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Theatre Adventures ... As Best I Can Remember 
 

Douglas Cook 
 
[The Fourth Annual Roger L. Stevens Address was delivered by Douglas Cook at the John F. Kennedy Center for 
the Performing Arts,  Washington, D.C., on April 20, 2003.]  
 
 When Dean Brockett called to invited me to give the Fourth Annual Roger L. Stevens Address for the 
Fellows, I requested a recount. I was told that since this address would be in Washington, D.C., the recounting of 
ballots was out of the question. 
 I protested, “I will be giving a ‘sermon-to-the-choir.’ Everyone there knows all that I know and more.” 
Jerry Crawford reminded me that I had a guilty hand in the beginning of URTA., the end of ATA, the founding of 
STAA, and had been associated with the Utah Shakespearean Festival from its beginning. 
 Brock was gentler and more eloquent. He said something like, “In the address, you can give voice to some 
of the things that have given your life and career meaning.” 
 WARNING! What you are about to hear ignores the beginning mission statement of the Fellows which 
reads, “Promote and encourage the highest standards of research and creativity in educational and professional 
theatre.” There is little research or creativity in this address. It is all based on “memory,” which is not mentioned 
in any of the Fellows’ high standards. 
 This will be more of a chat than an address, a fragmented look at theatre experiences and reflections - 
“adventures” of the past 50 years...as best I can remember. (I hope it will be short enough for rebuttals and reverent 
questions). 
 When trying to give a title for the Gazette, I took a quick look through my collection of theatre 
biographies and the titles that caught my eye included: Robert Lewis, Slings and Arrows; Helen Hays, A Gift of 
Joy; Jed Harris, Watchman What of the Night; and Gene Autry’s Back in the Saddle Again. But the one that really 
caught my attention was Alec Guiness’ My Name Escapes Me. 
 Looking back over our history can be a mixed blessing. Some things we love to remember. However, some 
things we’d like to forget. Sharing the past is often difficult because we all see, hear, live and register each moment 
from a different perspective. There is no way around that, but reviewing the past is said to be the best way to build 
and enjoy the future. 
 My professional theatre adventures began in the early 50's after graduating from the University of Arizona 
and finishing graduate study at Stanford. I had spent the previous 20 years planning to be a commercial artist. My 
mother was a soprano who was a church soloist and sang leads in Gilbert and Sullivan productions. She also 
taught 5 foreign languages. My father was a writer and English professor who wrote outdoor Arizona historical 
pageants, among other things. He was also a citrus rancher and I grew up on a 40-acre citrus ranch. I took part in 
high school theatre because that’s where all the good looking girls were. I played the younger brother in Date with 
Judy, Friar Lawrence in Romeo, but I played mostly in the band. I put myself through school playing in dance 
bands and raising cotton. I still wanted to be a commercial artist and attended the Los Angeles Art Institute. 
 But after a year at the University of Chicago I changed to Political Science and entered the University of 
