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Vaudeville: The Incarnation,
Transformation, and Resilience
of an Entertainment Form

JoAnne Stober

In 1906, the Empire Th i
with this smmonne ‘:D , pire ’ eatret in Edmonton, Alberta, opened
i ent, “Don’t be afraid to bring your wife, sweetheart, or chil
. .. 't , X
dren 'uashwe cater particularly to that class.” The storefront theater openedasa
udev 1 i
tlle house, and although it was said to have connections to the Sullivan-

COIlSldlIle Vaudevlﬂe circuit, it © CIled Wlth IOCaHy I'ecr ulted talell[. ]he notice
bl p
fOI the Openmg C()ntlnued‘

Empire Theatre: Two Doors South of New Post Office. Open Monda
i]:une‘ 25th. In Refined Vaudeville, Motion Pictures, llustrated Songz’
our Shows Each Day. Afternoon 2.30 and 4 o’clock. Each Perfor:
Kl/{an.ce One.Hour and Twenty Minutes. Change of Program Each Week
atinee Prices: 10c and 15¢; Night: 15¢ and 25¢. Reserved Chairs £ '.
Ladies and their Escorts without Extra Charge.! e

T . .
hil;:sp«:;ntfiso; etr};(; dEr%meEm Edmonton is t?fpical of smaller city vaudeville
e s period .as “1; mpmz attemp”ted 1mrn%=diately to draw in families
dered “romis> oot ean and classy. Yaudeyllle’s roots in what was con-
being oo htert Inment were not ancient history and sometimes led to it
a5 f vaudeville 25 4 entetsinment v, Vasdenile odoemen o eor e
transformations to get to this point. Variet;f eil;eretv% men Trwe’m i numb‘ﬂ' o
Popular entertainment institutions of live t} amr'nent' o0t In the
lesque. Consequently, vaudeville also had r oin s mmsm?l e
s emertainmentsj paeerte o (;a roots in the practlce.s associated with
@ : : s and early 1860s, variety was the per-
Ceif:lllsznof br1f=,f fantertalnment acts Fhat became concentrated Zs part of ci)n-

entertainment aimed principally at audiences of working-class men.2
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O~ l - Va i i Often
S 1 d Small tinle 'ludeville made 1ts debut mn fanlsllacl(le theaterls,
calle - X
doubling as SalOOnS. Ihe Empile m Vancouver was famOuS fOI its Vallety acts

Vi € W. 1 e SeCo QOL

d fOl housmg a bfothel ont
but even more renowne : h Il.d ﬂ L S()lne ()[ dle
en-cent 11()11 es p 1 \Y 1 i b 1t were Ope] a P =
iti leSented anfanSl e shows DU ted B) ()rad

clties ter S .

¥s o) €1, by ]900 Va\.lde-
i d e natur f the acts was Often uncertain. ) N
lcall an th €O W. ¢ II WEV
"iue as aPPCaling to a mass audleﬂce m Nofth An'lerlca by guafanteeulg. 1

i nsive € terta W i Y V. i nd a .
inof (& S' n inmeﬂt lth strict Stalldafds fOl aude llhans ar d lldlences
rse over a half Century, flom t].le 18505 to 1900,

This outcome took its cou rom s
and everything that vaudeville became was a reconstruction of earlier pop

entertainment forms. ‘ . e een

Vaudeville’s influence was pervasive, and its presence c\lvas 1nc1ei:e H;gp}t'Ed o

ities and towns &
i i d success. Even smaller cities a tem :
as a sign of urbanity an ' er cdes e o0 A et cir
1le entertainment either by booking

- some form of vaudeville e ! ;
o shows two or three times a week or by offermg.a more local
: popular entertainment forms
1 venue, in-

cuits and offerin
bill of music and comedy performers. A number 9f 1 entertaly
that had been relatively independent of any particular pre o e
cluding magic lantern shows, puppetry, and maglic 111;1310:15, yv:; g
: ma in ,
i ‘le shows compressed spoken dra
vaudeville. “Vaudeville s : : T
ven presented cap
i 1 om musical comedy and € .
derived production numbers fr ' :  presented capey *
qersions of recent stage hits. Though often scorning or rnoclkln%l igiir mate e
ater, ballet, opera and classical music, vaudeville also emulate
el e K ?
symbols of high culture. This emulation was necessary
i jation wit
a 10ng-runnmg association i ) .
lesque and vaudeville were actually “negative reflections of
icit i Itural co :
plicit in the cu ’ . "
form were continual shifts and changes in both. compo "
practices. That is to say, t0 understand vaudeville as an enl
to think about it as a composition of new and old me
practices. o .
In this chapter, I survey the existing research on
vaudeville.” T propose that tracing the transformation o
to incorporate entertainment practices
nologies allows us to gain insight into t
ety” entertainment. Raymond William
cultural practices and experiences.
forms as “experiences, meanings a
be expressed in terms of the
“previ jal formation.
previous socia ctice 18
Williams describes “emergent forms [create] new meamngs
and experiences.”” To be sure,
oceurred over more tha ! e e
into the era of synchronized sound cinema and on \ ye
new technologies emerge. Certain components of the vau
and its relationship to technology, A
i : ene
practices and audience formations, create layers in tl'1e entrepr i
logic of vaudeville as an entertainment form. The incarnation,

urial structuk

because variety acts had
h burlesque and, as Robert C. Allen argues,Gbur-
ne another.”® Im-
nstruction of what vaudeville became as an. entertainment
tion and performance
tainment form is
dia and entertainment.”

on the history and evolution Qf !
¢ vaudeville as it begins
already in existence and new media“tec}%
he emergent and residual forms o.f vari
s encourages us to read continuity mto
To help us do so, Williams identifies residual
nd values which cannot be verified or cannot
dominant culture” because they are the residue o‘ :
»8 Jpherent in cultural practice is change and.
d new practices
the emergence and consolidation of vaudevxl*;lii1
1 a half century and traces of vaudeville are Present we |
and television as these .

lle presentaﬁ_i@n ‘performer.”12

programming practices, exhibition sites a8¢

transformatio
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and resilience of vaudeville is intrinsically linked to residual and emergent forms
of media and pursuant practices.

The expansion of vaudeville can be seen as an emergent and defining aspect of
its consolidation while certain components of its presentation and its relationship
to film exhibition and programming practices in theaters became residual forms.
The sediment of this popular entertainment and its corresponding social forma-
tions are part of its continuity. In addition, I focus on the resilience of vaudeville,
which is intrinsically linked to new media and exhibition history, including distri-
bution, sites of exhibition, audience formations, practices and discourses of popu-
lar entertainment. Vaudeville’s resilience during the transformation from silent
cinema to synchronized sound cinema can be seen specifically in Montreal, Que-
bec. Contrary to dominant perceptions of new media replacing old, vaudeville
made its return on the very heels of synchronized sound and in Montreal, the first
Canadian city wired for sound movies in 1928, vaudeville had been a dominant
cultural form. The presence of vaudeville as an enduring and popular entertain-
ment form in the city is complex and related to the changing dynamic and cultural
patterns of film exhibition during the period when silent cinema and sound cinema
are settling their differences.

