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T he Keith/Albee Collection: 

T he Vaudeville Industry, 

1894-1935.

M. ALISON KIBLER

I n  the  late 1880s, B enjam in Franklin  
Keith an d  E dw ard  F. A lbee, acquain tances from  th e ir earlier 
days in  the  circus business, jo ined  forces to p rom o te  "p o lite "  
vaudeville. To th is en d , K eith  a n d  A lbee o p e n e d  several 
lavishly rem odeled  th ea tres  on  the  east coast, cen so red  m ost 
crude  rem arks a n d  revealing  costum es from  perfo rm ances a t 
their theatres a n d  p ro h ib ited  bo iste ro u s b ehav io r such  as 
h issing  at perfo rm ers d u rin g  th e ir p ro d u ctio n s. The K eith  an d  
Albee b ran d  of "h ig h  class" vaudev ille  w as th u s  u n d e rw a y  by 
the  en d  of the  n in e te en th  c e n tu ry .1 The K eith/A lbee Collection 
at The U niversity  of Iow a Special C ollections D ep a rtm en t 
preserves m uch  of the  cu ltu ral a n d  in d u stria l h isto ry  of th is 
vaudeville circuit. T hough  in fo rm ation  ab o u t Iow a is scarce in  
the Keith/Albee Collection, The U niversity  of Iow a h as  n e v e r­
theless been  the  location of th is  im p o rtan t resource  for v a u d e ­
ville h isto rians since 1976. W hile the  collection focuses m ain ly  
on  vaudeville in  R hode Island  b e tw een  1894 a n d  1935, it is also 
a valuable resource  for vaudev ille  th ro u g h o u t th e  east coast 
and  in p a rts  of the  M idw est, m ain ly  O hio . The K eith/A lbee 
collection h as  a lready  p layed  a p ro m in e n t ro le in  the  in te rp re ­
tation of vaudeville  history: R obert C. A llen  relies on  th is 
collection in  h is 1980 s tu d y , Vaudeville and Film 1895-1915: A  
Study in Media Interaction, an d  R obert W. S nyder d raw s on  the

1 Clipping Book 1903-1904, p. 9, Keith/Albee Collection, Special Collections 
Department, University of Iowa.
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K eith/A lbee records in  h is recen t h isto ry  of vaudeville , The 
Voice of the City: Vaudeville and Popular Culture in New York 
(1989).2 The varied  sources in  the  K eith/A lbee Collection 
sh o u ld  con tinue  to  influence scho lars ' accounts of tu rn-of-the- 
cen tu ry  en te rta in m en t.

The K eith/A lbee C ollection chronicles the  expansion  of the 
circuit, changes in  lead ersh ip  an d  the  decline of vaudeville. 
T h ro u g h  the  es tab lish m en t of a cen tral booking  office (the 
U n ited  B ooking Office) in  1906, K eith  a n d  Albee ex tended  their 
p o w er in  vaudeville . Every act th a t so u g h t em ploym en t at any 
of the  m em ber th ea tres  h a d  to w ork  th ro u g h  th is office, pay ing  
the  U n ited  B ooking Office five p e rcen t com m ission  for the 
service. W hile K eith w as financial h ead  of the  circuit, Albee 
w as the  genera l m an ag er a n d  also o w n er of several theatres. 
A fter K eith 's  d e a th  in  1914, h is son  A. Paul K eith rep laced  him . 
A lbee ga ined  con tro l of th e  K eith/A lbee circuit follow ing A. 
Paul K eith 's  d e a th  in  1918. In  th e  m id-1920s vaudev ille 's  
p o p u larity  beg an  to ebb as the  success of m otion  pictures 
increased . A lbee first tried  to stem  the  decline of " high-class" 
vaudev ille  by  m erg ing  w ith  a p ro m in en t w este rn  chain  of 
vaudev ille  th ea tres , the  O rp h e u m  Circuit, fo rm ing  the  Keith- 
A lbee-O rpheum  C ircuit in  1927, b u t in  1928 he  sold $4,500,000 
w o rth  of stock to  film m agnate  Joseph  P. K enn ed y .3 A fter 
K eith -A lbee-O rpheum  com bined  w ith  K en n ed y 's  Radio C or­
po ra tio n  of A m erica (RCA) to estab lish  R adio-K eith-O rpheum  
(RKO), A lbee lost h is contro l over the  o rgan ization  an d  films 
becam e the  p rim ary  en te rta in m en t, a lth o u g h  vaudeville  su r­
v ived  as an  accom pan im en t to fea tu re  films th ro u g h  the 
mid-1930s.

2 Robert C. Allen, Vaudeville and Film, 1895-1915: A Study in Media Interaction
(New York: Arno Press, 1980). This book is a revision of his Ph. D. dissertation at The 
University of Iowa in 1977. Robert W. Snyder, The Voice of the City: Vaudeville and 
Popular Culture in New York (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989). M. Alison 
Kibler's dissertation, "The Keith Vaudeville Circuit, 1890-1920: Gender, Sexuality and 
the Cultural Hierarchy," also draws heavily on this collection.

