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Looking Backward and Forward at Our Theatre 
 

Norris Houghton 
 
[Norris Houghton presented this Fellows Address to the membership of ATA at the Annual Convention, 
Dallas, August 11, 1981. The second half of the speech was subsequently published in Theatre News, XIII, 
7 (Fall 1981) 5-7, under the title, "Don't Let Those Forces Win the Day." Ed.]  
 
 How can you know eight months in advance what you may want to talk about when the time 
comes? Ann Hill demanded a title for this talk last November. At that time I was engrossed in writing a 
long essay about the theatre of the 20th century for the Encyclopedia Britannica year book. It's called 
"Great Ideas Today." I told them I hadn't had a great idea since 1953 but they hired me anyhow. If I didn't 
have one in November, I felt it unlikely I'd have one in the next eight months, so being full of my essay, I 
told Ann I'd talk about "theatrical explosions of the past century." That is the title of the paper you've been 
lured to hear me read. It is not what I am going to give. 
 I have a new title: "Looking Backward and Forward At Our Theatre." Being a little conscience-
smitten about making this change unilaterally, I am going to try to make up to you for doing so by giving 
you two speeches. One follows the other, but I leave you to make the connections between backward and 
forward. 
 You see, fifty years ago this summer I began my career in the professional theatre. The golden 
anniversary has not received what might be called wide public acclaim.  (I'm  sure my announcement this  
morning is the first word any of you have had of it.)  So it  seems  to  me  that  rather than talk about the 
whole  20th century, I may be forgiven if I content myself by looking back on only fifty years of American 
Theatre of which I have been a part - off and on in various relationships: nineteen years on Broadway - 
minus World War II and a year abroad on a Guggenheim - ten years off-Broadway, and the rest of the time 
passing the word about it on one campus or another.  
 Septuagenararians are expected to reminisce, and I hope may be forgiven when they do so. What I 
want to share with you, then (at least in my first speech) are five or six high points out of that half century, 
each with a special significance, which added together help me to a perception of what the theatre has come 
to mean to me. 
 The first is a week in November 1931. But let me go back a few months to prepare you - back, 
indeed, to that very first summer of 1931, fifty years ago. 
 I graduated from Princeton in June and a week later I headed for Cape Cod where I was to 
commence my first professional job on the stage. "Professional" is a term perhaps requiring interpretations 
which may differ in each of our cases. To me it means, first, that you are being paid for your services. The 
job qualified on those grounds: I was to get my room and board and $10 a week. To be a professional also 
means to dedicate uninterruptedly your entire time, energy and talent to the pursuit of your calling: God 
knows, summer stock requires that. 
 The University Players, the company I was joining, had been working together for three summers 
already at Falmouth before I joined it. Several of its members had preceded me out of the halls of learning: 
Bretaigne Windust and Charles Leatherbee, the co-founders, were already on Broadway in the winter; so 
was Margaret Sullavan; Henry Fonda was in and out of New York being unemployed, when he was not 
working for a children's theatre in Washington; Myron McCormick and Joshua Logan were classmates of 
mine and with me stood on the threshold; James Stewart would graduate the following June and join us 
then. In 1931 we were a group of about twenty actors and about the same number of technicians and front 
of house staff. I had not been tapped for my acting ability so I was scene designer and stage manager. Later 
they would give me a chance to direct. 
 The summer of 1931 represented a turning point in the life of the Company. We decided to throw 
in our lot with each other and form a permanent repertory theatre. The inspiration had come from 
Leatherbee and Logan, fresh from a trip to Moscow where they had sat at the feet of Stanislavski for a 
month or two. So Windust gave up his Theatre Guild career where he had already stage managed Strange 
Interlude and been assistant director of Green Grow the Lilacs. Logan decided to leave Princeton, even 
though it meant finessing his degree, already jeopardized by skipping off to Russia that spring with 
Leatherbee. In order to join us Sullavan later withdrew from her first Broadway lead in an obscure and 
rather unsavory play called A Modern Virgin. Fonda gave his job-hunting on Broadway. Even I turned 
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down an invitation to be assistant stage manager for the original production of Mourning Becomes Electra - 
all of us to join the great experiment. 
 We stayed on the Cape through the golden autumn and rehearsed and built sets for the five plays 
selected for our repertoire. At the beginning of November we set forth for Baltimore, the unsuspecting city 
which we had chosen to play host to our venture. Now, there are a lot of cities which are known as "bad" 
theatre towns. I am here to say that in 1931 Baltimore was the worst in America. We had done no research 
into the matter so we arrived undaunted. 
 The downtown road theatre, the Maryland, was to be ours. It reminded one a bit of the Paris Opera 
in miniature: a horseshoe tier of mezzanine boxes, a balcony and what was familiarly referred to as a 
"peanut" gallery that always smelled of disinfectant and stale popcorn. Altogether the auditorium, bottle 
green velvet and faded gold leaf, seated close to 1,500, though we never saw that many there at any one 
time. 
