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The View from the Trenches 
 

Jack O’Brien 
 

Jack O’Brien’s address was presented and videotaped at the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts in 
Washington DC on April 24, 2011. What follows is an edited transcription of O’Brien’s 40-minute address.] 
 
When I was about to do this address, they asked me for a copy, and you can tell right now, that’s not going to 
happen. They asked for a title” I said, “Yes.” The title is The View from the Trenches, because at that time I was 
finishing my stewardship in San Diego. And I thought, my God, after an excess of 25 years I must have some 
perspective on what it is we’re doing. I don't write anything down, let alone a speech, basically, because of fear. By 
that I mean I’m not quite sure where I’m going with this. I have some notes here, a few. But without the element of 
uncertainty . . . I don't think there is any real passion in theater. If you play it safe, if I’m safe, you’ll be face down in 
the carpet in 12 minutes, but because you think, oh, my God, he doesn’t know where he’s going with this address. 
[laughter] And I encourage you to hold onto that thought.  
 I really wanted to call the address, not The View from the Trenches, but The View from the Life Boats. And 
I will be a little bit more clear about that after I tiptoe through the history lesson. I’m going to try to do this as 
quickly as possible, because I do find biographies that are not one’s own biography stultifyingly boring. If I am in 
the next 20 minutes still discussing my third appearance in my second graduate year, you will start flinging things at 
me. 
 If there was an epiphany in my life, it happened in the early sixties at the University of Michigan (which 
was basically Roger Stevens’s alma matter as well) where I sat one night at the Lydia Mendelssohn Theater in my 
then-accidental role of reviewing for the campus newspaper. The theater company was the young itinerant APA 
repertory, the Association of Producing Artists, headed by Ellis Rabb, and his wife at  the time,  Rosemary Harris.  
The  production was Sheridan’s School for Scandal. I’d never seen anything like it. I’d never seen anything so 
remarkably fitting, so economical, so original, so contemporary, so elegantly perfect as that production. I was 
stunned.  
 And I made it my irritating job over the intervening two or three years to try to infiltrate that group of 
people. I cannot tell you how many times I auditioned for Ellis Rabb as a young actor. He didn’t like me at all. And 
it says something about our survival in these situations that I didn’t understand that. I just thought it was a test of my 
endurance. And meanwhile my hair kept going and going and going. I started writing lyrics. I started writing plays. 
And after I went to New York and taught for a couple years at Hunter College, Ellis took me on as his personal 
assistant, and that began the journey. That group of people included John Houseman, who came in as a producer, T. 
Edward Hambleton of the Phoenix Theatre, Eva Le Gallienne, Alan Schneider, and Stephen Porter. Those were the 
directors, and there was one assistant, and that was me. I sat with each of those people and took their notes. I have 
often thought that what really separates our art from any other art is that you really cannot get it from a book. 
 If you’re lucky enough to sit with people like that and watch the production evolve and take their notes and, 
more importantly, see them fail—not succeed. Success feels great. Failure teaches you what to do and how you 
evolve. It was, I contend, the postgraduate training of my generation. And over six years with that company I 
watched them do the most extraordinary pieces. You Can’t Take It With You with Rosemary Harris as the ingénue, to 
my knowledge, began the commercial revivals on Broadway of American plays. No one had done that. We in APA 
had lost our Ford Foundation Grant that was to permit us a season at the Lyceum. We were stuck in Ann Arbor. Ellis 
saw the production run-through [of You Can’t Take It With You] and said, “I would like the company, to go into 
New York for six weeks, just so they know that we existed and that they will remember us.” It was the biggest 
success of the year; it ran two years while we got our funding back and again risked breathing life into a moribund 
situation.  
 Ladies and gentlemen, for the better part of four or five years, APA was employed for 52 weeks on 
Broadway, in Los Angeles, and in Toronto. Playing repertory! This is never mentioned in reviews. APA finished in 
1970. It had been ten years of brutal, exhausting touring and repertory production. It was an extraordinary group, a 
collective group of actors and directors and an experiment perhaps never to be returned to. 
 After which, John Houseman took me to Juilliard, where for two years I directed people like Gregory 
Mosher, Christine Baranski, Christopher Reeve, Robin Williams, Patty LuPone, and Kevin Kline. And for two years 
I worked with them as their associate artistic director. You know what that meant—I got to be my own boss. Isn’t 
life amazing? The jobs that you think are going to bear fruit very often don’t. And the ones that no one is paying 
attention to suddenly make some cosmic connection. 
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 [While at Juilliard, O’Brien worked on a production of a “perfectly terrible opera” with John DeMain, who 
also happened to be the music director of the Houston Grand Opera.] 
