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Preface 

 

Demographic and technological upheaval greatly characterized the United States in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It was a time when American people said 

what they thought, and much of what they thought made it onto the early sound 

recordings. These recordings provide us a pathway for understanding how people viewed 

themselves, others, and the world they encountered.  

 

This work is in no way the definitive study. The author asks that the reader continue the 

examination. Finally, a significant portion of the recording data comes from the Ellis 

Island Discography Project.  
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Introduction 

 

Old, worn, and often severely scratched phonograph records unearthed in basements or 

flea markets can give us much insight into the time in which they were made. Known as 

sound recordings, these socio-anthropological and historical treasures were produced for 

the mass market. Before political correctness became a concern, people made records, 

millions of them, containing skits and songs that they thought would sell ï with amazing 

results. As James Deetz stresses in his book In Small Things Forgotten: An Archeology of 

Early American Life, ñmaterial culture may be the most objective source of information 

we have concerning Americaôs past.ò
1
 Deetz further emphasizes that ñit is terribly 

important that the ósmall things forgottenô be remembered.ò
2,3

 Among the small things 

forgotten are the contents of these recordings. And as with archeological deposits, one 

can glean information not only from specific recordings, but even more so from the 

recordings within their historical context. In the process we gain insight into the way a 

people, in this case the American people, viewed the world around them during the 

period when these recordings were made.  

 

Sound recording companies began to produce commercial sound recordings during the 

1890s. From the very beginning, the companies made a significant number of recordings 

about people who were not part of the urban, technologically sophisticated ñwhiteò 

American mainstream. These groups consisted primarily of immigrants, rural folk, and 

African Americans. Around the same time, recording companies began introducing 

recordings by immigrant groups. African Americans and country folk did not fare as 

well. William Howland Kenney comments in his Recorded Music in American Life: The 

Phonograph and Popular memory, 1890-1945 that companies generally determined 

recording context of African Americans. Kenney states, ñNot until Berry Gordy, Junior 

established Motown Records in 1959 did a Black owned record company seriously 

challenge white hegemony.ò
4,5 

He notes that they were a bit more flexible with country 

people.
6
   

 

At the time the majority of these sound recordings were made (1890s ï1930s), most 

Americans viewed ethnicity and race differently from the way we currently do. In 1900, 

Websterôs Dictionary did not contain the word ñethnicityò and defined ñethnicò as 

ñheathenò or ñpagan.ò
7 ñ
Raceò and ñpeopleò were applied interchangeably. For example, 

steamship manifests after 1903 have a category for ñrace or people,ò and under that 

heading one sees Italians, Hebrews, Irish, Germans, and Poles, among others. As the 

years passed, the very concept of who belonged where ï and who was white ï changed. 

Before political correctness, all of this was expressed on phonograph records. 

 

The recordings tended to be very conservative in nature. A great deal of information had 

to be conveyed in two to four minutes, the length of most records. To achieve maximum 

impact, the authors would reduce a stereotypical feature to a single word or phrase. With 

each new skit/song, the feature would take on greater weight. This accumulated level of 

expectation and comprehension allowed the listening audience to appreciate in fewer and 

fewer words what the author of the work was trying to communicate. We could even say 
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that a recording language developed as an ever-decreasing number of words acquired an 

ever-increasing history.  

 

No single sound recording covered everything. The composer, the performer, and the 

intended audience restricted each recording to a miniscule portion of the entire story. An 

individual recording can be compared to one of the dots of color that make up an image 

on a monitor or a photo in a newspaper: the more dots in the image, the clearer the 

picture. The more recordings one hears, the clearer the time period becomes. 

 

In the course of examining commercial sound recordings, especially the more successful 

ones, the researcher learns that they were not accidental events in history. Rather, for the 

listener, the recordings functioned as what William Howland Kenney calls ñcollected 

memories,ò
8
 frozen at a specific instant in time, which then served to inform, awaken, 

preserve, reify, interpret, and reinterpret everyday life, often by describing the simplest 

acts, such as making a telephone call.   

 

This work will focus primarily on the variety of commercial sound recordings from the 

earliest days of sound recording through the early 1930s about and by people outside of 

the urban, technologically sophisticated "whiteò American mainstream. In the chapter 

titled ñComfort in America,ò the book will also address how recordings by immigrants 

and for immigrants dramatically changed during the 1940s and 1950s. The bulk of the 

data comes from the cylinders and 78 rpm records analyzed in the Ellis Island 

Discography Project.
9
 

 

The first chapter, ñSales Promotion, Immigrant Theaters, Immigrant Restaurants and 

Immigrant Phonograph Outlets,ò deals with the distribution of phonographs and records 

to the general American public and the immigrant community in the late  nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries. The chapter utilizes Antique Phonograph Advertising: An 

Illustrated History by Timothy C. Fabrizio and George F. Paul as its chronological base 

for presenting the material.
10

 Juxtaposed to this historical outline are the theoretical 

considerations of Nathan David Bowers,
11

 Rebekah Burchfield,
12

 and William Howland 

Kenney.
13

 All three authors came to the realization that in the American home, women 

were key people in the acquisition and sale of phonographs and records. They maintain 

that this involvement was neither haphazard nor accidental. Rather, it reflected the role 

women initially played in the Victorian home and the changes that followed through the 

1920s. 

 

To better understand how the companies marketed their machines, the author goes over 

record and phonograph advertisements from the Sears Roebuck Catalogue and The New 

York Times from just before the turn-of-the century through the early 1920s. He then 

examines how the companies promoted the product to phonograph retailers. From this 

point the analysis becomes more immigrant oriented with the examination of The Jewish 

Daily Forward (in Yiddish Forverts) and the Italian Il Progresso Italo-Americano.  

 

A number of factors contributed to the decision to concentrate on Jews and Italians in 

discussing immigrants and the early history of the recording industry. Italians and Jews 
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constituted the two largest groups to come through Ellis Island during the time Ellis 

Island operated as our main immigration station. The immigration of these two groups 

overlapped greatly with the development of the phonograph from scientific novelty to 

beloved American furnishing. Even though Italian immigration exceeded Jewish 

immigration by more than two to one, the author has elected to emphasize Jews. Jews 

became involved in the sale of phonographs years before Italians. The advertisements in 

Il Progresso suggest that Jews controlled much of the distribution and sale of machines 

and records to Italians, at least in Lower Manhattanôs ñLittle Italy.ò More data appears to 

be available in connection with Jews in relationship to this business. Information relating 

to Jewish restaurants and theaters, two industries closely tied to the sale of phonographs 

and records, is also much more readily available than information relating to Little Italy. 

 

The second chapter, titled ñThe Utilization of Stereotypical Language and Image to 

Define Ethnic, Racial and Rube Boundaries in Early Sound Recordings,ò sets the stage 

for much of the rest of book. It studies the conceptual units employed in the recordings to 

create and maintain ethnic, racial, and rube boundaries in the United States. It also 

discusses crossing over boundaries and boundary denigration. William Howland 

Kenneyôs concept of the collective memory
14

 and Fredrik Barthôs discussion of boundary 

maintenance function as the basis of inquiry. Kenney further asserts that the recordings 

were not casual but rather spoke to consumers so strongly that the intended audiences felt 

they had to have the recordings. Barth stresses that, in general, boundary lines have less 

to do with ña bellicose ignoranceò
15

 of oneôs neighbors than with certain expectations that 

help establish boundaries, and thus a dialogue of expectations develops.  

 

Most importantly, Barth downplays cultural trait lists as being the base of identification. 

Cultural trait lists may change, but a boundary persists as long as a group identifies itself 

and is recognized by others as comprising a category of membership. For the purposes of 

this work, his statement about how certain situations result not from a ñmajor aspect of 

structureò
16 
but ñrather from historical eventsò

17
 proves extremely helpful in the 

examination of the ethnic/racial and rube identity in America. People migrated to and 

within the country and discovered that they did not, at least initially, form a 

ñcomplementarity of ethnic identities.ò
18

 They found that they had to live in a world 

constructed by the mainstream population.  

 

The vast majority of immigrants entering this country during the peak years of 

immigration (1880-1924) had to learn English once they arrived. They came to a land in 

which, unlike many of the places they had left, only one language predominated and, to a 

great extent, was tolerated. As the records that play humorously on immigrantsô accents 

and misuse of English demonstrate, the mainstream society expected these newcomers to 

acquire and use English correctly. The difficulties the immigrants experienced in their 

attempts to be successful in this new land all made it onto the records. ñEnglish 

Acquisition By Immigrants (1880 ï 1940): The Confrontation As Reflected In Early 

Sound Recordingsò investigates the role of English on primarily non-English records to 

illustrate the frustrations, anxieties, and humor with which immigrants had to deal in their 

acquisition of English. This section also explores the way popular American songs were 
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reworked by immigrants and concludes by analyzing the deterioration of the immigrantsô 

native languages.  

 

Social and technological upheavals characterized the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. These technological advances propelled immigration, mostly from Europe. 

Steamships became larger and faster, thus reducing fares and increasing passenger loads. 

The development of the gasoline engine and the building of roads made travel in this 

country more accessible and people less isolated. The possibility of increasing oneôs 

income by moving to a more urban area drove migration. The phonograph, movies, and 

most certainly the radio enticed people to cities. In the process, America went from being 

a primarily rural country to an urban one. ñThe Impact of Technology as Revealed in 

Recordings about Groupsò examines how the recording companies juxtaposed in skit and 

song two of the new technologies, the telephone and the automobile, with what the 

general public viewed as an onslaught of strange and foreign people. Eventually, the 

strangeness of both people and technologies diminished, and by the late 1920s listeners 

rarely heard skits and songs that matched alien technologies with alien peoples.  

