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My Life in Art: A 21st Century Riff on Stanislavsky 
 

Gerald Freedman 
 

[Gerald Freedman’s address was presented at the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts in Washington 
DC on April 20, 2008.] 
 
I’m honored and flattered to be asked to speak to this assembly of my distinguished peers.  What can I say to you 
that you don’t know or haven’t experienced? Not much, I expect, except the story of my own journey. Yet I don’t 
like talking about myself. I find other people so much more interesting. 
 I don’t want to preach about the state of the theatre or about its future. I don’t want to play either Il Dottore 
or Pantelone.  All I really know is my journey. Then I think of what a remarkable journey I’ve had; the great 
mentors I’ve encountered, and the choices I’ve made, mostly by accident or coincidence, that have shaped my life. 
By the way, I like “mentor” rather than teacher, for myself as well as those I’ve worked with and worked under. In 
the dictionary, “teacher” has a dozen definitions. “Mentor” has two. One who shares and one who guides. But I like 
that. One who shares and one who guides. I want to think of mentoring as a collaboration, a master and journeyman 
relationship rather than a superior and a subordinate.  
 Which one of us doesn’t feel that with each production we are again at zero—starting another learning 
project—and that’s the condition we share with our younger journeyman or apprentices. And that’s the condition I 
experienced as a young man with many men and women. 
 So, here are their names - the people I deem my mentors and some of the producers I’ve worked with. 
Mentors   Producers     
Alvina Krause  Roger Stevens   
Jerome Robbins  Alexander Cohen  
George Cukor  Leland Hayward  
Harold Clurman  David Merrick   
Bobby Lewis  Cheryl Crawford  
Leonard Bernstein John Houseman  
Elia Kazan  Robert Whitehead 
   Kermil Bloomington 

Joe Papp  
 
Am I name dropping?  You bet. Here are some of the artists I’ve worked with who have mentored me and some of 
those whom I’ve mentored: 
Designers  Composers 
Raul Pene de Bois    
Oliver Smith   John Morris 
Jo Mielziner  Bob Waldman 
Jac Venza  Jule Styne 
Ming Cho Lee      
John Ezell   
 
Playwrights 
Arthur Kopit 
Arthur Laurents 
Arthur Miller      
Do you think this means anything? 
Alfred Uhry 
 
Costumes     
Pat Zipprodt 
Irene Sharaff 
Lucinda Ballard 
Theoni Aldredge 
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Lighting 
Peggy Clark 
John Harvey 
Jean Rosenthal 
Tharon Musser 
Tom Skelton 
Mary Jo Dondlinger 
 
