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The American Theatre, 1936 - 1961 
 

Richard Moody 
 
[Dr. Moody's address to the National Educational Theatre Conference, given on August 18, 1986, in 718 
Main at New York University, had originally been planned as one of two Fellows Addresses - tandem 
featured events at ATA's Golden Anniversary Convention. Reprinted with permission from Theatre History 
Studies, Vol. VII (1987), pp. 84-98. Ed.]  

 
 My crawl-on years in the academic theatre began on AETA's birth date, when I became an 
instructor in Speech and technical director of the Illini Theatre Guild at the University of Illinois. My first 
glimpse of the New York theatre occurred four years earlier, when I abandoned the comforts of home and 
the tutelage of James J. Fiderlick at Drake to continue my studies with George Pierce Baker at Yale. 
 Like any eager Midwesterner who had somehow got the theatre in his head, if not bred into his 
blood, the first sights and sounds of New York outranked the dreams manufactured in Iowa. I walked in 
wonder in and out of Broadway. Discovered the cut-rate ticket counter in the basement of Gray's drugstore. 
Bought a single for Elmer Rice's Counsellor at Law and was well rewarded. Paul Muni made my first night 
on Broadway as exciting as I knew it should be. 
 One morning I subdued my timidity and walked up to 52nd Street to call on Howard Wicks, the 
technical director for the Theatre Guild. Bud Wicks was a friend from home, and lived just a block away 
from me in Des Moines. I expected he might give me a quick brush-off. Instead he seemed delighted to see 
someone from Buchanan Street, took an hour's break from his duties and invited me to come back when I 
returned to New York for the holidays. 
 In a whirlwind of theatre-going in December, I saw six shows in four days:Biography, Dangerous 
Corner, Lucrece, Mademoiselle, Late Christopher Bean, plus the opening spectacle at the Radio City 
Music Hall. I rode on cloud nine every hour of the days as I tried to fathom the magic of the players: Colin-
Keith Johnson, Ina Claire, Earle Larrimore, A. E. Mathews, Alice Brady, Grace George, Peggy Conklin, 
Katherine Cornell, Blanche Yurka, Brian Ahern, Pauline Lord, and Walter Connolly. 

  Wicks showed me the inner-workings of the Guild, took me on a backstage tour of the Radio City 
Music Hall, gave me house seats for Biography (our colleague from Illinois, Mary Arbenz, was in that 
production), and put me to work making sandals for Nazimova who was about to embark on a tour of The 
Good Earth. I remember well the day Lee Simonson came into his office. Simonson wanted to know if they 
still had a fireplace that had been used a couple of years earlier. When Wicks told him the fireplace had 
been trashed, Simonson took the calamity in stride: "Well, I'll just have to think of something else to put on 
that wall." 
 Luck was with me at Yale. Baker had waited until 1933 to retire. I can still hear in my mind's ear 
the applause that filled the corridors of the Yale Theatre when  
he concluded his final lecture. It continued long after he had mounted the stairs to his office. 
 The Department of Drama, as it was then known, had devised a work and study program that 
began in early morning and continued until late at night. Endurance was held in high repute. Even so, 
trickery and the risk of unexcused absences from crew, allowed occasional visits to the Shubert to see the 
Abbey Players, Lillian Gish in Camille with settings by Robert Edmond Jones, and a long and absorbing 
evening at Mourning Becomes Electra. The play and the dinner interval both stick in my memory. Fast 
food comes slowly in a Chinese restaurant, and speedy mastication, as I discovered from my companions 
Ronald Mitchell and Alistair Cooke, is not a British talent. 
 I can't resist two glimpses of Mr. Baker. At the performances in the Experimental Theatre, Baker 
invariably sat in the front row, and Alexander Dean  
stood at the back shushing the audience when any inadvertent breakdown brought a laugh. At a 
performance of The Castle Spectre, Van Heflin was encased in a full suit of armor. At one point he 
abandoned center stage to cross right. One leg of his armor neglected to accompany him. Dean's 
"sssshhhhuses"" were futile. The audience roared, and Mr. Baker almost bounced out of his chair. 
 In the summer a group of Drama School students, calling themselves the Forty-Niners, opened a 
summer theatre in Whitefield, New Hampshire. Mr. Baker came every week to see us, and once a summer 
we took a production to his garden theatre in  Silver  Springs  for the benefit of the local hospital.  One 
summer we did Rostand's The Romancers. Mr. Baker seemed pleased, spoke kindly of my rendering of 
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Percinet, and then, with his customary twinkle, added, "You know I played that role years ago at Harvard. 
Josephine Hull was my leading lady. She made the professional stage. I didn't." 
 After Yale and before Illinois, there was a year of roaming New York and a summer as a dramatic 
counselor in Vermont where Pete Zeisler was one of my actors. You know him now as director of the 
Theatre Communications Group. 
 Then as now, Broadway offices offered slippery promises, near misses, and quick rebuffs: - 
"There's nothing in this play that looks like you." Subsistence demanded a bit of cash, and radio seemed a 
more likely source. Two friends from home helped to open doors at the advertising agencies. George 
Gallup, who had been a journalism professor at Drake; and Eunice Howard, a steady on soap operas. One 
audition led to another; one job to another. Commercial pitches: "Camels never get my wind or irritate my 
throat"; impersonations of historical figures on "Hot Dates in History for Kroger's Hot Dated Coffee"; 
"Talking Books" for the American Foundation for the Blind. Somewhere I must still have an inscribed 
loving cup, a testament to my skill in proclaiming the wonders of Fenamint. 
 There were exciting theatre evenings that year. Nazimova in Ghosts; Maxwell Anderson's 
Winterset; the Gershwin Porgy and Bess; and two productions that stand out in my memory: The Lunts in 
Taming of the Shrew, and the Welles-Houseman voodoo Macbeth at the Lafayette in Harlem. 
 Nineteen Thirty-Six was a landmark year. I was on hand for the christening of AETA. At Illinois I 
met my future wife, made life-long friendships with Wesley Swanson, director of the Illini Theatre Guild, 
and with three colleagues in the  
Department of English: Mac Lowry who was to make such an impact on the American theatre; Charles 
Shattuck, with whom I shared an apartment, and who is now known for his explorations of Shakespearean 
prompt books; and Marvin Herrick who has informed us about dramatic theory and practice in the sixteenth 
century. You may not know that Shattuck and Herrick were first-rate actors. What a joy and help they were 
to a novice director. Shattuck appeared in many roles, most notably as the stage manager in Our Town and 
as Hlestakov in The Inspector General with Herrick as the Mayor. 
 Herrick introduced me to Alexander Drummond who was to guide me through a Ph.D. at Cornell 
and where I met two other theatre students who were to make their mark: Gene Saks, my leading man in 
Across the Continent, who now directs the Neil Simon plays; and Alan Schneider, the chief exponent of 
Edward Albee and Samuel Beckett. 
 So much for personal recollections, though what follows must be partly personal. It would be 
foolish to pretend that anyone could conjure up an objective everyman's overview of the American Theatre 
from 1936 to 1961.  
 Let's begin with a diabolical speculation. Let's imagine that the fabulous invalid had actually died 
in 1936. Suppose we blank out the theatre record of these years, erase all memories, burn the plays, trash 
Burns Mantle and Theatre Arts along with all histories, biographies and reminiscence. Imagine a complete 
theatre blackout for these twenty-five years. 
 Suppose, to start the game, you had never heard, would never hear: 
  
