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INTRODUCTION 

One of the most revealing manifestations of a culture 

is its theater. Some thinkers have called mDtion pictures and 

plays objectified day-dreams. In them the ordinary man is 

apt to soothe frustrations in home life and business by 

identification with glamorous and successful heroes. At any 

rat~that for which a man will spend his extra money and that 

which takes up his leisure time is certainly an indication of 

what lies near the center of his personality. Kalamazoo, being 

a city that prides itselfl.inJ1ts cultural opportunities should 

be concerned with knowing what lies at the core of its 

c1 tizens r personalities. This paper is an attempt to under

stand a part of the community life, by discovering the types 

of theater : supported by this community in the first thirty 

years of the twentieth century and the types that have failed 

to take hold. 

In view of the purposes of this paper it will be 

important to consider the theater, not so much on the basis 

of artistic merit as on the basis of its significance to the 

citizens of Kal~azoo.l We will define and study the theater 

IThe idea behind the selection of material for this 
study has been significance to the lives of most people. This 
is more than a proportional study of a~dance figures, since 
certa~ types of productions are more ~portant to the public 
tban others equally attended, as the high school play is apt 
to be more important to the audience than the half-hour singing 
performance attended at a five-cent theater while waiting for 
the bus. In the actual reseal'ch for the study I have found 
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as entertainment appealing to the people and supported by 

them, for.ming a part of their routine. In order to cover 

this field we are including under the category of theater 

not only the UlegitimateU live theater, but vaudeville and 

motion pictures as weli.2 

.:1900-1909 

Kalamazoo boasted tn the year 1900 of a better-

than-average ~tneater house that had already been on the 

routes of the traveling Broadway and Chicago plays for a 

number of years.3 This the~ter, the Academy of Masie, on 

South Rose Street across trom Bronson Park at the present 

location of the Consunie-rs' Power Company, was independently 

owned and operated by Benjamin A. Bush. This is a notable 

fact, for at the time the large New York and Chicago stage 

oompanies monopolized most pf -the nation's theaters. Mr. 

Bush brought to the Academy for one-night stands the plays 

recently (and sometimes not so recently) performed in the 

two big altles.4 The traveling c.ompanl~s that served the 

myself relying heavily on the discrimination of the critics 
who wrote for the Kalamazoo Gazette. On the whole, CGVerage 
of theatrical events in the,Gazette appears to be thorough, 
with·the possible exception of the-period early in the 1900's 
when the Academy of Music was given almost exclusive coverage. 
Later, as competition among theaters grew and the various 
houses advertised more extensively, these advertisements 
have been useful in determining the "class" and basis of 
appeal of each production. 

2The h1StOry7 "4f the Civic Auditorium is only 
mentioned incidentally in this paper. It is covered more 
thoroughly in liThe Civic Theater Movement in Kalamazoo and the 
Kalamazoo Civic Auditorium,« Joan Dixon, 1949, found in ,the 
Kalamazoo Public Library. . . 

3~e Academy of Music was opened in 1882. 

at central4HInlghtervsi hew W1i
1n
th Howard G.henery~ director of drama 

c 00 Kalamazoo~ on vee. 13, 1957. 
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theater circuit system known to the acttng profession as the 

"road" were the chief source of this entertainment. A1 though 

the Aoademy performances were not cheap as prices ran in those 

days, the plays were wi thin the reach of more people than 

present-day live plays. The plushest seats at the Academy 

sold for a dollar at most performances. 

Besides the Academy of Music, Kalamazoo also had at 

the turn ot the oentury a lesser playhouse mown as the Grand 

Opera House. Mr. Lee Getter, the manager, brought to his 

house plays that were less expensive than those at the Academy. 

The shows were, on the other hand, much less frequent.5 They 

were usually put on by stock companies that stayed in town 

for a week, changing the play every night. The Grand also 

had moving pictures occasionally. During the first week of 

April,. 1900, tor instance, Kline's Lumiere C~amatograph 

Company showed short pictures on current news items, including 

pictures of South Africa where the Boer War was being f~ught, 

sports features and local scenes. r.he house was packed 

every night.6 

The American theater, then as now, centered around 

Broadway. The great stars and direotors began their productions 

with runs in the New York theaters. If a play should have the 

good fortune of catchtng the fancy of the theater-going 

public and making a long run on Broadway, it would be moved 

wholesale to a cirouit of smaller cities. The theaters in 

5T.his conolusion is based solely upon the frequenoy 
of the mention of the Grand in the Gazette. This mayor may 
not be a reliable source at this point. 

