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“The Habitats of Sex-Crazed Perverts”:
Campaigns against Burlesque in
Depression-Era New York City

ANDREA FRIEDMAN

Depavtment of Histovy and Women’s Stndies Program
Washington University, St. Louis

On JaNUaRY 10, 1942, two New York City police detectives went to
a burlesque show at the Gaiety Theawre on Broadway. In one. of the acts
they observed, a woman wearing mourning attire stripped to “a black
lace cambination with opaque covering at the breast, vagina and buttock
arcas,” all the while singing about her husband’s death. The detectives
teported that a comic dialogue playing on the stipper’s “bump and
grind” followed the song;:

STRAIGHT MaN: Lady, your husband didn't die a narural deatch.
STrirpER: Well, how did he die?
CoMEDIAN: He was bumped off.

New York City License Commissioner Paul Moss used their testimony
about this skit and others like it to justify his refusal to renew the licenses
of the last three burlesque theaters in Manhattan.? Like the stripteaser’s
imaginary husband, burlesque did not die a natural death; it had been
“bumped off” the stage by a decade-long campaign waged by religious
and antivice activists, Times Square commercial interests, and municipal

My thanks to the many people who have read and commented upon previous drafts of
this article, including Karen Booth, Katherine Dresher, Linda Gordon, Hendrik Hartos,
Leslie Reagan, Susan Smich, David Thelen, and the Jonrnal of the History of Sexuality’s
ANONYMOUS reviewers.

I Typescript of Detectives’ Report, 1942, p. 7, and “Pedtion of Bonserk Theatre Corpo-
ration,” both in box 3429, LaGuardia Collection, Mayors® Papers Collection, Municipal
Archives, Department of Records and Information Services, City of New York (hereafter
Mayors' Papers).
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204 ANDREA FRIEDMAN

officials. After 1942, the unique combination of sexual humor and fe-
male sexunal display that was burlesque never again had a home in the
nation’s theatrical capital.

During the 1930s, antiobscenity activists in New York City focused
their attention on low-priced entertainment forms that prospered as a
result of the economic crisis. New Yotk clerics formed an interdenomi-
national committee to support the nationwide Legion of Decency cam-
paign organized by the Catholic Church to control motion picture
content. Municipal officials attacked the cheap “art” and horror maga-
zines read by teenage boys. Government authorities and opponents of
“smut” railed most loudly against burlesque shows, which began ex-
panding from working-class areas of the city to Titnes Square in 1931 as
a resuit of the Depression’s impact on. the legitimate theater. Their cam-
paign against burlesque was among the most successful of all attempts
to control the sexual content of New York’s entertainment industry in
the first half of the twentieth century? -

Historians of burlesque have described this particular regulatory
campaign, but none has given it the analytie areention it deserves.?
Twenteth-century burlesque, to paraphrase comedian Rodney Dan-
gerfield, gets no respect. In his brilliant analysis of nineteenth-century
burlesque, for example, Robert C. Allen portrays the burlesque of the
interwar years as a corrupted genre already on its way to dying a natural
death. At its moment of inception, he argues, burlesque was a truly sub-
versive entertainment form, joining in the spectacular female performer
a vision of “expressive sexuality and inversive insubordination® that chal-
lenged the patriarchal gender system.* By the twentieth century such
subversive meanings had been contained, as the female burlesque per-
former became merely an object of male “scopic desire”® In that guise,
she represented burlesque’s “ultimate failure to sustain a performance
medium sufficiently distinet in its appeals from other forms to draw an

*These attempts are exarmined in detail in my “Prurienc Intetests: Anti-Obscenity Cam-
paigns in New York City, 1509-1945" (Ph.D. diss., University of Wisconsin—Madison,
1995).

*Robert C. Allen, Horrible Pretiiness: Buriesque and Amevican Cultyre (Chapel Hill,
NC, 1991); Laurence Senelick, “Private Parts in Public Places,” in Tuventing Times Square;
Commerce and Cultyve at the Craivoads of the World, ed. William R Taylor (New York,
1991}, Essenrially descriptive works on twenueth-century burlesque include Ann Corio
with Joseph DiMona, This Was Buslesque (New York, 1968); Morton Minsky and Milc
Machlin, Minshy’s Buvlesquee (New York, 1986); Bernard Sobel, A Picrorial History of Bus-
lesgue (New York, 1956); Irving Zeidman, The Amevican Buvlesque Show (New York,
1967}.

*Allen, p. 282.

5Ibid., p. 231.
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audience” € In this telling, both because 1930s burlesque was no longer
a threat to the social or cultural order, and because it was not successful
enterrainment, the efforts to suppress it are essentially beside the point.
Thus, Allen concludes that “unequivocal demonstrations of top-down
cultural power and examples of outright resistance to this power™ are
absent from the history of burlesque.” Further, Allen and others argue
that the Depression-era campaign against New York City burlesque was
merely a result of economic competition between burlesque entrepre-
neurs and the legitimate theater owners and producers whose domain
had been invaded by the burlesque theaters. In this view, burlesque per
se is irrelevant; antiburlesque activists and municipal officials function as
the dupes or the willing tools of the titans of the theater world, and
historians conclude that “the real issues in the burlesque licensing issue
were economic and political, not moral ”#

These interpretations obscure burlesque’s significance for New York-
ers during the Depression and war years and, by extension, the specific
meanings of burlesque in twentieth-century America. Twentieth-century
burlesque was indeed different from its nineteenth-century predecessor,
but another look at this contest over burlesque demonstrates that many
New Yorkers nonetheless continued to perceive it as a threat to the social
order. Furthermore, while economic conflict played a role early in this
campaign to abolish burlesque in New York City, it is insufficient to ex-
plain the wide appeal or the ultimate success of this campaign. In partic-
ular, the economic interpretation cannot account for the increasingly
important and cffective role played by Catholic clerics and lay activists in
the battle against burlesque. Finally, focusing on the sustained, decade-
long batrle that ended only when ciry officials revolked theatrical licenses
reminds us that “top-down cultural power” in the form of municipal
regulation did have an important role to play in obliterating burlesque,
at least in its twentieth-century form.

I argue here that careful attention to the rhetoric characterizing this
battle reveals that burlesque’s cultural meanings had changed by the
1930s. Within these particular campaigns we see a reordering of previous
discourses about the relationship between burlesque and bodies, as ac-
tivists and municipal officials focused on disciplining male sexuality. Dur-
ing this decade, opponents of burlesque described an escalating
trajectory of male sexual danger, as they moved from asserting that the

sIbid., p. 244.

?Ibid., p. 289.

lbid., p. 255. Allen’s examination of twentieth-century hurlesque does not match the
saphistication of his analysis for the nineteenth century, which is the centerpiece of his
book. The ecopomic interpretation is advanced most foreefully by Senelick and taken up
by Peter G. Buckley, “Incroductory Essay,™ in Taylor, ed.
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entertainment form attracted sexually unrespectable men, to arguing ex-
plicitly, I believe for the first time, that its sexual portrayals of women
caused male sexual violence. This was quite distinct from nineteenth-
century debates about burlesque, when most protests against the genre
highlighted its debasement of female bodies and distortion of femininity,
thus emphasizing the social and cultural threat presented by the female
performer.? In the 1930s, however, anxiety about burlesque’s represen-
tation of and impact upon female sexuality was supplanted by conster-
nation regarding its relationship to male sexuality; that is, burlesque
opponents articulated concerns about its danger to women as an artifact
of its effects upon men. The metamorphosis from condemnation of the
sexually dangerous woman to fear of the sexually dangerous man—the
“sex-crazed perverts” who allegedly inhabited burlesque theaters—not
only reflects the centrality of cultural anxieties about masculinity to the
Depression-era campatgns against burlesque; it also reveals a deeper con-
cern about the prospect of out-of-control male sexuality within the para-
digm that Estelle Freedman and John ID’Emilio have labeled “sexual
liberalism.”*® Thus, while the Great Depression facilitated and finda-
mentally shaped these campaigns, allowing burlesque opponents to link
fears of sexual, gender, and economic disorder to achieve their goal of
expanding state control over this form of commercial culture, the suc-
cessful drive against burlesque had significance beyond the Depression.

I also contend that another look ar these contests over burlesque re-
quites recognition of the ways in which state regulatory processes and

9Allen, esp. chap. 5, Peter G. Buckley, “The Culture of ‘Leg Work’: The Transformation
of Burlesque after the Civil War," in The Mythmaking Frame of Mind: Social Inagination
and American Cultuve, ed. JTames Gilbert et al. {Belmont, CA, 1993).

108exual liberalism is described ac length in John IYEmilio and Estelle B, Freedman,
Intimate Marters: A History of Sexuality in Amevica (New York, 1988); it is defined, briefly,
as a “set of beliefs thar detached sexnal activity from the instrumental goal of procreation,
affirmed heterosexual pleasure as a vatue in itself, defined sexual satisfaction as a critical
compaonent of personal happiness and successful marriage, and weakened the connections
berween sexual expression and martiage by providing youth with room for some experi-
mentation” {p. 241). D'Emilio and Freedman argue that sexual liberalism was the domi-
nane paradigm in the United States from the 1920s to the 1960s. Freedman examines the
Depression-era emergence of concerns about male sexual deviance in “*Uncontrolled De-
sires”™: The Response to the Sexual Psychopath, 1920-1960." in Passion and Power: Sexual-
ity in History, ed. Kathy Peiss and Christina Simmons (Philadelphia, 1989). In the early
twentieth century some New York citizens voiced fears that young gitls mighe be “seduced”
in motion picture theaters, but they seemed to assume that it was as much the darkness
afforded by the auditorium as the potential effect of the images on the screen that created
the danget. At interesting analysis of perceptions of sexual danger in anocher context can
be found in Judith R. Walkowirz, Ciry of Dreadful Delight: Navratives of Sexunl Danger in
Late-Victodian London (Chicago, 1992).
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the discursive construction of cultural hierarchies operate together to
structure culeural power relations in the twentieth century. I am particu-
larly interested here in tracing the ways in which activises used language
about sexual desire and sexual danger to facilicate (or attempt to limit)
government regulation of commercial culture. The antiburlesque cam-
paigns I examine highlight the role of discourse about the audience in
this process, for it was the sexuality of the burlesque audience thar was
at the heart of these contests. Perceptions of audience—in particular, its
sexual vulnerability and respectability—played an important role in New
York City campaigns ta control the sexual content of commercial culture
throughout the first half of the twentieth century. Motion pictures, for
example, had been attacked from almost their first appearance on the
grounds that they endangered the morals of young girls who watched
them. The enactment of the Wales Law of 1927, which prohibited the
portrayal of “sexual perversion” on the stage in New York state, had been
preceded by a wellspring of public concern that plays about lesbianism
functioned as “document(s] in favor of sexual degeneracy [which would]
at least pique curiosity on the part of susceptible young women” in at-
tendance.! Furthermore audience compasition, particularly in terms of
gender, class, and age, helped to place a production within a cultural
hierarchy and, therefore, to determine what types of regulatory options
were available to those opposing the portrayal of sexuality in popular
entertainments. For example, because the legitimate theater drew a
middle-class and mixed gender (therefore respecrable) audience, it was
- presumed entitled to greater protection from “censorship,” and anti-
obscenity activists usually had to resort eicher to demanding criminal
prosecution under obscenity laws or to creating elaborate, “voluntary”
regulatory mechanisms in concert with theatrical associations. Bur-
lesque, in contrast, catered predominantly to working-class men. Oppo-
nents argued that its effects on this unrespectable audience mandated
a much broader regulatory regime. In particular, they seized upon the
licensing power, which municipal officials could manipulate in order to
prohibit exhibitions that had not been demonstrated to violate obscenity
statutes.!? By using this government regulatory mechanism to assert a

U George Jean Nathan, “The Theatre,” American Meveury (March 1927, pp. 373-75.
QOn censorship and concerns about sexuality, see Friedman; Lary May, Sereening Our the
Past: The Bivth of Mass Culture and the Mation Pictuve Industry (Chicago, 1980}, Robert
Skdar, Movie-Made Amervica: A Cultwwal History of American Movies {New York, 1975);
Kaier Currin, “We Can Afways Call Them Bulgavians™ The Emegence of Leshians and Gay
Men on the American Stoge (Boston, 1987).