 I reach for a cigarette, I cross the street, I run into the movies  or a bar, I buy a  drink. I speak to 
 the nearest stranger - anything that can blow your candles out! - for nowadays the world is lit by 
 lightning! Blow out your candles, Laura. 
 
 Whoever you are - I've always depended on the kindness of strangers. 
 

He's a man way out there in the blue, riding on a smile and a shoeshine. ... A salesman is got to 
dream, boy. It comes with the territory. 

 
Goodbye to clocks ticking - and my butternut tree! And Mama's sunflowers - and coffee - and 
new-ironed dresses and hot baths. Oh, earth, you're too wonderful for anyone to realize you! Do 
any human beings ever realize life while they live it - every, every minute? 

 
 I went to the shrine and prayed to the Blessed Virgin and found peace again. ... That was in the 
 winter of senior year. Then, in the spring something happened to me. Yes, I remember. I fell in 
 love with James Tyrone and was so happy for a time. 
 
 Suppose you'd never sung or heard sung: 
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  Oh what a beautiful morning... 
  Wash that man right out of my hair... 
  The rain in Spain stays mainly in the plain. 
 
 Or suppose that vast army of amateur actors across the country had never known the joy of saying: 
  
 Well, Mortimer, for a gallon of elderberry wine I take a teaspoon full of arsenic and a half-
 teaspoon of strychnine and then  just a pinch of cyanide. 
 
 Some of you, though you may well be in the minority today, were avid theatre-goers in these 
years. For a moment let's activate those memory banks, flash on the screen those treasures,  those  theatre  
nights  you  spent  with Helen Hayes, Katherine Cornell, Tallulah Bankhead, or the Lunts. Now let them 
fade away. Try again to call them back. They refuse to appear. No longer can you see or hear Lunt and 
Fontanne - to speak only of them - as Harry and Irené in Idiot's Delight: 
 
 Irene. Irené is a very usual name in Russia. 
 Harry. I don't care how usual it is. Everything fits together perfectly now ... No matter how  
  much you may lie, you can't deny the fact that you slept with me in the Governor Bryan  
  Hotel in Omaha, in the fall of 1925. ... 
 
Or as Claire Zachanassian and Anton Schill in The Visit. Has there ever been such a neatly matched pair as 
the Lunts? Hear them. Sitting on a wooden bench under the pines. 

 
 Claire. I shall take you in your coffin to Capri. You will have your tomb in the park of my villa,  
  where I can see you from my bedroom window. White marble and onyx in a grove of  
  green cypress. With a beautiful view of the Mediterranean. 
 Schill. I've always wanted to see it. 
 Claire. Your love for me died years ago, Anton. But my love for you  would not die. ... Now I  
  have you. .. A peaceful ghost in a silent house. 
 
