books

Those Were
the Days
2 history-rich photo books
intersect at Broadway
and 42nd
By Howard Kissel
The Story of 42nd Street: The Theatres,
Shows, Characters, and Scandals of
the World’s Most Notorious Street
By Mary C. Henderson and Alexis Greene,
Back Stage Books, New York City.
240 pp, $40 cloth.

Historic Photos of Broadway:
New York Theater, 1850–1970

T

By Leonard Jacobs, Turner Publishing Company, Nashville, Tenn.
254 pp, $39.95 cloth.

he decentralization of the American
theatre over the past half-century can be quantified in any
number of ways. One measure is that most of the plays that
have won the Pulitzer Prize for Drama in recent years began
their life far from the city where the awards are judged and
given. Had there been a Pulitzer a century ago (the drama
prize was inaugurated in 1917), that could not have been the
case: The capital of theatre in America at that entertainmenthungry time was unquestionably New York.
Two new books provide a fascinating picture of the city
during the many decades in which it dominated, one might
even say dictated, the content of American theatre. The Story
of 42nd Street, by Mary C. Henderson and Alexis Greene,
focuses on a particular piece of Manhattan real estate running east to west that had a lasting impact on the theatre.
Historic Photos of Broadway: New York Theater, 1850–1970 has
as its perspective an artery running north and south that
had an even greater impact.
Although 42nd Street was given its designation in 1811,
when the grid plan for the development of Manhattan Island
was created, it remained a remote outpost until the late 1800s.
Henderson and Greene are able to trace the history of the
street all the way back to land bequests in the 17th century,
but they point out that as late as 1893—when its first theatre,
the American Theatre, was built close to Eighth Avenue—it
“might as well have been the antipodes.”
Today, when most theatres being built in New York are
applauded for seating no more than about 200 with comfort
and intimacy, it seems interesting that the American (which,
they note, was also the first of the street’s venues to be torn
down) seated 2,064 people and had room for 200 standees,

suggesting how immensely popular an art theatre was.
Henderson and Greene have organized their book
according to the chronology of the theatres themselves—
buildings that appeared, disappeared, or, in cases such as
the Selwyn and the New Victory, reappeared, mainly on the
stretch of 42nd Street between Seventh and Eighth Avenues.
The history of each theatre lets them examine the lives of
the businessmen who built them as well as the actors and
writers whose work filled them.
There are, for example, a fascinating few pages on
Florenz Ziegfeld. Among the tidbits Henderson and Greene
present is the fact that it was Ziegfeld who recognized the
comic talents of a juggler named W.C. Fields. By showcasing
those talents in the Ziegfeld Follies of 1915, Ziegfeld moved
Fields from behind the objects he tossed into the air into
the spotlight—and ultimately to the movie career by which
we know him.
The book is handsomely illustrated with portraits of
its many characters, the interiors and exteriors of theatres,
and the productions that appeared in them. One particularly interesting photo shows the Lew Fields Theatre, an
ornate, imposing structure named for half of the beloved
vaudeville team of Weber and Fields, with enough foliage in
the foreground to suggest that at an early stage 42nd Street
had quite a measure of grace and elegance.
The text is detailed in its analyses of the many facets
that made 42nd Street the vital thoroughfare it was—and,
after an unfortunate hiatus, once again is. I was delighted
to discover several references to Edith Wharton—I had not
known that she called Anita Loos’s Gentlemen Prefer Blondes
“the great American novel (at last!).” (Loos’s iconic work was
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adapted as a play immediately after its literary
success, achieving a run of 199 performances,
quite respectable in the ’20s.) I’m not sure,
however, that it’s accurate to assert that the
Metropolitan Opera was made famous in the
pages of Wharton’s novels—the Met’s early
fame was tied to the popularity of such international stars as Enrico Caruso. Moreover,
the most famous allusion to an opera house in
Wharton’s work is to the Academy of Music,
the rival the Met vanquished, a reference that
appears in the opening pages of The Age of
Innocence. This is, however, a minor lapse in
what will certainly be considered a definitive
work on a street that captured and enriched
the American imagination.
It is not surprising that Historic
Photos of Broadway (text and captions by
Leonard Jacobs) has many images that seem
startling and fascinating, even to someone

familiar with the history of New York theatre—it draws, after all, on the resources of
the New York Public Library, whose collections are unrivaled.
There is a haunting photo, for example,
of something called the New Theatre, built
at the suggestion of some of New York’s
wealthiest people, including a Vanderbilt
and an Astor. The photo shows an ornate
but tasteful Renaissance-influenced proscenium with a beautiful set for a forest glen.
The theatre opened in 1909 with an apparently disastrous production of Shakespeare’s
Antony and Cleopatra. Though beautifully
designed, the theatre apparently had bad
acoustics and survived only two decades.
The text does not tell us where the New
Theatre stood.
Another interior shot of great interest
is of the Morosco Theatre shortly after it
opened in 1917. It was built by the Shuberts

to honor writer, producer and manager
Oliver Morosco, who helped the original
Shubert brothers battle the Theatrical Syndicate (whose history is well chronicled in The
Story of 42nd Street). The orchestra section
is filled with individual armchairs, which
must have made theatregoing a far greater
pleasure than it is today. As most readers
will recall, the Morosco was allowed to fall
prey to the wreckers’ ball by the latter-day
Shuberts. In its place now stands the Marriott Marquis, which is, as Jacobs puts it, “a
monument to the postmodern fascination
with concrete.”
For his final chapter, about the decades
between 1950 and 1970, Jacobs writes that he
looked for unfamiliar images from a period
that will be the most familiar to most readers.
He has found many, including a portrait of
Arthur Miller that gives him a beauty that
might explain why Marilyn Monroe found
him attractive. Another arresting photo is
of the original cast of Eugene O’Neill’s Long
Day’s Journey into Night, in which Florence
Eldridge’s eyes are especially haunting.
The very first image in the book is
of Junius Brutus Booth and his then quite
young son Edwin, photographed well before
Edwin achieved the fame that manages still
to counterbalance that of his brother John
Wilkes. Jacobs wonders what the Booths
would think of our theatre today. Rather
than speculate about the unhappy answer
they would surely give, it is perhaps better
to remember that theatre always ebbs and
flows. I am fond of quoting an old guidebook
to New York that has 700 pages, only two of
which are devoted to the theatre. This very
brief chapter ends with the sentence: “The
era of sterling drama and talented actors is
in the past, perhaps never to return.” That
sentence was written in 1878, when, by our
standards, the era of sterling drama and
talented actors had not even begun.
Howard Kissel is the entertainment
columnist for the New York Daily
News.
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