 

The work concludes with a chapter titled ñComfort in America: the Ramifications of a 

Diminished Trait List.ò Three groups ï Italians, Jews, and Scandinavians ï generated 

songs from the late 1940s through the 1950s that strongly suggest these peoples had 

become comfortable in America. The compositions tended to ridicule or play on both 

immigrant and American stereotypes. Many of the recordings parodied the hits of the 

period. Often these writers/performers utilized English, or English with an ethnic accent 

along with a few ethnic words designed to show ethnic affiliation. Sometimes they would 

restrict designation to barely an ethnic name or two. This chapter speaks to the amazing 

success of these recordings. The Italian works, especially, managed to crossover to the 

general population. 

 

Migrants to and Within America    

  

Between the years 1820 and 1930, more than 37,000,000 people immigrated to the 

United States.
19

 Most of them fled an industrializing and often overpopulated Europe. 

They came seeking new lives, lives free from economic deprivation and religious 

persecution. However difficult life was in America, many immigrants considered it to be 

better than the places they had left. 

 

Historians describe those who entered United States in the wave prior to 1880 as the ñold 

immigrants.ò For the most part, these people came from northwestern Europe. 3,092,116 

Germans made up the greatest number. They were followed by 2,829,398 Irishmen and 

1,949,391 people from England, Scotland and Wales. 409,675 Scandinavians immigrated 

making them the fourth largest group to come to this country prior to 1890.
20  

 

Starting in 1880, emigration from southern and eastern Europe began increasing. By 

1900, these immigrants exceeded the numbers arriving from northern Europe. During the 

period 1880-1930, more than 5,000,000 Italians entered the country. A population 
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consisting of roughly 2,000,000 Jews formed the second largest contingent. Poles 

numbering over a million made up the third biggest group.
21

 

 

Some 1,000,000 Hungarians, 

400,000 Greeks, 233,000 

Portuguese, 105,000 Czechs, and 

between 70,000 and 80,000 

Armenians,
22

 among many 

others, joined these immigrants. 

At the same time, nationalities 

from the first wave continued to 

leave their homes. In the 1920s 

alone, another 400,000 Germans 

and 160,000 Scots landed on our 

shores.
23

 

                                                                          

Until the end of the nineteenth 

century, most African Americans 

lived in the southern part of the 

United States. Starting around 

War World I, oppression in the 

South, along with economic 

opportunities in the North, fueled an internal migration of African Americans to northern 

cities. During this ñGreat Migration,ò approximately 1,500,000 people made their way to 

cities, New York and Chicago among the largest.
24

 In addition to this massive 

resettlement, more than 300,000 West Indians entered this country between 1900 and 

1930. Almost half settled in New York City. By the 1920s, these people comprised about 

a quarter of Harlemôs black 

population.
25

 The United States 

Bureau of the Census reports 

that in 1900 there were 60,666 

African Americans living in 

New York City. By 1930, the 

figure had jumped to 327,706.
26

   

 

Industrialization, technological 

advancement, and urbanization 

not only brought the movement 

of immigrants and southern 

blacks into the northern cities, 

but these factors also altered the 

relationship between rural and 

urban America. In 1880, 71.8% 

of Americaôs 50,189,209 people 

lived in rural areas. By 1930, 

the percentage had decreased to 

Where bread is sold on the street. Mott Street, New York 

City, ca. 191- 

 

Courtesy of the Library of Congress, reproduction # LC-

USZ62-72440   

 

Peddlers ï New Yorkôs ñLittle Jerusalem,ò 

ca. 1908-1916 

 

Courtesy of the Library of Congress, reproduction # LC-

USZ62-95683 
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43.9% of a population of 123,202,624.
27

 Even though the rural population during this 

time continued to increase, the separation between the rural and urban sectors of the 

country decreased. Expanded rail service, gasoline powered vehicles, along with the 

telephone, phonograph and radio, to mention a few, bound people who had previously 

been much more removed from each other. 

 

Immigrants tended to settle in urban neighborhoods populated by their own kind, 

frequently forming areas that were then called ñLittleò plus the name of the group or 

nationality. Often they and their descendants lived in the same neighborhood for 

generations. Many attempted to restrict their social interactions to people within their 

own community. Others realized that they had to interact, especially for economic 

reasons, with an outside world much different from the one they understood and in which 

they found comfort. 

 

Amidst this great upheaval, several other overlapping cultural phenomena occurred that 

encouraged the development of the phonograph. America started to become a consumer 

nation based upon marketing. People demanded leisure time and began participating in 

mass entertainment.
28

 The tensions arising from this incredible movement of people and 

changes in lifestyle became one of the basic themes of the phonograph record. Finally, 

many immigrants came with the expectation that they would make money and return to 

their homeland. Nearly 90 percent of Balkan people went back to Europe. Between the 

years 1908 and 1914, immigration records state that 6,703,357 people arrived and 

2,063,767 people left the United States. The people who left included more than half of 

the Hungarians, Italians, Croatians, and Slovenes. Generally, the people who returned 

were single men, and their stay often depended upon the availability of jobs.
29  

  

 

A Brief History of the Phonograph, the Phonograph Record, and the Significance of 

the Recordings.  

 

Although this work focuses on early sound recordings, the creation of sound recordings 

and the devices to play them did not occur in a cultural vacuum. People had to learn to 

appreciate the cultural and physical significance of hearing as part of a larger dynamic 

that included the sound, as well as the 

physicality of the ear and significance of the 

nerves. This appreciation grew slowly and 

was associated with various technologies, 

such as the phonautograph, which transmitted 

sound into a visual form. Jonathan Sterneôs 

The Audible Past: Cultural Origins of Sound 

Reproduction analyzes in detail the cultural 

and technological understandings that made a 

recording device possible.
30

 

 

Thomas Alva Edison invented the 

phonograph in Menlo Park, New Jersey in 

1877. By the 1890s, ñphonograph parlorsò 

Edisonôs Original Tin-foil Phonograph 

 

Courtesy of Thomas Edison National 

Historical Park 
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and ñpenny arcadesò featured these novel 

machines. In 1896 Edison developed a 

cylinder machine for the home.
31

 Flat 

records first showed up in the late 1890s, 

and by 1903 phonograph technology had 

so improved that Victor was able to 

launch its ñRed Sealò label that featured 

prominent performers, Caruso being the 

most significant among them.
 32,33

 

 

In the early days the price of 

phonographs, cylinders and discs varied. 

Recording companies produced 

recordings and phonographs for all kinds 

of people. In Look for the Dog; An 

Illustrated Guide to Victor Talking 

Machines, one gets a sense of phonograph price range. A Victrola IV, which was 

produced in the years 1911-1926, cost in the neighborhood of $15.00 to $25.00.
34

 

However, during the years 1915-1916, a customer could also purchase a Victrola XVIII, 

which ran $300.00 to $400.00.
35

 The book contains many other examples that indicate 

that Victor was trying to attract the largest consumer pool possible. 

 

Oliver Read and Walter L. Welch in 

From Tin Foil to Stereo cite the 

Victor prices that resulted during a  

price war in December 1905. Seven-inch records were reduced from fifty cents to thirty-

five cents. Ten-inch records were reduced from one dollar to sixty cents, and twelve-inch 

records were reduced from one dollar and fifty cents to one dollar.
36

 Victor Greene says 

in his A Passion for Polka, the price eventually settled at around seventy-five cents for 

Phonograph Arcade 

 

Courtesy of Thomas Edison National Historical 

Park 

 

 

Estelle Berman, the authorôs grandmother, stands in 

front of a cabinet [possibly tapestry or drape] and 

next to her phonograph in her house in Brooklyn. 

The author contacted the 78 chat group at 78-

l@78online.com. Bruce Young returned his e-mail 

with the following information: 

 

ñJust wish it showed more of the Victrola. I would 

say it is definitely a Victor, probably either a VV-

111 or VV-130. It was a special order one, because 

it has a Japanese Lacquer finish on it. Victor did 

not supply matching cabinets like that one. The 

Victor would have been ordered separately from a 

Victor dealer, and she probably picked out a finish 

that would closely match the huge cabineté The 

Victor 111 came out in 1921 and continued until 

1923, while the 130 was produced in the same era.ò 

 

Courtesy of the author 

 

javascript:void(0);
http://us.mg205.mail.yahoo.com/yab-fe/mu/MainView?.src=neo&themeName=neutral&bn=6746&s=0&isFresh=0&bucketId=0&stab=1359373306635
http://us.mg205.mail.yahoo.com/yab-fe/mu/MainView?.src=neo&themeName=neutral&bn=6746&s=0&isFresh=0&bucketId=0&stab=1359373306635
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ten-inch non-opera label discs and lasted until the Depression.
37

 The Victor catalogues of 

1916
38

 and 1923
39

 and the Columbia catalogue of 1922
40

 appear to confirm this 

statement. The Columbia Catalogue of 1916 indicates that Columbia, at least during this 

time period, sold many of its popular ten-inch selections for sixty-five cents.
41

 According 

to Timothy C. Fabrizio and George F. Paul in Antique Phonograph Advertising: An 

Illustrated History the price shot up to eighty-five cents in 1918 and then receded after 

the Armistice.
42  

 

 

One can get an idea about the cost of these records 

in todayôs dollars from a June 4, 2011 exchange on 

the 78 chat group (78-l@78online.com). In the 

course of the discussion, it was observed that the 

circa 1912 record ñLucia Sextetò (Victor 96200) had 

a $7.00 price on the label. Mike Daley pointed out 

that ñAccording to 

http://www.usinflationcalculator.com/, $7.00 in 

1912 would be worth $159.02 today.ò
43

 Kristjan 

Saag corrected the 1912 date.  He called attention to 

the fact that the record was actually issued in 1908 

and then added 

 

The pre-WW I years were probably 

the most expensive ones for, at least, 

buyers of operatic records. This was 

the time when record companies 

could charge 30 % more than regular 

price for a duet and almost the double for a quartet. Gelatt 

describes this in his The Fabulous Phonograph, and, 

indeed, mentions that Victor, by 1908, charged 7 dollars for 

the óLucia Sextetô (which was recorded in February 1908, 

not 1912). BTW: Gelatt also quotes a statement from 

Victor (to the dealers), which well explains the company's 

price policy: óDo not underestimate the value of the Sextet 

as an advertising medium. This feature of the record is very 

much more valuable to the average dealer than the actual 

profit he may make of its sales. Not all of your customers 

can afford to purchase a 7 dollar record, but the mere 

announcement of it will bring them to your store as a  

magnet attracts steel.ô  

 