1*The argument about the relationship between andience and regulation is made at
greater length in Friediman. See also Richard deCardova, “Ethnography and Exhibition:
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causal relationship between burlesque performance and the sexual devi-
ance of its male audience, antiobscenity activists ultimately succeeded in
driving this entertainment form from New York Ciry by 1942.

Burlesque’s distinctiveness as an entertainment form facilitated the
debates over its meanings. While all performance requires interpretation
by audience members, some forms more than others depend on their
lack of fixed meaning as a strategy for engaging the audience. The power
of burlesque relied to an uncommon extent upon incorporating diverse
meanings—what Robert Allen has referred to as its lack of monovocal-
ity.}? Burlesque in the 1930s was organized in particular around the
striptease and double entendre, each of which highlighted not sexualicy
per se but sexual suggestiveness. This suggestiveness gave burlesque an
extraordinary capacity for diverse interpretation and, contrary to our
stereotype of passive burlesque audiences, required active viewing. Para-
doxically, the centrality of suggestiveness made burlesque’s meanings
slippery—that is, it made possible the denial of sexual content—at the
same time that it highlighted the endorsement of sexual desire that was
fundamental to the genre. Thus, the burlesque of the 1930s provided
an especially fertile arena for cultural contestation and political intet-
vention, ' :

Burlesque’s focus on suggestion and desire s abundantiy clear in the
striptease, which became an increasingly predominant aspect of the
genre during this decade. While women had long been undressing to
music on the stage, the striptease—in which the “teasing” played as im-
portant a role as the “stripping”-—did not become common until the
late 1920s.’5 The striptease worked as performance by encouraging
those watching to imagine what ehey had not seen. The key to the strip-
tease was not how much a woman stripped, but how much the people
in the audience thought she stripped, as well as how successfully she en-
couraged their desire that she strip. Thus, strippers wore net or flesh-

The Child Audience, the Hays Office and Saturday Matinees” Camern Ghscura 23
(1990): 91-107.

ZAllen (n. 3 above}, p. 28, and passim.

*Because traditional burlesque no longer exises, it is especially difticult for the historian
ta reconsteuct what burlesque looked like and how performers and audience experienced it
in the 1930s. Still, some sources exist that permit an approximation. These sources include
descripdons of burlesque o be found in theater reviews, in the restimony of butlesque foes
and friends at license renewal hearings, and in affidavits filed in legal actions, as well as in
burlesque scripts and the reminiscences of performers. See also Jill Dolan, ““What, No
Beans?’ Images of Women and Sexnalicy in Burlesque Comedy,” fournal of Popalar Cultuve
18 {1984}: 37-47. :

1 8everal different accounts of the invention of modern striptease exise, placing its birth
variously in the fate 19105 and late 1920s. See Allen, p. 244; Minsky and Machlin {n. 3
above), pp. 33-34, 60; Coric (n. 3 above), p. 72; Zeidman (1r. 3 above), pp. 136-44.
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colored brassieres and panties to give the impression of nudity. They
used body makeup and even stage lighting alternatively to hide clothing
or to hide potentially unlawful nakedness. The central role of illusion in
the striptease made it possible for performers simultaneously to satisfy
their customers and, usually, protect themselves legally. '

The career of Margie Hart demonstrates the importance of sugges-
tiveness to the striptease of the Depression years. Hart, a popular stripper
who often performed in New York City, was rumored to “show more”
than other strippers. Yet she never removed her full-length skirt, com-
posed of ewo separate panels, one in front and one in back, hung low on
the hips. Instead, as she strutted back and forth on the stage she used
her fingers to flick the panels, offering those in the audience quick
glimpses of what they concealed. Hart’s repuration as an especially dat-
ing performer resulted from rumors that she sometimes did not wear
a G-string under her skirt. Harr, however, built illusion upon illusion:
industry gossip held that she actually wore a G-string that sported artifi-
cial pubic hair so that she could give the audience what she thought they
wanted, while still obeying the law."

Burlesque operators, performers, and even some fans agreed that sug-
gestiveness and illusion were more important to 1930s striptease than
was actual nudity. Ann Corio says of Margie Hart, whom she calls the
“most daring” stripper, “she gave the boys . . . flashes so brief that they
didn’t really reveal anything, bur that suggested all.” Some members of
the audience, at least, suspected that all was not as it seemed: one busi-
nessman who testified in favor of burlesque shows before New York’s
license commissioner stated that he cauld not tell if a stripper was actu-
ally nude or “something intended to appear as nude” And burlesque
producer Morton Minsky, meditating on the nature of the industry, ob-
served that “we’re dealing in a world of illusion, and if the customers . . .
theught they were seeing actual nude flesh, then what’s the difference?™!*

Burlesque comics depended upon teasing and suggestion as much as
did the strippers. The mark of butlesque comedy was the double enten-
dre.t* Burlesque skits (known as “bits”) featured stock characters: the
comic, whose naiveté could sometimes win him, and sometimes cost
him, the girl; the suave, smooth-talking “straight man”; the juvenile,

Y4 Cario, p. 78.

17 Minsky and Machlin, p. 184, Corio, p. 90; Zeidman, pp. 151-55.

¥ Corio, p. 90; testimony of John 8. Landes, Burlesque Hearing Transeript, box W]G-
242, William ]. Gaynor Papers, Mayors® Papers ([n. 1 above]; this source will hereafter be
cited as Burlesque Hearing Transeript}; Minsky and Machlin, p. 184,

13 Examples of burlesque comedy can be found in burlesque scripts located in the Chuck
Callahan Collection of the Walter Hampden-Edwin Booth Theatre Collection at the Play-
ers’ Club in New York Ciry.
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who might also portray a “nance” (homosexual) character. The female
performers who appeared in the bits also played stereotyped roles as the
shrewish or cuckolding wife, naive virgin, or sexually insatiable woman.
A glance at several typical burlesque bits reveals the ways in which the
double entendre at the same time acknowledged, validated, and satirized
male and female sexuat desire. In one scene performed in a Times Square
burlesque theater in the early 1930s a married couple visited a lawyer
seeking a divorce, but he urged them to reconcile. As one burlesque op-
ponent described it: “Finally, both agree[d] to let bygones be bygones.
The husband said, ‘All right, I'll forget if she will give me a litde peace
when we get home.” The wife said, “Yes, I’ll give you a little peace as
often as you want, providing I can have some, too, whenever I want
it.’”2® In another skit, the straight man rold the comic and another man
that he had stolen a chemical that “would bring a beautiful Fairy to every
man who possessed it. A Fairy that would guide man to his port of happi-
ness.” The straight man then rubbed a drop of the liquid on his leg. After
a blackout, a young woman “dressed very sexy” appeared and told him,
“T am your beautiful fairy come to guide you to your port of happiness.”
The straight man and young woman exited. Then the second man
rubbed a drop of liquid on his leg, another woman appeared, repeared
the speech and they left the stage together. Finally it was the comic’s
turn, However, he rubbed the drop of liquid on the seat of his pants,
When the lights came back up, a young man was standing on the stage,
“posing very nancy.”

Comic: Who the Devil are you?

JuveNILE: I am a beauriful fairy come to guide you to your port
of happiness.

CoMic [takes him by the arm]: Well, any old port in a storm.?

It has been said that by the 1930s there had been no new burlesque
skits written in twenty vears. The comedy in these bits arose from the
audience’s ability to identify the sexual meanings of common words such
as piece, fairy, and port; it was the joke’s sly familiariey that made it
“SCXY.” 22

The centrality of multiple meanings to burlesque shaped the confron-
tations over how the gente would be regulated. The fact that burlesque
was structured so as to encourage several interpretations increased the
opportunities for contestation. “Respectable” citizens easily could-—

HTestimony of George Moeller, Burlesque Hearing Transcript. For a similar sketch, see
testimony of Patrolman Hugo Harris, Burlesque Hearing Transcript.

1 *The Beautiful Fairy Scene,” Chuck Callahan Caollection.

2 Zeidman, pp. 201-10,
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and, in 1932, did—argue over the sexual content and meanings of a
striptease or comedy act. Any interpretation could be dismissed as just
one person’s view. As we shall see, however, over the course of a decade
one interpretation prevailed—that linking burlesque with deviant and
dangerous male sexuality. The process by which burlesque’s meanings
were circumscribed occurred within, and simultancously expedited, an
expansion of state regulatory authority.

==

Burlesque shows had long constituted a target for the wrath of reform-
ers. From almost the moment of its arrival on the American stage, many

- commentators on burlesque performance identified it as “diseased.”
symbol as well as instrument of the degeneration of American society.?®
Eventually, such criticisms became the basis for an organized if largely
ineffectual campaign against burlesque shows by the members of the
New York Society for the Suppression of Vice (NYSSV). Even before the
1915 death of longtime leader Anthony Comstock, this group experi-
enced diminished popular support among New York citizens. However,
under the leadership of the less confrontational John Sumner, and gar-
nering the support of many New Yorl churches, the NYSSV wielded a
measure of influence among municipal authoriries, who sporadically
raided burlesque shows at its behest. Yet the occasional raids rarety re-
sulted in convictions, and they had litde effect upon the availability or
content of burlesque shows.**

The onset of the Great Depression transformed the fight against bur-
fesque, giving it new life and new effectiveness. Most obviously, the De-
pression facilitared an expansion of the burlesque industry, which itself
fed to the successful decade-long campaign launched in 1932, At the

B Allen (n. 3 above), esp. pp. 127-32; Buckley, “The Culture of ‘Leg Work’” (n. 9
above}, p. 122, :

Taformation abour raids on burlesque shows can be found in the New York Times:
“Palice Stop Show in Daly’s Theatre™ (March 4, 1915), p. 9; “Arvest 4 Garrick Actors”
{November 3, 1915}, p. 15; “Five Actors Arresced™ (December 7, 1924}, p. 23; “Palice
Take Actors in Raid on Theatre™ (March 12, 1926), p, 21; “Nine Arrested in Raid on
Burlesque Show™ (May 27, 1926}, p. 2; “Grand St. Theatre Raided™ (September 21,
1926}, p. 15; “Bill to Curb Stage by State Is Doomed™ {February 25, 1927}, p. 24; “Bur-
lesque Show Raided” (March 30, 1927), p. 13; “5 Accused of Giving Indecent Play™ (June
30,1927}, p. 32; and “25 Arrested in Theaoe” {January 15, 1928}, p. 3. For the disposi-
tion of some of these cases, sec the New York Times: “Act, Then Pay Fines™ (May 11, 1926),
p- 12; “Seven in Show Are Fined” {October 3¢, 1926}, p. 19; “Censorship Fight at Al-
bany” (March 5, 1927), p. 12; “Court Exonerates ‘High Steppers’™ (May 5, 1927}, p. 10;
and “Butlesque Cast Cleared” (May 28, 1927}, p. 15. On the New York Society for the
Suppression of Vice, see Paul Boyer, Puvizy énn Prins: The Vice Spciety Movement and Book
Censorshiip in America (New York, 1968).
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beginning of the 1930s, the economic crisis, together with competition
from motion pictures, caused the number of Broadway shows to plum-
met. Consequently many legitimate theaters closed, and theater rents
declined.?® Burlesque entrepreneurs, most notably Billy Minsky and his
brothers, seized the opportunity to move from the working-class neigh-
borhoods to which burlesque had previously been confined into newly
affordable theaters on 42nd Street. In 1931 burlesque was produced on
Times Square for the first time, forcing the antivice reformers who had
traditionally opposed burlesque and their supporters among New York’s
clergy to recognize that, far from driving burlesque from the stage, they
were unable to contain its expansion.?

This shift in geography made it possible for burlesque’s customary
foes to join forces with a new ally—the 42nd Street Praperty Owners
Assaciation (POA). This commercial organization counted among its
members numerous affuent and politically prominent Times Square
corporations and businessmen, including banks, hotels, and fegitimate
theater producers. Members of the POA witnessed firsthand the Depres-
siop’s effect on Times Square merchants, watching as starefronts increas-
ingly became occupied by proprictors who catered to working-class and
lower-middle-class customers. Many of the organization’s members
blamed the new burlesque theaters for this state of affairs, claiming that
their presence chased away more respectable merchants, drove down
property values, and generally “cheapened” the street.?” Like burlesque’s
traditional opponents, POA members initially sought to secure convic-
tions for obscenity violations against the 42nd Street burlesque theaters.
Failing in that endeavor, they turned to a new strategy: pressuring New
York City’s license commissioner not to renew the burlesque theaters’
annual licenses.”® Responding to their lobbying, as well as to that of the

*Tack Poggi, Theater in Amevica: The Impact of Economic Fovces, 1870-1967 {Ithaca,
NY, 1968); Glenn Loney, Twentieth-Century Theatve, 2 vols. (New York, 1983), 1:180,
185; Samuel L. Leiter, The Encyclopedia of the New York Stage, 1930-1940 (Westport, CT,
1989, p. ¥xxvi, See also the essays in Taylor, ed. (n. 3 above), esp. those by Eric Lampard,
“Introductory Essay,” pp. 16-35; David C. Hammack, “Dreveloping for Commercial Cul-
ture,” pp. 36-50; and Brooks McNamara, “The Enterrainment District at the End of the
1930s,” pp. 178-90.