The residual and emergent forms of popular “variety” entertainment seem
to accompany the introduction of new technologies and changes in the practices
associated with these technologies. When discussing the discourses and activities
that fall into the realm of commercial entertainment, 1 find that, as Harold Innis

-argues, one of the effects of technology as it was introduced into society was that
it would influence patterns of perception. Specific shifts to new media of com-
munication have been characterized as creating profound disturbances in the
current relationships and patterns of living that existed previous to the establish-
ment of the new media.!® Innis’s insight into the moment when a new media is
introduced as something that would, in its use, destabilize the current relation-
ships and patterns of living that existed is a powerful legacy, simply for the
reason that it draws our attention outward from the media as an object to the
éffects of its destabilization on social and cultural life. To be sure, rather than
disappearing when new technologies are introduced, vaudeville adapts and
shifts into forms that follow dominant entertainment media, and in each shift

here is a destabilization of surrounding social relations. I contend that these
elations and intersections, examined together, stress the cultural and social im-
act of the arrival of new media, entertainment forms, and the resistance of
stablished forms and formation of hybrid forms.

In asking about the ongoing contexts of the emergent and residual forms of
ariety and vaudeville, I begin in 1870. In the early 1870s, burlesque and minstrel
hows were uniting in a hybrid form of entertainment.!? Allen says this “mar-

iriage” was “facilitated both by economics and by an underlying structural logic

manating from the homology between the blackface minstrel and the burlesque
A consequence of the union was to reroute the course burlesque

had been taking as an autonomous popular entertainment form for mainstream
'b_gurgeois theaters and audiences and put it on the minstre] show’s course, des-
Hned for a working-class audience. As burlesque became a working-class form of
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entertainment, variety, too, began to emerge as a “separate .popL.ll.ar entertain-
ment form.”!3 Within the dense downtown of New York Cu:y3 rising fro%n the
concentration of opera houses and dime museums, a retargeting of al,xdlences
from working-class men to women and families took place. Tony Pastor s.Opera
House in Bowery Row of New York City was one of the first enteitamment
houses to target a more familial audience in 1865.14 By '1890, Pastor played'a
.major role in establishing a new audience for variety an‘d, in New \.fork itl ieast, m.
Joosening variety’s tie to prostitution and rowdy, working-class le}sxlre. . Past‘ox
positioned his variety theater amid New York’s theater and retail shoppm.g dis-
trict and offered his audience a steady stream of acts and perforrnance.s leth(.)ut
the vice of alcohol and cigarettes. Pastor had managed, through the elimination
of smoking, drinking, and explicit acts, to separate the “concert saloon’s co.nnec-
tion with liquor and sexuality” from variety entertainment, thereb.y 51.1cceed1ng to
attract an audience of both men and women.'6 In addition to the rise in urban en-
tertainment, the railway networks that were spreading across North America
were making it possible for burlesque and vari.ety shows to traYel. Both ‘the
spread to smaller towns and the solidification of sites ar}d an ent(?rtamment struc-
ture in cities were influencing the entertainment dynamic of the time and setting a
course for future mass amusements. .

Having seen the results of Pastor’s variety theater, Kelth.endeavored to create
an enterprise of clean, legitimate, and popular variety entertan'fment. He converted
his New York dime museum (located in Boston) into a continuous performance
variety house with a schedule of performances that repea.ted throughout the da}:,
and he consequently reported a rise in attendance.!? Unlike New York, quton S
liquor licensing laws did not allow for theatrical performances to take placzf, in tav-
erns, so there was not as strong a connection among booze, rpwdy l?eh?V1or, a?xd
entertainment.'® In this sense, Keith did not have to struggle with variety’s associa-
tion to alcohol and immorality and in turn was free to tackle what he saw as the
next task: breaking variety’s link to working-class leisure. Keith in‘troduced an ec-
centric twist of variety and comic opera performances into an env1r<.)nment where
the patrons already felt comfortable, hoping to attract a reﬁne(.i mlddlfs-class pa-
tron.!? By actually separating variety from entertainments associated with the tra-

" ditional dime museum (freaks and curios and the lower-class patrons entertained

