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JADT examine the ways in which the material object tells the story of a 
society and the ways in which it is organized and understands itself in a 
particular time period. Among these essays are examinations of dramatists 
and theatrical practitioners shaping ideas about the ever-changing cultural 
landscape through its material culture. Diverse views are presented on the 
meaning of objects and structures within a society and the impact of these 
on individual lives, the functioning of institutions, and the depiction and 
workings of theatre itself. Reflections of American culture in a range of 
times, in the case of this special issue of JADT specifically the stage of 
the 19'h to 21 '' centuries, result from the exploration of historical, critical, 
and performative perspectives of the relationship of American theatre 
and drama to a broad range of ideas of material culture and its relation 
to the stage. 

A more-or-less chronological approach to the essays in this 
special issue of ]ADT begins with a central essay drawn from the artifacts 
of the 19th century American stage provided by distinguished scholar, 
Laurence Senelick, who examines the exploitation of chromolithography 
in its application to American theatrical trade cards and souvenir books. 
In his "Picture in Stone. Lithographed Trade Cards and the American 
Theatre," Senelick provides a unique prism through which to view the 
hurly-burly of the 19th century American stage, an entertainment heyday 
in which such objects as trade cards of favorite stars and souvenir booklets 
associated with productions provide a record of its extraordinary era. In 
"The Female Illusionist Revealed: Adelaide Herrmann's Expression of 
Womanhood Through Fin de Siec/e Material Culture, 1868-1928," Julia 
Henderson focuses on pioneering female magician Adelaide Hermann 
to reveal diverse and changing images of womanhood, both onstage and 
off, during an era of vast changes in the ways in which American society 
viewed women. In 'What Good Old Days?: Maxwell Anderson Confronts 
Capitalism and Marriage with a Ride on The 5 tar-Wagon," Fonzie D. Geary II 
investigates issues of capitalism and marriage through Maxwell Anderson's 
oft-overlooked drama The Star-Wagon, a 1937 play focused on the pitfalls 
of capitalist greed and changing views of male-female relationships, with 
an inventor's time travel machine as the artifact providing a unique journey 
through early 20'h century American life. Junk - albeit "glittering junk"
takes center stage in Rachel Joseph's "Glittering Junk: J ack Smith and the 
Vast Landfill of Identity," in which she illuminates what Stefan Brecht has 
referred to as filmmaker/ performer Jack Smith's penchant for featuring 
"the sheer beauty of junk" in his films and performances. Finally, in "Poor 
Things: Naturalistic Props and the Death of American Material Culture," 
Kyle Gillette explores the use of realistic objects and consumer brands in 
Sam Shepard's 1970s plays, with emphasis on Action (1975). 
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The contributors to this special ATDS issue of JADT will 
invariably applaud the wide-ranging examination of material culture in 
American theatre and drama provided by these talented scholars who ask 
what can we learn about ourselves from the objects about us and what 
will those objects tell future generations about who we were and what we 
valued? 

James Fisher 
Guest Editor 

The University of North Carolina at Greensboro 

Correction: In the Fall 2012 issue, ]ADT incorrectly spelled the name of 
Shelley Manis, the author of the article, "Cain's Grave, Ground Zero, and 
'History's Discarded Lies': The Question of Hospitality to the Other in 
Homebody/Kabul." 

We sincerely apologize for the error and will be correcting the spelling 
when the issue becomes available online. 





jOUR.'lAL OF AMERlCAN DRAMA AND THEATRF. 25, NO. 2 (SPRJNG 2013) 

PICTURES IN STONE: 

LITHOGRAPHED TRADE CARDS AND THE AMERICAN THEATRE 

Laurence Senelick 

Popular Imagery 

When the very first book on what he called "l'imagerie populaire" (roughly, 
"pictures for the people") was published in 1869, the dramatist and 
antiquarian Champfl.eury felt obliged to justify his choice of subject: '1\ll 
sorts of historical information can also be derived from imagery; and if the 
image is not considered worthy to be admitted, even in the lowest ranks, 
into the history of art, it will retain its place in the first rank in the history 
of social behavior." Granting that the cheap pictures hawked by colporteurs 
were not art as art was commonly understood, Champfleury hoped to 
rehabilitate them as historical documents. The images he referred to were 
crude woodcuts. The next generation of admirers of "popular imagery" 
had to defend an interest not in woodcuts which, in becoming outdated 
could be considered quaint; but in mechanical reproductions, cheap 
steel engravings and lithographs. Their successors in turn shamefacedly 
confessed a predilection for photographs and photo-engravings. As each 
technical advance in pictorial reproduction is made, its products appal the 
connoisseur by their abundance and crudeness,' but attract the historian 
as valuable testimony to the moeurs of the past. Nowhere is this more the 
case than with advertising materials. 

In this essay, I would like to investigate the exploitation of 
chromolithography for purposes of publicity in an overlooked format: 
the American theatrical trade card and souvenir booklet. Because of the 
intermediation of industrial methods in the production and dissemination 
of chromolithographs, the experts have been loath to qualify them as 
either folk art or popular art. Here it might be useful to adopt Pierre-Louis 
Duchartre's distinction between imagerie populaire and imagerie demi-Jine or 
imagerie bourgeoise. 2 What constitutes this distinction are criteria of medium, 

1 It is customary for writers on commercial art at this point to make reference to 

Walter Benjamin and his essay "T he Work of Art in an Age of Mechanical Reproduction" 
(19 36) but its Marxist political stance and emphasis on authenticity are somewhat irrelevant 
to this essay and can be taken as read. 

2 Pierre-Louis Duchartre and Rene Saulnier, L'Imagerie parisienne (Paris: Griind, 
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taste, popularity of subject, and price. We need only consider medium: 
in the nineteenth century, imagerie demi-fine or art prints flourished as 
engravings, etchings and aquatints, whereas the cheapest pictures available 
were wood engravings and lithographs. The former were purchased, 
framed and hung by the middle classes; the latter were cheap and easily 
available to the working-classes and pinned on the walls of their cabins or 
tenements. They can be classified more readily as popular imagery. 

Lithography 

Stopping to buy cigars in Salt Lake City in the early 1880s, George 
Augustus Sala, raffish journalist about London, was attracted by the shop's 
interior decoration. "The tobacconist ... was very proud of his chromo
lithographic display," Sala reported. Said display 

comprised an effigy of Pocahantas, Princess of Virginia, 
smoking the calumet of peace; and a portrait of Miss Ada 
Cavendish of "The Royal Theatre, England," displaying 
with energy suggestive of the patriotic enthusiasm of 
Joan of Arc, a snow-white banner emblazoned with 
an advertisement of Somebody's short-cut chewing 
Tobacco. 

The incongruities aside, why should Sala have considered this salient 
enough to record it as a distinguishing feature of American life? He gave 
his own explanation in a footnote, pointing out that, in the United States 
"the art of pictorial advertising [is] carried on with thrice more boldness 
and ingenuity than" in England. "In England wood-engraving on the one 
hand and photography on the other -- together with the innumerable pen 
and ink or imitation etching processes have left lithography scarcely a 
leg to stand upon; but in America 'stone pictures' yet hold their own."3 

The Mormon tobacconist, with his ill-sorted icons of a legendary 
Indian princess and a reigning West End star, was the lucky beneficiary 
of technological advances that enabled him to adorn his wares with 
colorful and eye-catching aspirations to beauty. His place of business was 
embellished with product promotions that were also simulations of le beau 
ideal. 

1944), 3-5. 

3 G. A. Sala, America Revisited: from the Bqy of New York to the Gu!f of Mexico and 
from Lake Michigan to the Pacific (London: Vizetelly, 1882) 2:292. 
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Aloys Senefelder's invention of lithographic printing had caught 
on quickly in the New World. Single-stone lithography colored by hand 
appeared in America as early as 1819,4 and what began as a medium for 
artists soon underwent commercial exploitation. This is a cross-over 
typical of nineteenth-century American culture: an innovation or discovery 
intended for aesthetic or altruistic ends is almost immediately co-opted 
for mercantile purposes; in the process it becomes perfected and more 
widely available. One of the standard histories of the medium makes it 
explicit: "There was not a single chromolithographer of any significance 
who did not earn part of his income from creating or printing lithographic 
advertisements.''5 

Only in America, as Sala pointed out, did the lithographic 
advertisement flourish so profusely. In Great Britain, the most common 
use of lithography was for illustrated music covers, which displaced 
engraved titles by the 1840s and anticipated continental practice by some 
years (it didn't become usual in Spain, for instance, until the late 1880s).6 

However, the application of chromolithography to British theatrical 
advertising was slow to be adopted. It was considered that lithography was 
no good for poster work meant for hoardings unless the bills were small; 
the American method of combining several small sheets to create one 
large one was relatively unknown. Benjamin Webster, when manager of 
the Adelphi, introduced colored posters produced by woodblocks around 
1848, but they and their imitations were so garish that protests appeared 
in the newspapers. It was not until after 1860 that chromolithographed 
posters became common, and even then the prominent firm of David 
Allen & Sons did not attempt them until 1877, at first for pantomimes 
(pantomime posters had a reputation for being lurid). The work was done 
on transfer paper, and the posters were not drawn directly on the stone 
until 1884, an innovation, it should be noted, introduced by a workman 
returning from the Strobridge Company in America.7 ptherwise, colored 

4 Charles Henry Taylor, Some Notes on Ear!J American Uthograpf?y (Worcester, 
Mass.: American Antiquarian Society, 1923), 3; Harry T. Peters, Amen·ca on Stone (New 
York: Doubleday, Doran, 1931), 72. 

5 Peter C. Marzio, The Democratic Art: Chromolithograpf?y 1840-1900. Pictures for a 
19th-century America (Boston: David Godine, 1979), 192. 

6 A. Hyatt King, "English Pictorial Music Title-pages 1820-1885. Their style, 
evolution and importance," The Library, fifth series, 4, no. 4 (Mar. 1950), 263. Most later 
writing on the subject simply paraphrases this essay. Juan Carrere Parrondo and Jose 
Manuel Marilla, "La tecnica litogr:ifica. La ilustraci6n en Ia edici6n musical del genero 
lirico," in A. A. Caii.ibano, ed., Imdgenes para Ia lin'ca. El teatro musical espanola travis de Ia 
eslanrpa 1850-1936 (Madrid: Centro de Documentaci6n Musical-INAEM, 1995), 37. 

7 "The Theatrical Poster," Era (13 July 1901 ). For contemporaneous views, see 
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lithography was limited to program covers and performance souvenirs. 
The last two items were of course available to audiences only after they 
were already in the playhouse. 

In France, color lithography was so exclusively identified as an 
American technique that around 1880 French circus posters, the first to 
deploy a complex visual system for a socially mixed audience, were printed 
by a prolific firm known significantly as Affiches americaines Charles 
Levy.B 

From the outset, however, American printing was innovative 
and the foremost innovations were directly connected with theatrical 

advertisement. Jonas Booth, the first printer to specialize in show work, 
was also the first owner of a steam-powered press in America, using 
composition rollers for inking type. Similarly, the first lithographed title 
page on sheet music in the United States was the work of an actor. David 
Claypoole Johnston, a player at Philadelphia's Chestnut St Theatre and at 
the Boston Theatre, turned to engraving in 1825 when his thespian career 
faltered; he came to be known as the American Cruikshank. Johnston was 
soon joined by dozens of lithographers turning out large quantities of 
topographical, portrait and caricature prints, in addition to song sheets, 
parlor decorations and, not least, advertisements.9 

By 1854, New York had as many as sixty lithographic firms. Cities 
throughout the Midwest, such as Cincinnati, home to the giant United 
States Printing & Lithograph Company, became bustling centers of 
activity. What assisted this growth was the influx of German immigrants, 
particularly after the political upheavals of 1848; these included skilled 

M. H. Spielmann, "Posters and Poster-Designers in England," Scribner's Magazine Gan. 
1895): 34-47, and H . C. Bunner, "American Posters, Past and Present," Scribner's Magazine 
(Aug. 1895): 429-43. A useful brief survey is Catherine Haill, Theatre Posters (London: Her 
Majesty's Stationery Office, 1983). Owing to their cheapness, circus posters continued 
to be printed with woodblocks as late as the 1970s, when they were converted to offset 
printing methods. Neil C. Cockerline, "Ethical Considerations for the Conservation 
of Circus Posters," Western Association for Art Conservation Newsletter (May 1995); repr. in 
Bandwagon (Nov.-Dec. 2002): 6. 

8 Segolene LeMen, "French Circus Posters," Print Quarter!J 8, no. 4 (Dec. 1991): 
368. The colored posters that covered Parisian walls between 1840 and 1860 were wood
engraving using wallpaper techniques and were employed chiefly by fancy-good shops. 
For the proliferation of one theatrical figure, see Daniel Bordet, Les cent plus belles images 
de Pierro! (Paris: Dabecom, 2003), 7. The claim of the manager Michael Leavitt to have 
introduced French color-lithographed posters to the U.S. in 1872 must be taken, like all 
his claims, with a grain of salt. M. B. Leavitt, Fifry Years in Theatrical Management (New York: 
Broadway Publishing Co., 1912), 329. 

9 Alan Fern, "Introduction," to Lester S. Levy, Picture the Songs: Lithographs .from 
the Sheet Music if the N ineteenth-century America (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 

1976), x, 2-3. 
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and industrious artisans who could keep Senefelder's traditions alive while 
working on the cheap. Although the first chromolithograph produced in 
America was made in 1840 by an English migrant William Sharp, it was a 
German who was responsible for the popularization of the novelty. 

The Trade Card 

Louis Prang, who arrived in New York in 1850, made a fortune 
during the Civil War with card portraits of generals. In 1863 he published 
a series of album cards of American birds, sold in sets and meant to be 
collected in special albums. The inventor of the mass-produced holiday 
greeting card, he also came up with the notion of churning out small
format cards easily adaptable to the needs of advertisers at low cost. 
The first chromolithographed trade cards carrying advertisements were 
those Prang printed to publicize his exhibition at the Vienna International 
Exposition in 1873. 

As a modest means of advertising small tradesmen, engraved 
cards had been in circulation throughout the eighteenth century, but 
lithography greatly increased the availability and appeal of these cards. By 
the time of the Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia in 1876, the trade 
card was the ubiquitous medium of advertising in the U.S., and reached 
unparalleled levels of popularity in the 1880s and '90s. Almost anyone with 
something to sell used a trade card rather than the more specialized poster. 
As competition increased, standards of quality were fiercely maintained, 
while the prices for wholesale orders steadily dropped. 

Although they could range from small (1 x 2 inches) to fairly large 
(5 x 7 inches), with die cuts in a variety of shapes, the most common, least 
expensive were 3.25 x 5 inch stock cards with a standard crayon lithograph 
design or set of designs which left room for the advertiser to over-print 
his own information. This accounts for the large number of extant cards 
with uniform images and dissimilar messages. The same portrait of the 
actress Kate Girard might serve to decorate the claims of a pharmacy, a 
department store or a hairdresser's establishment. 10 (Fig. 1) A thousand 
cards were sold at twelve dollars with the advertisement printed in, seven 

10 One of the earliest collectors of paper Americana, Jefferson R. Burdick, whose 
collection is now at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, classified his post-1870 trade cards 
by Tobacco Products, Food and Beverages, Clothing and Shoes, Personal Accessories, 
House Furnishings, Farm and Business, Service Groups (which included Transportation, 
Hotels, Amusement, Business Services) and Design Groups. Theatre, subsumed under 
Amusement, did not warrant a separate category. Directory o/ the J R Burdick Collection. 
Trade and Souvenir Cards and Other Paper Americana in the Metropolitan Museum o/ Arl [New 
York, n.d.) 
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JOSIAH HOVEY, 

D rur;gf:d wul ApoOucrzry, 

Fig. 1. Australian-born actress Kate Gitatd (1860-87), her name misspelled, is used tO 
advertise Josiah H enry, Druggist & Apothecaty, Winchester, Mass., and W.H. Carr, 

Hait Dressing & Bathing Room, Leominster, Mass. (ferrey, Leominster). The portrait 
is based on a photograph by Howell, BostOn, available in catte-de-visite format. 

Author's collection. 

dollars without; and the price sometimes dropped to $3.25 a thousand.n 
The ubiquity of the lithographed trade card was due to factors 

other than the purely economic or technological. As the inhabitants, 
territory and industrial capacity of the United States increased, the demand 
for pictures grew directly commensurate with the ability to produce them. 
A doubling of the population between 1870 and 1900 produced an 
unparalleled consumer market; prices dropped regularly owing to a highly 
protective tariff system and a steady supply of cheap labor. The network 
of railways, instrumental in populating the West and transporting both 
raw materials and agricultural products to the eastern port cities, also sent 
cultural products westward. This plethora of consumer goods necessitated 
an unprecedented market for advertising, aggressive, highly competitive, 

11 This information comes from the standatd authority, Robert Jay, The Trade 
Card in Nineteenth-century America (Columbia: University of Missouri, 1987), 1-3, 21, 25, 
27-39. For all his detail, Jay never mentions the theatrical trade card. Only France seems 
to have used the trade card -- known as /e chromo -- as commonly as the United States, 
but rarely for theatrical advertisement. Leon Maillard, Les menus & programmes i//ushis. 
Invitations -- billets de faire part -- cartes d'adresse --petites estampes du XVlfe siecle jusqu'a nos jours 
(Paris: G. Boudet, 1898), 138. 
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often strident and uncouth, in keeping with the society itself. By 1869 
the first advertising agencies had opened, and the growth of the publicity 
industry was more extensive than that of the economy in generalY 

The Theatre 

From the standpoint of the theatre historian, the trade card is an invaluable 
source of information about how the late nineteenth-century American 
stage projected its images and how the audience was expected to receive 
themY The portability of the trade card was a godsend for the theatrical 
profession. Touring had always been part of the American scene from 
the eighteenth century, but strolling players had more or less followed 
the patterns of their British counterparts, in limited circuits from town 
to town. The advertising methods of American strollers resembled those 
practiced by Vincent Crummles: "large playbills pasted against the walls 
and displayed in windows," small hand-bills "for further particulars," and 
the personal distribution of tickets for "bespeaks," which canvassing 
Nicholas Nickleby considered ungentlemanly. On the day of Miss 
Snevellicci's benefit, 

The crier was sent round in the morning to proclaim the 
entertainments with sound of bell in all the thoroughfares; 
extra bills of three feet long by nine inches wide were 
dispersed in all directions, flung down all the areas, thrust 
placarded on all the walls too, though not with complete 
success, for an illiterate person having undertaken this 
office during the indisposition of the regular bill-sticker, 
a part were posted sideways, and the remainder upside 
down.14 

Such slapdash coverage would be ineffectual in the sparsely settled 
expanses of the American continent. By the time of the Gold Rush of 
1849, entertainers were undertaking cross-country treks, aiming for the 

12 Jay, Trade Card, 34. 

13 So far only the only extended scholarly comment on the theatrical ttadecard 
is Richard W Flint, "Printing, Advertising & Showmanship in 19th-century America," 
American Bookman (4 May 1987): 1949-61. Mary Henderson's handsome volume BroadwCD' 
Bai!Jboo (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1989) is typical in concenttating on posters and 
playbills and mentioning lesser forms of advertising only in passing. 

14 Charles Dickens, Life and Adventures of Nicholas Nicklelry (London: Macmillan, 
1954), Chs. 22-25, 29-30. 
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California settlements and beyond to Australia. During the Civil War, the 
interruption of the north-south traffic of theatricals encouraged ever 
more westward flow. After the War, the same expansion of the railways 
which facilitated trade in general enabled larger companies to pack 
elaborate scenery and costumes for months of one-night stands. To herald 
one's arrival in a newly-founded camp or fluidly-populated town, more 
reliable and dynamic advertising was required. The success of a travelling 
show depended so closely on the splendor and ostentation of its advance 
publicity that printing became one of the largest items of expense in what 
was now known as the show business. The showiest show paper took 
the firmest hold on the public imagination, and particolored broadsides 
quickly replaced the more staid and dignified announcement bills, in stage 
parlance, "flooding the town with dodgers." A leading manager such as M. 
B. Leavitt, who had six to eight shows on tour at any given time, disbursed 
no less than $60,000 a year for job-printing and bill-posting.15 

The traditional media for advertising, newspapers and periodicals, 
were conservative in format, printed black on white, and restricted in 
space. Moreover, the print media could not reach the illiterate. Cuts to 
illustrate adverts were first used in 1848 by Campbell's Minstrels/6 and 
were often as primitive as the entertainments they heralded. Prior to 
photoengraving, newspapers had to prepare their illustrations on chalk 
plates made from photographs provided by theatrical managements; even 
if advance agents had enough pictures to go round, country weeklies were 
incapable of handling illustrations and their deadlines often meant that 
the show had departed by the time the announcement of it appeared. 

Like the poster, usually a couple of three-sheets pasted in front 
of the hall where the performance was to take place, the trade card had 
greater freedom from editorial constraints with the added advantage of 
color. Price was a determining factor. Only the larger circuses could afford 
to carry a sizeable inventory of colored three-sheets, and among them 
lithography was big business. One old hand tells us that a certain circus 
manager was successful because "his outdoor advertising in every variety 
was something stupendous ... The paper was all lithographed, every sheet 
of it, and the window work was simply out of sight."17 Few legitimate 
shows could, however, "bill it like a circus." Managers of more limited 

15 Leavitt, Fifty Years, 330. 

16 Charles H. Day, "The Press Agent's Antiquity," New York Dramatic Mirror (25 
Nov. 1905): 13. 

17 Charles H . Day, Ink from a Circus Press Agent: An Anthology of Circus History from 
the Pen of Charles H. Dqy, ed. William L. Slout (San Bernardino, Cal.: Borgo Press, 1995), 
41, 63-4, 117. 
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Fig. 2. A stereogram of the palings outside New York City Hall devoted to bill-posting. 
The subjects of the poster date this to 1868. Author's collection. 

means had recourse to stock books with reproductions of scenes from 
the standard repertory; ready-made billboard paper bought from these 
sources could bear a streamer with names, dates and places pasted across 
it. IS 

Cities became plastered with commercial messages, a practice 
soon translated to the country, as the sides of barns bore witness. But 
this essentially public aspect of the poster was also one of its drawbacks, 
for, in addition to the vagaries of weather, it was subject to municipal 
ordinances restricting its display. In most municipalities, licenses had to be 
paid to the proper authorities, and in many smaller towns, bill-posting was 
a monopoly jealously maintained. New York City officials tried to relegate 
theatre posters to a set of hoardings near City Hall Square, to no avail, 
and the frequent injunction to "Post No Bills" was more honored in the 
breach than in the observance. (Fig. 2.) The practice of "sniping," that is, 
"calling attention to your theatrical wares by making use of ash barrels, old 
sewer pipes, anything, in fact that happens to lie in the street unguarded," 
became common, and in the early 1890s led to Homeric battles in 
Manhattan between the billposters and Italian immigrant subway workers 
protecting the immaculosity of their pipelines.19 

18 Harlowe R Hoyt, Town Hall Tonight (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 
1955), 3, 48. One of these catalogues, Specimens of Show Printing Being Facsimiles in Miniature 
of Poster Cuts ... (Philadelphia: J. H . Alexander, c1875), has twice been reprinted in abridged 
versions, by Cherokee Books of Hollywood, and as Scenes from the Nineteenth Century Stage in 
Advertising Woodcuts, ed. Stanley Applebaum (New York: Dover, 1977). 

19 Jimmy Lackman, "The Bill Poster" (1905), unidentified clipping in H arYard 
Theatre Collection. 
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The trade card had no 
such drawbacks; essentially a 
portable medium, lightweight and 
quick to produce, it was publicity 
readily adaptable to circumstances. 
It was distributed to retailers 
through "drummers," commercial 
agents who roamed the land as go
betweens. 

The earliest examples I 
have seen, dating from the 1860s, 
are simply engraved throwaways 
or imitations of photographic 

"nRE-FLY''SIIN BUILDING. cartes-de-visite. (Fig. 3) With the 

Fig. 3. The acrobat Young America, part lithographic affluence of the 1880s, 
of the Ravel Troupe, advertised on a small theatrical souvenirs were produced 

scrap of throw-away paper. as four-ply fold-outs and booklets 
Author's collection. known as couriers; these would be 

cut up by collectors, so that individual pages are now often taken to be 
discrete cards, when they were originally meant to illustrate the whole 
spectrum of a particular show. Given away by local shopkeepers, they 
infiltrated the household and were treasured and preserved by consumers 
who became familiar with their imagery. They engendered a sense of 
proprietorship, a personal investment in the enterprise advertised. Caught 
up in cartomania, a family would cherish albums and scrap-screens 
adorned with pasted-down cards.20 

G. A. Sala, in admiring the boldness and ingenuity of American 
pictorial advertising, observed that every popular actor or actress on tour in 
America was obliged to distribute lithographed portraits or representations 
of striking scenes. Here too, an economic sliding scale was in evidence. 
Only the more prosperous managers could afford trade cards, and even 
then only the best-heeled had them made to order to promote a specific 
production. The more frugal could purchase stock cards with scenes more 
or less relevant on their obverse, and provide the necessary information 
on the blank reverse. This should be borne in mind, before one assumes 

20 One trade journal reported in May 1885, "the number of people who save 
handsome advertising cards when they chance to get them is larger now than ever and 
will increase with the growth of the population. No one is either so refined or so vulgar 
that he will not admire a pretty advertising card and save it. The ultimate destination of 
all cards is to swell some collection or to adorn some home, and they may be found in 
even the remotest parts of the land." "The Advertising Card Business," The Paper World 10 
(May 1885): 5. 
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Fig. 4. Lotta (Charlotte Crabtree, 1847-1 924) in one of her more sensational vehicles, 
Zip. A page from the Lotta Crabtree Album (Boston: Forbes Co., 1880) used as a trade

card. Author's Collection. 

that the pictures bear any direct relation to what the audience saw in 
the theatre. Like the coming attractions in the cinema, the lithographed 
picture epitomized the most sensational or the most hilarious or the most 
gorgeous moments in the production, priming the audience to anticipate 
these highlights, no matter what longueurs might intervene. However, 
whereas the clips in a coming attraction are excerpted from the actual 
movie, the trade card artist was free to indulge his fancy, to distill ideal 
climaxes, and to create scenes that never saw the footlights. (Fig. 4) Just 
as the pictures on trade cards are often miniatures of what appeared on 
posters, the messages do not differ greatly from the superlatives and non
pareils to be found on playbills and circulars. However, being able to own 
these smaller formats enabled prospective customers to read the extracts 
from reviews and peruse the details in the images at leisure. Those who 
actually attended the performances could later refresh their memories or 
be amused by the discrepancy between the advertisement and the reality. 