3 Untitled article, May 19, 1928, Clipping Book, December 5, 1927 to May 28,
1928, page 240. Keith/Albee Collection.
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This October 19, 1908 cover of Keith News features the four businessmen 
responsible for the success of Keith vaudeville in Providence.
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The K eith/A lbee C ollection con ta ins th ree  d ifferen t types of 
sources: m an ag ers ' com m ents on  the  acts a t their theatres, 
n e w sp a p e r articles a n d  p rin te d  publicity , an d  financial records 
for th ea tre s  in  P rov idence  a n d  P aw tucket. These sources em ­
phasize  d ifferen t aspects  of the  vaudev ille  industry . M anagers' 
rep o rts  d iscuss the  o rgan ization  an d  popu larity  of ind iv idual 
vaudev ille  bills; advertis ing  o ften  fea tu res p h o to g rap h s  and  
sensa tiona l in fo rm ation  abou t p erfo rm ers to  a ttrac t m ore cus­
tom ers; a n d  th e  financial reco rds ind icate  ho w  m anagers re­
w a rd e d  th e ir em ployees econom ically a n d  how  the  thea tres ' 
p ro fits  fluc tuated  from  w eek  to  w eek . W hile the  volum es of 
n e w sp a p e r c lip p p in g s—the  "c lipp ing  b o o k s" — for Providence 
cover the  years  from  1894 to  1935, the  m anagers ' " rep o rt 
books"  beg in  in  1902 a n d  e n d  in  1923 an d  the  financial records 
cover approx im ate ly  1900 to 1929. T hus the  in form ation  in  this 
collection is m ost com prehensive  for the  first tw o decades of 
the  tw e n tie th  cen tu ry . V audeville  thea tre  m anagers, treasu r­
ers, a n d  p ress  agen ts  g en e ra ted  m ost of th is m aterial. A lthough  
p erfo rm ers are  cen tral to  th is collection, researchers encoun ter 
th em  on ly  th ro u g h  the  reco rds of adm in is tra to rs  on  the  Keith/ 
A lbee circuit.

O ne of the  largest p a rts  of the  K eith/A lbee C ollection is the 
set of m an ag e rs ' rep o rt books; tw en ty -fou r volum es w ith  
approx im ate ly  225 pages each  cover the  years from  1902 to 
1923. W hile m an ag ers ' rev iew s from  m any  thea tres  are in ­
c luded  in  the  rep o rt books, only  vaudeville  thea tres  in Provi­
dence, P h iladelph ia , B oston, a n d  C leveland  are consisten tly  
re p re se n te d .4 T heatres in  D etroit, W ash ing ton , D .C ., an d  N ew  
York also ap p e ar  fairly reg u la rly .5 Every w eek  thea tre  m anag­

4 The Providence vaudeville theatre, the central theatre in this collection, 
underwent several name changes. B.F. Keith's Opera House opened in 1894 with 
Albee as general manager and John T. Fynes as resident manager. The B.F. Keith's 
Opera House was renamed Keith's New Theatre from 1900-19, the E.F. Albee Theatre 
from 1919 to 1929, and the RKO Albee Theatre from 1929 to 1935.

5 Theatres that appear intermittently in the report books include: Castro 
Theatre in Fall River, Massachusetts; Hyde and Behman's in Brooklyn, New York; 
Grand Opera House in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania; Shea's Theatre in Buffalo, New York; 
Keith's Theatre in Baltimore, Maryland; Harlem Opera House in Harlem, New York; 
the Colonial Theatre in Lawrence, Massachusetts; a theatre in Columbus, Ohio; Bijou
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ers on  the  K eith/A lbee circuit sen t a rev iew  of the  acts p lay ing  
at their thea tres  to o th e r m anagers  o n  the  circuit as p a rt  of an  
effort to  contro l the  quality  of acts a n d  circulate advice abou t 
w here  to  position  acts on  a bill.6 M anagers w ro te  a brief 
analysis of each act; the  len g th  of the  com m ents varies d e p e n d ­
ing  on  the  m anagers ' app ro ach  to the  rev iew s a n d  on  the  type 
of act. W hile H. W inn ifred  D eW itt, m anager of C h ase 's  T heatre  
in  W ash ing ton , D .C ., rarely  w ro te  m ore th a n  tw o  sen tences 
abou t a perfo rm er, C harles L ovenberg  an d  Carl L o th rop , 
m anagers of P rovidence a n d  B oston th ea tre s  respectively , 
often  w ro te  four to  six sen tences. In  add ition , m an ag ers ' 
repo rts  regularly  include  the  follow ing: the  o rd er of acts, th e  
n u m b er of m inu tes  an  act sp e n t on  stage, a d esigna tion  of 
w h e th e r  an  act u se d  the  full stage o r on ly  the  fron t p a rt of the  
stage (using  the  fron t section of the  stage w as called perfo rm ing  
in  "o n e"), an  ind ication  of w h e th e r  the  act perfo rm ed  tw o  or 
th ree  show s a day , a n d  an  assessm en t of the  overall quality  of 
th e  bill. F u rtherm ore , som e th ea tre  m anagers  listed  their 
c u ts—the p a rts  of an  act th a t a m anager forced p erfo rm ers to 
elim inate because he  or she fo u n d  it offensive. T hese books, 
therefore, yield extensive in fo rm ation  ab o u t the  o rgan iza tion  of 
vaudeville  bills as w ell as m an ag ers ' regu la tion  a n d  evaluation  
of the  acts.

Som e h isto rians have  n o ted  the  difficulty  of research ing  
vaudeville  w ith o u t ex tensive v isual or w ritte n  reco rds of acts as 
they  ap p eared  on  stage. M anagers ' rep o rts  offer som e clues 
here. W ith som e singers, for exam ple, m anagers  listed  the  titles 
of the songs th ey  sang. The m an ag er of K eith 's  th ea tre  in  
Ph iladelphia n o ted  th a t o pera  singer M adam e S lappoffski 
"perfo rm ed  'Jew el S ong ' from  Faust, 'Scenes T hat are  B right­

Theatre in Pawtucket, Rhode Island; the Bijou in Woonsocket, Rhode Island; the 
Hudson Theatre in Union Hill, New Jersey; B.F. Keith's Columbia Theatre in 
Cincinnati, Ohio; and Trent Theatre, Trent, New Jersey.

