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sighted in the small Pennsylvania Dutch Country towns. Some books
suggest they faded in the early 1930's, while others refer

to the popularity of medicine shows in the 1950's. This is ome
question I haven't quite been able to resolve as yet.

You were also interested in knowing what types of
entertainment followed the medicine shows. As far as this is
concerned, it appears that one-reel films replaced medicine
shows in the 30's, followed by more sophisticated movies and
then radio and television. I've found 3 references on this, and
several historians at Harvard have verified it as well. For

example in "The Golden Ape of Quackery" by Stewart Holbrook,

there is one paragraph which states:
"Whether as a troupe or singly, pitch doctors provide
some sort of entertainment to attract and hold an
audience but at carefully calculated intervals. The
audience had to listen to the lecture as they were to
do later when medicine shows moved into radio and then
into television and the lecture became a commercial.”

1 will therefore have to assume this is accurate.

I am now going to summarize the biography of Thomas FP. Kelley,
and his 50 year career in the medicine game and how he was able to amass

$2,000,000. Following the biography, I will cite references from

3 other bo¢' s on the subject.
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the good people how easy.it was to take and to fortify himself to

be a hundred. The bottle contained Whisky, but the audience had

no way of knowing.
Doc. Kelley's sales pitch would be as follows:
"Good evening ladies and Gentlemen. And now if you
will gather in a little closer where you can see and hear
better, we are going to start up our grand free open-air
entertainment. Tonight, as on every night, we have
comedy acts, novelty acts and suprizes. You will see the
magic Supper of Zodiac, the disappearing pony, the young
lady on the high wire, and the smallest monkey in the world.
There will also be two solid hours of side splitting comedy;
you will laugh till you are blue in the face. Later
you will have the opportunity to purchase my remedies
that will give you long life, strong bodies, good health,

and yes, that's it - gather in closer folks -- step up a

little closer".

Fifteen-hundred to 1800 people would gather around. At
the back of the crowd there would be a large semi-circle of waggons
and buggies, many of them still occupied by their owners who would
enjoy the luxury of sitting while watching the show. Some had driven for
miles -- but they had decided it was worth it. The youngsters would
stand at the foot of the platform and w: t for the "funny men to come

on stage'". Doc. Kelley would be lecturing on the merits of his herbs,
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the new oriental discovery and warning his listeners as to the
importance of it's imme late use. He would be dressed in patent
leather shoes, black trousers, swallow tail-coat and brocaded
white vest with gold chains. He would top his height-of-fashion
ensemble with a large black Stetson.

After the sales pitch, Doc. Kelley's three performers
would hurry into the audience each with a carton of new oriental
discovery while several hundred hands would be raised in the audience,
all holding silver dollars. Doc. Kelley would shout "who's next?"

"Ah, this intelligent man wishes to buy himself 20 years of health for
only one dollar". Famous people like Mrs. Corbett Pickett who were
impressed with Doc. Kelley would often ask him to do a special show for
them.

The Shamrock Concert Company travelled to cities like Cincinnati,
the southern boarder of Kentucky, Tennessee, Georgia (outskirts of Atlanta),
Savannah, South and North Carolina, small sections of Virginia,
the Canadian provinces like Quebec, Ontario, Manitoba, as well as the
Dakotas, Nebraska, Kansas, Oklahoma and Texas.

>c. Kelley unlike a number of other medicine men rarely
played local halls or opera ouses with his medicine shows. The

reason being that they seldom had a seating capacity of over 400.

During 1880-1920 people really went for Medicine ows in

» in a small Ohio village

Ohio particularly. More money was to be ma
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than in fair sized towns in other states and when playing in
towns like Akron, Youngstown, Springfield and Columbus, he'd
be pulling in crowds of six to eight thousand.

Doc. Kelley hit upon numerous gimmicks as incentives
for people to purchase his products.. One such idea was a baby
contest during which parents competed to have their latest
offspring declared the most popular baby. Shamrock Tapeworm Remover
was another product introduced. To demonstrate the effectiveness
of this product, Doc. Kelley would place tapeworms in glass jars
preserved in alcohol across the front stage. This resulted in
about the biggest form of advertising he could hope to get, as ! ey
always aroused the interest end comments of the crowds at the show.

He would also line up several men and women on the stage and

these people would vouch for the effectiveness of Shamrock Tapeworm
Remover by confirming that these tapeworms had infact been removed
from their stomachs.