Arizona as a pre-law major. The Drama Department hired me to design their posters and I somehow got cast in a 
production of Arthur Koestler’s Darkness at Noon. Strange as it seems, my dual interest in art and politics came 
together, but the “collaboration factor” of the arts, ideas and the creative process convinced me that the theatre 
included all my special interests. 
 At the U of A, my mentors were Peter Marroney, Robert Burroughs and Fairfax Proudfit Walkup. After 
summer stock on the Cape, I enrolled at Stanford and found Hubert Heffner, F. Cowles Strickland, Norman 
Philbrick and Wendell Cole. 
 At Stanford, I also met an actress in Hubert Heffner’s notorious “Introduction to Graduate Study” class, 
Joan Buechner Compton. For the past 47 years she has gone by the name Joan Cook. Joan and I have shared all our 
theatre adventures, but from different points of view. 
 In addition to my outstanding Stanford mentors, I had the unique opportunity to work  with  visiting  
professional  artists-in-residence.  As many of you know, F. Cowles “Strick” Strickland and Stanford received 
some of the first NTC  “Artist-in-residence” grants. While I was there I worked with Alene McMahan, a young  
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Marian Seldes,  Douglas Watson,  Ted  Marcuse and English actor Patrick Wymark. This experience left me with 
the firm conviction that professional artists can bring a unique and invaluable enrichment to an academic training 
program. 
 I didn’t select Stanford in order to become an actor. My interest and aspiration at the time was to become 
a director. At Stanford my teachers were “Strick” and Robert Loper. Following Stanford, I was hired as the Artistic 
Director of the Millbrae Community Theatre and guest director at the Palo Alto Community Theatre and the 
Penninsula Children’s Theatre. I was also the technical supervisor of the Stanford Scene Shop, where young Jerry 
Crawford was learning about the technical side of theatre. 
 After two years of community theatre adventures came an invitation to join the small drama faculty at the 
new University of California campus at Riverside. It was to be a “liberal arts” college to compete with Reed and 
others. I joined Bill Sharp and Harold Gould to begin a new program. I was appointed the production designer and 
technical director. Directing slots were filled by the three of us.  Joan and I took our son John to Riverside, 
California to begin a new adventure and a great challenge. The date was Fall, 1957. During my tenure at UCR, our 
sons, Peter and Stephen would be born. 
 At U.C. Riverside, dedicated to the liberal arts, all the disciplines were thrown together - housing, faculty 
meetings, event attendance, lunches, social activities, championing causes, writing proposals, arguing for funds, 
sharing opinions and research. It was a rich learning environment that gave me special meaning, empathy and 
dedication to research and scholarship. I acquired a particular interest in the history of the touring theatre 
companies during the Gold Rush. The Berkeley library has a rich collection of this history. 
 At Riverside from 1957 to 1970: 
1. The theatre department went from a faculty of 3 to a faculty and staff of 9. It included Clayton Garrison, 