Am I proud of this list? You bet. It reads like a review of the major theatre artists of the last half of the 20th Century. 
 It started when I went to Northwestern University and fell under the guidance of Alvina Krause, a former 
girl’s gym teacher and eurhythmics instructor who seemed to have discovered Stanislavski and his techniques by 
accident, by curiosity and by observing accomplished actors of the Twenties and Thirties. I still use many of her 
teachings in my work both professionally and in mentoring at the North Carolina School of the Arts. They are still 
valid. Alvina Krause reinforced in Art what I had learned from my Jewish parents in Lorain, Ohio. An unalloyed 
irreducible/inflexible respect for integrity of execution in all things.   
 I arrived at Northwestern loaded with potential in skills, a hunger to learn about everything and boundless 
curiosity and energy. Alvina Krause guided me through a maze of possibilities to a clearer vision of who I was 
meant to be. Others like Fellow Lee Mitchell provided me with production skills I use to this day. Another teacher, 
Robert Breen, gave a group of us students a challenge in presenting non-dramatic texts in a theatrical way. Fellow 
Students Lilla Heston, Sefton Darr, Louis Popovsky and I tackled “As I Lay Dying” in a hugely successful 
workshop that helped to codify a new genre called “Reader’s Theatre”. My production of The Robber Bridegroom 
was a direct product of that training. Fellow Gresdna Doty has written a beautifully detailed, accurate document of 
my process in the 1980 publication of “Literature in Performance”. 
 I was fortunate. I was blessed with a variety of skills and talents. I painted, wrote, composed music, had an 
excellent singing voice and had an aptitude for movement and acting. I went to New York after graduation and 
exercised all of these talents in one way or another. My first professional job was playing cocktail piano and singing.  
My first meaningful professional job was as an Assistant Director to Norman Felton, in an hour-long TV drama at 
NBC. I learned camera technique, the demands of commercial-network timing. I met and worked with legendary 
names in the business, Robert Montgomery, Faye Bainter, Lilliam Gish, Gig Young, Sylvia Sidney - legendary  
actors from my Saturday afternoons at the movies as a kid in Lorain, Ohio. 
 I directed an Equity Library production of As You Like It in New York which improbably was seen by a 
talent scout and landed me a Hollywood contract with Columbia Pictures. I went out there with a former classmate, 
Claude Akins, who was in my As You Like It, and the actor Jack Lemmon who was a friend. 
 One of my first assignments as Dialogue Director/Director was “It Should Happen to You” with Jack 
Lemmon, Judy Holliday and one of my great mentors, the director, George Cukor. He taught me how to disarm a 
star’s ego with critical observations delivered with humor and flattery.   
 “Wonderful!  Excellent! Let’s try one more and this 
time do what you really want.” 
 He taught me how to give gifted actors room to create. To direct without directing. At Columbia I learned 
film technique, and editing, while directing TV films and working on The Caine Mutiny and other films. Respect for 
craft. Bogart, noted for his alcoholic misadventures, never took a drink before the last set up of the day. He was 
Humphrey Bogart coming to the set. He became Captain Queeg, instantly, as he crossed the line into the set. A 
change of thought and his eyes were different. 
 If it begins to sound like I’m name-dropping or reading my resume, I hope, I think, I’m doing something 
different. When I came to the North Carolina School of the Arts as Dean, I encountered a negative faculty member 
who kept challenging me and my philosophy of acting. I said, some of those I studied under were Bobby Lewis, 
Harold Clurman, Lee Strasberg. He retorted, “You don’t have to give me your resume.” I said, “I’m not. I want you 
to understand the people and teachers who’ve influenced and shaped me.” 
 During my Hollywood years, a friendship and professional respect developed with Judy Holliday at 
Columbia pictures and led me back to New York and my work with Jerome Robbins, first on The Bells Are Ringing, 
which starred Ms. Holliday and then West Side Story and Gypsy. Robbins and I had a professional relationship from 
1956 till he died in 1998. I served as a sounding board for him in casting, script development and production values. 
I supplied the acting coaching for the productions we worked together and particularly for WSS. The cast was 
comprised of all young dancers of great skill with a variety of professional experience but very few of them had any 
acting experience, other than carrying a few lines out of the chorus. Jerry gave me six weeks with the principals 
before official rehearsals started and then as the dances were developing we would share rehearsal time. 
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 Carol Lawrence, Chita Rivera, Larry Kurt and Mickey Callan were charismatic performers without acting 
skills. I opened up the concepts of talking and listening for them, of accessing their emotional availability when 
needed, of using song and lyrics as a means of character communication. They were performers and they came out 
of the experience as actors.  And they are grateful to this day. 
 I’m always asked “What was it like to work with Jerome Robbins?” It was great for me. You see, Jerry had 
a reputation of picking victims and going after him with devastating results. It was true.  His instinct led him to the 
most vulnerable and least prepared to suffer his onslaught. I was around to pick up the pieces, nurture them back to 