6 The number of acts on a bill varied over the years. Before 1919, the Providence 
theatre featured fourteen or fifteen acts on a bill, but after 1908, the bills became 
shorter, including only eight to ten acts. This change is a result of the theatres' 
termination of its continuous performance policy—in which live vaudeville acts 
appeared on stage from ten in the morning to ten at night. After March 29, 1909, three 
hour shows began at 1:45 and 7:30.
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est' from  Maritana an d  T osti's  'G o o d b y e '." 7 M anagers also 
offered p lo t sum m aries of p lay lets. A  N ew  York m anager 
described  the  p lo t of a com edy  sketch , "S h ip m a tes" , in  1904: 

It takes place on the deck of an old stranded schooner at New 
Bedford, the boat being occupied by two superannuated captains 
who have signed articles to the effect that no female shall ever come 
on board. A widow dies, leaving in the charge of one of them a little 
girl supposed to be about fourteen years of age. One of them wants 
to take her on the boat, and the other absolutely objects until the 
finish...it can be considered a very good sketch.8

A long  w ith  listing  song  titles a n d  describ ing  the  p lo ts of 
dram atic  sketches, m anagers  o ften  com m en ted  on  elaborate 
scenery . Carl L o th rop , for exam ple, rem ark ed  th a t A nnette  
K elle rm ann 's  "exh ib ition  of fancy d iv ing  [required] a special 
tank , sev en  feet deep  w ith  a capacity  of 25,000 gallons of 
w a te r ." 9 In  add ition , m anagers  o ften  d evo ted  m ore tim e to an  
ac t's  first ap p earan ce  o n  the  K eith  circuit th a n  to  an  ac t's  re tu rn  
en gagem en t. O verall, m an ag e rs ' rep o rt books do  n o t consis­
ten tly  offer de ta iled  descrip tions of vaudev ille  acts, how ever. 
W hile researchers, for exam ple, can learn  th a t L ovenberg felt 
th a t trap ez is t V alesca h a d  a "v e ry  nice persona lity "  w e do  no t 
lea rn  w h a t tricks she perfo rm ed , in  w h a t sequence  she p e r­
fo rm ed  them , or w h a t she w ore  on  s tag e .10 M anagers offered 
th e ir colleagues an  im pression  of the  act, n o t an  extensive 
ch rono logy  of th e  sigh ts a n d  so u n d s  of each perform ance.

M anagers ' rep o rts  o ften  include  in sigh ts  in to  th e  character­
istics of vaudev ille  aud iences. W ith  ticket prices as low  as 
fifteen cen ts a t K eith 's  in  P rov idence in  1903, vaudeville  w as 
affordable to  a w id er range  of p a tro n s  th a n  "h ig h  cu ltu re"  like 
leg itim ate d ram a  at the  tu rn -o f-th e-cen tu ry .11 The Septem ber 
21, 1903 p ro g ram  for K eith 's  in  P rovidence ind icates the

7 Report Book 2, page 112, Keith/Albee Collection. Not surprisingly, Slappoff­
ski appears to have been a stage name; one manager listed this performer's last name 
as "Neilson". Report Book 3, page 22, Keith/Albee Collection.

8 Report Book 1, page 155, Keith/Albee Collection.
9 Report Book 8, page 177, Keith/Albee Collection.
10 Report Book 1, page 88, Keith/Albee Collection.
11 Robert C. Allen, Horrible Prettiness: Burlesque and American Culture (Chapel 

Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1991): 186.
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follow ing prices for a m atinee: o rchestra , all rese rved , th irty- 
five cents; first balcony, all rese rved , tw enty-five cents; an d  
second balcony, adm ission  fifteen cents. D iscussing  h o w  acts 
appealed  to  d ifferen t seg m en ts  of the  aud ience , m anagers  
frequen tly  revealed  th e  p rob lem s of ca tering  to  an  eclectic 
audience. In D etroit in  1904, a m an ag er com m en ted  th a t the  
Vilona Sisters, a g roup  of v io lin ists, " w e n t very  w ell here  
particularly  w ith  the  box p eop le  an d  th e  m ore  cu ltu red  of the  
dow nsta irs  genera lly ." 12

A ccording to  m an ag ers ' accounts, th e  th ea tre  aud ience  w as 
d iv ided  by  g en d e r as w ell as class. O ne m an ag er w ro te  th a t 
Sophye B ernard 's  costum e cap tu red  th e  in te res t of fem ale 
patrons: " O ne of h e r  gow ns is w o rn  w ith o u t corsets a n d  has 
created  no  e n d  of criticism , b e ing  no ticed  m ore  particu larly  by 
the w o m en ." 13 In 1903 John  H ealy , accord ing  to  one  m anager 
on  the  K eith/A lbee circuit, " alw ays seem s to  be especially 
fu nny  to the  ladies of the  aud ience , a n d  as o u r m atinees are 
largely com posed  of fem ales h e  sim ply  h a d  th em  h is ow n  
w ay ." 14