In the 1930's when asked why he didn't want to play t e big
towns like New York, Chicago, Detroit, he explained that everyone would
soon own an automobile which would take the farmers and their wives
to city lights and the world was changing. He felt there was a
definite change that was going to take place in theatrical entertainment.
He would say that one-reel moving pictures would be used as crowd chasers;

the motion picture industry was soon to take over, and picture
houses would soon be springing up in rural areas.

As far ack as 1909 it was said that Doc. Kelley had seen
the handwriting on the wall which foretold the impending doom of the

medicine show era.




Doc. Kelley maintained that in the 1920's people

had begun to lose their interest in medicine shows.
All the inhabitants in the smaller towns began to regard
medicine shows with minor interest, something to be endured while
waiting for the semi-weekly change of the bill at the local
cinema or the Saturday nighf trip to distant city lights. Even
the kids had changed. 1In the old days the'd enquire when the
funny men were coming to town. Now they were running around
with a stick or a toy pistol. Every farmer's daughter wanted to
leave the "milkstool" to go to Hollywood and become another
Theda Bara. oc. Kelley maintained there was only one way to do
it and that would be to penetrate the sideroads and play among
the "rubes".

In 1931 he died and according to this book so had the
entertainment that brought joy to millions -- a form of entertainment

that was popular for more than 1¢ | years.

Another type of medicine show is cited in

"Toadstool Millionnaires" by James Harvey Young. T am enclosing a

copy of the chapter dealing with medicine shows.
This book discusses the Indian medicine shows and the
most famous one of all, the Kickapoo Indian Medicine Show Company
which vended a remedy called Kickapoo Indian Sagwa made of aloes and
stale beer. Healy and Bigelow became involved in this venture.
They hired Indians by the hundreds and these shows resembled small circuses
in size. It is my understanding that Indians were hired specifically

to give the show an air of authenticity, particularly when they were peddling


























































The by-now celebrated, emotional
ending, for instance, with Jane drink-
ing from a segregated water fountain,
was not at all Kortv's idea--he wanted
to stick to the hook. Rut the producer
insisted on concluding, Korty said,
with “a Hollvwood payoff.” and that's
the way it was done, despite miserable
shooting conditions.

Kaufman added that Korty had also

told him that Le was obliged, despite

hig desire for a natural flow of move-

ment and zhadow, to always shont Ty- -

son in a strong light in order to show
off her makeup, the tourde-force
which the producers hoped would ke
the selling point of the show,

Did the result, as some claimed.
transmit a kind of “myvthic” tru:h
about black lifestyles despite such ma-
chinations, or did it. as nthers con-
tended, mercly perpetuate historicaity
false stereotvpes? Was the audience
likely to have been “taken in" Ly the
documentary style of the dramatiza-
tion. end if «0. wos this decfensible?
Such were the kinds of questions the
conferees posed and debated.

Similar questlions, from a somcwha*
different vantaze point, arose after the
viewing of suiue pilot footage fur “The
Adams Chronicles.” the recently an-
nounced £t million PBS series sched-
uled fer telecast during the 1975-76 Bi-
centennial scason.

Here the startinc point is a histori-
cal record, the lives and careers of the
Adams family throuzh 150 yea
American political e\'n]u_tion. An
“program” was not a finished pr
but 2 worlk in nragreas, with mans
ameters still fiuid. Yet what the
ing and the discussion showed
that many of the same dilemmas
to be faced. The writers and dire
sUill Haie (0 patatice aestre Lor
cal fidelhity acainst a need to sti

ld the interest of a mass audij

They must cope with a plethora of
problems, of location, of casting, of
conceptual  approach, which  derive
trom this initial dichotomv., How does
one, for example, introduce firures

‘such as Washington and Franklin as

“secondary” characters in the drania
of the Adamscs and stjll preserve a
sense of historical proportion? Is the
gain of using historical sites, such as
old Colonial houses, worth the loss in
dramatic flexibility due to constricted
interiors?

Other sessions were devoted to so-
cial documentaries, public affairs pro-
gramming, newly developing  video
technology and other matters. But
one final example from the arts may
help to demonstrate how the same
basic enigmas cropped up in the most
scemingly  innocent enntexts.  “Bo. -
lero.” an Academy Award short sub-
ject made for pbublic televisinon, was
shown one day as an jilustration of an
imaginative solution 1o the challenge
of making a symphonic performance
into a visuallv arresting experience.
It was universally admired by the con-
ferees, by afterwards, when the pro-
ducer explained that the audio wasn't
“live,” but supplied by a prior tape,
SOME GhluoRers were o perturbed by
this they even resorted to the word
“dishonest.”  There wasn't any ques-
tion here of deceitful intentinns, The
fact is, the visual sophisiication of
“Bolero” could nat have been achieved
Withott  comnvatine oloe o . ae . -











































A powerful phenomenon has begun to shape
the cultural and political events of our time. Let
us, for want of a better term, call it “‘news the-
ater.” By news theater, I don't mean documentary
plays ‘or ‘theater of fact or living newspapers, but
rather any histrionic procecding that results from
a. collaboration between newsworthy personalities,
a vast public, and the visual or print media (tele-
vision, films, book publishing, magazines and news-
papers).