Theatre historians tend to rank actors hierarchically by the genres 
in which they .interpreted. This ranking overlooks the fact that in the theatre 
popularity is the immediate measure of eminence, and an important gauge 
of popularity is the prevalence of imagery. The recurrence of the icon of 
John Liston as Paul Pry in prints, porcelain, sheet music, powder horns, 
snuff- and matchboxes testifies to his impact on the popular mentalite far 
beyond the quality of his talent or his role. The American counterpart is 
Joseph Jefferson as Rip van Winkle: images appear on glassware, porcelain, 
tiles, metalwork, and various types of folk art.21 (Fig. 5) 

21 A portrait of him as old Rip made out of human hair was once exhibited at 
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Fig. 5. Rip van Winkle, a transfer print 
on a ceramic fireplace tile. The image is 

SEN ELICK 

The rise of lithographed 
theatrical advertising and the 
advance agent is concurrent 
with both the decline of resident 
stock companies and the rising 
exploitation of the theatre as a 
serious commercial speculation. In 
the early 1870s, the combination 
system, that is, the practice of 
moving large theatrical companies 
and their stage paraphernalia from 
city to city in their entirety, came 
into vogue. These combinations 
proliferated throughout the 
1880s and '90s, since they offered based o n an engraving of Joseph Jefferson 

(1829-1905) by H . Husson, published by opportunities for minor actors to 
Gcbbie & Co. in 1887, itself drawn from star and for enterprising promoters 
a photography by Sarony. Jefferson had to capitalize on loosely-knit 
become so iconic in the ro le that he is · h I th · · 

h U 
.d .

11 
d . h th 

11 
. 

1 
ch vanety s ows. t was e n smg or 

w o y 1 entl e wtt e Ctlona aracter . . . . . 
and his name need not be mentioned. falling lummanes and the cnucally 

Author's Collection. disreputable genres of dramatic 
activity which took to the trade 

card with avidity. It most commonly advertised a variety entertainment, its 
score a farrago of pre-existing hits, that might have a brief moment on the 
New York stage, but could enjoy a long and successful run in the provinces. 
A typical example is The Tourists in a Pullman Palace Car, a musical comedy 
whose novelty consisted in taking place entirely on a train; when it opened 
in New York in 1879 it played a mere fortnight and then took to the road, 
sporadically returning to New York for very limited engagements. (Fig. 6) 
George Odell reminds us that "Such combinations of song, vaudeville, 
thin plot and constant clowning grew constantly during the '80s, and 
developed a number of richly unctuous comedians-Goodwin, Mestayer, 
Dixey, Roland Reed, Louis Harrison, and many others."22 A less benign 
picture is provided by someone closer to the profession: 

The musico-mirthful pieces that began to blossom forth 
in 1880 made a heavy demand upon the resources of 

the Boothbay Theatre Museum. 

22 G eorge C. D. Odell, Annals of the New York Stage (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1939) Xl, 40. Also see Kirke La SheUe, "The Theatrical Advance Agent," 
Cosmopolitan Oan. 1900): 325. 
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Fig. 6. A scene from William A. Mestayer's The Tourists in a Pullman Palace Car (1879). The 
back has music and lyrics from one of the songs. Burrow, Giles & Co. Lith. co., New 

York. Author's Collection. 

the variety houses, and within a year threatened to leave 
them entirely at the mercy of "ham-fats," as the lower 
order of this kind of talent is designated. "Fun on the 
Bristol" and fifty more flimsy patchworks of the same 
kind were sailing around the country in a short time, and 
every "team" that had a specialty act of fifteen minutes 
duration wanted a play built to fit it and went around 
telling friends that they guessed they'd go starring next 
season.23 

Scores of trade cards exist for such miscellanies as Atkinson's Jollities, 
Snelbaker & Benton's Majestic Combination, Bennett & Moulton's 
Comedy Co., and Salsbury's Troubadours. Since their fluid bills changed 
regularly, they either advertised portraits of the current players or relied on 
stock cards, but seldom displayed moments in the performance. 

Bill-posting on the road could cover a city with a population 
of four hundred thousand with eighteen to twenty thousand sheets; the 
bill-poster got three cents a sheet for posting and $1 per hundred for 
distributing lithographs, so "a theatrical attraction like Charles L. D avis is 
a bonanza to the bill-poster."24 Davis was so open-handed a customer that 

23 John Jennings, Theatrical and Circus Life; or; Secrets qf the Stage, Green-room and 
Sawdust Arena (Chicago: Laird & Lee, 1893), 391 -93. 

24 Ibid., 462. 
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Fig. 7. The front and back covers of the tO-page Joseph Murphy booklet. 
Author's Collection. 

the C. W Crane Theatrical Engraving Company bought advertising space 
in the professional trade journal the New York Clipper to announce that 
"MR. CHARLES L. DAVIS has given us an order of his engravings for 
the coming season, consisting of nine, twelve, eighteen and tWenty-eight 
sheet cuts in five colors."25 This Maecenas of the pastepot, whose name 
is unknown to latter-day fame, was one the two richest American actors 
of the late nineteenth-century, the other being Joseph Murphy. Both were 
purveyors of low comedy and "cheap" sentiment, who, not incidentally, 
relied heavily on lithographed trade cards and souvenir booklets. 

They had both begun, typically, as blackface minstrels (Murphy 
felt so indebted to this training-ground that he had his musical bones 
buried with his mortal bones). After making a name for himself in 
California, for over thirty years Murphy (ne William Lawrence Donnelly, 
1852-1915) toured the same trio of plays, Kerry Gow (1872), Shaun Rue 
and The Donagh. Although Shaun Rue was regularly reshaped to the tastes 
of Murphy's audiences, The Kerry Gow was a true perennial, requiring no 
alterations and updating, its highlight being Murphy carolling a song of 
his own composition, "Only a Handful of Earth from My Dear Mother's 
Grave." Nearly a quarter of a century after the play's debut, the New York 
Dramatic Mirror commented that "theatregoers never seem to tire of the 
piece. It seems to be a play so full of comic and pathetic human nature 

25 New York Clipper (19 July 1884): 4. The advertisement reproduces a cut of 
Davis's head which also appears on his trade-cards. 



PicrtJR.ES IN STONE 23 

that it will never wear out."26 Nevertheless, by the mid-1880s, Murphy was 
careful not to bring it into neighborhoods where sophisticated audiences 
might laugh it off the boards. His caution paid off. When he died in 1915, 
he left an estate of over three million dollars. 

The flotsam of Murphy's publicity is varied: it ranges from an 
exquisitely lithographed booklet containing scenes from the plays and 
snatches of the most memorable songs to stock cards with the relevant 
information printed on the blank back. (Fig. 7) Significantly, Murphy 
makes sure that all three of his shows are listed: this is both economical 
and provident, since he might adjust his bill depending on the nature of 
the community he was visiting. 

If Murphy was the most successful exponent of the school of 
Boucicauldian Irish sentiment, Charles L. Davis (born Gillespie, c1847-
1900) was a pioneer of what were known respectfully as pastoral plays and 
sneeringly as "uncle" plays. He introduced a 45-minute sketch in variety 
called "On the Sly," the adventures of a farmer in predatory Manhattan, and 
gradually built this up into Alvin Joslin, his only vehicle for decades. Alvin 
Joslin was a forerunner of and model for such later avuncular protagonists 
as "Uncle Si Slocum," "Uncle Jud H awkins," "Uncle Seth Bascomb," 
and especially "Uncle Joshua Whitcomb," hero of the imperishable 
Old Homestead. Hits about hicks outwitting city slickers, these plays are 
direct descendants of Yankee comedy, in which the homespun cracker
barrel philosopher proves to be wiser than his urban cousins. They were 
of particular appeal to small-town audiences at a time when trusts and 
monopolies were grinding the farmers down, and " lawyer" became a dirty 
word. Alvin Joslin managed to attract abundant audiences even during the 
Depression of 1893. 

D avis made so much money on this single piece that in 1890 
he built the Alvin Theatre in New York, reputed to be America's best 
appointed playhouse, especially in the matter of the dressing-rooms. He is 
reputed to have said, "The actor shall dress on velvet, even if the audience 
sit on nail kegs." 27 His huge diamonds, allegedly worth $50,000, were 
astutely exploited as publicity devices; whenever his show carne to town, 
he would display the diamonds in a show window, guarded by an armed 
extra costumed as a soldier. Davis's funeral in 1900 was the first to be held 
in a theatre lobby (the Alvin's, of course), and his estate was reckoned at 

26 A. E. B., "Mirror Interviews. Joseph Murphy," New York Dramatic Mirror (8 
Feb. 1896). Informacion about Murphy comes from this and other clippings in the Joseph 
Murphy file at the Harvard Theatre Collection. 

27 "Left a Fortune to the Woman Who Refused Him -- the Life Romance of 
'Alvin Joslin'," New York World (1 Apr. 1900): 7. Information on Davis is drawn from this 
and other clippings in the files of the H arvard Theatre Collection. 
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Fig. 8. The down-to-earth farmer Alvin Joslin examines show paper for his creator 
Charles Davis, flashing his diamond tie-pin. Strobridge Lith. Co., Cincinnati, 0. 

Author's Collection. 

a million dollars in real estate and another $50,000 in personal property.28 

Anyone collecting theatrical lithography soon discovers that 
advertising for Alvin Joslin is inescapable: it is so prolific one gets the 
impression that Davis's advance agents inundated communities with cards 
and booklets. ''Alvin Joslin" must have been branded on the collective 
memory with the maddening indelibility of a trademark jingle. Most of 
cards illustrating the character also include a vignette portrait of Davis, 
"the only true representative of the New England farmer," in street
clothes, the well-to-do private individual carefully distinguished from his 
rusticated creation. (Fig. 8) The contrast between the earthy farmer Davis 
played on stage and the resplendent capitalist he projected offstage must 
have been a reassuring demonstration that if an actor could be a solvent 
capitalist, his audience too might have hopes of rising above its pecuniary 
predicaments. Such self-promotion helped audiences to pick lesser players 
out of the crowd, and the quotations from reviews printed on the verso of 
the card were meant to predispose them to like what they saw. We should 
bear in mind, however, that since trade cards were assiduously collected 
independent of any ticket purchase, people who saw an actor depicted on 
a card may never have beheld him on stage.29 

28 He left a number of wills, and the estate was legally contested by several 
women, including his niece, an alleged wife and daughter, and the fiancee who had jilted 
him in his youth. 

29 Diane DeBlois, "Ephemera Bits," BookS ource Month!J (Apr. 1997), 10. 
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Familiarity with the 
personal attributes of individual 
performers and the striking features 
of individual plays might be 
divorced from the actual experience 
of playgoing. This is a feature of 
the modern cult of celebrity, which 
may be traced back to Richard 
Tarleton, the Elizabethan jig
maker, whose figure, painted on 
inn-signs and privy doors, became 
familiar to scores who had never 
seen him perform. The theatrical 
trade card records a latter-day 
aspect of this cult, those famous 
for being famous: Lillie Langtry, 
whose beauty far excelled her 

Fig. 9. Lillie Langtry (Emilie Charlotte thespian skills, might be advertised 
Le Breton, 1852-1929) advertising Lang's 
Coiled Spring Corsets, Leesburg, 0. The in her own performances, as in An 

vignettes around her portrait are typical of Unequal Match; but more usually her 
the aesthetic decorative style. counterfeit image was exploited 

Author's Collection. by tradesmen with no theatrical 

connections. In her costumes for The Jersry Li!J, she enhanced the sales of 
Brown's Iron Bitters and David Brown & Co., Soap Makers & Perfumers; 
as Kate Hardcastle, she adorned promotion for woollen mills; in propria 
persona, her face touted for Ball's Coiled Spring Corsets and the Piqua 
Patent Sectional Mattress. (Fig. 9) It might be argued that corsets and 
perfumes are ancillary to the cultivation of beauty, and that mattresses 
are the logical outcome. Nevertheless, the face and name serve a wholly 
decorative function here. Any promotion of Mrs. Langtry as a talented 
actress is marginal at best. 

Another case in point is that of Oscar Wilde, sent to America in 
1882 by D'Oyly Carte as a flesh-and-blood advert, an advance man for 
Gilbert and Sullivan's Patience. 30 Sarony's photographs of Wilde, taken 

30 On the subject of Gilbert and Sullivan, the H. M. S. Pinafore craze is amply 
recorded on trade cards, which employ familiar scenes and quotations from the songs, 
usually to push soap. Oddly enough, actual performances of the Savoy operas are usually 
advertised on nondescript cards bearing irrelevant images. It was only when D 'Oyly Carte 
managed to secure a copyright by staging the initial American productions that imagery 
began to be directly correlated with the advertising of the operas. So, an announcement 
of a tour of The Mikado is printed on the back of a monochromatic reproduction of 
the cover of a Savoy programme. Pinafore, Patience, The Mikado and Rliddigore are the only 
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Fig. 10. A Sarony photograph of Oscar 
Wilde (1856-1900) in his lecturing outfit 

is used to advertise kid gloves at the Troy, 
NY, Bazaar. Author's Collection. 

SENEUCK 

in his New York studio soon after the 
Irish poet had landed, and showing 
him in full splendor of knee
breeches, velvet jacket and fur coat, 
were disseminated by the press and 
quickly caricatured. The mockery 
implied in these images of Wilde 
lacks any serious moral opprobrium, 
but circulated so widely as to become 
instantly recognizable attributes. 
Occasionally a feeble attempt is 
made to connect product with 
image: so on the back of a picture 
of Oscar musing dreamily, Ehrich's 
Department Store announces, 
"The English Renaissance is fitly 
represented in our Trimmed Hat 
Department"; but for the most part 
the aesthetic garb is as formulaic as 
a cartoon hippy's outfit of beads, 
flairs and shades. Perhaps a class 
element has crept in here as well: a 
sardonic caricature of Wilde gazing 
on aesthetic detritus imprinted with 
dollar signs was used as a trade card 

for a 10 cent lunch.31 The irony is that, from the outset of his tour, Wilde 
had been offended by the glaring inevitability of outdoor advertising and 
had cited it as a prime example of bad taste in his lectures. (Fig. 1 0) 

Cross-hybridization of celebrity status, such as posing a politician 
with a starlet, also seems to have begun at this time: Wilde had to share 

Savoy operas widely represented on trade cards; occasionally, Pirates of Penzance turns up, 
but this indicates the difficulty in assessing a play's popularity on the basis of the survival 
of trade-card evidence. A list of the most frequendy encountered cards appears in Gilbert 
and S u/livan Influences on American Tradecards from the Collection of Bella C. Landauer (New York: 
Privately printed, 1936). 

31 The best account of this episode remains Uoyd Lewis and Henry Justin 
Smith, Oscar Wilde Discovers America (1882] (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1936). Also see 
Kevin O'Brien, Oscar Wilde in Canada, an Apostle for the Arts (Toronto: Personal Library, 
1982). I t might be pointed out that, as a lecturer, Wilde had his own advance man,]. S. 
Vale, whose job included leaving portraits of Wilde in prominent store windows; trade 
cards reproducing some of Sarony's photographs with a facsimile of Wilde's signature may 
have been used to promote Wilde's own appearances. 
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his fame with another English 
import, Jumbo the elephant. 
Barnum had bought Jumbo from 
the London Zoo, and, amid a 
storm of controversy, brought 
the pachyderm to America in 
1882. Jumbo-mania set in: he 
usually appears on trade cards for 
thread, illustrating how even this 
behemoth could not withstand 
transportation, when bound by 
the product. One series of such 
cards depicts Jumbo as an epigone 
of Oscar, in knee-breeches and 
sporting a sunflower. (Fig. 11) 

Wilde's influence was, in 
fact, more pervasive than mere 
caricature of his wardrobe suggests. 
Despite the conventional mockery 
of the sunflower and the art pot, 
the aesthetic and pre-Raphaelite 
styles became highly fashionable 
in the U.S. of the 1880s. Some of 
the most exquisite examples of 
theatrical trade cards and souvenirs 
are rendered in this intricately 
ornate manner, often embellished 
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..JUMBO I!:STHETIC 

Fig. 11. Jumbo 1Esrhetic, one of a series 
of trade cards fearuring Barnum's elephant 

advertising Clark's O.N.T. Spool Cloth (Buck 
& Lindner Lith., N.Y). Elephants frequently 

appear in thread publicity to demonstrate 
strength. Author's CoUection. 

with gold leaf. The impact of William Morris's graphics and Whistler's 
japonaiserie may have been more patent and more potent than that of 
Wilde's preachments, but the point is that these commercial lithographs 
introduced new styles of color and design to fusty, overstuffed interiors.32 

Pictures "suitable for framing," their retention in albums and confection 
into collages indicate how treasured th.ey were, less as mementos than as 
messages from an exotic, outside world. They may not relate directly to an 
experienced performance, but they constitute within themselves a store 

n A standard book on interior decoration stated that, so long as there is space 
enough to move without walking on the furniture, one could not put roo many things 
in a room. For American taste in interior design at this time, see Rita Wellman, Victoria 
Rnya~ The Flowering of a Style (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1939), 257-306. Mary 
Warner's Blanchard's Oscar Wilde's America: Counterculture in the Gilded Age (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1998) over-emphasizes the sexual aspect of Wilde's cultural influence, 
due to an anachronistic reading of the phases of his career. 
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Fig. 12. An action-packed scene from].]. McClosky's perennial melodrama Across the 
Continent, or Scenes from New York Lfe and the Pacific &zJroad, toured in and out of season by 

the H.]. Byron Company. Author's Collection. 

of vivid, arresting images that fed the imagination, America's equivalent 
to the tuppence-colored print or the Image d'Epinal. 

Cui bono? 

Semoticians classify such forms of advertising, along with 
playbills and reviews, as "paratexts." Taking the playscript, stage design 
or performance as a text, the poster or a flyer becomes a "paratext," in 
its intention to convey "contextual signals of genre," or, more simply, 
"instructions for use."33 The theatrical event is given a spin, assigned 
a specific genre, touted to be a particular kind of phenomenon, and 
the audience is preconditioned to act on this information or advice, 
responding to the event along the lines set down by the paratext. The 
scholarly uses to which such paratexts can be put have become increasingly 
sophisticated. In her examination of the playbill, Mariana Net reads 
paratexts as instruments of "interfictionality," elements in a congeries of 
texts generated by producers. The intent of the paratext is to stimulate the 
audience to receive the artistic communique in a more "active" manner, 
but it may also lead it to devise its own fiction which then interacts with 

33 Marco de Marinis, The Semiotics of Performance, trans. A.ine 0' Healy 
(Bloomington: Indiana University press, 1993), 189. 



P ICI1JRES IN STONE 

4 ~ "' "'ByRo ~ 
L-----------~---'C() M 81 ['I AT I 0 f'l 

Fig. 13. Edward Harrigan's urban comedy S qua/fer S overeign!J (1882) is couted for 
its knockabout in this trade card. The Courier Lith. Co. of Buffalo, N.Y Author's 

Collection. 

the fiction of the performance.34 

29 

Theatrical publicity has as its primary goal the predisposition of 
an audience. The problem for the scholar, as the Polish critic Andrzej 
Wirth remarks, is to figure out how this collective recipient interprets these 
theatre signs in any given culture. There is no empirical answer to this, 
and so the grounds of inquiry must be shifted to investigate the intended 
audience. He suggests that we deduce from paradigmatic production texts 
(Spieltexte) of the given theatre cultu.re "an ideal text-internal audience as a 
necessary element in the intended, communicative situation."35 However, 
in this regard, the paratext, i.e. advertising material, may be more indicative 
and revealing than production texts. 

It is easy to conclude from the trade card that the intended 
audience for the shows it advertised were relatively unsophisticated, 
eager for a good time, attracted to the outlandish so long as it could be 
guaranteed safe, and highly traditional in its morals and values. It treasures 
certain conventional polarities, such as perilous town vs. bucolic country, 
places great stock in domestic virtues, but also admires intrepidity, business 
acumen and a witty retort. It likes a joke, and isn't too finicky about its 

3' Mariana Net, "Semiotics and Interlictionality in a Postrnodern Age: the Case 
of the Playbill," Semiotica 97, 32/4 (1993): 315-23. 

35 Andrzej Wirth, "The Real and the Intended Theater Audiences in 
Germany, Poland and the United States: a Comparative Study," in Studien zur Asthetik des 
Gegenwartstheater, ed. Christian W Thomsen (Heidelberg: Carl Winter Universititsverlag, 
1985), 6-7. My translation. 



30 SENEL!CK 

Fig. 14. Each of the four acts of the English melodrama The World by Paul Merritt 
and Henry Pettitt (1884) featured a spectacular climax. The Infernal Machine was the 

attraction of Act II. The Strobridge Lithographing Co., Cincinnati, 0. 
Author's Collection. 

butt. It also wants good value for money.36 

Judging by both the images and the letterpress on lithographed 
trade cards and booklets, audiences were keyed up to receive intense 
sensation. The scenes chosen for representation generally depicted a 
moment of slapstick comedy or melodrama, packed with as much action 
as possible. (Figs. 12 and 13) Following the example of the circus, theatrical 
companies broadcast hyperbole with an open hand. Advertising for 
Bardey Campbell's My Partner stressed the national element, announcing 
itself as "the best American play yet written." Oliver Byron's long-running 
Across the Continent trumped this by unabashedly describing itself as "the 
funniest and greatest play in the world." Comedy was at a premium: 'We 
are coming, get ready to laugh!" one Widow Bedottcompany exhorted. Alvin 
Joslin promised "180 laughs in 180 minutes. Three hours of uproarious 
fun. You laugh! You scream! You roar!" Much was made of the fact that a 
play had already been a hit in the big city: ''A success! A solid success! An 
enormous success! A great big New York success!" ran the progression of 
bombast for The Fire Patrol. 

Scenic effects were an important draw: "new and elegant scenery" 

36 European scholars have been faster off to mark to recognize the value of this 
kind of "paratext" to theatre historiography. See Christopher B. Balme, "Playbills and the 
Theatrical Public Sphere" and Willmar Sauter, "Cyclic Perseverance and Linear Mobility of 
Theatrical Events," in Representing the Past: Essrgs in Performance Histon"ograpl!J, ed. Charlotte 
M. Canning and Thomas Postlewait (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2010), 37~62, 
117-41 . 



PICTURES IN STONE 31 

CO.JtiNNE IN THE SUP~E:ME: GOU~T, NEW YO}\K._. 

Fig. 15. Corinne in court, pleading to be allowed to perform. This trade card is based on 
an illustration in The Little Queen of the Stage Corinne A Story of H er Lift by Florence Ruche 

Pendar, a booklet sold at her performances. Author's Collection. 

(The Creole), "wealth of magnificent scenery" (Alone in Lmdon), "carloads 
of beautiful scenery" (Lost in London), "mighty, massive, magnificent and 
picturesque scenic equipments" (The Ensign). Such puffs not only assured 
the spectators that money had been spent on their behalf; they also acted 
as invitations to armchair touring, the play serving as a travelogue. Alone in 
London promised views of the Houses of Parliament, Westminster Bridge, 
and London by Gaslight, inter alia; Cheek offered Madlson Square, New 
York, by electric light; The Ensign revealed "A view of Havana harbor by 
moonlight," "The President's Library at the White House," and "The 
spar deck of the frigate, San Jacinto." "Realistic and startling effects," (The 
Creole), i.e., new mechanical processes were inserted into the plot. Among 
the Pines displayed "the old sawmill in actual operation" (a trend following 
the success of the climactic rescue from the buzz-saw in Blue Jeans), while 
The Fire Patrol allured, not only with "a genuine fire-patrol wagon and 
horses," but "a ponderous gold stamp mill and ore crusher and operator." 
Living in an age when audlences are inveigled by helicopter landings and 
opera chandeliers crashing to the stage, we have no right to sneer at these 
attractions. 

