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The [BobDylan] archive [at theUniversity of Tulsa]
has already begun to reshape Dylan studies, a sub-
ject now fully embraced by academia, saidDouglas
Brinkley, the Rice University history professor
who, with his wife, Anne, is a donor and adviser
to the Dylan Center.
‘It’s become now a legitimized field of studies,’

Brinkley said. ‘Anywhere in the United States, if
you’re an English or history professor, you can
propose teaching a class onDylan and the academy
will bless it.’

THEHISTORY of performance has often been
pursued along two separate tracks. One, the
more studied, originates in religious rituals or
civic ceremonies, involving amateurs who
may or may not develop into professionals,
but whose social ties to their community are
evident. In the West, most dramatic theatre
evolves within this tradition. This is the track
that engaged scholars when they first turned
their attention to performance; it was reason-
ably well documented and, owing to its liter-
ary connections, ‘respectable’. In terms of both
education and class, those scholars resembled
the consumers of such theatre.

The other track concerns professional
performers unmoored to any community or
society and, therefore, suspect, practising

traditional skills such as juggling, rope-
walking, clowning, and conjuring. Over time,
theymay constitute dynasties, and be consoli-
dated into aggregates along the lines of fair-
grounds, circuses, or variety halls. Their
existence is more tenuous and more evasive
of record-keeping. Loosely grouped together
as ‘popular entertainment’, their livelihoods
and their milieuxwere considered infra dig. by
scholars. The academy, slow to take the study
of dramatic theatre seriously, was positively
glacial in attention given to such phenomena.

The neoclassical hierarchy of the arts plays
its part in this, but it also has to do with
Romanticism: whereas true creativity is to be
manifested by the individual artist, lesser
products emerge spontaneously as collective
creations from an inchoate body known as the
‘folk’. Proto-ethnologists and linguists such as
the Brothers Grimm, although they collected
theirmaterial from specific persons, promoted
the anonymity of their sources to preserve its
‘purity’. The allegedly organic nature of folk-
lore was contrasted with the venal and vulgar
amusements rife in modern urban environ-
ments. A ballad ostensibly composed by art-
less communal effort was seen as far superior
to a music-hall ditty with a composer, a
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copyright, and a direct appeal to a paying
audience. ‘Folk’ art could serve as a bulwark
for nationalist sentiment, whereas commercial
entertainments transcended borders.

The study of popular entertainment, as
opposed to folk culture, was sidelined,
left to antiquarians and collectors whose
assiduity and dedication surpassed that of
academics. The first detailed reports of such
entertainments are by aficionados. Enthusi-
asm and nostalgia fuelled their research,
and they often built up holdings of ephemera
at a time when librarians and archivists
looked askance at both the subjects and the
formats in which they were preserved. Eru-
dite enthusiasts such as W. J. Lawrence, a
former wine merchant, asked hard questions
about the material conditions of early per-
formance, while devoted fans like the press
agent and legal librarian Raymond Toole-
Stott compiled the lists and bibliographies
of the circus that enabled others to pursue
more learned enquiries. Journalists (‘Signor
Saltarino’, Emil Vacano, Gustave Fréjaville,
T. Allston Brown) provided invaluable first-
hand accounts, while collectors such asGeorge
Speaight in the United Kingdom and Julius
Markschiess-van Trix in Germany assembled
repositories of images and fugitive letter-press,
generously making them available to the pub-
lic through publications and exhibitions.

The Commedia dell’Arte

The earliest works on professional popular
entertainment deal with the commedia dell’arte,
which had all but died out by the mid-
nineteenth century. Theatre histories regu-
larly report how the modernist stages of
Meyerhold, Copeau, Craig, Diaghilev, and
Reinhardt were inspired by the commedia,
but neglect to mention how its ‘rediscovery’
had been expedited for these animateurs.

The first enquiries into commedia were
motivated by a desire to establish a connec-
tion between it and classical culture. Luigi
Riccoboni’s two-volume history of Italian
theatre was the first to suggest that Renais-
sance masked comedy was directly des-
cended from Ancient Roman plays of the
third and fourth centuries. Maurice Sand’s

elegantly illustrated and frequently
reprinted Masques et Bouffons (comédie itali-
enne) of  was not a scholarly work. It
offered a thinly documented and suppos-
itious muddle of analogues, disguises, and
rituals to constitute a prehistory of the Zanni.
This amateurish approach continued well
into the next century.