sanity and interpret what he wanted from them.  In our first association on Bells Are Ringing, he took me aside after 
I had directed a scene with Judy Holiday and Jean Stapleton. There was some element he was unhappy with. He 
started to read me the riot act in something of a rage. I interrupted him, although I was trembling with an adrenaline 
rush; I can still summon up the feeling. I said, “You can’t talk to me like this. If you have a problem with my work 
let’s talk about it in a quiet, constructive/direct manner and I’ll fix it.”  He never yelled at me again in the long 
professional relationship we had together. 
 Thirty-five years later, he asked me to work with him again in a workshop at Lincoln Center. It was to be 
an autobiographical piece incorporating dance and drama. In the intervening years since Fiddler, Jerry had devoted 
his time to ballet. I thought twice about his invitation. After all, I was an established director on my own. Could I go 
back as Jerry’s assistant, professionally?  Emotionally? It didn’t take me long though to say, “Yes.” How often does 
one get the opportunity to work with an acknowledged theatre genius? This came to be his most vulnerable, exposed 
work;  its working title was The Poppa Piece. It was never shown to the public because he could never bring it to 
completion no matter how he tried. He simply could not solve the problem of dramatizing his experience with the 
House Un-American Activities Committee. However, he heaped lavish praise and gratitude for my contributions and 
for our partnership. 
 Earlier in our collaboration, I wrote to Jerry, “You’ve been such a wonderful mentor in demonstrating your 
commitment to the work, your resistance to compromise, your ruthless examination of your own work and your 
continuous and restless search for the truth. The right gesture – the absolute essence.” This now, has become my 
creed.   
 Last year, I directed a 50th year celebration of WSS.  Carol Lawrence and Mickey Callan said it was better 
than the original.  I naturally thought they were being generous and polite. They answered, “Oh, no!  We did 
everything Jerome Robbins made us do. In this production, you let it breathe.  The Jets were all individuals, not 
types.” I was indeed flattered, but that’s what I try to do for actors.  I give them room to breathe.  
 And at a Broadway Cares celebration in December, Tony Mordente, the original Arab and David Winters, 
Baby John - now both successful film and TV directors - said, “We never could have done that scene before “Officer 
Krupke” without you! We still talk about it.” 
 Actually I learned about letting actors breathe from my work at the Actor’s Studio. As you know, the 
Studio was for the actor, for professional actors to grow and enhance their skills. The emphasis was on the actor and 
his or her creative process. I came to respect the actors process and be a “guider” rather than a “director”; a 
collaborator in the true sense of the word. This is what I observed and learned from Bobby Lewis and Lee Strasberg. 
 Mildred Dunnock had recommended me for membership in The Actor’s Studio in 1952 after seeing my As 
You Like It, but I went to Hollywood. When I came back to NY, I became a member of The Studio and there 
encountered Lee Strasberg, Cheryl Crawford and Elia Kazan. The Studio met twice a week and eventually I became 
co-chairman of the writers-director workshop with Arthur Penn, and Joe Mankewicz. It was a wonderful learning 
experience, at the same time, I was working commercially on Broadway. 
 Lee Strasberg was the Studio’s master teacher and had the last word. His contributions and observations 
were astute and penetrating. But often, they were limited to narrow aspects of the actor’s craft- like scene objectives 
and emotional memory. Little or no attention was paid to language or voice for instance. But I learned a great 
respect, first, for “behavior” to reveal character and then for Lee’s method of criticism. He always asked the actor 
what he was working on and his observations were scrupulously limited to that end. He never allowed you to say “I 
liked” or “It was good” or “bad”. Your comments had to be specific in craft terms. This is still my method in 
rehearsals and in the classroom. 
 When I returned to New York from LA, I wrote a letter to Joe Papp after seeing an early NY Shakespeare 
production of As You l Like It with the great actor George C. Scott as Jaques.  Despite that performance, I wrote, “I 
think I can do a better production”. Joe called me in for an interview and thus began our amazing 29 year 
relationship. We created an acting ensemble of George C. Scott, Colleen Dewhurst, Charles Durning, Jane White, 
Paul Stevens, Julie Harris, Tom Aldridge, Stacy Keach, James Earl Jones, Sam Waterston, Roscoe Lee Brown, and 
J.D. Cannon to name but a few. We had a distinguished team of young designers – Ming Cho Lee, Eldon Elder, 
Theoni Aldridge and Martin Aronstein. Think of it! We had created an American ensemble of actors, designers and 
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technicians that changed how Shakespeare was perceived in America. I’m proudest of this quote from Robert 
Brustein, “One of my earliest reviews as theatre critic for the New Republic, was a 1960 notice of Taming of the 
Shrew in the park, directed by Papp’s close associate, Gerald Freedman. The production’s boisterous, irreverent, 
indigenous approach to a familiar classic instantly delivered us from years of enslavement to British models.” Bob 
saw that I had synthesized the worlds of vaudeville and musical theatre with Shakespeare. After all, Shakespeare 
also was a commercial playwright writing for a popular audience.  