At its most extreme, the advertising suggested that the spectator 
would be transported to another dlmension. Trade cards for Lost in London 
"the most perfect lyric spectacular sensation on the American stage", "a 
$20,000 enterprise!," were tantalizing: "When, as the play ends, the auditor 
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LOTT A , "Lil t!• Tycoon : 

Fig. 16. Lotta in the comic opera The Little 
I)coon by W Spencer (1886) (G. H. Buck & 

Co.Lith., N.Y.) A cigarette card in packets 
of Sensation Cut Plug, P. Lorillard Co. 

Author's Collection. 
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1s translated into a Wonderland of 
Dissolving Celestial Beauty, words 
cannot describe it. It must be seen 
to be appreciated. Legions of 
Beautiful Beings Float 'twixt Heaven 
and Earth." For a populace already 
drawn to spiritism and such avatars 
of ethereal innocence as Little Eva, 
this must have been irresistible, if 
ultimately disappointing. 

The antithesis to this 
accumulation of the unfamiliar 
and exotic was a recourse to the 
homely, an assurance to provincial 
audiences that they would not 
be alienated by what they saw. 
Campbell's play The Two Sisters was 
promoted as "a story of every day 
life told in a natural manner. Can 
be seen with as much pleasure the 
second time as the first." Sincerity 
was a keynote. One would-be star 
heralded his tour of Monte Cristo 
with a portrait of himself signed "I 
am coming to give you a first class 
performance. Yours in good faith. 
Aidan Benedict." 

Younger female stars played it coy, ingenues flaunting their 
ingenuousness. The child star Little Corinne purveyed images which 
solicited sympathy by showing her arrest by New York police at the behest 
of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children and her plea before 
a magistrate for the opportunity to earn her breadY (Fig. 15) Modelled 
on the antebellum performances of Lotta Crabtree, vehicles crafted to 
showcase the talents of adolescent and pre-adolescent girls ran long after 
menarche set in. Not infrequently, as with Annie Pixley's evergreen MYiss, 
they were set in the Far West, to provide a rugged background for the 

37 Even at the time, Corinne was found to be cloying. One contemporary 
complained that "there was nothing very clever about her any more than there would 
be about a school-girl of the same age who had been taught to speak her piece and did 
it boldly, but awkwardly and inartistically." Jennings, Theatre and Circus Ltje, 323. This 
suggests that the amount of publicity was often in inverse relationship to the artistic quality 
of the presentation. 
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Fig. 17. Beulah "the charming Mexican actress" in a climactic scene from her vehicle 
Echo (1888). Publicity claimed she was so fiery that no one knew from night to night 

whether she would actually stab her rival in love. Author's Collection. 

heroine's fresh-faced antics. Back E ast, no one took Pixley's pretentions 
to competence seriously, but beyond the Appalachians she had a loyal 
following for years. 

Because they were insinuated into homes, trade cards seldom 
purveyed "cheesecake". An extravaganza such as The White Fawn or 
circus performances on the trapeze and high wire supplied an excuse for 
displaying women in tights, but these are infrequent images. Sets of stock 
cards featuring scantily-clad chorines exist, but they are the exception. In 
the depiction of femininity, the trade card preferred cuteness and chic to 
brazen sexuality or the undraped form. 

Decadence 

The sudden demise of the trade card as a form of theatrical 
publicity was due to much the same reasons as its rise: radical changes in 
periodical publishing and in processes of reproducing pictures. The new 
postal regulations of 1885 reduced the cost of second-class mailings to a 
flat one cent per pound, encouraging the proliferation of magazines that 
carried whole advertising sections. By the late 1890s, when the Post Office 
allowed the same message privileges and postal rates to privately printed 
cards as to government issue, the trade card was definitively supplanted 
by the picture postal card. Entrepreneurs could contact the consumer 
directly and target specific groups. Cheaper halftone photography 
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Fig. 18. Cardboard herald for the revue The Passing Show of 1915. 
The small circle center revolves. Author's Collection. 

replaced lithography, just as order blanks and sales catalogues replaced the 
commercial traveller.38 

This growing centralization of advertising was replicated in 
theatre management by the rise of the syndicates. As the various touring 
circuits were m erged into monopolies, central offices such as those of the 
Shuberts or Keith & Albee could warehouse large quantities of whatever 
advertising material they required. The old rough-and-ready methods 
were repudiated: the Managers' Association, in fact, ruled that no theatre 

38 Jay, Trade Card, 99-101. 
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belonging to it could engage in "sniping."39 The wheel coming full circle, 
independent travelling combinations were supplanted by regional stock 
companies, which advertised more staidly with booklets and cards of 
halftone portraits. Under these circumstances, the familiar image of Kate 
Girard now reappears as a Woodburytype photograph and Joseph Murphy 
distributes brochures speckled, one cannot say embellished, with muddy 
photogravures. 

The American theatrical trade card dwindled into the cigarette 
card, originally intended for packet-stiffening. Since cigarettes were aimed 
primarily at a male market, these cards tended to feature photographic 
images of buxom houris from burlesque and extravaganza; some early 
sets of lithographed portraits and colored figures of actors in costume 
were published, but, like similar sets devoted to managers and theatres, 
they were meant less as advertising than as lures to collectors. (Fig. 16) By 
the 1920s, even the illustrious Strobridge company of Cincinatti gave over 
show work for more profitable cigarette advertising. 

Some of the ingenuity that had been devoted to the trade card 
could still be seen in its replacement, the herald. This was usually a 
simple folded handbill, with halftone photos from the production and 
colored drawings. They were deposited on hotel desks and ticket-broker's 
counters, folded into programs, or mailed to subscribers to theatre parties. 
The more ingenious of them had a toy-book quality, cut into odd shapes, 
opening into extended railway tickets or offering flaps to be lifted and 
inner scenes to be revealed. (Fig. 18) The herald was generally a feature 
of a show that originated in New York and had an advertising budget that 
could afford it; a blank space was left for the name of the theatres in which 
the show would appear on the road. As late as 1937, an "encyclopedia of 
exploitation" published by the Showmen} Trade Review was touting heralds 
as "always effective." 

Heralds may be distributed house-to-house; placed 
in parked cars along streets and in parking lots and at 
plants and factories. They may be placed in pockets 
of overcoats in check rooms at hotel and night clubs 
and restaurants and other public places. They might 
be handed out at busy intersections, police regulations 
permitting. Heralds can be inserted in laundry packages, 
in loaves of bread, in packages, in grocery stores, drug 
stores, department stories, in market baskets. Inserted 
in Sunday newspapers on the newsstands, or perhaps in 

39 J. Lackman, "The Bill Poster." 
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daily papers. Placed in mailboxes in hotels and apartment 
buildings. In magazines delivered weekly by boys, or even 
the magazines on the stands. They might be delivered 
with the milk, the groceries or the ice. Stores can include 
them in the monthly statement which they mail. Heralds 
might be dropped by a plane. 40 

SEN ELICK 

And so on for another several closely printed pages. American ingenuity 
was still working overtime so long as the prospect was making a sale. 

40 Bill Hendricks and Howard Waugh, Charles "Chick" Lewis Presents The 
Enryclopedia of Exploitation (New York: Showmen's Trade Review, 1937), 4-5. 
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THE FEMALE ILLUSIONIST REVEALED: 

ADELAIDE H ERRMANN's EXPRESSION OF WoMANHOOD 

THROUGH FIN DE SIEGLE MATERIAL CULTURE, 1869-1928 

Julia Henderson 

I am the only prestidigitatrice on the stage today. I shall 
not be content until I am recognized by the public as a 
leader in my profession, and entirely irrespective of the 
question of sex.1 

Adelaide Herrmann is widely recognized as the world's first commercially 
successful female magician. During her career, from 1869 to 1928, she 
became a celebrated performer on the American popular entertainment 
stage, and appeared throughout Europe, South America and Canada. 
Herrmann also made important contributions to changing definitions of 
female identity. But despite widespread recognition during her lifetime, 
her history has been largely obscured. Whereas many have heard of her 
male counterparts, such as escape artist Harry Houdini, few recognize the 
name Adelaide Herrmann. This paper examines archival materials relating 
to H errmann, demonstrating how Herrmann participated in, used, and 
manipulated material culture to construct a public identity, and how her 
public identity contributed to an emerging turn-of-the-century female 
identity by alternately reinforcing and resisting contemporary ideas about 
female gender roles.2 

The popular entertainment stage during Herrmann's era was an 
important site for the creation and preservation of knowledge. Diana 
Taylor argues that through performance we learn, store, and transmit 
knowledge, and that this knowledge is preserved through the archive 
and the repertoire, which exist in a constant state of interaction.3 This 
particular study focuses on the archive which preserves material artifacts 

1 Margaret Steele, ed., Adelaide Herrmann Queen of Magic: Memoirs Writing and 
Collected Ephemera (not listed: Bramble Books, 2012), 256. 

2 I would like to thank Margaret Steele for her invaluable assistance with my 
research and Jerry Wasserman of the University of British Columbia for his menrorship 
and guidance. 

3 Diana Taylor, The Archive and the &pertoire: Peiforming Cult11ral Metnory in the 
Americas (London: Duke University Press, 2003), 19-21. 
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that can give us a sense of a culture and an individual's place within it. 
Christopher Tilley writes: 

Through making, using, exchanging, consuming, 
interacting and living with things people make themselves 
in the process. The object world is thus absolutely central 
to an understanding of the identities of individual 
persons and societies.4 

Adelaide Herrmann's career spanned an era when the material landscape 
underwent rapid change due to advances in science and technology. 
Widespread use of electricity, affordable world travel (especially by rail), 
communication networks, photography, mass production (including an 
explosion in print culture) all supported a rapidly expanding theatrical 
industry and became tools through which entertainers built their public 
image. These technologies created the material conditions under which 
popular stages became "spaces where social changes were enacted in front 
of large bodies of individuals."5 The public developed a keen interest in 
things novel and spectacular that played with the laws of science, and thus 
magic emerged as one of the top popular entertainments.6 

But public consciousness was also marked by anxiety over social 
changes and shifting definitions of class, gender and sexuality.7 Women's 
social roles and identities were changing. The stage and its corresponding 
material culture provided unique opportunities for women to carve 
out new social identities. According to Hindson, the performances of 
female celebrities both on and off stage reflected, refracted and resisted 
contemporary ideas about gender. 

During a period when ideas about gender were 
contested and challenged, the high-profile female 
celebrity performer - simultaneously a product of and a 
contributor to commodity culture- became a significant 

4 Christopher Tilley, "Chapter 4: Objectification," in Handbook of Matenal Culture, 
ed. Christopher Tilley et al (London: SAGE, 2006), 61. 

s Catherine Hindson, Female Peiformance Practice on the Fin-De-Siecle Popular Stages 
of London and Paris: Experiment and Advertisement (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
2007), 2. 

6 Murray Leeder, "M. Roberc-Houdin Goes to Algeria: Spectatorship and Panic 
in Illusion and Early Cinema," Ear!J Popular Visual Culture 8, no. 2 (2010): 210. 

7 Hindson, Female Peiformance Practice on the Fin-De-Siecle Popular Stages of London 
and Paris: Experiment and Advertisement, 2. 
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and powerful figure . . .. the female performer's presence 
on the popular stage could interrogate and destabilize 
contemporary ideological values and aesthetic ideas.8 

39 

Adelaide Herrmann was just such an influential figure. At a time 
when material conditions meant that the vast majority of magicians were 
male9

, Herrmann achieved considerable celebrity. It is curious, given her 
degree of contemporary fame, that her history has disappeared. I intend 
this paper to recover aspects of her personal and performance history.10 

I also examine how the physical loss of many of Herrmann's material 
properties late in her career contributed to the loss of her history. 

The material artifacts that reveal Herrmann's relationship with 
her own material culture include historical newspapers (articles about 
Herrmann, reviews of her performances, pre-publicity and advertisements 
for her shows, cartoons and sketches of Herrmann, letters to the editor 
by Herrmann, and her obituaries), Herrmann's recently recovered 
and published memoirs, archival photographs (publicity photographs, 
performer cards, portraits), publicity posters, programs, vaudeville bills, 
magazine articles by Adelaide Herrmann, and historical magazine articles 
and books about the H errmanns. 

Adelaide Herrmann (1853-1932) was born Adelaide Scarcez in 
London, England and began her career in 1869 with the Kiralfy Family 
Hungarian Dance Troupe. Adelaide later joined Professor Brown's 
Lady Velocipede Troupe, which travelled to America in 1874, managed 
by Herman Schumann under the management company Schumann's 
Transatlantiques. During her travels she met Alexander Herrmann, also 
known as "Herrmann The Great," who at the time was widely deemed 
the world's greatest magician. Adelaide and Alexander married on March 
27, 1875, and Adelaide became his stage assistant, becoming intimately 
knowledgeable about the secrets and techniques of magic. In addition to 
helping design and perfect new illusions, Adelaide became a serpentine 
dancer in the style of Loi:e Fuller and was celebrated as a rival to Fuller, 
who originated the dance form. 11 

8 Ibid., 3. 

9 The limited access to specialized properties (and their associated secrets) 
required to perform illusions at could only be obtained through magicians' 'old-boy's clubs.' 

10 Magicians James Hamilton and Margaret Steele have done much to preserve 
the Herrmann history within Magic circles. Both have published on Adelaide in Magic 
industry literature and perform tribute acts to the Herrmanns individually and together. 

11 Lole Fuller, originally an American vaudeville actress, rose to fame in the 
1890's after performing an original variation on skirt dancing at the Folies Bergere in Paris. 
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Fig. 1. Addie and her velocipede. Image courtesy of George and Sandy Daily Collection. 

The Herrmanns performed throughout North America, South 
America, and Europe, frequently as private guests of state leaders and 
royalty. They lived an extravagant life, with a mansion in Long Island 
Sound, a yacht, and a private rail car. When Alexander Herrmann died 
suddenly of a heart attack in 1896, his estate was in considerable debt, 
and his life insurance policies were out-of-date. To pay off debts and 
fulfill commitments Adelaide liquidated all of their assets except for stage 
properties and costumes, and took over the act. She sent to Paris for 
Alexander's nephew, Leon, to replace Alexander, and they began touring as 
the H errmann The Great Company. During this time Adelaide continued 
to perform her celebrated dances, and she began to perform magic. 

Her performance involved manipulating a voluminous costume made of white silk to 

create visual shapes and forms while lit by many colored lights on a completely black stage. 
(Sally R. Sommer, "Lole Fuller," The Drama RevieJIJ: TDR 19, no. 1 (1975): 54-55.). She 
inspired many imitators; Adelaide Herrmann was one of the most successful. 
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After three seasons Adelaide and Leon parted.12 On June 25, 
1899, Adelaide became the first female magician to headline in vaudeville. 
While she put together a full-length show on two occasions, the majority 
of her solo career was spent in vaudeville, touring primarily on the Keith 
and Orpheum circuits. She also appeared in theatres such as the London 
Hippodrome, Paris's Folies Bergere, and the Winter Garden in Berlin.13 

Herrmann was performing at a time when the popular stage was 
Western culture's primary form of entertainment and a critical arena for 
cultural exploration and transformation.14 Stage careers afforded women 
unprecedented freedom and the ability to redefine modern sexual and 
social identities.15 Many features of Herrmann's performance served 
this purpose. But women's presence on the stage also implicated them 
in commodity culture, which increasingly constructed women as passive 
objects for audience consumption. Like most performers of her day, 
photographs and illustrations of Herrmann were circulated on advertising 
products. 

Through such images Herrmann, in her early career, became part 
of what Peach Pittenger calls the world of "sexualized female spectacle."16 

Such representations were typical of chorus girls and of magicians' 
assistants of the period, presenting women as alluring and compliant. In 
early 20"' century musical choruses, women paraded in revealing costumes, 
posed in tableaux and served as scenery, requiring only minimal talent 

12 The reason for Adelaide and Leon's parting is unclear. In her memoirs 
Adelaide writes, "I retained Leon with me for three seasons, until I was sure that he was 
capable of carrying on alone" (205). James Hamilton claims Adelaide's strong personality 
caused friction between her and Leon. Adelaide subsequently filed a court case against 
Leon for using the name "Herrmann The Great," a case she lost Games Hamilton, 
''Adelaide Herrmann," Geniz; The Conjurors' Magazine 63, no. 8 (2000): 45.). This court case 
was publicized in contemporary newspapers (see e.g. "Herrmann Trouble Progresses" in 
Steele, Adelaide Herrmann, 317). 

13 I have summarized Adelaide's history based primarily on her memoirs (Steele, 
Adelazde Herrmann Queen of Magic: Memoirs Writing and Collected Ephemera.) and an article by 
Margaret Steele, ''Adelaide Herrmann and the Society of American Magicians," M. U.M. 
(May 2011). Aspects of Herrmann's story are repeated in many newspaper and magazine 
articles. 

1
• Susan A Glenn, Femak Spectacle: The Theatrical Roots of Modern Feminism 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2000), 2. 

15 Women's performances which challenged gender norms during this period 
are described by Susan A. Glenn as "assertive self spectacle" (ibid., 3.) and by Faye E . 
Dudden as "radical projects of self-creation" (Faye E Dudden, Wometz in the American 
Theatre: Actresses & Audiences 1790-1870 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994), 2.) 

16 Peach Pittenger, "Women in American Popular Entertainment: Creating a 
Niche in the Vaudevillian Era, 1890s to 1930s" (PhD diss., Ohio State University, 2005), 2. 
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Fig. 2. Adelaide reclining. Image courtesy of The Magic Circle Collection. 

for singing, acting or dancing. 17 In the first six seasons of the Ziegfeld 
Follies (1907-1912) women were costumed as manmade inventions and 
consumer products, from taxicabs to battleships, cigarettes, candelabras 
and salad ingredients.18 Conformity and uniformity were required, and 
contemporary debates criticized such representations as erasing women's 
individuality.19 The chorus girl was constructed as a sexually compliant 

17 Ibid., 2-6. 

18 Glenn, Female Spectacle: The Theatn·cal Roots of Modern Feminism, 167. 

19 Ibid., 184. 
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object of the fetishistic gaze, immortalized and widely distributed in 
print culture. In this way sexualized female performers became popular 
pornographic images of the period.20 

The Ziegfeld Follies stand out as a spectacle of female sexual display 
but they were the culmination of a trend that dated back 50 years or more 
to choruses of dancers such as the Kiralfys, with whom Herrmann started 
her career. The Kiralfy dancers, according to Herrmann herself, were 
"among the first to introduce the so-called 'high kicking"' to American 
audiences."21 A publicity poster shows the Kiralfys wearing short skirts 
which revealed their legs.22 While bodily exposure and daring moves were 
part of the act, physical ability was also a requirement. So while Herrmann 
and the other dancers were situated as consumer products, they were also 
part of a vanguard of female performers that displayed unprecedented 
physical skill onstage and promoted athleticism as an emerging value of 
female identity. 

Similarly, Herrmann's next contract, with Professor Brown's Lady 
Velocipede troupe, marketed the performers both for their physical 
skill and bodily exposure. The velocipede was a precursor to the "safety 
bicycle" which revolutionized transportation after its invention in 1886.23 

The safety bicycle became an important tool of women's emancipation 
and was promoted by contemporary female activists as liberating 
women from patriarchal social norms and the constraints of organized 
religion by allowing them increased unchaperoned access to the citf4 

and prompting changes in female dress codes.25 So performing troupes 
like Professor Brown's prefigured women's adoption of the bicycle and 
inspired athleticism and dress reform. However, a publicity photograph 
of the performers drew on the meme of sexualized female spectacle. The 
performers wore short bloomer-type pants revealing most of their legs 
in flesh-colored tights, and they leaned wistfully upon one another while 

20 Tracy C. Davis, Actresses as Working Women: Their Social Identity in Victorian 
Culture (London: Routledge, 1991), 131-36; Phillip B. Zarrilli et al, Theatre Histories: An 
Introduction (New York: Routledge, 2006), 286. 

21 Steele, Adelazde Herrmann Queen of Magic: Memoirs Writing and Collected Ephemera, 
23. 

22 Ibid., 22. 

23 Lisa S. Strange, "The Bicycle, Women's Rights, and Elizabeth Cady Stanton," 
Women~ Studies 31, no. 5 (2002): 609. 

24 Phillip Gordon Mackintosh and Glen Norcliffe, "Flaneurie on Bicycles: 
Acquiescence to Women in Public in the 1890s," The Canadian Geographer 50, no. 1 (2006): 7. 

25 Strange, "The Bicycle, Women's Rights, and Elizabeth Cady Stanton," 621. 
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• 

Fig. 3. The Slave Girl's Dream, 1887. Image courtesy of The Magic Circle Collection. 

the only male sat upon the velocipede located at the center of the image.26 

In her early career, then, H errmann's performance choices and her 
representation in corresponding publicity both reinforced and challenged 
gender norms. 

26 Steele, Adelaide Herrmann Queen of Magic: Memoirs Writing and Cofkcted Ephemera, 
25. 
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While performing with Professor Brown's Lady Velocipede 
troupe, Adelaide met and married Alexander Herrmann, and subsequently 
became his stage assistant. At this time magicians' assistants also typically 
fell into the category of sexualized female spectacle. Chosen for their 
beauty, they acted as the passive objects of illusionsY Their role was 
to willingly submitted to restraint or mesmerization, and manipulation 
through levitation, vanishing, dismemberment or cremation. Of 
course, the assistants actually required considerable skill to achieve such 
illusions, but the image of femininity they projected was one of passivity, 
objectification and fetishistic appeal. During her time as Alexander's wife 
and stage assistant, Adelaide both subscribed to and fractured the image 
of the sexualized magician's assistant. 

Adelaide's image was widely circulated on the Herrmanns' 
publicity photographs and posters. Certain images featured her as passive 
or virginal; she wore white robes and adopted submissive poses. For 
example, a photograph of "The Cremation Illusion" shows her dressed 
in white with her body sprawled across a cross.28 Such images reflected 
the obsequious roles she played in some illusions. Performance programs, 
publicity posters and newspaper reviews reveal that Adelaide was regularly 
featu.red in an aerial suspension illusion titled "The Slave Girl's Dream: 
A Beautiful Allegorical Tableau."29 A publicity photograph of Adelaide 
in this costume shows her peeking demurely from behind a gauzy veil.30 

The illusion staged a textbook plot of compliance in which Adelaide was 
(seemingly) mesmerized and her body manipulated. She describes this 
illusion in her memoirs: 

. .. I came on in an exquisite white robe, and stood upon 
a little stool placed upon the platform. Herrmann then 
took two nickel-plated poles and placed one under each 
of my arms. Saturating a handkerchief with ether, he held 
it to my nostrils until I had apparently lost consciousness. 
Then, removing the stool and one of the poles, he placed 

27 Catherine Hindson, "The Female Illusionist-Lo'ie Fuller," Early Popular 
Visual Culture 4, no. 2 (2006): 165. 

28 Steele, Adelaide Herrmann Queen of Magic: Memoirs Writing and Collected Ephemera, 
67. 

29 For example, Adelaide is listed as appearing in The Slave Girl's Dream in the 
program for "New National Theatre, Week Opening Monday April 4, 1892 [Program]," 
(Washington, D.C.1892). Billy Rose Theatre Collection, The New York Public Library. 

30 Steele, Adelazde Herrmann Queen of Magic: Memoirs W riling and Collected Ephemera, 
116. 
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HENDERSON 

Fig. 4. Last Nights of the Great Herrmann And the most Thrilling and Marvelous 
Cannon Act. Image courtesy of The Magic Circle Collection. 
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me in various graceful poses, forming several picturesque 
effects by dressing me successively as "little Red Riding 
Hood," "The Flower Girl," "The Goddess of liberty," 
and "Liberty Enlightening the World."31 

Ethereal images such as "The Goddess of Liberty" were much used 
by the Herrmanns. In fin de siecle popular entertainment women were 
often featured as spirits or fairies. According to Catherine Hindson, 
this "affiliated women with the insubstantial, the intangible and the 
illusionary"32 

- women were constructed as magical illusions rather than 
as active agents in the world. Advertising materials for the Herrmanns' act 
featured Adelaide as spirit-like or ftoating.33 But, unlike most magicians' 
assistants, Adelaide was also featured in ways that showed her skill and 
agency. Not only did she sometimes perform sleights-of-hand, but she 
was also featured as a solo performer on her velocipede and in her famed 
solo dances.34 Adelaide was shot 50 feet from a cannon as part of the act. 
This image, featured on a publicity poster, sharply contrasts with images 
of her as ethereal. 35 So, although the Herrmanns used images of Adelaide 
in traditional gender roles to lure audiences, many aspects of her stage 
performance and subsequent representation in publicity materials served 
to transgress such constructions of female identity. 

During her later solo career Herrmann continued to play with 
images of the ethereal, such as spirits. But she adjusted images of herself 
to revise her public identity. As the illusionist, Adelaide now had central 
agency on stage and was seen as orchestrating all illusions during her 
act. She was no longer manipulated, but controlled all the action. This 
was mirrored in her publicity images. Instead of situating herself as the 
illusion, as had been the case in posters and photos with Alexander, she 
chose publicity materials which featured her as the solid non-spirit in the 
midst of ethereal figures. For example, one image used trick photography 

31 Ibid., 37. 

32 Hindson, "The Female Illusionist- Lole Fuller," 165. 

33 J='or example, Adelaide is shown on a publicity poster emerging spirit-like from 
Herrmann's top hat, and her image is captured on a cabinet card "asleep in mid air" (Steele, 
Adelaide Herrmann Queen of Magic: Memoirs Writing and Collected Ephemera, 42, 66.) 