By s tudy ing  m an ag ers ' rep o rt books, h isto rian s  can uncover 
the  s tan d a rd s  by w h ich  m anagers  m easu red  vaudev ille  acts. 
The p ressu re  to  m ain ta in  " respectab ility"  o n  the  K eith/A lbee 
circuit w as one of m an ag ers ' cen tral concerns. From  m an ag ers ' 
records of th e  changes th ey  m ade  to  various acts, researchers 
can learn  abou t th e ir sense  of p rop rie ty . M anagers a sked  
bare-legged  w om en  to  p u t on  tigh ts  a n d  o rd ered  fem ale 
perfo rm ers to len g th en  their sk irts a n d  d iscon tinue  h ig h  kicks. 
They also e lim inated  m an y  p h rases  from  p erfo rm ers ' rep e r­
toires: From  com edian  C hris R ichard 's  1918 act, L ovenberg  cut 
"w h a t the  dev il,"  " d a m n ,"  a n d  " son  of a g u n ." 15 If tam ing  
suggestive acts w as one  of m an ag e rs ' tasks, the  search  for 
novelty  w as ano ther. M anagers exp ressed  little e n th u s ia sm  for 
ve teran  vaudev illians w h o  h ad  n o t rev ised  the ir acts from  the

12 Report Book 1, page 185, Keith/Albee Collection.
13 Report Book 14, page 32, Keith/Albee Collection.
14 Report Book 1, page 19, Keith/Albee Collection.
15 Report Book 20, page 117, Keith/Albee Collection.
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p rev ious season  an d  th ey  p ra ised  u n u su a l acts, including  
w o m en  p erfo rm ing  trad itional m ale acts. Tw o acrobats, Tony 
W ilson a n d  M adem oiselle  H eloise, ea rn ed  Boston m anager 
M.J. K eating 's  approval: "A n o th e r  g rea t 's ig h t' act, w hich 
scored  a h it. The novelty  in  it is the  w o m an  do ing  the  w ork 
usually  perfo rm ed  by  the  m ale p a rtn e r  an d  do ing  it w e ll."16

The collection of K eith/A lbee rep o rt books m ay  be an  im por­
tan t s ta rtin g  p o in t for scholars w h o  are s tu d y in g  m anagers in 
the  vaudev ille  in d u stry . The rep o rt books p rov ide  the  nam es of 
over tw en ty-five m an ag ers  of th ea tres  from  cities in  the  East as 
w ell as the  M idw est a n d  o ften  cover the  b eg inn ing  an d  en d  of 
a m an a g e r 's  em p lo y m en t a t a th ea tre  (See A ppend ix  for a 
partia l list of m anagers). A sm all a m o u n t of in fo rm ation  abou t 
P rov idence  m an ag ers ' education , p ro fessional a n d  fam ily back­
g ro u n d s  is in c luded  in  the  n e w sp a p e r articles saved  in  the 
"c lipp ing  books"  of the  K eith/A lbee Collection. For exam ple, in 
an  article d iscussing  the  o p en in g  of B.F. K eith 's  O pera  H ouse 
in  1894, th e  a u th o r  reveals th a t the  th ea tre  m anager, John  T. 
Fynes w as form erly  invo lved  in  the  n e w sp a p e r business w ith  
the  Evening World, of N ew  York a n d  th a t h is b ro the r, J. A ustin  
Fynes, w as the  m anager of K eith 's  U n ion  Square T heatre in 
N ew  York. A n  article abou t the  o p en in g  of a n ew  vaudeville 
th ea tre  in  P aw tucket, R hode Island , in  O ctober 1903 reveals 
th a t C harles L ovenberg , a na tive  of N ew  O rleans, becam e the 
m an ag er of K eith 's  th ea tre  in  P rovidence several years after he 
w o rk ed  as the  m usical d irec to r of K eith 's  th e a tre .17 Inform ation  
abou t the  b ack g ro u n d s of non-P rov idence  m anagers is no t 
available in  th e  K eith/A lbee records, how ever.

The rep o rt books reveal th a t m en  d o m in a ted  the  ranks of 
K eith/A lbee m anagers: H . W inn ifred  D eW itt, m anager of a 
W ash ing ton , D .C ., th ea tre , is the  only  fem ale m anager to 
a p p e a r  in  the  rep o rt books. Tw o o th e r fem ale adm in istra to rs  
em erge in  the  K eith/A lbee Collection. C lara Blaney, an  actress 
in  the  E dw ard  F. A lbee Stock C om pany  in  1901, becam e

16 Report Book 1, page 6, Keith/Albee Collection.
17 Untitled article from the Pawtucket Evening Times, 13 October 1903. Clipping 

Book 1903-1904, p. 43. Keith/Albee Collection.
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L ovenberg 's  p ress  agen t for the  P rov idence  th ea tre  a n d  for h is 
p roduction  of several vaudev ille  a c ts—the  T uscany  T rouba­
dours, La Petite Revue, the  O pera tic  Festival, a n d  College Life (a 
m usical com edy p roduction ). L aura F. A lbee se rved  as the  Vice 
p res id en t of the  P rov idence T heatre  C om pany  u n d e r  P resid en t 
E dw ard  F. A lbee. A lthough  th e  K eith/A lbee collection does n o t 
offer extensive in fo rm ation  abou t th ese  w o m e n 's  b ackg rounds, 
it does include a g lim pse of the  long-overlooked  role of w o m en  
in  m anag ing  a n d  p ro m o tin g  vaudeville .

