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My Life in the Theatre 
 

William Ivey Long 
 

[William Ivey Long’s address was presented at the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts in Washington 
DC on April 18, 2019.] 
 
I was driving in the car from Raleigh to Seaboard, NC, which is the family farm in Northampton County, when my 
assistant  Donald called to say, and I thought he was being alliterate, that there is a poisonous, volcanic cloud that 
has shut down the airport in London and Jack O’Brien is not allowed to leave the country. And I thought he was 
meaning the wrath of Andrew Lloyd Webber. 
 I’ve been traveling, and I haven’t been reading the paper, so it seems that actually is the case, but I also 
think it also is the case. You can ask Fellow Jack later. Jack and I have done umpteen productions of Hairspray  and 
it’s some of the best work I have ever done, and I’m so proud of it, and proud of our relationship. So, Scott Parker 
called to ask if I would pitch hit for Jack here at the last minute. 
 I said “yes” to Scott, because you know he did ask but it was a rhetorical ask, so it was not like I had this 
great option. Being Southern, and coming here with Southerners, but not as many as I would like, so “yes” is what 
you say and usually if you’re Southern you say, “yes, sir.” What on earth can I do? 
 So I started rehearsing my speech in the car. Well, three hours later, I’d finished my career. OK, but this 
has got to be delivered in 50 minutes, at best, and now its 40 minutes, and so I thought “OK, why don’t I begin my 
life in Ruritanian, NC, you know, Northampton County and end it with my first Tony Award?” So that is sort of like 
an art, because after your first Tony Award it is supposed to be easy sailing.  Oh my, not, but that’s another thing.  
 So that’s the art and, and I practiced it several times, since I’ve now had two days to think about it. There 
are about 10 people that will be mentioned, all of whom changed the course of my life. We’ve all studied history and 
there’s a German themed train of thought of teaching history, it’s called linear history. Well, I bet ‘cha nobody in 
this room has had a linear history. It’s a boomerang, boom, boom, boom. So I think we have all had sort of this same 
journey, but different boom, boom, booms; different people, and different turns and twists and the exciting thing 
about those of us who work in this business is we don’t know what the next one is going to be.  
 So I then practiced.  I got it under an hour, but I think it’s a fun little journey to mention, and as I said many 
of the people are people you know. I hope you know who all these people are and many of them are Fellows, as it 
turns out.  
 So here’s an interesting story.  I have to go back to the 1920s, because there was a William Ivy Long before 
me: my father. When my father was coming along, it was basically really rural poor, so when you are the 11th child 
of a farm family and the 7th son, you are going to be a farmer. You better learn how to pick cotton, and he did. All 
the stories that he couldn’t have lunch until he filled his shoe with cotton seeds, there are all these stories in fact 
growing up in little, tiny Seaboard, NC where I now live, it’s my legal residence, so I have the privilege of paying 
taxes in New York City and Seaboard as my legal residence.  
 The town fathers decided their children were going to learn elocution and Greek and playwriting and this 
was 1920s. They hired a young teacher, Miss Bernice Kelly from Wake County, NC.  She later became Bernice 
Kelly Harris, and she won one of the first Mayflower Awards in North Carolina for writing. So,  her first  student  
was  this  little  snotty, I would love to say barefoot, just because it’s a better story, barefoot, Southern boy, farm 
boy, William Ivy Long. Or, William Long as he was known his entire life until he became Bill Long. 
 So she taught him theatre. He learned to take stories and turned them into plays. This was a high school 
student, and he, through her encouragement and training, won the first scholarship in playwriting to the University 
of North Carolina in Chapel Hill. That was in the late 20s. He wrote about our great, great grandfather, in a story 
called Walnut Born, about a farmer who built his coffin in the living room.  