Kristjan 
44

 

 

The Ellis Island Immigration Museum devotes part of a room in the gallery ñPeak 

Immigration Yearsò to workersô wages circa 1910. Hanging from the ceiling in room 

E215, panels relate the following:
45

 

 

The $7.00 Victor, catalogue number 

96200, 1908 ñLucia Sextetò features 

Sembrich, Caruso, Scotti, Journet, 

Severina and Daddi 

 

Image courtesy of Mike Sherman 

 

mailto:78-l@78online.com
http://www.usinflationcalculator.com/
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Cigar Makers  $2.00 per day 

Piece-workers   2 cents per pair of trousers 

Bricklayers  $5.00 per day 

Domestics   $4.00 per week with room and board 

Laborers  $1.75 per day 

Bakers   $2.60 per day 

Carpenters  $3.75 per day 

Mill Hands  $1.25 per day 

Track Workers $1.40 per day 

Construction Workers $2.75 per day 

Miners   $2.50 per day 

Farm Hands  $5.00 per week with room and board 

Stone Cutters  $4.50 per day 

Barbers  $2.00 per day 

Tailors   $2.40 per day 

Steel Workers   $2.00 per day 

 

Obviously, people did not make a lot of money, yet they bought phonographs and 

records. The fact that so many of the records are in immigrant languages helps to 

underscore this fact. 

 

Initially, the recording principle was very basic. Sound was channeled through a horn 

until it hit a diaphragm, which was connected to a cutting needle via a stylus bar. The 

sound would make the diaphragm vibrate, and the vibrating diaphragm would make the 

stylus bar and then the needle vibrate. The vibrating needle would now (depending upon 

the process and the patents associated with the process) emboss, cut, or etch the sound 

onto the record.
46

 

 

Perhaps this example will help illustrate the process. Someone would say or sing the 

word ñhelloò into a horn, which would set up a column of air vibrating the word ñhello.ò 

These vibrations would in turn make the diaphragm vibrate ñhello.ò The ñhelloò would be 

transmitted via the bar to the cutting needle. The cutting needle vibrating the word 

ñhelloò would (and again, depending upon the process and the patents associated with the 

process) emboss, cut, or etch the ñhelloò onto the surface. 

 

The listener would hear the sound by reversing the procedure. The scratched ñhelloò 

made the needle vibrate ñhello.ò The vibrating needle transferred the sound through a 

stylus bar to the diaphragm, which set up a column of air in a horn that would amplify the 

ñhelloò into audible sound.    

 

At first, each record had to be made separately. Every recording required the performer to 

talk or sing into a horn, and at times recording artists performed before many horns, each 

one connected to a different machine. The number of performances determined the 

number of recordings. In order to create a quantity of records, a person had to replicate 

his or her performance all day long. Additionally, one could not make any mistakes. Any 

sound, including most ambient sound, found its way onto the record. Unlike today, there 



14 

 

were no sound mixers or other devices that modified, amplified, or erased an unwanted 

sound. For example, many people, including the author, claim that they can hear 

Geraldine Farrar distinctly declaring to Caruso on the March 10, 1908 Victor 89017 

recording of Pucciniôs ñMadame Butterflyò ñHe had a highball.ò According to the story, 

Caruso had been drinking. 

 

By the turn of the century the situation improved somewhat. The nascent recording 

companies figured out how to mass-produce phonograph records by making reusable 

molds. Nevertheless, whatever was recorded remained on the master. A new master had 

to be made for any alterations. This basic technique did not radically change until about 

1925 when the companies developed a method of recording electrically. Initially, some 

people elected to buy the new Orthophonic acoustic phonographs to hear these 

electrically made recordings. These newer machines reproduced the electrically recorded 

sound more accurately. Over time, electrically amplified machines replaced acoustic 

ones. 

 

Record companies manufactured records in other languages from the very beginning of 

commercial recorded sound. Victor Greene describes in his book A Passion for Polka that 

in 1889 the Edison Company produced a two-minute cylinder of Tyrolean airs performed 

by Henry Giese. He also points out that in 1895 the Berliner Company manufactured 

Hebrew songs.
47

 Nevertheless, in the early days most of the popular recordings that 

concentrated on rural, ethnic, and racial themes were about, and not by, the various 

groups. In the tradition of minstrelsy and vaudeville, these recordings mimicked the 

outsidersô characteristics and speech.   

 

Realizing the potential of the ethnic market, the companies increasingly issued recordings 

for that market. On May 9, 1904, The Forverts, the major Yiddish newspaper in the 

United States, commented satirically in its editorial section about the popularity of the 

phonograph. A small portion of the piece has been translated below:  

 

The Phonograph Plaque, Our Luck, Is Hereò 

It is here and everywhere ï no one is safe and although you 

cry to the living and everlasting One you cannot even have 

a respectable quarrel with your wife. 

 

The phonograph season has already arrived. Just in case at 

one time a person could at least enjoy a little quiet in the 

night, this now is impossible. Night quiets the child in the 

street, the knocking of the expresses you donôt hear and it 

was worthwhile to live, but God sent us the phonograph 

and from it escape is difficult ï wherever you are, in the 

house, on the street ï you cannot be free of it, unless you 

flee é in a park or into a neighborhood which is not 

musical. Otherwise you must listen to the phonograph. 
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Lord of the universe ï what do you want from us with this 

phonograph? Wasnôt it enough that you inundated us with 

cockroaches? Wasnôt it enough that you embittered our 

lives with the neighborsô pianos? Wasnôt it enough that you 

cursed us with the nighttime cries of children? After the 

phonograph, can there be something else? We, who have so 

few troubles.  

 

What help will come our complaining? The phonograph is 

here. Weôll never be rid of it unless it goes out of style and 

this can take a pretty good couple of years. Meanwhile it 

has spread everywhere in the tenements as it has in the 

restaurants, ice cream parlors and candy stores. The 

phonograph fashion is similar to the bicycle plague a few 

years ago, when people were simply not safe with their 

lives on the street. This phonograph epidemic haunts you 

wherever you are.
.48 

 

By the early 1920s, Victor and Columbia, the two largest companies, offered more ethnic 

recordings in their catalogues than non-ethnic ones.
49

 William Howland Kenney in his 

Recorded Music in American Life states that between 1900 and 1950 American 

companies produced ñat least 30,000 78 rpm records aimed at foreign-born 

communities.ò
50

 ñLizabeth Cohen writes that, along with refrigerators, phonographs were 

the only commodities that otherwise frugal immigrants workers were willing to buy on 

credit in the 1920s.
51

 Interestingly, of the more than five thousand recordings for the 

Jewish (primarily Yiddish-speaking) audience, three out of four utilized secular themes, 

many of which centered on the immigrant in America.
52

 

 

Prior to 1920, record companies 

generally did not record African 

Americans. A few exceptions include 

George W. Johnson, vaudeville star 

Bert Williams, clarinetist Wilbur 

Sweatman, and James Reese Europe.
53

 

As a matter of fact, George W. Johnson 

was one of the first performers and the 

first black performer to record. In 1892 

he recorded ñThe Whistling Coon,ò 

ñLaughing Song,ò ñLaughing Coon,ò 

and ñWhistling Girl.ò
54

  

 

In 1920 Mamie Smith became the  

first female African-American 

recording artist to make a popular  

record. She recorded for General 

Phonograph Companyôs Okeh label 

King Lear in Yiddish 

Recorded in New York in 1901  

Pressed in 1903-1904 

 

Courtesy of the author 
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ñThat Thing Called Loveò and ñYou Canôt Keep A Good Man Down.ò
55

   The success of 

Mamie Smith challenged other companies, and soon numerous African-American 

recording artists, including Ma Rainey and Bessie Smith, were being recorded. For the 

most part, these performers were restricted to making gospel and blues records. Starting 

in 1922, recordings made by African Americans supposedly for African Americans were 

segregated from other types of records. The industry identified them as ñrace records.ò
56

  

 

In 1923 Fiddlinô John Carson started recording ñhillybillyò or ñold time musicò for Okeh 

Records,
57

 which quickly became part of mass culture. The concept of hillbilly gradually 

developed and was generally associated with more isolated rural mountain people in the 

South, mainly in Appalachia. The following year Victor released Vernon Dalhartôs ñThe 

Wreck of the Old 97ò and ñThe Prisonerôs Song.ò The Victor catalogue listed both of 

them as ñMountain Songs.ò Over fifty record labels in the United States featured ñThe 

Prisonerôs Song,ò and it may have been the largest selling recording of the 1920s.
58

 Some 

sources submit that it was the biggest seller until ñWhite Christmas.ò
59

 (For more 

information about the pairing of the ñPrisonerôs Songò and ñThe Wreck of the Old 97,ò 

review in Chapter II the section titled, ñExamples of Ethnic Juxtaposition in Skits and 

Songs.ò) The Carter Family and Jimmie Rodgers epitomize well-known country 

performers. Just as with African Americans, the recordings did not initially reflect a 

general statement of country people. Rather, country music ñwas the product of a 

continuous interaction between ófolkô and commercial influences and the steady 

expansion of industry and technology into even the most remote reaches of the South.ò
60

  

 

Conclusion 

 

It took time, but the record companies eventually realized that all Americans were 

consumers and that recordings had the ability to address the displaced person, whether 

he/she was displaced physically and/or psychologically. The recordings gave people a 

voice, an identity, and a link to a larger community, one that had similar feelings about 

life. We can say that every recording, especially the more successful ones, is important 

because it connected to what people needed and wanted. However, some speak directly to 

being in America, and these recordings interest us the most.
61 
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This work will not attempt to discuss the prominence of any specific sound recording or 

the popularity relationship a recording has with another recording.  Most people in the 

field do not think that accurate figures can be determined and agree with Tim Brooksô 

when he discredits Joel Whitburnôs Pop Memories 1890-1954. In his book Whitburn lists 

popularity ratings for early sound recordings going back to the 1890s.   
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Sales Promotion, Immigrant Theaters, Immigrant Restaurants, and Immigrant 

Phonograph Outlets 
 

This chapter basically covers the path of investigation the author followed in an attempt 

to understand the sale of phonographs and records. Before the research began, he already 

knew that some of the first theaters in New York were situated on the Bowery and that 

Second Avenue had been a world center for Yiddish theater. Further, he recognized the 

fact that Second Avenue had been the home to restaurants, a number of which had made 

such an impact on New Yorkers that people still read, write, and talk about them. Early 

advertisements and catalogues in various languages made it clear that the phonograph 

market not only targeted English-speaking people, but they also pursued immigrants. 