W hile the  K eith/A lbee rep o rt books p re se n t m an ag e rs ' p e r­
spectives, th ey  can also offer in sigh ts  in to  p e rfo rm ers ' acts a n d  
careers. F eatu ring  descrip tions of little -know n perfo rm ers  as 
w ell as p ro m in en t vaudev ille  stars, th e  rep o rt books are  an  
im portan t resource for vaudev ille  h isto rian s  w h o  w a n t to 
recover the rank-and-file  perfo rm ers, n o t on ly  th e  elite p layers. 
M arginal or m ediocre vaudev illians usua lly  receive m ore  a tte n ­
tion  th an  stars in  the  rep o rts  because s ta rs ' acts w ere  so 
w ell-know n, m anagers saw  little n e e d  to  reco u n t th e ir  pe rfo r­
m ances for o th er m anagers. In  1909 C arl L o th rop , m an ag e r of 
K eith 's T heatre in  Boston, w ro te  of Eva T anguay , sim ply, " Just 
Tanguay, th a t 's  a ll . ''18 P rom inen t pe rfo rm er Z elda  Sears w a r­
ran ted  only the  fo llow ing qu ip  in  1912: " A n o th e r act th a t 
everybody know s a b o u t." 19 D esp ite  th e  frequen tly  brief d iscus­
sion of stars, the  K eith/A lbee C ollection m ay  be som e h e lp  for 
scholars w riting  b iog raph ies of s ta rs  o r focusing  o n  a few  
ren o w n ed  perfo rm ers. The series of rep o rt books can, for 
exam ple, p rov ide  a g lim pse of p erfo rm ers before  th ey  becam e 
fam ous. In 1903, several years  before  she becam e a to p  v a u d e ­
ville perfo rm er, N ora  Bayes " su rp r is e d "  L ovenberg  w ith  he r 
"m agnetic  p e rso n a lity ."20 U nfo rtuna te ly , on ly  th e  first four 
report books (1902-1905) are  indexed ; h a n d w ritte n  listings 
ap p ear in  the  fron t of these  books. The rep o rt books th u s  do 
no t len d  them selves w ell to  track ing  a few  ind iv iduals , un less

18 Untitled article from the Pawtucket Evening Times, 13 October 1903. Clipping 
Book 1903-1904, p. 43. Keith/Albee Collection.

19 Report Book 14, page xii, Keith/Albee Collection.
20 Report Book 1, page 61, Keith/Albee Collection.
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the  resea rch er k n o w s the  da tes an d  locations of the  vaudev il­
lians ' ap p earan ces  on  the  circuit.

As N ora  Bayes' case show s, these  rep o rt books o ften  illum i­
na te  the  changes in  p e rfo rm ers ' s ta tu s  on  th e  Keith/A lbee 
circuit in  successive seasons. M anagers frequen tly  com m ented  
on  p e rfo rm ers ' p o o r choice of m usic an d  d ram atic  m aterial, an d  
th ey  also acknow ledged  pe rfo rm ers ' successful revisions. In 
1918 L ovenberg  n o ted  th a t Juliette ''h a s  im proved  he r w ork 
m ateria lly  a n d  th e  act is b e tte r  because  of the  lack of change of 
costum es form erly  m a d e . ''21 C hanges in  vaudev ille 's  s ta tus and  
the  p o p u larity  of certa in  ty p es  of acts also de te rm ined  a 
p e rfo rm er 's  fate as L ovenberg  reveals in  h is exp lanation  of the

21 Report Book 20, page 108, Keith/Albee Collection.

Tanguay, one of the most famous vaudeville stars, appeared in Providence 
during the week of January 6, 1908.
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w an ing  po p u larity  of jugg ler Selm a Braatz in  1917: " It is qu ite  
com plim entary  to  the  p rog ress  of vaudev ille  to  realize th a t th is 
yo u n g  w om an , a few  years ago, w as a h ead lin er a n d  w hile 
do ing  fully as good an  act an d  p robab ly  a little b e tte r  one  th a n  
she d id  th en , is n o w  o p en in g  o u r show , a n d  w hile  satisfactory  
in  th a t position , is n o t a rem arkab le  good  o p e n in g  a c t." 22 By 
read ing  m anagers ' rep o rts , researchers can gain  in sig h t in to  the  
even ts in fluencing  pe rfo rm ers ' success on  th e  K eith/A lbee 
circuit.

The rep o rt books also p rov ide  in fo rm ation  ab o u t the  cond i­
tions u n d e r  w h ich  perfo rm ers w o rk ed  on  the  K eith/A lbee 
circuit. Travel w as frequen tly  a p rob lem  for perfo rm ers: m an ­
agers o ften  w ro te  abou t perfo rm ers arriv ing  late o r w ith  little 
tim e to spare , o ften  w ith o u t their luggage. Suggesting  the  
hectic, u ncerta in  lives of perfo rm ers, Foster L ard n er rem ark ed  
th a t M adeline Collins " ju s t m ade  the  show  after a long  ju m p  
from  S y racuse ."23 M anagers ' com m en ts reveal pe rfo rm ers ' 
d iscon ten t w ith  the  K eith/A lbee system  as w ell. M. J. K eating 
recorded  Jessie C o u th o u i's  p ro te s t in  h is rep o rt for 1909: "Jessie 
C outhou i, n o t satisfied  w ith  h e r  tim e on  the  ev en in g  bill, 
refused  to  go on , w h ich  is d irect benefit to  the  p ro g ra m ."24 
Thus, a lthough  rep o rts  w ere  w ritten  by  a n d  for K eith/A lbee 
m anagers, th ey  can still h igh ligh t p layers ' s trugg les on  the  
circuit.