6Kalamazoo Gazette, week of April 1-7, 1900. The 
Gazette is preserved on microfilm at the Kal •. Public Library. 
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these cities usually provided their own scener,yl stage-hands 

and orchestra, but the actors were imported. Such was the 

case at the Academy in Kalamazoo, a theater which was known 

to have one of the best equipped stages in this part of the 

country. Bllt the tour of a successful play was not limited 

by the physical abilities of the original cast. The large 

theater firms l such as Klaw, Erlanger and Schubert, had large 

chains of theaters and a vast army of actors in their hire 

and could send out ten, twenty and thirty companies to pr~sent 

a profitable show on tour. 7 A night at the theater for many 

families in those days was not so rare an occasion as it has 
. . 

become since then. The theater had a broader appeal than it 

has today. But, although the theater was popular and profitable, 

its artistic merits were not high. Broadway and the rest of 

the nation saw during the first decade of the twentieth 

century largely the melodramas and farces of Clyde Fitch" 

Augustus Thomas l David Belasco and Charles Klein l prolific 

American playwrights all of tham, who turned out uninspired 

work of a folksy type. There was no premium on originality, 

and many of these American plays were just reworkings of older 

works. This diet was supplemented by a few classics and some 

importations of the works of foreign writers. Shakespeare, 

Sha.w and Ibsen appeared onoe or twice a year at a good many 

American theaters.8 
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Kalamazoo's Academy of Music received much of the 

usual tare of melodramas and farces, with occasional musicals 

and classics. Although an independent theater, it was a 

regular stop tor most companies coming out of South Bend on 

their Michigan tours. Kalamazoo was often the second stop, 

coming atter Dowagiac.9 

Judging by the reports ~ the Kalgmazoo Gazette, 

which oarried a daily column on happenings at the Academy of 

Music, the houae was normally tilled for these perfor.mances. 

A study ot this column indicates that during the first three 

months of 1900 there were thirty different performances at 

the Academy, excluding matinees and one pert~r.mance that was 

never completed because of police interference. Of these 

performances, fifteen were light comedies or farces, eight 

were melodramas or love stories, two vaudeville Shows, one a 

musical fantasy, one an opera, one a magic show, one a motion 

picture, and one a performance of Hamlet. lO Some of those 

here listed as comedies included songs and vaudeville acts of 

other types, but not to the extent that these dominated the 

plot. As previously mentioned, the routine was occasionally 

broken by the performance of an opera. There was another 

opera at the Academy this spring on April 9.11 

The large attendance at the ~requent productions 

9Interv1ew with Howard Ghenery. 

laThe Gazette for this period. 

11.Gazette, April 9, 1900. 
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indicates that the theater was probably a regular part of the 

lives ot at least a segment or the Kalamazoo citizenry. It 

1s not easy to deteP.mine to whom the shows appealed, but if 

we judge by admission prices, which ran from twenty-rive to 

seventy-rive cents for most shows, more money then than it 

is today, the audience came from among the rinancially 

establlshed.12 In addition to these regular prices, at special 

perror.mances the Academy also had a few boxes for the stylishly 

dressed at a dollar a seat. A comparison with prices at the 

Grand Opera House at the same time may give a better perspectIve 

of the t'classu of the Academy. Admission to the performances 

or Miss Courtney Morgants stock players, for example, ran from 

ten to thirty cents .1'3 

As to their taste, Kalamazoo theater-goers seem to 

have attached themselves sentimentally to certain chosen 

actors and plays. When one of these actors came to town the 

Gazette would greet him a1most as if he w.ere a member of the 

community tamlly. Throughout the days of live theater and 

traveling vaudeville companies a handful of actors held this 

special position. Mr. Frank J. Keenan was one. Atter his 

appearance in itA Poor Relation" in January, 1900, the audience 

applauded until he retur.ned to the stage for some special 

words of appreciation. ~e moat revealing element in this 

incident is that this play was a failure in South Bendt14 

12prices taken from the Gazette, Jan. 17, 1900. 

13Gazette, week of January 8-13, 1900. 

14Mr • Ke~nan comme~ted to a Gazette, reporter on ~hi8 
·occasion, "I never saw such a demonstrative and thoroughl7 
appreciative audience anywhere •••• " 
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Likewise some plays were sufficiently in demand to return 

to Kalamazoo year after year. "Sowing the Hind," for instance, 

was shovm: in Kalamazoo for the third time at the A.cademy 

on April 4, 1900. 15 It was a moralizing type of play. 

But Kalamazoo's applause for the theater was not 

unanimous. There was a segment of the citizenry that dis-

approved of the theater in general and certain plays in 

particular. The pulpits in town vlere sometimes used in denoun

cing this form of entertainment. 16 This segment of the popu

lation was able to act when in early March of 1900 the Academy 

announced the coming performance of Clyde Fitch's Saffho, an 

adaptation of Daudet' s novel of the same title. It vlaS 

scheduled for March 13, 1900.17 SaBno had caus ed quite a furor 

of indignation vlhen shown in certain other i"l ichigan cities, 

and it had been closed down by police officials in New York 

on immorality charges. 18 But it is difficult f rom our vantage 

point to ascertain what in the play was objectionable because 

of all the indignation and the little information that cir

culated at the time. 19: Whether t here was any basis for 

15Gazette, April 5, 1900. 