Additional reading helped him comprehend the importance women had in the 

phonograph industry, often in the selling of recordings, but especially in the role of 

customer. However, it wasnôt until he realized that many of the major phonograph outlets 

were located near the theaters that he appreciated the placement logic of the outlets. 

Immigrant sales promotion, theaters, restaurants, and phonograph outlets to a great extent 

formed an economic and social unit. 

 

Sales Promotion in General  

 

Timothy C. Fabrizio and George F. Paul in their magnificently illustrated book Antique 

Phonograph Advertising: An Illustrated History divide the early era of phonographs and 

record advertising into four sections: ñThe First Wave: 1877-1900,ò ñThe Golden Age of 

Antique Phonograph Advertising, 1901-1913,ò ñThe Phonograph and The Great War, 

1914-1918,ò and ñModern Times, 1919-1929.
1
 Although other authors might make minor 

modifications in their analysis of this time period, the Fabrizio and Paul summaries most 

certainly give us a way of viewing this timeframe.  

 

In the first section, ñThe First Wave: 1877-1900,ò Fabrizio and Paul emphasize that 1896 

may be considered a watershed in phonograph advertising because on October 1 of that 

year ñthe United States government initiated Rural Free Delivery.ò
2
 They also stress that 

in 1896 Emile Berlinerôs Gramophone hired Frank Seaman.
3
 Seaman, whose legal 

challenge four years later in 1900 prevented the Berliner from marketing any products in 

the United States, drastically changed phonograph advertisement from the commonly 

used small stylized illustration to a full page half-tone photograph that incorporated not 

only the machine but people listening to the machine.
4
 As Fabrizio and Paul summarize, 

by 1900 ñvisual attractions were being seriously employed to market an acoustic  

device.ò 
5
 

 

In the next section of their book, ñThe Golden Age of Antique Phonograph Advertising, 

1901-1913,ò they review what transpired accompanied by a wonderful array of pictures. 

The synopsis summarizes the numerous changes that eventually established the 

phonograph as something known and desired by the masses. It contains a discussion of 

the formation of the Victor Talking Machine Company, the development of a molded 

cylinder, and Edisonôs decision to make a flat record, which he called the ñDiamond 

Disc.ò
 6
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In his doctoral dissertation, Creating a Home Culture for the Phonograph: Women and 

the Rise of Sound Recordings in the United States, 1877-1913, Nathan David Bowers 

intensively reviews this period from a cultural perspective. He spends more than three 

hundred pages discussing how the phonograph went from what Edison thought would be 

a speech recorder to ña perfected instrument, a piece of parlor furniture, a device capable 

of saving housewives time, labor and money.ò
7
 For example, in the course of examining 

214 ads in the journal Musical America between the years November 18, 1905 and 

December 27, 1913, he emphasizes that 199 of these ads feature at least one and at times 

up to five famous recording stars. He writes that fifteen different stars show up some 226 

times. ñOf these appearances, 156 were women (69%) and 70 were men (31%).ò
8
 His 

point here and throughout the paper is that during this time, recording companies 

appealed to women to purchase phonographs and records in the pursuit of making the late 

Victorian home a more perfect place.  

 

Bowers characterizes the typical woman featured in the phonograph advertisements of 

this period as ñThe Gibson Girl,ò an idealized woman created by Charles Dana Gibson 

who remained popular from around 1890 to the First World War: 

 

She was óan elegant, graceful, romanticized female of the age.ô
81

 

An ideal ónew woman,ô it was assumed that Gibsonôs girl had a 

college education, was self-supporting (or employed), did not 

marry young, was cautious of womenôs empowerment, played 

tennis, rode bicycles, made men swoon and dressed, in a long skirt 

and blouse. Illustrations that depict her with a man always display 

a level of self-confidence for her, while the men are depicted with 

sadness, knowing they could never have her. 

 

Her likeness was often depicted in advertisements doing the very 

activities that set her up as an ideal woman. She promoted the very 

products women who wanted to be like her needed. The influence 

of Gibsonôs depiction of femininity was summed up in the New 

York World, ñAs soon as the world saw Gibsonôs ideal it bowed 

down in adoration, saying: óLo, at last the typical American girl.ô 

Not only did the susceptible American men acknowledge her their 

queen, but the girls themselves held her as their own portrait.ò 
9 
 

 

Rebekah Burchfield and William Howland Kenney concur with Bowers that phonograph 

companies encouraged women to purchase phonograph equipment. They also extend the 

period of investigation to include the 1940s. Burchfieldôs masterôs thesis, which is titled 

Advertising and Images of Female Interaction with Early Recorded Music Technology, 

1905-1948, emphasizes that ñthe tensions of the modern age created the ideas that the 

outside world, the world of industry was a masculine, dishonest place.ò She goes on to 

say that ñThe home, the domain of women and family, became a sacred, moral place 

where quality time was spent, and entertainment technologies became an important 

component of home and family.ò
10

 Advertisements built on these sentiments and 

ñencouraged women to regard the regular purchase of records as vital to maintaining a 
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happy home and personal well-being.ò
11

 Kenney adds in his book Recorded Music in 

American Life: The Phonograph and Popular Memory, 1890-1945 ñthe phonograph trade 

certainly concurred in its own belief that, for several reasons, women were its best 

customers. One study found that 77.3 percent of the time, women made the final decision 

in purchases of phonographs.ò
12

 

 

Bowers, Burchfield, and Kenney explain that the phonograph companies, realizing the 

role women played in the acquisition of their product, utilized them in the promotion and 

sale of records and phonographs. Women not only sold in retail outlets, but through door-

to-door canvassing, mailings, and contact by phone, among other techniques. Since few 

store customers had any specific idea of what they wanted, the companies felt a woman 

to be a better judge of a customerôs wants. Kenney gives us a specific example in the 

following: 

 

Jean Moore Finley, who worked during the 1920s at Adams Music 

Shop in Fort Worth, Texas, was reported to have provided an 

excellent example of this application of ófemale psychologyô to 

record sales. Finley, labeled óthe record girlô in trade publications, 

tried to judge a customerôs mood from his/her facial expression 

and to select records that would óintensify it rather than change 

it.ô
13

 

 

At times, a woman even supervised the office and sales force as the following article in 

The Music Trade Review illustrates: 

 

One of the most active Victor enthusiasts in the local trade is Miss 

Dorothy Birns, niece of Saul Birns, the well-known and successful 

Victor dealer, whose establishment at 111 Second Avenue [New 

York City] is one of the finest Victor stores in the city. 

 

Miss Birns is in charge of the entire office and sales force of this 

organization, and her enthusiasm for Victor products, coupled with 

a thorough knowledge of merchandising, have been valuable 

factors in the steady growth of the Saul Birns Victor business. Miss 

Birns has made a detailed study of the possibilities of Victor record 

trade, and is a keen student of music.
14 

   

 

During this time period, advertisements for the general American public often packaged 

the phonograph with other musical instruments. Numerous promotions juxtaposed the 

phonograph with the piano. One of the statements being made was that women, 

especially the wife, no longer had to perfect their musical abilities to demonstrate 

Victorian sensibilities. The phonograph vicariously accomplished that task by inviting 

famous recording stars to perform. Kenney underscores how Victor and then the other 

companies converted the phonograph from a mechanical machine to a piece of furniture. 

Victor inaugurated this change in 1906 when it created the Victrola, a phonograph with 

the horn inside the cabinet. From this date until the Depression the phonograph cabinet 
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greatly dictated the price. Interestingly, the cheaper models contributed in driving the 

potential buyer away from the piano and in the direction of the talking machine.
15

 

 

The social dance craze began around 1910. Kenney indicates that advertisements just 

before World War I show ñmen in tie and tailsò and women in full dresses dancing to a 

Victrola.
16

 The dance craze abetted record sales and the companies took full advantage.  

 

World War I interrupted the way the various companies promoted record and phonograph 

sales. Initially the companies were 

determined to ñmaintain the status quo, 

particularly through the continued promotion 

of the ómodernô dance craze.ò
17

 Fabrizio and 

Paul
 
explain that Victor introduced Vernon 

and Irene Castle ñto make the point that its 

dance records were the only ones made under 

the Castlesô expert supervision.ò
18

 In the eyes 

of the conservative social establishment, the 

Castles ñdanced to syncopated music with 

grace and decorum without stifling the fun of 

it. The Establishment, seeing in them an 

opportunity to promote the é  óproperô 

model for social dancing, quickly crowned 

the Castles the media darlings of the 

1910s.ò
19  

  

 

As the War went on, the companies appended 

their message to imply that patriotic 

Americans should secure machines and 

records for their servicemen. Such machines 

would bring elements of home to the men 

fighting for us. Most importantly, the use of 

the phonograph in the States maintained 

ñnormalcy.ò
20

 Fabrizio and Paul conclude 

with ñDespite the slightly self-righteous tone 

of some wartime phonograph advertisements, there is no doubt that talking machines 

indeed brought a great deal of comfort to a great many on both sides of the Atlantic 

during and immediately after the First World War.ò
21

 

 

The War ended and ñModern Times, 1919-1929ò
22

 began. ñBuried in the mud of 

trenches, along with the sabers and plumes of nineteenth-century military glory, were the 

rugged societal constraints of a western civilization that had all but blown itself up. Into 

the limitless void of this catastrophic explosion were sucked the brittle, desiccated 

Victorian manners and mores of the survivors.ò
23

 In the process, the flapper replaced the 

Gibson girl. 

