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Popularity Markers
To mark the vagaries of public opinion;
in six types: Variety, Animal Acts,
Magicians and Ventriloquists,
Acrobats and Jugglers,
Comedians, and Musicians

Four Review Cards
With values ranging
between 1 and 4 stars

24 Trouper Act Cards
Four of each Act Type in values between 1 and 4

24 Headliner Act Cards
Four of each Act Type in values between 5 and 8

e Hook!
e greatest ignominy
in vaudeville; woe betide
its unlucky recipient

Penalty Markers
For underpaid acts

Four eater Playbill Mats
with Matching Posterity Markers

Big Time Money!
48 Cards in denominations of 1, 2, and
3, plus one “Bonus” cards of each value.

Main Game Board
In three sections: Popularity Chart,
Posterity Track, and Booking Office

B IG  T IM E  C O M P O N E N T S

Phase 6 is a contemplative phase, a quiet Sunday 
morning when theater owners reflect upon their 
achievements and theaters are evaluated for their 
inclusion of popular act types, securing their reputations 
in perpetuity. (Read: Posterity Points (Read: Victory 
Points) are awarded.)

AlAlas, Monday morning finds stagehands sweeping aside 
the detritus of bygone shows, making ready the theaters 
for another week’s work. Brooms whisk away sequins and 
broken banjo strings, and shovels are put to use cleaning 
up aer myriad ponies and monkeys and Hungarian 
chorus boys. is is Phase 7, Cleanup, where Playbills are 
cleared in preparation for the coming week.

AAt the end of the fourth week's Scoring, whomsoever has 
amassed the most Posterity Points wins! Simplicity itself!

Let us now turn our attention to Brass Tacks...

In e Big Time!, players take the roles of theater owners 
during the Golden Age of Vaudeville. e game is played 
in four rounds, each representing one week of one month 
during this halcyon era. Each round is broken into seven 
Phases:

In Phases 1 through 3 (Tuesday, Wednesday, and 
ursday), theater owners (that is to say: you and your 
fellows) send talent buyers to the Booking Office with 
fistfuls of cash to secure acts for the weekend's show.

In Phase 4 (Friday night), shows open and Box Office 
returns are totaled; players tot up values of the Playbills 
they've assembled.

CCome Saturday evening aer the last curtain falls--that’s 
Phase 5 to you and I--the heavy hand of Public Opinion 
falls upon us; acts involved with successful shows rise in 
popularity and acts that flopped fall in public estimation.

O V E R V IE W  O F  P L A Y



R O U N D
P R E P A R A T IO N

To prepare for the first round (and each one subsequent):

1. Deal out a number of Headliners equal to the number of 
players plus one face-down, next to the "Coming Soon" slot in 
the Booking Agency (i.e., deal out five cards in a four-
pplayer game).

2. Deal out the same number of face-down Troupers atop 
each Headliner.

3. Lastly, deal a like number of face-up Troupers: one atop 
each stack next to “Coming Soon”, and in  rows next to the 
"Now Available - P.M." and "Now Available - A.M." slots.

ese Acts constitute the pool of talent from which the 
ccurrent week’s Playbills will be constructed. Take a moment 
before setting your mind to the tasks before you to chortle 
over the delightful names and descriptions of the acts (all of 
which are absolutely authentic, having been culled directly 
from vaudeville advertisements in vintage newspapers), and 
to delight over the chortleful illustrations by the esteemed 
Mr. Koford. Perhaps you might make a mental note to visit 
his his website at www.adamkoford.com, where you’ll find links 
to his varied works, including the marvelous misadventures 
of the Laugh-Out-Loud Cats. Hup! Hup! Make a note!

+        !

X

G A M E
P R E P A R A T IO N

1.1. Many other games begin their rules with an exhortation 
to place the game board in the middle of the table. Not so 
with e Big Time! Instead, please place the Main Game 
Board to the le of center, leaving room for a card tableau. 
is is but one of the many innovations herein.

2. Assign each player a eater Playbill Mat according to 
their wont and place it in front of them, and place the 
mmatching eater Marker beneath the Posterity Point track 
on the main board.