 It was the Bicentennial, and they [Houston Grand Opera] were doing Porgy and Bess for the first complete 
production of the opera as Gershwin wrote it, uncut. They wanted Hal Prince to direct it. Who wouldn't? Hal was 
booked for two years and couldn't find the time. But they were under the constraints of saying, “Look, we’ve got to 
do this in the bicentennial.” And so they picked me because John and I were having such a good time with this 
perfectly terrible opera. I was the last person hired, the whitest person you have ever seen enter a room. It was a trial 
by fire and one that was the making of my life and career. 
 It went on to win a Tony. I got my first nomination in 1976-77. And it changed my life. From there, Craig 
Noel, who had hosted me earlier out at the Old Globe Theater, eventually invited me out to the Globe. If any of you 
ever knew Craig, he would be the last person you’d want to see walk away. So when I took over, I kept him there, a) 
because he was a fount of information; b) because he was one of the best directors I knew; and c) because I loved 
him. And to my knowledge that may be the only business situation where a CEO picks another CEO to take over 
and doesn’t leave. In all the years that we were there together, we never had a moment’s disagreement, never an 
argument. It was a wonderful relationship. He died just a just a year and a half ago, in his nineties—beloved, 
cherished and remembered forever. 
 But that gave  me the opportunity to become  what I called the “poster boy” for regional theater. For 25 
years basically I ran that theater with him, with Tom Hall as my managing director. There was a tradition stretching 
back to 1935 with names like B. Iden Payne, of Shakespeare being done outside in Balboa Park. And in those 25 
years, if you looked up from your position in the country, you saw extraordinary men and women doing what I was 
doing in different places—Dan Sullivan up in Seattle, Des McAnuff across the town from me, Mark Williams at the 
Huntington. I mean, we were all children of a tradition. I didn’t have a choice. Houseman, Le Gallienne, Ellis Rabb, 
Rosemary Harris, Alan Schneider—they fed me; they were candid; they were honest; they were straightforward. 
They were generous.  
 They taught me everything I knew. And I felt I had an obligation to return the favor, an obligation basically 
to stand up for American classical work, to try to find a way that we could do primarily Shakespeare in the summer 
but everything else as well. Now, to call artists from all over the country to come there and serve the text, which is 
absolutely visceral for me. I don't feel the need to write my name on any production. I honestly think if you don't see 
my work I’ve done the best job; because the writer and the actor are basically what unites, and we are only there as 
directors, as facilitators, to make the bad moments go away, not necessarily to draw attention to ourselves. 
 But like the boy in the barnyard lifting the calf, I didn’t choose all the assignments myself,  but  those of 
you who have run departments, companies, anything, you know that eventually somebody doesn’t show up. They 
either have a better job or a worse excuse. But you’re left basically with a show and no director. And what does an 
artistic director do? Picks up the show and does it. Some of the things I chose for myself were not necessarily the 
best things that I had done. Some of the things that I thought—how do I put this?—beneath me? And over those 27 
years, basically, I realized that I had an advantage that many people never have, which is to work in all these 
different fields.  
 And so when that chapter of my life closed—and, believe me, I thought it was closing—low and behold I 
have the third act. The Globe was doing 12 to 14 shows a year toward the end of my tenure, and you’re bound to get 
lucky sooner or later. Some of them went East, and I went with them. And when I finally stepped away from the 
Globe, there was another chapter of my life—going on to New York.  
 When Gregory Mosher and André Bishop shifted away from Lincoln Center, I did a piece for them called 
Two Shakespearean Actors on the Broadway stage. That was great fun with Brian Bedford and Victor Garber, but 
lots of interesting young actors in a company of 28 people. We had a great time. 
 Then came Damn Yankees, which started at the Globe, and the book for which I wrote with George Abbott. 
He was 105. He died at 107, fueled by two years of unmitigated anger at me. As he famously said to Rob Marshall, 
“The kid . . .” He called me “the kid.” He was 105; of course, I was the kid. “The kid says everything nice to you 
and then goes ahead and does exactly what he wants.” I read a vote of confidence in that comment.  
 But basically I ended up with a list of productions in New York, different from what I thought I was 
starting out to do or finishing. The Full Monty opposite Stoppard’s Convention of Love, giving rise to many people 
saying, “Wait a minute—this is the same guy doing two shows in the same year.” And I thought—get a regional job; 
you’ll figure this out. Henry IV for Lincoln Center with Kevin Kline, then Hairspray, Stoppard’s The Coast of 
Utopia, and recently Catch Me if You Can. It’s been an extraordinary ride. 