News theater, in other words, is any event that
confuses news with theater and theater with news.
When Norman Mailer sells tickets to a crowd of
prominent people for his 50th birthday party,
promising an announcement of world importance,
and then tells the assembled guests that he is form-
ing a counterintelligence agency to keep tabs on
the F.B.I and the C.LA,, that is news theater, be-
cause it represents the mutual exploitation of the
media by Mailer and Mailer by the media for
theatrical purposes.

1t is news theater when a California family

agrees to expose before television cameras the
most intimate secrcts of its family life, including
marital strife and divorce and the homosexual
inclinations of one of the children. It is news
theater when the Symbionese Liberation Army
kidnaps the daughter of a newspaper magnate and
then designs its every move to capture and dom-
inate the media, whether through publicity for a
food distribuiion program, or its demnand to have
two imprisoned members appear on television, or
its choice of a bank with automatic cameras so
that a robbery can be photographically recorded
(the apocalyptic demise of six members of the
S.L.A. in a flaming Los Angeles house, as scer
on television, is also a form of news theater).
It is news theater when Arab guerrillas are able
to command the attention of the world’s media
by assassinating 11 members of the Israeli Olympic
team or by blowing up a hijacked airliner or by
gunning down innocent children in a Mualot
schoolbouse, And it is news theater when President
Nixon takes on the road a show called Operation
Candor (being a turkey, it closed out of town
some months ago), laboring to convince American
audiences of his “credibility” after the Watcrgate
disclosures, despite the tremor in his hands and
the moisture drenching his upper lip. Indeed, the
very idea of “credibility” may be only another
convention of news theater. It is certainly a con-
cept more appropriate to the art of acting than to

Robert Brustein is artistic director of the Yale
Repertory Theater and dean of the School of Drama.
His latest book is “Revolution as Theater.”

the craft of government, since it has less to do
with verifying facts or discovering truth than with
simulating a role of sincerity before the peeple.
Obviously, in describing the phienomenon of news
theater, 1 am not anncuncing anything original or
startling: 1 suspeci ' .
about the same th
when he formulate
~te=t? On o the other sanu, 3 uupe 1 smay ue wwie
U ine the idea from a somewhat different
perspective, given my theatrical background, and
given what is proving to be a somewhat obsessive
interest in the moral price exacted by fame in this
country. Nor can I pretend to speak as a detached
observer: I am myself a participant in news theater,
and possibly another cne of its victims. Anybody
engaged in public activities tends to become an
actor of a sort; merely to speak before an auvdience
is to becomne something of a histrionic figure, self-
consciously involved with posture, gesture, delivery.
Beyond this, however, public figures in our time
tend to be pressured by their very notoricty into
becoming actors. It is only one step from the tele-
vision newsroom, for example—where commenta-
tors are usually chosen morc on the basis of such
theatrical qualities as their (Continued on Page 36)

At top, somc actors in news theater: Norman Mailer, Alek-
sandr Solzhcnitsyn, Danic! Berigan, Howard Cosell, Joseph
Papp end Martha Mitchell.
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Add  to this the over-
whelming desirve dispiayed by
contemporary Americans to

- establish a sense of personal

dentity in a mass socicty. The
eced to escape obscurity, to
alidate existence, is hecom-
ag almost a national ubses-
jon in our crowded lime,
»ading to gratuitous acts that
eem to have no greater pur-
ose than to attract the at-
antion of the media. A
elatively harmless cxample
f this is the impulse to
crawl graffiti over the walls
f New York subways, most
f them signed with a code
ame, in a simultaneous bid
sr credit and anonymity.
A more sinister instance is
1e kind of violent public act
wcreasingly being committed
in America for the sake of
achieving immediate celebrity.
The frequency of assassina-
tion attempts in America since
the invention of television
must surely have theatrical
as well as ideological causcs:
Think of Arthur Bremer’'s
smiling face after his attempt
on ihe life of George Wallace,
delighted at having caught the
attention of the camera, a
more malign version of all
those ordinary people who
wave frantically at the TV
cameras as they pan past
their faces in a street or a
studio. B
What I am trying to suggest
s that news theater threatens
o make of all the world a
stage, and players out of ail
he men and women. In so
loing, it removes our atlen-
ion from the deed to the ac-
or of the deed, making us
soncentrate on a personality
yr a temperament rather than
\n issue or an action. Of
course, the actor would not
have much significance were
it not for some significant in-
itial action, but after the at-
tention-getting  moment  is
past, the rest is usually pure