 Frederick Koch, Prof Koch, founded the Dramatic Art Department at the University and its producing arm 
the Carolina Playmakers, and he developed something called Folk Drama, that encouraged people to tell the story, 
the folk story, the story of America, in plays. And in the first class was Thomas Wolfe. He was 6’7” or 6’ 8”, very 
tall; and they wouldn’t let him in World War I because they said “you will be shot immediately.” So, my father 
followed in this Folk Drama tradition, landed there at the university.  
 So, this little boy’s life was changed by the teacher who helped him tell stories. This would not have 
happened; we wouldn’t be here because he wouldn’t have met my mother, also a Carolina Playmaker, also from a 
rural background. They weren’t farmers, they were lumbermen, and they cut down trees. We dig, we plow and we 
cut down trees, that’s what we do, and tell these stories. 
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 The Chapel Hill experience is throughout this story as is the Carolina Playmakers. Prof Koch was also 
instrumental in starting The Lost Colony in 1937, the first outdoor historical drama in the nation. It tells the story of 
the founding of the first colony in these United States. It failed, it got lost. Then Jamestown happened; so it’s a ride 
in history, full of fun and frolic and sadness and we still tell it every year. 
 Here goes: the war happens then my parents get married.  My father is a technical director, designer and a 
playwright. The job he gets after the war is tech director at the Raleigh Little Theatre. It’s a WPA project and we 
lived in the stage left dressing room of the outdoor amphitheatre.  
 Then we moved to Chapel Hill in the early 50s and enter Fellow John Cauble as a student who worked with 
my father at the university. My father was in the quonset hut to the right, and building scenery, and my great mentor 
and hero and beloved star, Irene Smart Rains, was upstairs in the other quonset hut in the costume shop.  
 So in and out of this world came all of these Playmakers and all of these story tellers. So that was my 
childhood, and when I was eight years old, my brother Robert and I were old enough to join The Lost Colony cast as 
children. So at eight we started acting. So I was precocious. When they open me up and figure out what I died from, 
it will be silastic fumes, acetone because I made lots of puppets and lots of animal heads, carved, and I was so 
precocious. No gloves, no masks, oh my goodness, no OSHA. So I am sure the spots on my lungs are not bullet 
holes, they are asbestos, whatever is in that silastic, anyways, it’s horrible stuff and I lived through it. 
 So I was the prop master of The Lost Colony, and my father had been prop master, tech director and 
director. The powers that be decided they wanted some changes, they wanted more Broadway and so out went my 
parents. My mother played Queen Elizabeth for 10 years and of course played it at home for the rest of her life. If 
fact, on her tombstone we put her opening lines in the Paul Green drama, right on the tombstone. We thought just in 
case people would forget for a second. In fact the first lines are “Unto my people, greetings.” So that was sort of my 
mother in a nutshell, and a big nutshell it is. 
 Joe Layton was brought in to direct. He was the multi Tony Award-winning director, brilliant 
choreographer-director of the world, like Jerome Robbins, Gower Champion, directing and choreographing. So into 
my life, I was 12 when I met Joe Layton, and he brought down scene and costume designer Fred Voelpel from New 
York, and Nananne Porcher as the lighting director. These are big, big important people. Fred Voelpel was the first 
person I knew who had gone to the Yale School of Drama.  
 At 12, I was learning to scene paint under Fred Voelpel. I was prop master for three or four years, then I 
became technical director. Meanwhile we would meet all the guest stars who would come in and I would learn. I 
continued doing all that technical theatre and I thought “I’m not going to do this, this is what the family does. This is 
just the family game. It’s sort of fun. In our front hall in Rock Hill, SC is the scene shop.” When my parents did The 
Heiress, all the furniture went; everything went for The Heiress because it was the right period and the costume shop 
was our dining room table. 