 You must recall that 1931 was the depths of the Depression. The only reason we got the Maryland 
on a wall-to-wall lease for the season was because the Road was in disrepair and the Maryland had no 
bookings for the foreseeable future. 
 Since we were a non-union company, the local union stage hands were understandably upset at our 
arrival - a week in advance of our opening - and vented their disapprobation by snarling all the lines of their 
antiquated sandbag counterweight system, and then by donning sandwich boards and marching to and fro 
in front of the house urging the public to boycott us. Since there was no evident public, their march was an 
exercise in futility - but the snarled sandbags did put a distinct crimp in our carefully planned and 
exceedingly tight schedule. 
 Instead of unpacking and organizing the ten full sets, costume trunks, prop boxes and electrics for 
our five play repertory, all hands repaired to the grid and the fly gallery (and I mean by "all hands" actors, 
wardrobe, directors too) to sort things out up there. By the time this was done we had two days to prepare 
for our opening week. Now, the University Players was dedicated to orthodox repertory. We were self-
committed to presenting five plays in eight days. 
 It had been our intention to hang the scenery for all five plays before the first one opened, set each 
one up and light it in advance of the first opening, and do a full dress rehearsal before each subsequent 
opening. 
 Our debut Monday night would be The Devil in the Cheese, a useless play never heard of since 
and almost never before. We chose it solely for sentiment's sake: we had opened  our  Falmouth  playhouse 
with it.  It was  (or purported to be) a romantic comedy with a second act of fantasy. It was incredibly 
complicated to stage, for the action of acts one and three took place in a Greek monastery on an Aegean 
island to which access was accomplished only by visitors being hoisted in a large basket to the top of a high 
crag to which the monastery clung. This meant a sizable trap must be cut up center and a winch must be 
installed in the cellar to hoist most of the cast in a basket three or four at a time onto the stage itself, which 
was the courtyard of the monastery. 
 The next effect called for the crash landing of an airplane bearing the suitor of the daughter of an 
American family who happened to be visiting the monastery - don't ask me why - he played by Fonda, she 
by Sullavan. The second (fantasy) act was composed of daydreams created in the heroine's head. One 
aboard the hero's yacht, another on the desert island onto which they are washed by a hurricane (requiring 
appropriate sound effects) were the more glamorous. 
 With the help of most of the acting company the show was assembled in time for the dress 
rehearsal on the day of the opening., but nothing had been done toward setting up the succeeding four plays 
looming just over the horizon. Nobody had had more than six hours of sleep a night since coming to 
Baltimore. When the opening night curtain fell, we must strike the sets, cover the trap and start on our 
second production to open twenty-one hours later. 
 This was a mystery thriller, The Silent House. (The company was much addicted to mystery 
plays.) It had some exotic ingredients in addition to the expected ones: a Chinese doctor with hypnotic 
influence which he practiced particularly on the fair maid in his power, one T'Mala by name; hidden 
treasure; a strange will with its legacy of trouble; the secret hiding place; a band of conspirators including a 
black-fedoraed knife-thrower; a boxing butler who wore a training sweater under his livery; not to mention 
a liberal assortment of such odds and ends as snake bites, poison gas in a lethal chamber, sliding panels. 
 It was a fight to the finish to open this extravaganza on top of The Devil in the Cheese, but it was 
somehow accomplished, although when the final curtain fell with T'Mala clasped in the hero's arms and the 
wicked Chinese doctor lying dead, like Cleopatra the victim of an asp, it was obvious that the Company 
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was in for another all night of labor. With a matinee next day of The Devil in the Cheese and the first 
performance of Milne's Mr. Pim Passes By three hours afterwards, it would take every available hand once 
again to get rid of The Silent House, set up and light Mr. Pim for the first time, take it down and reset Devil 
in the Cheese for its 2:30 curtain, then shift back to the new production - and forget about a dress rehearsal 
for it. 
 The seven actors of  Mr. Pim, three of whom (including Fonda) would also be playing the 
matinee, were sent to bed. The rest of us worked straight through the night, ran the two performances on 
Wednesday and after sixty hours of non-stop activity fell asleep at last, with the knowledge that the next 
premiere, Hatcher Hughes' Hell Bent for Heaven, was a one-setter and not due until Friday. The final play 
of our repertoire, the four-set The Constant Nymph, would not open until Monday evening. 
 I need not dwell further on the Baltimore season, except to remark that by the end of the second 
week, the Baltimore public, hitherto innocent of the workings of repertory, was so confused by what was 
going on at the Maryland Theatre and we were so confused, that with some chagrin and disappointment but 
with ill-concealed relief, we abandoned repertory and returned to stock, a system in which we felt quite at 
home and with which the Baltimore public did too. 