A seriousmonograph on the commediawas
composed by the nobleman Konstantin Mik-
lashevsky between  and  and
became the sourcebook for Russian theatre
artists of the Silver Age. Meyerhold charac-
terized his research as ‘revolutionary’ and
Evreinov called him a ‘true authority’, an
‘outstanding theatrical maître’. Mikla-
shevsky characterized what he called a
‘people’s showbooth’ (narodny balagan) as
an ensemble effort, a ‘sort of collective cre-
ation . . . the text of each role being almost
entirely left to the ingenuity of the actor who
performed it’.Hence any similarity between
Ancient Roman comedy and the commedia
was not a matter of historical lineage, but of
analogous impulses, the festival spirit in con-
flict with civil and religious authority. Inci-
dentally, Mikhail Bakhtin failed to mention
this precursor in his theory of the carnival-
esque enunciated under Stalin.

An émigré in Paris after the Revolution,
Miklashevsky was appalled by the publica-
tion of Pierre Louis Duchartre’s book on com-
media. Duchartre was neither a theatre
historian nor a literary specialist, but a gov-
ernment official in charge of museums; his
chief interests were popular imagery and
hunting. His commedia book was much in
the tradition of Sand, perpetuating a view of
improvised comedy as naive and romantic.
Lacking a scholarly apparatus, the book’s
chief virtue was its abundance of illustrations.
What must have been particularly galling for
Miklashevsky was that Duchartre, in the
Russian’s words, ‘had the goodness to repro-
duce my bibliography of three hundred and
forty-two titles in his second edition’. Des-
pite the issuing of a French revision of his own
book under the pseudonym ‘Constant Mic’,
Miklashevsky’s assiduous research was
eclipsed by Duchartre’s more widely dissem-
inated publications.
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Going Pro

Works on medieval and Renaissance spec-
tacles often touched on charivaris, feasts of
fools, and Shakespearean clowns. However,
thefirst book to attempt to be both specific and
all-inclusivewas SamuelMcKechnie’s Popular
Entertainments through the Ages, which begins
with fourth-century mimes and ends up with
‘cinematography’. As he announces in his
preface, the aim of this book is primarily to
provide the general reader with entertain-
ment, only secondarily to offer information
to the student. The approach is largely anec-
dotal and at no point does he elucidate what
he means by either ‘popular’ or ‘entertain-
ment’. This remained standard procedure in
books intended for a general readership,
whether Maurice Willson Disher writing
about pantomime, Henry Thétard about cir-
cus, or A. H. Kober about variety turns.

One catalyst for a more erudite treatment
leading to the academic recognition of the
popular arts was the American dance histor-
ianMarianHannahWinter. She hadmade her
namepublishing an article onMaster Juba and
early African American performers in Lincoln
Kirstein’sDance Index in . An expatriate in
Paris, like Miklashevsky, and relying on her
extensive collection of prints and other
imagery, she earned a doctorate at the Sor-
bonne in . Her innovative dissertation
was shrewdly titled ‘Le théâtre desmerveilles:
études autour des “spectacles optiques”
(–)’. Disclaiming any theoretical
base, it was wholly archival; the emphasis on
‘merveilles’ served to associate this kind of
theatre with the acceptable topics of Renais-
sance trionfi and Gothic and Romantic tropes.
In support, it could cite Kleist and Goethe on
puppetry, Théophile Gautier’s extensive
coverage of circus acts, and Baudelaire’s ana-
lysis of clowning. Optique, one of Winter’s
favourite words, highlighted her critical reli-
ance on visual artefacts in amore investigative
spirit than Duchartre’s study.

Winter’s thesis reappeared as a richly illus-
trated book in , titled Le Théâtre du Mer-
veilleux, but her coinage was already in
circulation following the conference on ‘Le
merveilleux et les arts du spectacle’, which

was held in Paris in . The papers were
then issued in  as a special issue of the
Revue d’histoire du théâtre. There was no
explanatory preface, but noteworthy is the
phrase ‘les arts du spectacle’, a new umbrella-
term intended to cover all manner of perform-
ance. This usage had already been launched
by the massive Enciclopedia dello spettacolo in
, the eleven volumes of which attempted
to deal indiscriminately with every genre of
entertainment, frommime to opera to cinema,
throughout the world.