¥ Zeidman (n. 3 above), p. 171.

#The Depression-era decline in Times Square propecty values must have seemed all the
more frightening because the rate of appreciation of district property values had previously
been among the highest in the city. See Betsy Blackmar, “Uptown Real Estate and the
Crearion of Times Square,” in Taylor, ed., pp. 51-65.

#On their lack of success in abtaining convictions for presenting abscene shows, see
“Burlesque Show Cleared,” New Yok Times (March 25, 1932), p. 22; and “Prepare New
Attack on Burtlesque Shows,” New York Times (April 7, 1932), p. 23. The POA did manage
to have a burlesque theater barker convicted for maintaining a public nuisance (see “Seek
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more traditional burlesque opponents who joined them, Commissioner
of Licenses James F. Geraghty opened hearings into the question of li-
cense renewal.®

Despite the financial basis of POA members’ concerns, the campaign
to clase the burlcsqsur: theaters focused primarily not on property values
but on the character of the burlesque audience.?® The centrality of the
audience in this debate over burlesque resulted in part from legal con-
structions of municipal offictals’ regulatory powers. Because the New
York Supreme Court had declared that “no right of censorship of any
play™ was given to New York’s commissioner of licenses, Commissioner
Geraghty announced at the hearings that he could not base a decision
tegarding license renewal upon his assessiment of the nature of the pet-
formances inside the theaters. Nor, he asserted, could his ruling rest on
an economic rationale such as falling property values, which was outside
the purview of his office. Drawing on statutory language governing gen-
eral licensing powers, Geraghty contended that he would have a right to
withhold licenses only if, in his words, “it could be proved that a theatre
attracted a class of disorderly persons.”#

Legal limitations may have placed the burlesque audience at the cen-
ter of this controversy, but contests over audience had played an im-
portant role in earlier debates about regulating burlesque. Indeed,
Robert Allen has demonstrated that almost at the very moment of its
emergence, the potential of nineteenth-century burlesque to subvert
middle-class gender relations had been contained by the successful con-
finement of burlesque to predominantly working-class male audiences.
Opponents of burlesque tried to use exactly this strategy at the begin-
ning of the 1930s to prevent the genre’s expansion. Burlesque’s move ro
42nd Street threatened to destabilize the composition of its audience, as
burlesque entrepreneurs sought to capture the mixed-gender, middle-
class audience that had previously supported the legitimate theates. The

Clean 424 5¢. for Bicentennial,” New Yorb Times [April 21, 1932], p. 23, and “2 42d &t.
Barkers Are Fined and Warned,” New York Times [April 22, 1932], p. 17}

# “Prepare New Actack on Burlesque Shows"; Zeidman, p. 221, Senelick (n. 3 above);
Allen, pp. 252-53. )

30T his is not to say that economic considerations were not discussed at all, merely thac
they gencrally took second place to other issues.

$«Passing on Burlesque, He Warches Andience,” New Yovk Telegrave (May 18, 1931},
clipping in vol. 604, American Civil Liberties Union Papers, Seeley G. Mudd Library,
Princeton University (hereafter ACLU Papers]. The case limiting the license commission-
et’s ability to revoke licenses was A. H. Woods Theatre Co. v. Gilchrist, 193 N.Y S, 259,
aff’d. 135 N.E. 941. The enacement of the Wales Padlock Law in 1927 confirmed this
limication by providing that a theaer license could be revoked and the theater padlocked
for up to one year following an ohsceniry conviction for 2 performance in the theater.
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presence of women and men in formal attire at the opening performance
at 42nd Street’s Republic Theatre intimated a poteatial shift in bur-
lesque’s audience, one that would challenge burlesque’s status as low
culture and, hence, make efforts to police it more complicated.®* Bur-
lesque opponents responded to this development by focusing attention
on the genre's traditional audience, contending that hecause that audi-
ence was composed of poar men, it was sexually—as well as economi-
cally—*“disorderly.”

This discursive attempt to constitute the burlesque audience as exclu-
sively male and poor at the very moment it seemed to be becoming more
diverse was especially powerful because it played on fears exacerbated by
the Depression. The presence of large numbers of unemployed men on
the streets during the day—perhaps hanging ourt in front of butlesque
theaters, gazing at the posters of female performers—served as an un-
welcome reminder of the challenge o masculinity occasioned by many
men’s inability to provide for their families.?? Their visibility likely also
raised concerns about controlling a population of seemingly unattached
men who appeared to be beyond the reach of social institutions. When
burlesque opponents described those men as sitting in butlesque the-
aters for the purpose of indulging their sexual appetites, they transfated
anxieties about economic crisis and social control inta gendered dis-
courses about sexual control, providing a common language with which
the Times Square businessmen, clergy, and reformers could voice their
concerns.

Attempts to affect burlesque’s fate by shaping perceptions of its audi-
ence could not occur in complete isolation from the realities of that au-
dience. Yer thase realities were less clear than we might expect. The
burlesque audience of the 1930s was mostly male, alchough in some
neighborhoods reports indicated a substantial minority of attendees
were women, sometimes in the company of men, at other times alone
or with children in tow.?* Audience members’ class affiliation is less

20n the composition of the burlesque andience, see David Dressler, “Burlesque as a
Cultaral Phenomenon” (Ph.D. diss., New York University, 1937}, esp. chap. 5; Allen {n.
3 above), p. 192; Minsky and Machlin {n. 3 abowe), pp. 98-99. Times Square burlesque
entreprenzurs consciously tried co attract a middle-class and mixed-gender andience. This
strategy paralieled that pursued by nightelub owners during the same period, as described
by Lewis A. Erenberg, “From New York to Middletown: Repeal and the Legitimization of
Nighdlife in the Great Depression, American Quarvterly 38 (1986): 761-78. Nightclub
owners, unlike burlesque entrepreneurs, successfully integraced their businesses “into the
reputabje public culture of urban life” (Erenberg, p. 766).

#Freedman (n. 10 above), p. 203. .

#Reports of women 1n the audience, often coexisting with. characterizations of bur-
lesque as a “man’s world,” can be found in Dressler, esp. chap. 5. Corio (1. 3 above) also
provides conrradictory accounts of women in the audience; see pp. 158-59.
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casy to pin down. While burlesque long had been considered working-
class entertainment, the boundaries of its andience were permeable,
regularly including middle-class men out for a night on the town. A des-
cription of a mid-1930s burlesque audience that appeared in Fortune
magazine inadvertently demonstrates the difficulties of definitively char-
acterizing its nature: “Weed out the regular patrons of long-established
houses, weed out slumming socialites, rowdy coliegians, and honest
seamen ashore, and where once the blood of the town sat now sit the
backwash of a depressed industrial civilization, their eyes alight and most
of their mouths open. It is not a prerty sight”* A good deal of weed-
ing must be done to contend that working-class men alone populated
burlesque theaters. This impression of diversity, however limited, was
confirmed by the admirtedly nonconclusive but nonetheless suggestive
research underraken by one student of New York’ burlesque industry.
In a survey of over one thousand city residents, he found that almost
19 percent of “white-collar™ men and 31 percent of “non-white-collar”
men attended butlesque shows “often” or “occasionally.” Further, only
40 percent of the first group, but almost 49 percent of the second,
claimed to have never seen a burlesque performance. While his resuits
confirm the predominantly working-class nature of the andience, they
also provide evidence that men of a variety of occupational categories
visited burlesque theaters, leading to his conclusion that there was no
“typical” burlesque patron.?® In sum, there was just enough variation
within the burlesque audience to permit those debating irs future to
emphasize certain of its components as a way of accomplishing their
goals.

Thus, at the license renewal hearings convened by Commissioner
Geraghty antiburlesque activists articulated a gender- and class-specific
logic of social disorder that joined men's economic nonproductivity
and sexual deviance. First, they contended that the mere absence of
women from the audience indicated the performances’ immoral char-
acter. Witnesses who testified against license renewal described “crowds”
of men, young and old, attending burlesque shows and congregar-
ing in front of the theaters. In emphasizing that “the shows given
are not of a character that appeal especially to women™ they employed
still-prevalent assumptions regarding female morality and male immoral-

#“The Business of Burlesque.” Fortune (February 1935), quated in Dressier, p. 160.

»Dressler, chap. 5. Dressler’s estimates are caleulated from a nonrandom sample and,
thus, must be used advisedly. In addition, his study, completed in 1937, may reflect changes
in the burlesque industry that oceurred as a resule of the regulatory campaigns described
here. Nonetheless, his dissercation remains the best source on the burlesque audience of
the 1930s.
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ity to suggest burlesque shows’ innate depravity.®” Burlesque opponents
also idenrified these men as exclusively “lower class”™ and linked
burlesque patrons’ class status with fears of sexual corruption and eco-
nomic decline. The descriptions of audience members that they offered
suggested both economic and spiritual poverty. Devotees of burlesque,
witnesses contended, were pootly dressed and unclean; one would
not want one’s children or wives to come into contact with these
men, who were not “the highest type of American citizenship.” From
describing an audience of poor and unclean men, foes of bur-
lesque moved quickly to describing an audience full of “lewd and
dissolute™ men. They argued that these men were attracted to burlesque
because it “appeal[ed] to the sexual part of any man” and “pander(ed]
to the lower instincts” Lawyers for the POA ridiculed witnesses for the
burlesque theaters for “frequent” atrendance at burlesque shows, in
the process suggesting that the mere act of watching a butlesque per-
formance sigoaled sexual deviance.®® In contending that burlesque
“aroused” the sexual emotions, and suggesting that some men could
not stop themselves from seeking that arousal again and again, bur-
lesque opponents implied that men who attended such performances
were unable to control their responses to the strippers and sexual
humeor.®

The alleged links between sexual debauchery within the theaters and
the financial deterioration of Times Square could sometimes be quite
explicit. One witness who operated a restaurant, testifying that his busi-
ness had been hurt since the burlesque theaters opened, stated that as
opposed to devotees of “high class™ theaters, those who went to bur-
lesque shaws “patronize[d] them for the purpose of deriving a depraved
satisfaction rather than coming out and getting something to eat when
it is over™ Similarly, a real estate broker voiced his opinion thac the
people drawn to Times Square by the burlesque shows would not pa-
tronize a department store. Invoking an earlier symbol of New York’s
commercial and moral degeneration, he suggested that if the theater lj-
censes were renewed “we will have a regular Bowery of Burlesque the-
aters on 42nd Street” Some witnesses viewed men in the burlesque
audience 2s menacing because they were unemployed, producing noth-

7 Testimony of Elias Sugarman, Burlesque Hearing Transcript; see also testimonies of
William B. Millar, George A. Moeller, and Lieutenant Patrick D. Kenneally.

BTestimonies of Edmund Waterman, Thomas O. Young, Louis A. Kissling, and Louis
Fehr, Burlesque Hearing Transeript.

#Testimonies of Edmund Waterman and Henry Moskowitz, Burlesque Hearing Tran-
SCript.
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ing; for others, they posed a threat because they consumed nothing, ex-
cept of course sexual commerce.®

Yet the threat posed by men patronizing burlesque theaters was not
always so nakedly financial, for butlesque opponents also argued that
these men endangered “innocent”™ women—in their view, women not
employed in burlesque theaters. They charged at the license renewal
hearings that the “undesirable elements” who attended the perfor-
mances “have made it unsafe for young women having business in
that block, working in business buildings aburting on that thorough-
fare, to pass through the street” One man who worked at a pub-
lishing house on 42nd Street testified that his secretary returned to
the office one day complaining of a man who called out to her, “Hello,
baby, can I take you out for lunch.” Similarly, real estate manager Qscar
Dike told the license commissioner that he had seen both sides of
42nd Street “lined by young men and old men of every kind of charac-
ter, almost blocking passage at some times, and calling forth remarks o
. gitls and ladies who happened to be passing on the street.” Several mer-
chants testified that many of their (female) customers had deserted them
because they did not want to walk past the crowds of men before the
theaters.* It is not necessary to dismiss these allegations of harassment
of female pedestrians in order to recognize the ways in which, by offer-
ing testimony about such behavior, foes of the Times Square burlesque
theaters linked fears of economic nonproductivity and sexual disorder,
marshalling images of unruly, idle, even dangerous men and innocent,
industrious women to support their objections to the renewal of li-

#® Testimonies of William M., McCarthy, Thomas O. Young, Louis A. Kissling, and Al-
bert Taub, Burlesque Hearing Transcript. Lawrence Levine discusses the complex shifts
occurring in the meanings of production and consumption during the 1930s in “American
Culture and the Great Depression,” Yl Review 74 (1985): 194-223.

