up with one of Encinal’s daughters as the curtain falls on “unexampled connubial felicity.”

Again, there is little that is original in the work. The plot of parents blocking love marriages because of financial considerations is as old as Menander, and the parallels with Smith’s earlier comic opera, Amaryllis, are obvious. Still, there was sufficient vitality in the writing to interest John Templeton, then managing the career of his teenage daughter, Fay, and her touring opera company. Templeton had once been the editor of the Tammany Times in New York City, and was generally viewed as a savvy and meticulous theater manager. Fay’s mother, who also traveled with the company, was former comic opera prima donna Alice Vane. Smith presented the show gratis to Templeton on the condition that he produce the work with his daughter in the title role. Like most of the young men in Chicago, Harry was in love with Fay Templeton, and he was not beyond giving away his (and his composer s) royalties to hear her speak his lines and sing his lyrics. Given the unusually generous terms of the contract, Templeton accepted the work and put it into rehearsal.

On April 1,1884, Rosita opened at the Criterion Theatre in Chicago, playing four performances with Fay Templeton in the title role and her mother in the britches part of a brigand lieutenant, Beppo. On April 12, 1884, the critic for the New York Mirror was cautiously complimentary: “The new opera, Cupid and Cupidity, proved a success. The predominance of the farcical element led the performers to verge closely on burlesque, but the music was really bright and meritorious.” In addition, Walter’s song, “Kisses Are like Witches’ Spells,” Rosita’s “Beware Faces Fair,” and Don Miguel’s topical song, “We Draw the Line at That,” were singled out as having made “the best impression.” The local critics agreed but found that the many topical allusions in the text —although quite humorous—were inappropriate to events occurring in eighteenth-century Chile. The tendency toward topical humor and satirical burlesque would remain with Smith for the rest of his career, and reviews such as these would continue to haunt him, constantly reaffirming the conviction he expressed in his opening night speech for The Serenade (March 16, 1897) that “when a comic opera succeeds the people say: ‘What beautiful music!’ and when it fails: ‘What a bad book!’” In any event, the critics seemed to agree that the audiences found the comic opera entertaining and that both of the writers demonstrated a great deal of promise—a far cry from the scolding Prince Chow Chow would receive two months later.

Manager Templeton was also satisfied with the production. One night, when he was counting the box-office receipts after a performance, he took money from the cash box and handed it to Smith, remarking, “There! You can’t say now that you didn’t get any money out of your damned old opera.” As Smith recounted the story in various interviews over the years, the amount handed him varied from five to twenty dollars. Neither amount is princely nor anywhere close to the royalty for a comic opera that was to become part of a touring repertory. Still, Templeton was under no obligation to pay Smith anything, and the playwright appreciated the gesture, as he indicated in an interview with the New York Dramatic Mirror (June 13, 1896): “I’ve kept that twenty dollar gold piece as a memento, and it would take a very strong inducement to make me part with it.”

On April 30, 1884, Rosita was given a matinee performance at the Park Theatre in Brooklyn, the first of Smith’s original librettos to appear in the New York metropolitan area. Fay Templeton kept the opera as part of her repertoire for the rest of the season, after which the title fades from the theater bills, only to reappear in printed form in 1887 when it was published by Bowen and Schleiffarth as Rosita; or, Boston and Banditi, with a book attributed to Matthew C.Woodward (large print), lyrics by Harry B.Smith (much smaller print and in parentheses), and music by George Schleiffarth (large print again). While the printed text differs in the names and occupations of characters, the plot remains intact, though much of the overtly burlesque business and topical humor appears to have been subdued or jettisoned entirely. The only vestige of a topical song is a single stage direction in the second act that reads: “Topical Song may be introduced here.”

During his journeyman years as a librettist, Harry B.Smith also claimed to have translated comic operas from both the French and Viennese schools for touring opera companies he encountered while he worked as a publicity agent at the Slayton Lyceum Bureau. That established opera companies would employ a neophyte such as Smith comes as no surprise. Smith was quickly making a name for himself as a newspaper humorist and poet. His work was articulate, witty, and accessible. And, most importantly, as a newspaper man, he knew how to deliver his work on time. More than once in his career, Smith noted that learning how to meet a deadline—the bane of every writer—was the most important lesson he ever learned. Finally, Smith was inexpensive. He still had an idealistic view of working in the theater, and was willing to translate librettos for the experience and the promise of future employment.

For C.D.Hess’s Acme Opera Company, he adapted Edmond Gondinet’s text for Le roi l’a dit, with music by Leo Delibes, and for James C.Duff, he provided an English version of Friedrich Zell (Camillo Walzel) and Richard Genée’s Eine Nacht in Venedig, with music by Johann Strauss II. Neither adaptation was particularly successful, and, not unsurprisingly, Smith received no further commissions from either opera company. He was unconcerned, however, because no sooner had he dashed off the comic opera librettos, he was busy writing for a new artistic journal, and developing a strong and collaborative working relationship with an up-and-coming young American composer named Reginald de Koven.



OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781135949075_0023_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781135949075_0013_001.jpg