by curiosities, medical mishaps, and strange sites.), Keit.h had astoundingly reir}te-
grated the previously fragmented American audience into the Fran.sfor‘med dime
museum.2® To prevent any slippage toward the old norms of variety in dime muse-
ums and concert saloons, Keith enforced a strict code of conduct and deco.rum,
which he applied to both performers and patrons. To ensure proper bourgeois b‘f"
havior, uniformed ushers handed out fliers requesting gentlerne.n not to stamp their
feet, ladies to remove their hats, and no talking, smoldng? or raising of voices to re-
spond to performers.? Gilbert Douglas also claims Keith lecrured his aud_lences
personally on behavior, and he had bouncers onsite to ensure patrons did not
smoke, spit, whistle, or crunch their peanuts.?? .
The environment for Keith’s new clean and sophisticated brand of entertain-
ment was propagated in 1894 when he partnered with Edward E Albee, a
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former circus man, to construct his new vaudeville theater, B. F. Keith’s New
Theatre. As an entrepreneur, Keith saw an opportunity to incorporate variety
further into the norms and behaviors traditionally associated with bourgeois
theater. The legacy of Keith’s desire took variety and turned it into vaudeville as
a structured entertainment institution complete with the characteristics now
commonly associated with vaudeville: clean entertainment, appeal to family and
children audiences, no interaction between audiences and entertainers, traveling
circuits, continuous performances, lavish theaters, and quality entertainment
scheduled through a central booking office.?3 Vaudeville’s entrepreneurs made a
discursive choice by consolidating what had been considered “variety” enter-
tainment into “vaudeville.” As Allen indicates, “The terminological shift from
variety to vaudeville signifies not so much a change in performance structure as
changes in the form’s institutional structure, social orientation and audience.”?*
Robert Snyder argues that Keith wanted to “beat the stigma attached to variety”
and so “christened his performances as ‘vaudeville.”® The B. F Keith New
Theatre was proclaimed to be the first vaudeville palace. As an architectural site,
it featured a custom-designed original exterior and an interior featuring accou-
trements like leather sofas, telephones, writing desks, and messengers in the
lobby, signaling an attempt to incorporate business-class working patrons into
the regular audience. Albee’s decoration was inspired by the legitimate theaters
but also by the public buildings of Europe. He incorporated ornamental iron-
work, stained glass, marble pillars, mirrors, gargoyles, and original paintings
into the theater’s interior.?¢ Vaudeville “grandiloquence,” as Robert C. Allen la-
bels it, swept through North America, and theaters for big-time vaudeville arose
in major cities and even smaller centers that benefited from the vaudeville acts
on traveling circuits. Of all the opulent theaters constructed in cities across
North America, the Palace in New York City was the “throne room of the Kings
of Vaudeville” and the “Queens of Comedy for 19 years.”?” Keith went to great
lengths to make vaudeville high class, including advertising interior decoration
and amenities in his theaters to appeal to higher tastes.”® When Keith opened the
Colonial Theatre in Boston, he announced publicly that $670,000 had been
spent on decorations and $89 alone for a red velvet carpet.?® He extended big-
time vaudeville to smaller towns, and using the technology of the railroad and
the telegraph created traveling circuits coordinated from central booking offices.
Part of the sustaining ability in vaudeville was what Raymond Williams
identified as the allure of the individual performance. Of the music hall he
wrote, “There emerged a generation of solo performers whose line has since
been unbroken: the performers we call entertainers and comedians. Their songs,
monologues, sketches and routines have precedents in a long tradition of comic
acting, but their presentation as individuals was in effect new.”3? Always a deli-
cate balance between material that was seen to belong to low culture and an ap-
peal to high drama, vaudeville was built on articulations of spectacle, the “tinsel
and plush kind . . . sequins rather than diamonds.”®! The adaptations and re-
silience of vaudeville was more than the evolution of an entertainment form.
Even as vaudeville was institutionalized into Benjamin Keith’s cultural schema,
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the roots of variety held in older entertainment forms like circuses, sideshows,
ue were visible.
o Eﬁf S;C)lhase in vaudeville’s developmer}t is also compos.ed of a ?;ocelzss oj
dynarnic contradictory relationships in the: mterl?lz}y of do.rr'unant, ile.m u: ,t z;r; :
emergent forms.?? Vaudeville carried with it the living .tradlt}ons and insti u i :
that had contributed and been amalgamated to shape its existence. Tl'xe articula-
cions of vaudeville are derived from everyday life and comedic situations whose
relevance reflects technological change, the history of c1.11tura1 practices, t.hc
concepts of high and low culture and the various m.carnatlons of the entertm;-
ment industry as it vied for control and standardization of the market and audi-
ences. Whatever degree of standardization we assume i terms of‘ vaudeville
programs and audiences, the emergence of the entertainment paradxg.m carfmlot
be grasped as a simple middle-class experience. We can see the forr.n.atlon.o the
vaudeville audiences as a process of multiple and uneven trz.msmons ].ust as
Miriam Hansen advocates for the transitional period when audiences of 11v.e en-
tertainment were becoming audiences of classical cinema.3 There are striking
similarities among the market interests, industry attempts to create respectable
audiences in vaudeville’s consolidation as an entertainment form, and the later
formation of cinema spectators that Hansen is treating. Hans.en’s argument that
the cinema, “in its emancipation from existing live entertalm:?ent outlets . 1 .
grafted itself onto surviving structures of working-class culture” can alsq apply
to vaudeville as it struggled to disassociate itself from lower-class enFertamment
offerings. Vaudeville grafted itself onto higher forms of ente.rtamme‘nt a}nd
amusement like the legitimate theater and ballet, even adopting the institu-
tional structure of grand-scale theaters. The similarities between the cF)r%sohda-
tion of vaudeville and the transition from silent to sound ci¥u.=.ma are sgkag and
point to the need to develop an understanding of the trans.monal period as both
an industrial shift and as an integration of mass entertainment and consumer
culture. . o f .
It is possible to account for the history of film CXhlblT}lC.)n asa tgle o Fxocxlre
ties bridged together by allegiances of audiences and exhibitors. Prior to Indaus-
try integration and control of cinema chains, tk.le f:onsumer and the showmen
had a relationship based on appeal and appreciation: t.he showme.n wouI.d a';—
tempt to appeal to the audiences, and the audiences mxg.l1t,apprec‘121.te their ef-
forts or not; thus was the cycle of consumption. Vaudeville’s transitions to this
point demonstrate what Roy Rosenzweig refers to as a transfer of alleglance‘:s
from the existing cheap entertainments and entertainment venues. Rosenzwelg
situates the transfer of loyalty from the saloon to demonstrate that in the. small
industrial town of Worcester, Massachusetts, the prosperity of commercxal. en-
tertainment was linked to incomes, industrial and leisure time, and conceptions
of amusements as either high or low culture.3* For working—c.:lass patrons in
small towns, the movies were amenable as entertainment, offering c%leap prices
and short programs that allowed even the overwm?ked and underpaid a chancel
to participate. Rosenzweig claims that the movie theater .became a centra
working-class institution like the saloon had been. Along with the :saloon pa-
trons, women, children, and immigrants were a part of the new audience. This
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was part of the phenomena for vaudeville as audiences formed in both urban
and rural locations.

The men at the helm of the consolidation of vaudeville, Keith and Albee,
may not, as Allen notes, have been the entrepreneurs solely responsible for af-
fecting the shift from variety to vaudeville, but “their strategies set the tone for
this nascent show business industry.”3 Many theaters were built explicitly for
touring vaudeville, including the Orpheum in Vancouver, the Sherman Grand in
Calgary, and the Palace in Montreal and Toronto.*® “As a high-class vaudeville
theater, the Orpheum (Vancouver) required a staff of about 100, including the
stage crew, maintenance people, musicians, and four projectionists (two for each
shift). But the majority was front-of-house staff: one outside and three inside
doormen to greet ‘milord” and ‘milady,” ticket sellers, the . .. ‘French’ maids,
and 65 usherettes.”?” The Sherman Grand was the most luxurious theater in
Calgary, and its manager Martin Beck was touted as holding his patrons in the
highest regard by featuring Orpheum vaudeville. “There is nothing in the world
so cosmopolitan, and so delightfully so, as modern vaudeville.”*® The opinion
that vaudeville was high-class entertainment seemed to have spread across
North America. )