34 Herrmann's dances are listed in the "Official Programme of Grand Opera 
House London, Ont. Season '94-'95," (London, Ontario, Canada 1894). Koerner Library 
Microfiche Collection, University of British Columbia. 

35 Steele, Adelaide Herrmann Queen of Magic: Memoirs Writing and Collected Ephemera, 
83. 
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to show Adelaide calmly seated amid three ghosts.36 In these ways 
Adelaide mirrored and anticipated the increased power and status women 
were gaining in American society. She consciously used both stage and 
print images to destabilize representations of women as illusions, and 
to construct her identity as a powerful and independent woman who 
controlled her own destiny. 

Cross-dressing was another strategy Herrmann used throughout 
her career to transgress gender norms and contribute to changes in female 
identity. During her tenure with Herrmann The Great, in addition to being 
featured in sexualized, ultra-feminine and ethereal images, Adelaide was 
regularly publicized in male roles. In the early days of their act, Adelaide 
appeared in a man's dress suit and wig and was introduced as "Mr. 
Alexander.'>37 She also was listed in programs and reviews as the Artist in 
"The Artist's Dream" illusion, a grief-stricken man whose wife had died.38 

It is clear from descriptions that the audience did no t mistake her for a 
man, but readily accepted her performance for its skill. Ann Heilmann 
describes the social function of cross-dressing: 

In periods of social transformation, cross-dressing, by 
demonstrating the essential performativity of gender, 
enables individual women and politically organized 
feminists to challenge the patriarchal conflation of 
biological maleness, socially constructed masculinity and 
hegemonic power. It therefore is of central importance 
to cultural debates about the rights and roles of women.39 

At a time when most cities and states in America prohibited the wearing 
of clothing of the opposite gender, except inside private homes and 
on Halloween,40 Herrmann used the public stage and the advertising 
industry to unashamedly cross-dress, challenging social constructions of 
masculinity and feminini ty. 

After Alexander's death, Adelaide consciously continued to cross
dress, using male images to yoke herself to the respectability of 'the magic 
profession'. Male magicians during this period manipulated their dress 

:l6 Ibid., 224. 

37 Ibid., 32-33. 

38 Hindson, ''The Female Illusionist-Lole Fuller," 170. 

39 Ann Heilmann, "(Un)Masking Des[re: Cross-dressing and the crisis of gender 
in New Woman fiction," Journal of Victon'an Culture 5, no. 1 (2000): 83-111 . 

40 Magnus Hirschfeld, Transvestites: The Erotic Drive to Cross Dress, trans. Michael 
A. Lombard.i-Nash (Buffalo: Prometheus, 1991), 277. 
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Fig. 5. Adelaide as "Mr. Alexander." Image courtesy of The Magic Circle Collection. 
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Fig. 6. The Art of "Palming." Image courtesy of the George and Sandy Daily Collection. 

code, public personae, and rhetoric in order to legitimize the profession, 
dragging it out of ancient associations with the occult and distinguishing 
it from practices such as mesmerism, hypnotism, and spiritualism, which 
claimed to draw on other-worldly powers, and which became the realms 
of 'non-legitimate' female performers. Instead of the robes associated 
with wizardry, late 19'h century magicians chose contemporary evening 
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wear.41 They used pseudo-scientific rhetoric in publicity, describing their 
illusions as "experiments" or "scientific amusements."42 By revealing to 
the audience how tricks worked,43 magicians sought to remove mystery 
from the profession. It was common for magicians to expose mesmerists, 
hypnotists and spiritualists as frauds, and then absorb their competitors' 
marvels into their own magic acts by revealing how the illusions functioned 
'scientifically'. 44 

This standardization and rationalization of magic was integral 
to its commercial viability45 and served to connect masculinity with the 
art of conjuring.46 According to Catherine Hindson, "in fin-de-siecle 
understandings of magic, women were the illusions, and men the illusionists. 
Whilst women were successful mesmerists, or spiritualists, they were rarely 
conjurors."47 Adelaide Herrmann was a notable exception. Cross-dressing 
for Herrmann became an important strategy in establishing her legitimacy. 

When Adelaide began performing with Leon following 
Alexander's death, she continued to take on male roles in illusions such 
as "The Artist's Dream." She also began to perform "The Bullet Catch," 
in which the illusionist is fired at directly by a squad using trick guns or 
trick bullets. It was an infamous illusion that few women ever performed 
because of its history of casualties (due to malfunctioning equipment 
or audience members shooting their own guns) .48 Adelaide used this 
challenging image of femininity in a calculated way to draw an audience for 
Leon's first formal appearance before the general public at the New York 
Metropolitan Opera House, January 28, 1897.49 Publicity images show 
Adelaide wearing the identical costume worn by Alexander in his Bullet 

41 Dan North, "Illusory Bodies," Ear!J Popular Visual Culture 5, no. 2 (2007): 180. 

' 2 Murray Leeder, "M. Robert-Houdin Goes to Algeria: Spectatorship and Panic 
in Illusion and Early Cinema," Ear!J Popular Visual Culture 8, no. 2 (201 0): 212. 

' 3 Magicians often published how-to guides to reveal how tricks worked . An 
example is a book by Adelaide's husband: Herrmann s Book of Magic Black Art Fui!J Exposed 
(Chicago: Frederick J. Drake, 1903). 

44 Fred Nadis, Wonder Shows: Performing Science, Magic, and Religion in Amm·ca (New 
Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2005), 113. 

45 North, "Illusory Bodies," 177-78. 

46 Hindson, "The Female Illusionist-Loie Fuller," 165. 

4' Ibid. 

48 James Randi (Esq.), "Chapter 11: Catching Bullets," in Conjuring (New York: 
St. Martin's Press, 1992), 75-77. 

49 Adelaide describes in her memoirs wanting "some thrilling effect to advertise" 
Leon's first performance. (Steele, Adelaide Herrmann Queen of Magic: Memoirs Writing and 
Collected Ephemera, 198-200.) 
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Catch publicity photos.50 Thus Adelaide not only linked herself to the 
legitimacy of the magic profession through cross-dressing, but embodied 
Alexander, who had been considered by many to be the top magician in 
the world. Later, during her solo career, Adelaide also cross-dressed for 
her widely-toured Cagliostro Act, in which she played the title role of an 
infamous 18'h century figure associated with criminality and the occulrs1 

-

a very different image from her days as the mesmerized levitated slave girl 
in the illusion "Asleep In Mid Air." 

Throughout her career, Herrmann's solo performing, cross
dressing and athleticism also served to deconstruct the common fin-de
siecle identity of "the good wife." Vaudeville comedy teams and other 
husband-wife acts typically reinforced cultural norms about male-female 
relationships in which the good, proper and submissive wife acquiesced to 
the man's leadership -a deferential, compliant construct of femininity.52 

Adelaide certainly achieved her initial fame by virtue of being married 
to Alexander Herrmann. Even after Alexander's death, Adelaide self
consciously constructed her public identity as the wife of Herrmann The 
Great, in particular through interviews she gave to the press. In virtually 
all published interviews in magazines and newspapers, even those she gave 
after a lengthy and successful solo career, Adelaide mentioned Alexander 
and often credited him as the magical genius. However, Adelaide never 
cultivated her identity as subordinate to Alexander. She was careful to 
always mention her role in the Herrmanns' success. For example, in a 
1913 interview in the Cleveland Plain Dealer, she notes: "after I married 
Alexander ... we began to combine my knowledge of pantomime and his 
of magic, until we finally worked out methods that had never before been 
used."53 Adelaide used her status as Alexander's wife to attach herself to 
the fame of the Herrmann family and thus cultivate her identity not only 
as a legitimate magician, but also as a descendent of a line of magical 
geniuses considered 'royalty' within the profession. Indeed, Adelaide was 
widely referred to as "the first lady of magic" and the "queen of magic." 

Herrmann's solo dances also broke free of the marriage plot, 
which was ubiquitous in 19th century dance. According to Sally Banes, 
the turn-of-the-century forerunners of early modern dance, including 

50 Steele, Adelazde H errmann Queen of Magic: Memoirs Wn'ting and Collected Ephemera, 
167, 201. 

51 Ibid., 230. 

52 Pittenger, ''Women in American Popular Entertainment: Creating a Niche in 
the Vaudevillian Era, 1890s to 1930s," 9. 

53 Steele, Adelazde Herrmann Queen of Magic: Memoirs Writing and Collected Ephemera, 
279. 
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Loie Fuller (and I add Adelaide Herrmann because she both imitated and 
rivaled Fuller54

), "emerged choreographically as sexual revolutionaries, 
for by dancing solo without male partners, they categorically rejected the 
marriage plot entirely in their dances."55 In dances such as "L'Etoile de 
Nuit," "Le Rayon de Soleil," "La Danse du Vesuvius" and "Lily of the 
Orient,"56 Herrmann staged the image of woman as a force of nature 
with independent agency, not dependent on a male partner. She received 
widespread glowing mention in newspaper reviews of the Herr manns' act. 
Popular print culture thus became an important vehicle by which Adelaide 
achieved fame in her own right, independent of her role as Herrmann's 
assistant. 

Adelaide also used print materials to establish her presence and 
status within the hierarchy of the magic profession. In the documentary 
"Grand Illusions, the Story of Magic: The Herrmanns," screenwriter 
Chris Deacon claims that Adelaide was the first magician's assistant to 

receive co-billing.57 Adelaide's name appeared in programs in a font next 
largest to that of Herrmann The Great. 58 Later her name appeared equal 
in size to Leon's in newspaper advertisements.59 She was better known 
in America than Leon at the time he joined the act, and she owned 80 
per cent of the Herrmann The Great Company (her manager, Edward 
Thurnaer, owned the other 20 per cent).60 Having public recognition and 
financial power allowed Adelaide to insist on co-billing. This calculated 
use of print culture further raised her public profile and in all likelihood 

54 Many reviews claimed that Herrmann rivaled Fuller. For example, an 1897 
reviewer in British Columbia's The Province wrote, "'Imitation is the sincerest form of 
flattery.' That compliment has been paid to La Loie by Madame, and one is bound to admit 
that the imitator has in many respects outstripped the inventor of the spectacular dance ... 
Madame certainly excels, her colours being better chosen and more artistically blended 
than those of Miss Fuller." (Durham, "Baton and Buskin," The Province, Oct. 30 1897, 745.) 

55 Sally Banes, Dancing Women: Female Bodies on Stage (London: Routledge, 1998), 
5. 

56 An 1897 review notes that Herrmann performed these dances at the 
Victoria Theatre, Victoria, British Columbia, and describes them as "poetry in motion". 
("Inquisitiveness," The Victoria Dai!J Colonist, Oct. 26 1897.) 

57 Chris Deacon, "Grand Illusions, the Story of Magic: The Herrmanns," 
(Paragon Productions, 2002). 

58 Walter Gibson, The Master Magicians: Their Lives and Most Famous Tricks (New 
York: Doubleday, 1966), Figure 17, insert between 55 and 56. 

59 "Vancouver Opera House - Hermann the Great Company (Advertisement)," 
Vancouver Dai!J World, Oct. 23, 1897. 

60 "The Herrmann Trouble Progresses," Unidentifiable Newspaper Fragment, 
July 19, 1899 in Steele, Adelazde Herrmann, 317. 
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facilitated her solo career. 
At this time, stage representations of older women were relatively 

rare, likely because they lacked sexual appeal. Throughout Western 
theatrical history, but especially since Victorian times, the representation 
of older people on stage has been accompanied by a pervasive narrative 
of 'age as decline'. This narrative "paints older adults as distillations of 
their former, more flexible and vibrant youthful selves," in a state of 
mental and physical decline toward death.61 While earlier in her career one 
of Herrmann's dance plots, The Resurrection of She, featured the theme 
of age as decline,62 Herrmann later challenged this trope. In an industry 
in which most women did not perform past marriageable age, Herrmann 
self-managed a successful touring career into her 70's. Reviews praised 
her skill until her retirement.63 Although she was eventually downgraded 
from a headliner, which might suggest decline, nothing in her stage plots 
appears to have told the decline story. In the role of Cagliostro, Herrmann 
represented a man "reputed to have distilled the Elixir of Life, from which 
he claimed to have renewed his own life-forces for two thousand years."64 

She toured this act when she was around age 60.65 Similarly, in her Noah's 
Ark illusion, one of the principal illusions she used in her later career, 
Herrmann controlled the floodwaters and the emergence of a menagerie 
of animals, performing the role of God.66 

Adelaide achieved this act by remodelling the old "Noah's Ark" 
stage property, formerly used by Alexander for just one season, into a prop 
that was much less cumbersome and created a much more spectacular 

61 Anne Da,·is Basting, The Stages of Age: Performing Age in Contemporary American 
Culture (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1998), 9. 

62 An article titled ''Adelaide Herrmann's Dances" in The Scranton Tribune, D ec. 
22, 1898, described the plot of "The Resurrection of She" as "an old hag ... feeble with 
age ... with outstretched hands ... as if imploring the Almightly for youth. A terrific crash ... 
she falls into a shapeless mass into the flames. They suddenly burst into a furious blaze 
and in their midst stands the beautiful danseuse" (Steele, Adelaide Herrmann Queen of Magic: 
Memoirs Writing and Cofkcted Ephemera, 283.). 

63 A review of Adelaide at age 71 states: "She gowns superbly ... has beautiful 
hands and arms. She has light, light, light..."' ("Widow of Magician Knows Tricks of 
Trade," The Washington Post, Jan. 20, 1924. 

64 Steele, Adelaide Herrmann Queen of Magic: Memoirs Writing and Collected Ephemera, 
230. 

65 In her memoirs Adelaide does not give a date for when she began the Cagliostro 
Act, but a newspaper fragment in the Locke Collection, Billy Rose Theatre Division, New 
York City Library, dated Oct. 7 1913, reviews the act. Adelaide was 60 at this time. 

66 Hamilton, ''Adelaide Herrmann," 51. 
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illusion. 67 Her ability to manipulate material culture, and thus reinvent 
herself as she aged, enabled her long career. Much of this re-invention 
involved clever use of stage properties, as well as savvy press interviews 
in which she highlighted her role as an innovator.68 But wary of prejudice, 
Herrmann refused to discuss her age publicly. In an article published June 
28, 1919 in the New York Sun, she is quoted as saying, "My age is a secret, 
and we stage women never tell secrets."69 

Finally, Herrmann influenced evolving female identity by fighting 
for her own recognition and encouraging other women to pursue magic. 
She actively used print culture as a means to promote her position. In press 
interviews and letters to the editor Herrmann repeatedly emphasized her 
unique achievements within the magic profession. She also encouraged 
other women to pursue magic at a time when women had little access 
to the magic profession except through a man. She wrote an article in 
The Womenj Home Companion, June 1900, titled "Magic As A Home 
Amusement," which instructed women how to perform eight "marvelous 
magic feats."70 One of her personal letters responding to a fan, dated May 
8, 1905, was later taken up by The Crest Trading Company of New York 
and published in a brochure for magic cabinets. An excerpt demonstrates 
Herrmann's encouragement to a woman who was hesitant to challenge 
the status quo . 

. . . I see no reason why you should not become a good 
artiste of legerdemain. While there are few women who 
have made the art a study, still we must remember that 
this is the new era for woman .... You must realize that 
at first it will be slow but ability and diligence will surely 
accomplish what you desire .... 71 

Remarkably, there is no evidence that Adelaide trained any women to take 

67 Steele, Adelaide Herrmann Queen if Magic: Memoirs Writing and Collected Ephemera, 
236-37. 

68 An article titled "Mrs. Herrmann Wizard at 73" in The New York Sun, May 18, 
1927, states: "To Adelaide Herrmann goes the credit for creating the so-called 'spectacular 
magic.' ... When she became (Alexander's] assistant, she set about devising special scenery, 
studying out appropriate music for each trick or illusion and introducing dancing." (Steele, 
Adelaide Herrmann Queen o/ Magic: Memoirs Writing and Collected Ephemera, 323-24.) 
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70 Steele, Adelaide Herrmann Queen if Magic: Memoirs Writing and Collected Ephemera, 
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Fig. 7. Adelaide with trick photography ghosts. 
Image courtesy of The Magic Circle Collection. 

HENDERSON 

over her act. Most surprisingly overlooked was her niece and long-time 
stage assistant, Adele Dewey (nee Adele Owles). Newspaper quotations 
of Adelaide and excerpts from her own writings give us the sense that 
she enjoyed her identity as the only "Queen of Magic." While Herrmann 
encouraged women from a distance, the fact that she failed to train a 
successor may have arisen from ambivalence about actively helping another 
woman enter the profession. It would have threatened her position as the 
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only prestidigitatrice on the stage. 
Failure to train a successor led to the loss of cultural memory 

preserved through what Diana Taylor would term Herrmann's repertoire. 
Her stage illusions, while sometimes copied by outsiders, were not directly 
preserved in the format in which she performed them. But a large part 
of what Taylor would call Herrmann's archive was also lost, and this may 
have further obscured her history. On September 7, 1926, a warehouse fire 
destroyed all of Herrmann's stage properties and all but three of her many 
animals. 72 While the community of magicians came to her aid, donating 
materials to help her rebuild her act, she only completed one tour following 
this event and her friends agreed she never fully recovered.73 What was lost 
(in addition to the animals) was a great deal of specialized and expensive 
equipment, which carried with it a record of not only Herrmann's career 
but in many cases that of her husband Alexander as well. When magicians 
retired an illusion, they often sold to another magician both the secret 
of the trick and the specialized equipment necessary to accomplish it. 
When they died, their equipment was passed on to a successor. In this way 
magicians' material properties formed an archive of their performance 
with associated legends, which continued to be displayed on the popular 
stage. Adelaide never sold her equipment; she stored it all.74 Its destruction 
in this fire eliminated the possibility of her legend persisting on stage 
through the continued presence of her stage properties. I believe this is a 
significant factor in the disappearance of her history. 

Beyond the fire, Adelaide's history was obscured by factors 
which led to the devaluing of her material artifacts: she was female; she 
performed on the popular stage (not the 'legitimate' theatre); she was a 
magician (despite advances, the profession still maintained associations 
with charlatanry); and she began her solo career at age 46 in a culture that 
valued youth and in which the majority of female performers did not 
perform past marriageable age. But in addition, anxiety or ambivalence 
about changing social roles was at times expressed by female performers 
themselves and may have served to limit the preservation of their 
histories. Such ambivalence can be seen in the paradoxically transgressive 
and repressive images used by Herrmann in her publicity materials, and 
in the fact that she never trained a successor. But beyond this, Adelaide's 

72 "Fire Kills One Man, 200 Stage Animals," New York Times, Sept. 8, 1926. 

73 Steele, "Adelaide Herrmann and the Society of American Magicians," 47. 

74 In an article in the Cleveland Plain Dealer, March 18, 1915, Herrmann is quoted 
as saying, "For eighteen years I have paid the rent for a whole loft of my husband's 
material. .. Rents in New York are not low. But I will keep his effects together as long as I 
live." (Steele, Adelaide Herrmann Queen of Magic: Memoirs Writing and Collected Ephemera, 281.) 
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retirement also coincided with the end of the vaudeville era. Along with 
the rest of the world, America was experiencing the Great Depression, 
which diminished support for the extravagance of vaudeville, while film 
eclipsed the stage as the dominant form of entertainment. The print 
material Herrmann had used to construct her identity gradually lost its 
relevance and mostly disappeared. 

But fortunately, remnants still exist in archives and private 
collections. Through such recovered material evidence we can determine 
that Adelaide was a clever businesswoman and in many ways a 
revolutionary. She adeptly used material culture to construct her public 
identity and contribute to transformations in the social identity of women 
in the late 19th and early 20'h century. Through her images that circulated 
in photographs, publicity posters, and newspapers, and through the 
stories she told in press interviews and in her own publications, she often 
reworked stereotypes of women by subverting sexualized and submissive 
images and transforming gender roles. Through both her performance 
and her publicity she promoted women's athleticism and encouraged dress 
reform. She demonstrated that a woman could be a successful headliner 
in the male-dominated pursuit of Magic, and proved that a woman could 
manage her own career for over 30 years. She encouraged other women 
to pursue Magic as both an entertainment and a profession. Finally, she 
offered an alternative view of the aging woman that did not link age to 
decline. 
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WHAT GooD OLD DAYs?: MAXWELL ANDERSON CoNFRONTS 

CAPITALISM AND MARRIAGE WITH A RIDE ON THE STAR- WAGON 

Fonzie D. Geary II 

Maxwell Anderson's 1937 hit The Star-Wagon has long been underappreciated 
by scholars for the depth of its commentary upon America's capitalist 
culture. The play depicts the story of an eccentric inventor pressed by his 
long-suffering and disappointed wife into escaping his unhappy marriage 
through time travel. He returns to his youth on the 4th of July 1902 so he 
and his wife can marry other people, resulting in a financially lucrative 
future. By employing the convention of time travel, Anderson compares 
a romanticized American past to the woes of the present and depicts how 
America's pervasive drive toward profit denigrates individual freedom. 
While many Depression-era playwrights were turning toward European 
socialism for an answer to America's woes, Anderson makes particular 
use of American thinkers. Most notably, the ideas of transcendentalist 
philosophers such as Ralph Waldo Emerson and H enry David Thoreau 
pervade the action. The play highlights the pitfalls of capitalist greed and 
the double standard of male/ female relations, at times confronting and 
at other times affirming long-established American values. This article 
examines how The Star-Wagon evaluates the complex relationship between 
capitalism and marriage in the United States. The Star-Wagon represents 
an important, if overlooked, piece of American dramatic literature that 
demonstrates the tensions of economic hardship and the traditional 
values that support the American drive for material wealth. 

The dominant culture of the United States has long valued 
and glorified individual initiative. American founders such as Benjamin 
Franklin and Alexander Hamilton, for example, were often lauded as 
self-made men and Thomas Jefferson was noted for his agrarian ideal, 
imagining a nation of self-reliant farmers. In the 18th century, Royall Tyler 
created arguably the most famous American individualist stage character 
in his comedy The Contrast. In this play the American Yankee, Jonathan, 
is rough, uneducated, and plain-spoken, yet very sagacious. "Jonathan" 
became synonymous with an American type. In the 19th century, Emerson 
and Thoreau produced influential writings that consistently stressed the 
needs and rights of the individual over the collective interests of society. 
By the end of the 19th century, individualism became associated with the 
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frontier and received academic codification by historian Frederick Jackson 
Turner, who theorized that the ruggedness of the untamed American 
wilderness demanded that European settlers adapt a self-reliant culture 
where the individual was most important. 1 

The Great Depression presented a severe test to the culture of 
self-reliant identity. In 1938, despite the most energetic response to an 
economic crisis by the federal government in American history, more 
than 10 million workers remained unemployed. 2 Moreover, Lorena 
Hickok reported that even in areas where employment increased, wages 
continued to decline, thus defeating the purpose.3 In the face of such 
economic calamity many speculated, and some even hoped, that the 
United States stood poised on the verge of a revolution that would 
permanently dispose of capitalism. However, most everyday Americans 
showed little proclivity toward revolution. Reinhold Niebuhr noted that, 
while disillusionment was rampant regarding "the efficacy and relevance" 
of the Constitution, America had failed to degenerate into a "dangerous 
political rebellion."4 Lack of revolutionary spirit in America was evident in 
1932 when Communist Party candidate William Foster garnered less than 
100,000 votes for president despite open support from the intelligentsia.5 

Most Americans remained entrenched in the traditional political system. 
Historian Richard H. Pells later concluded that Americans were too 
concerned with surviving to think of revolting.6 

In addition to the economic crisis, traditional American values 
were further challenged by the ever-burgeoning advent of technology, 
which represented a complex presence for Americans in the 1930s. On 
the one hand, many were intrigued by the possibilities of technological 
innovations. Moving pictures, radios, airplanes, and automobiles titillated 
the imagination and created a burgeoning new freedom. On the other 
hand, technology was also viewed as threatening individual identities 

1 Frederick Jackson Turner, The Frontier in American History (New York: Holt, 
Rinehart, 1967), 4. 

2 David M. Kennedy, Freedom from Fear: The Amen·can People in Depression and War, 
1929-1945 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 362. 

3 Lorena Hickok letter to Harry Hopkins, 1 January 1935, quoted in One Third 
of a Nation: Lorena Hickok &ports on the Great Depression, ed. Richard Lowitt and Maurine 
Beasely (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1983), 363. 

4 Reinhold Niebuhr, "Catastrophe or Social Control?" Harpers 165 (1932):115. 

5 Gerald Rablcin, Drama and Commitment: Politics in the Amen·can Theatre of the 
Thirties (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1964), 25. 