“'Ferdinand Pecora’s opening statement, testimony of Oscar D. Dike, and testimony of
Alfred Taub, Burlesque Hearing Transcript (1. 18 above). Sometimes burlesque opponents
resorted to less than honest means to demonstrate women’s distaste for burlesque. For
example, Commissioner Geraghty received a telegram, allegedly from prominent actress
Jane Cowl, which stated thar she had refused to walk into the Eltinge Theatre “due to
deplorable and shocking conditions” in the front of the theater, presumably the Jarger-
than-life posters of semi-pude female performers that adomed the marquee and lobby.
Cowl dencunced the telegram 25 a hoax, and several days later it was learned that the mes-
sage had been sent by someone in the Selwyn theater office—one of the legitimare theater
interests that the burlesque entreprenenrs claimed were conspiring to eliminate chem as
campetition. Clearly, the telegram’s author believed that it would suggesc that respectable
women were offended by the posters, and perhaps even afraid of the men who stopped to
look at them, See New York Timer: “Burlesque Lobby Shocks Jane Cowl™ (May 6, 1932),
p. 19; “Burlesque Owner Charges a Plot” (May 7, 1932), p. 11; and “Burlesque Houses
Called Unsightly” (May 10, 1932}, p. 25.



218 ANDREA FRIEDMAN

censes. Such arguments would become much more explicit later in the
decade.

License Commissioner Geraghty's assertion that his findings about
the nature of the burlesque audience would provide the basis for his de-
cision shaped the testimony presented by burlesque defenders as well.
Those who testified on behalf of the burlesque theaters—including bur-
lesque producers, employees, and patrons, as well as theater critics and
members of the National Council on Freedom from Censorship—had
varying motives for desicing the renewal of the theater licenses.*? Some
acted from financial interests; others sought to preserve their access to
burlesque shows; a few intended to protect an abstract conception of
freedom of speech; several likely were driven by a combination of these
factors. Not these divergent motives but the regulatory context in which
they were operating gave rise to an inherently contradictory strategy for
defending the genre.

In one respect, advocates of license renewal capitulated to the logic,
if not the facts, asserted by their adversaries, countering the image of the
poot male audience with a vision of burlesque theaters filled with women
and men of all classes. Like their opponents, supporters of burlesque
attached grear importance to women's presence in the audience as a sig-
nifier of morality, emphasizing that women as well as men attended and
enjoyed burlesque shows. Several women testified that they found the
shows enterraining, including ninety-three-year-old former burlesque
dancer “Mother” Annie Elms, who told Commissioner Geraghty that
“I think I am the best woman in America, and I see nothing wrong in a
burlesque show. ™% Numerous men also attested that their wives, moth-
ers, and other female relatives accompanied them to burlesque per-
formances, and they along with “usheretres™ employed in the cheaters
asserted that a sizable proportion of the audience—up to 20 percenc—
was compaosed of women.** In addition, the burlesque theaters’ atror-

42 The National Council on Freedom from Censorship was founded in 1931 by the
American Civil Liberties Union. For further information on the organization, sec Friedman
{n. 2 above}, esp. chap. 5; and Samuel Walker, In Defense of American Libevties: A History
of the ACLU (New York, 1990].

+Testimony of Annie Elms, Burlesque Hearing Transcript. See also testimony of Be-
atrice Shiller. Allen (n. 3 above) has dismissed Elms’s testimony, observing sarcastically that
Elms was “che best [burlesque producers] could do™ (p. 254). In his “Introductory Essay”
in Taylor, ed., Buckley {n. 8 above} claims that Elms’s testimony, because it ignored the
econamic motivatons of the annburlesque campaign, “missed the poine” I would argue,
however, that Elms's restimony was exactly to the point. Elms portrayed herself as an ¢l-
detly, religious woman {claiming, e.g., to go to church every day), thus positioning herself
as the ideal moral auchoricy.

+8ee cestimonies of Louis W, Fehr, Nathaniel K. Miller, Harold Lawrence Young, Jo-
seph G. Abramson, Samuel Lipman, Carl Schianger, David Berk, Herbert B. Benjamin,



“The Habitats of Sex-Crazed Perverss® 219

neys presented a parade of male witnesses who could claim professional
status, including lawyers, architects, and realtors, in order to show that
middle-class New Yorkers could be counted among burlesque aficiona-
dos. These men, all of whom themselves attended burlesque shows,
described a heterogeneous burlesque audience containing “average citi-
zens,” plumbers and bricklayers, and “prominent” people.* These argu-
ments that middle-class as well as working-class people, women as well
as men, enjoyed burlesque had the undoubtedly unintended effect of
supporting butlesque opponents’ contention that a predominantly male,
working-class audience was incapable of exercising self-control in the
face of the sexual display on the stage.*

Proponents of license renewal challenged the foundation of their ap-
ponents’ arguments in another respect, disputing the seamless connec-
tion made by foes of license renewal between the genre’s audience and
its content that lay behind the allegation that burlesque patrons could
not control themselves. The burlesque entreprencurs and their allies
contested the notion that every burlesque patron was a sexual deviant,
dismissing the portrayal of burlesque as 2 media form that “aroused”
sexual passions and called forth uncontroliabie responses from the men
in the aundience. Shifting accusations of sexual abnormaliry from bue-
lesque’s patrans to its critics, they postulated that smuttiness resided, not
in the burlesque show itself, but in the mind of the person who perceived
obscene meanings in the entertainment. Such a strategy was possible, if
not always convincing, becaunse it highlighted burlcsquc’s definitive char-
acteristic: its suggestiveness, through which the genre’s practmoncrs re-
fused to limir themselves to one meaning,.

Yet this defense of burlesque also was laden with conrradictions, Wit-
nesses who advocated license renewal in effect used burlesque’s capacity
for diverse meaning by denying this capacity, testifying that burlesque

John §. Landes, Benjamin Kaufmarn, Edwin Rowland, Victoria Krikorian, Louise Labrutto,’
and Sophie Kelly, Burlesque Hearing Transcript. Qpponents of burlesque also admitted,
under cross-examinadon, that women attended the shows. See testimony of Henry Mos-
kowitz and Frank . Donovan.

*Testimonies of Edwin Roland, Heyworth Campbell, and Cleon Throckmorton, Bur-
lesque Hearing Transeript. Evidence about the *regularity™ of the audience can also be
found in the testimonies of Frank J. Donovan, Leonard Stewart Smith, Benjamin H. Kauf-
maii, Nathaniel K. Miller, Joseph G. Abramson, James McKernan, Herbert B. Benjamin,
and Elias Sugarman.

#Simulcaneously, ateorneys for the burlesque cheaters sought to use assumptions that
burlesque was “a poor man's theatre” to their advantage. They argued thar burlesque was
no differenc than the Broadway revues, and they intimated that the attack on it was a reflec-
tion of reformers’ distaste for working-class recreation, rather chan any real difference in
the performances. See testimonies of Louis W. Fehr, Cleon Throckmorton, and Leanard
Stewart Smith, Burlesque Hearing Transcript.
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fiumor had no double (read: sexual) meanings, or at least that they de-
tected none. Numerous men told disbelieving attorneys for the POA
that they liked burlesque not because it was sexual, but because it was
“good clean fun.” Rejecting the idea that butlesque humor turned on
double entendre, they contended that they laughed at burlesque because
“there was no sense to it” or because it represented “good old slapstick.”
Yet, just as their attempt to prove that the burfesque audience included
others besides working-class men could backfire, operating as a confir-
mation of the deviance of such men, when burlesque advocates denied
that burlesque shows were “sexy” they seemed to be conceding the im-
morality of sexual humor and sexual display. ¢

Still, such testimony succeeded in problematizing the relationship be-
tween burlesque performance and its intetpretation by audience mem-
bers. When a POA attorney read aloud lengthy wranscripts of burlesque
skits in an effort to get stage designer and burlesque fan Cleon Throck-
morton to admit their double meaning, Throckmorton's rejoinder—
“These things must mean something to you. You must like reading
them”—suggested that depravity resided in middle-class critics more
than in theater patrons. Conversely, when attorneys representing the
theater owners repeatedly asked opposing witnesses whether they had
been “demoralized” or “depraved” by their investigations of burlesque
shows, those witnesses’ insistence that burlesque performances did not
inflame their own sexual passions supported the theater advocates’ con-
tentcion that all audience members could control their responses to the
striptease and comic bits.*

Despite the contradicrory effects of the strategies employed by bur-
lesque’s defenders, the fact that professional men, businessmen and
women, journalists, and legitimate theater pecple all were willing to tes-
tify in public to burlesque’s morality suggests that license renewal oppo-
nents were not wholly successful in their attempt to link burlesque to
deviant male sexuality. While foes of burlesque described the theaters as
a magnet for “lewd and dissolute” lower-class men whose presence
poased a threat both to women in the neighbothood and to prosperity,
advocates of license renewal contended that the average New Yorker was
capable of artending a burlesque show and remaining a productive citi-

#Testimonies of David Berk, Cleon Throckmorton, Nathaniel K. Miller, and Harold
Lawrence Young, Burlesque Hearing Transcript. One burlesque theater manager did ac-
knowledge that burlesque humor depended upon double meanings, but the candor of his
testimeny in this regard was exceptional. See testimony of Max Rudnick, Burlesque Hear-
ing Transcript.

# Testimonies of Cleon Throckmorton, William M. McCarthy, Patrolman Hugo Harris,
and Dr. Ira Wilcos, Burlesque Hearing Transcript.
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zen. In spite of these differences, however, the 1932 contest over bur-
lesque was fought on common ground: a concern with the audience’s
ability to control itself. As we shall see, the problematization of self-
control laid the ground for subsequent atrempts to drive butlesque from
the stage.

The lively debate about burlesque’s morality in 1932 indicates that
the genre’s cultural meanings remained ambiguous, and as a result bur-
lesque foes succeeded in closing down the Times Square theaters only
temporarily. Indeed, in the four years following the license renewal heat-
ings the fate of New York City’s burlesque industry depended as much
upon the political fortunes of the city’s mayors as upon whether antibur-
lesque activists succeeded in linking burlesque to poverty and male sex-
ual deviance. For example, Mayor Jimmy Walker favored keeping the
Times Square burlesque theaters open, and only after he was forced from
office following revelations of widespread corruption in his administra-
tion did Acting Mayor Joseph McKee order Commissioner Geraghty to
deny the license renewal applications. Within weeks the less reform-
minded license commissioner had agreed to reissue the theater licenses
if the burlesque entreprencurs promised to subject their performances
to internal censorship.*® Efforts to enforce such censorship were half-
hearted, however, and it was not untii Fiorello LaGuardia was elected to
the mayor’s office on a reform platform in 1934 that his commissioner
of licenses, Paul Moss, escalated the surveillance of burlesque perfor-
mances.5

#On the investigadon of the Walker administration, see Thomas Kessner, Fiovello H,
LaGuardie and the Making of Modern New York (New York, 1989). McKee had long fa-
vared state action against the theater. In 1926 as acting mayor he ordered raids on three
Broadway plays: The Caprive, The Visgin Man, and Sex. On his action here, see “A Carnival
of Immorality,” New York Catholic News {September 3, 1932), p. 4; “McKee Puts Lid
Down on Burlesque in West 42d S¢” New York Herald-Tribune (September 20, 1932},
clipping in vol. 604, ACLU Papers (n. 31 above); “McKee Demands a Clean-up of Bur-
lesque,” New York Times {Seprember 18, 19323, p. 1; and “McKee Closes 2 Burlesques in
42d 5t New York Times (September 20, 1932), p. 1. On the reopening of the Times
Square theaters, see “Offensive to Public Morals,” New Yark Catholic News (October 8,
1932), p. 4, see alsa p. 9; “Court Refuses Writ in Burlesque Pleas,” New York Times (Sep-
tember 30, 1932), p. 21; and “Burlesque Houses Will Reopen Today,” New Yark Times
{October 12, 1932}, p. 25. During the investigations of the Walker administration, the
License Department was criticized as one of the most corrupt municipal divisions. It may
be that the renewal of burlesque licenses resulted from burlesque producers’ “good con-
nection with the police and politicians™ (Minsky and Machlin, p. 92).