 And how barren our theatre life would be without the memory of Julie Harris as Sally Bowles in I 
Am A Camera tossing down her prairie oyster - a raw egg with a dash of Worcester sauce. Or the final 
tableau in Tea and Sympathy, when Laura unbuttons her blouse and as the lights dim guides Tom's hand 
and says: "Years from now - when you talk about this - and you will! Be Kind." 
 You'd even have to abandon those ridiculous moments we've all experienced. My favorite. Near 
the close of The Country Girl, Odets has a character say: "Don't take the curtain up till they're all seated - 
the front rows in particular. ... If the front rows had the balcony's manners - what a world this could be!" 
The only play I know that speaks unkindly of the customers in row one. When I saw it, I sat in the front 
row. 
 Before we call quits on the amnesic game, let me crowd you with some names and titles to be 
forgotten. Imagine your theatre life without: Williams, Miller, Hellman, Wilder, Odets, Kaufman, Inge, 
Green, Kingsley, Osborn, Behrman, Hart, Lindsay and Crouse, Saroyan, Hansberry, Robert Anderson, 
William Gibson, or Rodgers and Hammerstein. 
 Suppose you'd never seen, never acted in, never directed, never read, never even heard of Cat on a 
Hot Tin Roof, Summer and Smoke, All My Sons, The Crucible, The Little Foxes, The Autumn Garden, Toys 
in the Attic, Golden Boy, Bus Stop, Picnic, My Heart's in the Highlands, Time of Your Life, Two for the 
Seasaw, Raisin in the Sun, Harvey, Mr. Roberts. 
 This is not ancient history. It seems like yesterday that Clark Mills, a young poet at Cornell, asked 
me if I'd ever heard of a friend of his who was writing plays. His first, The Magic Tower, had won a prize 
from the Theatre Guild in Webster Grove, Missouri. Another, Battle of Angels, was scheduled to open in 
Boston. In fact, Mills said, his friend Williams had worked him into his newest play as a character called 
The Gentleman Caller. 
 And while we're sidetracked, let me remind you of the turmoil that surrounded the rehearsals, 
tryouts, and opening of Our Town, the one play from our quarter-of-a-century that has become firmly fixed 
in our repertoires. Jed Harris, the producer/director, and Wilder battled constantly over Harris's tinkering 
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with the text. After a run-through in Princeton, the playwright reportedly screamed, "You simply do not 
understand my play." He was distressed by the stage manager's sentimental readings. Harris assured him it 
was only a line run-through, but before they began again Harris whispered something to Frank Craven. 
After the second go, Wilder was ecstatic. What had Harris whispered? "Not much. I simply told him to put 
away his cello." 
 The one night stand in Princeton aroused little enthusiasm. Variety wrote: "It is not only 
disappointing but hopelessly slow. Jed Harris has endowed it with a superlative cast, and it will probably go 
down as the season's most extravagant waste of talent. It is hard to imagine what the wonder boy of 
Broadway saw in this bitter-sweet affair of small town New Hampshire life." 
 After Princeton, they were scheduled for two weeks in Boston, but with a poor response from 
critics and audience, the continuing differences between Harris and Wilder - they were no longer on 
speaking terms - and the suicide of Rosamund Pinchot, an assistant to Harris with whom he had been 
living, the run was cut to one week. 
 With these depressing events and with the Shubert's refusal to give them a good Broadway house, 
Harris wanted to abandon the play. Alexander Woollcott persuaded him to bring it in, and Gilbert Miller 
agreed to give them the Henry Miller Theatre for one week. 
 New York presented new troubles. The stage hands' union refused to let actors infringe on their 
domain. Stage hands moved chairs. Not actors. Harris forbade the hands to touch a chair, but his order had 
been ignored. When he spotted two of them with chairs in their hands, he floored one with a right to the 
chin; the other he choked into insensibility. 
 Although Atkinson and a few others wrote tributes to Wilder and Our Town   
-  Atkinson called it "a hauntingly beautiful play" -,  the  Drama  Critics Circle Award went to Of Mice and 
Men. Our Town survived its rocky entry into the American repertory. It won the Pulitzer Prize, continued 
on Broadway for 363 performances, and for the years that followed, even to 1986, there have been few 
nights when the play was not on stage somewhere in the world. 
 Now back to the main line. 
 For those of you who carry tunes in your head - and who doesn't - try erasing Oklahoma, South 
Pacific, Finian's Rainbow, Brigadoon, Kiss Me Kate, Guys and Dolls, Wonderful Town, or The Fantasticks. 
 And imagine obliterating the plays of our earlier playwrights who continued to write after 1936: 
Anderson, Kelly, Rice, Howard, Barry, Sherwood, and O'Neill. We'd have no Long Day's Journey Into 
Night. We'd strike from the record the José Quintero production of The Iceman Cometh at the Circle-in-the-
Square in 1955 that sparked the rediscovery of O'Neill. 
 What a quarter-of-a-century it was. The age of Roosevelt, the Depression, Pearl Harbor, World 
War II, Truman, VE Day, VJ Day, the Korean War, McCarthy, Eisenhower, Little Rock, The Bay of Pigs. 
Hard to grasp now that all that was crowded into these twenty-five years. 
 And what a quarter-of-a-century in the life of the American theatre. How lucky we are that the 
memories need not be stricken; cannot be stricken. We cherish these riches, cherish the excitement of 
knowing how we got to where we are. Here we can sample only a few of the highlights. 
 In 1936, AETA's birth date, Theatre Arts published Elizabeth Hapgood's translation of 
Stanislavsky's An Actor Prepares, two years before it appeared in Russia. We were not unprepared for 
these "simple, ringing words of truth, these inspired statements of the fundamentals of good acting," as the 
New York Times reviewer wrote. My Life in Art was already available, the Moscow Art company had 
played in New York. Norris Houghton, Josh Logan, Stella Adler, and Harold Clurman had visited with 
Stanislavsky. 
 Probably no single book in our time has made such an imprint on our theatre. 
 The initial reactions of Gielgud, Clurman, Houghton, and others caught the essence and 
importance of the Stanislavsky system and also raised some of the reservations that are still heard. 
 

