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SAVING THE WORLD: MOMENTS IN A THEATRE LIFE 
 

Martha Wadsworth Coigney 
 
[Martha Wadsworth Coigney’s address was presented at the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts in 
Washington DC on April 22, 2007.] 
 
Today we gather as a college of fellows, as a group of colleagues with a Sunday agenda to celebrate the life work we 
have chosen, to welcome some friends into the group, and to reflect together about the art, the business, the calling, 
the health of theatre.  
 I have worked in theatre for 52 years. Forty of them have been devoted to the International Theatre Institute 
or more grandly to the crowd of friends that make up the world theatre community. I have spent my life making 
connections. So, like all of us, when I heard about Blacksburg last Monday, I thought of our band of fellows—Tony 
Distler and Don Drapeau and Bob Leonard and George Thorne. Were they O.K.? Were any of their students hurt? 
I’ve never been to Virginia Tech. but my friends were there; what happened to them? 
 All through the Cold War and up to the present day police actions and hostilities the ITI has worked to 
promote and protect theatre people—to keep telling our stories and to find and listen to the stories of all the “others” 
of the world. We have been there to look out for our friends. 
 We still are. 
 I never thought that I would be nostalgic for the Cold War, but that four-decade political confrontation 
forced us to look at ourselves. It forced us to recognize and use our arts and culture to show our genius and humanity 
to the world. Theatre and the other arts became our most effective ambassadors—they allowed us to be known.   
 Theatre was a force for peace because we were all desperate to know one another. When theatre showed 
that we were all pretty much the same size, then slogans lost their poison and ignorance lost its hold on our hearts.
 The Cold War ended in boundless joy, not because someone lost, but because everybody won – at least for 
a while. 
 Almost two decades later we are again paralyzed by isolation. The arts have been put on the diplomatic 
shelf. We are trying to buy our way out of trouble by selling Americans short and paying for an oil supply with 
American kids. 
 Our great glorious promising country is going through another dangerous and embarrassing adolescence. I 
believe that our theatre has an obligation to illuminate and civilize America. It is how we can use our anger to foster 
justice. It is through the arts that the American spirit can prevail and save the world—even from America. We are 
the only country in the world that is made up of the entire world—all the shapes and colors and sounds of the world. 
We must learn our own diversity. 
 This meeting here today is for leaders of theatre and theatre training—it gathers together both now and 
tomorrow. The next generation can be our great joy or it can be our sin of omission. All the talent we’ll ever need is 
available. Our job is to teach the laws and languages of theatre. We must find the creative energy in our students and 
give them the skills to concentrate and clarify that energy in the service of theatre. 
 Studying theatre may not lead to a life on the stage, but it will lead to a better and richer life as a human 
being. When Jane Alexander arranged for some people to testify before Congress in defense of the National 
Endowment, she included a senior office from the Pentagon. One senator asked the witness, “Well, General, 
whatever made you get into the arts?” The general replied, “Why, Senator, that’s where I learned discipline.” 
 I think our greatest teachers have taught by questions, not answers. They have inspired us to forge ahead 
through unknown swamps, undertows and broken stairs. We have learned that no matter how much we know, it only 
changes the dimensions of our ignorance.   
 Our teachers show us that the magic power of theatre is the truth of the moment. Theatre teaches by flash 
cards.  It is such a disappearing act that it makes authority nervous. All that work, all that expense and it’s gone in 
two hours—again and again—gone. There must be something unauthorized, if now you see it and now you don’t!!   
 Before I am overcome by this Delphic fit, I better tell you something about how I got here.  It is because of 
theatre. Not planned, but never resisted my life in, around and because of theatre began with genetics. My paternal 
grandfather and great grandfather were both Presbyterian ministers. Charles Wadsworth was evidently a golden 
voice of Philadelphia.  There was even a play about the purely postal relationship between my great grandfather and 
Emily Dickenson. The play didn’t work either. 
 Underneath a layer of Yankee reticence my father was an actor and my mother was a clown. When I was 6 
I played a firefly in Hiawatha at school. I dropped one of my flashlights during the circle dance and, like any good 
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firefly, stepped out of the circle, retrieved my flashlight and slipped back into the dance. The laughter was my first 
addiction. 
 I went to summer camp in Steamboat Springs, Colorado, where there were horses and gorgeous nature. 
There was also a theatre department that had attracted Julie Harris as a young girl and a dance department that had 
welcomed Hanya Holm, Martha Graham, Charles Weidman, Doris Humphrey, Louis Horst, Merce Cunningham and 
Valerie Bettis. 
  I went to Vassar College because my grandmother, mother, aunt, sister and cousin went there. And there 
was a Drama Department. It was a small department with a faculty of 4 fanatics and a student population of about 30 
majors. You couldn’t start Drama until sophomore year, so freshman year I swept the stage, made props and 
generally ignored the liberal arts treasury around me.  
 Theatre grabbed my attention because I was good at it. I did too much of it, loved the work and by 
graduation realized that I had begun to think. 