16Gazette, various references scattered througl'l. the 
columns reporting on sermons. These columns were a vleekly 
feature of the Gazette's nel,S coverage at this time. 

17The Gazette carried a long article on the action 
taken by the City Council in the }!arch 13 issue. 

18Gazette, March 13, 1900 

19Judging by t he brief mention this play receives 
in various biography dictionaries under the works of Fitch, 
and by its complete absence from collections of reviews, we 
can safely assume that it l,as a se:Cond-ra te play even ,for 
Fitch. The only clue I was abl e to turn up as to the conten t 
of the pl ay is the comment by the Gaze tte calling it "frenchy." 
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action or not, the fact i~ that a petition signed by twenty 

or twenty-one persons was presented to the City Council 

demanding that the police put; a currew 011 'the play. The 

petition was approved and the appropriate order issued to 

Police Chief BurrCi-Greenf'ield. This action stimulated more 

interest in the play than community responsibility. The 

evening of the thirteenth found the house full to capacity. 

At eight 0 I clock the orchestra began to playas usual. Fif

teen or twent.j. minutes later the curtain began to rise, only 

to be arrested mid-way and lowered again. Police Chief' 

Greenfield had gained control of the curtain loft in order to 

carry out his orders. The audience remained for about an hour, 

and when Gr~enfield left/the doors were locked and the play w~s 

begun again. But Greenfield soon returned with reinforce

ments and somehow managed to enter and stop the production 

in the middle of the first act. The management was forced to 

return the public1s money.20 The many words aroused in 

editorials and sermons for weeks following by this dramatic 

incident,no doubt stirred some curiosity, it not legit~te 

1nteres~in the theater among some of the townspeople. 

All in a~l, the Acad'emy of Musio provided the 

Kalamazoo public with a continuous diet of What was for the 

t~es good theater, during the whole of the first decade of 

this century. Infrequently it brought to Kalamazoo even the 

20T.he Gazette for March 14, 1900, gives a complete 
story of the proceedings and on March 16 tells how 250 
Kalamazooans mdgrated to Battle Creek to see the play there, 
on March l$! 
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original casts ot Broadway or Chicago productions •. Such 

was the case with the cast of liThe Man on the. Bgx:' a Broad-
__ •• __ .... _ .. I, ,1- ___ ..... ,..,. ..... " ............. . 

way hit of no less than .123 nights which appeared in Kala

mazoo on January 27, 1907.21 

Meanwhile, Edison had invented the kinetoscope, 

a peep-show motion picture apparatus, in 1889. The first 

commercial venture of this invention was a kinetosoope parlor 

opened on Broadway in 1894.22 Kalamazoo first saw motion 

pictures, now projected in the open, at the Academy in 1897.23 

By the year 1900 films were reaching Kalamazoo several times 

a year. T.he Grand Opera House occasionally showed movies. 

~ere was also a house that SbaNed movies at 131 So. Burdick 

Street.24 A highlight in motion pictures in Kalamazoo was 

the projecting of the Jeffries-Sharkey fight on a screen at 

the Academy of Music in February, 1900.25 ~e main box

otfice appeal of these early movies was the fascination with 

the technique of making pictures moveJ and plots were still 

unnecessary. Motion pictures were still no~eltle~ with no 

commercial significance. Certainly no one had yet thought 

of theaters devoted exclusively to motion pictures. But they 

21Gazette, circa January 27, 1907. 

22Maur1ce B~deche and Robert Brasillach, The History 
ot Motion Pictures, New York, 1938, p. 28. 

23Scrapbook on "Theatres, It Kalamazoo Public Library. 

t10n 
24Gazette, ~ebruary 3, 1900; this is the only men-

I have found of this house" which is not named. 

25Gazette, February 19, 1900. 
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already formed a part of many of the vaudeville shows of 

this time, and later became a standard part of these shows. 

For interest they relied on trick photography and g~cks 

like that of the train that appeared to come right out at 

the spectator, mucb like the fad of three-d~ensional shows 

that circulated in the early 1950's. All these films were 

short, usually lasting only two to five minutes. Common 

subjects for reels were places of current interest, sports 

scenes, especially fights, and local scenes tnat thrilled 

the audience because they might see themselves or their 

friends on the screen.26 

Plot movies did not appear for a number of years. 