 

Modern Dancing 

by Mr. and Mrs. Vernon Castle 

 

Courtesy of the Library of Congress, 

ñAmerican Memory,ò call number GV1746 

.C35 1914 

 

 
 

http://memory.loc.gov/musdi/240/0001.jpg
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The flapper of the roaring twenties had a further positive impact on the sale of 

phonograph records. Joshua Zeitz in his book Flapper notes that by the early 1920s 

everything negative in America would be ascribed to the flapper, a woman ñwho bobbed 

her hair, smoked cigarettes, drank gin, sported short skirts, and passed her evening in 

steamy jazz clubs, where she danced in a shockingly immodest fashion with a revolving 

cast of male suitors.ò
24

 Yet it was this flapper who stimulated record demand. Kenney 

quotes one trade journal as saying ñIf it were not for the flapper, the Victor people might 

as well go out of business. They buy ninety percent of the records -- mostly dance 

records.ò Kenney goes on to observe that often a flapper did not have the resources to 

buy a phonograph. However, she usually had the ability to convince her parents to do so. 

Generally, she herself accumulated the necessary funds to buy records, which she did, 

often accompanied by her mother.
25

 

 

About the same time that the flapper came into existence, ethnic record sales to 

immigrants began to outnumber regular sales. Almost from the beginning of recorded 

sound, record companies distributed ethnic recordings. The realization that a market 

existed came from the fact that between 1865 and 1917 some 25 million immigrants 

came to this country, and by 1910 they read about 700 foreign-language newspapers.
26 

World War I contributed to the production of American-made records. Foreign recording 

master discs could not be brought from Europe during the War and thus the recordings 

had to be made in this country.
27

 According to Kenney, in 1911 first Columbia, then 

Victor started seriously making ethnic recordings.
28

 At the time, Columbia offered 

recordings in some 28 languages. Victor Greene, in his book A Passion for Polka: Old 

Time Ethnic Music in America, proposes that this interest predates the years given by 

Kenney. He maintains that around 1905 the record companies began to appreciate the 

possibility of developing an ethnic market. By 1906 Columbia offered musical records in 

twelve languages, and within three years the company had issued two additional sets of 

catalogues for immigrant audiences. 
29

 To reiterate the point presented in the 

ñIntroduction,ò the early 1920s saw more ethnic recordings issued than regular records.
30 

 

The evidence acquired so far indicates that the promotion trail starts out in the late 1890s. 

A Sears Roebuck 
31, 32 

advertisement from the Fall of 1897 devotes at least two thirds of 

page 911 to an Edison Graphophone Talking Machine. The opening lines in bold stress 

that ñYou Can Make $5.00 to $25.00ò and then in smaller print ñEVERY EVENING BY 

GIVING PUBLIC EXHIBITIONS.ò The machine kit appears to sell for $22.25. At the 

bottom of the page, the advertisement lists a series of band selections for 50 cents each or 

a dozen for $5.00. Interestingly, the other third of the page is devoted to lantern slides. 

 

Three years later in 1900, again next to the section devoted to lantern slides, a Fall Sears 

Roebuck Catalogue assigns an entire page to the sale of three different kinds of 

phonographs. (Though the page number is not clear, it appears to be page 215.) The 

underlying promotional factor of the three is that one can earn money with the machine.   

 

On the upper left is ñOur Special Concert Graphophone Exhibition Outfit,ò which can be 

had for $45.75. Just under this ad is one headed ñCoin in the Slot Talking Machine for 
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$20.00.ò The ad explains that this machine can be used ñfor store, office and counter 

work.ò 

 

The entire right hand side of the page advocates the purchase of the Columbia Grand. 

Unlike the other two machines, which have earphones, this one operates with a horn. The 

catalogue proclaims that it is ñThe money-maker of the ageò and in a more inconspicuous 

section on the bottom of the page: ñAll for $75.00.ò   

  

Finally, they offer records for sale ñFor the best, latest and loudest Graphophone 

recordsé refer to the following pages, or better still, send for our free 128 page  

Special Entertainment Outfit Catalogue é [the second part is not clear].ò This section 

ends with the repetition that ñyou can make money with the Graphophone.ò 

 

By the autumn of 1905 everything 

had changed in the catalogue. 

People now thought of the 

phonograph as something bought 

for home enjoyment. The 

catalogue marketed a substantial 

selection of recognizable 

phonographs with horns. Pages 

363 to 367 offered five different 

kinds of cylinder machines 

running from $7.50 to $30.00 and 

seven disc machines running from 

$14.90 to $30.00. Pages 367 

through 373 advertised records, 

including a few in German. 

 

The 1910 fall catalogue devotes a 

large section to musical 

instruments, especially the piano. 

This section precedes the 

phonograph. As previously 

mentioned, many catalogues and 

newspapers of the period 

packaged the phonograph as a 

combination piece of furniture 

and musical instrument alongside the 

piano.   

 

The 1920 fall catalogue continued to feature phonographs and records, except Sears now 

promoted Columbia records and produced the Silvertone, its own line of machines. One 

advertisement spread over ten complete pages, eight in black and white and the other two 

in color, places the phonograph just after the piano section of the catalogue (pp. 916-

925). The color visuals and text emphasize the luxurious furniture quality of the units 

Phonograph advertisements from the Sears Roebuck 

Catalogue No. 114, page 377, ca. 1905 

 

Courtesy of the author 
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over the sound. This small text excerpt about the Model H machine on page 919 captures 

the essence of the advertisement:   

 

Model H 

Mahogany or American Walnut 

 

The Model H Silvertone is a full cabinet instrument, 

faithfully following the attractive lines of the famous Louis 

Sixteenth Period style of furniture.  

 

It is furnished in both mahogany and American walnut. The 

mahogany cabinets are made with genuine mahogany and 

the walnut cabinets with genuine walnut in the sides, doors 

and top of the cover. The corner posts, side of the cover and 

certain other small parts are of selected hardwood, finished 

to look exactly like mahogany or walnut, as the case may 

be. Both the mahogany and the walnut cabinets are given a 

fine polished finish. 

 

Just as wonderful as the finish and design of the Model H is 

the richness and purity of its tone and the volume of sound. 

It is an instrument of which you may be justly proud. 

 

Sears Roebuck fall phonograph promotions of 1925 maintained the same kind of 

emphasis with two changes.  Sears now had its own record label and at least one 

advertisement on page 699 pushes ñThe Glenford,ò a radio-phonograph combination:  

 

Two great instruments have been combined to create this 

modern and remarkably satisfactory combination 

phonograph and radio. In its field, the SILVERTONE 

phonograph has long been supreme. And the carefully 

checked performance for the Five-Tube Silvertone 

Neutrodyne demonstrates that it is the most satisfactory, 

most convenient and economical receiver manufactured.ò  

 

From what the author has been able to ascertain, The New York Times
33

 began 

phonograph advertisements in 1901. Page 22 of the December 1 Sunday edition of the 

Times has two small examples. One announcement features one O. Hacker, who is selling 

ñany makeò phonograph for $1.00 a week. Unfortunately, the print is too small to make 

out much more. The other has S. B. Davega at 32 E. 14
th
 Street selling Edison 

phonographs. In their ñnew planò they are selling the machines for $1.00 down and $1.00 

a week. 

 

In a Sunday December 10, 1905 advertisement (page 22), Jacot Music Box, Company, 

ñThe Oldest Music Box House in the United States,ò announces that it has in addition to 

the Mira Music Box, Edison and Victor Talking Machine phonographs. On the same 
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page, Siegel Cooper, one of the preeminent department stores of the early 1900s, has a 

larger ad with an image of a female listening to a music box. However, there is no 

mention of a phonograph. 

 

On December 18, 1910 the Aeolian Company, located at Aeolian Hall, 362 Fifth Avenue, 

New York, placed a very large announcement on page 2. The images, along with the text, 

take up at least half the page. The upper part consists of three scenes of people sitting 

before a piano. They give the impression that they are playing the instrument. Farther 

down, the piece focuses on ñThe Greatest of All Gifts, The Pianola,ò or what we today 

call the player piano. Most of the rest of the advertisement raves about the pianola. 

However, they also have sections for the sale of regular pianos or, as they describe them, 

ñpianos without pianolasò and ñslightly used pianos.ò The advertisement contains a small 

section on the Aeolian Orchestrelle which, according to Answers.com,
 
is ña reed organ of 

the late 19th and early 20th centuries constructed on the principle of the mechanical 

player piano.ò
34

 Finally, in a small corner on the left, the reader will notice a section on 

ñThe Victor.ò 

 

Phonograph advertisements increased in number and size as the years passed. Department 

stores began featuring them. Gimbels, in its December 19, 1915 ñThe Store of Endless 

Christmas Delightsò (page 20), lists a series of Victrolas for sale. The ad emphasizes the 

ñlargest stocks in the City.ò  

 

On page 7 of the Times on December 19, 1915, Aeolian placed an advertisement that 

took up almost the whole page. The advertisement made clear that there was a machine 

for everyone: ñPrices from $35.00 to $2,000.ò 

 

The Phonograph of Today 

 

Year after year with each recurring Christmas, more people 

have been turning to the Phonograph as an ideal gift. 

 

Its certainty of giving pleasure - its wonderful ability to 

carry music into every home in which it goes, have been 

the secret of its rapidly increasing popularity. 

 

Up to the present year, however, the gift of a Phonograph 

has been but partially complete. The instruments hitherto 

obtainable, wonderful as they were, have failed to give 

musicôs greatest joy ï the privilege of self-expression. 