 But I learned a couple of valuable things from that unforgettable week. The University Players had 
a motto. It was drawn from the dime (the coin with which we were most familiar): E pluribus unum. We 
translated it as "all for one and one for all." That week we practiced it to the uttermost. So I learned that 
week of the total dedication it takes to accomplish hard things in the theatre and the total cooperation it 
demands to bring such things to pass. 
 The next episodes - the next high points in my life in the theatre - occurred on two days three years 
later. Now it was again November, 1934, and then February 1935. The setting was Moscow - to be exact 
the library in the house of Konstantin Stanislavski in a small lane off Gorki Street. I was there to be 
presented for the first time. I had brought along my interpreter-secretary in case in my excitement my 
limited knowledge of Russian might forsake me. 
 I entered the wood-paneled, book-lined room through a small door. On the far side of the room 
beside a grand piano on which rested a model of a stage set, stood the man - tall, large-boned, with a 
leonine head crowned with a fringe of white hair, pince-nez glasses dangling from a black grosgrain ribbon. 
He came forward, grasped my hand warmly, said he was happy to welcome me and offered to place 
himself and his theatre at my disposal. I was twenty-four and so overcome by the moment that all I could 
stammer was that I had come 6,000 miles to see him, and now that I was there I had nothing to say. He 
patted my head as though I were a puppy, drew me to a sofa and seated himself beside me. I suppose I'm 
the only person at this Dallas convention who ever sat down with Stanislavski. 
 There followed an hour of talk and then he  said it was time to go to rehearsal. Stanislavski was 
then past seventy, an age which seemed more venerable to me then than it does this morning, and he had a 
serious heart condition, so he was discouraged from making the trip to the Art Theatre or to the musical 
studio which was the preoccupation of his latter years. Instead young under-regisseurs brought their casts to 
the ballroom of his house where they offered scenes from works in progress for his review and criticism. 
That day it was Act II of Carmen. As we entered, everyone rose and was still. Stanislavski greeted the 
company, introduced the young man from America, sat down in a huge armchair behind the director's table 
with stage managers and a stenographer gathered around him and the rehearsal began. It lasted for an hour 
or so. I watched the great man more intently than the scene. I suspect you would have too. He plunged 
himself with complete concentration into it, mouthing the lines silently, humming the airs along with the 
singers, moving his hands, stopping the action from time to time to pose a searching question. 
 When the break came, the ensemble was dismissed, Stanislavski and I returned to the library for 
tea and more talk; then two or three principals came in and work on an intimate scene continued for another 
hour. By the time it was over and I took my leave, the November afternoon had turned to dark, but I walked 
home in a blaze of light. I had spent the afternoon with Stanislavski and I would never forget it. 
 I went back on several more occasions to Leontovski 6, as his house was known by street and 
number, in addition, of course to daily rehearsals at the Art Theatre itself; and then it was time for me to 
leave Moscow and to pay a farewell visit. I took along my copy of My Life In Art to ask him to autograph. I 
also took a clipping I had just received from New York. It announced the reassembling of the University 
Players. I reminded him of Josh Logan's and Charlie Leatherbee's visit to Moscow and what had come of it. 
I asked if I might read him the announcement and take back a message to inspire my colleagues anew. 
Recently I came across the faded clipping, dated January 3, 1935. Let me share it with you in part. 
 It reported "the formation of a new and permanent organization of comparatively young people, all 
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experienced in the theatre, for the purpose of producing new plays." After describing our seasons in 
Falmouth and our winter in Baltimore (not precisely in the same terms as I have just done) and listing the 
membership, the article wound up with a paragraph designed as a statement of policy, designed, I suppose, 
largely to stress distinctions between us and Cheryl Crawford's newly-formed Group Theatre: "The 
intention," it read, "is forthright. It is not founded upon any dogma, is devoted to no particular set of 
aesthetic principles, has no program of propaganda for or against anything," (remember, this was the mid-
1930's) "no revolutionary message for mankind and has, in fact, no other aim than that of presenting 
stimulating plays in the most professionally competent manner and with the most efficiency." 
 When I finished reading, there was a long pause. The spectacles swung back and forth on the 
black ribbon. Then Stanislavski spoke. "I don't know what that statement means. I don't think it means 
anything. It adds up to saying all you want to do is good plays well done. Well, I never heard of anybody 
wanting to start a theatre in order to do bad plays badly. To start a theatre you must be revolutionary. Oh, I 
don't mean politically. I mean you must be motivated by dissatisfaction in some way with the status quo. 
Either you must want to present them in a different way or style, or in a different kind of theatrical space, or 
for a different kind of audience." 
 As I pondered this, Stanislavski went into an adjoining room for a moment. He returned with a 
copy of the Russian edition of My Life In Art. "I'd like you to have the original text, he said, "for perhaps by 
now you can read Russian." Well, I could at least read the inscription on the flyleaf in his hand (a few lines 
doubtless familiar to all of you, for it was his credo encapsulated): "To CNH, my dear comrade in art, with 
this friendly advice: love the art in yourself and not yourself in art. This leads to success in our work." 