*For subsequent actions by Geraghty against the city’s burlesque cheaters, see “Bur-
lesques Told to End Obscenicy,” New Yark Times (May 16, 1933), p. 19; “Burlesque Gets
Ultimatum in. Clean Up Drive,” New Yark Hevald Tribune (May 16, 1933), in “Burlesque,
1930-1939." clipping file, Billy Rose Theater Collection, Lincoln Center Library for the
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Itis no accident that burlesque’s demise occurred in New York during
LaGuardia’s tenure as mayor. Fiorello LaGuardia's forceful personality
and frequently autocratic governing style, his commitment to political
reform, and his ascension to the mayoralty at a time when citizens ex-
pected and tolerated activist government ensured that he would jeave a
long-lasting imprint on the city of New York. The “Little Flowet’s” re-
form vision encompassed not just good government but also good mot-
als. LaGuardia proclaimed his “desire to be the Mayor of a clean
American city and protect its morals,” and he pursued his role as protec-
tor very visibly: publicly burning books and magazines adjudged ob-
scene, ordering the city’s sanjtation department to dispose of the “trash”
{(art and crime magazines) being sold at local newsstands, or taking a
sledgehammer to confiscated slot machines.’* LaGuardia was labeled
“prudish™ and a “puritan at heart™ by his contemporaries and historians
alike 5> Whether this prudishness was a reflection of his personal views
on. sexuality or merely the political strategy of a consummate politician
has not yet been a matrer of historical inquiry. It is certain, however, that
crusades on behalf of social and sexual morality could be of immense
political value in Depression-era New York. LaGuardia ran as an anti-
Tammany candidate, and his election brought a significant diminution
of the political power of Irish-Americans in New York; he himself never
carried more than a third of the Irish vote. Nonetheless, as a Fusion can-
didate, he was dependent on coalition building, and in the New York of
the 1930s, where Catholics of all ethnicities made up almost half of the

Performing Arts {hereafter Lincoln Center); “Audiences Plead, but in Vain, for Serip Ace,”
New York World Telggram (May 17, 1933), clipping in vol. 54, ACLU Papers; “Tackling
Foul Burlesque ar Lase,” New York Catholic News (May 20, 1933), p. 4; “Serip Songs Musc
Be Out” Zity Entertainment Weekly (May 20, 1933), p. 11; and “Strip Ban Has Hurt
Business,” Zir’s Entertainment Weebly (May 27, 1933}, p. 11. The actions of his successor,
Sidney Levine, may be followed in the New York Times: “New Official’s Edict Clothes Fancy
Dancer” (October 12, 1933), p. 30; “Burlesque Shows Qrdered to Change” ( Ocrober 15,
1933}, p. 25; “O’Brien Demands Theatre Clean-up™ (October 17, 1933}, p. 23; and “All
Burlesque Skits Old, Producer Says” (November 29, 1933}, p. 22; and in “Burlesque
Shows Ordered to Clean Their Performances,” New York Catholic News (October 21,
1933}, p. 3; Biltbeard clipping, November 4, 1933, in vol. 591, ACLU Papers; “Irving
Place Burlesque Performers Exonerated,” Zit’ Entevtainment Weekly (May 19, 1934), p.
7; and Siduey §. Levine to American Civil Liberties Union, October 21, 1233, vol. 603b,
ACLU Papers. '

81 %7 aGuardia Hints He May Run Again,” New Yark Times (June 21, 1943), p. 1. “Ad-
dress by Mayor LaGuardia to Meeting of Publishers and News Diswributors™ (Auguse 19,
1940}; Lois Holz to Mayor LaGuardia, February 27, 1941; and Catholic Mirror clipping
[1940]—all in box 3569, LaGuardia Collection, Mayars® Papers (n. 1 above).

$8enelick (n. 3 above), p. 337; Transcript, League of New York Theatres meeting,
March 1, 1945, vol. 2638, ACLU Papers.
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population, his support for “morality” could provide one means of at-
tracting at least a portion of the substantial Irish-Catholic vote %
Indeed, LaGuardia’s war against burlesque and other “moral evils”
coincided with the increasingly prominent role taken by Catholic clerics
and lay activists in the cultural politics of the 1930s. During this decade,
Catholics moved for the first time to the forefrone of antiobscenity cam-
paigns in New York City, matching their efforts to control motion pic-
ture content in the National Legion of Decency campaign. Historian Jay
Dolan has noted that in the 1930s the U.S. Catholic Church’s social and
cultural agenda shifted from a concern with adapting Catholicism to
America, to the desire to transform American culture in conformity with
Catholic moral ideals, Catholic leaders in New York had long been critics
of the sexual “decadence™ and “paganism” to be found in motion pic-
tures and on the stage, but prior to the 1930s their ardor had often been
eclipsed by that of Protestant clerics, and their preferred strategies re-
mained voluntarist campaigns such as consumer boycotts. While nation-
ally, the Catholic hierarchy continued through the 1930s to demonstrate
the power of such extragovernmental strategies, during this decade the
city’s Catholic clerics and layworkers also demanded vigilant government
action as a means of controlling commercial culture. The first hine of
this new militance came at the 1932 license renewal hearings, when
priests were among the most vociferous critics of the Times Square bur-
lesque theaters. Throughout the decade, as clerics’ exhortarions thar
Catholics demand clean entertainment were heeded by lay organiza-
tions, their members also became increasingly active in efforts to ban
burlesque from the city. Foremost among these groups was the Knights
of Columbus, the members of which led a 1937 campaign against bur-
lesque, organizing petition drives and coordipating hearing testimony.**

8 0n ethnic politics during LaGuardia’s tenure as mayor, see Ronald H. Bayor, Neigh-
bars in Conflict: The Frish, Gevmans, Jews, and [talians of New York City, 1929-1941, 2d.
ed. (Urbana, IL, 1988); Chris McNickle, To Be Mayor of New York: Ethuic Politics in the
City {New York, 1993). The estimare of Cacholic population is from Ira Rosenwaike, Pogzt-
lation History of New York City {Syracuse, NY, 1972).

8 n the role of Catholics in campaigns to control motion picture content, see Francis
G. Cauvares, “Hollywood, Main Street, and the Church: Trying to Censor the Movies
before the Production Code,” American Quarterly 44 (1992): 584-642; Scephen Vaugha,
“Mgoraliry and Entertainment: The Origins of the Motion Picture Production Code,” Jouy-
#al of Amevican History 77 (1990): 39-65; Paul W. Facey, §.]., “The Legion of Decency:
A Sociological Analysis of the Emergence and Development of a Social Pressure Group™
(Ph.D. diss., Fordham University, 1945}, Catholic patticipation in antiobsceniry campaigns
in New York City is explored at greater length in Friedman (n. 2 above}, chap. 6 and passim.

5 Thomas Scanlon to Fiorello H. LaGuardia {two leteers), April 21, 1937, hox 3399,
LaGuardia Collection, Mayors® Papers; “Churches Demand End of Burlesque,” New York
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During the 1930s and 1940s, Catholic activists also demanded that mu-
nicipal authorities use both licensing powers and criminal prosecutions
against allegedly salacious magazines and urged them to police more ef-
fectively the content of Broadway productions. Catholic activists were the
major, indeed perhaps the only, supporters of a proposed state law that, if
it had been enacted, would have given New York City’s license commis-
sioner the right to revoke theater licenses on his belief that productions
were immoral. By the 1940s, a sermon by Archbishop Speflman denounc-
ing indecency on the stage was sufficient to achieve the intended result:
within twenty-four hours police raided one play and placed four aothers
condemned by the Catholic church under surveillance.®¢

However, despite burgeoning Catholic criticism, continuing com-
plaints by organizations such as the New York Sociery for the Suppres-
sion of Vice, and occasional attempts by city officials to tame the city’s
burlesque industry, in the years between 1932 and 1936 the number of
burlesque theaters grew. Even after License Commissioner Moss turned
a more critical eye on burlesque, his efforts to control the nature of the
performances were hindered by court rulings that prevented municipal
authorities from closing burlesque theaters without a conviction for vio-
lation of abscenity statutes.’” By 1937, New York City was home to four-

Times (April 29, 1937, p. 1; and “Filthy Burlesque Shows Dencunced at Hearing” New
Yark Cavholic News (May 1, 1937).

% On Catholic pressure to act against magazgines, see “Memorandum to Civil Liberties
Union Cancerning the Conference with License Commissioner,” vol. 693, ACLU Papers;
New York Times: “Brooklyn to War on Obscene Books™ (February 27, 1933}, p. 17; “Book
Censorship by Licenses Urged” (Fcbruary 14, 1934), p. 21, “Magazine Ban Praised”
{March 5, 1934}, p. 13; and “Backs Mayor’s Magazine Drive” {September 1, 1940}, p. 3.
On the stage, see the New Yovk Times: “Cardinal Censures 42d St. Burlesque™ (May 3,
19323, p. 23; “Asks Curb on Theatres™ (February 2, 1936}, sec. 2, p. 8; “Harvey Says Reds
Sway Rale of Ciey” {May 17, 1937), p. 11; “Lehman Vetoes Stage Censor Bill” (May 20,
1937}, p. 1; “Anchor Club Pays Tribute to Its Dead” {November 2, 1942), p. 24; and “City
Renews Fight for Clean Stage™ (November 3, 1942), p. 1; and see also Paul Moss to Rew.
T. A. McCaftrey, September 17, 1934, box 3126, and Thomas A. Madden to Paul Moss,
March 5§, 1945, box 2352, both in LaGuardia Collection, Mayors® Papers; ““Drive Filch
Off Stage,’ Plea of Catholic Paper)” New York Herpld-Tribune (February 1, 1936), in
“Clean Play Movement™ clipping file, Lincoln Center; and in New York Catholic News, see
“Gives Reasons for Dunnigan Bill as Stage Cleanser™ (May 22, 1937}, p. 3; “Archbishop
Voices Vigorous Pratest on Stage Decency” (November 7, 1942),p. 1; and “Action for
Decency on Stage Brings National Support™ {(December 26, 1942), p. 3.

" Holly Holding Cotporation v Moss, 284 N.Y.8. 216, aff’'d. N.E.2d 359. In this case
the New York Court of Appeals upheld a lower court ruling invalidating a decision by
Commissioner Moss to revoke a burlesque theater™ license for allegedly breaking rules he
had devised to regulate burlesque performance. The ruling left intact the license commis-
sioner’s power to refuse to renew a theatrical license ar his discretion, which had been af-
firmed in 1932 in another case concerning burlesque licenses, In re Rudhlan Amusement
Corporation, 262 N.Y.§. 269, 28].
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teen burlesque theaters, and applications for three more licenses were
pending,. : C

The unfettered growth of burlesque came to an abrupt halt in April
1937, when municipal officials finally succeeded in convicting two em-
ployees of Harlem’s New Gotham Theatre on charges of offering an ob-
scene performance. Seizing the moment, Commissioner -Moss revoked
the New Gotham’s license. Then, at the urging of the New York City
chapter of the Knights of Columbus, he held another hearing to detet-
mine whether to renew the licenses of the city’s other burlesque theaters,
all of which were scheduled to expire in May.5® After representatives of
child welfare organizations and Catholic, Protestant, and Jewish clergy
testified against burlesque, Moss denied applications to renew the li-
censes of every one of the city’s burlesque theaters, The contest over the
survival of burlesque in New York City was renewed. This time, re-
flecting the diminished role of legitimate theater interests and the en-
hanced importance of Catholic activists, burlesque theaters all over the
city, not merely those in Times Square, were threatened.®

The New Gotham conviction may have refocused municipal authori-
ties’ attention on the burlesque theaters, but the sex crime panic that
erupted in New York City and across the nation in 1937 provided both
the motivation and the justification for an expanded campaign against
burlesque, This panic resulted not from an actual increase in the number
of violent sexual crimes against women and children but from sensation-

4 Paul Moss to Mayor LaGuardia, December 9, 1936, box 3167; and Thomas Scanlon
to Mayor LaGuardia {two letters), April 21, 1937, box 3399, both in LaGuardia Collec-
tion, Mayors® Papers; “ Strip Tease’ Held Indecent by Court,” New York Times (April 9,
1937}, p. 23; and “Burlesque House Loses Its License,” New York Timer (April 16, 1937,
p. 27. Morton Minsky recalls that the act that incurred the wrath of the New York Sodety
for the Suppression of Vice, which filed the complaint against the theater, “consisted of a
stripper on a trapeze taking her clathes off gradually and dropping each item to the stage”
(Minsky and Machlin {n. 3 above], p. 256).