6 Richard H. Pells, Radical Visions and American Dreams: Culture and Social Thought 
in the Depression Years (New York: Harper & Row, 1973), 88. 
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and American values. Automobiles, for example, were blamed for the 
deterioration of families because they took the center of recreation 
outside of the home.7 Assembly lines and factories eliminated much of 
the need for individual artisans crafting materials by hand. Some believed 
that technology had progressed to an intolerable level in the twentieth 
century. Mark Fearnow reports that several cultural observers found 
technology was contributing to "the dehumanization of culture."8 A 1939 
Gallup poll reported that, fascinated though they were by technological 
inventions, most Americans blamed technology as the perpetrator of the 
Great Depression.9 

Within the depths of this cultural crisis many Americans sought 
solace in the past as a means of validating traditional values. Lawrence 
Levine asserts: "In the culture of the 1930s, the calamities of the past 
could become didactic mechanisms for illustrating the ways in which 
people might triumph over adversity."10 Americans became fascinated 
with re-living their history, particularly the Civil War era.11 This fascination 
played out in biographies such as Carl Sandburg's work on Abraham 
Lincoln and novels such as Margaret Mitchell's Gone with the Wind. The 
American stage also fed the public's desire for Civil War nostalgia. E.P. 
Conkle and Robert E. Sherwood both achieved success on Broadway in 
1938 with plays chronicling the early life of Lincoln.12 But the American 
appetite for nostalgia was not limited to the Civil War period. The turn of 
the twentieth century was often the setting for sentimental recollections 
on the Broadway stage as evinced by such popular plays as Eugene 
O'Neill's Ah, Wilderness! (1933), Thornton Wilder's Our Town (1938), and 
Anderson's The Star-Wagon. 

In The Star-Wagon, which ran for 223 performances, Anderson 
presents the audience with three distinct realities. Act I takes place in 
193 7. The location is, according to the stage directions, "somewhere in 
the suburbs of a manufacturing town in eastern Ohio,"13 which establishes 

7 Paul R. Gorman, Left Intellectuals and Popular Culture in Twentieth Century Amerz'ca 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996), 89. 

8 Mark Fearnow, The Amen'can Stage and the Great Depression: A Cultural History of 
the Grotesque (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 36. 

9 Warren I. Susman, Culture as Histor)': The Transformation of American Soaety in the 
Twentieth Century (New York: Pantheon Books, 1984), 268. 

10 La\N"rence W Levine, The Unpredictable Past: Explorations in American Cultural 
History (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 218. 

11 Fearnow, 17. 

12 Conkle with Prologue to Glory and Sherwood with Abe Lincoln in Illinois. 

13 Maxwell Anderson, The Star-Wagon (Washington: Anderson House, 1937), 3. 
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a connection both to technology and Middle America. In Act II, the 
playwright takes the audience back in time to the same Ohio town in 1902. 
Act III is split between an alternate version of 1937 and the original1937. 
The plot centers on the adventures of an eccentric inventor, Stephen 
Minch, and his even more eccentric sidekick, Hanus. Stephen has spent 
a life of contentment creating various brilliant contraptions for the mere 
sake of creation. He is happy in the fact that he earns little money for 
his work, preferring to serve society without benefit to himself. Stephen's 
lack of earnings combined with his lack of desire for advancement in 
the company has grated on his wife, Martha, for more than thirty years. 
Anderson reveals the conflict in Stephen and Martha's marriage very 
soon after the play opens. Their marital union underscores the uneasy 
relationship between capitalism and marriage in two important ways. 
Firstly, by demonstrating the hindrance created by acquisitive expectations. 
Secondly, by showing the power differential between the husband who 
works in the world and the wife who does not. Martha's frustration stems 
from Stephen's lack of initiative toward monetary advancement: 

Look, Stephen-we've been married thirty-five years
and every year you've told me you had to have Hanus 
with you to help with inventions. And every year I've 
hoped and waited, till my hope's worn thin, and I'm worn 
thin. Every year you invent something, and every year I 
think maybe it's going to mean something to you and me. 
Maybe we'll be able to have an apartment in town, and 
a servant, and I won't have to cook and wash and make 
my own garden. And every time an invention comes 
along what happens? It belongs to the company. And 
do you get a raise in salary, so we could live a little better, 
and I could have some clothes and play bridge in the 
afternoons, or even go to a concert? No, the company 
makes the money, and you're still in the laboratory at 
$27.50 a week, and a barnacle called Hanus star-boarding 
with us.14 

Money translates to power, and as Martha does not earn money for her 
work, she possesses no real power in a capitalist society. Moreover, Stephen 
limits his own power because he refuses to seek more money. Though he 
possesses more intelligence and skill than anyone else in the company, 
these assets mean little if one is not willing to pursue monetary growth. 

I< Ibid., 9. 
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Anderson emphasizes the notion that brains and talent mean nothing; 
money is everything. 

It is noteworthy that many of Martha's complaints relate to her 
lack of ability to consume goods or participate in leisure activities such 
as playing bridge and attending concerts. Thorstein Veblen theorized that 
wives came to express their own worth by becoming "the ceremonial 
consumer of goods" produced by their husbandsY Martha's presumed 
reward for years of hard work in domestic service would manifest in her 
husband's monetary success. Stephen's lack of income leads to a lack of 
ability to consume goods, which causes Martha to feel herself a failure. 
Martha's frustration is exacerbated by the fact that his lack of monetary 
success does not stem from laziness or lack of ability, but rather from a 
lack of ambition and assertiveness: 

Can't you get angry? If you got angry with me just once 
it might mean there was some hope of your getting mad 
enough to stand up for your rights at the factory! Twenty
seven .fifty a week, a man of your ability, a man with your 
record! You invented one of the first automobiles, and 
sold it, and it's made so many millions they don't know 
what to do with the money! You invented a washing
machine that everybody else in the world can afford 
except me. You built a piano action, but I haven't any 
piano. The best-selling vacuum-cleaner in the world is 
the one you put together to clean Hanus up after the 
near-beer exploded! I don't know anything you haven't 
invented except a way to make money! And everybody 
makes money out of you, and takes the credit away from 
you, and steals the patents-and nobody's ever seen you 
angry- nobody's ever heard you complain-or ask for 
a raise!16 

Martha's disdain indicates the unacceptability of Stephen's quiet, happy 
existence. The playwright's commentary here reflects the corrosive effect 
of capitalist competition by indicating that attaining wealth requires anger 
and selfishness. 

While Martha represents the American tradition of capitalist 
acquisitiveness, Stephen's industrious character is indicative of a different 

15 Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class (New York: Viking Press, 
1943), 83. 

16 Anderson, 9-10. 
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type of American philosophical tradition . . Through Stephen, Anderson 
projects American transcendentalist ideas as well as the persona of one 
of America's most celebrated founders, Benjamin Franklin. Stephen's 
finding more joy in creation than in turning a profit echoes Thoreau's 
notion that scholars, like farmers, attain happiness through the mere 
act of employment.17 Moreover, Minch's character is also reminiscent 
of Franklin, who refused to patent any of his inventions because he 
insisted on altruistic creation. As an inventor, Stephen exemplifies these 
Thoreauvian and Franklinesque aspects of the American character: 

It's that- just working at it, just trying to find it-is better 
than the money. Sometimes I think they can have the 
money-because I have the best part.-They can have 
all the money, if they'll let me work there at things and 
find them.- That's the best part-it's so good if they 
knew I had it they'd take it away from me. 18 

Though capitalism and material gain are elements often associated with 
American life, the contrast between Stephen and Martha demonstrates a 
paradox in American material culture. Furthermore, the play challenges 
notions of capitalist acquisitiveness as the ideal. Rather, Anderson 
upholds individual initiative for collective gain as the better part of 
America's identiry. 

Despite Stephen's idyllic intentions regarding work for work's 
sake, Anderson emphasizes that the joy of creation is often a one-sided 
affair determined strictly by one's gender. Stephen can take pleasure in 
his work because he creates useful inventions. Martha, by contrast, works 
as a servant to her husband's domestic needs. Her work not only fails to 
generate income, but it creates nothing tangible to hold up to the world. 
Martha's response to Stephen when he asks if she understands what he 
means about the joy of creation underscores the gender dichotomy: 

No. I'm an old woman and I've never had anything. And 
now I'll never have anything. If people are crazy enough, 
like you two, they can imagine they have something, but 
I'm not crazy enough. I've never had a car, I've never 
had a house, I've never had pretry clothes, nothing but 
the satisfaction of doing my own work-and it's no 

17 Henry David Thoreau, Walden and Civil Disobedience (New York: Barnes & 
Noble, 2003), 109. 

16 Anderson, 12. 
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satisfaction, not anymore.19 

In her research on Anderson, Mabel Bailey describes Martha as "the wife 
who cannot share his (Stephen's) absorbing pursuit but must bear the 
brunt of its deprivations."20 Bailey's description is entirely appropriate. 
Martha has suffered under the strain of over three decades worth of 
domestic drudgery. Moreover, she and Stephen have no children. This 
fact is significant in that the traditional creative outlet for a woman would 
have been the raising up of children as good citizens to go forth into the 
world. Thus, not only is Martha deprived of material comforts, but in the 
absence of children she also has no product to hold up as an example of 
her personal initiative or worth. She has become a slave to her husband's 
whims and has little means of escape. 

Stephen takes the romantic route in response to Martha's 
complaints. In a conflict between the idealistic and the practical, Anderson 
challenges his audience with the question of priorities in life. Stephen asks 
his disgruntled wife: ''Aren't we still in love with each other, Martha?" 
Unfazed, Martha retorts: ''Are we? Being in love doesn't last forever on 
$27.50 a week."21 For Stephen, love, in the abstract, bears greater weight 
than any dollar amount. When his wife laments that they are both old and 
possess nothing, Stephen tries to placate her: "Just each other. Because 
we were in love."22 Martha, however, takes the more practical view: "Yes. 
People fall in love when they're young, and they think that's all there is, 
and they'll never want anything else. But that wears out after a while
the living on nothing and worshipping each other-that wears out. And 
then the rest's work."23 She suggests that they both should have married 
other people in 1902. Had these alternate marriages taken place, Martha 
concludes, "We'd both be rich now."24 For Martha, the sentimental 
romanticism of youth has withered in the face of material want. 

When Act I shifts to the factory, Anderson satirizes the marriage 
between capitalist greed and technological production. Stephen has 
lately invested himself in developing various new rubber formulae for 
automobile tires. With his inherent honesty, he naturally assumed the boss, 

19 Ibid, 13. 

20 Mabel Driscoll Bailey, Maxwell Anderson: The Plqywright as Prophet (New York: 
Abelard-Schuman, 1957), 150. 

21 Anderson, 10. 

22 Ibid., 13. 

23 Ibid. 

24 Ibid., 11. 
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Mr. Duffy, wanted the best product he could muster. The dominance of 
acquisitiveness over industry, however, is antithetical to producing one's 
best work because the goal is not the work, but rather the profit. Duffy 
demands a redesign of the tire: 

STEPHEN: Was there something wrong with it? 
DUFFY: Wrong with it? We can't wear it out, you dumb 
cluck! We've worn out two cars on one set of those tires! 
And they've gone a hundred and thirty thousand miles 
on the proving track, and we can't wear the tread off the 
rear wheels! 
STEPHEN: But-you asked me to increase the mileage. 
DUFFY: I asked you to increase the mileage by about 
five thousand miles! I asked you for a twenty-two 
thousand mile tire! I didn't ask you for a hundred and 
thirty thousand mile tire! Do you want to wreck the tire 
business-all over the United States? 
STEPHEN: I should think the better the tire was-the 
more miles you could get-would be fine-25 

Duffy goes on to complain that if they produce a tire that will never 
wear out the company would lose seven million dollars a year. Moreover, 
Duffy has "pledged to the Rubber Association not to make a tire that'll 
do better than thirty thousand miles!"26 The playwright thus shows that 
capitalism limits technological progress and discourages individual effort. 
Furthermore, Duffy has become little more than an unimaginative petty 
tyrant whose only obsession is satisfying the collective Rubber Association 
for the sake of greater profit. This depiction reflects Emerson's notion 
of what happens when human beings become part of the apparatus they 
serve and "the soul is subject to dollars."27 

When Stephen introduces his newest invention, Anderson 
satirizes how the profit motive renders capitalist-minded tycoons blind 
to creative innovations. While Stephen seems mesmerized by the wonder 
of the star-wagon, Duffy can only think in terms of its marketability. The 
boss shows a thorough lack of imagination in responding to Stephen's 
impassioned attempt at explaining the marvel of the machine: 

25 Ibid., 26-27. 

26 Ibid., 27. 

27 Ralph Waldo Emerson, "The American Scholar" in Emerson: Political Wn.tings, 
ed. Kenneth Sacks (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 12. 
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STEPHEN: I can't even tell you the principle of it, 
because I don't really know what it is. I just know it acts 
the way it does. It's like a radio that way- nobody knows 
why the waves work the way they do; they just know 
how they work. Marconi didn't know why the wireless 
worked. He said he didn't. But it worked just the same. 
This is a machine that picks up waves too--only it picks 
them up anywhere- a year ago or two years ago
DUFFY: You mean it picks up old programs? That's not 
much good. 28 
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Learning that Stephen and Hanus have invested years and the company's 
materials to build this machine, Duffy fires them both (even though 
Hanus is not an official employee) and orders the machine destroyed. 
This reaction further emphasizes the industrial magnate as devoid of 
imagination and dedicated only to the production of profit for his own 
benefit rather than products for society's benefit. 

In the final scene of Act I, Anderson draws parallels between 
capitalists and criminals. Desperate to save his invention, Stephen enlists 
Hanus and two thugs to break into the factory and recover the machine. 
Much like Duffy, the thugs are only concerned with profit. Thinking the 
machine is a safe loaded with money and valuables, they obsess over its 
contents while not recognizing the significance of its actual function. 
This preoccupation with potential monetary gain shows that they, like 
Duffy, possess little imagination of their own. They are also content to 
take advantage of the labor of others to obtain their goals. Paid to help 
move the machine, they instead bully Stephen and Hanus into doing all the 
work.29 Anderson thus parallels thugs to capitalist tycoons: neither group 
is interested in anything more than the superficial rewards found in money; 
neither group possesses any vision for the greater rewards discovered in 
hard work and creation, and both groups seek to profit from the labor of 
other people. When one of the thugs threatens them with a gun, Stephen 
and Hanus jump on the star-wagon and escape the scene via time travel. 

Anderson portrays 1902 America as a culture in transition. 
Stephen and Hanus wind up back at the bicycle shop they ran in their 
youth within which sits the automobile Stephen invented. Anderson thus 
demonstrates the progression of nineteenth century transportation. The 
horse has given way to the bicycle, which in turn will soon give way to 
the automobile. The playwright also illustrates how femininity and sexual 

28 Anderson, 29. 

29 Ibid., 44-47. 
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standards were evolving in this era. Soon after Stephen and Hanus arrive, 
Martha wheels a bicycle into the shop. Stephen is taken aback at the sight 
of her wearing bloomers. Unlike the traditional horse, one cannot ride 
side-saddle on a bicycle. Progress in technology thus demanded changes 
in women's fashion. When Stephen comments that "they don't leave much 
to the imagination," a defiant Martha replies, "They're just to ride a bicycle 
in .... And if people want to look, they can just look."30 The boldness of 
her statement reflects the growing strength of the Women's Movement at 
the time, which would grow throughout the 20'h century. 

The 1902 version of Martha challenges the status quo in even 
more dramatic ways. When she and Stephen are at the 4'h of July picnic, 
Martha makes a stand for equality among the sexes: 

MARTHA: Oh, I can't bear it-and I won't! Why 
should I care whether you like me or not? Why does a 
girl have to care whether anybody likes her or not? It's 
disgusting-to care. It's a curse-and we carry it with us 
everywhere-just like the curse of Eve! There shouldn't 
be men and women! There should be just-people. 
STEVE: Why, Martha. I never heard you talk that way. 
MARTHA: You're a man. You wouldn't understand.31 

Moments later, Anderson reflects the restrictions of sexual standards 
regarding marriage and how those restrictions play to the economic 
advantage of the man. Contrary to Victorian dictates, Martha possesses 
an active sexual desire, but for a woman sex is a high-stakes gamble. 
Submission to desire amounts to submission to slavery within the bonds 
of institutional marriage: 

MARTHA: It's sweet-but it's terrible-and tragic, too. 
STEVE: Is it? 
MARTHA: Because we're alone here- in this world
and so many things could happen-but when I let 
you kiss me then only one thing can happen-and it's 
frightening-because if you make a mistake-there's 
never any way out-
STEVE: It wouldn't be a mistake, Martha. 
MARTHA: Men are always so sure. It's like a man to 
be sure. But a girl. She sees so many things that could 

30 Ibid., 53-54. 

31 Ibid., 83. 
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happen-and she has just this one life-and when she's 
tired and lonely and hungry for something-maybe she 
lets the wrong person kiss her-and then she's a slave
to what he wants to do. All her life long.32 
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When Martha says that a kiss means "only one thing can happen," she 
suggests just how limited a woman's options so often were. Marriage 
was the only outlet, the singular answer to passionate feelings. Given the 
inequalities inherent within this institution, a mistake in this regard could 
be catastrophic for a woman. Martha's sentiments in this moment are 
prophetic of the old Martha from Act I, who did in fact wind up a slave 
to her husband's whimsical nature. 

In contrast to the virginal purity of Martha, Hallie Arlington serves 
to satirize Victorian mores through her nymphomaniacal hedonism. While 
at the church choir 4'h of July picnic, Hallie suggests going swimming, 
which is understood by her shocked companions to mean skinny
dipping. When the others protest, Hallie boasts, "It's oceans of fun to go 
swirnrning." 33 While Hallie was indignant at Martha for wearing bloomers 
in the earlier scene, she shows no compunction about stripping down 
in front of young men and teasing them with her sexuality. Anderson 
de-romanticizes American history by pointing out the hypocrisy of the 
Victorian era's prudery. That he does so with the 4th of July as a backdrop 
symbolizes revolution and independence, but also a certain irreverence, 
sullying America's holiest secular holiday with lasciviousness. 

The only character to remain unfazed by Stephen's romantic 
musings and the other characters' acquisitiveness is Stephen's friend, Hanus, 
who functions as the raisonneur of the play. Anderson depicts Hanus as an 
eccentric character outside of societal rules and expectations. Everyone in 
the play, except Stephen, finds him annoying. In Act I Martha refers to his 
"half-wit tricks"34 and in Act II the prudish choir director, Mrs. Rutledge, 
labels him "a veritable gargoyle."35 Hanus lacks proper manners and prefers 
rainy to sunny days: "Why can't a man like rain? Everybody else likes what 
he likes."36 Theatre historian Malcolm Goldstein identified Hanus with 
a long tradition of American Yankee characters dating back to Jonathan 

32 Ibid., 89. 

33 Ibid., 79. 

34 Ibid., 6. 

35 Ibid., 68. 

36 Ibid., 3. 
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from Tyler's The Contrast.37 Thoreau references the Jonathan identity in 
deploring the nineteenth century drive toward luxury items "invented for 
the ladies of the harem ... which Jonathan should be ashamed to know 
the names of."38 Like "Jonathan," Hanus is eccentric, plain-spoken, wise, 
and rejects luxury. His character thus reflects the traditional American 
values of simple living and individual initiative evident in the Jeffersonian 
agrarian ideal as well as American transcendentalism, both of which are 
antithetical to capitalist acquisitiveness. Hanus reveals his lack of greed to 
Mr. Arlington while Stephen gives Hallie a ride in the automobile: 

ARLINGTON: How'd you like a little job over in the 
carriage factory? 
HANUS: Me? Maybe I'm better off here. 
ARLINGTON: He can't pay you much. 
HANUS: I like it here. 
ARLINGTON: I see.39 

For Hanus, happiness cannot be purchased and is not contingent on 
earning a particular dollar amount. For Anderson, Hanus seems to 
represent the ideal American: honest, yet rebellious; industrious, yet not 
given to greed. 

Act III depicts the results of Stephen's rewriting of history. The 
first scene shows the principal characters (Stephen, Hanus, and Martha) 
all married, financially successful, and utterly miserable. Stephen married 
Hallie as planned. Hanus ended up married to the choir director, Mrs. 
Rutledge, which was not planned, but a consequence of the altered 
circumstances.40 Martha married Paul Reiger as her older self in the original 
1937 had wished. Anderson makes three points throughout this scene. 
First, he emphasizes the destruction wrought by acquisitiveness upon the 
individual character. Second, he demonstrates that a woman in marriage is 
still subservient whether her husband is wealthy or poor. Third, he shows 
that having more control over one's destiny does not inexorably lead to a 
happier existence. 

Wealth may have improved the quality of Stephen's physical 
surroundings, but this material gain has ruined his sense of self-worth. 

3 7 Malcolm Goldstein, The Political Stage: American Drama and Theatre of the Great 
Dpression (BloomingtOn: Indiana University Press, 1974), 392. 

38 Thoreau, 33. 

39 Anderson, 60. 

o<O Mrs. Rucledge's marriage to Hanus stemmed, in part, from her loneliness as a 
widow. This aspect of the play is alluded tO in a brief moment of Act II. 
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He finds himself in a loveless marriage to Hallie, who openly philanders 
with his business partner. Moreover, his previous sense of integrity hinged 
upon an unselfish devotion to creating inventions for the benefit of others 
with little to no gain for himself. His sense of industry in this new reality 
has been relinquished and in surrendering this identity he has sacrificed 
his personal rectitude. Money feeds the obsession to obtain more money. 
Stephen emphasizes these points when he complains: "I haven't been in 
the laboratory for ten years! I've done nothing but sit in an office figuring 
out how to out-smart somebody out of his money!"41 Like Duffy and 
the two thugs from Act I, Stephen has become an opportunist who takes 
advantage of others' labor while producing nothing of his own. 

Just how far Stephen's integrity has fallen becomes clear later 
in the scene. Duffy and Reiger have hatched a dishonest plan to avoid 
income tax, but Hanus refuses to go along. When they threaten to have 
him declared mentally incompetent Stephen at first defends his friend, 
but when he finds himself threatened as well, he too turns against Hanus. 
When Hanus remains steadfast in his refusal, Stephen demonstrates the 
full effect the profit motive has taken upon his character: 

Then you can go sit in a padded cell for a while! I wash 
my hands of you! Maybe you think you're a little tin 
Jesus being crucified-all right, be a tin Jesus and get 
yourself crucified!-What difference does it make? The 
world's made up of crooks and thieves, and if you want 
to do business and eat regular meals you have to be one 
of them!42 

Martha further emphasizes Stephen's degeneration: "You're changed, 
Stephen. You're like the others, bitter and cruel. You've never done 
anything like this before .... I can remember a time when you'd have lost 
everything, and never given it a thought, before you'd betray Hanus."43 

Once an industrious, self-reliant, affable inventor, Stephen is now little 
more than a thug in a stiff collar, devoid of any sense of individual 
integrity. Once again the play demonstrates Emerson's warning of what 
happens to people when they become consumed by profit. 

Regretting the betrayal of his best friend, Stephen determines to 
return his world to its former state. He and Hanus agree to dust off the 
star-wagon one more time. The final scene of the play shows the two 

41 Anderson, 113. 

42 Ibid., 121. 

<l Ibid., 123. 
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friends returning to their original reality twenty-four hours from when 
they first left, unsure of what, if anything, Martha will recall. To their 
surprise, Martha has vague recollections of the alternate reality, recalling it 
as a dream she had the night before. Her demeanor is much changed from 
the embittered old woman who appeared in the first act. She manifests 
genuine concern for Stephen and a new appreciation for Hanus. 

Just how much Martha has changed becomes evident when Duffy 
puts in an unexpected visit. Having discovered Stephen's value in devising 
rubber formulae, he offers to make him a partner in the business. When 
her husband asks if he must accept, Martha replies straight to Duffy: "No. 
He doesn't want a partnership."44 Stephen does, however, accept a new 
position as a "consulting engineer" with a salary of 200 dollars a week for 
himself and 50 dollars a week for Hanus and, most importandy, with the 
understanding that "nobody gives me orders."45 Alfred S. Shivers argues 
that Stephen's acceptance of a significant raise after knowing that he was 
once "corrupted by wealth" represents a contradiction to the play's overall 
theme.46 However, Anderson affirms his protagonist's integrity as an 
individual because Stephen's financial windfall comes on his own terms. He 
receives a large pay increase, but he maintains his autonomy in the factory. 
Moreover, Anderson implies that the amount of profit makes a difference. 
Stephen was corrupted in an alternate reality of palatial mansions and 
tuxedoes. His wealth eliminated his work in the laboratory and rendered 
him subservient to the machinations of his business partners and his 
philandering wife. A raise to two hundred dollars a week will not elevate 
him to robber-baron status, but merely make him comfortable and secure 
in his living. Capitalism, Anderson seems to say, is fine in moderation. 

Martha's jubilant confirmation of love for her husband manifests 
the more conservative side of the play. Despite her argument for better 
treatment in Act I and for equality in Act II, she ends the play in blissful 
acceptance of her continued role as Stephen's domestic helpmate. She 
will benefit from his monetary raise, but does so only because he seeks it. 
Stephen's ideas about love, expressed in the first act, prevail in the third 
act. This affirmation supports Laurence Avery's assertion that "on the 
subject of love Anderson was sometimes sentimental."47 George Abbott 
observed this propensity in the playwright firsthand: "On the surface 

44 Ibid., 133. 

45 Ibid., 133-34. 

46 Alfred S. Shivers, MaXI/Jell Anderson (Boston: Twayne, 1976), 124. 

47 Laurence G. Avery, "Maxwell Anderson: A Changing Attitude Toward Love," 
Modern Drama 10 (1967): 241. 
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Maxwell was a stolid, scholarly man, but inside he was all romance."48 

Stephen and Martha exemplify Anderson's sentimentalized bent toward 
idealized love, which reinforces traditional gender roles and runs contrary 
to the radical statements regarding equality in the second act. 