 From my meetings with Stanislavski I learned two more things to guide me through the decades 
ahead: the never-ending search for creativity - upset the status quo; and the virtue of humility - learn to 
serve the art, not expect the art to serve you. 
 Now five years pass, now again November, again two days. It is 1940 and I am moving around 
this country gathering material for Advance From Broadway. 
 I have come to Texas - out across the tableland of West Texas, out beyond Abilene to Albany, 
lying in the heart of the cattle country. In Albany in 1940 lived 2,000 people, among them a college-mate, 
Robert Nail. He had been active in theatre at Princeton, had written the best play of my four years and then 
some. From Princeton he had not gone to the Yale Drama School nor struck out for Broadway, but returned 
to his own turf in the southwest where he continued his writing. He submitted one of his plays to Jed 
Harris, then at the peak of his Broadway producing form and fame. Harris was enthusiastic, offered to take 
an option, invited Nail to New York to discuss some minor changes. Bob replied that he was grateful for 
Jed's interest, but he was really too busy to come to Manhattan. 
 Now I was on my way to see what it was that kept him so busy he hadn't time for a Broadway 
producer. I found out. 
 First, there was the Fandangle. Those of you who hail from these parts may have heard of it; the 
rest will surely be as ignorant as I was concerning this young  man's  concoction - kind  of  poetic  historical  
epic  based  on native  lore  
reminiscent of Paul Green's: this one of Indians, Mexicans, soldiers, settlers, the first oil prospectors. 
Remember, it was 1940 and then that was only yesterday. Texas didn't join the Union until 1845. 
 Each year Bob wrote a new Fandangle. Preparation began in early spring. The single performance 
took place in June in the athletic field behind the high school, 250 in the cast.  There was music and dance, 
parades of covered wagons and horsemen. People rode into Albany from miles around to see it. 
 "Who trains the dancers?" I asked. "I do," he replied. "You're no choreographer," I said. "I learned 
how. It wasn't too hard." "Who makes the costumes?" I asked. "I do," he said, "with some of the women to 
help." 
 Then there was the Christmas Nativity play which he wrote and produced in the local church. It 
seats only 200 so it was given ten performances, every one filled to capacity. That adds up to 2,000. The 
population of Albany was 2,000. The only example I have ever heard of where 100% of the community has 
attended a play annually. 
 Besides these two productions, Bob wrote a one-acter or two for the high school to enter in the 
state drama tournament at Austin. "Then," he said, "I take quite a bit of time helping cowboys hereabouts 
with their poems." As I was leaving Albany, the superintendent of schools said to me: "I don't know what 
we'd do here if Bob ever went away - but I guess you can see that for yourself." 
 Nick Ray worked in those days for the Resettlement Administration. Part of his job was to help 
people put on plays. Now he's a prominent Hollywood director. I went to see him too. He told me that one 
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day while he was working in Alabama a letter came from the students of Birmingham. It asked him to 
come down and help them put on a play. He replied that he'd come as soon as he could. When he got there 
he found himself in the heart of the Alabama coal mines. The high school class had all ages lumped 
together. He looked at them dubiously. 
 
 "What kind of show do you want to do?" he asked. 
 "Well," they replied, "we don't rightly know. We never did have one before." 
 "Have you looked at the catalogues?" 
 "Yes, but the stuff they talk about there sounds pretty silly. We had an idea maybe we could write 
our own - if you'd help us." 
 "O.K. What do you want to make a play about?" 
 "We've been talking, and it seems like most of us'd like to have a show that would tell about some 
of the troubles of the Negroes hereabouts." 
 That set Nick back on his heels: a white high school in the deep South wanting to write a play 
about the problems of the Negro! But if that was what they wanted - great! They set to work and composed 
a sort of scenario; around it they improvised dialogue. Together they worked for several weeks. The time 
came for the performance. 
 Into the little hall was packed a crowd of tough, burly miners and their wives. Most of them had 
never seen a play before. A sleazy curtain hung across one end of the hall to separate them from the stage. 
The problem of make-up had bothered the boys and girls: they didn't want to black their faces, and anyhow 
they didn't have the money for make-up. When the audience had assembled, one little boy came before the 
curtain to explain this. 
 "Everybody in the show is supposed to be black except the judge. Since you won't have any 
trouble telling which he is, and since everybody else is a Negro, we aren't any of us going to be black. Only 
you must remember that we're all supposed to be." 
 Then the show began. It lasted for an hour. When the final curtains closed, there was a heavy 
pause. Then someone clapped. Soon the long, low room jammed with hot humanity was reverberating to 
applause, cheers, whistles. Suddenly someone yelled, "We want to see it again!" 
 Nick went back to the youngsters. "Do you want to do it again?" he asked. 
 "Sure!" they said. In ten minutes the performance was repeated. No one had left the hall. 