He describes exactly the things that every actor must have felt but never quite realized. 
 
The only complete modern acting technique which seems wholly sound as a method for actors' 
training and actors' work. 
 

 Our actors and directors are too temporary, too individualistic. The method demands a cooperative 
 venture. 
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 And Walter Prichard Eaton wrote: "The work will have to be a must text book, but the result in 
many places is going to be some gosh-awful training. ... The method can easily go off into a fog." 
 
 The method has pervaded the teaching of acting throughout the country and most conspicuously at 
the Actors' Studio. Here such rising young professionals as Marlon Brando, Julie Harris, Montgomery Clift, 
Karl Malden, Cloris Leachman, Eli Wallach, Anne Jackson, Jerome Robbins, Mildred Dunnock 
congregated in a former Greek Orthodox church on West 44th to hear Robert Lewis tell them: "You do not 
have to be ashamed of dedicating yourself to self-knowledge as a person and self-fulfillment as an artist." 
Remember that however rich your talents, however extensive your techniques, the more practice you need 
to keep both talent and technique fresh and developing. 
 Lewis deserted the Studio after a year, and Kazan kept it alive until Lee Strasberg became its 
principal guru in 1951. 
 Only the Group Theatre came close to realizing an American version of Stanislavsky's Moscow 
Art Theatre. In his rousing late night sermons, begun in 1928, Clurman told his disciples that "theatrical 
experience for the actor in the commercial theatre was, for the greater part, the antithesis of human 
experience; it bespoke a familiarity with the clichés of stage deportment; it had no roots in life." Those of 
you who were lucky enough to hear Clurman at the podium know that this fervent theatrical evangelist was 
a spellbinder. 
 Clurman literally talked the Group into being, enlisted Lee Strasberg and Cheryl Crawford to join 
him in the management, and encouraged with a christening gift from the Theatre Guild - $1,000 and the 
rights to Paul Green's House of Connelly - assembled his converts in Brookfield Center, Connecticut in 
1931 for their first communal summer of actor training and rehearsal. 
 Back in New York they continued to live together in a tenement on West 57th - Clurman called it 
the "Group's Poorhouse" - and on September 28, 1931 gave Broadway a chance to see the result of their 
commitment to theatrical truth and to the House of Connelly. Atkinson wrote of their opening, "Something 
fine and true has started in the American theatre." 
 Throughout the Depression decade, the Group showed Broadway what could be done with an 
ensemble of talented actors - Carnovsky, Bromberg, Garfield, the Adlers, Tone, and Cobb - trained in the 
Stanislavsky manner and dedicated to plays that had something to say about the world in which they lived. 
Plays like Men in White, Johnny Johnson, Clyde Griffiths, The Gentle People, Thunder Rock. 
 Like the Moscow Art, they discovered their own playwright, Clifford Odets. Perhaps Odets gave 
the Group its true voice, or the Group gave Odets his voice. Whatever. The collaboration gave us Awake 
and Sing - more indelibly etched in my memory than any other theatrical experience - Paradise Lost, 
Golden Boy, Rocket to the Moon, Night Music, and Clash by Night, the Group's swan song in 1941. 
 The Group was not always weighted with fervid talk. When Clurman was to direct Rocket to the 
Moon, he implored Max Gorelik, their scene designer, to give him a setting that was "not just a dentist's 
office. These characters are all hemmed in by life. I want the scenery to seem to stifle people - to press 
them in. I want it to give the effect of a womb. Do you understand Max, a womb." Gorelik replied, "Well, I  
was there once, but I didn't take any notes." 
 Another enterprise nourished by the Depression had a different goal. The W.P.A.'s Federal Theatre 
was created to provide jobs for the unemployed. It met that charge and thanks to the guiding genius of 
Hallie Flanagan, from Grinnell and Vassar, it gave the theatre of the thirties some remarkable productions: 
Murder in the Cathedral, Orson Welles's Dr. Faustus, the Welles-Houseman Macbeth, the "swing" Mikado 
also with a company of Blacks, and the innovative documentary epics of the Living Newspaper: Triple-A 
Plowed Under, Power, One-Third of a Nation, and Spirochete. 
 Although Harry Hopkins, Flanagan's link to the White House (they had been fellow students at 
Grinnell) called for "a free, adult, uncensored theatre," and many saw the project as the foundation for a 
national theatre, Hallie Flanagan was tormented by the Washington watch dogs. She was asked to explain 
how she escaped political contamination on her trips to Russia, and one congressman demanded to know if 
Christopher Marlowe was a communist. 
 In 1939, Congress refused to approve the ten million dollar appropriation for the next season and 
the  Federal Theatre  was terminated. In its short life the project gave employment to some 10,000 actors, 
writers, and technicians and reached an audience of millions in forty states. It also enriched the American 
theatre's folk lore. 
 When Percy Hammond gave the Harlem Macbeth an unfavorable notice - I heard the story from 
Hallie Flanagan - before the second performance the actors gathered below the stage for a Haitian voodoo 
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incantation and to cure the critic of his evil ways decorated a doll with a blanket of pins. That night 
Hammond died. 
 When Marc Blitzstein's The Cradle Will Rock was locked out of its theatre on opening night - 
Washington had declared a moratorium on all Federal Theatre offerings - Houseman  scouted the area for 
another  theatre  while  Jean Rosenthal pursued him with a truck loaded with a piano. He secured the 
Venice Theatre for a one-night stand. Audience and actors were led to the new location and with Blitzstein 
at the piano, Welles supplying continuity, and the actors playing on a bare stage, the show went on. 
 Having out-maneuvered the government, Welles and Houseman leased the Comedy Theatre, 
renamed it the Mercury, continued with the Blitzstein opera and began rehearsing Julius Caesar. Welles 
directed, played Brutus, and transformed the play into an anti-Fascist tract with the actors costumed as 