3. Dole out an allotment of Big Time Money! to each 
player, four of each denomination to a total of $24. is is a 
fixed amount, and will not change throughout the four 
rounds of play. ($24 may not sound like much, but in 1912 
dollars, it’s worth...about $550... OK, yeah, it’s not much.)

4.4. Randomly place the six Act Type Markers on the starred 
spaces of the Public Opinion track.

5. Lastly, give each player a Review Card at random. During 
the game, reviews will be assigned according to how well 
theaters perform, and are used to break ties. To offset the 
aadvantage given to unearned reviews during the first round, 
players receive bonus cash (Big Time Money! cleverly 
marked with “BONUS” in red type) to be used for the first 
round only. e Smash gets an extra $3, the Boffo show $2, 
and the So-So show $1. In games with less than four players, 
remove one or both of the two middling reviews, and only 
give out the lower-value bonus cash (i.e., in a three-player 
gagame, remove the Boffo review and only use the $1 and $2). 



P H A S E  O N E
F IR S T  T A L E N T  B U Y

1.1. Each player commits money to buy TWO Troupers 
during the phase: one of these acts will be booked in the 
morning (the “Now Available - A.M.” row) and one in the 
aernoon (the “Now Available - P.M.” row). e minimum 
cost to contract an act is its numeric value in the lower-le 
corner of the card. Players make their bids secretly and 
ssimultaneously by selecting a number of Big Time Money! 
cards from their hands and placing them face-down on the 
table. Aer all players have committed their money, simulta-
neously reveal all bids.

2. e Booking Agent is greedy and readily bribed, so who-
ever has committed the most money this phase gets first pick 
of the acts in the "Now Available - A.M." row to add to his 
Playbill. In turn, each player chooses an act and places it in 
the lowest spot on their Playbill, paying its cost from the 
phase’s cash allotment.

3.3. Aer the A.M. acts are chosen and placed, discard the re-
maining act in the row. With whatever money is le in this 
phase's bid aer paying for players’ first acts, determine selec-
tion order again for the "Now Available - P.M.” acts. A 
player who had first choice in the A.M. half of the phase may 
well not have it in the P.M., depending on the cost of the 
first act they booked. Players select their second act in the 
same fashion as the first, placing it in the next highest 
position in their playbill.

N O T E S  O N  T H E
T A L E N T  B U Y  P H A S E S

ese rules apply to all three Talent Buy phases:

Breaking Ties: e Booking Agent is a bighearted man--all 
other things being equal--and wants to give the little guy a 
break, so ties are broken according to Reviews: whoever has 
the lousiest Review Card in front of them gets first pick.

OOverpayment: Players must pay at least the value of an act to 
claim it, and each player must book the full five acts in each 
round. Change is never made; if a player commits but two 
Big Time Money! cards with values of $2 each (a bold and 
probably foolhardy action), and only "1" value cards are le 
to choose from, the player must overpay with a $2 bill. Write 
the overpayment off as the talent buyer’s cut.

UUnderpayment: If a player doesn’t have enough money to buy 
an available act card, they must select the lowest value card 
and add it to their Playbill. But if an act is underpaid, they 
will underperform! Take a Penalty Marker with a value equal 
to the difference between the act's value and what they were 
actually paid and place it on the act’s card (i.e. if the act has a 
value of "3", but the player has only $1 le to pay for it, place 
a "-2" a "-2" marker on the card in the player’s Playbill). 

G A M E P L A Y
As As was explained in the Overview on the front page, e Big 
Time! is  comprised of four rounds of play, each divided into 
multiple phases representing a day’s labor in mounting a 
vaudeville show. e brunt of the game’s decisions are found 
in the first three “Talent Buy” phases, where theater owners 
send their talent buyers to the Booking Agency with fistfuls 
of Big Time Money!, to return with acts for the round’ show.