 Three summers of stock in Ogunquit led to my first job in New York. I was the secretary for an Actors 
Studio benefit, the film premier of The Rose Tattoo. The next month I started work for wonderful Gilbert Parker, a 
young playwrights’ agent at MCA. Three months later, though, I heard again the call of the wild. Jack Garfein called 
to say that the “more experienced woman” that the Actors Studio had chosen as secretary had quit in hysterics. 
 So, for 3 ½ years I worked for Lee Strasberg, Cheryl Crawford, Elia Kazan and over a hundred member-
actors. I was goffer, janitor, stage manager, den mother and foreign secretary. I was going-on 23. It was the mid-
fifties and everyone had just arrived or just left for the Coast.  I met and adored a generation of wondrous actors.  I 
told them all they were wonderful because most of them were. I scheduled and watched 2,500 auditions, watched 
most of the classes. I watched Bill Inge and Molly Kazan start the Playwrights unit. I watched Harold Clurman start 
the Directors Unit. 
 Whatever names some people have called it the Actors Studio was a major theatre experiment. It changed 
the place of the actor in American theatre. It put a spotlight on the work of the actor and the training needed to 
reveal and support talent. 
 At the end of 1959 I came back from my first trip to Europe to find that my job had been infiltrated. So, I 
took a civilian sabbatical and acting classes until… 
 Remember, this is the 8th Annual Roger Stevens Address. I got the job as Roger Stevens’s secretary. He 
asked if I went to college and if I liked it. He told me he was a Depression drop out—he had to go to work. He then 
asked if I was frightened of him. I said no. He said that was good because it irritated him when people feared him. 
He was a great boss.   
 It was 1962. He had just opened Mary, Mary to medium reviews and phenomenal business. He had just 
razed New Haven to the ground in the new craze for urban death and rebirth.  Roger Stevens was a man who made 
industry history buying and then selling the Empire State Building. He was also permanently, hopelessly in love 
with theatre and its perpetrators. He started by bringing a production of Twelfth Night to Broadway from Ann Arbor 
and he stayed to produce with Robert Whitehead, Robert Anderson and Robert Dowling. He was a hands-off 
producer who said his job was to find the plays and the people, get the money and leave them to do their work. But 
his absenteeism left room to subsidize Harold Pinter in return for a look at his new plays. He invested in theatre 
people without owning them. 
 He also called himself a retired politician because he had been the finance chairman for both of Adlai 
Stevenson’s presidential campaigns. In 1965 he moved to Washington to serve as Founding Chairman of the 
National Endowment for the Arts and the Founder of the Kennedy Center. 
 As he was leaving for Washington, Roger O.K.’d me as an understudy in Poor Richard, a lesser play by 
Jean Kerr that starred two dazzling actors, Alan Bates and Gene Hackman.  Then three months of hard-won 
unemployment made it clear that I was unemployed. 
 So, I went to see a friend of Roger’s who was running ANTA. Stanley Young said that there was this 
wonderful woman, Rosamond Gilder, who was being abandoned by Ruth Mayleas and who was going to 
Washington to work for Roger at the new Endowment. 
 And then, my children, in 1966 I met Rosamond and the ITI. The International Theatre Institute was 
founded in 1948 in Prague. Rosamond went there with Clarence Derwent and Warren Caro at the dawn of the Cold 
War, beyond the help or influence of American diplomacy. When we met 18 years later she was President of ITI and 
had invited the organization to hold its 12th Congress in 1967 in New York. 
 I think Rosamond Gilder founded or assisted at the birth of most of America’s theatre networks. First, was 
the National Theatre Conference which had a split that caused the founding of AETA, which became ATA, which is 
now ATHE.  She was named as one of the first Fellows of this august crowd. 
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 Rosamond brought a quiet relentless passion to her work in spreading theatre knowledge across America. 
Theatre Arts magazine was the vehicle that educated a couple of American generations about theatre at home and 
theatre elsewhere. Through Theatre Arts she helped America become a nation of theatre. 
 Well, we organized the 12th Congress of ITI with an astonishing galaxy of supporters and volunteers and 
the Ford Foundation and the Endowment and just about everybody else.  Richard Barr and Harold Prince arranged 
free tickets to Broadway for all the delegates every night; Equity gave a party; the Dramatists Guild gave another; 
the Players killed the fatted calf; Joe Papp’s Shakespeare in the Park gave them dinner at the Astor library, Comedy 
of Errors and a picnic backstage. Edward Albee, Richard Schechner, John Houseman, Alan Schneider, Ruth 
Mayleas, Nan Martin, Tunc Yalman appeared on panels, showed up to meet. Guaranteed a welcome.   
 The Congress began on the same day as the Six Day War in the Middle East, June 4-11, 1967. We 
welcomed 169 foreign guests from 44 countries. Theatre people from all over the world met in a time of 
international catastrophe, in a country mired in the Viet Nam war.  They met and held to their purpose to celebrate, 
promote and protect theatre in the world.  The week exploded with performances, gatherings, arguments, votes, 
recognition and finally a profound hard-won feeling of community. New York did what New York does best—it 
made the occasion. On Friday of the Congress week there was a reception given at the UN for the Congress 
delegates. Many of us went over early in the afternoon to listen to the General Assembly debates. 