Jerry Turner, Michael Addison and Richard Risso. 
2. We designed and built a new theatre complex. (The first “scenic studio” was an old barn with a dirt floor 

and no running water.) 
3. I served as the chairman of a special annual arts event involving all the campuses: UCLA, Berkeley, Davis 

and Riverside. Irvine, San Diego and Santa Cruz were yet to arrive on the scene. 
4. I also served as department Chair, worked out a graduate program, and made a home for “Dance” which 

had had serious conflicts with Physical Education. 
  
 During the 60's, I took a special interest in AETA and the developing USITT.  I remember the AETA 
meeting in Denver where I believe AETA changed to ATA.   USITT had one of its first meetings at Disneyland 
where a special tour was made through all their connecting tunnels and a review of its fantastic technology. 
 In 1967-68, on a rich sabbatical year in New York giving focus to “American Scenic Design - Past and 
Present - Training and Practice,” I was able to arrange interviews and trips to studios and theatres with Jo 
Melzeiner, Howard Bay, Boris Aronson, Ming Cho Lee and one of Ming’s students, Eugene Lee. I spent two days 
a week painting at Lester Polakov’s studio, and was invited to prepare a production of The Emperor Jones for the 
Eugene O’Neill Center. The Lincoln Center Theatre Library was a home away from home. I also saw almost every 
play in town, Broadway and Off-Broadway. 
 The summer before the New York Sabbatical, Joan and I were invited to join the Theatre Arts faculty at 
the National Music Camp in Interlochen, Michigan, where I learned “the classic and proper way” to stage Gilbert 
and Sullivan and we met the ever-present “no-see-um” flies which came off the lake. 
 In 1966 I began work with the Utah Shakespearean Festival in Cedar City, Utah as Associate Producer 
and Director of Design. This was a pioneer project - pieces of scenery were stored in an old feed storage shed near 
the railroad tracks north of town. The stage was assembled in a grassy patio outside the Utah State College Library, 
folding chairs were to be set up. The company came from California, Oregon, Louisiana, Iowa, Texas and Utah. 
The season consisted of Shrew, Caesar, and Two Gents in rep from July 11 to July 30. 
 The next date is 1969 - I met Walter Walters, Dean of Arts and Architecture at Penn State at a USITT 
conference in Los Angeles. Bill Allison, an old friend from Stanford, was stepping down as Head of Theatre at 
Penn State and he suggested I apply. I applied, went for an interview and was hired. This was an interesting 
change of academic appointment. At UCR I was “elected” Chair. At Penn State, I was “appointed” Head. It is a 
totally different situation and appointment. Faculty rank and tenure came with the appointment. 
 But this  time, I had spent four years with the Utah Festival and felt the Festival ought to make plans for a 
standing theatre and acquire the funds or forget it. (Three-quarters of the prep time was spent putting the stage 
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together. Less than two weeks was spent dressing the three plays.) I drew several sketches and roughed out a plan 
for an Elizabethan stage. 
 Although I was going to Penn State and would become Producer of their summer Festival Theatre, Utah 
asked me to stay on as “Associate Producer.” This would only involve several planning meetings during the year 
and visiting for two to three days to review the three plays of the season. 
 The next date is 1970 - the Cooks moved to State College, PA, a major shift from the deserts and 
mountains of Arizona and Utah or the California beaches and freeways to a small college town in a rural setting 
and a major university with a professional theatre program. It was an attractive adventure and another challenge. 
Penn  State  was a welcome  professional home.  It had a long standing practice of bringing professional artists to 
the campus to work with advanced students in their summer Festival Theatre as well as visiting artists during the 
academic year. It had strong undergraduate and graduate programs. It had a generous faculty stature and size. The 
programs were well supported by its university budget. Community support was equally strong. 
 At Penn State, I was immediately involved in the planning of what became U/RTA - University Resident 
Theatre Association. At the 1971 ATA meeting, potential members were invited to an organization meeting at the 
Asolo Theatre in Sarasota by Dick Fallon and Florida State. I was elected to the Board. Those involved included 
Keith Engar, Dick Fallon, Leonard Leone, Keith Michael, Gus Staub, Bob Schnitzer, Ralph Duckwall and others. 
 It was an association I could unquestionably support - it encouraged the ability to bring professional artists 
to work in residence, with students - to improve professional training, and to develop a national audition and 
recruiting program for talented graduate students in the areas of performance and production. It was the perfect 
support for Penn State’s theatre programs. 
 U/RTA has become an established theatre training program serving schools and the professional theatre. 
 Meanwhile, at the Utah Festival, my rough sketches and plans for a Shakespearean theatre were accepted 
and given to a very talented and sympathetic architect. Funds were raised and the “Adams Memorial Theatre” was 
built. It took several years to complete but it has become a major attraction and serves the production of 
Shakespeare’s plays. Its success has come from the excellent work that theatre artists have realized in its 
productions and the close relationship audiences have acquired. 
 
 The Utah Shakespearean Festival’s success is due to two things: 
1. Its strict dedication to an in-depth process of planning and developing its productions. We have a 

comprehensive and detailed program of collaboration between everyone on the production-performance 
team. Weekly production reviews have secured a progress of quality and a dedication to high achievement. 

2. The second reason for success is the Executive Producer’s insight and the awareness of the potential 
audience. He reads them well. Utah seasons have regularly had a popular appeal. Receiving the Tony 
Award for regional theatre in 2000 was a recognition of the Utah Festival’s success. 