When the Pléïade Encyclopédie published a
volume on performance in , it adopted
the title Histoire des spectacles, and devoted a
section to the ‘Arts du spectacle’.Winterwrote
themini-essay on ‘Le Spectacle forain’, but the
other four were written not by trained
scholars, but by a puppeteer, a political activ-
ist, a curator, and a publisher. Either no
informed academic could be found or there
was none willing to treat these subjects. There
was also no attempt to cover the globe, with
emphasis being laid exclusively on the west-
ern hemisphere.

There was now an overarching rubric
under which forms of popular entertainment
might be classified in French and Italian.
Spanish relied on ‘artes escénicas’ and Ger-
man had the somewhat judgemental ‘Unter-
haltungskunst’. English lagged behind. ‘Show
business’, a term used in the United States
from the s onwards, referred to commer-
cial ventures. Eventually librarians began to
use ‘performing arts’ to cover every branch of
live performance. It is no coincidence that
Robert Moses’s new cultural complex inMan-
hattan was dubbed the Lincoln Center for the
Performing Arts. In time, however, the
term ‘arts’ would come to seem elitist and
exclusionary.

At Leisure

A powerful curb on the acceptance of popular
entertainment as a field for serious study
in English- and German-speaking academe
was the influence of the Frankfurt School.
Although some of its members, including
Walter Benjamin and Leo Löwenthal, and fel-
low travellers such as Siegfried Kracauer,
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were open to popular culture, the School’s
loudest spokesmen were set firmly against
it. In their native Germany, Max Horkhei-
mer and Theodor Adorno had deplored the
way the modern ‘culture industry’ under fas-
cism propagandized and shaped public opin-
ion. Resettled in the United States, they were
equally distressed by the ways in which mass
production and technology seemed to warp
the ideology of the working classes and pro-
mote theworst aspects of capitalism. Film and
other forms ofmass communicationwere seen
as particularly noisome. This attitude was
enunciated in theUnitedKingdombyRichard
Hoggart, who founded the Centre for Contem-
porary Cultural Studies (CCCS) at the Univer-
sity of Birmingham in . Although cultural
studieswere influential as a ‘broadchurch’ that
excluded almost no human activity from its
purview, Hoggart lamented that an authentic
working-class culturewas a thing of the past.

The less doctrinaire Marxist historians of
the Birmingham School took advantage of
some back doors and side entrances to admit
post-Industrial Revolution diversions. Here
the influence of Eric Hobsbawm and Ray-
mond Williams was important in adjusting a
more objective focus on the audience for
popular entertainments. Reception theory
enabled Stuart Hall and Paddy Whannel to
turn their attention to commercial film in their
book The Popular Arts (). Hall, a sociolo-
gist and activist who led the CCCS from 

to , considered popular culture to be the
direct expression of opposition to capitalism.
These approaches led to the field of leisure
studies, pioneered by Keith Thomas through
articles in the left-wing historical journal Past
& Present. How the working classes spent
their dearly won free time was a topic worth
considering, andby the late s leisure stud-
ies had become a cottage industry in British
universities, with a steady stream of publica-
tions. The Leisure Studies Association was
founded in  and a large conference held at
the University of Sussex in .

As an approach to the history of popular
entertainment, leisure studies were fallible in
a couple of ways. Peter Burke pointed out that
leisure is a modern invention and the result
of industrialization and modernization. ‘At

leisure’ is a Victorian neologism; not until
the closing decades of the nineteenth century
did the social-science-inflected idea of leisure
become established. It is therefore of limited
use in regarding amusements, recreations and
sports in earlier periods.

Amore obvious oversight will occur to the
theatre historian. For the professional per-
former, entertainment is not leisure but work.
Leftist political scholars, busy analyzing audi-
ences, neglected to re-evaluate the creativity
of this branch of the proletariat. Somehow the
entertainers were not seen to be members of a
working class and so the circumstances of
their lives flew beneath the radar. This over-
sight began to be corrected by Peter Bailey,
Jacky Bratton, and other historians of the
music hall.

