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transdisciplinary domains, this series publishes empirically grounded, theoretically
sound work that seeks to identify and solve global problems that conventional
disciplinary perspectives cannot capture. Transdisciplinary Studies seeks to
accentuate those aspects of scholarly research which cut across today’s learned
disciplines in an effort to define the new axiologies and forms of praxis that are
transforming contemporary learning. This series intends to promote anew appreciation
for transdisciplinary research to audiences that are seeking ways of understanding
complex, global problems that many now realize disciplinary perspectives cannot
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medicine, and other fields clearly are ready to begin investing in transdisciplinary
models of research. It is for those many different audiences in these diverse fields
that we hope to reach, not merely with topical research, but also through considering
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INTRODUCTION

The era of electronic mass media has brought Americans unprecedented access to
the celebrity personality. Since the introduction of the TV talk show in the 1950s we
have been privy to glimpses of celebrities’ true selves—or simulacra thereof—on a
daily basis. Actors, sports figures, authors, politicians, you name it, are presented for
our consumption “just as they are”—or just as they’d have us think they are. We take
a relationship with celebrities, even if it is one-sided, for granted.

There were, nonetheless, pre-electronic media that served this function too, none
more so, I’d argue, than the subject of this book, the organized system of lecture
tours that was a primary mainstream cultural institution of the Gilded Age. The
American popular-lecture system afforded audiences the opportunity to see and hear
the panoply of celebrities of the time, a range similar to that to be found on today’s
late-night TV programs. In the winter of 1873—1874, lecture-goers could witness
talks and readings by such famous authors as Bret Harte, Harriet Beecher Stowe
and Wilkie Collins. Humorists Josh Billings and Petroleum V. Nasby performed
early versions of stand-up comedy. Several of the most famous thespians of the time
gave dramatic readings in lecture series across the country. The renowned cartoonist
Thomas Nast recounted his career while demonstrating the art of caricature. African
explorers talked about faraway places, noted scientists explained recent discoveries,
politicians addressed the political climate and celebrity preachers addressed the
moral one. And, on top of everything else, a breakaway wife from the harem of
Brigham Young decried the evils of polygamy. A major difference between then and
now was that, in an age before the advent of electronic media, people had to leave
the comfort of their homes in order to see celebrities, and they generally had to be
content with seeing, on average, only about ten of those celebrities over the course
of a year.

The American popular-lecture system of the second half of the nineteenth century
was, in a way, a form of network broadcasting. Though we normally associate the
term “broadcasting” with electronic media of the twentieth century, the rapidly
developing transportation technologies of the nineteenth century made possible the
distribution of live performance forms to a mass audience over a vast geographical
area. By the 1850s, a popular speaker like the Reverend Henry Ward Beecher might
deliver the same lecture to more than 50,000 people across the country each winter,
in cities like Boston, New York, Baltimore and Chicago, as well as in numerous
smaller cities and towns in between.

The network analogy can be taken further. Most towns and cities in the North
and the Midwest had one or more annual lecture series, sponsored by community
organizations or private entrepreneurs, that presented, on average, ten or twelve
celebrity lecturers during a season that lasted roughly from November through April.
Lectures in these series, or courses as they were generally called, were scheduled
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INTRODUCTION

in advance for the entire season and given at the same place and time on a weekly
or biweekly basis. Though there was much independent lecture activity of varying
levels of quality outside of these courses, the most successful and reputable lecturers
tended to appear mainly in these established series. The regular lecture courses, by
virtue of their track records as local cultural institutions, bestowed an imprimatur
of worthiness upon their scheduled performers. Members of a community could
choose to purchase a subscription for an entire course at a discount or pick and
choose the events that interested them most. By the early 1870s, the programming
for these local outlets was supplied by the handful of lecture bureaus that represented
virtually all of the lecturers and entertainers who appeared in the hundreds of
courses throughout the nation. The bureaus, at the dawn of modern advertising and
management practice, quickly and effectively developed and refined techniques to
market celebrities as cultural product.

Useful as the broadcast analogy is, it has its limitations. Most traditional
theories of mass media have treated broadcasting as a mode of transmission. In the
transmission (or transportation) model, media are seen, essentially, as little more
than carriers of information. Though means of distribution are a central focus of
this book, the ritual view of communication that media theorist James W. Carey has
proposed can lead us to a more nuanced understanding of the cultural significance of
the American popular-lecture system. The ritual model, which in American culture
has been a minor counter-thread to the more commonly held transmission model,
has its roots in religious thought and practice. “A ritual view of communication,”
Carey writes, “is directed not toward the extension of messages in space but toward
the maintenance of society in time; not the act of imparting information but the
representation of shared beliefs.” The archetype of a ritual communication form is
“the sacred ceremony that draws persons together in fellowship and commonality.”
Within this model, “the original or highest manifestation of communication ...
[is not] the transmission of intelligent information but ... the construction of an
ordered, meaningful cultural world that can serve as a container for human action.”
Nineteenth-century lectures reflected and reinforced the cultural values of middle-
class, Protestant America, values that were generally supported and reinforced by
the dominant, mainstream media and cultural authorities of the time—mnewspapers
as well as religious and civic leaders. Beginning in the late 1820s, lecture attendance
was seen by audiences and promoted by the popular press as an important ritual of
citizenship. Lecture audiences sought community as much as information. If the
prevailing content of the lecture system changed over time, to the consternation of
some cultural custodians, those changes represented significant transformations in
American society in general.

The popular-lecture system that, in the years following the Civil War, presented
such a diverse group of authors, actors, artists, explorers, preachers, politicians,
humorists and renegade Mormons was an outgrowth of the much more austere
American lyceum movement. The lyceums, the first of which were established in
the 1820s, were primarily institutions of adult education that catered to a passion
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