S O M E  N O T E S  O N  M O N E YS O M E  N O T E S  O N  M O N E Y

CCash sent to the booking office on a given day is considered 
spent for the round. If a buyer is sent out with eight dollars 
and they only come back with six dollars' worth of talent, 
that's the cost of doing business!  Since there are three Talent 
Buy phases, cash on hand will be divided into three portions, 
one for each phase. ere is no need to retain cash aer these 
phases are over, as money is replenished at the end of the 
roround aer the week’s show has been completed.

While money already spent in a round and the number of 
Big Time Money! cards le in a player’s hand are public in-
formation in theory, players are under no obligation to flaunt 
their wealth in a way that makes it easy for other players to 
get a read on their finances. If a player is asked directly how 
many cards they’ve le or how much money they’ve spent so 
far, decorum dictates that this information be offered 
ppromptly and cheerfully, but this does not preclude cannier 
rascals from obfuscating the truth via posture and attitude.

B U Y IN G  T A L E N T

In the first two Talent Buy phases, 
theater owners will, through their 
talent buyer proxies, contract 
Troupers to perform at their theaters. 
Troupers are the workhorse acts who 
make up the greater part of the world 
of vaudeville, and the same Trouper 
acts will return in each round of play. 
e final Talent Buy phase will be for 
securing a Headliner. Headliners are 
star attractions, and each will appear 
bbut once in the game.

When a Playbill is complete, four of 
the five acts that comprise it will be 
Troupers, and the remaining act will 
be a Headliner. As acts are selected 
for Playbills, they should be placed
from bottom to top, overlapping 
uupwards as new acts are added. In this 
way, Playbills end up with a vaudeville 
poster-style display, with a picture of the Headliner on top!



4. Aer the "Flop!" is assigned, the player who received it is 
subject to the greatest indignity in vaudeville: "e Hook!" 
Place the Hook marker on top of the lowest value act on your 
Playbill (taking into consideration any applicable Penalty 
Markers). is act will not be used in the last two phases. If 
the Flopped player has two acts of equally low value, they 
may choose which one gets e Hook.

PP H A S E  F IV E
P U B L IC  O P IN IO N

1.1. e player with a Smash! for this round goes first, 
moving the Act Type marker upward on the Public Opinion 
Chart for each Act Type icon on his Playbill (note that 
Headliner acts have double icons, and so will adjust the chart 
position twice). For each adjustment, move the marker a 
number of spaces according to the green upward arrows in 
the Public Opinion tier that the marker is on. If a marker is 
momoved multiple times, use the movement value of the tier the 
marker is in when it begins each movement--the first move 
may be four spaces, from Small Time to Showtime, but the 
second will be three spaces since the marker is now moving 
while in the second tier.

Assuming that the 
example Playbill in the 
le column was rated a
Smash!, the Public 
Opinion chart would be
adjusted as you see to the
right. e Playbill has 
one each of Variety,
Animal, Musical, and
JJuggling/Acrobatic acts,
and moves the associated
marker up once for each
icon according to the 
arrows in the tier in 
which it began its
movement. ere are
ttwo Magician/
Ventriloquist icons on
the Headliner, so the
marker moves up twice.
Poor Comedians get no
respect, and their marker
stays in the Small Time.

2.2. Next, the Flop! adjusts the markers downward. e rules 
are the exact inverse of the Smash!, using the red downward 
arrows. Happily, one of the Flop's acts has already gotten e 
Hook!, so the damage is slightly ameliorated since that act 
won't affect the Public Opinion.

P H A S E  T W O
S E C O N D  T A L E N T  B U Y

1. Set up the second Talent Buy phase by moving the face-
up Trouper acts from the "Coming Soon" row to the "Now 
Available - A.M." row, then turn over the face-down 
Troupers and move them to the "P.M." row. Lastly, turn over 
the Headliner acts in place in the "Coming Soon" row.
 
2. Having so done, phase two proceeds exactly like phase 
one, securing the third and fourth acts on each Playbill. 
Players will do well to keep in mind that not only are they 
aallotting money for their final Troupers, but they need to 
leave enough money to book their Headliner in the final 
Talent Buy phase.