The first of these, liThe Great Train Robb-ery, ff was not filmed 

until 1903.27 An interesting indication of the limited 

development of motion pictures is given by the fact that when 

liThe Snow Man," a ten-minute plot film, was made by Biograph 

in 1908, it was considered a lengthy film. 28 

Vaudeville became important in the Kalamazoo enter

tainment world in the last few years of this first decade. 

It was provided by touring companies with shows tha~ usually 

included such acts as acrobatics, dancers, animal acts, ballad 

and blues singers, jugglers, comedians, movies and magic acts. 

These companies appeared at the Academy for ons-:-night stands 

occasionally during the ea~ly years of the decade, but soon 

2~aurice Bard~che and Robert Brasillach, .QE..ill., 1-37. 

27Ibid, 30. 

28G1enn Hughes, A History of the American Theater, 
1700-19$0, New York, 1951. 
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vaudeville came into greater demand. In 1906, the Bijou 

Theater was opened by Walter S. Butterfield exclusively for 
s h ~w 

the performance of vaudeville. The openingAdrew a crowd of 

1200 and the following performances that week drevl crowds 

almost as large. 29 It became a popular entertainment. Prices 

Here low and performances frequent. Children could gain 

admission to the matin:ees at the Bijou for only five cents. 

Adults paid only fifteen cents to see the evening shows. 30 

It appears from the attendance at such performances and the 

fact that all advertisements listed prices for children that 

this and the later vaudeville theaters catered to the entire 

families of those in the low income brackets. 

As to the content of vaudeville, it viaS variety 

itself . A typical program at the Bijou, that of the week 

of June 10-17, 1906, included t h e following acts: an overture, 

moving pictures, an act by a "wizard of the Winchester rifle," 

Nas ter Gurney Cisler in the illustrated song "The Nan in the 

Overalls," an imitator, a comedian, a l yric soprano, and a 

group of acrobatic comedians. Included in the admission price 

during the summer months was ice '.later)l This year vaude-

ville spilled out of the theaters, for on clear nights a 

performance was given in the open air at the Casino Park.32 

29Gazette, January 23, 1906. 
30 Gazette, January 23, 1906. 

31Gazette, J·une 10, 1906. 

32Gazette, June 10, 1906. 
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The following year saw the opening of another 

theater, the Majestic.33 This was another of nColonel lf 

Butterfield1s enterprises, and it was designed tor the Showing 

of the best vaudeville and "legitimateU theater to be seen 

in the city. The Maj estic t s programs were always well adver

tised. The opening week, that of November 18" 1901, brought 

-a company that featured the American Florence family of' 

acrobats. 

This was a period of theater building in Kalamazoo 

and across the nation. Besides·the addition ot these two 

theaters within a period of two years, _another was built 

before the decade went-out. This was the Fu11er Theater,34 
- -

opened in September" 1909, by Horace J. Fuller in connection 

with the Chicago firm of Schubert, Klaw and Erlanger.35 It 

was to be tor the presenting of both vaudeville and live drama. 

Summary, 1909: This year there were three theaters 

in ~e city that competed in the presentation of both lIve 

pla¥s and vaudeville, the Academy of Music, the- Fuller and the 

Majestic. The companies that visited these theaters were 

usually staying in town for half a week now" repeating the 

same show every night. Prices for plays ran from twenty-

five to seventy-five cents with the exception ot- special shows .36 

33Gazette.~ November 17, 1907. The capacity of this 
theater is listed as 1,181 in the Gaaette ot April 16, 1911. 

34scrapbook, "The~tres"ff Kalamazoo Public Library. 

3~Interv1ew with Howard Chenery. 

36"The Candy Sh9P, II tor instance" came to the Ful1er 
directly trom the Studebaker Theater in Chicago on September )" 
1909. Prices ran trom fifty cents to two dollars. 
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Prices for vaudeville acts r&n from ten to twenty-five cents. 

A fourth theater, the B1jou, was devoted exclusively to 

vaudeville, as mentioned. It was unable to compete and 

dropped out of the picture sometime before 1912. Two other 

small theaters, the Wonderland and the Vaudette, were showing 

five-cent acts, at this t~e.37 These acts usually centered 

around a singer. An Indian called Red Feather appeared in a 

one-man singing act quite frequently over a period of several 

years at these two theaters. 

Summary of this decade: 

It was during these ten years that theater business 

became big business in Kalamazoo. At the turn of the century 

the city was supporting one house of "legitimateU theater. 

By 1909 three theaters were showing plays. It was also during 

these years that vaudeville became popular, WhiCh was a major 

reason for the building of three large theaters between 1906 

and 1909. Moving pictures had become well known, although 

they did not yet show s~gns of becoDdng commercially ~portant. 