 From these two episodes I learned two other things about the theatre: the unimportance of 
geography (New York wasn't everything) and the great importance of audiences, the great importance of 
people, individually and collectively. 
 Thirteen years passed: it was December 1, 1953. On that night the Phoenix Theatre opened in New 
York City. Advance From Broadway had espoused decentralization of the theatre. After twelve years I was 
practicing what I had preached - I was moving from 42nd Street in Manhattan to 12th Street. 
 The couple of years leading up to that night would take an hour to recount. The succeeding ten 
years during which T. Edward Hambleton and I together led that pioneering venture that would be a 
spearhead of the revolt against the commercial theatre, which would acquire a name of its own - Off-
Broadway - to tell that story and the lessons I learned from it would take the rest of this Convention. Let me 
stick to the opening week. 
 December first was a Tuesday. That day all the metropolitan daily newspapers in New York City 
went on strike. They remained on strike for three weeks.  Twenty-nine  years  ago  TV  stations  had no  
theatre  reviewers.  The Phoenix's first production, Madam, Will You Walk?, with Hume Cronyn and 
Jessica Tandy had been welcomed with cheers on Tuesday, with Brooks Atkinson, Walter Kerr and others 
in attendance, but nobody knew it save those who were actually there. Wednesday night T or I (I don't 
recall which) came before the curtain at the end and said, "We are grateful for the reviews we've received in 
New Jersey and Westchester and Long Island, but New York doesn't know anything about us. If you've 
enjoyed this evening as much as you seem to have, won't you spread the word?" We alternated in making 
the curtain speech the next three performances. On Saturday night our 1,100-seat theatre was sold out. The 
grapevine had worked - quickly and urgently. Despite no coverage, the people - our audience - had saved 
the Phoenix from dying a-borning. 
 Once again it was borne in upon me: the importance of the audience, of people. In fact, you might 
say that all the other things I have spoken about were also brought into play in the Phoenix experience: the 
total dedication and cooperation I had learned about in Baltimore, the need for creativity: (to start a theatre 
in New York is, I claim, a true creative act in itself). We certainly aimed at attacking the status quo even as 
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Stanislavski had urged. 
 These episodes are really parables, I guess, of what the theatre has come to mean to me since that 
summer fifty years ago, 1931. But I have dwelt in the past too long, devoted more time to nostalgic 
memories than they deserve. There are some things about the present and the future that I feel the need to 
say before I am done, things you have heard said before, I've no doubt; but say them again I must. So now I 
begin Speech Number Two. 
 Whether Democrat or Republican, no one here can deny that we are passing through a profoundly 
critical summer in the life of our nation. I can bury my head in the past, you can go on talking about theatre 
standards, researchcreative drama methods, Asian theatre programs, (and together we might consider the 
subject of the panel that is meeting at the Hilton even as I talk here: "Motivating the First-time Elderly 
Actor to Participate in Dramatics" - that is clearly where I should be). But all the while the quality of life in 
America hangs in the balance. 
 "Quality of life" is, of course, a big term. To the environmentalists and conservationists it has 
special and urgent connotations; to sociologists it has others; to the rich the "quality of life" means one 
thing, to the poor something else. For me, the quality of life in our country derives its special nature from 
that ringing concept of the Founding Fathers - the inalienable right of all Americans not only to life and 
liberty but to the Pursuit of Happiness. 
 I draw little happiness from what I see as the quiet but determined effort of  our  present  central  
government to  down-grade the importance of  certain principal resources for happiness, for leading a rich, 
full life; education, the humanities, the arts. 
 In the half century of my adulthood I have seen incredible steps forward in higher education (why, 
the State University of New York where I worked for the past 13 years did not even exist fifty years ago; 
today it has 375,000 students on sixty-four campuses); in these fifty years I have seen incredible steps 
forward in philosophical approach and pedagogical techniques compared to those in my grade school and 
high school classrooms; I have seen incredible steps in the arts. Museums have been erected, dance 
companies assembled (fifty years ago George Balanchine had not yet met Lincoln Kirstein); dozens of 
symphony orchestras today rank alongside  the great ones of Europe; the standards of our theatres and the 
standards of training for them equal in excellence those that exist anywhere. 
 Everyone in this group has heard ad nauseam the results of this explosion - of the extraordinary 
way in which the visual and performing arts nowadays out-pull sports events in public attendance. 
 The latest report I have seen, the 1980 Harris survey of public opinion announces that 87% of the 
people now feel that "arts and cultural activities are as important for a community to have as parks and 
recreational activities." In our own field of theatre the Harris figures are even more telling. The number of 
people who report having gone to at least one live theatre performance during the past year has increased 
between 1975 and 1980 from 41% to 59%. "What it means," the Harris paper concludes, "is that the arts are 
becoming more important in the mainstream (the key word) of American life and even in the face of 
deeply troubled times do not decline in perceived value and importance." 