P H A S E  T H R E E
F IN A L  T A L E N T  B U Y

1.1. Each player reveals the money they have le aer buying 
their four Troupers, and Headliner acts are selected in the 
mode of the first two phases.

2. Place the Headliner cards at the top of each Playbill, and 
theaters are ready to mount their shows!

P H A S E  F O U R
B O X  O F F IC E

NNow that each Playbill is completely filled, it's show time!

1. Each player adds up the values 
of the acts on his active Playbill to 
arrive at a Playbill Value. Be sure 
to subtract the value of any Penalty 
Markers accrued!

2. e public likes variety! If a 
PPlaybill has five unique act types, 
the Playbill Value is increased 
with a +1 bonus.

3. Compare Playbill Values: the 
player with the highest score is 
awarded the "Smash!" Review, the 
lowest gets the "Flop!" Middling
sscores, if any, receive the 
appropriate two- or three-star 
Review. In the case of ties, the 
higher Review is awarded to the 
player with the worst Review 
from the previous round; the 
public loves an underdog!



Cleanup Example: e Headliner is moved to the Hall of Fame; the 
Troupers go back to the deck to be shuffled and reused in the next rounds.

Scoring Example: e Haymarket Playbill has two Magician/Ventriloquist 
icons; since Ventriloquists are in Hot Time, they score a total of four 
points. Animal Acts are also in Hot Time, so one icon scores two points. 
Variety and Jugglers are in Showtime, so they score one point apiece for 
each of the icons on the Playbill. Musicians are in e Big Time!, so the 
single icon on the Playbill scores three points. ere are two Comedian 
icons in the Haymarket’s Hall of Fame, but Comedy is still in the Small 
TiTime, so it scores no points.

4 + 2 + 1 + 1 + 3 = 11 points total for the Haymarket, and they move 
their eater Marker eleven spaces on the Posterity Point track.

P H A S E  S IX
P O S T E R IT Y  P O IN T S

1.Aer the Public Opinion chart has been affected by the 
Smash! and the Flop!, players move their eater Markers 
on the Posterity Point Track. eaters will be fondly 
rremembered for booking acts that were popular at the time! 
Each act type icon on a eater Mat--including acts in your 
Hall of Fame! (see below)--will score points according to its 
value on the Public Opinion chart: three points for acts in 
e Big Time, two points for acts in Hot Time, and one point 
for acts in Showtime. Small Time acts accrue no points for 
their bookers. Keep in mind that Headliners have two icons, 
and and thus will always score twice. If a player scores more than 
thirty points, flip their eater Marker to the “+30” side and 
continue around the Posterity Point track.

P H A S E  S E V E N
C L E A N U P  &

H A L L  O F  F A M E

To finish the current round, players clear their Playbills in 
readiness for the next.

1.  Troupers from active Playbills are discarded into the 
Trouper deck, which is then reshuffled.

2. Headliners are moved to a theater's Hall of Fame. 
eaters will hang photos in their lobbies and bask in the 
rreflected glory of the big name stars who have  trod their 
boards! ough Hall of Fame Headliners do not add to the 
value of a round's active Playbill in future rounds, their Act 
Type icons do continue to score Posterity Points for the rest of 
the game. In conjunction with Headliners’ double scoring, 
this gives theater owners a strong vested interest in develop-
ing the popularity of acts in their Hall of Fame (and in sabo-
taging the popularity of their rivals’ Hall of Fame acts).

3. Any Penalty Markers on an act are removed, and each 
player’s Big Time Money! supply is replenished.

Aer cleaning up, reset the Booking Agency and 
proceed to the next round of play! Unless the fourth round 
just finished, in which case it’s time for the...

G A M E  E N D !

Aer four rounds, whoever is farthest along on the 
Posterity Point track is the winner! In case of a tie, tied 
players should score all acts in their Hall of Fame again and 
compare scores anew. If players are still tied, the player with 
the lowest Review in the final round of play is the winner!