 So we grew up with the dining room as the costume shop.  Didn’t   everyone  grow   up   that  way?  I was 
doing all this and it was sort of 24 hours a day and I thought, “Now I’ve got to do something serious.” I said, “I’m 
not going to do theatre.” I went to the College of William & Mary. But I have a degree in History, and my Honors 
Thesis was in Proust. Proustian history intertwined with late 19th century. I thought, “Well that’s more like it, 
there’s something I can bite my teeth into.” But meanwhile each summer I would go back and work at The Lost 
Colony.  
 Then I think the pull of the University of North Carolina comes and I go to graduate school there in Art 
History in Renaissance and Baroque.  And I get a full teaching fellowship, so I taught for three years and it covered 
everything.  A family friend, whom we had known all our lives, had taught my father playwriting, said “Billy can 
come and stay with me in Chapel Hill,” so for three years I lived with Betty Smith, who wrote A Tree Grows in 
Brooklyn.   
 Well, little did I know before then, Betty Smith went to the Yale School of Drama. There’s your 
playwriting again and telling those stories. She had been one of George Pierce Baker’s, Bakers Dozen, the 
playwriting group, which he founded at the Yale School of Drama. I learned all of this later, what did I know. I lived 
with her and we would talk about the drama school, and she said  “Theatre is in your blood. You should go to the 
Yale School of Drama.” So, ok, it’s out there, you have outed me.  
 I finished all my classes at Chapel Hill, and two things happened. My advisor went to Rome on a 
fellowship and Betty Smith died. When that happened, when things like that happen, you certainly stop and you 
pause. So what do I do? It’s so preposterous, and I love the word preposterous because it’s symbolic of my entire 
life.  
 I had never done one single set sketch or costume sketch at all. So I go and get James Laver’s book. I had 
to sketch some costumes: two costumes and a set for Act One of The Duchess of Malfi. I’d never done a proper 
sketch.  I had been making costumes all my life. But it turned out well. So I did my very first sketches, my very first 
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designs on paper. Put them in the mail with my application to Yale, asked all of these fancy people who I have 
mentioned so far, all the names you have heard me drop so far and I said “Would you please write me a letter to 
Yale?” Dropped it in the mail, cashed in the last little bit of my fellowship and went to Florence for the summer. 
Wasn’t I just too preposterous? Thinking that I would get in. Well, I come back and I had gotten in. Preposterous, 
completely preposterous. 
 I worked with Ming Cho Lee. Ming Cho Lee, he would change anyone’s life. He would change a stone into 
a caring respectful person. Ming Cho Lee, the first day of class he dismissed class and sent us down to register to 
vote. He said “You must engage in your own generation. You must be involved.” If this didn’t set me on edge, and 
let me know that, oh, we are not drawing pretty pictures here in this class. Fellow Ming Lee certainly is moral and 
remains at the Yale School of Drama.  
 Ming was so strong, we had a preposterous class.  There’s the word again. Five of us and we decided that 
we did not like our costume design teacher, that she was not up to the level of Ming Cho Lee. So we went to 
Howard Stein, Fellow Howard Stein, and we said “We’re firing her.” So, they all agreed because we were so 
convincing, and so Ming taught us costumes for three years. I had, to this day, have one costume design class to my 
name. So when I am asked to come teach costumes now, I teach scenery instead because there is nothing better than 
parenting your Ming Cho Lee training. 
 My college roommate from William & Mary drives me up to Yale. I am scared to go because remember 
these are Yankees and I don’t know where I am going. He takes me up there and he goes in and pulls off the little 
“Roommate Wanted Sign,” and he says “This is where you are living.” I called the person and she said “Yes, come 
on.”  
 I had a floor with two bedrooms. A Victorian house. I shared a bathroom with a beautiful brunette, 
Sigourney was her first name. Well, actually her first name is Susan, but Sigourney is her nickname, which is now 
her name. Downstairs there were two more bedrooms for a couple and this beautiful blonde, and her first name was 
Meryl. We were subsequently known as the Meryl Streep class, even then.  