 These were my happiest and most gratifying/satisfying years in the theatre. With Joe, “the play was the 
thing”, the artist and artistic excellence came before the commerce, and with his genius for producing, he always 
found a way to move forward and stay financially solvent. I never had a contract with him, we never talked money, I 
knew he would do the “right thing”. Joe felt artistically, we had to grow beyond Shakespeare. That meant, new 
plays. The Public Theater was born.  
 Joe and I wanted to open the Public Theater with a new Musical – the unique American contribution to the 
stage. The original mission of the Public was to encourage and present new works dedicated to lyric theatre – 
language, poetry, music. Hair came to Joe via James Rado and Gerry Ragni whom he met on the commuter train to 
Yale where we were all working at the time.   We recognized its’ great energy and exuberance of spirit. But it lacked 
form. The challenge was to give it structure without destroying its energy and originality and to give it a semblance 
of a beginning, middle and end. Rado and Ragni had written their own score. It was not good. I encouraged them to 
find a new composer, which led them to their magnificent collaboration with Galt McDermot. 
 Joe Papp! What a wonderful collaborator and what a wonderful and creative time we had together over 29 
years. Joe had the reputation of coming in and taking over his young director’s work, or at least messing around with 
them. He never took over any production of mine and always had helpful insights. We would cast together. His 
advice was, “take the best actor” over the best type.  I’ve followed it ever since. He would come to my second tech 
and give useful observations and “do-able” suggestions. I looked forward to his visits at that stage of the process.  
 He also observed, “Jerry, you do your best work during previews.” I took this as a compliment. I always 
look forward to the audience to give me a fresh and sophisticated feedback which helps me. During my 13 years as 
director of the Great Lakes Theatre Festival in Cleveland, I recall two anecdotes that Rob Ruggiero, associate artistic 
director of Theatre Works in Hartford, reminded me of. It was a first reading at the table. Rob sitting next to me was 
following the text. I put my hand over the pages, covering them. I said, “Watch the actors. You will learn so much 
by watching the actors. The text is printed. You can read it anytime.” 
 The other story happened some productions later. I apparently embarrassed him in front of Hal Holbrook 
because Rob had not properly prepared something. He, summoning up all his courage and dignity, exclaimed, “I 
don’t think that was fair!” I apparently roared back, “Fair!  Fair! The theatre isn’t ‘fair’.  The theatre is ‘now’ -  the 
theatre is ‘excellence’. It has nothing to do with ‘fair’. These were not the words of Alvina Krause, but it was her 
creed. 
 Great Lakes decided to celebrate Mr. George Abbott’s 100th birthday by producing the play Broadway 
which he had written and directed in 1926, and the musical Boys From Syracuse which he had adapted and directed 
in 1938. I asked Mr. Abbott to direct Broadway, at 100, and with some trepidation, I took on Syracuse with the 
Master looking over my shoulder. When I first came to N.Y., Mr. Abbott was the commercial king of directors.  His 
directing style was scorned with the words “louder” and “faster” and I, on the other hand, represented Mr. Art which 
meant you were not allowed to use words like “louder” or “faster” or give line readings. Forty years later, in 
Cleveland, I literally sat at Mr. Abbott’s feet soaking in his direction. “I can’t understand you.”  “Just say the words 
as written.” “I don’t believe you.” The same vocabulary I had been using for decades.  I learned the primacy of story 
from Mr. Abbott, “Story, story, story.”  He sits on my shoulder at every rehearsal whispering those words. 
 Mr. Abbott had earned the respect of the theatre community and was always addressed as Mr. Abbott. A 
high point in my career was when Mr. Abbott gave me permission to call him “George”, to which I replied, “Thank 
you, Mr. Abbott.” 
 My Cleveland work at Great Lakes was my most mature work. I was Artistic Director and could call the 
shots, always with magnificent support from designer Fellow John Ezell – both aesthetically and morally. Yes, I said 
morally, because every artistic decision dictates other choices, choice of material, the depth and breadth of your 
aesthetic vision, your responsibility to community and to one’s own sense of artistic integrity. And John, as an artist 
and collaborator, reinforced and augmented those decisions. I was able to create three lyric productions combining 
poetic syntax/heightened language, music, dance and imaginative visual imagery that were my most satisfying 
achievements; Productions of The Bacchae, Blood Wedding , and my own adaptation of The Dybbuk.  
 With The Dybbak  I was able to deeply explore and express my Jewish heritage and tribal beginnings; the 
spirit of my Chasidic forbears was mystically honored. Later, I operated more on instinct and trust than ever before 
with two naturalistic productions of Death of a Salesman and Glass Menagerie, and with the collaboration of two 
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magnificent actors, Hal Holbrook and Elizabeth Franz, I was able to realize a depth of truth in theatre that 
transcended anything I had ever done before. With these productions, I felt somehow, a peace within my artistic self 
that made a career transition to Dean of Drama at NCSA both easy and natural – a time in my life when I wanted to 
share all that I’ve learned and experienced with aspiring young professionals. 