Mussolini henchmen. Caesar was followed by The Shoemaker's Holiday, Heart-break House, and Danton's 
Death. Welles so dominated the Mercury productions and later the motion picture Citizen Kane that 
Herman Mankiewicz declared, "There but for the grace of God, goes God!" 
 When the Federal Theatre and the Mercury were in their final season, two years before the demise 
of the Group, another unique organization appeared. Elmer Rice, Maxwell Anderson, Robert Sherwood, 
Sidney Howard, and S. N. Behrman formed the Playwrights' Company. Under this arrangement they could 
control their plays from manuscript to performance, and when their works were sold to the motion pictures, 
they could collect the producer's as well as the playwright's share.  
They struck gold with their first offering, Abe Lincoln in Illinois, and continued into the fifties with notable 
productions of Knickerbocker Holiday, There Shall Be No Night, No Time for Comedy, Joan of Lorraine, 
Lost in the Stars, and Dream Girl. 
 The Theatre Guild did not dominate Broadway after 1936 as they had earlier, but their mark of 
quality was on Amphitryon 38, The Philadelphia Story, Time of Your Life, Come Back, Little Sheba, and, of 
course, Oklahoma. None of these appeared in the Guild Theatre. In 1951 their theatre became the ANTA, 
and now - Thespis forgive them - it's called the Virginia. Renaming Broadway houses Brooks Atkinson, 
Helen Hayes, Lunt-Fontanne, Gershwin, and Neil Simon makes sense. But Virginia? Yes, there is a 
Virginia but not in the annals of the American theatre. 
 The thirties and forties were crowded with long talk fests and columns of print about ANTA. Talk 
and more talk. A singular absence of action. Still the windy sessions at national assemblies and the reams 
of copy in Theatre Arts and elsewhere kept alive the drive for some kind of national theatre. A theatre not 
enslaved by the box office. 
 In July, 1935 - a month after Harry Hopkins had initiated the Federal Theatre - President 
Roosevelt signed the charter for an American National Theatre and Academy. A Federal status comparable 
to that already accorded to the Red Cross, the Girl and Boy Scouts,  and  the  Smithsonian.  The preamble 
read: “A people's project organized and conducted in their interest, free from commercialism, but with a 
firm intent of being as far as possible self-supporting. A national theatre should bring to the people 
throughout the country their heritage of the great drama of the past and the best of the present." Public Law 
Number 199, as it was known, was not accompanied by an appropriation. 
 Here's a quick sketch of the attempts to implement the ANTA charter. In 1937, a convention of 
1,000 theatre leaders - mostly New Yorkers - calling themselves the American Theatre Council met at the 
Astor Hotel. In 1938, a bill to create a Federal Bureau of Fine Arts was introduced into congress. It did not 
pass. In 1945, Robert Porterfield and Robert Breen wrote a piece for Theatre Arts, "Toward a National 
Theatre," proposing a Public Theatre Foundation. An ANTA assembly was held in New York in 1951; a 
second in Cincinnati in 1953. With over half of the l40 delegates at the second gathering from the ranks of 
AETA, the assembly resolved that the primary goal of ANTA must be the encouragement and 
establishment of permanent professional theatres throughout the country. In 1955, the years of talk 
culminated in  an outline for a "40 Theatre Circuit Plan." Productions for the forty-week seasons in forty 
cities were to evolve in or from the talent centers in New York, Chicago, San Francisco or Los Angeles, 
and Fort Worth or Houston. Noble as the objective appeared, in essence it was simply Broadway's plan for 
revitalizing the road. It took no account of the regional theatres that were then already off and running. 
 The years of rhetoric and resolutions set the stage, even if their direct influence was limited, for 
the Ford Foundation's Program in the Arts and Humanities, the attempt by the House of Representatives, 
even if unsuccessful, to create a National Advisory Council on the Arts in 1961, and for the establishment 
of the National Endowments for the Arts and Humanities in 1965. 
 The American theatre is indebted to the vision and initiative of Mac Lowry at the Ford 
Foundation.  He saw that an American national theatre must reflect the uniqueness of a country that 
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stretched across a continent, be indigenous to the communities it served, not governed by or centered in 
New York, be committed to theatre art and not to show business. He quickly discovered the few regional 
theatres that were guided by passionately devoted directors. He believed that local financial support could 
be stimulated with seed money from the outside, that there were talented actors, playwrights, directors and 
designers whose artistic careers required nourishment. Lowry persuaded the Ford trustees that they could 
shape the future of the arts in America. 
 Between 1957 and 1961 the Foundation supported ensembles of actors on annual contracts at the 
Alley, the Arena, the Actor's Workshop, gave seventeen theatre directors creative funds of $10,000 each, 
supported noted poets and novelists in full-year residencies in resident companies, gave honoraria to 
painters and sculptors for stage designs, sent twenty-nine young actors into training at the Cleveland 
Playhouse for touring productions in small U.S. cities, supported observerships for young directors attached 
to Broadway productions, underwrote the productions of ten new playwrights at winter stock and university 
theatres across the country, and established the Theatre Communications Group. My cut-off date of 1961 
carries only through the exploratory phase of the Program in Humanities and the Arts. In 1962, for 
example, Ford Foundation activities in the arts first encompassed grants for direct support of operations, 
and nine million of the Program's budget in that year launched the resident theatre movement. 
 In 1963, Lowry was awarded a Tony for "distinguished support of the American theatre," and on 
December 4, 1980, received the first annual John F. Wharton Award for "creative contributions to the 
process of producing plays for either profit or non-profit theatres." On that occasion Alan Schneider 
delivered the principal tribute. Let me quote from his remarks: 
 