Another, not unwelcome, corrective to the
Marxist-leaning approach has been offered by
the late Thomas Postlewait. Postlewait did not
deny the importance of structuring popular
entertainment ‘in the contexts of social insti-
tutions, commercial culture, capitalism, popu-
lar values, leisure culture, and political
conditions’, yet warned that, by preferring
social critique, historians have ‘often failed
to capture the innovative, liberating energy
of this entertainment which helped to realign
the processes of urbanization and democra-
tization’. He proposed a much richer
-degree analytical model that takes into
account the plurality and complexity of audi-
ence responses, but, again, the perspective
was from the spectatorial realm.

Breaking the Ice

Academia continued to be reluctant to recog-
nize popular entertainment as a ‘discipline’
worthy of independent attention. An artificial
distinction concerning aesthetic quality and
cultural values still held fast. When, as a
graduate student at Harvard in the mid-s,
I proposeda studyofVictorianmusic-hall songs
to the Department of Comparative Literature, it
was accepted only if those songs’ influence on
British literature were to be its organizing prin-
ciple. Many professional scholars were chary
of building careers on such research, so long as
publishers, grant-making foundations, and
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tenure committees were resistant to what they
saw as, at best, an ancillary field. Even
theatre scholars who ventured to explore popu-
lar forms continued to observe a sharp segrega-
tion between ‘folk’ (which was seen as
admissible and respectable) and ‘commercial’
(that is, inadmissible and suspect entertain-
ments). In his  history of Turkish theatre
and popular entertainment, Metin And
reversed thedistinction: hedevoted thefirstpart
to traditional and folk performance that was
seen as purely indigenous, and the second part
to dramatic theatre, which he argued was
European-influenced and alien.

The Frankfurt School maintained a tight
grip on academe in the German-speaking
world. Although certain literary forms such
as cabaret songs and sketches could be
accepted as ‘minor art’ (Kleinkunst), the wall
between high culture and mere amusement
(Unterhaltung) remained unscaleable. It was
not until  that a Zentrum für Populäre
Kultur opened at a German university,
namely, the Albert-Ludwigs-Universität in
Freiburg. An outstanding proponent of this
conservatism is the prolific literary scholar of
the generation of , Volker Klotz. In his
 book on operetta, he directed a frontal
Adorno-inspired assault on the American
musical, dismissing its scores as ‘sentimental-
ized, glorified, or over-the-top pulp fiction’
(‘sentimentalisiert, verklärt oder kolportagehaft
überspannt’). His cavalier dismissal of a
major genre of popular culture emboldened
or calficified similar attitudes in the intellec-
tual establishment.

In the English-speaking world, the situ-
ation began to shift in the s, owing to an
antinomian zeitgeist that preferred the dem-
otic to what it deemed elitist. A new breed of
university-bred scholars applied the methods
of advanced research to the popular arts. Just
as circus skills were now being taught in col-
lege theatre programmes, the history of the
circus and allied arts was allowed to be the
focus of graduate seminars. Journals, associ-
ations, working groups, and the like sup-
ported the study of popular entertainments
of the past and their current avatars. In the
process, the two tracks of performance were
seen not somuch as parallel but as interlinked,

deriving from the same impulses and appe-
tites, subject to similar pressures and influ-
ences, and reflecting their cultures in equal
measure.

The problem, as with any new field of
study, was to define the boundaries. Special
conferences and dedicated issues of journals
took up the debate. A collection of papers
emerging from a symposium at Manchester
University was prefaced by a statement from
the organizers, David Mayer and Kenneth
Richards:

In most writing on theatre for convenience’s sake,
there is a tendency, usually rather covert, to assume
a rough distinction between ‘theatre’ and ‘popular
theatre’. The former is invariably supposed to have
some pretension to the condition of art and is often
defined in terms of its conscious structuring, traf-
ficking in ideas and formal performance, whilst the
latter, in some indeterminate way, is purported to
embrace all other performance kinds and to offer its
audiences received or traditional attitudes. But the
distinction, though merely a working one, begs a
number of questions.

Like the social scientists, they urged attention
to the nature of audiences, but also to the
locale of the performance, the meaning of
ideas of art, and the purpose of theatre for
the multitude.