1910-1919 

The "roadu was at the height of its' glory at the 

beginning of this decade. Large firms made their monopolies 

of theater chains vast commercial venturef turning out low 

quality,.plays and variety acts at a terrific pace. It was 

before the days of, actors' unions, and actors were worked 

seven days a week. In repertoire companies they would be 

expected to act in a matinee and a night show daily six days 

37Gazette, March 24, 1907; September 1, 1909. 
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out of the week~ while rehearsing for the next week's play, 

and memorizing lines tor the play to follow that one. The 

plays were often old, revived year after year because of the 

scarc1ty of new plays and because this involved less trouble 

in production and less expense tor royalties. There were 

some advantages to such a system. Hundreds ot actors received 

steady employment in the many road shows that toured the 

nat1on. And the public that watched these plays was large, 

for they did have a broad appeal. 

But there were some definite weak spots. In spite 

of the many theaters being built and the profits being made 

in the theater bUSiness, Borne critics were able to see 

unhealthy signs in the system. Chester T. Calder wrote in 

1913 an article listing the fo~low1ng as danger signs: 

1) Too many theaters were being built. 2) Blocks of tickets 

were being sold to speculators in the big cities. 3) Managers 

were overproducing. 4) The theater was flooded by too many 

foreign stars. 5) The Theater Syndicate was stifling independent, 

creative theater. 6)The American theater was dominated by 

commercialism.38 

Some critics may have worried about signs of weak

ness in the theater, but the public at large and the theater 

managers were enjoying good business. Peter C. Sc~am be~~ 

his~business of theaters that Showed exclusively second-run 
.-.-.. ",l~ 

38Quoted by Glenn Hughes, £R. cit., from an article 
by Chester T. Calder, "What's Wrong Wi"th-mie American stage?" 
in Theatre Magazine, 1913. 
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moving pictures and small acts during this time. During the 

next forty years he ran a number ot these second-run theaters. 

His first was the Orpheum, opened on August 5, 1911, with the 

singing of Red Feather, the Indian.39 The New Theatre, a 

similar Schram entex-prise, was opened wi thin two years ot the 

open'ng of the Orpheum. These theaters tor short movlel, 

singers and children's acts were called "nickelodeons," and 

admission was five cents to a continuous pertor.mance througn-

out the afternoon. The Gem Theatre was another "nickelodeon" 

operating in Kalamazoo at this ttme.40 

Strangely, by 1911, the Bijou was no longer opera

ting and the Academy had ceased to be a competitive enter

prise, receiving no more than one show a month, and that 

usually tor Just .one night. A tew years later Mr. Bush leased 

his Academy of Music to "Colonel" Butterfield, who kept it 

padlocked and safely out of competition until 1919. At this 

time he had it remodeled into & vaudeville theater and 

reopened as the Regent Theater in August, 1919.41 Over the 

previous fifteen years Walter s. Butterfiel~ had become the 

most outstanding figure in the theater world in Kalamazoo. 

Born ~ Indiana, he started out in life as. a newspa~~r, ~eporter 

in Columbus, Ohio. His hobby, the theater, soon involved 

him more than his job, so that by the time he was twenty-one 

39Gazette, August·5, 1911. 

40Gazette, April 23, and May 28, 1911. 

41Interview with Howard Ghenery 
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years old he was treasurer of both theaters in Columbus. 

He \'Tent to Chicago to work in theaters and then in 1906 he 

came to Battle Creek, "lhere h e purchased a theater and trans-

formed it into a vaudeville house. That same winter he 

opened the Bijou in Kalamazoo, follo.ring it up in 1907 by 

op,ening the Maj es tic to comp ete with the Acadamy of Music. 

Now in 1919 he had leased the Academy and converted it to 

vaudeville. During the twenties he would build another 

prominent theater in Kalamazoo, the State, and establish a 

large chain of theaters throughout the state of Mi Chigan.42 

The legitimate theater and vaudeville companies 

that now appeared at the Fuller and Majestic usually r emained 

in town for half a week or a full week. However, Kalamazoo 

theater-goers still had strong attachments to their favorite 

stars, and when these came to to"m t h ey would sometimes stay 

as long as a month at a time . Nancy Boyer \vas one of the 

most liked of Kalamazoo's f avorites during the years of this 

decade. She appeared at the Fuller a number of years for 

long runs.43 

The original casts t o Broadway and Chicago plays 

were still touring the smaller cities and occasionally 

Kalamazoo would receive a visit from them, usually at the 

Fuller. The mus ical comedy "Mutt and Jeff," for instance, 

42The biographical material on Colonel Butterfield 
is f ound in Willis F . Dunbar, Michigan Through the Centuries, 
New York, 1955, ":n. ., . 434. 