“Mac went everywhere. He always asked the right questions. Pretty soon he knew more about us 
than we knew about ourselves. And pretty soon I began to realize that underneath that quiet, 
curious, friendly exterior there lurked a hard, tough, strong and friendly interior with a very special 
ability to listen and to absorb ... In my way of thinking abut the theatre ... He has, more than 
anyone I know, raised the public consciousness and understanding of the arts, including the art of 
the theatre, in our society.” 

  
 When Lowry began his explorations, regional theatres were already coming of age under the 
guidance of such dynamos as Margo  Jones, Nina Vance, Zelda Fichandler, Jules Irving, and Herbert Blau. 
Some had evolved from community theatres, and most had discovered the economy and intimacy of open 
staging, particularly theatre-in-the-round. 
 Margo Jones had tested her talents with the Community Players in Houston (1937) before she 
moved to Dallas to incorporate her professional repertory company. Supported with a local gift of $10,000, 
she began her first season under the banner Theatre '45. For each succeeding season the banner was 
updated: Theatre '46, Theatre '47, up to Theatre '59, continuing even after her untimely death in 1955. 
 Nina Vance, a Jones protégée, organized her Houston group in 1947 with six disciples, a borrowed 
typewriter, and $2.14 in cash. Because the small dance studio she used as a stage was down an alleyway, 
she christened her first theatre The Alley. In 1954, she converted a fan factory into a second theatre of 242 
seats, hired her first professional actors, and continued to call it The Alley. The name so reflected Vance's 
humble attitudes toward artistic creation that there was no thought of changing the name when the Ford 
Foundation and local philanthropists supplied funds for a handsome new building which opened in 1968. 
 Zelda Fichandler's Arena Stage in the nation's capital, now also housed in handsome quarters 
financed by Ford and local patrons, began its theatre life in 1950 in an old burlesque house, in 1956 
transferred operations to a former brewery, and then into the first of two theatres it now occupies. 
 In 1952, Jules Irving and Herbert Blau found a first home for their San Francisco Actor's 
Workshop in a loft behind a judo academy, their second in two downtown theatres, and their third at 
Lincoln Center when they took a big share of their company with them to New York in 1965. 
 All of these theatres, and others such as McConnell's Cleveland Playhouse, the Fred Miller in 
Milwaukee, Porterfield's Barter Theatre in Virginia, Houseman's Theatre Group at UCLA, our national 
theatre if you will, had humble beginnings, were propelled to artistic maturity by talented and energetic 
visionaries. These playhouses gave new meaning to theatre life west of the Hudson, and they became 
cultural and social centers in the life of their communities. 
 Other regional theatres bore a different stamp. Virginia, North Carolina, and Kentucky were 
blanketed with Paul Green's and Kermit Hunter's symphonic dramas. Green described them as symphonic, 
using the word in its Greek sense of "sounding together," because all the arts of theatrical presentation - 
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story-telling, drama, mime, dance, music, and pageantry - were melded together. 
 Green had given the Group his House of Connelly and Johnny Johnson before he gave Roanoke 
Island his first historical documentary, The Lost Colony, in 1937. After the War these summer outdoor 
spectacles, celebrating local history and folklore, covered the region:  The Common  Glory,  Faith  of  Our  
Fathers, Wilderness Road, Unto These Hills, The Founders, The Stephen Foster Story, and Horn in the 
West. 
 Although Broadway saw notable Shakespearean productions during this time - the Hamlets of 
Gielgud, Howard, and Evans (the full text and the GI version), the Cornell-Evans Romeo and Juliet, the 
Webster-Evans Richard II, the Twelfth Night from Ann Arbor, brought to New York by Roger Stevens (his 
introduction to Broadway), and Robeson's Othello, there was much more Shakespeare available at the 
festivals in San Diego, Ashland, and Stratford (Ontario and Connecticut), at Antioch and Hofstra, and in 
Papp's regional theatre in Central Park. 
 Just before our terminal date,  Tyrone Guthrie,  Oliver Rea,  and Peter Zeisler had scouted the 
country for an inviting location for a new theatre. In the summer of 1960,  the  Tyrone  Guthrie  Theatre  
Foundation  was established in Minneapolis. In November, 1961, Guthrie turned the first shovel of sod and 
the theatre opened with Hamlet on May 5, 1963. 
 Off-Broadway theatres were, of course, thriving long before 1936. But they multiplied at an 
astonishing rate during our time, particularly after the War - over 90 productions in the season 54-55 - and 
moved, as one critic remarked, out of the little theatre class into big business. 
