
DRACULA

The only asset I had left was my production ofDracula. Through a friend in Boston, I was

introduced to Norman Stevens. Norman had run a dinner theatre in the Boston area, and now he

wanted to move into the Broadway arena. He said he was confident that he could get at least half of the

capitalization from Sam Schwartz, the general manager of the Jujamcyn Theaters. Jujamcyn owned

several theaters, among them the Wilbur Theatre in Boston and the Martin Beck in New York. The

Martin Beck had not had a successful tenant for several years, and the neighborhood around it had

grown run-down and seedy. Sam Schwartz hoped that Dracula would revive the fortunes of his theater

and the neighborhood. He insisted he had seen Dracula in Nantucket. I knew this wasn't true. Sam

Schwartz was lame, and I remembered the special arrangements we had to make to get him into the

theatre for Marco Polo Sings a Solo. But nothing could convince him. In the Alice-in-Wonderland

world of the theater , he was willing to commit a large sum of money to the production of a play he

must have heard about but never seen.



I agreed to coproduce the play with Norman Stevens, but I made it clear to him that he would

have to raise all the money . I had absolutely no experience in getting the sort of sums that would be

necessary. If by a certain specified date he had not been able to raise the total capitalization, all

rights would revert to me.

But first we had to get those rights. When I staged the play in Nantucket, I secured only the

stock and amateur rights. As soon as the reviews came out, Harry Rigby, a Broadway producer, had

tied up the first-class rights. He had some idea of presenting a production of Dracula with , of all

people, Ricardo Montalban in the leading role. When that plan finally fell through, he gave up the

rights, but not to me. Instead he assigned them to another Broadway producer named Bruce

Mailman. A lengthly legal battle ensued . It was amazing to me that even though the whole idea of

the production had been mine, compliments of Bobby Bushong, people such as Harry Rigby and

Bruce Mailman felt they owed the show. Only when Edward Gorey wrote a letter saying that he

would design Dracula for no one else but me, was I finally able to secure the rights . For about a year

I barely survived financially. I eked through by doing set design work, including the design for a

production of Marco Polo Sings Solo at The Public Theatre. In the cast of Marco Polo was a young

woman named Sigourney Weaver. She had just graduated from the Yale School of Drama, and I

believe this was one of her first professional roles. We became friends. After the show closed,

Sigourney would call me occasionally and ask if I wanted to have a date. I would say yes , and we

would go out for ice cream cones .

By the time we finally had the rights , Norman Stevens had despaired of raising the

capitalization necessary for the show. One day he told me that he had talked to every money person

in town , and there was just no way of swinging it. He still had a commitment for half the money from

Sam Schwartz , and he had managed to raise an additional $25,000 from a gallery owner and

investor named Max Weitzenhoffer, but other than that he had no luck. It so happened that on that very
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same day I got a postcard from Nelle Nugent, my neighbor on West 87th Street. She said how happy

she was that I would be doing Dracula, and that if! needed any help I should give her a call. Without

knowing what she had in mind, I called her at once and made arrangements to meet her in her office.

Nelle was there with her partner, Liz McCann. I thought Liz and Nelle were general managers. I had

no idea that they had aspirations to become producers . I started to pour out my tale of woe, but before I

had gotten far, Liz McCann interrupted me. "We' ll do it!" she said.

To my amazement they offered to supply the remaining money. They suggested we split the

producer's share two ways, but seeing there were two of them and only one of me, I thought it would

be fairer to go thirds. Their only condition was that Norman Stevens was to have no role in the

production - a condition he accepted graciously.

So the Broadway production ofDracula was finally set. We would open out of town in Boston

at the Wilbur in September, and the in October we would come to the Martin Beck in New York. The

capitalization was set at $300,000. Sam Schwartz would put up half this amount on behalf of

Jujamcyn. Max Weitzenhoffer agreed to let his $25,000 investment stay (and later he would

generously give Norman Stevens part of his share in the show). McCann and Nugent would be

responsible for the rest of the money.

We were not a jolly bunch of campers. Edward Gorey hated Dennis Rosa. I was not especially

fond of him either , but I insisted that he be the director because I wanted to preserve as much of the

Nantucket production as possible . Frank Langella was set for the leading role. Dennis Rosa had

wanted Raoul Julia, and it rankled that I overrode him. But the main difficulty was my co-producers,

McCann and Nugent. If the world of the theater resembled Alice in Wonderland, then Liz McCann

was the mad Queen and Nelle Nugent her loyal henchman . I never knew what to expect when I went

to their offices. Some days Liz could be perfectly sane. On others she would be bouncing off the

walls. One day she was in a rage because she didn ' t have first billing on the play. In an effort to
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placate her, I told her to take it. But no matter how much I gave in, nothing ever seemed to calm her

down.