#“Burlesque House Loses Its License,” New York Times (April 15, 1937}, p. 27,
“Churches Demand End of Burlesque,” New York Times (April 29, 1937), p. 1; “Maoss
Weighs Ban on 14 Burlesques,” New Yovk Times (April 30, 1937), p. 1; “Centre Club Takes
Action against the Burlesque Shows,” New Yawk Catholic News (April 24, 1937], p. 5; and
“Butlesque Flayed by Cardinal® New York Jousnal (April 29, 1937), clipping in val. 962,
ACLU Papers (n. 31 above}. Contrary to Senelick’s assercion in “Private Parts in Public
Places,” I have found no evidence to indicate that the 42nd Street Property Owners’ Associa-
tion was active in the 1937 drive. Indeed, in 1936 an article in the POA’s official publication
had exhibited a markedly cordial attitude toward the Times Square burlesque theaters. Other
commercial organizations submitted letters opposing the renewal of the licenses, but it ap-
pears that their support of the antburlesque campaign was merely nominal. See Forry Second
Street Propercy Owners and Merchanes Association, “Activites,” Spring 1936, New York
Public Library Annex; and “List of Lerters sent to Corp. Counsel to be Used in Action against
Burlesque Theatres” box 3570, LaGuardia Collection, Mayors’ Papers.
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alized media coverage of such crimes.*® In New York City, a hint of chings
to come was offered in 1936 by the front-page stories detailing the rape
and murder of Mrs. Nancy Evans Titterton, a wealthy thircy-four-year-
old author. In March 1937 the sexual assaults and deaths of two young
girls added fuel to the fire.® Under pressure to do something about
the “wave™ of sex crimes, beleaguered municipal officials began search-
ing for a solution to the problem. Closing the burlesque theaters on
grounds that chey caused sex crimes became one of their most visible
responses to the panic. Just as burlesque theaters had earlier served as a
scapegoat for Times Square property owners’ financial troubles, now
they offered politicians a scapegoat for sex crimes. At the same time the
sex crime panic provided burlesque’s traditional foes with new amumuni-
tion, echoing as it did the concerns about male sexual disorderliness that
they had articulated in 1932.¢2

Neither the sex crime panic nor the assertion of a causal relationship
between burlesque and the sexnal psychopath was unrelated to the con-
tinuing Depression. The increased attention to viclent sex crimes that
exploded in the tocal and national media in 1937 was itself 2 manifesta-
tion of the anxiety about masculinity that the economic crisis had fos-
tered and that the 1932 antiburlesque campaign had expressed.* The
sexual psychopath was merely the newest incarnation of the “lewd and
dissolute” man who frequented burlesque theaters, unable to control
himself. Rather than rail against the presence in the neighborhood of

®Freedman {n. 10 above), pp. 200, 205, In referring ta a “panic” I do not intend
either to call into question the existence of sex crimes or to denigrate concernt about them.
What I am interested in is the way in which increased attention to sex crimes, even in the
absence of substantial evidence about an increase in such crimes, was used to facilitate state
control over sex performance in the theater.

4 On the murder of Mrs. Titterton, see “Woman Writer, 34, Found Strangled in Bathwub
inHome.” New York Times{April 11,1936}, p. 1; and “ Upholsterer’s Arde Confesses Murder
of Mis. Titterton,” Nenr York Times (April 22,1936, p. 1. Jean Marvan, four years old, was
diagnosed as having died from peritonitis char resulred from a criminal assault. The brocher
of her father’s common-law wife confessed to the rape and was subsequently committed to
the Mattewan State Hospital for the Criminally Insane. See the New York Times: “Death of
Girl, 4, Laid to Criminal Areack™ (March 3, 1937}, p. 48; “Man, 26, Confesses Assault on
Giel, 47 (March 4, 1937}, p. 48; “Cleared in Girl’s Death” {April 30, 1937, p. 5; and “Mes.
Gartto Guilty of Beating Child” (June 25, 1937), p. 46. Nine-year-old Biner Sporrer was
beaten with 2 hammer and raped after her death. Salvatore Ossido, who was free on bail on
charges of sexually assaulting 2 twelve-year-old girl, was convieted of the murder. See “Gitl
Found Slain; Father of 2 Seized,” New York Times (March 21, 1937), p. 24; and “Ossido
Convicted of Child's Mutder,” New Yovk Times (April 24,1937}, p. 36.

8]t seems plausible, but I have found no direct evidence, that the New Gatham convic-
tion was itself made possible by the sex crime panic,

st Freedman, p. 203,



“The Hubitats of Sex-Crazed Pevverts” 227

vaguely undesirable male patrons, however, reformers and government
officials now focused their attack on a more insidious, considerably more
dangerous, and less geographically specific degeneracy. No longer did
they argue that burlesque attracted sexual perverts; now they claimed
that it created them,

Critics of burlesque had begun suggesting that the genre was linked
to sex crimes in 1936, despite the lack of any indication that sex offend-
ers visited burlesque performances, The president of the New York So-
ciety for the Suppression of Vice declared in that organization’s annual
report that burlesque shows were a “proximate cause™ of sex crimes. %
More often, burlesque was blamed along with other “corrupting influ-
ences.” One commentator on Nancy Titterton’s murder observed of the
confessed killer thar he “was a highly imaginative young man who fed
his imagination with the wrong food. . . . If we do not want any more
Fiorenza cases let us close up the burlesque shows. Let us stop publica-
tiont of filthy sex magazines. Let us stop making dirty motion pictures to
be shown at private parties. Let us clamp down on insidious sex appeal
advertising.” He called for a “return to the old tradition of self-
cantrol.”® But until mid-1937 arguments that burlesque caused sex
crimes were made infrequently.

In the wake of the New Gotham conviction, increasing numbers of
antiburlesque activists and municipal officials alleged such a causal rela-
tionship, refashioning traditional fears about sexual contagion into the
specter of sexual psychopathy. Upon revoking the New Gotham license
Paul Moss announced his belief that burlesque shows contributed to the
sex crime wave, apd numerous witnesses testifying atr hearings held by
the license commissioner echoed this refrain. New York’s police commis-
sioner chimed in, arguing that closing the burlesque theaters was a bet-
ter solution to the sex crime problem than another common proposal,
sterilizing sex criminals.®® Mayor LaGuardia instituted an investigation
of the relation between burlesque shows and sex crimes against children
but was able to uncover only two incidents: one in which a fifteen-year-
old boy blamed burlesque shows for inciting him to atrack his sister, and
another in which social workers charged that a young woman who

¢ Sixy-Thivd Annual Report (New Yotk: New York Society for the Suppression of Vice,
1934}, p. 5.

4 Frank J. Williams to Editor, New York Times {Apol 25, 1934}, quored in “Responsi-
bility for Evils,” New York Cathalic News (May 26, 1936), p. 4.

48 “Burlesque House Loses Its License” {n. 59 abowve}; “Churches Demand End of Bur-
lesque” (n. 55 abave); “Centre Club Takes Acrion against Burlesque Shows™ (n. 59 above);
and “Sex in Burlesque Assailed New York Amevican {April 26, 1937), clipping in vol.
962, ACLU Papers.
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sought work in a burlesque theater found her way into nude modeling
and finally prostitution.s” Despite very scanty evidence that burlesque
caused sex crimes, city officials persisted in-connecting the two.

The weakness of the counteroffensive mounted by burlesque entre-
preneurs provides one measure of the success of a strategy that blamed
burlesque for the creation of the sexual psychopath. A narrower range
of people had the temerity to defend the burlesque theatersin 1937, and
they offered very different arguments than had been tendered in 1932.
No patrons were willing to express publicly that they enjoyed burlesque’s
humor and the striptease acts. At the hearings conducted by Moss the
only speakers in favor of renewing the licenses were men who made their
living from burlesque.®® The testimony of middle-class burlesque con-
sumers who in 1932 had been happy to testify that they thought bur-
lesque was moral entertainment remained noticeably absent.

Their inability to argue convincingly for the genre’s morality required
that the industry’s proponents find new ways to resist the atrack on bue-
fesque. Reflecting the growing burlesque industry’s increased impor-
tance to the city’s economy, they sought to emphasize the financial
impact of Moss’s action. Burlesque advocates recast the fears about eco-
nomic crisis and lack of productivity that had played so important a role
in the 1932 campaign, this time focusing on the wage-earning women
and men who would be put out of a job if the theaters remained dark.
Mayor LaGuardia received scores of letters and telegrams from chorus
girls, musicians, cashiers, technicians, and other burlesque employees.
Most echoed the worries voiced by one such woman, who pleaded with
the mayor to “realize what will happen to our families if you close up the
burlesque theatres. I am the only one working and supporting my family.
Jobs are so scarce in New York” Many correspandents invoked the spec-
ter of “the dole,” arguing that burfesque provided them with an honest
living and complaining thar they and their families would be forced to
go on relief if the licenses were withheld.#® In making such arguments,
they sought to supplant the connections that had earlier been alleged

57Tahn Warren Hill to Florella H. LaGuardia, May 4, 1937, box 3185, LaGuardia Col-
lection, Mayors® Papers {n. 1 above). In another incident, che Kings Couney District Attor-
ney cited not only general “sex degeneracy” and sex crimes as justification for police raids
on three Brooklyn burlesque theaters buc also singled out burlesque’s alleged danger to
children, lamenting chat “che sad part abouc this situation is that young boys and girls are
in these theatres. Most of them are school children, going into these places with. their books
under their arms.” See “Moss Weighs Ban on 14 Burlesques” (n. 59 above); and “Bur-
lesque Faces Grand Jury Drive,” New York Times (May 1, 1937}, p. 1.

“*Burlesque Flayed by Cardinal” {n. 5% above}; and “Mass Weighs Ban on 14 Bur-
lesques.”

“*Correspondence in favor of license renewal, including Bobbie Duke to Mayor La-
Guardia, April 30,1937, can be found in box 3190, LaGuardia Collection, Mayors® Papers.
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between burlesque and nonproductive masculinity, asserting instead a
link between burlesque, economic prosperity, and family life.

Although burlesque’s defenders had failed to chalienge effectively the
attack on the genre’s moralicy, their reconceptualization of its economic
meanings gained them a partial reprieve. Fiorello LaGuardia’s political
career had been built in part on his reputation. as a friend of labor, and
he was not cager to be blamed for creating additional unemployment
in the midst of the Depression. LaGuardia personally intervened in the
burlesque controversy, seeking a compromise that would demonstrate
both that he was doing something about sex crimes and that he cared
about workers.” Ten weeks after the license commissioner banned bur-
lesque, he granted seven theaters licenses to operate as “variety revue”
theaters under the auspices of a new trade association known as the Vari-
ety Revue Theatre Association {VRTA). Proclaiming that burlesque was
“a thing of the past,” LaGuardia declared that VRTA theaters would of-
fer only “wholesome™ attractions on a “high artistic plane.” ™

Mayor LaGuardia hailed the Variety Revue Theatre Association as a
new, “completely voluntary” form of self-censorship, but it was in fact a
compulsory mechanism that relied on licensing powers to institutional-
ize greater state authority not only over the content of theater produc-
tions but over the organizational structure of the industry itself as well.
The by-laws of the association provided, among other things, that the
words “burlesque” and “Minsky” could not be used in connection with
the new theaters or their performances and instituted a system of penal-
ties for violation of the rules promulgared by either the association or
the license commissioner. The annual dues paid by association members
provided the salary for one or more censors who inspected each show
weekly. Mayor LaGuardia personally selected the six men who sat on the
Board of Governors, contrary to VRTA by-laws providing for election of
governors by association members. All of them belonged to organiza-
tions that had been active in the antiburiesque campaign, the chairman
was a member of the Knights of Colambus.” Further, the rules of the
association sought to circumvent existing legal restrictions on licensing

7 Srchibald Palmer to Fiorello LaGuardia, June 8, 1937; Howard 8. Cullman to La-
Guardia, June 12, 1937, telegrams from Daniet Frohman and Frank Gilmore to LaGuardia,
Tune 14, 1937; Charles H. Tutdle to Lester Stone, Juge 30, 1937 —all in box 3399, La-
Guardia Collection, Mayors® Papers; “Minsky Theatre May Be Reopened,” New York Tismes
(Tune 29, 1937), p. 18,

L Press Release, box 3399, LaGuardia Collection, Mayars® Papers; “Bilrle_sq_uc Kilted by
New Code Here,” New York Times (July 11, 1937), p. 1.