theoter. Now, in saying this,
i do not with to denigrate

the irmportance of theater, or .-

its vaiue as entortainment; 1
could hardly do this, given
my own function 5 one who
helps to create theater, as one
who occasionally criticizes it,
and as one who enioys watch-
ing it, wherever it appears.
No, my concern is rather for
the unfortunate actor, since
he almost invariably loses the
meaning of his original unre-
hearsed act in a performance
that often lacks sincerity and,
worse, that sometimes casts
unnecessary doubts upon the
validity of his original deed.

Take, as an example, the
case of Danicl Berrigan, who
first came to public notice
after a heroic act of resist-
ance to the Vietnam war—
the burning of draft recerds
at Catonsville, for which he
was later imprisoned in Dan-
bury jail. Berrigan's difficult
action, committed in public
along with cight other war
resisters, did much to drama:
tize the lengths to which peo-
ple of conscience were willing
to go in order to express their
moral objections to the war.

But it was not long, before

this priest and poet, the pas-
sionate, altruistic mar who
burned the draft records, was
being swallowed up inside a
scif-conscious, sclf-exonerat-
ing, slightly scil-intoxicated
actor, encouraged by the me-
dia to pronounce upon a va-
riely of political subjects in
a rhetoric swotien with ac-
cents of divine inspiration.
Furthermore, Berrigan soon
felt impelied- to transfer his
theatrical impulses to the ac-
tual stage’in the form of a
quasi documentary, consider-~
ably overpraised at the time,
called "“The Trial of the Ca-
tonsville Nine.” Here he tried
to justify his initial act of
civil disobedience not only as
a moral necessity but as a
iegal principle, sztirizing the
presiding judge who bad eval-
uvated the case according to

judicial rules as son:e Lind of
flaccid  liberal ninny  who

everybody purely on the basis
of their moral beavty. In tak-
ing this tack, Father Berrigan
actuatly managed to drain
some of the real beauty from
his act, since civil disobedi-
ence tends to Jose its stature
when promulgated as an ac-
tion without a consequence.

I ceuldn’t help thinking at
the time of another work
about the difficulty of discrim-
inating between the dictates
of morality and the law —
Herman  Melville's  “Billy
Budd” —in which a similar
judge, required to adjudicate
a crime committed out of

virtuous motives, was never-
theless forced to convict a
man he recognized as a saint
in order to preserve the pain-
ful impcratives of tha legal
system. Instead of being
scorned, this judg was
blessed by his victim at the
motmncat of his  execution—
blessed because Billy Budd
understood  the confiict  be-
tween the laws of God and
the laws of man, and sensed
the anguish Captain Vere was
suffering in trying to rccon-
cile them. But this, T think,
suggests the difference 2
tween true saints and those
created by news theater, just
as it demaonstrates the differ-
ence between complex works
of art formulated by real art-
ists and acts of self-justifica-
tion engineered by one of the
interested parties.

I hope it is clear that 1
have great respect for the
original sacrifice of Father
Berrigan, If 1 emphasize the
histrionic aspect of Berrigan’s
later development, it is in or-
der to illustrate how, by the-
atricalizing such things, news
theater helps to rob them of
their significance, to lower
their value through its stimu-
lation of the thealrical. A
vivid demonstration ol this
could be seen in the ciosing
moments of Berrigan's play,

lacked - the “courage. - (0-acgpit. -
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In little more than a vear,
Papp was tintyped, cover-
storied and interviewed  in
every oryan of the news and,
because he poosessed a foree-
ful, coluful personality, the
public remainad fastened on
his burgeoning activities. The
sense of bustle geaerated on
the several stages of the Pub-
lic Theater, seen against the
inert background of the com-
mercial thecater uptown, cre-
ated a sense that New Yor_k
was on the brink of a theatri-
cal renaissance that would be
achieved entirely by Papp :.md
his army of young discoveries:
Jeff Bleckner, John Guare,
pavid Rabe, Jason Milier.
Dennis Reardon, Robert
Montgomery, A. J. Antoon,
Santo Leqguasto.