 

Today, thanks to wonderful new developments, the 

phonograph has become a perfect instrument of music and 

a perfect gift. In the new phonograph now available ï the 

Aeolian-Vocalion ï all the limitations of the old have been 

completely overcome.ò 
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A random examination of The New York Times advertisements suggests that at least 

through the early 1920s the companies spent more time promoting the machines than 

recordings in the newspapers. One exception appeared on December 16, 1922. Brunswick 

announced a large sale with the words ñJanuary Records ï On Sale Today.ò The 

recordings included ñpopular dance music,ò ñvocal operatic and concert,ò ñinstrumental,ò 

ñpopular song and Russian-Ukrainian records.ò Why did they emphasize this specific 

ethnic selection? Conceivably, the company wanted the New York Times readership to 

appreciate their product diversity. 

 

Another interesting advertisement surfaces on December 17, 1922 on what appears to be 

page 15. Frederick Loeser placed a half page, possibly larger announcement, about what 

the store had available. It starts out with ñLook to Brooklynôs Great Music Center.ò The 

next line states: ñFor Greatest Choice: Utmost Safety: Greatest Value.ò Immediately 

following this statement they have placed two images of pianos. Between the images are 

the words ñPianos,ò ñPlayers,ò and in slightly smaller letters ñVictrolas.ò In even smaller 

print one sees ñOther Instruments.ò About two-thirds of the way down the page the 

phonograph portion begins. It is followed on the right side by a section titled ñSmaller 

Musical Instrumentsò and on the left side ñLoeserôs for Wanted Records.ò In much 

smaller lettering the reader sees ñMost everything in the Victor Catalogue.ò 

 

Promoting the Product to the Retailer  

 

Early on, the phonograph companies began to issue directories of their ever increasing 

inventory of available recordings. According to ñThe Sound of a Tom Show,ò 

Columbiaôs first catalogue came out in 1891 when the company listed ñin addition to 

musical selections by such artists as Sousa and Foster, ó20 speaking records.ô"
35

 John 

Bolig in a September 26, 2011 e-mail writes that Victor began releasing ñmonthly 

supplements (of records) as early as 1901 and the practice continued well into the 1930s.ò 

Bolig continues: ñThe domestic supplements usually featured at least 30 new recordings. 

Most started with the newest Caruso records and then described records of popular 

interest.ò
36 

  

 

The copyright dates and accompanying information pertaining to two Victor Records 

annual catalogues, one for 1916 and the other for 1923, suggest that by 1912 Victor came 

up with a format for their large catalogue. The introductory page of the 1916 catalogue 

contains the following: 

 

Our customers and dealers continue to be enthusiastic over 

the Victorôs radical departure ï the first real alphabetical 

catalogue ever issued, and which is not only a catalogue, 

but something of a musical encyclopedia as well. 

 

It is everywhere pronounced a very great improvement over 

the old form, many declaring it to be the most valuable and 

unique catalogue ever issued by any corporation.
37 
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By the time the companies released substantial catalogues it appears that a pattern had 

developed. John Bolig sums the process at Victor up in the e-mail cited above. The 

companies issued catalogues and many copies of the supplements about six weeks before 

record delivery. The dealers would not only make their record selections from these 

publications, they would also use the supplements as promotional devices. 

  

In addition to the English supplements the companies published brochures in the various 

languages. Bolig briefly summarizes the foreign supplement history [see endnote 38]: 

 

The ethnic supplements seemed to have been issued from 

about 1914 forward. Each described records in a specific 

language. The number of records was usually rather small 

and the supplements recommended previously released 

records in the language being promoted. The number of 

languages listed in the supplements covered almost every 

major language on earth.
38

 

                                                                                                                                                                            

In addition to a number of earlier supplements, John Bolig kindly provided the author 

photocopies of a series that ran from June 1915 to July 

1917. All editions from 1915-1917 have the same basic 

pattern. The upper portion of each introductory sheet 

employs the colors and design associated with the 

specific groupôs flag. For the French, the companies 

juxtapose in stripe formation the colors red, white, and 

blue. Records in Turkish have a crescent and a star on a 

reddish brown background. The Greek brochure consists 

of a white cross with a blue background. White over a 

reddish brown makes up the Bohemian motif.   

 

The title of the French supplement is ñNouveau Disques 

Français Victor.ò Below, in parentheses, a translation 

informs the reader of the meaning in English, in this case 

ñNew Victor Records in French.ò All of the other 

supplements utilize an analogous formula. 

 

Just below this introduction is a listing of the available 

new recordings and at times, either on this page or the 

back, an image of a phonograph (sometimes two 

phonographs), along with the amount charged in dollars. 

Depending upon the group, the supplement also supplies 

the names and prices of up to ten phonograph models. Lastly, some of the series include 

images of famous performers, musicians, and bands. The February 1917 ñ(New Victor 

Hebrew and Yiddish Records)ò has a likeness of Sholem Aleichem.
39

 

 

ñ(New Victor Turkish 

Records),ò November 1916 

 

Courtesy of John Bolig 
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The supplement size grew as time went on. For example, Columbia issued a twenty-four 

page ñColumbia French Recordsò in January 1920. The second page introduces the 

reader to what will follow: 

 

By presenting to the French public this new catalogue of 

French-language records, the Columbia 

Graphophone Company is issuing a list 

of all records of songs in French 

produced to this day. This catalogue 

also contains the titles of a very large 

selection of instrumental pieces.  

 

The most famous artists partnered with 

the Columbia Company to create the 

most perfect records in all respects. 

 

Ask your dealer to send you a monthly 

list of new recordings.
40 

 

The third page contains a table of contents.
41

 

Interestingly, the back of the booklet has a framed 

blank space, probably for taking notes.
42

 

 

The Victor edition devoted to Italian records from 

what appears to be the same year expounds in an 

introductory segment about how ñIn your own home you can enjoy the songs and music 

from around the world.ò Another section titled ñRules for the use of this Catalogueò 

explains the way the reader should review the booklet. It also has information about 

various Victor phonographs, along with photographs of La Scala in Milan and San Carlo 

in Naples.
43 

 

 

Promoting the Product to the Various Immigrant Groups  

 

To reiterate, the development of the recording industry overlaps with the influx of 

immigrants to this country. Since Italians and Jews made up the two largest groups to 

come through Ellis Island and inasmuch as they, along with Poles and Hungarians, ñseem 

to have shown more interest in recorded music than others,ò
44

 this section will 

concentrate on the promotion of phonographs and records to Italians and Yiddish-

speaking Jews. Two newspaper sources, The Jewish Daily Forward (or, in Yiddish, 

Forverts)
45 

and the Italian Il Progresso Italo-Americano,
46

 will provide the base for the 

investigation. Considering that the advertisements first surface in the Forverts and then in 

Il Progresso Italo-Americano, the discussion will start with the Yiddish newspaper.  

The Forverts began publishing on April 22, 1897.
47

 As of 1918, its circulation had 

reached 130,000.
48

 In the early 1930s, according to The Jewish Daily Forward website, 

the newspaper had become a major newspaper in the United States with a distribution of 

275,000.
49

 The years that interest us start in the early 1900s and go through the 1920s. 

ñColumbia French Records,ò 

1920 

 

Courtesy of the author 
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Possibly earlier, but certainly by 1901, the Forverts  began including phonograph 

advertisements. Interestingly, the advertisements built upon many of the same themes as 

the ones found in English sources. For example, on April 1, 1904 Perlman and Rosansky 

at 458-460 Grand Avenue announce that they have ñThe greatest and most beautiful 

piano and phonograph store on the East Side.ò Below the name is written ñThe wonder of 

the 20
th
 Centuryò and under that ñthe greatest singer in your house.ò The upper right 

corner contains an image of a piano and the lower left a phonograph with a horn. Closer 

to the phonograph in large letters is ñ50 cents a week.ò Then, in much smaller letters, and 

taking up quite a bit of space, we find the following: 

 

The Victor phonograph surprised all experts of music. 

When you hear a tenor from a Victor phonograph you will 

think that you hear the singer by himself. Previously you 

heard great singers or cantors, come visit us in the store and 

we will let you hear them once again. . . . Donôt waste any 

time. For 50 cents a week you will get a phonograph by 

Perlman and Rosansky.   

 

A few months later, on December 4 of that year, Perlman and Rosansky reissued a 

modified version. This promotion only bears an image of a piano. Nevertheless, the size 

of the letters that compose the word phonograph are so large that they immediately attract 

the readerôs attention. Under the word phonograph, in bold but smaller letters, they 

announce that the payments will only be ñ35 cents a week.ò And immediately afterwards 

they state  

 

Our phonograph and record store is the most famous in 

New York for honesty. All imported records that cost in 

other stores 2 or 3 dollars, you can get by us for 50 or 75 

cents and $1.00. We have the dearest Jewish records taken 

from the most famous cantors in the world. We also have 

the greatest selection of records from the most famous 

singers in the world. 

 

On the same day, Zaks at 314-318 Grand Street, in much smaller letters and with an 

image of a phonograph with a horn, declares ñRemember Zaks.ò Following this statement 

in large letters come the words ñEdison phonograph and talking machine for only 50 

cents a week and the greatest selection of records. The best songs at the lowest prices you 

can get by us.ò   

 

On December 20, 1905, Siegel Cooper announces the sale of phonographs. The market 

strategy starts off with ñlittle money.ò Under these words they connect the holiday season 

to Hanukah with ñneed for Hanukah.ò To the right of these words is the image of the 

ñThe Republic, a replica of Daniel Chester Frenchôs towering sculpture at the Chicago 

Worldôs Fair.ò
50

 ñMeet me at the fountainò is written in English on the base of the statue. 

By 1905 the statue had become a meeting point for the City inhabitants, and ñmeet me at 
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the fountainò remained part of the Cityôs parlance for as long as the store remained 

opened. 