 Of the many attempts to define the distinguishing essence of off-Broadway, let me mention one. 
Broadway subscribes to H. L. Mencken's cynical pronouncement: "No one ever went broke through 
underestimating the taste of the American public," Off-Broadway to the conviction that there is a more 
adventurous public with wider and more discriminating tastes. 
 Many, if not most, off-Broadway groups were housed in tiny and untidy found spaces beaten into 
exotic configurations. Some sprouted early in the season and quickly withered away. Others found their 
raison d'être and flourished. 
 Among the most notable in our time: Mann and Quintero's Circle-in-the-Square, Hambleton and 
Houghton's Phoenix, and Malina and Beck's Living Theatre. 
 Circle-in-the-Square, originally called the Loft Players, made their mark with Geraldine Page as 
the tormented Alma Winemiller in Summer and Smoke (1952), and with Jason Robards marshaling the 
pipe-dreamers in The Iceman Cometh (1955), the production that sparked the O'Neill revival. 
 The Phoenix, housed in the Stuyvesant, a former Yiddish theatre on 2nd Ave. at 12th Street, was 
regarded by Burns Mantle and others as part of the Broadway scene. Hambleton and Houghton had simply 
distanced themselves from Times Square to operate more economically. They opened in 1953 with Cronyn 
and Tandy in Sidney Howard's posthumous Madam Will You Walk, followed by such offerings as Guthrie's 
Six Characters, Mary Stuart, and Pinafore; Joan Plowright in The Chairs and The Lesson, and in their 
seventh season, The Great God Brown. 
 Whatever your thoughts about the Living Theatre, and, of course, much of their activity belongs to 
a later time, even in our time they were distinctively off-beat. At a gathering of the National Theatre 
Conference in the early 50s, Malina and Beck explained their views of the theatre. Above all else they 
wanted to disturb their audiences, even drive them out ot the theatre. They did not endear themselves to the 
NTC community and college theatre directors who had invested much of their energies in building and 
keeping audiences. 
 The Becks began their theatre adventures in their family living-room shortly after their marriage, 
in 1951 incorporated as a non-profit enterprise and  
did Gertrude Stein's Dr. Faustus Lights the Lights. Before they embarked on their European peregrinations 
in 1961, they made their mark with The Connection and In the Jungle of the Cities. 
 Off-Broadway came to Broadway in 1950, and gave the Times Square crowd their first look at 
theatre-in-the-round. David Heilweil and Derrick Lynn-Thomas converted a ballroom in the Hotel Edison 
into an arena. The critics duly informed their readers that his new system of staging George Kelly's The 
Show-Off - "the hottest thing in show business" - was not really new. It had been imported from the 
outlying regions. As you know, the bare arena at the Edison has become barer in recent years as the 
permanent home of Oh! Calcutta! 
 The off-Broadway theatres provided abundant riches in the fifties: End as a Man, Three Penny 
Opera, Uncle Vanya, The Blacks, The Balcony, American Dream, The Zoo Story, Krapp's Last Tape, Little 
Mary Sunshine, and The Fantasticks. 
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 In 1960, the Village coffee houses, notably Cafe Cino, gave house room to unknown writers and 
performers in their off-off-Broadway espresso palaces where, according to Henry Hewes, "ghoulish-
looking girls served exotically spiced coffee at exotically spiced prices." 
 Throughout the forties and fifties the theatre columns were crowded with gloomy reports about the 
sad state of the theatre. Our entire session here could have been devoted to those voices of gloom and 
doom, the weary and worrisome statistical summaries. In 1931, there were 66 theatres on Broadway. In 
1961, only 33. In 1934, 200 first nights; in 1960, only 64. Arthur Kopit (writing in Theatre Arts in April, 
1961) predicted that on January 1, 1986, the morning papers would report: "Last night, sometime after 
11:15, the theatres in New York disappeared. Due, most probably to the confusion generated by New 
Year's Eve, the disappearance went relatively unnoticed." 
 More interesting to me - and I hope to you - were the essays of Eric Bentley, Robert Edmond 
Jones, Brooks Atkinson, and Joseph Wood Krutch. 
 Bentley became Brecht's missionary to the U.S., shortly after Brecht had made Santa Monica his 
new home in 1941. Although a Three Penny had been seen in New York as early as 1933, Brecht was 
largely unknown until Bentley began his campaign with a  Theatre  Arts  piece in  September,  1944,  
entitled "Bertholt Brecht and His Work." Here was a new kind of dramatist, one who makes an analysis of 
society, rather than portraits of individuals. "He sees the audience as active, inquisitive, non-contemplative, 
in the spirit of our pragmatic, non-metaphysical age." Bentley made a career of promoting Brecht and with 
astonishing results. Brecht became a fixture in the American repertoire on and off Broadway, in the 