 So where does the trench leave off and the life raft start? In the years that I was at the Globe, there was a 
publication, something called The Artistic Home. I don't know if any of you remember it, but it had to do with 
nurturing. It had to do with my garden produces begonias and yours produces lilacs; how in this extraordinary 
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country of ours different communities give rise to different artistic voices. We were very aware in the nineties, Des 
McAnuff and I, being in Southern California with two theaters literally ten minutes car journey from each other, of 
the differences in our programming and what that meant to a vivid, exciting community. The fact that we were good 
friends was one thing; the fact that we were competitive was thrilling. Because we were desperately not only trying 
to identify what in our own group was the work we believed in, we were offering it up as proof positive that we 
were worth funding. 
 In this country we have a problem that we build a birdhouse and hope the birds will come. But Jean-Louis  
Barrault,   who   headed   Théâtre  Marigny  in France when it first started, and Madeleine Renaud, his wife, said 
famously, “The subsidy is not for the years when we’re good; it’s for the years when we aren’t good. Because 
nobody can do that.” And now I look around and I see that we are fighting for our artistic lives. Fundraising is 
difficult, money is tight, people are conservative. I mean, I was appalled to open the New York Times yesterday to 
see the announcement that The Intiman Theatre in Seattle had released its birds to go feed elsewhere and that they 
would not be completing their season. They stopped. One hopes that that is a temporary situation; one fears it is a 
trend. 
 Now when someone comes up to me and says, “How did it happen? How did you get started? I have to 
confess that the path by which I came to this spot today is completely overgrown and has dissipated. It doesn’t exist 
anymore. I don't know where to send them. If I were starting out, I’m not all together certain that I would choose to 
be the artistic director of an organization that needed me primarily as a fundraiser. It’s not basically that we were 
producing art worth funding. We are now trying to fund something that could become art. We have got to look 
around us at the imaginations of young men and women who are passionate as we have been passionate, who 
believe as we all believe, who will pick up a standard and raise it and say, “Follow me!” because without that 
thrilling sense of leadership, what’s on the stage will be conservative, predictable and simply useful, more or less. 
 I don't know what  to  tell you  because  I’m  worried  
about this. I don't know where the leaders are going 
to come from. I look at that vast spread of regional theaters  that  are  doing  so  well just trying to  keep their 
constituency and raise money for their payrolls, and I know that Rocco Landesman, for one, has said an alarming 
thing, that some of them shouldn't be funded because we’re funding the organizations, not the art. That is fighting 
words and . . . and true. We must wake up. We must ignite young men and women to feel as Ellis Rabb and Bill Ball 
did in the fifties when they stood at the top of the Eiffel Tower and did not look at Paris on their trip abroad but 
argued where the nunnery scene should be in Hamlet instead—isn’t that adorable? Where is the hunger? Where is 
the passion to dig a trench from which you cuddle and huddle with those people who believe as you do, that what 
you’re doing matters – not just fulfilling the coffers but saying something about the work.  
 Years ago when our British cousins did a piece called Noises Off and everybody got just giddy with 
excitement, I got angry. George Kelly did that in a play called The Torchbearers. And as an exercise, I suppose, I 
scheduled The Torchbearers—cut the living daylights out of that bitter, angry third act, but did something that Ellis 
taught me to do. When he did the great production of You Can’t Take it With You, he said, “Here’s the French’s 
acting edition. We will now do everything in it.” I was appalled. I thought that that’s the last thing the director 
should do. He said, “Don't you understand? There on the page from the stage manager’s book, the marks are George 
S. Kaufman’s directions—where people went, what they did, and how it worked. I want You Can’t Take it With You 
in our repertory as sanctified as Stanislavsky’s production of The Seagull is with Moscow Art Theater.” And so we 
did. Now, he, with Rosemary Harris and Clayton Corzatte, Donald Moffatt and all the rest of them, he actually put a 
different mantle on Kaufman’s work. But there it was. I had been told all my life that the funniest act in comedy 
ever written in America is the second act of The Torchbearers—that’s George Kelly’s direction in that book. And 
you know what? I did it. I changed the third act, and I worked on the first act, but the second act I followed every 
direction. And there were moments, ladies and gentleman, so filled with laughter, the audience could not hear the 
actors speaking. To be funny 50, 60, 70 years later, or, in the case of Shakespeare, 400—that’s pretty good writing. 
That’s a tradition worth maintaining. 
 I see from my vantage point some spars in the water. I see occasionally a collection of flowers, and it may 
mean there’s dry land ahead. I’m not despondent. I’m not despairing, and I hope I’m not alone when I say I’m now 
just simply going to pick up my oars and row, and I hope you’ll come with me.  
 