In terms of performance, vaudeville was a compilation and a continuation
-of the previous entertainment forms from which it took attractions. Robert
Allen argues that “Vaudeville existed only as a distinctive, presentational, envi-
ronmental and institutional form; in terms of content, vaudeville was nothing
and everything.”3® Big-time bills would often feature larger groups of singers
and dancers as well as sketch comedy and physical or slapstick turns. A program
from the Palace, New York’s premier vaudeville house, shows the organization
of a typical vaudeville show. Continuously available, vaudeville acts ran from
early morning until late into the evening and embodied the serious and the trite.
The juxtaposition and uneven transition from show to show was the opposite
sort of effect that now goes into television programming: the “flow” in enter-
tainment was avoided in vaudeville; instead, performances were programmed to
be disjunctive in an endless stream of novelty.® The vaudeville program may
have been loosely knir together in terms of content, but acts were tailored to au-
dience interests, timed for shifts in mood to maintain excitement and incorpo-
rate all six to nine acts plus the headliner in a dynamic tempo. Programs were
printed and distributed to the audiences, and acts were scheduled and selected
well in advance based on the traveling schedules of the vaudeville circuits, which
were based in the United States and traveled cross border from south to north.
The circuits were organized in the most conscientious time-saving way to elimi-
nate unnecessary travel and costs. Local acts would target their routines to the
audience, sometimes using ethnic characterizations carried over from minstrel
and so-called coon shows.#! Humor based on ethnic characterizations was a
major component of many vaudeville routines, which also included comic
sketches, joke routines, songs parodies, and acrobatic and dance turns.*? Just as
the terminological shift from variety to vaudeville resulted in wider changes in
the institutional structure, social orientation, and audience, so t0o did techno-
logical shifts in film, audio recording, broadcast, and eventually sound films,
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which more than one historian has proclaimed to be the tf:chnOlogy that dealt
the final blow to the popular entertainment form (?f vaud.e.vﬂle. "
Vaudeville was solidly anchored in the traditlc?n of itinerant spectacle§ ike
the minstrel show and burlesque, circuses and Wild West shows. Fol‘l‘o.wmg a
pattern set down by P. T. Barnum in which Barnum had mastered Fhe 111et9r1c
of moral elevation, scientific instruction and cultural reﬁngment in present]mg
his attractions,” B. F. Keith carefully packaged mass entertainment to appea 1to
middle-class patrons.*3 Vaudeville established itself firmly on the map f)f popu lar
amusement in three concrete ways: the development of c.ommercml circuits, the
stabilization of a programming mode, and the estabhshmegt of per}'nanen';
vaudeville houses in the big-city centers.** Vaudeville’s centr.ahty and dlspersa
over a vast territory was a means of disseminating entertainment. The infra-
structure for the movie industry was laid with the early va:udevﬂle shf)ws. |
When moving pictures took up residence in vaudeyllle hguses m. thle ;ar y
1900s, their place on the program was typically as an intermittent .blezé k from
the live vaudeville acts. The emergence of nickel movie houses established a new
trend; many vaudeville houses were converted into n1§kel‘c1)5deons wheile ;n/lotlc.m
pictures and illustrated songs were the main attraction. As R}Jsse erritt
points out, nickelodeons began by showing “a miscellany of b:tl(‘if aldvel'-llture;i
comedy, or fantasy films that lasted about an hous,” anc.1 they w1111r{gly tailore
exhibition techniques found in vaudeville and used “fsmg-alongs,416nexp§n31ve
vaudeville acts, and illustrated lectures” to augment their programs. The intro-
duction of the nickel theaters and the continuation of the vaudejvﬂle houses re-
sulted in a coexistence and an interaction between the two sites and forrnlsc.1
Rosenzweig claims that in Worcester “those with only ten cents to spend.cou 1
sit in the gallery of Lothrop’s Opera House and watch melodramas ar‘ld rz;r;s:;rle
shows or visit the nearby Front Street Musee for bu'rlesql}e or vaude;vﬂle. .1;
mixing of live entertainment in the form of elither vaudeville or mu'sxce;l acts wit !
motion pictures became a prevalent entertamm'ent model and thrive as lzlln ;n
tertainment program in various sites from the nickleodeon to the vaudeville t ec-1
atre to converted music halls and church basements throughout the teens an
into the 1920s.%% In nickledodeons, which stood in clean contrast to vaudevx}le
and attracted middle class audiences that had previously not gone to the mim'els
with any notable frequency, moving pictures were the main attraction ?nd '.Ele } -
lustrated song was typically an intermittent break from the moving plctllnes. ;1
Moving Picture World, George Craw speculated, “The for.matlve stage through
which the film theaters are passing will probably make the 1111.15Frated song an in-
stitution and will eventually discard cheap vaudeville.”* .In giving the 1llu§tratelcl
song priority, Craw argued against vaudeville’s economic V}ablhty an'd 1;5 cuc;
tural standing, including the “half-baked ‘actors’ who smirk and \i\ugfg e an
clog-prance about the stage.”%? He claimed the expense.of the number o act‘s rf-
quired for a vaudeville program would never allow it to compete effe‘c.tnlrezlf
against box office draws. This shift in vaudeville’s popularity, shortly after it Ja
reestablished its presence alongside the nickelodeon theaters., cannot be reia as
simply disinterest in the entertainment or persistent accusations o.f Yulgauty 12
the form. Rather, the “democratic leveling” of the nickelodeon’s pricing fostere
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a new sense of proprietorship in the movie house and business independence to
which the working class responded positively. The nickelodeon, in the eyes of
community advocate John Collier, writing in 1908 for Charities and Conumons,
had successfully bucked its legacy of all that is evil and still represented in vaude-
ville. Collier wrote, “Five years ago the nickelodeon was neither better nor
worse than many other cheap amusements are at present. It was often a carnival
of vulgarity, suggestiveness and violence.”$? Vaudeville remained lumped in with
the bad guys—penny arcades, saloons, and melodrama—painted as reliant on il-
legitimate methods for success and only of “limited interest for the great, basic,
public of the working and immigrant classes in New York.”$2 The nickelodeon,
in contrast, had shimmied up the ladder of lowbrow entertainment to occupy a
new rung of social and moral respectability starting fresh with motion pictures,
offering a cheap, varied program with families in mind.

By 1909, small-time vaudeville had combined several reels of film with an
abbreviated vaudeville program in the same sort of legitimate theaters to which
nickelodeon owners had moved their shows. The emergent hybrid form of enter-
tainment saw vaudeville once again on the bill and the perception of the variety
show bounced back to being one of clean fun. Sometimes, in the case of the inte-
gration of the nickelodeon and vaudeville, the emergence of a hybrid form of
media is more telling than either the birth or death of the prior media. Seeing be-
yond the technology to what de Certeau called the “functionalized space in
which consumers move about™53 enables us to focus on the way vaudeville en-
trepreneurs viewed and competed against the popularity of the nickelodeon. The
reemergence of vaudeville as a family-oriented entertainment is what de Certeau
would call strategy; media technologies use in standardizing, institutionalizing
practices of space. The incorporation of film as a prevalent part of the vaudeville
program is what de Certeau might call a tactic; media technology and the
everyday practices associated with them are operational and depend on prac-
tice.* Vaudeville, as a cultural form, is a composition of “strategic representa-
tions -offered to the public as the product of these operations.” ® To ensure its
survival and prosperity, vaudeville reemerged as a cultural form in which variety
and film had a place. In addition, the social and cultural standing the nick-
elodeon had achieved in the community was not lost; rather, it was transferred
onto the emergent vaudeville form and ensured that the public significance of
vaudeville was augmented.