 At the Closing Plenary on Saturday morning the Soviet Delegate, Mikail Ivanovich Tsarev, rose to speak: 
“All this week we have talked and talked and discussed and debated and fought about theatre. Yesterday we went to 
the United Nations to listen to diplomats talk and talk and fight and yell and talk. Well, I will tell you something 
today. We are the Diplomats!!” 
 The New York Congress happened 40 years ago this coming June. That was when a job in theatre became a 
life in theatre for me. I didn’t know it at the time, but the direction of my life was set during that week of war and 
theatre and revelation. 
 Meanwhile, the focus of American theatre was shifting from New York to the rest of the country. In New 
York attention was shifting from Broadway to Off Broadway and beyond to the amazing explosion of American 
experimental theatre of the sixties and seventies. 
 The Living Theatre started things in the forties and fifties before heading to Europe. Their voices were 
answered and multiplied by Joe Cino’s Café Cino and Ellen Stewart’s La MaMa Experimental Theatre Club. 
Edward Albee’s first productions were made in Germany. When Ellen went to the Actors Studio to get help training 
her actors and was turned away, La MaMa ETC became not only a home for new playwrights, but also a birthplace 
for American experimental theatre. Ellen was the first to take the work of her playwrights to Europe in the early 
sixties. She was, also, the first American to invite her hosts and colleagues back to perform in New York.  In the 
summer of 1970 she hosted the first-ever international theatre festival in the U.S. at Brandeis University—it was a 
scandalous success. Boston recovered. 
 This experimental explosion gave America a theatre profile. The new work exported from the U.S. sparked 
an international interest that had never been seen before. Our artists became internationally known. They brought 
their new celebrity and acceptance home with them. More amazing, theatres came from elsewhere and changed our 
eyes. The new American presence in the avant-garde venues of Europe caught the interest of artists who came here 
to see for themselves. 
 In 1970 Peter Brook began his experimental work in Paris where he gathered an international group of 
actors. In 1973 he brought the group to the US for three months of working encounters with Americans. ITI/US 
worked for four years on this visit. My favorite encounter of the entire project was in 1971 in California when I 
drove Peter to San Juan Bautista to meet Luis Valdez, founder and head of El Teatro Campesino. 
 They met at 11 in the morning in the patio of La Calavera, the Teatro Headquarters. It was like watching 
two quiet countries meet. They sat face to face at a small metal table and spoke for 10 minutes. Then they walked 
away together for two hours. 
 Then we had lunch cooked by Luis’s wife Lupe. They went away toward the mission grounds—talking—
for 3 hours more. As we left to drive back to San Francisco the smile did not leave Peter’s face…not for miles. “It 
was a good meeting, I guess,” I said. “Yes, I met a world artist,” he said. 
 The 1973 visit was generous because it included a lot of time with actors and theatre groups across the 
country. Starting with some weeks with Teatro Campesino it was a trip for Brook and the company to find and savor 
new cultures with different sounds and histories. It was a revelation to watch the actors confront unknown gestures 
and unsounded languages—all while they gave up all of the techniques, skills and habits that they arrived with. 
 They were sweeping away answers to prepare for the new questions. It was a process that continued for 
more than 20 years of questions, clarity, pain, triumph, hilarity, despair and heroism. 
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 On one side trip in the U.S. Brook saw a group that had visited his company in Paris. He came back fizzing 
with outrage. “They’re copying our exercises in their performance!  Theatre is the art of THEFT, NOT 
IMITATION!!” “In theatre you take what you must use and you transform it through your own work. Otherwise it’s 
just plagiarism.” 
 Peter Brook shared his work with American theatre people during that cross-country visit, but he was never 
teaching. He was searching to find the new energies in forgotten words and the new truths in ancient tales. 
 Another theatre explorer in America, Jerzy Grotowski, took actors with him on his theatre journeys beyond 
known limits. He used theatre to reveal the gestures of humanity. His experiments seemed to leave theatre behind, 
while in fact he was showing its other dimensions.  
Grotowski also never taught theatre. He said, “If I teach work it means that I have already left it behind.” He worked 
beyond his own endurance with many people along the path of his questions. Brief memories of these two colossal 
artists remind me, again, why theatre is an essential human activity. It tells our stories. Theatre performance makes 
us sit together to witness our existence. It frees us from solitude. Solitude kills. 
 In theatre, our stories, our experiments, our human traces meet. They meet at the next rehearsal, at the next 
performance. The memories of our work, the libraries full of our histories come with us to the experiment. We need 
the knowledge of what went before to have the courage for what might come next. 
 Theatre people are taught what nations need to learn. It is a communal art. The playwright’s solitude is 
ended in rehearsal; the company’s isolation is cured by the audience. Theatre is about gatherings. Jean-Louis 
Barrault said: “The only true nation in the world is the nation of theatre.” 
 Today we are citizens of this nation. We have all the cultures of the world to pass on to our children. 
Theatre has always told the stories of humanity—the truth of what happened and the promise of what’s next. 
CAN THEATRE SAVE THE WORLD? IT’S A BIG JOB, BUT HAVEN’T WE BEEN TRAINED FOR IT?  