Anderson makes pointed observations at the end of the play 
regarding the American hunger for both nostalgic representations of the 
past and technological advancements of the future. Historian Warren 
Susman has characterized D epression era Americans as interminably 
concerned about the lack of control over their lives.49 But Anderson 
argues that greater control over one's life may not be desirable. H appiness 
and contentment exist neither in returning to the past nor in investing 
oneself in the technological comforts of modern life. This philosophy 
manifests when Martha suggests that Stephen pursue the idea of the star
wagon further: 

MARTHA: But suppose you build more of these so 
people can go anywhere-back and forth-and it 
changes the whole world? 
STEPHEN: That's another thing I found out, Martha. 
It wouldn't change the world. Nothing changes it. Every 
new thing we find just makes it more mysterious. A nd 
maybe more terrible. 
MARTHA: But the people would change. 
STEPHEN: Do you think so? I don't. They'd just take 
it for granted after a while, and they'd be the same. All 
these new inventions come along, and we think the 
whole world will be different, but pretty soon they're on 
the market for a dollar down and two dollars a week, and 
people go on living as usual. And the inventors aren't any 
wiser than the o thers. 5° 

Brooks Atkinson interpreted Anderson's meaning at the end of the play 
thus: "There is no such thing as good and bad fortune .. .if we follow our 
natural instincts we are doing as well by ourselves as we can."51 Shivers 
agreed, asserting that Anderson was asking his audience " to believe that 

48 George Abbott, Muter Abbott (New York: Random House, 1963), 104. 

49 Susman, 197-98. 

50 Anderson, 136-37. 

51 Brooks Atkinson, Neu; York Times, 30 September 1937. 
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good and bad fortune do not exist and that everything is for the best."52 

Shivers identifies this moment in the play as representative of "strikingly 
Emersonian ideas."53 However, Shivers fails to elaborate as to what he 
means by this assertion. Anderson's message at the conclusion of the 
play seems to echo Emerson's idea about humankind's failure to live in 
the present: "But man postpones or remembers; he does not live in the 
present, but with reverted eye laments the past, or, heedless of the riches 
that surround him, stands on tiptoe to foresee the future. He cannot 
be happy and strong until he too lives with nature in the present, above 
time."54 Anderson emphasizes felicity in the here and now, encouraging 
the idea that contentment is not found in losing oneself in nostalgia or in 
relying on technological marvels to usher in the future. 

As alluded to earlier, The Star-Wagon reflects a trend toward 
nostalgia in American drama during the 1930s similar to other more 
famous works such as Ah, Wilderness! and Our Town. In fact, several critics 
noted similarities in theme between The Star-Wagon and O'Neill's Ah, 
Wziderness! (1933). Both plays involve reflections of the past. Both have 
settings during the 4th of July near the turn of the twentieth century. 
Both also depict the mores attached to intimate relationships between 
men and women. Unlike Anderson, however, O'Neill does not delve into 
the metaphysical. Rather, he keeps the entire action of his play in 1906. 
The principal conflict centers on the adolescent Richard Miller's struggle 
between his love for Muriel and the reality of a society still steeped in 
Victorian prudery. O'Neill contrasts idealized love with mere carnal pleasure 
through Richard's encounter with a prostitute. The young man ultimately 
rejects lustful temptation in favor of the idealized virgin, Muriel. 55 The 
choice Richard must make between Muriel and the prostitute is similar to 
the choice Stephen Minch must make between the virginal Martha and 
the lascivious Hallie. Like O'Neill, Anderson defends the ideal and thus 
the status quo. However, O'Neill's commentary on American institutions 
is limited by the fact that the audience never learns what becomes of 
Richard and Muriel. Furthermore, the connection between marriage and 
capitalism seems nonexistent. Richard is the son of a newspaper editor 
about to head off to Yale where his brother also attended school. Thus, 
Richard represents a higher class and money would seem to pose little 
impediment to marriage. 

52 Shivers, 124. 

Sl Jbid., 124. 

54 Ralph Waldo Emerson, "Self-Reliance" in Emerson: Political Writings, ed. 
Kenneth Sacks (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 55-56. 

55 Eugene O'Neill, Ah, Wilderness! (New York: Random House, 1933). 
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Our Town bears some of the same similarities to The Star-Wagon as 
does Ah, Wilderness/Both have settings at the turn of the twentieth century 
and both serve to, in some way, idealize romantic love. More importantly, 
Wilder does indulge in metaphysical aspects and he does make a point of 
stating that people often make the mistake of pining for the past without 
ever appreciating the present. However, Our Town does not attempt to 
seriously critique or subvert American acquisitiveness or the interaction 
between marriage and capitalism. In fact, both Wilder and O'Neill idealize 
the American past in ways that probably appealed to late 1930s Americans 
who were looking back as a means of escape from the unpleasant realities 
of the present. Anderson, by contrast, challenges the American past as 
less than ideal. 

One significant limitation of the play's critique of American 
society pertains to the absence of racial diversity. Though not a focus 
of this article, it bears note that Anderson's depiction of a less than ideal 
past confines itself to a past that is less than ideal for white Americans, 
wholly excluding the unpleasant realities of ethnic minorities. The play 
thus reflects the propensity of the dominant culture in the United States 
to minimize, or in this case, eliminate racial otherness. The prevalence of 
white American culture also holds true for both Ah, Wilderness! and Our 
Town as well as for most mainstream theatre in the 1930s. While Anderson 
challenges the prevailing culture in important ways, he does nothing in The 
Star-Wagon to subvert or interrogate the issue of America's racial identity. 

The similarities between The Star-Wagon and other notable plays of 
the era demonstrate that Maxwell Anderson was in step with the aesthetic 
and popular trends of his time, yet both the play itself and Anderson's 
reputation have long since deteriorated. Stella Adler once declared, ''A 
civilization isn't defined by how much money somebody made .... If you 
visit the Metropolitan Museum of Art, you won't see exhibits of people's 
bank accounts. The currency of civilization is Art."56 To build on Adler's 
statement, every play represents a cultural document and both theatre and 
material society is better understood by the inclusion of a broad canon. 
Yet the American theatre canon has so often been limited to a select few 
playwrights such as O'Neill and Wilder. The Star-Wagon was a popular 
success, presumably offering its thoughtful investigation of American 
material institutions to a wide audience. Anderson uses the present, the 
past, and an alternate reality in order to pose complex questions regarding 
the relationships between men and women within the capitalist system, 
which often leads to contradictory conclusions. He de-romanticizes the 

56 Stella Adler, The Art of Acting, ed. Howard Kissel (New York: Applause, 2000), 
29. 
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past by challenging sexual mores, yet supports traditional roles of .idealized 
love. He .identifies the oppression of women, yet affirms the status quo 
regarding marriage. He assails capitalist avarice, yet allows his protagonist 
a more comfortable salary in the end. In short, Anderson's critique is as 
complex and contradictory as the evolution of American culture itself. 

Anderson's ideas about American life as depicted in The 5 tar- Wagon 
are an extension of the transcendentalism of Emerson and Thoreau in 
that the individual takes precedence over, but remains in conflict with, 
institutionalized mores and clever technological innovations. Though 
transcendentalism reached its peak in the 19th century, the significance 
of those ideas upon American culture did not dissipate in the 1930s and, 
indeed, remain prevalent to this day. Twenty-first century Americans 
continue to struggle over questions of individual initiative and capitalist 
acquisitiveness while also grappling with old traditions of marriage and 
gender roles. Furthermore, the perpetual advancements in technology 
continue to both fascinate the mind and challenge human identity. The 
Star-Wagon should therefore be seen not as a relic of the past, but as a 
distinctly modern play with serious connotations for how the culture of 
the United States evolved in the 1930s and how it may continue to evolve 
in the future. 
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GLITTERING JUNK: 

JACK SMITH AND THE VAST LANDFILL OF IDENTITY 

Rachel Joseph 

Legendary avant-garde filmmaker/ performer/writer/ artist/ director Jack 
Smith's life and art materialized as a site of sequined fantasia. Smith's 
art creates a materially crowded space of fantasy. Performing in exotic 
costumes, makeup and paste jewelry, Smith transcends the material 
world (all the while being covered with it) in welcome bursts of alchemy: 
trans formative bliss. The objects Smith uses in his films and performances 
have been described by Stefan Brecht as "the sheer beauty of junk."1 

Smith's junk treasures turn to gold in performance. Carefully arranged 
objects call forth a utopian world in which freedom sparkles in Smith's 
iconic toilet bowl filled with detritus. Anything could happen in such 
a world and often does. Creativity flourishes surrounded by Smith's 
useless objects. These objects are things with their own unique currency 
without the endless strivings that define objects within capitalism. These 
throwaway objects as a totality display an aesthetic of thing-ness that has 
been reclaimed from the trash bin and elevated to a glittering museum 
of junk. Smith displays himself through his objects and erecting a kind 
of brave new world onstage, one that becomes a wasteland filled with a 
tactile order, a collection of beautifully strange materials left behind then 
recovered and elevated to greatness. Smith's objects point simultaneously 
to the dispossessed gaining freedom and power and the terror of the 
eventual thing-ness of the human body and therefore the impossibility of 
a fixed identity. 

Smith's objects: old Christmas trees, bottles, broken toys, and 
baby carriages become the central image to his performances, often taking 
up to eighty percent of the playing space. Brecht theorizes on the junk 
heap, saying: 

It is clearly exotic, a landscape of desire. The fact that the 
material is with puritanical strictness, in demonic purity 
junk-in substance, shape, and monetarily of absolutely 

1 Stefan Brecht, "The Sheer Beauty of Junk" in Flaming Creature Jack Smith: His 
Amazing Lfe and Times, ed. Edward Leffingwell, Carole Kismaric, and Marvin Heiferman, 
(New York: P.S. 1 Museum: Serpent's Tail, 1997), 43. Originally appeared in Stefan Brecht's 
Queer Theatre (New York: Methuen, 1986). 
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no value-isolates this longing into its form of pure 
sentiment. But this is no dream world, it is not even the 
world of daydreams, tho' that is closer: it is the world of 
art, a formally artificial arrangement.2 

jOSEPH 

Trash as art, the transformation and acceptance of identity, more 
specifically, of the playfulness and creativity of identity in relation to the 
world, allows Smith to create an art of acceptance within which male and 
female merge to become "creature," allowing conceptions of identity to 
mutate from the world to the self and back again. 

Listening to Jack Smith and Mario Montez's (a drag performer's 
performance of the film star Maria Montez) performance of The First 
Memoirs of Maria Montez on the CD Silent Shadows on Cinemaroc Island begins 
to reveal a way into a new kind of analysis: an analysis based upon the limits 
of classification and, most importantly, the materiality of the performance 
itself.3 The performance is filled with the "ching" of hand symbols, 
"exotic" music, the arrangement of junk, ridiculous screams, slow delivery, 
and an obsession with Maria Montez's fragrance of choice, Shalimar. The 
exchanges between Montez and Smith are pure Camp-rapid-fire, witty, 
and absurd. Yet, within the silliness a serious contemplation of identity 
reveals itself in the following exchange: 

MONTEZ: Who cares about a name anyhow? 
SMITH: Everything, uh, sort of gets a name after awhile.4 

Elin Diamond refers to the need to identify and name part of the "violence 
of 'we."'5 The performance, however, performs the impossibility of 
iden tity and the persistence of all the literal stuff that is heard but unseen 
in the recording. 

Smith's obsession with the actress Maria Montez is a magical 
site (Smith calls it "Montez-land'') of active negotiation with the idea of 
the "we" as opposed to the "I." Smith embraced Maria Montez as his 
muse in spite of (or maybe because of) the perception of her as being an 
untalented film actress who was truly Ridiculous in her badness. Ludlam 
makes the observation that "Jack Smith could take people and objects that 
everyone else considered worthless and transform them into the most 

2 Ibid. 

3 Jack Smith, Silent Shadows on Cinemaroc Island: 56 UidlowStreet 1962-1964, Mario 
Montez, CD, 1999. 

4 Ibid. 

5 Elin Diamond, "The Violence of 'We': Politicizing Identification," in Critical 
Theory and Peifo17J1ance, Revised and Enlarged Edition, ed. Jainelle G. Reinelt and Joseph R. 
Roach (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 201 0), 403-11. 
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exotic creations."6 The lack of talent as an actress supposedly shown by 
Montez is interpreted as the opposite. Mario Montez and Smith traverse 
the gap wherein the transformation occurs. Ludlam elucidates Montez's 
particular effect as a performer: 

With Maria Montez, as with pornography or anything 
held in low esteem, it's really a cultural prejudice; it's not 
inherently low ... She gave the films a conviction, which 
was a fabulous quality to impose on something that most 
people wouldn't care for. 7 

Boundaries disappearwhen the undervalued suddenly becomes treasured
gender reveals itself as a game, a non-existent definition. Boundaries 
between men and women become fluid ... they become "creatures" of the 
sort explored in Smith's controversial underground film Flaming Creatures. 

The film is structured around three graphically depicted orgy 
sequences, in which women, men, and men dressed as women have 
sex with one another. The semiotics of gender become blurred when 
it is difficult to distinguish men from women and women from men. 
Additionally, societal norms of sexual desire are ignored and subverted 
when heterosexual and homosexual desires are expressed in tandem. Smith, 
a gay white male, instantly summons his muse, Maria Montez, an "exotic" 
heterosexual as the opening credits roll by playing the soundtrack to the 
1944 Montez vehicle Ali Baba and the Forry Thieves "replete with sonorous 
gongs and portentous drum rolls and the hissed promise that 'Today ... 
Ali Baa comes today!"'8 Using filmic remnants from Montez's film career, 
Smith sets her up to be a pivotal example of the transformative powers 
of identity: Mario Montez, a drag queen who blatantly takes Montez's 
identity as her own, further complicates questions of gender and self
definition by exchanging a male gender for a female and expropriating 
and reproducing in performance the "ghost" of the individual historically 
preserved on film to be reproduced and preserved on still more film. Yet, 
Mario's representation of Montez reveals itself to be a self-conscious 
expropriation through the use of outdated film stock and the deliberate 
scratching of the film's negatives which served to make the very materiality 

6 Charles Ludlam, Ridiculous Theatre: Scourge of Human Fof!J: The E ssqys and 
Opinions of Charles Ludlam, ed. Stephen Samuels (New York: Theatre Communications 
Group, 1992), 20. 

7 Ibid., 255. 

8 J. Hoberman, On Jack Smith ~ Flaming Creatures: and Other Secret-Jlix of Cinemaroc. 
(New York: Granary Books, 2001), 11. 
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of film itself present. Smith wrote of Montez: 

The vast machinery of a movie company worked 
overtime to make her vision into sets. They achieved only 
inept approximations. But one of her atrocious acting 
sighs suffused a thousand tons of dead plaster with 
imaginative life and truth.9 

jOSEPH 

Montez's "atrocious acting" put the machinery of representation to rest 
by revealing her acting-a courageous act of willful refusal to consciously 
"pretend" to assume a seemingly stable identity. Instead, she exposes 
the "real" behind the representation by performing the gap between 
performer and character and the difficulty of ever being fully one or the 
other. By embracing Montez's patently poor attempts at representation, 
Smith insists that his "muse" is: 

exposing herself-having fun, believing in moldiness 
(still moldy, but if can be true for her and produces 
delight- the delight of Technicolor movies- then 
it would be wonderful if it could be true for us). 

And in a crazy way it is all true for us because she is one 
of us. Is it invalid of her to be the way she is? If so, 
none of us are valid-a position each one of us feels is a 
violation of oneself if taken by another person ... If you 
think you are invalid you may be the person who ridicules 
Montez movies. To admit of Maria Montez validities 
would be to turn on to moldiness.10 

By "moldiness," Smith is referring to the seeming worthlessness of Montez
as-performer. Within Montez's assertion of her "Real," her moldiness, 
Smith finds a truth that demands acknowledgement. To deny Montez her 
right to be "moldy" would be akin to denying her authenticity as she is, 
thus making all claims to authenticity null and void. The sanctioning of 
authenticity assumes a "normative" identity that is not only not able to 
be proven, but also impossible if "atrocious acting" transforms into a 
brilliant sense of the "Real." 

The use of drag by Mario Montez highlights a longing and a 

9 Jack Smith, Wail for Me at the Bottom of the Pool the Writings of ]ack Smith, ed. ]. 
Hoberman and Edward Leffingwell (New York: High Risk Books, 1997), 25. 

10 Ibid., 26. 
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claiming of the "Other" expressed in the partial subsuming of identity 
required by drag. However, Montez swallowing Montez creates a gap 
between identities. This is manifest in performance. Montez performs 
herself by creating what both is and is not himself through the materials 
of costume and disguise. Montez's very disguise reveals identity through 
the stuff of the disguise itself. It could be argued that the fabric, makeup, 
wigs and jewelry becomes Montez as much as Montez becomes herself. 
The space between character and performer is highlighted in an almost 
Brechtian use of alienation by Smith. The performances of Montez 
and Smith are anything but a seamless dream of "naming." Instead, 
Smith delays, trips, subverts, and tears apart any illusion of solidity. The 
performance stops and starts with long pauses in which Smith can be 
heard fiddling with his junk, muttering to actors, and asking questions of 
performers and audience. T he following example is a typical pattern of 
mimesis followed by retreat from mimesis. Montez and Smith have been 
verbally sparring and then suddenly there is a knocking on an entrance 
door. Smith says: " Idiot not yet," to the errant performer and then turns 
to the audience and explains, "That was Arthur Lubin the director of 
Miss Montez's flick uh, Ali Baba and the For9' Thieves, uh, missing a cue."11 

He goes on further to set up the scene once again; he explains that 
what should have happened was that while Montez reads fan mail she is 
"suddenly interrup ted" by the knocking door. At this moment, right on 
cue, finally, the door knocks again and the performance begins again as if 
it had never been interrupted. Yet, soon it derails again. The performance 
and the making of the performance are subsumed within one another. 
The objects, bodies, and costumes are what hold the world together. 
Through the junk itself the performance emerges. 

The character of Montez as body/ corpse/ object provides another 
fascinating example of both the fetish for identity and the hollowness that 
it may mask. One performer suddenly transports the scene into a movie 
set by saying: "Okay here we are uh on the pool set. .. uh ... Montez you sit 
down here." Smith immediately subverts this attempt of setting, narrative, 
and character. He interrupts: 

SMITH: Wait, no, uh, a chunk of her face has fallen off 
it's it's a little disgusting, I think it'll be too . .. uh . . . uh . . . 
noticeable .. . I mean uh super-noticeable because ... uh .. . 
the whole bottom, uh, the flesh from the bottom part 
of her face has dropped off and I think (knocking and 
scream) and uh and the just the hideous grinning skull 

11 Smith, Silent ShadOIJJJ. 
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showing through its uh I think it has to be repaired a little 
bit ... hand me that that chunk of flesh that, that's down 
there by her foot ... uh (throwing up sound comes from 
offstage)12 

Jos£PH 

Smith then asks for props to support Montez's corpse and then, in a 
sudden performance of the making of theatre history, claims that the 
supporting of Montez's corpse, her "propping" up is "the genesis of 
the word prop ... theatrical props."13 This claim is ridiculous, patently 
untrue, and yet beneath the lie there is a strange truth revealed in the 
words. Words create the world and the world of Smith performs itself 
through the remembrance of Montez, her movies claim a belief in the 
power of narration and a re-enactment of its loss. Smith, rather than be 
defeated by his destruction of plot, creates a new form-a playing about 
playing. Instead of a linear progression through time performed by fully 
constituted selves, Smith performs the performance of performance. His 
stops, starts, stutters, and falls make an event about the making of events. 
The audience witnesses the singularity of his imagination alongside the 
beauty of the material presence of Smith's glittering junk. The audience, 
by witnessing the struggle for presence between object and performer, 
sees the constant emergence and disappearance of identity. This instability 
bonds the group-performers and audience-in a way that both embraces 
and rejects notions of unity. In the midst of it all Montez exclaims: "I 
am so beautiful I could scream," instantly subverting notions of unity and 
openly declaring the sublime delight of ego.14 

The inhabitants of Smith's museum of junk blaze and flicker 
like forgotten silent screen stars that have been thrown aside. They travel 
through their worlds bursting with their own unique beauty (a beauty 
grotesque, delicate, and enormous all at the same time). These combustible 
performers, perhaps the surviving ancestors of Smith's darling Atlantis (a 
watery beacon for possibilities and doom), sputter, dance, and whirl. They 
are "creatures" (in Smith 's words) that go beyond tidy proscriptions of 
gender. Their presence is magic and unbelievable, always aware of both 
liveness and their own inevitable thing-ness. These "creatures," strange 
but brilliant, mate voraciously with one another in Smith's famous film 
Flaming Creatures (1962-63), multiplying in the world with their screened 

'
2 Ibid. 

13 Ibid. 

14 Ibid. 
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images and reproducibility.15 Smith's world is in Technicolor and a kind 
of scratched up Pure Cinema materialized into things crusted upon the 
living, who become still more things. 

The space in which Smith's work is performed is stage and his 
home, gathering of friends and strangers for a party and performance. 
Smith's world is an island- part cinema, part theatre and entirely composed 
of junk.16 Heaps of junk creates the architecture, and therefore, the world. 
In the midst of this spectacular junked-out world, Jack Smith hovered: 
watching, arranging, and thinking out loud. Such a utopia, such hope, in 
the midst of poverty, alienation, and anonymity, should be saved, given 
space to decompose and ripen until new creatures are born-"moldy" 
stars. Such is the art of Jack Smith-he's the unclassifiable junk king. 

How shall we remember this influential moment in film and 
theatrical history known as Jack Smith? Understanding and theorizing 
Smith's aesthetic of junk is a slippery business in light of the sheer 
multiplicity of personas inhabited and mediums used. Certainly his place 
in theatre history is assured to rest next to the likes of avant-garde icons, 
Richard Foreman and Robert Wilson. In American Avant-garde Theatre: 

a history, Arnold Aronson places Smith in direct lineage with the major 
trends in post-modern theatre-as do most recent books dealing with the 
avant-gardeY Smith is now recognized as a crucial addition to theatrical 
history, a history that has often ignored his importance to contemporary 
performance. However, his placement within the avant-garde (although 
accurate) creates a troubling apolitical narrative. 

Declaring the theatre of Foreman and Wilson to be apolitical 
may be a troublesome claim in light of their extraordinary use of form 
and the ideological implications in which form always participates. Yet, 
it must be noted, that the majority of critical commentary on their work 
focuses on the aesthetic and the formal. Such a reading would cement 
Smith a place in a history that ignores, or at least minimalizes, the politics 
of the outside world. Despite the ease of categorization that this apolitical 
account offers, this version of Smith doesn't coincide with much of what 
he has said about his own art. 

Philosophically, an artist such as Foreman may see the world as a 

15 Jack Smith, Flaming Creatures, 1962-63, ubuweb, http:/ /www.ubu.com/film/ 
smith jack_flaming.html. 

16 For photographs and descriptions of Smith's diverse works see Edward 
Leffingwell, Carole Kismaric, and Marvin Heiferman, ed. Flaming Creature Jack Smith: His 
Amazing Life and Times (New York: P.S. 1 Museum: Serpent's Tail, 1997). 

17 Aronson, Arnold, American Avant-garde Theatre: A History (New York: 
Routledge, 2000), 108-19. 
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cozy "reverberation machine," as in the title of his book of plays and essays 
alludes to, in which everything is present in everything else, a distinctly 
non-dualistic approach to the world, and an almost utopian vision of 
equality. 18 However, Foreman's singular vision provokes the charge of a 
lopsided world, a dictatorship ruled by a privileged ivy-league educated 
male acting as puppet-master in a patriarchal fantasy of domination most 
often shown in his use of the nude female body. Theatre scholars such as 
Jill Dolan challenge the ethical "reverberations" of his art claiming that his 
representations of women onstage, particularly of Kate Manheim, show 
a distinct "other" rather than sameness with difference.19 Additionally, the 
charge could also be leveled at Foreman and Wilson that they contribute to 
an elite non-committed avant-garde manifested in its audience: primarily 
white, economically and educationally privileged. 

This approach to Smith's work, while contributing an appreciative 
account of his aesthetic vision and creating a firm identity for Smith as 
artist, narrows the breadth of his work. The difficulty, almost impossibility, 
of interpretation becomes clear. The task of pinning down, labeling, and 
"understanding" Smith's artistic identity, absents the whole of his artistic 
claim and focuses instead on a sliver of his work by insisting upon a defined 
knowing (the "avant-garde'') that smoothes and ignores contradictions 
rather than recognizing the artistic power of contradiction alongside a 
disorganized collection of junk. 