During the transitional period, the vaudeville palaces continued to empha-
size opulence, grandeur, and the value of the “show” over specific acts or films.
The vaudeville acts that took their place in these upscale houses were more akin
to the theatrical world of live entertainments than the burlesque shows and bars
of vaudeville’s principal incarnations. As the vaudeville house continued-to rise
in stature, it concentrated on establishing itself as different from the “sensa-
tional” houses that catered to “the element which craves ‘action’ pictures, that
is, not only western subjects, but others that may be called melodramatic in the
extreme.”¢ By emphasizing the “show,” the act of going to vaudeville theaters
remained essentially a theater experience as opposed to a film experience. As we
see in the late 1920s in the transition from silent cinema to sound cinema, the
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same emphasis is placed on the “show” as an ev?nt rather than specific ﬁl:ns or
stars. As Richard Koszarski argues, the belief in a “balanced program wasf
almost mystical among silent picture palace managers, who sa\;\; this part o

their business as closer to the vocation of vaudeville manager.’’ As .head of
Loew’s Inc., the theater chain MGM, Marcus Loew’s motto, ‘.‘We sell tlckets‘to
the theater, not movies,” emblematized the transiti.on from silent to sound cin-
ema, whereas the first evidence of selling the experience rather t.han the actual
acts or performances had its roots in the establishment of vaudeville.

As T have argued thus far, the disjointed variety-style program never really
vanished; it just reshaped itself into different forms that we can trace In thet sedi-
ment of popular amusement from burlesque and variety to tl.le consolidation of
gaudeville as an entertainment form that is institutionally regimented and recog-
nizable. By the mid-1920s, vaudeville’s popularityi anfj the ,well—esta}ahshed
mixed programs of live and filmic entertainment in cinemas was being en-
croached on by the industry experiments with sound-on-disc systems and .other
methods of synchronizing sound. Vaudeville managers had sought solace in the
silent screen, believing that as long as cinemna was silent, vaudeville could not .be
supplanted. It was with the secure sense that silent ﬁlrr.ls could not trump .léve
delivery that vaudeville houses had-added films to t.h.elr programs. The wide-
scale booking of films began to interfere with the traditional circuits .of traveling
vaudeville shows. In addition, the theater chains that were controlling the pro-
duction and distribution of films were now creating longer films, and to book
these films vaudeville houses were shaving their live acts to the bone.* Cong.ru-
ently, movie palaces were playing some live vgudeville acts, thereby profiting
from vaudeville’s popularity and at the same time lessening the hold of the
vaudeville houses on the entertainment form. .

In 1926, a dubious feeling accompanied the coming of soun.d and, as with
the arrival of most new technologies, opinions differed about t}.xe 1ntroducF10n of
synchronized sound to the existing mix of silent cinema and ln{e vaudev.ﬂle. As
Donald Crafton points out, the popular tale of Hollywood’s shift from silent to
sound cinema has become a sort of urban legend: “The components of the pop-

ular retelling of sound always represent it as a dividing line between the Old and -

New Hollywood . . . sound divides the movies with the as§ur§d11ess of biblical
duality.”6? The sound to silent border has become an organizational axis for th:.1
study of film and continues to divide flm into two separate worlds where soun
would be the victor and silent would be relegated to the back shelf.6* The 1.;‘2:11(168
quickly became one of the inventions in the evoluFion of film that led inex-
orably to the modern movie industry. 762 Jacob Lewis’s account of the transition
to sound film that had swept through the American film 1nclustr}.r was written in
1939 and is a good example of the degree to which sound film’s 1nst1tut10nallz§-
tion and the creation of the studio system was understood and for many cases 1§
still understood:

Suddenly in 1927 the progress of motion picture technique was .brought
to an abrupt halt by the invention and adoption of sound. The incorpo-
ration of spoken dialogue as a permanent element of motion pictures
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caused a cataclysm in the industry. Technique lost its sophistication
overnight and became primitive once more; every phase of the movie
medium reverted to its rudiments. The interest in artistic film expression
that had been stimulated by the superior foreign films, now having
reached a climax, was stifled in the chaos that the advent of sound pro-
duced. The new film principles that were just beginning to crystallize
seemed destined for the dump heap, and directors, stars, writers, musi-
cians, and foreign talent who had succeeded in the era of the “silents”
found themselves unwanted. Movie art was forgotten as the studio
doors were flung open to stage directors, Broadway playwrights, vaude-
ville singers, and song-and-dance teams. Voice, sound, noise, were all
that now mattered. Diction schools sprang up; everyone took singing

lessons; voice tests became the rage; speech filled the ears of the movie
capitol.®3

Standard film histories widely accept that the introduction of synchronized
sound to cinema quashed vaudeville and all the practices associated with the ex-
hibition of silent cinema whether they were established or not. In stating the
consequences of the coming of sound in film exhibition and reception, Kerel
Dibbets emphasizes a radical break: “Sound changes not only the film, but also
the film’s presentation and its relation to the viewer. In fact, the roots of silent
film culture had to be demolished to give room to the rise of talking pictures.”64
He continues, “In the first place, the transferral of the orchestra from the pit to
the sound-track marked the end of cinema as a multimedia show with live per-
formance, giving way to the cinema as a single-medium event.”®’ The concep-
tion of film exhibition in the transitional phase of silent to sound cinema created
unpredictability between what was understood as a live performance (variety
acts, vaudeville, and performance combined with film presentation) and what
became a more streamlined cinematic exhibition, momentarily phasing out live
performance. Cinemagoers were subject to a shift in technology and presenta-
tion that imposed a new form of viewing on the public. Not only did the cinema
undergo a dynamic innovation with the introduction of synchronous sound,
films were viewed differently. As Miriam Hansen points out, films were likely to
have “a wide range of meanings depending on the neighbourhood and status of
the theater, on the ethnic and racial background of the habitual audience, on the
mixture of gender and generation, and on the ambition and skills of the ex-
hibitor and the performing personnel.”6¢ Lying at the heart of the transition
from silent to sound cinema was a change from what Hansen has characterized
as a disjointed presentation of live and filmic performance to a streamlined, all-
filmic program.5” The adoption of an all-filmic program meant that the live
character once lent to the exhibition was vanquished, therefore rendering exhi-
bition practices and programs seamless and homogeneous from milieu to milieu
and city to city.