 So Sigourney took me out that weekend to the Yale Cabaret, weekend cabaret, not the summer cabaret. She 
was a year ahead of me and two playwrights were putting on that evening’s entertainment: Chris Durang and Albert 
Innaurato. Albert Innaurato was dressed with his full beard and mustache as a Mother Superior, full nun. And Chris 
Durang was in a blue evening gown as Laura from The Glass Menagerie.  I was with Sigourney and I said, “Help.” I 
did not know what was happening. Now mind you, I had no classes ever in the theatre. So there I was thinking 
“What have I landed in?” I did not understand this crazy theatre at all, and I was very disturbed. 
 The third week Ming Cho Lee, said “For next week we have a guest designer, and we want you all to 
present for the master class for Midsummer Night’s Dream.” The guest designer was Josef Svoboda.  Mind you I 
have had all of three classes: one costume class and three set classes and I presented to Josef Svoboda. It ended well 
enough as later I was his scenic assistant at a production at Julliard.  
 So that was the Yale Drama School year. At the end of the first year we were preposterous. I decided all we 
wanted to hear was how to get into the union and how to become a designer. Ming did not want to talk about it.  He 
wanted to talk about what you all talk about:  the great picture, the reason we tell stories, how you can change lives. 
No, “how to get into the union” but, “tell me stories about this.” Anyway, that’s all we wanted to know. So I tried 
real hard, and of course I applied and took the exam and got into the union. Furious, Ming was furious with me 
because I was being terrible. 
 That same year the music department was doing a production of Leonard Bernstein’s Mass. It had opened 
in this very building [The Kennedy Center]. Jump to: I was hired to do the costumes. Hired? I volunteered to do the 
costumes. It was for the music school. 
 Leonard Bernstein came, loved it so much, we took it to Vienna. We were free labor, we are all drama 
school people and music school, we weren’t paid, we just went to Vienna and presented Mass. So Leonard Bernstein 
comes into my life. I mean Leonard Bernstein, in your first year. Ming Cho Lee’s omnipresence, and Leonard 
Bernstein. So it was high cotton, as we say down south.  
 Skip to: I’m graduating, what am I going to do? By that time Ming has totally gotten inside every fiber.  
He’s like those chromosomes that come in and kill good cells and bad cells.  Well, Ming is always the good, the 
white corpuscles comes in and kills all the bad things.  
 Meanwhile, I’ve still only taken Ming’s classes, so I don’t even know design. You are following this right? 
So I’m going to graduate. I’m scared to death.  I don’t know what to do because I haven’t planned and I’m going to 
New York City. I weigh 135 pounds when I come to New York. That’s pretty scary for a little guy.  
 I decide “OK, I need another Ming Cho Lee. What am I  going  to do?  I need  a teacher, I need  a mentor.” 
I picked my teacher. “I’m going to make Charles James, the great couturier, my teacher. I’m just going to move to 
the Chelsea Hotel and start working for him.” That’s what I did. I moved there, I stayed there for five years. It took 
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me six months of stalking him, leaving little notes under his door and I finally get to work with him. I worked with 
him, there’s a precedence here, until he dies. For the first two years I couldn’t get started. Ming would send me out 
for interviews; they all said “you are so flip.” See how flip I am? “You are flip, not serious enough.”  I couldn’t get 
hired. 
 So I made dolls by day and my two best friends from the Yale Drama School, Wendy Wasserstein, 
playwright, and Paul Rudnick was an undergraduate playwright/novelist, would take my dolls around and sell them 
and kept me going while I would work for free, with Charles James at night. I was getting to know New York and 
my friends Wendy and Rudnick both knew New York. I’m in New York, I weigh 135 pounds, no energy, I’m 
having breakdowns, but I’m working for Charles James and making dolls by day. Does this sound like a career in 
the theatre? That’s why I thought this is funny because I’ve got three things that changed that are coming up.  