 

Just under the fountain, in large letters, are the words ñVictor talking machine for 

Hanukah.ò To the immediate left, the Siegel Cooper people placed the Victor logo with 

Nipper listening to his masterôs voice, along with the declaration ñThe best system for 

easy payments for the customers of this great store. é No money down.ò On the lower 

left the advertisement concludes with the storeôs logo.  

 

On December 2, 1910 the headlines for a phonograph promotion announce ñVictor and 

Edison Phonographs.ò Below this statement the reader sees a phonograph in a circle and 

on either side ñ50 c.ò Beneath the phonograph in large letters one reads ñwe give what we 

promise.ò The advertisement continues  

 

Our conditions are the easiest and the best. We have no 

relationship with any other phonograph store, each 

phonograph that you buy in one of our stores has a 2 year 

guaranty. Open evenings and Sunday all day. [In bold 

letters the marketing concludes with] Saul Birns, 77 Second 

Avenue near 5th Street and 25 E. 14
th
 St. near Union 

Square.   

 

Saul Birns was mentioned above in the context 

of his niece running the phonograph store at 

111 Second Avenue.
51

 Over the years, Saul 

Birnsô companies (the Saul Birns Company, 

the Atlantic Talking Machine Company and 

the Metropolitan Phonograph Company) 

played a major role in the selling of machines. 

However, Saul Birns not only sold 

phonographs and records. He also swindled 

immigrants. A hint of this kind of deceitful 

behavior surfaces in an exposé on page 7 of 

the July 14, 1915 edition of The New York 

Times titled ñMail Fraud Arrest on Mayorôs 

Charges.ò The article accuses Saul Birns or 

Saul Birnzweig of ñSelling Talking Machines 

by Misleading óAdsôò It then goes into the charges, which the Fifth Annual Report of the 

Bureau of Industries and Immigration for the Twelve Months Ending September 30, 1915 

later summarized under the caption ñPhonograph Swindlers.ò  

 

Saul Birns would advertise in foreign newspapers that ñon payment of $5 and an 

agreement to pay the balance in small installments, a machine will immediately be 

forwarded to the purchaser with records of your national songs in your own tongue.ò As 

soon as a payment was received, the company would send a machine ñby express mail 

with the entire balance to be collected C.O.D.ò Upon hearing that the company wanted 

Early Saul Birns advertisement for 

phonographs in the Forverts,  

December 2, 1910 

 

Courtesy of the New York Public Library 
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the full amount, the recipient would refuse to take the machine. In this way, the company 

would manage to keep both the machine and the down payment. 

 

According to the Fifth Annual Report, complaints had been coming in for quite a long 

time and had been received from all over the United States. (The New York Times states 

that Birns advertised in Italian, Greek, Croatian, and Russian, as well as other foreign 

newspapers.) Sixty-five ñcomplete complaintsò were lodged against Saul Birns alone. 

The report notes that ñfraudulent transactions netted him about $125,000 per year.ò 

Initially he pleaded not guilty but eventually recanted. The court fined him $750, which 

the Fifth Annual Report describes as ñabsurdly inadequate punishment for a man whose 

swindling operations extended from ocean to ocean, and who for years had 

unscrupulously robbed ignorant and hardworking foreigners to the amount of over 

$100,000 per year.ò 

 

Saul Birns was not alone in what he did. The Fifth Annual Report cites Joseph Kalman, 

proprietor of the Adria Phonograph Company, the Pallas Phonograph Company, and 

Metropolitan Phonograph Company along with Joseph H. Mayers, proprietor of the 

International Phonograph Company and the Supreme Music Company. Kalman was fined 

$100.00 and Mayers was fined $350.00. The report observes that other cases were still 

pending.
52 

 
 

By December 4, 1915, Forverts promotions, such as those by Goldberg on 163
rd

 Street 

and 3
rd

 Avenue, 148
th
 Street and Amsterdam Avenue, and in Yonkers packaged the 

phonograph as a piece of furniture, one among other pieces of furniture. Along with an 

image of a phonograph on the bottom right, the advertisement contains components that 

make up a dining room, bedroom, and living room. Above the images appears the 

following: ñharmonious samples from our rich store.ò 

 

In 1915 the phonograph is still juxtaposed with the piano. A long slender announcement 

on December 12 titled ñPiano Saleò spends approximately 75% of the space on pianos. 

However, Goetz & Co., located at 31-87 Court Street in Brooklyn concludes with 

ñVictrolas $15 to $250.ò  

 

Examples of companies advertising specific recordings most likely exist prior to 1920, 

but at this point the years between 1915 and 1920 have not been examined. On January 8, 

1920 the record company Columbia declared that it has Jewish records, ñmusic to move 

Jewish hearts.ò A stylized likeness of a cantor with a serious expression occupies a great 

deal of the presentation space and sets the stage for the verbal elements. Although the 

image focuses on the cantor, most of the following ten recordings seem to address more 

secular issues:   

 

E4321 ñNer Tomidò (ñThe Eternal Flameò) and ñAheim,  

Aheimò by Simon Paskel  

E4322 ñOdessa Bulgarò and ñBessarabia Hangiò by Abe  

Schwartz  

E4425 ñBôrich Shômey pt. 1ò and ñBôrich Shômey pt. 2ò  
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by Cantor Moses Ganopolsky  

E4426 ñDie Shop Meidelò and ñSog Ze Rebeniuò by  

Pinchos Jassinowsky  

E4427 ñDi Legioneren in Palestineò and ñIn Jerusholeimò  

by Lieutenant Joseph Frankelôs.  

 

Simon Paskelôs two songs and Lieutenant Frankelôs instrumental pieces make a 

connection to Israel. Under the Frankel listing the advertisement reads 

 

When you hear Lieutenant Frankelôs famous orchestra 

playing óThe Legionnaires in Palestineô you will feel as 

though the holy land is once more free and after a long hard 

Diaspora the Jews are back home. It is a heart moving 

musicé.  

 

The Yiddish world still considers Abe Schwartzôs ñOdessa Bulgarò and ñBessarabia 

Hangiò to be wonderful examples of klezmer music. In the first few lines of the ñShop 

Meidel,ò Pinchus Jassinowsky proclaims in Yiddish that ñmy youth goes away.ò The rest 

of the work apparently addresses working in a shop.   

 

The advertisement further recommends that the potential customer should ñask for the 

new catalogue of international instrumental recordsò and concludes with the following 

advice: 

 

When you buy records, ask for Columbia records and 

mention the number. Look for the trade mark on every 

record. 

 

Columbia issued at least one other advertisement that concentrated on records in 1920. In 

a similar layout to the January 8
th
 advertisement is a December 11

th
 variation. However, 

instead of a likeness of a cantor, a rural scene consisting of a country house with trees and 

farm animals predominates. In this scene, the ad promotes the following:  

 

E4784 ñShma Isroel and Hachsidimò by Cantor Berele Chagy 

E4785 ñDos Lied Der Liebe and Dos Fertribene Teibeleò by  

Estrella Schreiner  

E4786 ñA Liedendes Puur and Country Duetò by William  

Schwartz and Rachel Rosenfield 

E4787 ñBriderlaach Aheimò by Abe Schwartzò  

E4787 ñBy Die Thoiern Fun Bes Hamikdoshò  

by Abe Schwartz  

 

By the mid-1920s advertisements for phonograph and phonograph-related items appear to 

taper off. A notable exception occurs with the November 27, 1925 advertisement of 

Victor Records. The advertisement offers four records for sale, including the comic 

Victor 78285 ñMendel Est Supperò (Mendel Eats Supper) and ñMendel's Honeymoon.ò 
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However, the companies generally seem to emphasize the more modern radio along with 

the ever-present piano and player piano. Since many of the retailers are the same ones 

that previously promoted phonograph equipment, the public almost certainly understood 

that they could still acquire phonographs and records at these places.  

  

Il Progresso Italo-Americano started publishing in New York in 1880.
53

 During the 

1930s its circulation reached some 400,000,
54

 making it the largest Italian newspaper 

issued in America. On December 8, 1909 the paper contained an advertisement for the 

Caruso Phonograph Company. The company gives its location at 152 Mulberry Street, 

which is in the heart of Little Italy. This promotion certainly must be one of the earliest 

advertisements. The fact that they do not "pushò phonographs in the advertisement may 

not be significant, but it is certainly interesting. 

 

The top of the advertisement proclaims ñPiedigrotta! Piedigrotta!ò
55

 Along the right edge 

is written ñcharacter sketches, selections from the opera,ò and along the left edge 

ñPopular Italian songs.ò Between these two, the advertisement reads 

 

O Pazziariello    A Festival of Piedigrotta 

Voices of the Neapolitan sellers    Voice and Naples  

 

The work then describes two beautiful double-sided recordings that were winners of a 

gold medal at the Piedigrotta festival of 1909. The records sell for $1.50 each: ñSend 

letters or money orders.ò The piece ends with the name of the company, its address, and 

finally, in smaller letters, ñOn request one will get a free catalogue.ò 

 

On November 30, 1910 Saul Birns places a small advertisement in Il Progresso with a 

likeness of a phonograph with a horn. In bold letters the promotion announces ñFor Sale.ò 

Below this on the left is ñ$35.00ò and on the right ñ$15.98.ò Between these two amounts 

one reads ñTalking Machine and 6 records.ò Beneath the amounts is ñOpen in the 

evening until 9.ò The promotion concludes with Saul Birnsô addresses at 25 E. 14
th
 St. 

and 77 Second Avenue.  