Film historians have documented the differences in exhibition practices
from city to city and particularly the difference between going to the movies in
the city as opposed to the experience in small towns.6® Although the same film
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may have been the feature on a playbill, it’ V\.IC?uld havle)-1l?efl1fptizg:§:;$f:l
differently depending on the location, the exhibition capabi 11t) 10 PN n;
and the audiences. Douglas Gomery points out tk}at well into the ahe. né o
production companies were still making two copies of films, one ta dung a d one
silent, to be shown in theaters nor yet wirfad for sound: Gomery demc;n e;iﬁc
that the uneven adoption of new technologies, and certgmly the study o tslpe cihe
locations, is an integral part of understanding the experience of.gomg tol 1t e
ater in these transitional phases. Moreover, the forms of entertainment that ex N
prior to the innovation and adoption of new technologies do not ]L;St I/a.mts1 3
rather, they are integrated and incorporated into the el}lfargent.forrclils.l u(t:ll:isu (1);
case with vaudeville. After theater managers and critics believed the th of
sound had worn off, they quickly turned back to a program style p'roc;ren fc(fﬁo_
lar prior to the adoption of the all-filmic program that accornpafrfue tsy e
nized sound. The return to programs featuring live acts was an e ort1 o o
to the entertainment style audiences were accustomed to before the takeover
s sound feature film.
e S%E:tgzao;ork City exhibition of The Jazz Singer (Alan Croslfmd, 1927) ::trl;
responded to Warner’s plunge into exhibiting talking films and its rr;er;lgerm Vi
Western Electric. The film marked the grand depa.rtx.n:e on the p‘z‘lrt o- t f " ]ke
studios to go ahead with talking film and With their investment: Waltrl.xlzl Islatirc?n,s
the logjam that had blocked the introduction of sound cqulp?en;\;co o
movie theatres.”®® Although the premiere of The Jazz Singer in New York o
marks a key moment in film history, it was not shared by other cinemas, Cme:i;ers
countries. Locating the premiere of the ﬁlrr.1 in Montreal, Quebec., puts rcelseaéorin
into the year 1929, skipping over the period ~and cglmral practices un er 1 thagi
the transition to sound exhibition in that city. PIIO.I' to the busmlfs.s ea hat
brought The Jazz Singer to the screen in New York City as a part ta l<1c=,b,synn o
nized sound technology was being dem(ci)nstrated and tweaked in exhibitio
i in the United States and Canada. . ‘

audlfrrllc;/slcl;ttreal, vaudeville was firmly estaplished in the c.1tyfs cinema pr:;
grams, but with the introduction of synch.romzed sound, a shxffi in praizlac:e;min
taking place. Experiments with synchronized sound had been emlonst red it
theaters in the city since 1926, and in 1928, the Palace was the first theater w

for synchronized sound in Canada. The Palace, Loew’s, and the Capitol spent

thousands converting to synchronized sound, and. with great triumph thf_‘lr ;WHC-[
ers announced to the moviegoing public that their tht?atgrs 1?.ad beenlwlre, aéle :
completely refurbished in grand elegance.”® The ﬁr§t 1nd.1catlon t.h?tflve ¥ zg ©
ville might be in jeopardy was at the Palace’s opening night, whic 1Oea§ur e
all-filmic program with the exception of the Palace Sym'phony rc 1est e.X _
Gradually vaudeville was phased out and replaced by filmic entertainmen

i i i ram until late in 1930.
cept at Loew’s, where it remained at the heart of its program

By September of that year, long after other cinemas in the c'ity relied on a blll of
entirely film to draw audiences, Loew’s announced vaudeville would be discon

tinued, and in its place, patrons could expect “a splendid program of talking and

ngir 72 W W i a d

Si gl g piCtufeS.” In tul.'n, LOC ’S Offefed a ne program Of tall(lng. ﬁlms

ShOftS at Ieduced .lCCS of 25 cents to 50 cents but even the })al’oaln dld not
P > b=}
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change the irony of the disa ppearance of the last standing vaudeville accompani-
ment to film exhibition in Montreal just before long-standing houses like the
Capitol took it up again. In what at first seemed like a dead cat bounce for
vaudeville, the Capitol brought back its live stage show within a month of the
discontinuation at Loew?s,

The Capitol announced its inaugural gala show as “the most important

event in Montreal’s theatre history.””* In almost a revival theme, the Capitol

“took its place among America’s Finest'Theatres——presenting the same pro-
grams as the world’s biggest theatres provide.”™ The “greater new show idea”
at the Capitol brought several features to the program for prosperity week, in-
cluding stage productions, organ novelties, musical surprises, a concert orches-
tra, and the “Greatest Talking Pictures!®” The theaters in Montreal were
reacting to a plunge in attendance by rejuvenating the screens with added attrac-
tions, a resurgence of live acts to accompany the talkies, and new bargain prices,
making filmgoing even more accessible to the public. Moviegoers paid only
25 cents before twelve-thirty in the afternoon and were able to see a complete
show. Other theaters also introduced bargain prices and thrift matinees. The
Palace theater even brought in a special French-language movie to include
French-language spectators in their target audience. Theater managers brought
back. the sort of entertainment audiences were accustomed to before the
takeover of the synchronous sound feature film. Montreal is not the only case of
vaudeville enjoying a resurgence in Canada, Doug McCallum notes that at the
Orpheum in Vancouver, vaudeville was the main attraction from 1927 to 1932,
even in the mixed program of live acts and film. He comments, “For some
people the movies were the main drawing card, while others considered them
decidedly less important—ar least at the Orpheum. Some even sat out the
movies in the foyer, returning to see the vaudeville twice.”7¢ This action by the
audijence points to a steady appreciation for the live acts that were now con-
sidered as accompaniments to the movies, It also indicates the resilient expecta-
tion audiences had for the continuous mixed show as the dominant form of
programiming. .
For years, audiences at the Orpheum had seen the who’s who of the vaude-
ville stage, including George Burns and Gracie Allen, Jack Benny, and even Bob
Hope. The performers passed through on a circuit that moved west from
Chicago to Vancouver, and a weekly bill consisted of five or six acts, fifty-two
weeks a year.”” By this time, vaudeville circuits had been disrupted because of
decreased booking. The Orpheum, not wired for sound until 1937, was unable
to offer acts from vaudeville circuits. Under the direction of Ivan Ackery, the Or-
pheum continued to present a mixed program of filmic and live acts while draw-
ing live performance from the local community and select touring acts.
Although vaudeville and silent cinema are believed to have taken a leap hand in
hand from the entertainment stage, there is evidence that the shift to synchro-
nized sound was uneven and inconsistent. Even the infamous Palace in New
York City did not see its last vaudeville turn until 1932 when it became 2 motion
picture house.” What this demonstrates is that not only do we have to push the
dates of the conversion of sound forward beyond what is commonly believed to
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have taken place as early as 1928 and-to have been largely completed by the
1931-32 season; we also have to imagine that theaters not yet wired for sound
were still featuring live acts in addition to films, shorts, and orchestral programs.
Because there is evidence that refutes a homogeneous and rapid conversion.to
sound, we must, in turn, refute a rapid and sudden purging of vaudeville. L.1ve
stage shows may have been an obvious reminder of the old days after the motion
picture industry adopted synchronized sound, but we can argue that the power
of the stage show was its reintegration into film programs in spite of the novelty
of sound. Not only is this a reminder of vaudeville’s popularity as a way to add
novelty to filmic programs, it is also a reminder to examine the period when new
technologies are introduced for residual média forms.