 During my tenure at Penn State, I served as President of U/RTA, ATA, NTC and STAA. Looking back, 
my only regret is ATA. 
 When I was encouraged to be a candidate for President, along with Harold Oaks,  an  attractive  challenge  
was  the  projected  future  of  ATA  as a  national  
organization  housed  in  Washington,  D.C.  with  political  clout.    This  strength  
would/should improve relations with the National Endowment. It would move from  
being a collection of academic interests to representing the American Theatre. It would give a greater strength to 
state and regional theatres (TCG has taken this challenge and achieved this stature with outstanding success). 
 Back to ATA. “Skippy” Lynn was appointed Managing Director and a new upgraded Washington office 
was established. The future looked bright. I saw a chance for the academic theatre to have a common bond with the 
professional theatre. What was not clear to me was the dedication and devotion individual ATA members had to 
their divisional units. For them, ATA was only an “umbrella”, not a major concern. The divisions had needs and 
priorities that conflicted with future ATA plans, and they seemed to me to be out-of-line. I was responsible for 
what I assumed was the greater mission. Looking back, it should have been just the reverse. A very telling and 
remembered moment came at the ATA conference in Toronto with a speech made by Orlin Corey. I suddenly 
realized I was wrong. Skippy and I had misread the situation - it was complicated and painful. The revision to 
ATHE seems to be positive, comfortable and secure. I wish them the best. 
 The last of my theatre adventures began in the 90's when Sid Berger and I found ourselves regularly 
calling each other to compare notes on our two Shakespeare Festivals: Utah and Houston. We shared many 
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questions and answers, not to mention aches and pains. Comparing notes and looking around the country, we 
realized that we had many Shakespeare Festival colleagues. We decided that a national forum of producers, artistic 
directors and general managers could be very valuable to all concerned. 
 We contacted the Folger to host a meeting and sent letters to Shakespeare Festivals inviting them to come 
to Washington and share ideas about a national organization.  
 We met - spent two days throwing ideas around and returned to our theatres with: 
1. A name - Shakespeare Theatre Association of America (to include Canada, Mexico and South America) 
2. A mission statement 
3. A time for an annual meeting 
4. Election of officers 
5. And a strange feeling of having made contact and found our “lost cousins.” 
 
 Now in its 12th year, STAA is going strong with a comprehensive newsletter published by the Alabama 
Shakespeare Festival and edited by Jim Volz. There is a Shakespeare Festival in almost every state, and new ones 
on the horizon. STAA has acquired a common and productive association with the League of Outdoor Dramas, 
thanks to Scott Parker. 
 
 After 22 years at Penn State, I decided it was time to move on. There were good memories: 
1. The summer theatre festival was changed to The Festival of American Theatre and has doubled its 

community support and has added donor producers. 
2. A film program was introduced and advanced to become a major. 
3. A new production area and scenic studio was built. 
4. The “Introduction to the Theatre” course has grown and supports a company of graduate actors 

performing scenes from plays in the curriculum. 
5. The sad note was the president of the university’s decision to appoint the son of a university donor as 

Artistic Director of the summer Festival Theatre. In two years he turned the program into a debt ridden 
effort called “Centre Stage” and the future seemed questionable. 

  
 It was time to appoint a new department head and the choice, which I supported, was Carole Brandt. 
 Retiring from Penn State as Professor Emeritus in 1992, Joan and I returned to the family ranch home and 
the remaining acre of citrus trees in Phoenix, Arizona. 
 I had discovered during my thirty-five years as a director, designer, professor and administrator that my 
favorite times were producing and its multitude of responsibilities. It made use of all my theatre background and 
skills. Retiring from Penn State gave me the opportunity to take on a bigger assignment with the Utah Festival - 
the role of Producing Artistic Director. 
 The Utah Festival was adding a second theatre, making possible a six-play rep season and adding plays 
from other classic playwrights. Since 1992 I have had the opportunity to shepherd and give birth to over 60 
productions during eleven seasons and to celebrate the Festival’s Tony Award in New York with my colleagues. I 
have also helped with the development of a New Playwrights and Their Plays program, helped in the growth of an 
educational division with a touring company covering schools in Utah, Nevada and Arizona, planning of a two 
block performing arts center with three theatres, one devoted to new plays and playwrights. This has required 
major fund raising, made harder after 9/11. 
 This past summer I retired as Producing Artistic Director at the Utah Festival, assuming the role of 
Emeritus producer on-call for special assignments. Meanwhile, Joan and I are looking forward to pursuing all 
those “adventures” we have put aside over the years, giving priority to the theatre.  To combine two metaphors, 
“The theatre has been a demanding mistress,” and “It’s time to put her out to pasture.”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