Two years later, a similar collection
emerged from a North American conference,
which, to its credit, mixed both academics and
practitioners. Its self-gratulatory afterword
noted that ‘popular entertainment has perme-
ated and profoundly affected society through-
out history’, and that ‘now, at a rate that is
almost completely gratifying, more and more
academics, more learned societies . . . are
devoting their resources to finding out about
and appreciating the complexity of these
forms of American society’. This encomium
did not, however, abandon earlier suspicions,
for it enlisted Richard Hoggart in support:
‘The closer study of mass society may make
us have sad hearts at the supermarket, but at
the same time it may produce an enhanced
and tempered sense of humanity and humil-
ity, instead of the sense of superiority and
separateness that our traditional training is
like to have encouraged.’ The conditional
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tense and the moralizing overtones are both
worth notice.

Bowling Green University in Ohio
founded the Center for Popular Culture in
 and issued a number of studies and
fellowships. The specific attention to popular
theatre studies was, however, spearheaded
by Brooks McNamara at New York Univer-
sity, and hewas soon abetted by otherAmeri-
can academics: the expatriate David Mayer,
Arthur H. Saxon, Don B. Wilmeth, and Wil-
liam Brasmer. Special issues devoted to
popular entertainment were put out by the
Educational Theatre Journal (October ) and
The Drama Review (March ), while Clive
Barker at Theatre Quarterly and David Chesh-
ire at Theatrephile actively solicited research-
based monographs about specific topics.

Still, it was not until  that the Gesell-
schaft für unterhaltende Bühnenkunst und
ihre Schiffenreihe was founded in Berlin,
and not until  that the online journal
Popular Entertainment Studies appeared,
sponsored by the University of Newcastle
in Australia.

Another contributory element was the
emergence of Performance Studies. A Depart-
ment of Performance Studies was created at
NYU in . However, its remit was so broad
as to take in everything from window dress-
ing to speech therapy, while its alliance with
anthropology and ethnology harkened back
to the folkloric approach. Its acceptance of all
human behaviour as ‘performance’ opened
the door more widely to popular entertain-
ment, but was not as useful in sharpening
focus or establishing rules of engagement.
Like leisure studies, it, too, neglected the pro-
fessional aspect of performers.

Although the study of popular entertain-
ment has entered the curricula of higher
education, statements in a recent history of
British theatre suggest that earlier concerns
still linger. The author of a chapter on popular
entertainment on the nineteenth-century stage
explains:

‘Popular entertainment’ is used in this chapter as a
convenient label for the music hall, circus, fair-
ground amusements, and other performance-
centred spectacles which, while often overlapping

and cross-fertilizing with the ‘legitimate theatre’,
essentially ran parallel to it and were broadly dis-
tinguishable as separate entities by contemporary
observers.

Despite the declaration of ‘separate but
equal’, a defensive note can still be heard in
the ensuing two caveats: in academe, study-
ing popular entertainment should entail a
lack of condescension and an application of
scholarly detachment. Without levelling the
playing field entirely, there should be a real-
ization that all works have a right to exist and
be heard. The second caveat encourages
inclusion of forms usually excluded from
scholarly attention.

By now, such caveats may seem super-
erogatory. Conservative voices deploring
the co-existence of ‘minor forms’ with the
canon are more muted these days. For every
critic complaining that the study of television
shows simply endorses a student’s bad habits,
there are a score of scholars arguing the ways
in which close reading of familiar fare encour-
ages critical thinking. If anything, the study of
popular entertainment has eclipsed what was
once considered the dramatic or ‘legitimate’
theatre.

In any field of study, once the preliminary
stage of accumulation and organization of
data has taken place, analytic interpretation
is the next step. Forms hitherto overlooked
because they originated in subaltern cultures
or despised minorities are now receiving ser-
ious consideration, and such cogent issues as
race, gender, and ethnicity reveal unexplored
facets in this regard. Arts once sidelined as
‘native’ or ‘primitive’ are being re-examined
as mature expressions of a given society.
Blackface minstrelsy, once regarded as a
quaint if aberrant artefact, under scrutiny
opens up new ways to think about race and
empire, not only in the English-speaking
world, but in Brazil, Cuba, and beyond. His-
torians with feminist or queer perspectives
shed new light on circus and variety perform-
ers. Light opera and musical comedy have
been embraced as acceptable dramatic genres
worthy of investigation. Current transglobal
approaches underscore the transmission of
these forms beyond national or linguistic
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boundaries and explain how previously dis-
dained ‘commercialism’ can serve as a cre-
ative medium.
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