The inform ation  in  rep o rt books can  also give h isto rian s 
insigh t into the  d ifferen t trea tm en t of w o m en  a n d  m inorities in  
the  vaudeville  labor force. M anagers ' rem arks ab o u t fem ale 
perform ers a lm ost alw ays em phasize  b eau ty  a n d  appearance: 
classical s ingers ' exhibition  of gow ns w as im p o rtan t to  m an ag ­
ers, as w ere fem ale p e rfo rm ers ' figures. Carl L o th rop  rem arked  
tha t K atherine B loodgood w as "o n e  of the  h a n d so m e s t w o m en  
in  the varieties, s tu n n in g ly  g o w n e d ." 25 Som e m anagers  b e ­
lieved th a t certain  types  of perfo rm ances —such  as classical

22 Report Book 19, page 159, Keith/Albee Collection.
23 Report Book 23, page 120, Keith/Albee Collection.
24 Report Book 2, page 10, Keith/Albee Collection
25 Report Book 2, page 18, Keith/Albee Collection.

http://ir.uiowa.edu/bai/vol56/iss1



18

s in g in g —w ere  in ap p ro p ria te  for A frican-A m erican w om en  and  
th ey  o ften  criticized A frican-A m erican perfo rm ers for try ing  to 
h ide  the  color of their skin. M. J. K eating, m anager of a Boston 
T heatre  felt th a t M argaret Scott m ade  " u p  to look w hite  and  
succeeds in  be ing  ghastly  th ro u g h  the  excessive use  of po w d er 
on  h e r sallow  sk in ." 26 The rep o rt books give scholars a glim pse 
of som e of the  p rob lem s w om en , particu larly  A frican-A m erican 
w om en , e n c o u n te red  on  the  K eith/A lbee circuit.

A long w ith  d o cu m en tin g  the  m an ag ers ' evaluation  of v au d e ­
ville p rog ram s a n d  p e rfo rm ers ' strugg les on  the  Keith/Albee 
circuit, th e  tw en ty -fou r vo lum es of m an ag ers ' repo rts  provide 
in fo rm ation  abou t the  in teg ra tion  of m otion  p ictu res into 
vaudev ille  bills. R obert A llen, in  Vaudeville and Film, 1895-1915: 
A  Study in Media Interaction, u ses  the  K eith/A lbee Collection to 
analyze the  recep tion  of early  m otion  p ictu res a n d  the  changing  
s ta tu s  of m o tion  p ic tu res on  vaudev ille  bills. M anagers ' reports 
include  the  titles of film s, their success w ith  aud iences, an d  the 
technical p rob lem s associated  w ith  projection. A rgu ing  against 
the  n o tio n  th a t film s, because of their u n p o p u larity , w ere  used  
to  chase p a tro n s  o u t of the  vaudev ille  thea tres , A llen, d raw ing  
on  m an ag ers ' com m ents, asserts  th a t film s w ere  n o t alw ays last 
on  the  p ro g ram s a n d  th a t th ey  w ere , in  fact, qu ite  popu lar. As 
A llen 's  research  d em o n stra tes , the  rep o rt books in the  Keith/ 
A lbee C ollection p rov ide  clues abou t the  changes in  film topics 
as w ell as aud ience  responses .

The K eith/A lbee collection p reserves  a n o th e r im p o rtan t com ­
p o n e n t of th is  vaudev ille  in d u s try —advertising . R eport books 
frequen tly  p re se n t m an ag ers ' stra teg ies for p rom o ting  acts. 
Carl L o th rop , for exam ple, exp lained  his stra tegy  for p rom o t­
ing  La Sylphe, a d ancer w h o  w as fam ous for perfo rm ing  the 
erotic dance, "Salom e": "W e m ade  no  m en tion , w hatsoever, of 
'Salom e' in  connection  w ith  h e r advertis ing  or billing, an ­
n o u n c in g  h e r  as a classic dancer. I do  n o t th ink  th a t anybody

26 Report Book 3, page 27. In addition, Lovenberg wrote of singer Rosa Lee 
Tyler: "Her voice is metallic and screechy and her make-up is decidedly bad as she 
powders up considerably in order to disguise the fact that she is a Negro, but I shall 
endeavor to have her discontinue." Report Book 1, page 127, Keith/Albee Collection.
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can take offense a t th is act. If th ey  do  th ey  m u st be u n re a so n ­
ably p ru d is h ." 27 M ost in fo rm ation  ab o u t publicity , how ever, is 
located in  o th er p a rts  of the  K eith/A lbee co llection—th e  "clip ­
p ing  books" an d  th e  book  of "carica tu res".

The c lipp ing  books include  all of the  publicity  for K eith 's  
vaudeville  an d  the  E dw ard  F. A lbee Stock C om pany  in  Provi­
dence, R hode Island , a d ram atic  com pany  th a t p re se n ted  p lays 
d u rin g  the su m m er m o n th s  (A pril to A ugust) from  1901 to 
1929. The first c lipp ing  book  sta rts  w ith  the  o p e n in g  of K eith 's  
O pera  H ouse  in  P rov idence on  S ep tem ber 10, 1894; the  last 
covers the  RKO A lbee T h ea tre 's  p rese n ta tio n  of fea tu re  films 
and  five or six vaudeville  acts in  1935. The p e rso n  w h o  
com piled these  c lipp ing  b o o k s—p e rh a p s  C harles L ovenberg  or 
Clara B laney—saved  the  publicity  abou t P rov idence  vaudeville  
from  area n ew sp ap ers . A rticles from  th e  P rov idence  Journal, 
the Rhode Island Pendulum, th e  P aw tucke t Evening Times, the  
Olneyville Times, th e  Providence Unzeiger, a n d  o th ers  are p a rt  of 
the  clipping books. M ost of the  articles ab o u t any  single bill at 
K eith 's are nearly  identical because  th ey  follow  the  th ea tre 's  
p ress releases closely. Review s by  critics unaffiliated  w ith  the  
thea tre  are n o t included .