 In the past 6 months, however, the new conservative Administration, aided by a compliant 
Congress, has proposed the virtual dismantling, the emasculation of this great phenomenon. It proposed 
even before the election the strangling of the infant Department of Education, (and last week Terrell Bell 
appeared to be offering himself in the role of strangler); proposed to pull the government out of any 
significant support or responsibility for the cultural life of America. These proposals, it has been claimed, 
were made in response to an overwhelming mandate from the people - to return the arts to them, to get 
Washington out of education, out of the arts, (as out of most everything else, it transpires, except, of course 
armaments and nuclear weapons). 
 How many of you, I wonder, who voted this Administration into office, considered  you  were  
voting  yourselves  or,  you  with  tenure,  your  younger  
colleagues, out of jobs, were mandating that the money you had struggled for years to obtain for arts 
projects in and out of education, should be turned over to the  Pentagon?  Who cares,  I ask,  whether our 
"defenses" are enough to kill everyone on all five continents, if we have no quality of life here at home 
worth defending, or to justify our conquests over the evil Russian Commies? 
 I am not prepared to believe that the mandate I keep hearing about was issued by the artists, the 
educators, the humanists of America, the children in our schools pressing their parents, the students in our 
universities eager to have the support for their education withdrawn. Granted, there were vast changes and 
improvements that needed doing, extravagances that grew with growing bureaucracies that needed cutting; 
a war on waste, fraud, abuse and mismanagement that could be justified. But the spread of beauty did not 
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need to be cut. Learning did not need to be cut. The arts did not need to be cut. 
 After all, our Federal government was allocating 2/10,000th of 1 percent of its budget to the arts. 
Put another way, its present tangible annual commitment toward the people for their artistic sustenance 
amounts to 70 cents for each one of us. Why not, then cut it to 1/10,000ths of 1 percent - what difference 
would it make? By cutting our 70 cents to 35 cents apiece, our 226-odd million citizens could release close 
to $80 million a year, not quite enough to build one B-1 bomber or a new battleship - but certainly enough 
to make us feel that our priorities were in step with our government's. And if our local school board or our 
college administration has to lay us off because we are teaching one of the arts and the arts are being 
considered all over again to be only expendable frills, we should accept our walking papers with good 
grace, recognizing that if guns are more important than butter, certainly there is no case to be made for 
play-acting or dancing or singing. 
 Perhaps some of you think I am viewing with too much alarm. Well, if you do, let me remind you 
of the alleged remark of Mrs. John Jacob Astor as she was being helped over the rail of the Titanic after it 
struck the iceberg. Said she: "I rang for ice, but this is ridiculous." 
 What has happened since January might well seem ridiculous if it were not so serious. Remember, 
after all, the Titanic did sink that night, and Mrs. Astor's husband with it. 
 But I cannot ask you to buy my case without question - those of you who think me alarmist and 
overheated. It behooves me to support it with some facts and figures and testimony of witnesses. But first, 
let me go back again briefly to the 1930's. 
 I watched the Federal Theatre Project come into being under an imaginative and enlightened 
Administration, responding, to what like today's, it perceived as a crisis. I saw that Project hacked down 
and obliterated by a timorous Congress that feared the power of the stage to influence the public. I went  
through  a  time  thereafter  when  in  consequence  I spoke  out  against governmental intrusion into the 
arts, contending that he who holds the purse strings inevitably holds the power to control. 
 I changed my tune when the National Endowments came into being and I saw how determined 
their leaderships were to insulate them from political pressures, placing much of the power in panels of 
artists and humanists respectively to themselves determine the identity of grant recipients and thus 
indirectly to guide policy. Under the fair-handed and fair-minded Chairmanship of Nancy Hanks, 
appointed, be it remembered, by Richard M. Nixon, I saw the immense contribution government could and 
did make toward strengthening the arts and encouraging excellence, with funds that grew from a little over 
$10 million a year to almost $160 million in barely a decade. 
 But once in office, President Reagan proposed a first-year cut of 50% from the $190 million 
authorized for 1982. In his first budget document, after announcing that "the proposed reduction will be 
achieved by amending the 1982 budget by $-85 million for the Arts Endowment and $-80 million for the 
Humanities," and that "the Administration proposes to terminate the Institute for Museum Services," I read 
the following ominous sentence: "Additional reductions in budget authority will be made in 1983, 1984, 
1985 and 1986."  