43Gazette, various issues in !'Iarch of 1912 and 
March 19. 1911. 
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came here directly from Chicago in March, 1912.44 But, on 

the whole the plays that appeared at :the Fuller and Regent 

were more like the ones that had come to the Academy of Music 

in 1900. Typical of these are such titles as "Uncle Tom's 

Cabin,1I and "Lavender and Old Lace. 1I45 • 
Prices had gone up 

since the previous decade. In 1911, admission to the live 

plays at these theaters ran fr.om twenty-five cents to 1.50 

and occasionally two dollars.46 Kalamazoo also had one other 

theater that brought repertoire comp~les to Kalamazoo. 

This was the Airdome, on the corner of Rose and Kalamazoo 

streets, where admission was only ten and twenty cents.4 7 

The biggest news in entertainment in this decade 

was the development of silent motion pictures. In 1910 

movies were still novelties that relied on trick photography. 

Most films were only a few minutes long. Even the early 

plot movies were inferior, because they used actors trained 

for the stage whose acting looked stilted on the screen. 

Nor had the art of the camera-man developed beyond the stage 

where he trained his camera at a fixed angle on a small 

stage.48 These early plot movies, advertised as screen plays, 

were precisely no more than just that, having the added 

44Gazette, late in March, 1912. 

45Gazette, August 13, 1911; January 1, 1914. 

46Gazette, May 28, 1911. 

47Gazette, August 13, 1911; this is the only 
reference I have found to this theater. 

48Maurice Bardeche and Robert Brasillach, OPe cit., 
pp. 63, 64. 
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disadvantage over their live counterparts ot replacing the 

human voice with subtitles. Mood music played on the theater's 

piano to accompany the action provided the only sound for 

these fi~s. Of the early plot films, the ~ir8t to become 

popular in Kalamazoo were the westerns. Bill Hart and Tom 

Mix were early stars in this field. But as yet moving pictures 

provided no serious competition for the stage. There se~s 

to be general agreement that it was D. W. Griffith's "The 

Birth of a Nation," filmed in 1915, that first illustrated 

some of the possibilities in this medium •. He was able to do 

away with many of the techniques that had been taken over 

trom the stage and to in·troduce the movable camera all within 

the scope of one film. If Birth of a Nation" was shown at 

the Fuller Theater in Kalamazoo, which indicates that movies 

were gaining a little prestige.49 It'was during the five 

years following If Birth of a Nation" that movies gained a 

foothold in the better theaters of Kalamazoo. 

A study of the billings at Kalamazoo's theaters 

for a week in June, 1918, will give us a good pic~ure of' the 

position held by movies at the end of this decade. Only the 

Majestic had live theater this week. The Hawkins-Webb players, 

a reperto ire company, were in their sixth week here , giving 

daily matinees' for ten and twenty cents and evening perform

ances for thirty to f'~fty cents.50 The Fuller, the Lyric, 

and the Elite (a small but somewhat IIclassy-1I theater opened 

49Interview with Howard Chenery. 

50Gazette, June, 1918. 
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in June, 1913) were all showing Paramount moving pictures. 

These films ran for a half' week. The largest spread in 

advertising space this week was devoted to producer Thomas 

Incets "Civilization,n which was classed with "The Birth of 

a Nation. IIS1 Finally, the New Theatre was showing five- and 

ten-cent movies by American Mutual. Patriotic themes were 

prominent in these pictures, since this was the time when the 

nation was captivated by its mission in the World War. 

Summary of this decade: 

The biggest change in this decade was the rise of 

motion pictures as a big industry. Films now occupied much 

of the time at even the better theaters in town. Vaudeville 

and live theater remained active although the method of 

operation had changed somewhat. By the end of this decade 

traveling repertoire companies had for the most part replaced 

the old one-night stands by companies coming from Broadway 

and Chicago. 

1920-1930 

The twenties were the crucial period in the devel·

opment of today's theater in Kalamazoo, for by 1930 all the 

essential features of todayis enterta~ent were apparent. 

By then the theater occupied essentially the position in the 

lite of the community which it has held since, the only 

important change coming with the introduction of television. 

To get a clear picture of what was happening early 

in this decade, let us look at the theater slate for September, 

51Gazette, June, 1918. 
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1923. The Orpheum was running double features every night, 

usually offering such things as Tom Mix westerns, mystery 

thrillers and love st~~ies. For the f~rst two days of the 

week of September 3, the Orpheum offered a combination or 

a comic film with a deep-sea adventure. The Lyric also 

carried double teatures, which for the first three days of 

this week included a Buster Keaton comedy. The biggest 

advertising spread this week was devoted to a Cecil B. 