The articles a n d  adv ertisem en ts  clarify the  h ierarchy  of the  
vaudeville  bills in  P rovidence. In  p rom o tiona l articles a sho rt 
p a rag rap h  is u sually  d evo ted  to the  head line  act, w hile  acts 
low er on  the  bill receive only  a sen tence; the  stars of the  bill 
receive the  largest p r in t in  the  advertisem en ts . The P rovidence 
vaudeville thea tre  becam e m ore creative over the  years in  
expressing  the  a rran g em en t of the  bill, m oving  from  sim ple 
listing of the  titles of acts in  block le tters  of vary ing  size to 
elaborate illustrations. In D ecem ber 1907, for exam ple, K eith 's  
thea tre  dep icted  the  a ttrac tions of th e ir bill in  a cartoon  
featu ring  Santa C laus un lo ad in g  gifts from  h is bag  in  fro n t of a 
fireplace. The nam e of the  p rem iere  act on  th e  b ill—a m usical

27 Report Book 8, page 161. Keith/Albee Collection. Richard Strauss' opera 
Salome incited public outrage when it first appeared at the Metropolitan Opera on 
January 22, 1907 largely because of the eroticism of the dancer's shedding of seven 
veils.
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com edy  "T he  S ongb ird s"  — ap p ears  in  large letters on  S an ta 's  
bag. The m iddle-level acts are listed  o n  long  stockings h u n g  on 
th e  m an te l, w hile  th e  least significant acts are relegated  to the 
sm allest stock ings.28 W hen  th e  ran k  of acts in  the  Providence 
th ea tre  is n o t clear from  m an ag ers ' rep o rts , "c lipp ing  books" 
can be an  im p o rta n t gu ide  to the  o rgan ization  of the  bill.

The "c lipp ing  books"  for P rov idence also con ta in  a long 
series of Keith News, th e  p rom o tiona l n ew sle tte r for K eith 's in 
Providence. Keith News fea tu res a p h o to g ra p h  of the  upcom ing  
h ead lin er on  the  cover, an  article abou t th is perfo rm er, as well 
as a regu lar co lum n by  "T he L ady B ehind the  P e n ."  "T he Lady 
B ehind the  P e n "  a d d resses  a varie ty  of to p ic s—from  tips on  
p ro p e r  e tique tte  for aud ience  m em bers to in structions for 
evacuating  th e  th ea tre  in  case of fire. In  add ition , the  "clipp ing  
books"  con ta in  m an y  articles ab o u t con troversies su rro u n d in g  
K eith 's  T heatre  in  P rovidence. In  A pril 1907, for exam ple, 
several articles reco rded  the  debates ab o u t a R hode Island  bill 
a im ed  at p rev en tin g  th e  a tten d an ce  of juven iles unaccom pa­
n ied  by  ad u lts  a t thea tres .

O th e r collections of n e w sp a p e r clipp ings in  the  Keith/A lbee 
C ollection m ove b ey o n d  P rovidence, R hode Island . N ine vol­
u m es  of c lipp ing  books cover the  vaudev ille  thea tre  in  Paw ­
tucket a n d  one oversize book titled  "C arica tu res"  contains a 
varie ty  of vaudev ille  publicity  from  o th er cities on  the  Keith- 
A lbee-O rpheum  Circuit: caricatures o r cartoons by  "T racy", 
n e w sp a p e r articles ab o u t vaudeville  stars, an d  clipp ings from  
various th ea tre s ' p rom o tiona l n ew sle tte rs  (The Hudson Theatre 
News, The B.F. Keith Theatre News, a n d  The Orpheum News). The 
caricatures, u sua lly  u n d a te d , dep ic t a rtists  perfo rm ing  in  O ak­
land , C alifornia; B ridgeport, C onnecticu t; a n d  W ash ing ton , 
D .C ., am ong  o th e r locations. O ften  qu ite  h u m o ro u s , th e  cari­
ca tu res offer in sig h t in to  p e rfo rm ers ' p e rso n as  a n d  ap p ear­
ances.

28 Untitled advertisements, Clipping Book November 1907- April 1908, page 40, 
Keith/Albee Collection.
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The K eith/A lbee collection also inc ludes five vo lum es of 
review s of "N ew  A cts" from  Variety an d  th e  N ew  York Clipper, 
tw o trade  n ew sp ap e rs . T hese rev iew s are  m ore de ta iled  th an  
those p rov ided  by  vaudeville  m an ag ers  in  the  rep o rt books b u t 
they  are difficult to  u se  because  th ey  are  u n d a te d  a n d  describe 
acts from  various p a rts  of the  coun try . T herefore, a lth o u g h  a 
researcher m ay h a p p e n  to  m atch  a he lp fu l descrip tion  of a 
perfo rm er in  "N e w  A cts" w ith  a m an ag e r 's  evaluation  in  the  
repo rt books, there  is no  fast w ay  to locate perfo rm ers  in  the  
five volum es of "N ew  A cts."

A long w ith  m anag ing  K eith 's  T heatre  in  P rov idence, C harles 
Lovenberg p ro d u ced  m any  vaudev ille  acts. Four scrapbooks of 
clippings d o cu m en t fou r of L ovenberg 's  acts: th e  T uscany  
T roubadours, La Petite  R evue, th e  O pera tic  Festival, an d  
College Life. Each scrapbook follow s one  of L ovenberg 's  acts for 
one or tw o  years, includ ing  the  p ress  releases an d  p h o to g ra p h s