 To be sure, Congress and especially Congressman Sidney Yates have rebelled, and while day 
before yesterday's N.Y.Times quoted Aram Bakshian, the president's Special Aide for the Arts, as remarking 
"It wouldn't be the end of the world for any art form if funding were cut," nonetheless the Administration 
appears to have backtracked a bit. Confusion continues to exist as to exactly what support the arts will end 
up with and how the President will respond to the proposals of the Special Task Force he appointed to 
recommend concerning the future of the Endowments. It does seem perfectly clear, however, that by 
refusing to terminate the Institute for Museum Services, and by reducing the Administration's targeted 50% 
cut in NEA funding by $26 million, (Congress has come out at this juncture for $119.3 million), I am still 
bound to stress the obvious: $119 million is a drastic cut from the $190.5 million that had been authorized 
to begin with. I am not comfortable, despite some reassuring clucks from Task-force Co-Chairman, 
Charlton Heston. However, I learned from Washington night before last that the $119 million figure is still 
negotiable. The Administration will seek in the final appropriations tussle to hold to their $88 million 
ceiling, Congressman Yates and Senator Percy will try to lift the final appropriation above $119 million. So 
some immediate pressure may be in order. But, as I see it, there are still 4 years ahead in which the battle 
will have to be joined over and over, with pressure never abating. 
 The situation is precisely what my friend and present part-time partner David Rockefeller, Jr., 
using considerably less vehement language than I, calls "a more competitive climate for all non-profit 
funding efforts." Some of the more significant changes in the philanthropic weather pattern include (he 
continues) "Federal budget cuts for the Arts & Humanities Endowments, public broadcasting, the 
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Department of Education; shifts in priorities among major foundations away from the arts;" (he doesn't 
mention names but we know he means the Ford Foundation, Rockefeller Foundation, Rockefeller Brothers 
Fund, among others); "increased pressure on all private sector funding sources to compensate for Federal 
retrenchment in the area of social services." 
 Among the private sector funding sources to which the arts, humanities and education plus the 
social agencies are expected to turn are the great corporations. But what is the picture there?  
 Elizabeth McCormack, who was a member of the Filer Commission on Private Philanthropy and 
Public Needs in the mid-70s, reports that out of the 1.5 million corporations (some of which, it is true, exist 
only on paper), only 25% make cash contributions to non-profit enterprises, and 6% of that 25% give 
under $500 each year. Therefore half of all corporate contributions come from 1,000 companies of the 1.5 
million. 
 The American Association of Fund-Raising Counsels, Inc. reports that last year (1980) corporate 
contributions in support of "culture and art" amounted to 9.9% of the total corporate contributions or about 
$250 million. However, according to the director of a recent study by the urban Institute in Washington, 
private giving from all private sources for non-religious purposes would have to increase by 144% over the 
next five years to make up for reductions in government assistance and keep up with inflation. 
 But as Eli Evans, President of the Charles Revson Foundation (a corporate source), soberly 
observes: "It would take a vast attitudinal change in corporate America to pick up the tab for the arts on the 
kind of scale that is really going to be necessary." And Edward M. Black, a Vice-President of A.T. & T., 
the largest single donor in the business community in 1980, points out that "What is more, even if business 
took the lead in support of the arts, a vast fund-raising campaign could not be started in time to avoid 
serious damage." 
 Corporate executives however are not only worried about money. They are also concerned about 
the loss of guidance provided by seed money grants awarded by the Endowments, as Congressman 
Frederick Richmond, Chairman of the Congressional Arts Caucus, has pointed out. Said he, introducing 
another angle, "In the corporate view, a successful NEA application represents the end of an exhaustive 
process of objective anonymous assessment. An NEA endorsement signifies the worthiness of an applicant 
in the context of national competition, sorting out myriad applications and targeting those that a corporation 
should consider supporting. Individual corporations cannot duplicate this process. The net result of the 
proposed cuts would then," he concludes, "reduce corporate contributions by a substantial amount and put 
an end to any wishful thinking on Mr. Reagan's part that they would assume a greater share of arts 
funding." 
 As for independent foundations, their giving to theatre declined sharply between 1976 and 1978 
and seems unlikely to reverse itself in the immediate future, even as David Rockefeller, Jr. noted. The 
dramatic downward trend in the foundation pattern occurred at the moment when the NEA challenge-grant 
program was introduced. This concept was one of the major factors in broadening the base of support from 
the private sector. It is such cause-and-effect relationships, as Congressman Richmond points out, that the 
present administration seems not to understand in its attempt to curtail the leadership influence of Federal 
programs. 
 To tell the truth, I feel for the funders who try to decide what their new priorities should be in the 
face of these budget cutbacks and changing Federal policies which mean: less protection of the physical 
environment; less concern for the poor and unemployed; less concern for the civil and political rights of 
minorities; less concern and recognition of the arts and humanities; less concern for education, scholarship 
and research. It is, I grant, hard for many of us in the arts and scholarly communities to justify in our own 
minds a battle to get money for our causes when needs of the food stamp program, the welfare program and 
Medicaid are so great. 
 A further cause for alarm, I believe, lies not only in the depth but the breadth of the attack on our 
cultural life. Six weeks ago the N.Y. Times carried an interview with W. Bartlett Giamatti, President of 
Yale. "When people don't know their history, they make terrible mistakes," he was quoted as saying. The 
history he was talking about was that of the government support of higher education; the mistakes he 
warned against were the threatened cutbacks in Federal aid to students. He called such a policy "a great 
danger to America's future." 