DeMille production called rlHollywood" showing at the Majestic 

!!heater. The picture was given five showings daily, begin

ning at one o'clock in the afternoon and ending at eleven in 

the evening. An adaptation of one of the exciting novels 

by Blasco IbStiez, '''Enemies of Women, 11 was showing at the 

Regent .52 The Fuller carried for four days a vaudeville 

show. And, finally, the Eli te had a full week.", s showing of 

a live play. The following week followed the same pattern, 

with the exception of' a much-publicized magician1s act that 

came to the Majestic.53 

T.he motion pictures were the most attended enter

tainment in Kalamazoo during most of the twenties. The 

industry had received a hard blow when the nation tired of 

patriotic themes atter the War, but it reoriented itself and 

gained at the box-ottice in the long run. Cecil B. DeMille 

1s said to have found the substitute tor war in sex appeal.54 

p. 203. 

52Gazette, September 2, 1923. 

53Gazette, September 9, 1923. 

54Maurice Bardeche and Robert Brasll1ach, OPe cit" 
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he christened Movietonejin 1927.57 Together, these.two 

producers conspired to train the public to regard so~d as 

more than another· accessory gimmick. Their f'irst big success 

was tIThe Jazz Singer, II in which Al Jolson sang a n~ber ?f' 

songs and occaSionally even spoke. Talking pictures caught 

~ediately. A brief' survey of' the Gazette advertisements 

shows that the talkies became important ~ ~alama~oo. ~uring 

the winter of' 1928-1929. By 1930, there were no silent films 

at all at Kalamazoo's theaters. 

Meanwhile, the tlroadfl was not f'aring so well. The 

traveling shows sent out from· New Yo~k and Chicago .disappeared 

early in the twenties due to competition from repertoire 

theater companies and vaudeville companies, and to the unioni

zing of actors and even stage hands.58 Repertoire companies 

continued, however, to f'urnish Kalamazoo with live theater. 

Two attempts were made to start such companies that would 

remain permanently in the city at the Regent, and one was 

made at the Elite. The Elite ex.per~entcame early in the 

decade and lasted only one summer.59 At the Regent, the 
. _.. ,. 

Wright Brothers began to perf'orm in J~e, 1927, ~d .. r~~~~d 

there until May, 1929.60 The last such experiment was that 

p. 306. 

locate 

57Maurice Bardeche and Robert Brasillach, Ope cit., 

5~Intervlew with Howard Chenery. 

59Interview with Howard Chenery.· I . was unable to 
data on the year this company was at the Elite. 

60 
Gazette, June, 1927; May 5,1929. 
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~e vamp becmne a ,central figure in the movies, and the 

silent love scenes between Greta Garbo and John Gilbert 

became classics. There were also a number of successful 

comedians in the silent movies, notably Charlie Chaplin. 

On(01' his filmS, "The Kid, II was given a full week's run at 

the Majestic, one of the bett~r theaters in town, in February, 

1921.55 Fatty Arbuckle, Buster Keaton and Mabe~ Nor.m~d 

were just a few of the other comedians popul~ at that,t~e. 

It was also during the early twenties that Hollywood aoquired 

a reputation tor moral laxness which led to the strict 

censorShip that plagued the industry during the twenties. 

In spite of box-of£ice gains, the moving pictures 

did not really cut into the business of the live shows until 

the introduction of sound. The technique of talking motion 

pictures was not perfected until the late twenties, largely 

because the moving picture industry was not interested. Bell 

Telephone Company was the first to develop an essentially 

modern system of 'coordinating sounds with the pictures, but 

it could not interest ~aramount, the firm'that monopolized 

the silent film industry, iD. the invention.56 Instead, Sam. 

Warner, a small producer, bought the patents and made a few 

fi~s using the sound only for inanimate noises, such as 

those of trains and explosions. Another small producer, 

William. Fox, simultaneously perfected a sound process which 

55Gazette, February, 1921. 

56 " Maurice Bardeche and Robert Brasillach, OPe Cit., 
pp. 305, 306. 
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of introducing the Robert Henderson Players at the Regent 

in September, 1929. The Henderson Players were an excep

tionally good company, judging by the quality of their 

repertoire, which included "The l4erchant of Venice" and 

"Ghosts.,,6l In January the company had to brea.1{ up. According 

to Mr. Henderson; the reasons were the high salaries demanded 

by the actors and the high royal ties placed on Broad,lay 

plays ( this may have been one reason why they used classics). 

No t long after, on June 11, 1930, the Regent burned. It had 

been one of the greatest theaters in Kala~azoo's his t ory, first 

as the Academy of Music and later as the Regent Theater. 62 

Vaudeville did much better during this decade, until 

the advent of talking movies. The acts centered around jazz 

bands at this time. The Kalamazoo theaters had their own 

bands. The Capitol, rebuilt from the old Majestic after a 

fire, was opened .1i th Czerl Corbin as music director in 1924. 