2 Constirution and By-Laws of the Variety Revue Theatre Association of New York, and
Press Release, July 11, 1937, box 3399; and agreements signed by license holders, box
3189—both in LaGuardia Collection, Mayors® Papers.
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authority by awarding the license commissioner increased power to
revoke theater licenses and reducing the license term from one year to
three months. The voluntary nature of this economic restructuring was
belied by the fact that only members of the VRTA would be granted
licenses to operare what were now euphemistically known as variety re-
vue theaters.”?

Between 1932 and 1937, then, the meanings of burlesque shifted. In
bath years burlesque opponents voiced concerns that audience members
would be unable to control their reactions ro the suggestive sexuality
offered in burlesque theaters, but these fears had intensified by 1937.
In the earlier campaign, foes of burlesque contended merely that the
performances aroused sexual passion. The worst consequences they en-
visioned were confined to a forward invitation to lunch. Just five years
later, the rather passive deviance of the men and boys who attended bur-
lesque shows had been transformed into pathology. Boys who snuck into
burlesque theaters, it was alleged, patronized prostitutes and atracked
their sisters; men who watched strippers raped and murdered.™ Thus,
the unemployed and dissolute man of the early Depression years had
become the sexual psychopath. Burlesque and sexual deviance were so
solidly linked that respectable citizens no longer volunteered to defend
the genre’s morality, seeming to acquiesce in the view that burlesque
shows “are the cause of many of our sex crimes and the theatres which
house them are the habitats of sex-crazed perverts. 7

Despite this escalation of the attack on burlesque, however, economic
and political conditions ensured that New York City’s burlesque industry
would be transformed rather than abolished. The remaining variety re-
vue theaters presented burlesque not enly by another name but also of

% Burlesque’ Bows in Its New Atdire,” New York Times (July 13, 1937}, p. 22. In
addition to these restrictions, <ity officials attempeed a restructuring of the labor relations
of the burlesque industry, requiring that burlesque operatars sign a contrace with the Amer-
ican Federation of Actors rather than the Burlesque Artists Association, which represented
burlesque performers. See Agreement between Employer and the American Federation of
Actors, box 3399, LaGuardia Collection, Mayors® Papers. A brief account of the contro-
versy can be found in “B.AA. Bits of News™ (January 1954, box MA-2, Actors Equity
Association Coilection, Robert E Wagner Labor Archives, New York Universicy.

“For the allegation that burlesque caused young boys to patronize prostitutes, see
Horace C. Smith to “Hon. F. H. LaGuarder,” May 3, 1937, box 3190, LaGuardia Collec-
tion, Mayors® Papers.

“The quote, found in “Quick Ruling Due in Burlesque Case,” New Yovk Tintes (May
4,1937), p. 28, is from the argument of New York City’s counsel ta the New Yark Supreme
Court in legal proceedings instituted by burlesque operators to force Commissioner Moss
to issue licenses. The lawsuit was unsuceessful. For similar arguments, see “Wipe Our Bur-
lesque,” New York Journal (April 30, 1937), clipping in vol. 962, ACLU Papers; and
“Filthy Burlesque Shows Dengunced at Hearing” {n. 55 above).
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another nature. While some female nudity remained, the teasing sexual
style that had been the hallmark of burlesque was murted: the humor
was toned down and the striptease banned. In its new incarnation the
burlesque industry represented a significant expansion of state regula-
tory authority over commercial culture in New York City. Municipal of-
ficials had remade the burlesque industry in large part by reorganizing its
economic steucture. While they were assisted by the successful obscenity
prosecution of New Gotham officials, their ability to close the city’s
other theaters rested squarely on the creative and assertive use of licens-
ing powers, a use that far exceeded anything earlier attempted for con-
trolling the stage. The construction of a causal relationship between
burlesque and the sexual psychopath made this a politically and: legally
viable option.?

This attempt to transform the burlesque industry proved to be rela-
tively short-lived. Despite declining numbers of burlesque theaters and
the impaosition of greater restrictions on burlesque performance, clergy
and religious groups continued to condemn burlesque in the years afeer
1937. City officials dismissed mast of these complaints on grounds that
the VRTA Board of Governors was censoring the shows vigilantiy.? In
February 1942, however, the LaGuardia administration finally aban-
doned the attempt to regulate, rather than abolish, burlesque perfor-
mance. In that month Catholic Archbishop Spellman and Proteszant
Episcopal Bishop Manning, two of the most powerful religious figures in
the ciry, denounced city officials’ toleration of burlesque. Commissioner
Moss responded by refusing to renew the licenses of Manhatean’s three

74 Asserting that burlesque caused sexual psychopathy was effective in part because pro-
tecting public safery provides a much stronger justification for the expansive use of police
powers {including licensing) than does the protection of morality. Legal scholar Ernsc
Freund has noted thar “the interference of the state [in regulating morality] is made more
plausible and acceptable by taking the view that acts and conditions which primarily violate
only morality are apr, in their more remote and indivect consequences, to produce physical
disorder and erime, and thus to endanger the public safecy” (The Police Power: Public Policy
and Constitutional Rights [Chicago, 1904], sec. 187}, However, city officials and antiob-
scenity activists were also lucky to obtain a conviction immediately before the annual expi-
ration of theater licenses. Thus, the license commissioner was able to refuse to renew, rather
than to revoke, the licenses of most of the burlesque theaters, a power that he had been
granted by earlier court rulings.

77 New York Times: “Weighs Theatre Licenses” (October 12, 1937), p. 30; “3 Theatres
Ger Licenses” {December 11, 19377, p. 22; and “Variery Shows Held Well under Control”
{February 4, 1939), p. 13, and see also “Burlesque Back Woarse Than Evcr, Clergymen
Say,”" New York World-Telegram (February 3, 1939), clipping in vol. 2062, ACLU Papers
{(n. 31 above); and Harry L. Bowlby to Paul Moss, December 25, 1940, Bowlby to Thamas
Dewey, December 27, 1940, and March 26, 1941, Bowlby to Paul E. Lackwaoad, April 10,
1941 —all in box 307, District Attorneys Collection, Municipal Archives, Department of
Records and Information Services, Gity of New Yorik.
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remaining burlesque theaters.” The theaters never reopened their doors
as burlesque houses, signaling the death of burlesque in New York City.
Although the content of the shows had not changed significantly in
the five years afrer the VRTA began censoring burlesque,” political con-
ditions in 1942 facilitated this final state action against the burlesque
shows. A new campaign against the burlesque theaters fit with LaGuar-
dia’s political strategy of linking the defense of public morality with
defense of the nation during wartime, Throughout World War IT La-
Guardia’s popularity, which had been under severe strain by the end of
the 1930s, was bolstered by his efforts to boost morale via moraliey3® A
tradition of toleration for increased government regulatory powers dur-
ing wartime aberted this strategy. In addition, the disadvantages to vig-
orous action against burlesque had evaporated. The high unemployment
rate that made closing numerous theaters unpopular in 1937 had dissi-
pated with the wartime boom. Finally, the burlesque industry had been
weakened by a decade of persecution. The remaining thearers, pres-
enting a watered-down version of buriesque, were losing money and
made an easy target.?! _
In the context of wartime prosperity, the debate over the closing of
New York’s last burlesque theaters arriculated a different economy of
sexuality, reflecting a revival of older concepts linking nonprocreative
male sexual activity and profligacy.®? In 1942, burlesque opponents

78 New York Times: “Variety Shows Held Obscene and Vulgar™ (December 2, 1941},
p. 17; *Moss Denies Licenses to 2 ‘Follies’ Houses” (February 1, 1942), p. 45; “Mayor
Esxpects to Resign 0dd Jab”™ (February 2, 1942), pp. 1, 10; “Moss Defers Ruling on Gaiety
License™ {February 22, 1942}, p. 21, and “Burlesque Closing Seen as Censorship™ (Febru-
ary 25, 1941}, p. 21,

7 0n the content of burlesque shows 1n 1937, see *“Buriesque’ Bows in Its New Actire™
{n. 73 above); and “LaGuardia Sees End of Burlesque,” New Yowk Times (August 26,
1937}, p. 23, for 1942, see untitled typescript of police reports on burlesque theaters, and
E. Leopold Schmidt to TaGuardia, March 4, 1942, both in box 3629, LaGuardia Collec-
tion, Mayars® Papers (n. 1 above).

¥On LaGuardia’s sagging popularity, see Kessner (n. 49 above}, chap. 13 and passim.
Paul Moss explicitly cited the defense effort as justification for the burlesque theater cjos-
ings; see draft of press release, JTannary 30, 1942, box 3297, LaGuardia Collection, May-
ors’ Papers.

B4 Minsky Manager Is Freed by Court,” New Yovk Tsmef {July 21, 1937}, p. 19; and
“Burlesque Shows Closed by Minskys,” New Yok Timer (Novembcr 26, 1937), p. 24;
Zeidmar (1. 3 above}, pp. 234-35; Minsky and Machlin (n. 3 above), p. 281 The financial
difficulties of the theaters are dlscussed in “Theatre Unions to Bury Hatchet New York
Times (June 27, 194403, p. 25,

#2 Ben Barker-Benfield, “The Spermatic Economy: A Nineteenth Century View of Sexu-
ality,” Feminist Studies 1 (1972): 45-66; Kevin J. Mumford, “‘Lost Manhood’ Found:
Male Sexual Impotence and Victorian Culture in the United States,” Journal of the History
of Sexuality 3 (1992} 33-57.
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turned on their heads assumptions about the relationship between bur-
lesque and masculine sexuality that had been offered by antiburlesque
activists in the 1930s. Retreating from the notion that burlesque bred
avetly aggressive men—=“sex-crazed perverts”—those who advocated
the closing of the theaters alleged that burlesque undermined male vigil-
ity. As a result, they suggested, the toleration of burlesque within Ameri-
can society threatened the war effort. _

This connection between antiburlesque activism and patriotism was
accomplished in several ways. Many of the 1942 attacks on burlesqie
fused traditional arguments about the protection of children and youth
with nationalist ideas. Young men in uniform were conspicuous among
those who artended the burlesque shows, and activists framed much of
their concern in refation to these men. For example, one out-of-town
correspondent wrote to Mayor LaGuardia to praise his effort “to eradi-
cate the filth in the form of the butlesque shows . . . to which so many
thousands of our boys in the army and navy are being brought” Another
man told LaGuardia of his experience at the Gaiety Theatre, where in
the company of many young soldiers and sailors he witnessed “an exhibi-
rion that would, certainly, not uplift [their] morals”®* Such objections
suggested that in permitting burlesque city officials and residents aban-
doned their stewatdship duties, allowing the youthful virility of Ameri-
ca’s fighting forces to be sapped and undermining their ability to fight
for their country.

More generally, burlesque foes viewed the type of masculinity fostered
within the theater as antithetical to virtuous soldiering and virtuous citi-
zenship. One correspondent who identified himself as “A Praying Sol-
dier” linked the fate of burlésque with the fate of the nation. He declared
to Mayor LaGuardia that “this is the greatest opportunity of our United

- States to build a nation of men, not suckers. If you can close up all the
burlesque houses and such forms of depravity in all corners of the world
we, as soldiers, sailors and marines would be much indebted to you"#
For this soldier, and others who shared his view, burlesque shows imper-
iled normal masculine sexuality, which alone guaranteed the virility es-
sential for victory. Such sentiments refiected concerns about the relation
between war and male sexuality that Americans articulated most often in
the context of debate about the military’s venereal disease policy. Those

#3Tohn A. O’Brien to LaGuardia, March 15, 1942; Mr. Benson to LaGuardia {n.d.};
F. Leopald Schmidt to LaGuardia {n.d.j—all in box 3629, LaGuardia Collection, Mayors®
Papers. Letters mentioning youth in general include Archbishop Spellman to LaGuardia,
April 18, 1942, Sister Mary Rinaldo to LaGuardia, May 18, 1942; Mrs. M. L. to LaGuardia
{n.d.}—all in box 3629, LaGuardia Collection, Mayors® Papers.