In September 1930, the Montreal Daily Star announced that the public was
fed up with sound, claiming, “The novelty of sound was thrown as a sop to the
public. 5o far it has worked. But the news now is that it has ceased to work.””?
The last two years “have seen the talkie take hold on the imagination and pock-
etbook of the theatregoer.”8® The asticle in the Montreal Daily Star was critical
of the film industry’s use of sound to ward off the encroaching radio entertain-
ment and to fill otherwise emptying theaters. Referring to the initial adoption of
sound by Hollywood as an effort to invigorate the amusement industry, the arti-
cle says that once again the industry must deal with a public bored by the' nov-
elty of sound. We can read this “once again” boredom as part of a pattern in the
movie industry to implement a novelty that will be received as the next best
thing in entertainment and draw in the audiences. The Montreal Daily Star
claimed, “People are fed up on lame products offered with a sugar coating of
sound and theatres are beginning to worry.”®! It was announced that, “In an ef-
fort to restore waning interest the big local show houses have restored the stage
prologue, with its lavish acts and pretty dancing girls discarded two years
ago.”® Just a month after cutting its stage show, Loew’s jumped to restore
vaudeville in October 1930, announcing, “Loew’s theater have completed
arrangements whereby they can definitely assure the public of the weekly selec-
tion of the very best acts available in this particular field of theatrical.”%3 Other
cinemas in the city followed suit. In an effort to attract crowds, theater man-
agers were attempting to recreate the flush of excitement that had shrouded the
first exhibitions of talking film and the format of incorporating film into a wide
range of entertainment and live musical acts.

Around the Blm world, a debate was raging. Would the talkies take a nose-
dive right off the screen? Other forms of entertainment, particularly the popular-
ity of “midget golf” (mini-golf), and a severe summer slump were blamed for the
decreased attendance at the cinemas.®¥ As Crafton notes, “By summer even the
Fox, Publix, and Warner organizations were turning their unprofitable theaters
into miniature golf courses.® In an industry just beginning to realize that novelty
had great power in terms of reception and bringing in audiences, the wearing off
of a novelty should not be taken lightly. The industry looked for ways to bring
back the crowds, and despite Warner’s confidence in the talkies, the extent to
which silent cinema could be brought back was not ruled out as an option.®¢
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Louis Mayer of MGM suggested pantomime artists as a solution to declining
artendance; Radio Keith Orpheum’s William Le Baron foresaw the proper for-
mula for exhibition as one-half dialogue and one-half pantomime.

It appeared that the return to silent films was not the only threat to the
somewhat disenfranchised talkies. Morgan Powell of the Montreal Daily Star
wrote, “Movies and talkies are here to stay. [They] are an interesting and educa-

tional form of cheap entertainment and will continue to be patronized exten--

sively by the public; but, they can never take the place of spoken drama.”¥”
According to Powell’s article, people wanted “plays and music rendered by real
flesh and blood people”—they also wanted “plays teeming with human interest,

wit, educational value and entertainment.” They wanted “wholesome entertain-

ment that was a true representation of life not an exaggeration—except for the
innocent exaggeration of life that harms no one by its merriment and lifts every-
one for a few cheering hours from life’s drab realities.”$8 While the public tastes
were deemed fickle, the major studios were housecleaning by cutting their con-
tract layers down.® If they had not been drawing a crowd they were out, and no
one was secure any longer because studios had adopted a “one-picture contract”
rather than a long-term or lifelong contract they may have agreed to in the past.
The excuse used by an industry that needed to employ cost-cutting measures be-
cause of lower box office returns was that the public was calling for an industry
malleable to the ever-changing whim of the moviegoer,”

The new economic pressure of the Depression inspired lower prices as the-
ater owners struggled to pull in audiences. The thrift matinee and the bargain
matinee and programs around the city had begun to add stage shows and other
novelties like the organ, symphony orchestras, and even so-called freak shows.
The Godino Siamese twins and their brides appeared on the stages of “Five
United Amusement Theaters in Addition to Their Regular Double Film Pro-
grams!”?! Some new technological innevations began to clamor for the public’s
attention, including the film Cimarron (Wesley Ruggles, 1931), to be presented
on a gigantic screen at the Palace theater. ®> The changes brought about in exhi-
bition were not entirely based on the need for something novel; although the stu-
dios and theater managers blamed the fickle attitude of audiences, the pattern
that had been established in the industry was part of the equation. We see, in ex-
amining the lineage of entertainment practices and technological transitions, a
consistent pattern of overlapping progressions and recessions as entertainment
forms shifted. In the lead up to the 1930s, the resilience of the live stage show I
demonstrate is both a reminder of the residual and emergent practice in enter-
tainment and an opportunity to think about how audiences may have identified
with each form. The audiences, or interpretations and assumptions about the
audiences, played an integral role in the hybrid entertainment forms that devel-
oped as the use and incorporation of new sound technologies was negotiated.

Similar to the criticism Staples notes of vaudeville when it began closely to
mimic Broadway revues, audiences complained about Hollywood’s persistence
in producing films that tell stories about “gold-diggers, unfortunate chorus girls,
successful thugs and underworld characters, and all the rest of the stuff that has
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been served up ad nausea in the past.”®® Some critics still thought vau‘d.e\.rille
could survive in spite of the talking picture. Alexander Bakshy harsl}ly crlt}01zt‘:d
vaudeville as it was in 1929, “In spite of the fifty thousand vaudeville artists in
this country, the programs even in the leading American theaters seldorq contain
more than one or two really satisfying numbers. The rest are the v.enest junk
which only the utter degradation of vaudeville standards 1.1as permxtte(.j to ?Je
performecl.”94 He continued to say that vaudeville had lost its clz}ss, but in spite
of the current state of entertainment, vaudeville was needed to rwal. the talking
film. Bakshy felt, “There will be one weapon, however, which Wlll never be
found in the armoury of the talking picture—the power of the d}rect and per-
sonal appeal to the audience which distinguishes Fhe art of vaud.evﬂle more ;hljm
any other form of stage entertainment.”® Predictions of what cinema would be-
come after the talkies ceased to draw a sole spectator dcmonst.rated the vulnera-
bility of the synchronized sound film as a new invention. Talkies fell prey to th(}
hype that surrounds a new innovation and consequently to the pm?dxctlons 0
demise that follow. The talkies were different in that they were not just a novel
addition to cinema programs. They threatened both the estabhshec.l practices of
silent cinema and greatly destabilized the live theater as an enFertalniment form.
In the wake of this destabilization speculation, an intervxew“wmh seventy-
seven-year-old theater producer David Belasco forecasted the ieath of the
talkies” and claimed good silent pictures would sweep the country. Many film-
makers and theorists agreed. Charlie Chaplin had already pushed th.e hmxt.s on
silent film in 1931 with City Lights, yet he surprised people by doing a silent
film, Modern Times, in 1936. In other words, the movement away fro.rn sound
was not only on the basis of aesthetics. This stance came as N0 SULPriSe; .hf)\.N-
ever, | maintain that the changes in exhibition broug.h'_t about by the initial
success of the feature-length sound film and the competition among theaters for

"the public presence contributed to the decreased attendance at the theaters more

5o than the single idea that the novelty of the talkie had worn off. The variety-
style program was popular with audiences, and when theaters ceased to present
live acts and musical performances, opting instead for a program of only film,
attendance was affected. Managers competed to entice MOViEgOeLLs tO the
theater, returning to programs that had proved popular p.reviously——a mixture
of sound film, vaudeville acts, and short features. They deliberately made use of
vaudeville artists and performances (sometimes even local amateur acts) as part
of their overall presentational packages. .