 President Giamatti went on to chide the present conservative leadership for spreading what he 
termed the "myth" that the government in the past has not been involved in supporting education. Pointing 
to a tradition that reaches back to the 17th century, he recalled that Harvard and other colonial colleges 
were founded with public funds, that the Northwest Ordinance, the Land Grant Act of 1862, the G.I. Bill of 
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Rights and many other legislative measures have established traditions of governmental responsibility. "To 
pull back from the support of access to higher education is a real shift from that long tradition," the Times 
reported the President of Yale as saying. "I would have thought," he continued, "that the conservatives 
would cling to that tradition. ...Aid to students is a basic investment in people and the future and in the 
physical and moral health of the country." 
 To historians, archivists, editors and authors, the proposed Administration cut of 25% in the 
budget of the National Historical Publications and Records Commission (a branch of the National 
Archives) is viewed with equal alarm. The budget calls for totally ending its financing after September 30. 
What is at stake here? Only the Thomas Jefferson Papers at Princeton: 20 volumes published, 45 more due 
from the P.U. Press. The Federal Government had been providing 2/3 of its support. Only the Adams 
Papers at the Massachusetts Historical Society: 24 volumes published, 2 being printed, 4 lined up to go to 
the Harvard U. Press. "If the staff of 5 here is cut," they said in Boston, "new people cannot be trained 
overnight and it could mean an end of the project." Only the James Madison papers at the University of 
Virginia: 15 published, 30 more volumes scheduled before the recent 25% cut. 
 The Commission's director laconically reports that the feed-back from state historical societies and 
university presses indicates that efforts to raise funds without the Commission's basic financing have not 
succeeded. That observation underlines one of the greatest dangers in the government's withdrawal of 
support from the broad field of American culture. If our leadership in Washington does not think so, it is 
too easy then for our fellow countrymen, long wary of artists and eggheads, to say, "Maybe, after all, these 
things are not worth preserving."  
 To be sure, the completion of publication of these Jefferson, Adams and Madison papers do not 
directly touch us in this room. If it comes to that, many of you have not had occasion to deal with the 
National Endowments, more's the pity. But every diminution in the quality of our common lives must give 
us all concern. 
 In concluding this second speech, which has turned more political than you probably expected of 
me (or wanted), I should perhaps try to come forward with my own agenda for action. I have been an 
activist where the theatre has been concerned. Indeed, I have been accused of arsonist tendencies by those 
who have observed my predilection for lighting fires, then walking away when they began to burn brightly, 
in order to light others. But I have made no mark as a political activist. There are many here who know 
better than I how to accomplish things in the political arena - and that is where this battle must be fought. 
So all I am now seeking today is to egg you on. I am retired; I have no job to protect. But - like you, I am 
sure - I still have concern for the theatre, and for the health of the American culture of which it is a part. For 
me, that is as strong as it was in 1931. 
 Did you all hear of that recent incident about that other senior citizen, Helen Hayes? How Miss 
Hayes, being now eighty-one, was appointed by President Carter last year to the White House Conference 
on Aging? In March she received a letter telling her she was dismissed from the advisory body. As she put 
it, "The Reagan people bring in their own senior citizens. Later," she went on, "Governor Carey found out 
about it and couldn't believe it. Then in April I got another letter from Washington saying I could stay on if 
I wanted. But I said 'No, let it stand.'" 
 I understand Helen's reaction - "No, let it stand." I would almost certainly have responded the 
same way. But to you I say: No, don't let it stand! Don't sit by and see the quality of life in our republic start 
to slip on a downward trek. Of course, it won't be the end of the world if funding is cut. There has always 
been an uncomfortably widely-held theory that artists flourish in garrets, despite the contrary evidence 
recently offered in Amadeus. There have also always been forces among us more concerned with 
materialism and selfishness and greed than with expanding spiritual horizons and reaching for the stars. 
Don't let those forces win the day. 
 It may be comforting to recall Katherine Anne Porter's ringing statement about the arts: that they 
"live continuously and they live literally by faith..." that "their nature and their shapes and their uses 
survive unchanged in all that matters through times of interruptions, diminishment, neglect." It may 
reassure us to take a long view, as we hear her eloquent reminder: "the arts outlive governments and creeds 
and societies, even the very civilizations that produce them...They are what we find again when the ruins 
are cleared away." 
 But I say, you and I won't be around when the ruins are cleared away. Perhaps next time nobody 
will. Our responsibility, as leaders in the cultural life of our nation, must be exercised now - and next year 
when a determined Administration promises to return to the fight, threatening more budget cuts into the 
quality of American life, and the year after, and the year after that - until those trillion dollars have been 
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spent on the means of destruction and our people by then find themselves penniless to support creativity. 
 