 The true zenith of my career was when I was asked by Mark Rylance to direct in The Globe Theatre in 
London. I had expected the assignment to be a Shakespeare, after staging 26 productions in the U.S., but Mark 
assigned me The Antipodes by Richard Broome, which probably hadn’t had a professional production in London for 
hundreds of years. When I excised the satiric, topical events and allusions to 17th Century life, what was left of The 
Antipode was an amusing and domestic sex farce, one that is still familiar to the English stage.  It was a blast! 
 The sheer intoxication of working in the same space as Shakespeare and his company in the 1590’s and 
1600’s, to face the same challenges of space, and audibility, and those pillars (which I loved, by the way), and then 
to look down from the gallery to the pit below with its jostling, exuberant and fervent fans was a sight and sound and 
feeling I shall never forget. And I felt very privileged to have that signal honor.   
 Shortly after, in the same season, Michael Kahn invited me to direct King Richard II at the Washington 
Shakespeare Theatre. The structure of the Globe’s thrust stage, the entrances and exits, and playing areas, made the 
staging pragmatically clear to me. It was a play written for an architecture/space similar to the one I had just worked 
in. It almost staged itself. 
 In the 100th anniversary celebration for George Abbott in Cleveland, he was asked in a Q&A what was the 
most significant change in the theatre during his long career. Most of us expected something about Stanislavski or 
the great American playwrights, O’Neill, Miller or Williams.  Without hesitation, Mr. Abbott replied “Electricity”. 
The brevity of the answer surprised us all and it got a good laugh. And then the truth of it penetrated and we realized 
how profound it was; the control and contribution of electricity changed and continues to effect productions.   
 Last December, I was at Broadway Cares in the New Amsterdam Theatre with a recent NCSA graduate. I 
had worked in the Amsterdam Roof as a rehearsal space for the musical Gypsy. Once abandoned and closed, the 
theatre below us had been vandalized and water-stained with much accumulated encrustation of dust and dirt. I 
rhapsodized on the beauty of detail and care of this theatre now newly restored to its original glory. 
 Caught up in the moment, the student asked me what was the biggest difference in the theatre since I came 
to N.Y. in 1950. I thought just for a second. I thought I would say something philosophic or profound, but what 
came out was “the microphone”! It surprised me. He laughed because it was so unexpected. It surprised me too. 
Then I silently recognized it as an echo of Mr. Abbott. But it also has profound repercussions. Today, you rarely 
hear the beauty of the human voice as an instrument. The full spectrum, the direct, resonating vibrations of the voice 
which communicates – truth and nuance. 
 I think of the microphone as steroids. I had heard theatre artists in musicals and plays, in these same N.Y. 
theatres without amplification. Ethel Merman did not need a microphone. There are Congressional investigations of 
steroids, but no one seems to protest microphones. 
 Okay.  What have I learned from these masters and what are the hallmarks of my work. 
 I value clarity above all. Every skill and device is used to bring the text alive. Of course, honesty in acting, 
something actually happening, “in the moment” onstage. I am fierce in my dedication to achieving that quality. I am 
comfortable with music because of my singing background and my composing. It is my second language after 
English. And artful, pictorial composition comes effortlessly to me, which I attribute to my early ambition to be a 
painter and to my studies in Art School.  I value loyalty and collaboration as essential tools.     
 What most actors and directors lack, in my observation, is an empathy, for not one truth, but the myriad of 
possibilities for truth in human behavior at any one moment. I welcome the contribution of the actor. I do everything 
to stimulate his imagination and personalization – to empower the actor, while guiding the result. This is primary in 
my rehearsal method. 
 In the “business” I’m known as an “actor’s director”. Most professional actors comment on my patience. 
I’m very patient with the actor’s process. Some of my student’s think I’m mean. I’m not.  There isn’t a mean bone in 
my body. They mistake my passion for “mean”. I’m incredibly patient as long as I see the actor working. I’m 
impatient when I sense the actor is not doing the work, and my passion is aroused when I feel that the rigor the 
theatre and the rehearsal process demand is not being observed. 
 Alvina Krause, to live TV, to Hollywood, to Broadway, to Free Shakespeare in the Park, to Off-Broadway 
and the Public Theatre, the Regional Theatre, to Conservatory Dean, to the Globe in London. And somewhere in 
between, time for a successful and satisfactory career in Opera and guiding the beginnings of the Acting Company 
with Patti LuPone, Gerald Guttierez and Kevin Kline;  talents that I have mentored. 
 Friends ask me when am I going to retire. Retire to what? I love what I’m doing; passing on what I know. 
Which brings me to this moment. How honored I feel. And how humbled. To be asked to share my story with this 
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august society of friends, artists, and mentors. I am still learning.  Everyday. I love the theatre with an undiminished 
passion. 
 Some have said in the past, “You should be a Rabbi”. I am. The theatre is my pulpit – to illuminate joy, 
love, compassion, delight and empathy for the human condition. 
 
 