It was not cnough to say
that the young people as
sociated with the Public Thea-
ter were bright and gificd;
they had to be installed, ac-
cording to the conventions of
news theater, in an instant
hall of fame, thus invested
with expeciations far beyond
their immediate capacity to
fulfill. David Rabe, for ex-
ample, on the basis of two
poetically conceived olays of

' social conscience, was being
hailed in some quarters as the
finest American playwrighit of
the decade, (Papp himself, no
doubt partly out of showman-
ship, was declaring Rabe the
logical successor to r—;ug’:cne
O’'Neill.)  Similarly, Kowvert
Montgomery's promising fan-
tasy on Dostoevski’s “The
Idiot,” cailed ‘‘Subject to
Fits,” was bringing extrava-
gant praise both to him and
to his young director, A. J.
Antoon, despite the workshop
nature of the play and the
relative incxperience of the
playwright.

Encouraged by the enthu-
siastic reception  of  these
works, Papp soon began to
transfer some of his Public
Theater successes to Broad-
way, hoping to fill the vacuum
caused by the declining ac-
tivity of the establich: "ml
producers; and it was 1ot l(‘irlg
before he was tran-ferrnag
plays to television and the

novies as well, Although one
of his motives fur cxtending
hinvseh into cotineereind enter-
prites was to ciout o better
finnocial base for his non-
profic theater, the wark down-
oy occasinneily took on
some of the charsctaristics of
pre-Broadway  tryouts.  The
blunt, roughneck, sinewy style
of Papp’s Shakespeare in the
Paoric at times degonerated into
the musical-comedy  glitter
and self-conscious  etinicity
of “Two Gentleinen of Vero-
na,” though it revived oc-
casionally in such .crry con-
ceits as A. J. Antcon’s “Much
Ado Abecut Norhing,” while
the experimentaz! probings of
earlier days tended to become
overshadowed hy @ more con-
ventienal social reclisst which,
perhaps  coincidentzily, was
the dominant form of Lroad-

vay. Papp never lost  his
scrapp:” courage and indepen-
+ ¢once, and he continued to
take risks on voung talents.
But a new element had en-
tered the air of his theater—
an atmosphere of pressure,
tension, competitiveness and
someatimes even parnic,

Theore were some who even
detected certain changes in
the nature of the man him-
self. The dynamic and gener-
ous Joe Papp, whose identify-
ing characteristic is a kind
of humane democratic open-
ness, was beginning to grow
interested in cmpize, acquir-
ing propertics  and forming
cenglomerates like & 19th-cen-
tury American tycoon., His

impulse to proliferate en--

courzged him to look well
beyerd the horizons of his
existing holdings, a3 he began
collecting  real estatc and
theaters in the same spirit
that he collected talents and
properties. When the Lincoln
Center management was in-
evitably offered to Papp, it was
perhaps  inevitable that he
would accept it, in mag
hubristic  defiance «
cursed inheritance wh

some  merciless p

grips the throats of

would embrace it,

It was possible that Papp
had oveiextended  himself,
and his ambitions were ex-

ceeding his, eontrol.. Around : .

{he same time as he tosk over
Lincoln Center, Papp had been
formulating plans for a “na-
tional theater” to consist
partly of government-sub-
sidized tours of Public Theater
productions, the content “pop-
ularized,” ‘as he put it in one
of his manifaestos, “so it does
not become a vehicle only for
college professors and small
college dramatic socicties.”

Papn’s design to reach large
audicnces with the hest dra-
matic productions—for ex-
ample, his Shakespeare in the
Park offered free to anvbody
willing to stand on line—was
now being tailored for middle
America, and he even began
suggesting  that  whatever
proved offensive or difficult
to such audiences should be
avoidea on the tour,

I mention these national
ambitions in order to suggest
how easy it is for news thea-
ter to shiape ain image for.an
individual which he is then
obliged to sustain. Certuinly,
Papp has continued to make
a lot of good theater, but he
has also been encouraged to
make news as well, When in-

* vited, for example, to speak

informally at Yale two years
ago to a group of drama
students (he had taught there
very cffectively in 1967), he
arrived accompanied Ly a
U.S.ILA. camera crew filming
a documentary about him for
the State Department, and
proceedad o read a prepared
stateinent to his astonished
listeners with a recording de-
vice dangling from his neck. -
There is something a little
melancholy about this; but
much more depressing is the
fate being prepared for this
gifted, embattled man by the
St = - ‘tes,
rich
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