Another popular categorization to Smith's theatrical legacy places 
him squarely within the queer theatre movement. Bonnie Marranca and 
Gautam Dasgupta in their book The Theatre of the &diculous place Smith 
alongside Charles Ludlam, Ronald Tavel, Kenneth Bernard and John 
Vaccaro.20 Stefan Brecht in his book Queer Theatre theorizes Smith as 
a vital link between Ludlam and Vaccaro as well as The H ot Peaches, 
Andy Warhol, and John Waters.21 In Brecht's version of Smith's legacy, 
he becomes part of a political struggle for identity and community: 
the site of what he calls the "£p."- free person.22 In addition, Brecht, 
Marranca and Dasgupta all connect Smith's performance style to Camp: 

18 See Richard Foreman, &verberalion Machine and Other Essqys (Barrytown: 
Station Hill Press, 1986). 

19 See Jill Dolan's chapter on Richard Foreman in 'l'he Feminist Spectator as Cntic 
(Ann Arbor: U of Michigan P, 1991), 46-52. 

20 Bonnie Marranca and Gautam Dasgupta, Theatre of The Ridiculous: &vised and 
Expanded Edition (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins P, 1998), 5. 

21 The other artists that Brecht writes about in Queer Theatre. 

22 Stefan Brecht, "Family of the f.p.: Notes on the Theatre of the Ridiculous," 
TDR 13, no. 1 (1968): 117-41. 
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an often theorized aesthetic and political aspect of queer theory most 
often performed within the Theater of the Ridiculous. The Theatre of 
the Ridiculous, as defined by Stefan Brecht and which Jack Smith is often 
credited with creating, establishes: 

An image of social life in its most basic and salient 
aspects: the relations between the sexes, of political life 
or organized state power. It presents both of these as the 
playing of roles. And after showing us the arbitrariness 
of all role-playing, it points out that the actual roles 
played are both evil and ridiculous. The theatre of the 
ridiculous is radical social satire and protest-anarchist . .. 
possibly nihilist.23 

Ridiculousness is the disavowal of roles; it is the disavowal of performance 
through performance. Rejection of identity constructions and performance 
is shown through role-playing in its extreme. The personas onstage enact 
their reality as personas and by so doing, show the constructed nature of 
self and mimic back to themselves their own formations of sel£ By taking 
the worthless, the trash, the thrown away, unwanted cast-offs of society 
and making them objects of desire, the self on the outskirts, abject and 
disenfranchised, can transform identity from the rejected to the revered. 

The act of this transformation, the play between the abject and 
revered, reveals the "Real": the flux between identity's presence and the 
hollow core behind the skin of that presence, revealing its own absence. 
The Ridiculous as a "nihilist" philosophy comes into being when the belief 
of a fixed self is overturned. Yet, in this nihilism, the knowledge of the 
inevitability of the self's absence is revealed in the instant disappearance 
of identity in the moment of death. This knowledge of absence drives 
the Ridiculous to embrace the opposite of all that society values because, 
of course, such values are empty and meaningless, easily transformed into 
their other. The appearance of the "Real" exists in the opposite of the 
real-by asserting its presence in the theatrical. Charles Ludlam wrote of 
this seeming contradiction: 

I think my theatre is the most real, the most natural, but 
it isn't realism, it isn't naturalism. It's evoking reality by 
showing us what isn't real. If a man can put on makeup, 
false eyelashes and mascara, all the artifices of being a 
woman, then obviously all those things are not part of 

23 Brecht, Queer Theatre, 55. 
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being a woman. So something is created in that negative 
space, and that's where the mystery of reality is evoked.24 

jOSEPH 

Smith's use of humor, junk, drag, pop culture, and cinema as the 
"Real" performs Camp's obsessions with making the cast-off cool and 
performance into a language by and for the queer community. The sense 
of valuing the rejected, making the so-bad-so-good all the while winking 
(to one another) at the audacity of such a move, daring to overturn polite 
society and rules of good taste, empowers the queer performer and 
audience by creating a sense of a community: a community with unity. 
Creating a narrative of Smith that is primarily read as the Ridiculous 
through Camp, transforms his work into a site of protest and identity 
politics, which also, although being part of the story, is not the full story 
to his work. His art was an art preoccupied with the aesthetic rather than 
questions of personal identity. Taken to the extreme, a Camp reading 
absents Smith's uniqueness (and the uniqueness of his particular collection 
of things), a uniqueness that is his and his alone, confining his art to an 
important footnote to a political movement. 

Still another categorization of Smith remembers him as both an 
avant-garde and queer artist, but in such a way that he is seen as a liminal 
figure whose artistry has been appropriated and developed by other, 
more prominent, artists who have become the primary figures for artistic 
recognition and scholarship in the study of contemporary experimental 
theatre. For example, other explications of Smith's chameleon-like artistic 
life place him in film history, specifically underground film history as related 
to Warhol's Factory and the early films of John Waters. He is also seen as 
a primary player in of the '60s, '70s, and '80s art world. Credited as an 
originator of performance art, participant in the Happenings movement, 
avant-garde photographer, and collage artist, Smith is most often studied 
by art and film historians. As a writer Smith was less known, but since the 
publication of his prose in Wait for Me at the Bottom of the Pool, his place 
among the canon of experimental writing has been cemented. 25 

Finally, Smith can be seen as a representative of artistic freedom. 
The notoriety (and beauty) of his film Flaming Creatures- an aspect of 
Smith's life often written about yet rarely remembered when issues of 
artistic freedom, such as the NEA debacle, are studied-forced him to 
the forefront of debates about obscenity, sexuality, and censorship. In all 

24 Ludlam, 96. 

25 Jack Smith, Wait for Me at the Bottom of the Pool.· The Writings of Jack Smith. Ed.]. 
Hoberman and Edward Leffingwell. (New York: High Risk Books, 1997). 
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of these ways of reading and contextualizing Smith, the object-the very 
landscape of his work-while not ignored, is set aside in lieu of questions 
of identity and legacy. The profound thing-ness of his meditations, 
provocations, and performances perhaps can guide his interpreters to 
them as an important part of any reading of Smith. His performances 
could be said to coexist alongside a palpably present materiality. 

Again, the question should be asked: how will Smith continue to 
be remembered, how should he be remembered, and what do we gain as 
artists and scholars for this remembering? His enigma: an unclassifiable 
artistic career alongside a critical compartmentalization of work that 
most often crossed many mediums and genres at once. Put in a slightly 
different way the question becomes: how does Smith's aesthetic inform 
the artistic struggle for identity? More importantly, this gives rise to the 
question: what does it mean to be unclassifiable in a country that has 
always struggled with the desire to classify its citizens in terms of racial, 
political, gender, and sexual identity? This classification system operates as 
a network of power, both as an exclusionary tactic/ surveillance strategy 
(as discussed in Foucault's Discipline and Punish and History of Sexualiry 
Part I) and as a strategic means of gaining political visibility and voice.26 

The data of identity (numbers, geographic statistics, and break-down of 
economic capital) reveals a quest for a national sense of "self;" knowable 
and unified in spite of difference. 

One way of seeing this seeming contradiction is to look at the 
idealization of nation as expressed in the mythology of nation. In the 
"small town" values dreaming of a closely knit nation (think of the Frank 
Capra film It's a Wondeiful Life and Thornton Wilder's play Our Town) a 
sense of interiority and home (family, community, and religious worship), 
exists next to the equally compelling dream of the '~merican Individual," 
a fantasy most often played through myths of massive exteriority such 
as the dream of western expansion: the endless frontier most often 
personified in the space of the "West." 

These various critical perspectives on Smith reveal larger struggles 
for classification and political claims waged within historical and critical 
discourse. The need to know who a person is and where they stand in relation 
to others is a powerful drive that has enormous capital. The need of 
groups to know the individual (in terms of status: artistic, political, cultural 
and economic) creates a national anxiety and obsession to identify and be 
identified. Identity becomes a crucial trope in the creation of historical 

26 See Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuali!J: An Introduction, Volume One, 1978, 
trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Vintage Books/Division of Random House, 1990); 
Discipline and Punish (New York: Vintage Books/Division of Random House), 1995. 



88 j OSEPH 

narrative and political strategies. Smith as queer white male, avant-garde 
artist, filmmaker, performer, photographer, director, censorship victim, 
etc., can be seen as a site of a performative tug-of-war between the group 
and the individual; the political cause/voice/power and the individual 
drive for difference. 

The West with its images of vast stretches of unpopulated 
open space alongside the quest to lay claim to land and fortune, reveals a 
particularly American desire for a government-less system of governance. 
This vision reveals a deep respect, a deep faith, in the "natural" goodness 
of the individual as played out in the "code" of the Western hero: an 
embodiment of a private ethical/belief system that cannot be budged 
even in the face of the community. In the pure Western, the hero most 
often opts to continue on his way westward despite the comforts offered 
by the community. The self-sufficiency, freedom, and power performed 
by the hero, belies a powerful drive towards Jefferson's promise of the 
"pursuit of happiness." 

Yet, an equally powerful desire can be seen in the strong American 
drive for community and acquisition. The dream of neighbors helping 
neighbors surrounded by their treasured and tasteful things, a government 
that "cares," and an equally strong belief in essential values that should 
be shared by the nation as a whole, plays out in both the hope for an 
involved government that takes care of its citizens and maintains a sense 
of " freedom" and in the dream of a government who ethically guides 
the country, making sure standards are kept no matter what its price to 
freedom. 

The history of Jack Smith, contemporary queer/anarchist/artist, 
may seem to have litde or nothing to do with the dual contradiction of 
frontier fantasy and the fetish for community manifest in the dream of 
small town USA. However, the American avant-garde artist, the auteur 
director, and the political activist can be seen as a site of this conflict: an 
intense belief in both a personal artistic vision (his own land to claim) and 
a drive towards community and the hopeful yet somewhat banal belief 
that a person's identity is ultimately irreplaceable and unique. 

Yet, it could be argued what has been under-theorized in the 
discourse is the very thing that confronts his audience, the very materiality 
of the worlds he creates with his glittering junk. From his "jewel" filled 
toilet to his deliberately scratched and distressed films, the object is front 
and center in Smith's work. What if the notion of identity could begin to 
be explored through the objects- Smith's partners in performance (and 
ultimately the souvenirs left behind after his death)-rather than stricdy 
the person? Is there a way in which the objects and people that perform 
with Smith become a kind of living-object therefore making a fix of 
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identity impossible? 
Jack Smith's junk, teetering between glittering jewels and the toilet, 

brings to mind Tadeusz Kantor's theories of objects, in particular his 
theory of "objects of the lowest rank." The decayed and destroyed object, 
according to Kantor, exists on the lowest rung of society, between what 
he calls "the trash heap and eternity."27 The object ripped from its natural 
environment (an ordinary kitchen chair put in a bombed out building as 
Kantor did in The Return of 04Jsseus) provides the possibility of glimpsing 
the "real" in spite of the performance. The real, as defined by Kantor, 
consists of a moment of materiality showing itself as both present and 
absent. "Montez-land," Jack Smith's utopian fantasy world, exists between 
the absent object captured within the photographic/ filmed image and 
Smith's imposed scratches that reveal the presence of that object within 
performance. Likewise, the absence of film reveals itself to be present in the 
physical object of the negative, while the obje'ct's presence in performance 
sinks and vanishes under the weight of its history. Negotiating these gaps, 
objects become powerful sites of identity. The objects that one chooses 
to collect, hoard, handle, and perform with, construct a relation between 
the self and the world that defines the identities of both the self and the 
object through one another. The relationship between the memory of 
actress, Maria Montez-as-object and Jack Smith, keeper-of-her-memory, 
becomes one such site in which we may continue to find new ways to free 
identity from compartmentalization. 

Montez-land, constructed from the bits and pieces of captured 
light, presences itself in the performances of Jack Smith. The world 
of Montez-land is the liminal space wherein, through representation, 
identity is formed, challenged, and provoked into play. This play 
(both in the theatrical and phenomenological) allows for a fluidity of 
meaning that emerges through performance in such a way as to escape 
the representational/ signifier/ signified dilemma-where can the real 
exist when the word and the thing can never fully become the other? 
-and presences that which is discarded and forgotten, allowing for 
the expression of the self without the intervention/ representation of 
language. Without a contained/ strictly-defined sense of identity, Smith 
escapes self-representation through representation and finds the real as 
revealed through time. The absence of Montez-in-the-flesh reveals itself 
through the objects left behind: costumes, photographs, and film. These 
objects make her name (holder of identity) into thing, leaving only Montez
as-thing. Smith, by manipulating, holding, and studying her-as-object, 

27 See Taduesz Kantor, A ]ournry Through Other Spaces: Essqys and Manifestos, 1944-
1990. ed. and trans. Michal Kobialka (Berkeley: U California P, 1993), 291 -92. 
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performs his performance-of-self-as-self and situates himself between 
materiality and memory, making himself into an object-of-the-lowest
rank "between eternity and the garbage."28 Within the heap of junk, the 
objects of the lowest rank, his tragically glamorous obsession with Maria 
Montez can exist both as muse and trash simultaneously without apology 
or explanation for the contradiction. 

Instead, the contradiction, the gap between language (the name) 
and the material body (identity), becomes the site of revelation as the 
"real" emerges from the play between constructions. What is left is a 
certain uncertainty about Smith's identity and artistic legacy that, perhaps, 
can only be found in the junk and detritus left behind. They become the 
trail of endless questions about identity and the trail the mind follows 
endlessly considering them. The act of asking becomes a site of generosity 
and understanding. The violence of definition is destabilized and toyed 
with while tracing the emergences of identity. True power, agency (and 
love) is revealed through junk imagination: the performance of creativity 
narrated through material objects expands endlessly becoming a vast and 
glittering landfill. 

28 Ibid. 
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Poor Things: Naturalistic Props and the Death of American 
Material Culture in Sam Shepard's Action 

Kyle Gillette 

From the scattered pieces of pop culture detritus and consumer brands 
that litter the floor of Cowbqy Mouth (1971) to the bleating lamb and 
refrigerator full of artichokes in Curse of the Starving Class (1978), Sam 
Shepard's plays of the 1970s stage objects that reveal American culture's 
fragmented textures, commodity fetishes, and organic wastes. Some of 
Shepard's most vividly realistic objects (live animals, devoured food, broken 
furniture) serve not only to help tell stories about the poor or to represent 
throw-away culture but also to interrupt the narrative conventions of 
theatrical representation by so assertively presenting their own reality that 
it becomes difficult to read through them to the fictional objects they 
ostensibly represent. Unlike most conventional props (eg, Desdemona's 
handkerchief, Hedda Gabler's pistols, Blanche Dubois' letters), some of 
Shepard's most arresting things are so insistently and assertively real that 
they draw attention to their actuality as objects in shared space rather than 
to their dramatic functions as symbols and tools. 1 It would seem relatively 
easy for playgoers to see a handkerchief, pistol, or letter as an object that 
disappears into a system of meanings; it is quite a bit harder to forget that 
a dissected fish, bleating lamb, frying bacon, or shattered chair onstage is 
an actual thing standing audaciously before us, resisting sublimation into 
fiction. 2 

In particular, Shepard's 197 5 post -apocalyptic play Action, written 
midway between his earlier, more experimental work and his later more 
realistic family dramas, presents a liminal use of stage objects that draws 
from the insistent actuality of realism and yet refrains from the codes 

1 For an in-depth phenomenological analysis of Shepard's hyperrealistic objects, 
see Stanton B. Garner, Jr., Bodied Spaces: Phenomenology and Performance in Contemporary Drama 
(Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1994). Garner notes that "(i]n Shepard's material universe, the thing's 
the thing; theatrical objects, whose material isolation is reinforced through incongruous 
juxtaposition, parody and extend the cluttered object-worlds of the realist tradition" (95). 
Garner also suggests that the "insistent actuality" of organic things calls attention to them 
in ways that undermine the illusionism of realistic theatre. 

2 Bert 0. States notes that flames, running water, clocks, and live animals onstage 
have a way of drawing such attention to themselves that they interrupt the semiotic 
operations of theatrical convention. See States, Great Reckonings in Litle &oms (Berkeley 
and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1984). 
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of linear narrative and character psychology that tend in realism's plots 
to coopt things as cogs in a larger machine. Written at a starkly skeptical 
moment in American history -- at the end of the Vietnam War -- and 
during Shepard's time living in London (where he had the opportunity to 
see American life from a distance and become influenced by European 
playwrights such as Bertolt Brecht, Eugene Ionesco, and Samuel Beckett), 
Action offers a case study of American material culture at the moment it 
loses its hegemonic legitimacy as a way to make sense of reality. The play 
gives us broken and organic things stripped of the codes that allow easy 
assimilation into the realm of culture and identity. 

This essay explores the dense materiality of Action's most 
naturalistic broken and organic stage properties and the ways in which 
they may undermine the spectators' attempts to understand them through 
frameworks of symbolic associations, chains of narrative causality, 
and economies of use value and exchange value. By interrupting these 
systems of value, I will suggest, Action's things also physically question 
the illusionistic basis of American material culture's presence onstage. 
Shepard's play-written in the midst of a recession, at a crucial turning 
point in American theatre's relationship to material culture, and as a 
depiction of interactions with objects after a collapse of civilization and 
the economy-lays bare the operations underlying semiotic, economic, 
and spectacular value. The economic conditions of the early to mid 1970s 
recession, particularly in the face of recent cultural upheavals, suggested 
a limitation to the post-World War II American boom, wherein material 
acquisition, upward mobility, and manufacture of ever more stuff may 
have seemed inherently desirable and socially positive. By the mid 1970s, 
both the prospect of unlimited growth and the socio-cultural premises 
underlying its ethos were undergoing a crisis. If objects were no longer a 
reliable positive outward manifestation of successful subjects dominating 
the world, what did it mean to stage the home and its props in American 
theatre? 

Shepard enters the postwar American stage with props that 
suggest some particularly ambivalent answers to that question. Although 
not one of the playwright's most important works, Action offers theatre 
critics and practitioners something far more significant than an interesting 
moment in Shepard's transition between early experimental plays and 
"mature" family dramas; this strange piece offers a way to understand 
how the materiality of realistic stagecraft can become filled up with 
and emptied out of meaning. More importantly, this unique artifact of 
theatre's relationship to things suggests that beneath fictions and desires, 
representational codes and narrative conventions-beneath the semiotic 
web of culture-the matter of the physical world always threatens the 
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fictions of human subjectivity and modes of communication with a 
more fundamental (if necessarily invisible) reality. That reality suggests 
an uncomfortable truth about how close we as bodies are to things, to 
corpses, and threatens to puncture theatrical fiction in such a way that 
offers a glimpse of death's entropic materiality. 

Many of the semiotic disruptions and moments of material 
intensity I will analyze here may not appear particularly noteworthy 
when reading the play text. To some degree, I am drawing from personal 
experience watching and directing this play. Throughout rehearsals and 
the run of the production I directed at Trinity University in 2009, the 
actors, prop designers, stage managers, spectators, and I got our hands 
dirty (sometimes guite literally) in the stuff of Shepard. When I suggest 
that the prop occasionally pops out of its fictional and semiotically 
proscribed role as part of the narrative, I am not (only) speculating, but 
neither am I insisting that it must work this way for all spectators. Rather, 
I am indicating a possible response-my response and, anecdotally, the 
responses of several collaborators and spectators. If my evidence lacks 
both a priori and statistically significant certainty, that limitation is perhaps 
endemic to the phenomenological approach I am taking; these subjective 
responses, which readers may recognize in their own experiences of 
watching broken or organic things on stage, are important to unpack 
not because they contribute to guantifiable knowledge but because they 
pertain to the contours and limitations of subjectivity itsel£ 

I. 

Shepard calls for insistently real props in many of his plays, but perhaps 
nowhere more pointedly and apocalyptically than in Action. In this piece, 
Shepard depicts an impoverished, post-apocalyptic world without mass 
media, economic infrastructure, or even a clear sense of community. 
Some time after a mysterious collapse of civilization, four characters
Jeep, Liza, Shooter, and Lupe-go through the motions of something 
like a Christmas dinner. At various points throughout the short play, the 
two women perform domestic rituals of cooking and cleaning while the 
two men improvise bear dances and tell evocative but enigmatic stories 
about topics ranging from a body that outlives its mind to moths suicidally 
embracing a candle flame. The often-fragmented action consists largely 
of Lupe and Liza performing chores and of Jeep and Shooter handling, 
mishandling, breaking, dissecting, devouring, and wrestling with their 
few possessions. Shepard allows his spectators very litde insight into 
the inhabitants of this world in any psychological fashion. The audience 
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does not get back stories or motivations except in broken fragments. 
The only potentially empathetic connection to spectators happens when, 
occasionally, one of the figures seems struck with a disturbing half
awareness of the spectator's gaze.3 

For most of the play's visual life, the four figures engage the 
objects on stage with unusually obsessive attention. All four characters 
drink coffee with ritualistic, repetitive focus during long stretches of 
silence.4 They each take turns trying (but failing) to find the place they 
left off in a book.5 Jeep smashes chairs when he becomes frustrated with 
this failure.6 Shooter drags a heavy armchair indoors and then commits to 
staying in it forever, even when he ends up falling over backwards.7 Liza 
cooks and brings in a turkey, which everyone devours.8 Lupe and Liza 
together hang the wash up to dry.9 Jeep pours water repeatedly over his 
hands and back into a bucket that also contains a fish. 10 Later, he finds the 
fish and cleans it with his jackknife.11 

The characters' poverty, combined with their almost complete 
lack of personal histories, throws particularly intense focus onto the ways 
in which they relate to their broken and organic objects. The plot of the 
play also helps make Action's props seem insistently and assertively vivid 
even compared to those in other Shepard plays. In his so-called "mature" 
family dramas such as True West, Buried Child, and Curse of the Starving Class, 
highly realistic props often interrupt or pop out of the dramatic illusion 
but still generally operate within and against the conventions of domestic 
realism. Late Shepard both relies upon and deconstructs the conventions 
of American theatre's domestic realism, and in so doing disturbs the 
functional economy that props often fall into in realistic plays. Still, 
the objects of late Shepard-in all their hyperreal, disruptive, insistent 
actuality-also support the play's plots and character relationships. The 
shattered typewriter and toasters of True West may seize the audience's 
attention in their sheer quantity and in the olfactory self-presencing of 

3 Sam Shepard, Action (1975), in Fool for Love and Other Plt:fYS (Toronto and New 
York: Bantam Books, 1984). 

4 Ibid., 171. 

5 Ibid., 172. 

6 Ibid., 173. 

7 Ibid., 186. 

8 Ibid., 176. 

9 Ibid., 188. 

10 Ibid., 185. 

II Ibid., 186. 



POOR THINGS 95 

burning toast, but that very disruption is ultimately swallowed by narrative 
purpose; they foreground the excess promised by the plot and ultimately 
elucidate the role reversals of Austin's and Lee's respective writer's block 
and booze-fueled recklessness. 

But Action's entire "plot" (such as it is) bends and folds around 
its broken and organic things. There is litde story to speak of outside the 
characters' often-failed engagement of the chairs, cups, fish, and turkey. 
Unlike most Shepard plays after 1977 ,Action does not rely on a fully realized 
and thoroughly believable plot and clearly defined character relationships, 
but unlike most early Shepard plays, the action does involve a basically 
naturalistic sense of space and objects. This peculiarly liminal situation 
presents the props as caught between early and "mature" Shepard: still 
free of the illusionistic codes of the later family plays but newly weighted 
with a naturalistic density not yet fully developed in most of the earlier and 
more experimental work.12 This liminal space allows the prop to buck its 
use value, exchange value, and to a certain degree even its aesthetic value 
by providing the dense materiality against which simple domestic actions 
appear strange in their failure to allow actors to master, to own, or to make 
sense of things. 

II. 

Nominally, a stage "property" implies ownership. Theatre history is filled 
with props that belong to certain characters, confer class status, or provide 
tools for actions that advance the plot. Cups help characters extend 
hospitality or get drunk; chairs facilitate conversation; iconic pistols can 
mark the absence of a dead relative or result in the play's final blow. 
As Andrew Safer has detailed, performance objects ranging from the 
Catholic host to Hedda Gabler's pistols usually serve as signs that deliver 
meaning, as tools whereby characters perform work, and as "temporal 
contracts" that occupy a privileged place in the negotiations between plot 
and characters. In that sense, props function somewhat like commodities, 
tools, and currency in a theatrical economy of interdependent systems of 
value. 13 The props' particular potency in Action also, however, derives from 
their interference with any subject's attempts to control them, to consume 
them, or to negotiate her own subjectivity through them. This interference 
depends not only on the prop's doubly fictional and real presence, nor 
even from its highlighted semiotic power to draw attention to itself, but 

12 See Garner's description of Shepard's evolution in Bodied Spaces. 

13 See Andrew So fer, The Stage Life of Props (Anne Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 2003). 
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also on its revolutionary self-presencing of the material over the semiotic 
or the utilitarian. This inversion of the normal hierarchy of meaning over 
materiality that underlies most theatrical forms challenges subjectivity 
itself and the material culture that takes it for granted (I see it; I desire it,· I 
own it). 