24 +A Praying Soldier” to LaGuardia, March 21, 1942, box 3629, LaGuardia Collection,
Mayors® Papers.
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who asserted that burlesque drained male virility echaed the fears of
critics of the military’s policy of preventing venereal disease by giving
soldiers prophylactics. Like arguments that soldiers’ extramarital sexunal
intercourse should be discouraged, the contention that burlesque
threatened male potency (perhaps by inducing masturbation among sol-
diers in the audience) affirmed that state toleration of deviant sexual
activity imperiled the war effort. When burlesque critics shifted their em-
phasis from masculine sexual aggressiveness to masculine debility, they
altered the contours of the relationship between burlesque and sexual
deviance that they had crafted in the previous decade, but they main-
tained at the center of their critique the concern with burlesque’s effect
on its masculine audience.?

Those protesting the decision not to renew licenses offered a counter-
discourse about the relationship between burlesque and patriotism.
Most who denounced Paul Moss’s action against the burlesque theaters,
including members of the legitimate theater as well as the burlesque in-
dustey, invoked images of the war in Europe, accusing the city adminis-
tration of being totalitarian and dictacorial. They asserted that the action
was “un-Ametrican” and in contradiction to the values being fought for
overseas.® Some used a slippery slope argument, cautioning that action
against the burlesque theaters might endanger the legitimate theater as
well. %7 Anthor/producers Russel Crouse and Howard Lindsay were most
histrionic. They proclaimed that “burlesque is the Czechoslovakia of the
stage and the legitimate theater might soon be its Poland” and went on
to warn that “we are at Munich. And complacency at this point, just
because it involves burlesque, does not mean peace in our time.”® Oth-

850 atritudes toward venereal disease during wartime, see Allan M. Brandt, No Magic
Bullet: A Social History of Veneveal Disease in the United States since 1880, expanded ed,
{New York, 1987},

*Theatrical groups that lobbied the city administration to restore the burlesque li-
censes included Equity, the Authors® League of America, and the Leapue of New York
Thearres, representing theater owners and producers. See Howard Lindsay to LaGuardia,
March 3, 1942; Frank Gillmore to Paul Mass, March 16, 1942—baoth in box 3629, La-
Guardia Collection, Mayors' Papers; “Burlesque Seen as Censorship” (n. 78 above);
“Mayor Is Criticized for Butlesque Ban,” New Yark Times (March 4, 1942), p. 4; “Stage
Groups Map Fight on “Censors,”” New Yark Tismer (March 18, 1942), p. 28; press release,
February 26, 1942, vol. 2350, ACLU Papers (n. 31 above).

87 This “slippery slope™ argument can be found in Miss Juliet M. Bartlert to Mayor La-
Guardia, March 13, 1942, and William I. Graham to Mayor LaGuardia, March 18, 1942,
both in box 3629, LaGuardia Collection, Mayors' Papers; “Says Mayor Aims to Censor
Theaters,” New York World-Telggram (February 24, 1942), clipping vol. 2348, ACLU
Papers; “Burlesque Closing Seen as Censorship™; and “Stage Groups Map Fighr on
‘Censors.””

# New York World-Telgpram clipping (aurhored by Frederick Woltman [n.d.]}), in vol.
2348, ACLU Papers.
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ers attacked “one-man censorship™ on the basis of its impact on bur-
lesque alone. They lamented that “in these days when we are making
every effort to defend and preserve democratic institutons it is deplor-
able to see our own municipal officials adopting the methods of Hitler
and Mussolini”#

In the short run, at least, antiburlesque activists had greater success
than did foes of “censorship™ in capturing the language of patriotism
for their own purposes, for municipal officials succeeded in countering
accusations of totalitarianism and in keeping the burlesque theaters
closed. Calling the charge of censorship a “red herring.” the mayor pro-
claimed that he “challenge[d] any of the partisans of “G-string’ morality
... to state publicly that the endless debauches in undressing which
characterize the burlesque performances were not indecent and ob-
scene” In arguing that “there is no constitutional right to be immoral
and [ that] filth, vuigarity and immotrality do not come within the consti-
tutional provisions for the freedom of speech,” LaGuardia sought both
to deny that the democratic process was being subverted and to assure
New Yorkers thar the “abnormal and extraordinary conditions™ of war-
time would not be allowed to undermine America’s moral strength.
Since city officials, despite numerous attempts, had succeeded in ob-
taining a conviction on abscenity charges related to a burlesque perfor-
mance just once in a decade, his argument was convincing only because
burlesque had been discursively linked to sexual depravity outside of the
criminal law.*®

When New York courts refused to overturn Moss’s decision to with-
hold licenses, all hope for saving New York’s burlesque theaters evapo-
rated.”! The few theaters that had been able to hang on until 1942 never
reopened their doors as burlesque houses. The display of women’s bodies
continued in New York’s nightclubs and sometimes on the legitimate
theater stage; in the postwar period, stag movie houses and, later, adult
bookstores and peepshows continued the tradition of overt commercial-
ized sex entertainment on Times Square that was begun by the burlesque

“Howard Lindsay ¢t al. to Mayor LaGuardia, March 3, 1942; and Morris Ehrlich 1o
Mayor LaGuardia, March 23, 1942-—bach in box 3429, LaGuardia Collection, Mayors'
Dapers {n. 1 above); letcer from “four soldiers,” titled “Want Their Burlesque,” New Tovk
Daily News {August 29, 1942, clipping in box 3629, LaGuardia Collection, Mayors’ Pa-
pers. See also “Mayor Is Criticized for Burlesque Ban™; and “Helen Hayes Criticizes Mass,”
New York Times (March 30, 1942, p. 21.

“LaGuardia quated in “Petition of Bonserk Theatre Corporarion,” box 3629, LaGuat-
dia Collection, Mayors” Papers.

“In the Mateer of Bonserk Theater Corporation (1942). This is an unpublished deci-
sion, but copies of Supreme Court Justice Levy’s opinion can be found in box 3629, La-
Guardia Collection, Mayors® Papers; and in vol. 235G, ACLU Papers.
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theaters.®® However, the particular combination of sexual humor and
sexual display that had been burlesque was to be no more.

==

Although the alleged correlation between wartime motale and sexual
morality finally sealed burlesque’s fate in New Yopk City, its demise was
portended in the 1930s when antiobscenity activists succeeded in forg-
ing a link between burlesque performance and the “disorderliness™ of its
audience. That sexual politics played an important role in a city beset by
the economic disorder of the Great Depression has been explained by
other historians of butlesque as evidence of the ways in which economic
conflict is so easily hidden behind the “smokescreen® of moral outrage.
But in New York City commercial culture was not merely an avenue of
economic enrichment and comperition. It also played a central role in
creating and popularizing urban sexual ¢ulwure, reflecting back to New
Yorkers a larger-than-life representation of their own desires and fears.
Yes, the Depression created the economic context within which bur-
lesque could prosper, and it shaped these debates in fundamental ways,
but the campaign against burlesque was at its base a contest to discipline
male sexuality. The successful use of language about unbounded male
desire to expand municipal regulation of commercial culture was not
solely instrumental, although it was that; indeed, it constituted an ex-
tremely effective strategy for increasing government power over sexual
representation. Its effectiveness can be traced, however, to the fact that
it reflected deep-seated concerns among some New Yorkers about the
dangers of sexual desire in 2 modern world.

The felt necessity to expand the policing of sex in 1930s America is
apparent in other developments as well. The Legion of Decency has al-
ready been mentioned, but artention should also be drawn to another
Catholic-led effort, the National Organization for Decent Literature,
which at the end of the decade launched a campaign to wipe out the sale
of sex and crime magazines across the nation. In New York, an interde-
nominational Citizens Committee on Civic Decency anticipated the
later campaign, in 1932 successfully pressuring city officials to threaten
newsstand proprietors with revocation of -their licenses if they sold
“lewd™ literature. In 1937 citizen activists—including members of the
Knights of Columbus and the New York Society for the Suppression of
Vice-—renewed their campaign against indecent magazines in the wake
of the burlesque license revocations, claiming that, like burlesque, “ob-

A brief overview of this subsequent history can be found in Senelick (n. 3 above),
pp. 338-44,
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scene literature had a divect compulsive effect upon sex aggressors”??
The sex crime panic that fed the war against burlesque had other legal
consequences as well, leading to the passage of “sex psychopath” laws
that provided for the indefinite psychiatric commitment of sex crimi-
nals—a category that could be very broadly defined, including those
who engaged in consensual; but illegal, sexual acts.** And, as George
Chauncey has demonstrated so brilliantly, the 1930s witnessed “the ex-
clusion of homosexuality from the public sphere” in New York City.
Natably, this exclusion was also accomplished in large part through the
licensing power, in this case through its exercise by the State Liquor
Authority; the revocation of liquor licenses was also predicated on the
contention that an establishment drew a sexually “disorderly” (ie.,
apparently homosexnal) clientele.®® Indeed, the campaigns against
burlesque and the attempts to efface New Yorl’s “gay world™ wete con-
neceed in other ways. New Yorl’s burlesque theaters provided a rendez-
vous site for men interested in sexual encounters with other men, and as
we have seen, male-male sexual attraction was a frequent object of hu-
mor in burlesque skits. Thus, closing the thearters also obscured the visi-
bility and silenced the expression of homosexual desire.

Along with the campaign against burlesque, these campaigns to con-
trol obscenity and “immorality”—all of which focused primarily on male
sexuality—demonstrate that the Depression decade offered an opportu-
nity to articulare deep-seated concerns about male sexual orderliness in
a profoundly disorderty world. Yet, while fears about the sexually out-
of-control man may have been heightened during this period of eco-
nomic stress, the subsequent history of antiobscenity efforts suggests the

#3The formation of the National Organization for Decent Literature can be followed in
the New York Catholic News, including: “Campaign against Obscenity Widely Planned™
(February 4, 1939, p. 9; “Bishop Noll Tells of Success of Drive on Indecent Literature™
{September 23,1939, p. 8; and “First Battle Won for Clean Literature Says Bishops® Com-
mittee” {November 25, 1939}, p. 13. Information about local Catholic campaigns against
sex magazines appears in *“Memorandum to Civil Liberties Union concerning the Confer-
ence with License Commissioner,” vol. 693, ACLU Papers; New York Catholic News: “Vic-
tory for Decency at Last™ (Tuly 16, 1932), p. 4; “K. of C. Commirtes Active in War on
Indecent Papers” (December 9, 1933), p. 1; and “Retajlers of Rot™ (December 23, 1933),
p. 4; and see also “Brooklyn to War on Obscene Books™ (. 56 above}; “Book Censorship
by Licenses Urged™ (n. 56 above); “Magazine Ban Praised” {n. 56 abowe); and “Backs
Mayor's Magazine Drive” (n. 56 above). The accusation that sex magazines caused sex
crime is found in “Westchester to Ban ‘Obscene Magazines,"™ New York Times (November
13,1937, p. 4.

“FEreedman (1. 10 above )}, pp. 207-10.

% George Chauncey, Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Making of the Gay
Male Warld, 1890-1940 (New York, 1994), esp. chap. 12.
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magnitude of anxiety about mer’s sexuality within modern American so-
ciety. The links forged between the suggestive display of women's bodies
and the behavior of sex-crazed perverts resurfaced during the 1950s in a
national debate about “pornography” and, again, with the emergence of
the feminist antipornography movement in the 1970s. While important
distinctions berween the social groups involved in these campaigns must
not be overlooked, their basic argument asserting a causal relationship
between obscenity and male sexual violence differs hardly at all. We
might conclude from these similarities that the search for the origins of
the late twentieth-century debates about parnography must reach back
to the interwar years when, as Estelle Freedman has noted, “female pu-
rity lost its symbolic power to regulate sexual behavior.”? For antipor-
nography feminists, as for New York’s antiobscenity activists in the
1930s, it is male sexuality that presents the greatest danger, and it is a
danger so great that the powers of the state must be marshalled to con-
trol it.

*Freedman, p. 201.