Corbin came to Kalamazoo from the Miami Theatre in Miami, 

Florida.63 The Regent and the Fuller also had orchestras, 

led by Don Ivarren and Karlo s Kent, respectively.64 

One of the big events in the history of the Kala-

mazoo ~ ntertainment world was the construction of the State 

Theater, another of "Colonel" Butterfield's enterprises. 

It was opened with a splashy vaudevi lle ShoW centering around 

61Gazette , January 13, 1930 . 

62Gazette, June 12, 1930. 

63Gazette, October 18 , 1926 . 

64Gazette, October 18, 1926. 
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Austin Mack's Century Serenaders, on July 14, 1927.65 The 

building itself, designed by a Chicago architect nmmed john 
, ' . 

Eberson in a Spanish patio style, was intended to be one of 

the best small theaters in the nation. 

Another important development during the twenties 

was the construction of the auditorium of Central High School 

in 1922. Howard Chenery was hired by the high school in 1925 
.. " . 

to head a complete program of drama there. Mr. Chenery had 

been an actor in the days of the nroad,1t and he patterned his 

program 'at Central after the ideals of the.professional 

theater. The drama he produced was designed first and fore

most tor public consumption. The high school plays were a~ed 

to entertain and designed for box-office appeal, rather than 

as social or cultural events for stud~ts and their parents.66 

As mentioned before, during this decade it bec~e 

evident that the road system was becoming unable to support 

i tsel1' under- the cost of paying high-,salaried stars and stage 

hands. A nation-wide movement sprang up ,pushing for the 

establishment of small amateur theaters supported by community 

subscription. Many actors encouraged this movement because 

it seemed to be the only possible way of keeping live theater 

in the small cities. Percy MacKaye did much to start the 

movement in the interest of creating a truly ~ndigenou~, non

commercial American theater, that would be a 'cultural expression 

65Gazette, July 14, 1927. 

66Mr. Chenery believes that for a number of 'years 
he was the only full-t~e drama professor in any secondary 
school in the world. 

'. 
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ot the American people. In Kalamazoo the movement was led 

by some academic leaders, notably Allan Hoben, president of 

Kalamazoo College, and by actors and directors no longer 

associated with the professional theater. The Civic Players 

were organized and first perfor.med on the stage of the 

Lincoln School Auditorium. 6 7 La tel", the organ1za tion built 

its own theater, the Civic Auditorium. 68 

It was also during this period that the colleges 

became interested in the theater, viewing it from a more 

intelleotual-artistic point of view than did the professional 

theater. On June 1, 1928, the senior class at Kalamazoo. 

College presented a play in Bowen Hall on their campus. 69 

Western State Teachers 1 College also showed an interest in 

the theater when in J"anuary, 1930, the faculty put on a play. 70 

The college, high school and civic theater, never

theless, ~ere still in embryo and it was the professional 

theater that was most important to most Kalamazoo citizens. 

To gain a perspective of the professional theater at the end 

of the 1920lS we shall take a look at a typical-week's program, 

that of the first week of November, 1929. The State Theater 

67 Interview with Howard Ghenery. 

68For details, see Joan Dixon, "The Civic Theater 
Movement in Kalamazoo and the Kalamazoo Civic Auditorium," 
1949, in the Ka~zoo Pub~c Lib~ary. 

69Gazette, May 27, 1928. I was unable to ascertain 
whether this was the first such play or not. 

;. ~~ . 

70Gazette, week of January 1 to 7, 1930. 
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had a vaudeville bill tor the first half of the week, 

followed tor the rest of the week by a talking moving picture. 

The Regent showed a mystery film, a talking picture. The 

FUller advertised a "100% talkinglf Sherlock Holmes film, by 

William Fox. The Capitol also showed an all-talking, sing

ing picture. Live theater was represented only by the play 

"Enter Madame" given tor three days by the Civic Players at 

the Lincoln School Auditorium. 7l Later in the month,' on 

November 18, a three-man touring company directed by a.harles 

Ryan Kennedy played in Kalamazoo. Mr. Kennedy was an 

independent actor devoting his time to education the public 

in good theater. 72 

Summary ot the third decade: 

K~amazoo had the most varied theater entertainment 

in its history during this period. Vaudeville, variety by 

definition, was still common until the last tew years. Radio 

was a popular medium of enterta~ent. Live plays still 

came to Kalamazoo with some regularity. The movies became 

a big industry during.this.period. And, tinally, the schools 

and the Civic Players began producing plays. The last two or 

three years of this decade saw the death of the t~av~~1.n~ .. 

companies and a reorganization of theater life that was to 
.- .... 

make Kalamazoo more self-dependent for her entertainment. 
. . '" -. . 

Basically, the present state of theater enterta~ent, in 
, , 

over-all for.m if not in content and technique, had been reached 

by the early years of the 1930's. 

71Gazette, week of November 4 to 10, 1929. 

72Gazette, November 17, 1929. 
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