Shepard's impoverished characters fail to manipulate or speak of 
their things with any mastery or grace, even when they try to use ordinarily 
conventional props. For example, Action relies heavily on chairs, and like 
characters in O'Neill, Glaspell, J\.1iller, and Williams, Shepard's characters 
use their chairs to sit, to have conversations, and to do other things people 
are supposed to do with chairs. But when Jeep becomes frustrated with 
his inability to find the place in the book they are "reading" or with his 
inability to communicate with Shooter, he loses control and smashes his 
chair to smithereens: 

JEEP: (pushing the book awqy from him) OH THIS IS 
RIDICULOUS!! I CAN'T FIND THE PLACE!! (He 
stands sudden!J, picks up his chair and smashes it to the floor. 
The chair shatters into tif!Y pieces. Pause. None of the others are 
shocked.) 
LIZA: (standing) I think there's another one out on the 
back porch.14 

Apparently, Jeep has smashed chairs before, and he certainly will smash 
them again, as he does only a few minutes later. What might be out of place 
in most plays-the destruction of furniture and its disruption of routine 
audience expectations about chairs and sitting-does not appear to be 
outside the routine for this group. Instead, Liza situates it as a repetition 
and a ritual, perhaps a physical microcosm of the world's entropy. When 
Liza returns, she sees that Jeep has already broken the chair she brought 
in to replace the first one: 

(LJZA walks over to JEEP, who is still looking at the broken 
chair. Thry look at the chair together as though seeing it as an event 
outside themselves.) 
LIZA: You'll have to stop doing that. We've only got one 
chair leftY 

According to Liza, Jeep's repeated destructions take their toll on an 

14 Shepard, 173. 

15 Ibid. 



PooR THINGS 97 

increasingly scarce object-resource. Even though the supply of chairs 
on the back porch has continuously added to the room's debris, and the 
repetition of the act has transformed it from shocking to predictable, the 
chairs' processing suggests a world falling apart in an alarming and reckless 
way. This suggestion occurs in the realm of metaphor or synecdoche 
but also as a literal destruction of stage props that cost real money to 
make and to maintain. Jeep literalizes the destructiveness of this act by 
shattering wood, transforming the chair from a useful piece of furniture 
into a useless, wasted pile of debris. Reduced to jagged bits of wood and 
splinters, the chair rendered into trash suddenly and materially escapes its 
form as an object for sitting, surrendering the notion that it is a tool or 
even a word. The pile of rubble defies aspiration to the platonic form of 
"chair" so central to defining the world of forms. 

In production, the shattering of the chair is arresting to watch. 
While chairs can be made to collapse in reparable ways, it is impossible 
to guarantee that the shattering will go according to plan. It is hard not 
to think of the fact that the theatre's scenic material is being threatened. 
Liza's suggestion that there is another chair offstage reproduces the 
repetitive resupplying in the production process itself. When a prop breaks 
on stage, whether a chair, a broken glass, or any accident of performance, 
I find myself as a spectator shocked into the awareness that this object 
was part of my world, not despite but because the routine of replacement 
frames such destruction as part of a predictable theatrical system. As the 
stage directions indicate, the characters see the moment of rupture "as 
an event outside themselves." This event, like a tear in a portrait painting, 
lies outside the "selves" constituted by the fiction of the medium. That 
is, the destruction lies not within the fiction but rather tears a hole in 
the fiction's fabric precisely by occurring so vividly and forcefully in the 
world of the real, in the world the audience (and actors) occupy outside 
the characters' reality. The fictional chair depends upon a real chair for 
its visual and tactile presence in the theatre. Its destruction, therefore, 
depends upon a real destruction, a real rupture. To the degree that the 
actors negotiate their reality as fictional characters in part through their 
negotiation of the physical world of furniture, the moment of destruction 
ruptures their fictional reality (made of codes, causality, and so on) and 
reveals the materiality of the material world. 

III . 

Shepard's material world reminds us through its destroyed furniture that 
matter's role in our basic perception of the world is more fundamental than 
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the web of culture we always overlay upon "our" objects. That reminder 
has deep ramifications for how we see ourselves as subjects and also how 
we conceive of the nature of subjectivity as such. Jeep, as if to illustrate 
this ontological crisis, loses himself, his recognition of subjectivity, by 
destroying the most utilitarian and conventional relationship between chair 
and human, between object and subject. Nor is he the only character to 
experience a rupture in self-recognition through his failed relationship to 
things. Shooter claims to understand Jeep's frustrated attempts to control 
the material world: 

SHOOTER: (to himse!f) That's what I do. I get this feeling 
I can't control the situation. Something's getting out of 
control. Things won't work. And then I smash something. 
I punch something. I scream. Later I find out that my 
throat is torn. I've torn something loose. My voice is 
hoarse. I'm trembling. My breath is short. My heart's 
thumping. I don't recognize myself. 16 

Shooter tries to describe a phenomenon that fuses his psychological and 
material concerns into a common alienation from things and a consequent 
breakdown of self. He cannot even recognize himself as a subject without 
obedient objects to perceive and manipulate. 

Toward the end of the play, Shooter has his own chair problems, 
but instead of destroying a chair, the chair nearly destroys him. Shooter 
drags on an armchair for Jeep but Jeep refuses it. As Shooter sits, exhausted, 
in the old piece of furniture, he discovers its comfort and promises never 
to leave it again. Indeed he does not leave it, even though this misguided 
commitment results in his anguished regret: 

SHOOTER: It's agonizing. ... I COULDN'T STAY 
HERE FOREVER! I don't know what possessed me. 
(back to JEEP) Didn't I say that I'll never leave the chair? 
(back front again) If I get up, it would be a sign of my 
weakness. Jeep? If I got up would you think I was weak? 
(no answer) 

Shooter becomes so restless sitting still within the confines of the chair 
that he eventually knocks it over: 

16 Ibid., emphasis added. 
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SHOOTER gives a heave and a groan and pushes with his feet so 
that the armchair tips over backwards with him in it. The bottom 
of the chair conceals SHOOTER from the audience. 11 
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Later he "pulls the armchair over on top of himself so that his arms 
and legs stick out the sides like a headless turtle" and advances, crawling, 
across the stage.18 

Chairs in theatre almost always involve an intimate encounter with 
actors. By sitting, the actor conforms his or her body to the shape of an 
object. But that usually goes without saying; chairs have grown, especially 
since the late nineteenth century advent of naturalism and realism, to 
take their place among the most conventional and therefore forgettable 
of things on stage. More often than not, realism's chairs facilitate 
conversations. Latent underneath its more utilitarian purposes, however, 
the chair also, as Alice Rayner suggests, meets the body as a memorial 
totem. Rayner considers chairs' multivalent and affective contributions to 
performances ranging from their titular role in Ionesco's famous play, to an 
exaggerated formalist role in the work of Robert Wilson, to forming the 
basis for the Oklahoma City bombing memorial. She notes that the chair's 
"angles follow the skeletal joints of a body halfway to collapse, expecting 
the bending of the knees and the hinging of the hips [ ... . ] The pathos of 
an empty chair holds both memory of a loss and anticipation of return 
in all the particularity of a person, in character, in quality [ .... ] A chair, in 
short, is also a memorial device."19 Chairs in performance propose the 
presence of subjects through their absence; they invoke those who have 
sat on them or who might. 

By committing absurdly to keeping his body engaged with the 
chair based on a memory and a sensation of comfort, Shooter performs 
a relationship between body and thing endemic to the ontology of chairs 
in performance, but he then exaggerates the physical component of this 
relationship beyond narrative utility or affective characterization into an 
athletic challenge for the performer. The chair literally gets the better of 
him, overriding the stories he tells and his attempts to master the world of 
things. In this sense, the chair also potentially inverts the totemic power 
of a chair as a "memorial device" that Rayner cites: instead of anticipating 
the human body, it trumps it; instead of invoking through negative space 
an absence that suggests a ghostly kind of presence, it makes a present 

17 Ibid., 187. 

18 Ibid., 188. 

19 Alice Rayner, Ghosts: Death's Double and the Phenomena of Theater (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2006), 110-12. 
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body absent; it turns the body into a thing, an animal, even -- by extension 
-- a corpse. When the chair first tips backwards, the "bottom of the chair 
conceals SHOOTER from the audience," upstaging him and wedging 
itself visually between the sound of his voice and the expressive apparatus 
of his facial expressions. Whatever it tells the audience about Shooter (as a 
man-child in need of comfort, as an exhausted worker, as a restless fool), 
it trumps and interrupts by blocking Shooter, by blunting the audience's 
access to his subjectivity. 

This blocked access to subjectivity, to human communication, 
recurs in almost every interaction among the characters. Jeep, Liza, Lupe, 
and Shooter all try, but eventually fail, to make conversation with one 
another. They even, throughout the entire play, attempt to escape their 
impoverished material reality by searching for the place they left off 
in a science fiction book that refers obliquely to an apocalyptic future. 
(Presumably, they also hope to get a sense of how their own world may 
have fallen apart, although they never make that connection explicit.) 
Conventionally, books and letters are among the easiest objects for actors 
to confer value upon. Text props are often used as empty vessels that 
communicate precisely and efficiently the information needed at the 
moment. As Bert States notes, since the audience normally does not see 
the contents of the page but rather depends on the actor's reading of 
it aloud, letters in Shakespeare's King Lear and Eijlert Lovb0rg's genius 
manuscript from Hedda Gabler bear a convenient neutrality: they tend to 
mean what actors, channeling playwrights, say they mean. (Consequently, 
Lovb0rg's manuscript can hold its associations as a groundbreaking work, 
a threat, and a child without the object interrupting or contradicting 
those meanings that Ibsen, via Hedda, Thea, and Tessman, confers. The 
manuscript certainly does not look like a child, but the fact that it does 
not particularly look like anything beyond a stack of pages may reduce 
cognitive fiction; that prop serves as a blank page, neutrally awaiting 
semiotic investment -- and is literally burned up by the action in a way that 
a prop resembling an actual infant could not have.) Materiality, in these 
cases, tends to disappear into meaning, into narrative, and into economy.20 

For the characters of Action, however, their book - the plot of 
which we never fully discover because they can never find the place- only 
reinforces their inability to "find their place" in any narrative schema. As 
a physical object that contains words that we have no access to, it mocks 
language and narrative, reducing our access to the "story" to the physical 

20 See Srates' explorations of the phenomenological differences between objects 
in Shakespeare and naturalism, as well as an analysis of text objects, in Great Reckonings in 
Uttle Rooms, 68. 
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book itself-a book without title, without history, and without use. I t even 
thereby provides a microcosm for the script of the play, a text whose 
realization in performance partially trumps the coherence and linearity 
of syntax and plot. Robbed of the networks of value that would imbue 
it with a specifically discernible meaning, the book- an object more than 
any other supposedly typified by its function as a neutral container of 
signs-resists semiotic investment and interrupts narrative flow. 

That is not to say the book or even the chairs stop signifying 
when they frustrate Shepard's fictional narrative contexts. First of all, the 
actors' grapplings with furniture and pages do suggest character traits and 
occur within the fictional world of the play. Realism-and particularly 
Shepard's use of it -- can often prove a surprisingly supple genre, able 
to contain mistakes and excesses whose particularities add detail to a 
world's verisimilitude. Even insofar as these props' failures to work as 
expected may tear a hole in the verisimilar fabric of Shepard's fictional 
world-causing us, as I am suggesting, to grow vividly aware of the 
physical reality before us-many spectators no doubt continue to codify 
and experience these objects serniotically. We probably recontextualize the 
book's inscrutability or the chair's destruction within systems of meaning, 
value, or affective associations outside the fictional world of the play. 
Audience members have their own experiences with inaccessible books 
and broken chairs to frame their interpretations of these props. This fact 
is part of what makes domestic realism relatable: familiar semiotic systems 
and recognizable objects. 

Pulling props out of their more conventional linear and utilitarian 
workings into new contexts does not stop meaning from occurring, but 
it does suggest an unmooring of signs from the material stuff through 
which they communicate. In postrnodern or poststructuralist terms, the 
sign gains autonomy and changes as it interacts with new sign systems. 
What I am pointing to here, though, is something else, something more 
basic and elusive: the status of the material stuff left behind, so to speak, 
as the sign becomes loosened and takes flight. As a spectator, I become 
aware for a moment that the objects' semiotic meanings and values 
ultimately have more to do with how they are treated, perceived, framed, 
defined, and used than to anything intrinsic to the physical material world. 
I become aware, however fleetingly, that something entirely inaccessible 
(and somehow more fundamental) lies beneath the codes that cover 
matter. 

IV. 
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The physical shock of the material world's interruption of language and 
narrative, always already latent in naturalism, emerges more radically and 
distinctively in Shepard. In some ways, Shepard builds on the shocking 
juxtapositions of early twentieth century avant-garde "isms" such as 
futurism, dada, and expressionism, and on the metatheatricality of 
playwrights ranging from Pirandello to Ionesco and Genet, but he does 
so such that he stages a confrontation between naturalism's truth claims, 
character portraits, and narrative structure against the latent disruptiveness 
of its real objects. Much like Andre Antoine's actors feeling out their stage 
reality through rehearsal with real props and furniture, the characters of 
Action seem adrift amongst objects that they interact with-- as if trying to 
discover through simple physical actions who they are, why they are there, 
and what they want. "The plot of Action," as Lynda Hart notes, "resembles 
a rehearsal; the audience's experience is, in fact, much like observing a 
dramatic work in process." For Hart, this metatheatrical, rehearsive aspect 
of the play is really "a metaphor for becoming."21 Even to the degree 
that Shepard coopts naturalism as .a material field, he gives his audience a 
relationship between subject and object closer to performers navigating 
that field as if from outside it than characters who have been "inhabited" 
thoroughly by their surroundings. That is, the characters do not present 
the audience with naturalism's finished artifacts of environmental 
determinism (four post-apocalyptic figures shaped by their poverty and 
broken things) so much as they metatheatrically meet the audience's gaze 
as subjects self-consciously on their way to formation in relation to things 
they do not understand- as actors trying (but failing) to discover character 
through props that refuse to remain props. 

In the organic props of Shepard's Action, notably the fish and 
the turkey, the real thing's ability to undermine the hierarchies of material 
culture and call into question subjectivity itself becomes particularly 
potent. Precisely at the end of Shooter's story about a moth embracing 
a flame -- an evocative allegory that touches on the sublime and on a 
rapturous, suicidal loss of ego --Jeep finds that hiding in the bucket from 
which everyone onstage has been drinking, and from which he has been 
obsessively pouring water over his hand for several minutes, there is a real 
fish. Surprised, he pulls it out of the bucket and flings it on the floor. In 
our production, this was a shocking moment for the audience. The shock 
was not surrealist or absurdist in the sense it would be if the fish emerged 
from a hat or a book, but instead rooted in the naturalism of a bucket 
pulled up from a well. Somehow, despite the fact that the fish's presence 

21 Lynda Hart, Sam Sh~pard's Metaphorical Stages (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 
1987), 54. 



Poo R THINGS 103 

could be explained by the plot, it seemed like an overwhelming degree 
of reality juxtaposed sharply against the artifice of memorized lines and 
blocking. Suddenly, an actual animal's corpse intruded into the world of 
the stage. As Shooter tells Jeep what to do with the fish, Jeep obeys: 

Go and pick up the fish .... Go and put the fish on the 
table .... Take your jackknife out of your pocket .... Open 
your jackknife. The big blade .... Cut open the belly of 
the fish, starting from the pee-hole and slicing toward 
the head ... . Now clean it like you would any other fish. 22 

Jeep executes these procedures without any apparent goal in mind; 
although Shooter later decides he would like to eat the fish, Jeep initially 
attends only to the action itself, confronting the audience with a form of 
violence usually absent from the stage. The inside of a once living thing, 
an actual corpse, opens up to spectatorship. As Jeep cleans the fish, fillets 
it, and chops off its head, there can be little doubt that the spectator 
beholds not a mock-up but the thing itself. 

The fish, like all props in fictional plays, serves partially as a 
signifier. On one level, the spectator must acknowledge that this real fish 
signifies a pretend fish, a fish that does not exist except in the fictional world 
of Jeep, Liza, Shooter, and Lupe. On another and much more immediate 
level, however, the fish the spectator sees is only itself; it is fleshy; it 
makes alarmingly biological noises as the actor playing Jeep dissects it; 
and, perhaps most disturbingly, it stinks. As Sally Banes has noted, odors 
in theatre are rather radical in their sensual intimacy with the spectator. 
Whereas both sight and sound presume distance between object and sense 
organ, an odor literally involves molecules of the object entering the body 
of the spectator. Smells therefore complicate the process of signification 
by their physiological dependence on penetration, even though, as Banes 
notes, they have been used to illustrate narrative events and to establish 
mood. 23 The molecular functioning of olfactory perception precludes both 
the arbitrariness and distance normally associated with semiotics, and in so 
doing suggests a more material than narrative source of experience. Even 
the threat of smell arguably awakens spectators to materiality's presence, 
its self-assertion. Perhaps not everyone in the audience can smell the fish, 
but they all know they might. 

This more immediate and biologically primal level might make 
it rather difficult for some spectators to think beyond the "prop" fish to 

22 Shepard, 186. 

23 Sally Banes, "Olfactory Performances," TDR 45, no.l (2001), 68-76. 
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the fictional fish it ostensibly signifies. The prop fish is the source of all 
our physical sensation, and as such, it may resist its function as a signifier. 
Certainly, signification continues, whether through the fish's continued 
relation to the plot, the characters, and the words said about it, or through 
its ability to invoke spectators' memories of childhood fishing trips, recent 
meals, or Pike's Place Market (for example). It is not that signification 
ceases, of course, but that the arresting organic quality of smell and death, 
in interrupting the fiction, may suddenly make it possible for us to see 
through semiotics' normally totalizing power to cover and conceal matter. 

The fish also, by its blunting of signification, points to something 
uncomfortably true about death. Death produces not merely absence and 
disappearance, a fact that theorists like Peggy Phelan and Herbert Blau 
have connected to the ontology of performance; death also produces 
something that most theatre specifically leaves outside the frame: a real 
body, a stinking, rotting, deteriorating corpse, an exaggeration of Yorick's 
skull to its most material extreme. We may regularly invest a fish with 
market value, or our own bodies with subjectivity, but in the end it's all just 
meat. "The table is littered with carcasses," Jeep says, somehow surprised. 
"Guts. Bones. The insides. I'm in the middle of all this .... I'm swimming 
in it."24 Covered in and surrounded by the carnage of the fish along with 
the carcass of the turkey everyone has consumed, Jeep recognizes and 
emphasizes his coexistence with the destroyed flesh. Smelling the fish, 
literally allowing microscopically tiny bits of it to enter their nostrils, 
the spectators too are literally contiguous with-and, to a small degree, 
constituted by-that real corpse. 

The turkey that Liza cooks, Lupe carves, everyone eats, and 
the carcass of which Jeep mingles with fish guts on the table, takes this 
breakdown between subject and object a step further. First of all, the 
spectators know that this is the only meat the characters have had for 
a while or are likely to have again any time soon; as Liza tells Lupe and 
Jeep as they fantasize about buying a cow, chickens, or a goat, "nobody's 
selling." As everyone digs ravenously into the turkey, the effect lies partially 
in the fact that we know we should pity the characters their hunger, but 
the flesh being consumed also stages a particularly arresting encounter 
between performer and prop. Stanton Garner notes that "[o]rganic props 
occasion such striking theatrical effects in [Shepard's] plays precisely 
because they stress the sensory and nutritive openings of the body on 
its surroundings."25 Not only does the turkey stress, or highlight, these 
openings; it literally penetrates them. The play requires not only characters 

24 Shepard, 187. 

25 Garner, Bodied Spaces, 98. 
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but also actors to eat. Even if their bites and moans of pleasure are put 
on, the digestion is necessarily real: each night, this fake meal brings real 
nutrition, literally becoming one with the actors. 

This double reality endemic to staged eating is not unique in the 
history of naturalism, nor is it unique to naturalism as a genre. Actors 
have eaten real food to signify fictional consumption for so long and in 
so many different kinds of theatre that the act can appear outwardly as 
conventional as swordplay or staged kissing. What is unique in Shepard
and particularly in this play-is the particularly visceral way that actions 
draw attention to the continuity between bodies and meat. The actors' 
engagement of these organic props emphasize both the corporeality of 
food and the culinary potential of human bodies. Before Lupe eventually 
devours the turkey, she suddenly "starts gnawing ravenously on her own 
arm," overcome with hunger.26 As Liza talks about cooking over the open 
fire, she notes that it was difficult to avoid roasting herself: "I've never 
cooked over an open fire before. I mean a big fire blazing like that. It's 
hard to keep from cooking yourself Your arms start roasting."27 The 
line between food and one's own body breaks down. Subject and object 
both consist of similarly organic and edible matter, and as such defy our 
conventional privileging of intentionality and meaning over the material 
world. Shepard's organic props assert a reality beneath value and remind 
us of the flesh and death common to all. What is the difference between 
us as human subjects-actors, spectators-and the corpses of the animals 
we handle, sell, purchase, or consume? 

V. 

The semiotic value, use value, and exchange value of props derive largely 
from how characters frame, use, or consume them. In Actionj insistent 
thingoess, Shepard challenges the legacy of theatrical realism to come 
to terms with the excessive self-presencing of its materials such that the 
values overlaid upon them grow conspicuous. Western narrative theatre's 
conventional privileging of characters and thought over spectacle, and 
Aristotle's influential insistence on plot above all, has served to focus 
tragedy on the folly of human action and knowledge (and the networks of 
narrative, semiotic, and economic value that contextualize those actions 
and thereby make them coherent). As such, the props used to illustrate or 
advance the plot are often less important than the narratives, characters, 
and ideas they support. Action undermines theatre's conventional focus on 

26 Shepard, 175. 

27 Ibid., 177. 
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dramatic action (made of language, choices, and consequences) precisely 
by confronting physical actions with stubborn matter. If the physical 
materials by which plays tell stories traditionally remain subsumed in 
fiction, emphasizing instead human tragedy, Shepard's Action offers what 
might be called a tragedy of drama itself, a reckoning with its own hubristic 
designs on reality, and a deep recognition of the material world as always 
existing prior to and beneath any social constructs or networks of value 
we may use to cover it, to comprehend it, or to consume it. 

Theatrical conventions have frequently eschewed too much reality 
for precisely this reason. Real things can distract from the meanings and 
uses characters have for them. Hence the well-known taboo against dogs 
and children onstage that Bert States and Stanton Garner refer to. Action 

embraces this distraction, though, making the interruptions of meaning 
and value in some sense the very subject of the play. Rather than registers 
of their particular level of consumerism or their relative status, Actions 
props assert materiality beyond or rather beneath what value they might 
signify. With this insistent materiality, Shepard gives a sensory assault to 
the hierarchy of subject over object and, on a physical as well as narrative 
level, stages the end of the economy. 

In the prop's insistent materiality lies an apocalyptic threat to 
culture's hierarchy of economic and semiotic value over the material world. 
Even within the fiction of the play, Shepard's characters experience a post
apocalyptic world that is indeed defined in part by a loosening of economic 
signs from their material moorings. In the unstable fiction of Action, the 
economy has failed and has left things to break, to rot, or otherwise to 
deteriorate outside their systems of use value and exchange value. As 
Liza says about the prospect of buying an animal for food, "[n]obody's 
selling"; objects are no longer in circulation, are no longer commodities; 
they remain only things. In this sense, Shepard both takes naturalism to its 
logical extreme, emphasizing the real in all its phenomenally dense sensory 
manifestations, and deconstructs the symbology of bourgeois domestic 
realism as epitomized by playwrights such as Ibsen (who, for all his props 
and furniture, certainly infused them with economic and semiotic value 
to demonstrate ethical dilemmas). In Action, Shepard uses theatrical signs 
self-destructively and unmasks the materiality that underlies and is masked 
by consumer culture. He also, thereby, points up the materiality of the 
human body as continuous with the material world. Below the narratives 
that sustain a sense of animation, beneath the fictions that sustain a sense 
of self, meat and matter lie, stubbornly, entropically shifting, rotting, and 
transforming according to rules to which human designs have little access. 
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by jean-Franc;ois Regnard, The Conceited Count by 
Philippe Nericault Destouches, The Fashionable 
Prejudice by Pierre Nivelle de la Chaussee, and The 
Friend of the Laws by Jean-Louis Laya_ Translated in 
a poetic form that seeks to capture the wit and spirit 
of the originals, these four plays suggest something 
of the range of the Moliere inheritance, from comedy 
of character through the highly popular sentimental 
comedy of the mid-eighteenth century, to comedy that 
employs the Moliere tradition for more contemporary 
political ends_ 

Pixerecourt: Four Melodramas 
Translated and Edited by Daniel Gerould & Marvin Carlson 

This volume contains four of Pixerecourt's most 
important melodramas: The Ruins of Babylon or }afar 
and Zaida, The Dog of Montargis or The Forest of 
Bondy, Christopher Columbus or The Discovery of the 
New World, and Alice or The Scottish Gravediggers, 
as well as Charles Nodier's "Introduction" to the 1843 
Collected Edition of Pixerecourt's plays and the two 
theoretical essays by the playwright, "Melodrama," 
and "Final Reflections on Melodrama." 

Pixerecourt furnished the Theatre of Marvels with 
its most stunning effects, and brought the classic 
situations of fairground comedy up-to-date. He 
determined the structure of a popular theatre which 
was to last through the 19th century. 

Hannah Winter, The Theatre of Marvels 
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Price US $2o.oo each plus shipping ($3 within the USA, $6 international) 

Please make payments in US dollars payable to: The Graduate Center Foundation, Inc. 
Mail Checks or money orders to: The Circulation Manager, Martin E. Segal Theatre Center, 

The CUNY Graduate Center, 365 Fifth Avenue, New York, NYtoo16-4309 
Visit our website at: www.segalcenter.org Contact: mestc@gc.cuny.edu or 212-817-1868 