This advertisement for Keith's Theatre appeared in Providence area news­
papers on December 22, 1907.
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from  their tou rs . The T uscany T roubadou rs w as an  operatic 
sextet com prised  of M ary M adison , M abel R ettew , Elsa V an der 
V oort, John  O 'D onnell, A lbert W allerstaedt, an d  E dw ard  
Larivierre. Publicity  for th is act, w ritten  by C lara Blaney, 
s tressed  its artistic n a tu re . M ary M adison , for exam ple, w as 
linked  to  an  Italian opera  in structo r, V annuccini. The scrap­
book  for La Petite  R evue, a g ro u p  of th ree  m en  an d  three 
w om en , follow s the  g ro u p  from  S ep tem ber 1908 to M ay 1910 
a n d  includes publicity , again  w ritten  by  Blaney. L ovenberg 's  
next p ro d u ctio n , the  O pera tic  Festival, w as a larger u n d e rta k ­
ing. F ea tu ring  six teen  soloists, th e  O peratic  Festival ap p ears  to 
have  been  an  e x p an d ed  version  of th e  T uscany T roubadours. 
The fo u rth  L ovenberg  p ro d u c tio n  included  in  the  K eith/A lbee 
C ollection is College Life, a m usical com edy  d raw ing  on  a cast of 
e ig h teen  to  tw en ty  perfo rm ers, includ ing  M inerva C ourtney , 
E lphye S n o w d en  a n d  F red  N ew com be. The College Life scrap­
book  follow s the  to u r from  S ep tem ber 1910 to M ay 1911. 
L ovenberg  is one  of the  m o st p ivotal figures in  th is collection. 
H is ad m in is tra tio n  of K eith 's  T heatre  in  P rovidence an d  p ro ­
m o tion  of h is o w n  acts are cen tral activities p rese rv ed  in  the 
K eith/A lbee Collection.

The K eith/A lbee collection con ta ins several vo lum es of 
"B ookings" for the  vaudev ille  th ea tre  in  P rovidence, from  1900 
to 1911. M uch of th e  in fo rm ation  in  th e  "B ookings" overlaps 
w ith  th e  m an ag e rs ' rep o rt books: b o th  include  the  tim e acts 
sp e n t on  stage, th e  type  of act, th e  u se  of the  stage —full or in 
o n e —a n d  the  n u m b er of show s pe r day . These booking  records 
are im p o rtan t, how ever, because th ey  include  salary  inform a­
tion  th a t m o st of the  m an ag ers ' rev iew s in  the  rep o rt books 
om it. The salaries are, u n fo rtu n a te ly , ind ica ted  in an  industria l 
code. The only  in fo rm ation  abou t salaries in  the  Keith/A lbee 
C ollection th a t are  w ritten  in  dollar am o u n ts  is a fo lder of salary 
in fo rm ation  for vaudev ille  p erfo rm ers a t the  Bijou T heatre in 
W oonsocket, R hode Island , from  1920-1922.

T reasu re r's  S ta tem en ts for th e  E.F. A lbee T heatre  offer som e 
in fo rm ation  on  th e  w eek ly  expenses of a th ea tre  from  M ay 1919 
to January  1920. O n  N ovem ber 15, 1919, the  treasu rer, L oven­
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berg , n o ted  a long  list of genera l expenses, in c lud ing  im ita tion  
lea ther for seats ($120), lau n d e rin g  the  u sh e rs ' collars, cuffs an d  
ap rons ($10), a n d  a ty p ew riter ($70). A lso, in  the  trea su re r 's  
docum en ta tion  of expenses, he includes the  to tal salary  of 
vaudeville  or stock payroll as w ell as the  to tal of the  h ouse  
payroll. For the  w eek  of N ovem ber 15, 1919, the  to tal of the  
house  salaries w as $1,426.68, w hile  the  vaudev ille  salaries 
to talled  $3,725.00.29 Scholars in te res ted  in  the  fluc tuating  costs 
of the  m ain tenance  of a vaudev ille  thea tre , includ ing  the  costs 
of vaudeville bills, m ay find  th is in fo rm ation  useful.

Follow ing the  peak  of vaudev ille 's  p o p u larity  as w ell as its 
decline, the  K eith/A lbee C ollection cap tu res  a p e rio d  of tra n s­
form ation in  the  h isto ry  of com m ercial e n te rta in m en t in  the  
U nited  States. Conflicts b e tw een  m anagers a n d  perfo rm ers, 
the  consolidation  a n d  expansion  of K eith/A lbee vaudev ille  in  
the early tw en tie th  cen tu ry , as w ell as the  evo lu tion  of the  
p rom otion  of vaudeville  acts in  R hode Island  are  all th em es of 
the  Keith/A lbee Collection. Scholars in te res ted  in  th e  K eith/ 
A lbee in d u stry  an d  perfo rm ers on  the  K eith/A lbee circuit will 
find  th a t the Collection is w ell w o rth  a trip  to  Iow a City.

29 Treasurer's Statement Book, E. F. Albee Theatre, Keith/Albee Collection.
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A ppendix : Partial List of T heatre  M anagers

John F. Adams Lawrence, Massachusetts
C.E. Barnes Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
David R. Buffington Pawtucket, Rhode Island
J. F. Clancy Trent, New Jersey
H. Winnifred DeWitt Washington, D.C.
C. L. Doran Cincinnati, Ohio
L. M. Eirick Cleveland, Ohio
J. H. Finn Detroit, Michigan
John T. Fyne Providence, Rhode Island
John P. Harris Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
Ned Hastings Cleveland, Ohio
Samuel Hodgdon New York, New York
Robert E. Irwin New York, New York
M. J. Keating Boston, Massachusetts
J. J. Keirnans Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
R. G. Larsen Boston, Massachusetts
Charles Lovenberg Providence, Rhode Island
E. P. Lyons Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
M. Moses Trent, New Jersey
John C. Peebles Union Hill, New Jersey
W. W. Prosser Colombus, Ohio
E. F. Rogers New York, New York
Frederick Schanberger Baltimore, Maryland
H. K. Schokey Cincinnati, Ohio
Joseph R. Smith Union Hill, New Jersey
Al Staynes Fall River, Massachusetts
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