The “return” of vaudeville after synchronized sound film was adopted in the
entertainment industry is not historically unique. A flash forward to t}}e advent
of television demonstrates that in 1948 as nerworks were bringing in seven-
day-a-week programming, fime needed to be filled, and former Ygudevﬂhar{s
were recruited and signed to perform live and be broadcast on tel§v151on. By this
time, former vaudevillians were the epitome of star talent—established perform-
ers with reputations in the enterrainment world. These stars .could command
serious salaries and be a considerable audience draw for television. o

Joe Cohen wrote in Variety magazine, “The comeback of vaudeville is
television’s hottest development. Both talents and networks foresee as many
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variety forms used in this medium as in the days when the Keith-Albee, Pan-
tages, and Orpheum circuits flourished.”?” In prior demonstrations of television,
vaudeville had also been the easy answer for test programming. In September
1930, Saturday Night announced that in London, a public screening of live tele-
vision would take place at “one of the West End cinema theatres” wherein
“short performances comprising of simple turns and the televising of personali-
ties singing or talking” would be watched by the moviegoers as a special screen
was mounted on wheels and moved onto the exhibition platform.®® This early
demonstration mimicked a vaudeville stage show in content, and similar to early
trials of synchronized sound, it featured performers speaking and singing to
demonstrate the technological prowess of the media. The surge in popularity
and sales of television sets in the late 1940s and early 1950s was attributed to
the everlasting popularity of the variety show, termed “vaudeo” by film and tel-
evision critics. Major stars of the vaudeville stage were contacted by the televi-
sion industry in hopes that they would make a return to the small screen. Joe
Laurie Jr. cited television as the future of vaudeville in his birthday tribute to the
Palace theater in New York. These were his final words in the article: “Who

knows, maybe television will be the Palace of tomorrow?”% .

Bob Hope had been one of the most successful stars of vaudeville, and long

after theaters no longer featured live acts he toured internationally. In 1931,

amid the wake of controversy over whether the talkies would drive vaudeville

under for good, Hope secured his first contract at the Palace in New York.

Variety magazine reviewed his performance: “He is a nice performer of the flip

comedy type, and he has his own style. These natural resources should serve him

well later on.”?% Hope’s return to the stage and move to the small screen of tele-

vision was relished by the National Broadcasting Corporation. On June 29,

1949, John E Royal wrote a letter to Hope:

T have been involved in this television racket for a long time, and have
been amused by the hurrying and scurrying of late regarding a lot of
rough, slapstick comedy, and I want to take a little bit—in fact, a god-
dam big bet—that the first time Hope gets into television, he will do to
this industry what Jolson did to talking pictures.101

This reference to Al Jolson and the fame and mythic presence of The Jazz Singer
{1927) is emblematic both of the legends built in the media industry and the ex-
hilarating desire to revive the vaudeville acts and the heroes of the stage seen as
possible though television. Hope’s response to Royal was cordial and signaled
not only Hope’s persistent adoration of vaudeville but his feeling that the habit-
ual practice of taking in the vaudeville shows as an amusement habit would need

to be re-created in the new media of television if a vaudeville revival was going
to be a success. Hope wrote,

It was nice to receive your vote of confidence with regard to television,
but Berle can have the medium all to himself for the next year. Then
I shall have my head blocked and we’ll all go back into vaudeville!
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Without a doubt television will really be going in a counple of years
and we will have to put on our very best manners and do a nice half-hour
show every week. 1 don’t think any less than that will do, as television
will have to become a habit, but, nevertheless, an interesting one.}?

The following year, the vaudevillian revival was magazine cover material. Look
magazine paid tribute to the return of the vaudeville stars with a cover photo fea-
turing vaudevillians on television including Fred Allen, Jack Benny, Bob Hope,
Groucho Marx, Eddie Cantor, Ken Murray, Ed Wynn, Bobby Clark, George Burns,
Gracie Allen, and Jimmy Durante.193 In general, the rehashing of vaudeville stars as
new television stars can be seen as a competitive shift instigated by the instability of
the new media of television and broadcast. The variety show format is consistently
the entertainmerit form that exhibitors and broadcasters return to in the case of a
perceived instability in attendance. Tt was believed, on numerous occasions, that
vaudeville was dead: the form was not alleged to be interesting or sophisticated
enough to withstand the various innovations in site, sound, synchronization, and
strearnlining that occurred in entertainment programming. However, as 1 have
shown, by following vaudeville past the first certain date of its decline and beyond
its impending doom at the advent of synchronized sound, we can see that the enter-
tainment form had a resilience not often noted in the history of film.

By 1930, the model of the all-filmic program that accompanied the transition
from silent cinema to synchronized sound was economically not viable for many
exhibitors trying to draw in Depression crowds more concerned about the na-
tional bread prices than the Saturday ratinee. In what could be characterized as
a desperate move, exhibitors brought live vaudeville programs back to the cin-
ema. The cost of converting to sound made making additional large-scale adapta-
tions to theaters impossible for most exhibitors. Having wired their theaters and
already booked sound films would have made it impossible to do anything but
show the films. The movie industry was also financially committed to producing
and distributing sound films. Although vaudeville had been eulogized numerous

times, it made a return on the very heels of synchronized sound and the feature

flm-based program, the new media that was said to banish live entertainment.
This move backward to a mixed program was brought about by what theater
managers perceived as audience’s declining taste for the novelty of sound, the per-
ception that audiences were not responding to all-filmic programs, and the eco-
nomic uncertainty of the Depression. Contrary to dominant perceptions of new
media replacing old, the unexpected historical return of vaudeville to filmic exhi-
bition in the early 1930s offers a vivid example of vaudeville’s hold on the popu-
lar imagination and its resilience as an entertainment form. At the very least, the
use of vaudeville to angment programs and the recruitment of vaudeville artists
by theater managers and, later on, television producers demonstrates that within
technological transitions, vaudeville brought a sort of resilience and reliability to
the stage and the screen. Moreover, examining the resurgence of live performance
over the course of several periods of change shows that a form of entertainment
as enigmatic and effervescent as vaudeville actually had a much broader rele-
vance in the concepts of technological adoption, the history of cultural practices,

Vaudeville

and the concepts of high and low culture. A closer examination of the cultural life
of vauc.ieville reveals that resurgences are associated with periods in which the
entertainment industry (in its various incarnations) is vying for control and stan-
dardization of the market. The residual and emergent forms of vaudeville over
the ﬁr.st few decades of the development of the film industry demonstrateé pat-
terns indicating that more than anything, the introduction of new media proves,

as Harold Innis argues, to destabilize the existing relationship of communication
media and patterns of living.
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