regional and college theatres. 
 With the maturing of the motion pictures and with televison bringing drama into the home, many 
feared that the live theatre could not survive. Let's hear the assurances of three who spoke for us. 
 Robert Edmond Jones: "The only theatre worth saving, the only theatre worth having, is a theatre 
motion pictures cannot touch. ... When we succeed in making a production that is the exact antithesis of a 
motion picture, a production that is everything a motion picture is not and nothing a motion picture is, the 
old lost magic will return once more." 
 Brooks Atkinson, after a visit to the Alley: "Advanced societies are hardly more than standardized 
work-camps unless they have some communal activities that draw people together for imaginative 
experiences." 
 Joseph Wood Krutch: "Never to have gone to the theatre, never to have experienced the very 
special aesthetic and intellectual pleasure which only the theatre can give, I would have missed something 
for which there is no substitute. ... A shadow on the screen cannot communicate what flesh and blood can." 
 While we're lifting quotations, and at the risk of making these years seem long ago, some items of 
less moment: 
 Letters to the editor regularly protested against the exorbitant ticket prices on Broadway: "$2.75 in 
1936; $4.80 in 1946; $6.90 in 1960." 
 In 1956, Theatre Arts advertised an Easter Vacation Theatre Holiday in New York: "Five 
Broadway Hits, five nights in a first-class hotel. All for $90.00 per person." 
 In this rapid journey too many shapers and movers have been neglected. Before time runs out, we 
must at least speak the names of those not spoken of earlier, though I'm ashamed to recognize them with 
this cavalier gesture. Among the producers/directors: Josh Logan, Herman Shumlin, Kermit Bloomgarden, 
Harold Prince, and Alfred DeLiagre. Directors such as Kazan, Abbott, Kaufman, McClintic. Designers: 
Howard Bay, Donald Oenslager, and Jo Mielziner. The lighting designer Jean Rosenthal who created a new 
profession. The critics: George Jean Nathan and John Mason Brown. Actors and actresses: Gertrude 
Lawrence, Ruth Gordon, Judith Anderson, Katharine Hepburn, Mildred Dunnock, Laurette Taylor, Walter 
Hampden, Frederic March, Raymond Massey. 
 Nor have I given the time due to the leaders in academic theatre: Thomas Wood Stevens, 
Alexander Drummond, Alfred Arvold, Frederick Koch, E. C. Mabie, Glenn Hughes, Warner Bentley, 
Harold Burris-Meyer, Dina Rees Evans, Sawyer Falk, Theodore Fuchs, Lee Mitchell, Lee Norvelle, Samuel 
Selden, Valentine Windt. All of whom were listed in the Theatre Arts directory of "Who's Who in the 
Tributary Theatre" in July, 1942, and many of whom were scheduled to be honored in a collection of essays 
about the founders of AETA. 
 College and university theatres came of age during this time. The battle for academic 
respectability was finally won. The ties to departments of English and Speech were broken. The curricula 
now covered the full range of theatre arts. New theatres equipped with the latest technological advances 
became architectural wonders and cultural centers on the campuses, and their repertoires gave their 
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communities productions that achieved such levels of excellence that the mark of amateurism was 
concealed, if not totally eradicated. 
 The academic theatre had an incredible impact on the American theatre. Read the biographies in 
the Broadway, off-Broadway, and regional theatre programs. Year by year more actors, directors, and 
designers credited some university or college with their initiation into the theatre. 
 Let me conclude with some notes on AETA. There were 90 charter members at its founding in 
1936. In 1961, 4,400 were enrolled. 
 At the Silver Jubilee in New York, August, 1961, Norman Philbrick was President and Marjorie 
Dyche planned the program around the theme, "Theatre and the Human Bond." The 1,200 registrants heard 
Norris Houghton speak about Guthrie and Minneapolis. Joe Papp on his sixth season in Central Park. José  
Quintero on the Circle-in-the-Square. Nina Vance on her twelve years at the Alley. Jules Irving on the 
Actor's Workshop. And Mac Lowry reminded the audience that a "true theatre never starts with a building 
but with the fanatical determination of one driving talent." Abraham Ribicoff, then Secretary of Health, 
Education, and Welfare, in his keynote address challenged the AETAers "to teach so creatively, so 
imaginatively, that you will convey the best of our dramatic heritage, experience, and taste to a new 
generation, that you will strengthen the ties that bind us together and bind our civilization to the great 
civilizations of the past." 
 May the next twenty-five years in the American theatre be as exciting as the quarter-of-a-century 
we've been remembering here, even though for me and for some of you 1986 to 2001 will not match the 
glory of 1936 to 1961. 
 