 

Another phonograph advertisement issued on the same day is titled ñFirst fruits of great 

musical effects.ò On the left side of 

the advertisement is the upper portion 

of a man holding a phonograph. His 

cap is emblazoned with the word 

ñVictor.ò A musical instrument, 

presumably a mandolin, stands on the 

right. Between these two images is a 

list of record selections, among them a 

section called ñcomic scenes.ò The 

scenes include ñThe Telephoneò and 

ñA Singing Lesson.ò The promotion 

concludes with ña hundred other 

songs, sketches and pieces from the 

Victor Advertisement in Il Progresso Italo-

Americano, November 30, 1910 

 

Courtesy of the New York Public Library 
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opera.ò ñVictor: 75c.  Ask for our Catalogue.   O. Pagani and Bro.  292 Bleecker Street, 

New York City.ò   

 

As in the Forverts, by 1915 Il Progresso advertisements tend to contain more images of 

furniture-style phonographs with enclosed horns and tone arms then external horns. A 

promotion dated Dec. 8, 1915 beginning in English with Greenhutôs ñThe Big Store on 

Sixth Aveé 18
th
 to 19

th
 Streetò covers a significant portion of the page. In the upper right 

corner is the logo ñMeet Me at the Fountain.ò (Henry Siegel became financially 

overextended and in 1904 sold the store to Joseph B. Greenhut for $500,000. Siegel 

appeared to cry during the transaction.)
56

 Then, in large letters, the wording continues 

with ñTry a Victrola for free for thirty days.ò This statement is followed by: 

 

(In the size and model of your choice) This is undoubtedly 

the most liberal offer ever made in connection with this 

wonderful family entertainment. Come to Greenhut ï 

immediately, TOMORROW ï Take any pick of any 

Victrola. é 

 

The advertisement continues pushing the product for quite a few more lines and ends 

with ñVictrolas vary in price from ñ15.00 to $300.00.ò 

 

By the 1920s the Italian newspaper no longer seems to market phonographs with external 

horns. As in mainstream advertisements and in the Forverts, the retail outlets at times 

packaged the phonograph with the piano. For example, Harold Bersin Piano Company at 

57 Second Avenue, in a long narrow column, starts off with pianos and then has images 

of the Sonora phonograph (November 28, 1920). 

 

Obviously, Saul Birns did not go out of business. On November 28, 1920 in an 

advertisement that begins with ñHappiness in Every Homeò in English, Birns lists five 

addresses where customers can purchase phonograph equipment.  

     

The marketing of records intensifies somewhat in the 1920s. A December 19, 1920 

advertisement announces ñVictrola No. 4 - $25.00.ò Immediately following one sees 

ñDischi Di Natalieò (Records for Christmas). Ten-inch records sell for eighty-five cents 

and a dollar. One twelve-inch record costs $1.35, and the company, Neapolitan Talking 

Machine Co. at 311 Court St. in Brooklyn, asks $1.25 for the other one. A December 4, 

1925 promotion starts out with ñNuovi Dischi Italiani Columbiaò (New Italian Columbia 

Records) and introduces, among other recordings, a disc by the famous Italian comic 

Giovanni de Rosalia.  

 

Similar to the Forverts, advertisements limited to phonographs and records diminish 

throughout the twenties. The same companies that had marketed primarily phonographs 

now veered in the direction of the newer radio along with the traditional piano and player 

piano. If an ad mentioned the phonograph at all, it consisted of only a word or two. 

Again, the public must already have been aware that these outlets also sold phonographs 

and related products.  
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The Neighborhoods in Which Retail Phonograph Stores Might Be Found 

 

Jewish Theaters and Performers 

  

The location of many, but not all, phonograph retail stores suggests that the sale of 

records and phonographs did not take place in an economic or social vacuum, but rather 

as part of a much larger exchange of goods and services. Although this part of the study 

does not concentrate on the financial specifics of any one record store, nor the location 

and significance of outlets in neighborhoods outside Manhattanôs Little Italy (around 

Mulberry Street), the Bowery or Second Avenue, it does, especially in the section on 

Second Avenue, link store dominance to the location of theaters and the more prominent 

restaurants associated with the theaters. Given that the data proposes that Yiddish-

speaking Jews dominated the sale of records and phonographs to immigrants, the analysis 

will primarily cover their outlets.  

 

A hint, and only a hint, of the dynamics can be seen in the 

relationship between Yiddish theaters and phonograph 

outlets at the turn of the century in and around the Bowery. 

Theater had been part of the Bowery since 1826 when the 

Greek revival New York Theatre, the largest theater in the 

United States, opened.
57

 After undergoing a number of 

name changes and several fires, it was staging primarily 

Yiddish productions by 1891.
58  

 

 

However, the New York Theatre, by then the Thalia, was 

not the first to cater to the influx of 

tens of thousands of Yiddish 

immigrants at this time. Although 

ultimately unsuccessful, an attempt 

was made to produce a play at the 

Turnverein on 4
th
 Street between 

Second Avenue and the Bowery in 

1882.
59

 Shortly thereafter, in 1882, 

the same group did manage to get a 

production going in the Bowery 

Garden, a theater right next to the Thalia.
60 

The Roumanian Opera 

House, originally built as the National Theatre in 1853, featured its 

first Yiddish work in 1886.
61

 Other Bowery theaters putting on  

Yiddish works included the Windsor Peopleôs, the Oriental, and 

Pooleôs.
62

 Most importantly, the Grand on Chrystie and Grand 

Street, the first theater built as a theater for Yiddish and just a 

block or so from the Bowery, opened its doors in 1903.
63  

 

The New York Times announced the opening with the following: 

 

The Old Bowery Theater, 

1860 

from Valentineôs Manual, 

1863 

Courtesy of the author 

 

Yiddish advertisement 

at the Thalia Theatre, 

1897  

Courtesy of the Library 

of Congress, 

reproduction # LC-

USZC4-4621 
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ACTORS OWN NEW THEATRE: Culmination of Methods 

Which Have Been Followed in East Side Playhouses for 

Several Years Reached by Building of Grand Street House.  

 

With the possible exception of the theatres occupied by 

German-speaking actors, and the attempt made many years 

ago to establish a French theatre, the opening of the new 

Grand Theatre on Thursday night marked the culmination of 

efforts designed to provide a playhouse in this city for plays 

in a foreign tongue. 
64

 

 

Nonetheless, the ever-deteriorating Bowery of the late 1800s and early 1900s vied with 

the mainstream theater of Broadway. The Encyclopedia of New York explains that after 

the Civil War the Bowery ceased ñto 

compete with Broadway as commercial 

thoroughfare and 5
th
 Avenue as an 

elegant residential address.ò The 

erection of an elevated train line in 1876 

ñshowered pedestrians with oil 

drippings and hot coals.ò The article 

emphasizes this further by citing figures 

indicating the decrepit nature of the 

thoroughfare: 

 

In 1907 the street had 

115 clothing stores for 

men, none for women. In 

the same year the nightly 

population of the óflop houses,ô missions, and hotels on the 

Bowery was estimated at 25,000. No other skid row in the 

United States attracted so many vagrants or so much 

notoriety.
65

 

 

By the teens, Second Avenue between Houston and Fourteenth Street began to replace 

the Bowery as a center of Yiddish theater. The Second Avenue Theatre, the first to open 

on Second Avenue, was built for David Kessler in 1911. It was located at 35-37 Second 

Avenue.
66

 In 1912 Boris Thomashefsky and Jacob Adler followed with the National at 

111-117 East Houston Street.
67

 The year 1926 alone saw the building of three theaters on 

the Avenue. Two of them, the Public (later the Anderson) at 66 Second Avenue and 

Maurice Schwartzôs Art Theater at 181-189 on the corner of Second Avenue and Twelfth 

Street, featured Yiddish productions. 
68

 The Commodore, at 105 Second Avenue, offered 

both Yiddish performances and movies.
69

 By the end of the twenties, Manhattan, 

Brooklyn, and the Bronx contained some dozen Yiddish theaters.
70

 

 Bowery, North of Grand, New York, early 1900s 

 

Courtesy of the author 
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Yiddish-speaking Jews, like many other 

immigrant groups, considered the theater an 

essential part of life. Irving Howe, among others, 

writes extensively on the subject.
71

 He describes 

the theater as a ñcultural passion,ò ñthe first major 

outlet for communal emotion.ò
72

 The famous 

performer and actor Ludwig Satz in his humorous 

1927 Victor 68834 recording ñDer Freilicher 

Chazen-Teil 2ò  (Der Freylekher Khazan) (The 

Jolly Cantor-Part 2) even proclaims that in 

America one goes to the theater to pray, implying 

that it replaces the synagogue.
73

 

 

The theaters, along with many of the stores, were 

open on Friday night and Saturday during the 

day.
74

 Tony Michels in A Fire in Their Hearts 

notes that only ñ12% of Americaôs three million 

Jews belonged to a synagogue as of 1916.ò He 

further stresses that  

 

Sabbath observance was appalling 

lax. Even nominally Orthodox 

Jews often worked on Saturdays, allowed themselves the 

pleasure of attending the Yiddish theatre, or in some way 

transgressed the Sabbath.
 75 

 

 

As an aside, Satz adds that one practice that differentiates the theater from the synagogue 

is that men and women sit separately in the synagogue. 

 

People were not just devoted to the theater in general, ñEach star had his own ñôpatriotn,ô 

not the paid claque of opera, but pure-spirited fanatics who brought to the theater an order 

of emotion other immigrants brought to religion or revolution.ò
76

 When we describe these 

fans we are not talking about the kind of attention stage and movie stars receive today. 

Naïve perhaps, unfamiliar with theater decorum, emotionally and even physically, these 

viewers often became intertwined with the actors/characters they saw. Richard Shepard 

and Vicki Gold Levi give examples under the subtitle ñPatryotnò in their book Live and 

Be Well:   

 

Jacobôs Adlerôs patryotn physically assaulted the adherents 

of David Kessler when he had the audacity to perform the 

role of Uriel Acosta, a part long associated with Adler. 

According to Lulu Rosenfeldôs Bright Star of Exile, when 

an unknowing publicity man cheered Bertha Kalish at her 

curtain call after a performance in Keni Liptzinôs theater, 

he was admonished by the latterôs patryotn, óIn this theater, 

only Liptzin is cheered.ô Some patryotn were more than 

The National Theatre at 111-117 E. 

Houston Street, circa 1939-1941 

 

Courtesy of the Municipal Archives, New 

York City (Tax Photographs) 

 