 The first thing is, I was hired.  My first Broadway show, believe it or not. I was hired to do a Broadway 
show because of Ming Cho Lee. This is what happened. Liviu Ciulei the great Romanian director, the international 
superstar, and Ming were doing Inspector General, but then Ming got Boris Godunov at the Met. Then, Liviu had to 
find somebody else and he said “just get one of your students. I am so busy, just get me someone.” So  someone 
says,  “How about my friend William?”  He says, “Just get me someone.” I bring my portfolio. He never looks at it.  
He just starts giving me notes.  
 There was this newspaper strike. The Christian Scientist Monitor was the only one that reviewed us 
because they don’t care about strikes. They work for God.  They don’t have unions. So The Christian Scientist 
Monitor gave the only review. I wasn’t mentioned. So that was the first one. “Get me someone.” My first Broadway 
show. 
 Then how did I get my first musical? During the summer my preposterous class at Yale decided to do an 
original piece called The 1940s Radio Hour. I designed the sets and costumes. It starred this beautiful blonde girl 
with the name Meryl. 
 Then we did it at Arena Stage with David Gropman, me and Paul Gallo, and the producer said, “We can 
bring that to Broadway.” So, it goes to the St. James Theatre in New York. Jim Bing produces it except they  want a 
Broadway hand, so  enter another major person in my life, Tharon Musser. Tharon Musser replaces Paul Gallo and 
he has never gotten over it. We all say “Lighten up Paul,” but anyway he never got over it.  
 The choreographer was someone called Thommie Walsh. He had been in A Chorus Line. He was the one 
that said “Committing suicide in Buffalo is redundant.” Thommie Walsh, so then we became friends and two years 
later I get a call: “We are doing this little show called Nine. We need an assistant because the producer is designing 
the costumes and will you come and be the assistant?” Well, you know what I am doing, right of course, I’ll come. 
Thommie Walsh had recommended me. 
 So I meet with Michael Stewart, he was also in A Chorus Line, he was the one wearing the boots. He says, 
“I need an assistant, I have torn out of all these pages from Vogue, I need all these women to be glamorous and we 
think we are going to do it black clothes on a white set. Would you be my assistant?” I said “No, actually I haven’t 
assisted anyone, I don’t know how to be an assistant.” He said, “Will you be my co-designer?” So I thought about 
that for a while, and then by the end of the meeting, by the way he didn’t look at the portfolio either, I was just 
looking at the things he had torn out. It was a snowy night and I said, “No, I can’t do this. I just don’t know how to 
be a co-designer. I don’t know how to do this.”  So I turned it down and went home. It was snowing, I was weeping. 
It was great, it was like one of those big stories. 
 So, I turned it down. Two months later I’m doing something else at Manhattan Theatre Club and I get a call 
saying, “This is the stage manager, we are having first dress measuring, can you bring a measuring tape and an 
assistant to trace for shoes?” I said, “What show are we talking about?” “Nine, the musical.” I said, “Who have you 
just called?” “I’ve called William Long.” I said “Are you sure? What position are you calling me, what’s my job?” 
She said “Are you kidding, you are the costume designer.” That’s how I got Nine.  
 So each of these times there is a “who are your friends,” and “get me somebody,” changing craziness like 
this and that’s how I got to Nine. Thommie Walsh had taken me to the Nine meeting so I arrive with this measuring 
tape and there’s this beautiful redhead.  
 Now mind you, I haven’t done any sketches yet. I’m measuring. I haven’t even designed the damn thing. I 
didn’t know I was doing it. It’s like on the hoof. And I meet this beautiful redhead and the end of my story,  which   
then   became   history,  it  this  lovely young lady, who is the daughter of Dr. Morris from Durham NC. And this 
changed my life. [Shows picture of Anita Morris in the now famous black lace costume from Nine.]  
 So from the farm in North Hampton County to the daughter of the doctor in Durham, NC, it’s just a hop, 
skip and a jump. But that has been my journey until my life completely changed. And that’s my story ladies and 
gentlemen.  