D E S IG N E R  N O T E S
&  M IN U T IA E

Hi, I’m Holmes!--designer of e Big Time!, fanatical board game hobbyist, alleged comic strip archivist, and amateur 
exclamation point enthusiast! I’d like to extend my thanks to you for checking out my li’l game, the culmination of years of 
(admittedly intermittent) development.

e e origins of e Big Time! lie in my efforts as co-curator of the vintage comic strip archive Barnacle Press. e many hours 
I’ve spent culling comic strips from 100-year-old newspapers were inflated by my patent inability to stay on point and disregard 
the fascinating bits of the paper which were regrettably unencumbered by funny pictures. Among these bits were 
advertisements for vaudeville theaters, which I immediately recognized as terrific source material for the board game design 
which I was fomenting.

is is to say that, as has been mentioned earlier in the rules, everything in this game is pulled from life. e theaters were 
actual theaters in Chicago at the turn-of-the-(last)-century and the slogans on the eater Mats were used in their advertising. 
All acts in the game are not only real, but they actually played these theaters in the first decades of the 20th century. Happily, 
Chicago was a major stop for vaudevillians, so big names like W.C. Fields, Houdini, Al Jolson, the Marx Brothers, and Buster 
Keaton are well represented!

RReveling in the the veracity of these acts has meant preserving some aspects of vaudeville entertainment which are unsavory at 
best to progressed sensibilities. “Midgets” and “Arabs” wouldn’t be so advertised these days, and the blackface employed by acts 
like Jolson and Bert Williams would take any modern audience aback, as well it should. I can only say that Al Jolson can’t be 
ignored as an archetypal vaud performer, and his use of blackface is iconic. As for Bert Williams, he was a fantastically 
ssuccessful African-American performer who blazed trails for black artists. It’s disturbing that he was forced to perform in burnt 
cork in his early career in order to play to white audiences, and tragic that he was personally compelled to retain its use long 
aer it was fashionable or strictly necessary. W.C. Fields referred to Bert as “the funniest man who ever lived...and the saddest 
man I ever met.” I trust that any audience interested in vaudeville will accept these affronts to modern mores in stride. More 
information about these acts and more will be posted at BoardGameGeek.

ere are many people to whom I would like to extend my gratitude for making this game possible and/or better than it would 
otherwise have been. ey include the illustrator Adam Koford, of course, whose cartooning skills have pushed the 
ppresentation of the game over the top. My long-suffering partner April deserves kudos for enduring bouts of my staring out the 
window in contemplation when I should have been attending to the conversation at hand. Trav S.D.’s book No Applause, Just 
row Money is an indispensable resource on vaud, and was a great inspiration to me. e many people who played the game in 
its various nascent states deserve praise, especially the ones who suffered through sessions which were clearly broken. 
CComments from Travis of Indie Boards & Cards, Zev of Z-Man Games and Scott from Ascora were especially helpful to me in 
focusing gameplay and unifying disparate elements; I’m very grateful for their time and insight, even though they all declined 
to publish it. Harrumph.

HHarrumphing aside, it was always my first intention to create a print-and-play game to be distributed freely under a Creative 
Commons license, and that’s what I’ve done. e license is specifically a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
ShareAlike 3.0 Unported License. Whew! What a mouthful! e upshot is that you are free to download, redistribute, and 
modify this game as you wish, as long as you acknowledge where you got it and who made it originally, and as long as you don’t 
make a buck off of it. You’re getting it for free, so please pass it along for free (please do!). If you’re interested in making a buck 
off of it, please contact me (holmes@barnaclepress.com) and we’ll see what we can do.

So go ahead and share it with friends, put it up on Bittorrent, blow up the illustrations and make prints for your friends and 
family, write ukulele and banjo soundtracks for each card and post the results on YouTube--have at it! I would only ask that, 
above and beyond the legal specifics, that you share news of your endeavors with me. I’d be tickled to hear about ‘em.

www.barnaclepress.com   www.adamkoford.com
www.boardgamegeek.com/boardgame/37444/the-big-time

creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/

Released in 2011 by Playable Games. If it’s a Playable game, it probably is!
Dig it!
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