In defense ofLiz and Nelle, it should be said that this was their first Broadway production, and

they wanted to make sure they didn 't overlook any way in which it might be improved. Although the

play got good reviews in Boston, they brought into town Michael Bennett, the director of A Chorus

Line, and Jules Fischer, the noted Broadway lighting designer, and asked for their suggestions. On

their advice, the play was cut and shortened, and some gimmicks and special effects were added.

When Dracula made his disappearance in the third act of the play, he now dropped through a trap cut in

center stage. At the beginning of the crypt scene, a rat scurried across the stage. After the show

concluded its run in Boston and before it moved on to New York, the scenery was put back in a scene

shop and toned down.

Their efforts paid off. When Dracula opened in New York it had been polished to perfection.

Around eleven o'clock, during the opening night party which was held in a restaurant near the theatre, I

became aware that Liz and Nelle were not planning to attend. They were in Jujamcyn's offices, going

over the notices and mapping out an ad campaign. After all that had passed between us, I felt that I

should join them. But as soon as I stepped out of the elevator, I realized I had made a mistake .

Liz McCann became hysterical. Nelle Nugent stared at me with steely contempt. "Leave me

alone!" Liz McCann screamed. "At least I can handle the advertising on my own."

"What the hell is the matter with you?" I said. "The show is a success . Surely by now you

must know that."

"It' s all your fault that we have Roger Morgan as a lighting designer," Liz went on yelling,

"Richard Eder said that his lighting inhibited the set." And with that she picked up a glass of wine and

threw it in my face. Richard Eder was the drama critic for the New York Times. When I read his

notice the next day, I found that he had said the lighting inhabited, not inhibited, the set.



Dracula poster

by Edward Gorey



The Library

Set Design by Edward Gorey



Miss Lucy 's Bedroom

Set Design by Edward Gorey



The Tombs

Set Design by Edward Gorey



Dracula was not a very pleasant experience. I was glad when I left New York the day after

the opening to work on set designs for a new show called Semmelweiss by Howard Sackler, the

author of The Great White Ho~ . It was being produced by Buffalo's Studio Arena Theatre , and Ed

Sherin was the director.

Semmelweiss proved to be the sort of wonderful theatrical experience that Dracula had not

been. I worked day and night on the show . At noontime I usually sat on a curb in front of the shed

where we were building the scenery . There I ate a sandwich and basked in the warm October

sunlight. At night I slept on the floor of the scene shop .

When Semmelweiss finally opened, it proved to be a triumph . Lewis Stadlen played the

leading roll. He had been summoned from the ranks of the supporting cas t as a last-minute

replacement for the actor who was originally supposed to play the part. He gave one of the most

moving performances I had ever seen . The reviews in the New York newspapers were

extraordinary. Broadway producers immediately began to make the trip by air to Buffalo. It was

clear that the show would transfer to New York , and Ed Sherin said that he would like to have me as

one of the producers.

By the time I returned to New York in November , the enormity of Dracula 's success was

apparent to all. The show repaid its investors in a one month's time , and went on to earn profits for

them for three more years. Over that period it fulfilled Sam Schwartz's ambition for reviving the

neighborhood. All this while I was receiving a large royalty check each week. For a brief period I

was a golden boy , and I could do whatever I wanted to do in the theatre.

I went to Atlanta and designed a production of TIger Tail. Like his movie Baby Doll, it was

yet another variation by Tennessee Williams on his own Twenty-Seven Wagons Full of Cotton. With

Sam Cohn , I attended a performance of Gorey Stories at the WPA Theater in New York . This was a

musical review based on Edward Gorey's work , and we decided to transfer the production to
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Broadway. Later in the year I flew into Buffalo to see a play by Paul Giovanni called Crucifer of

Blood. I made arrangements with Richard Homer and Lester Osterman not only to coproduce the play

on Broadway the following season, but also to design it. By now Robert Whitehead had obtained the

rights to transfer Semmelweiss. True to his word, Ed Sherin had made him take me on as a coproducer.

Nothing worked out as planned. When I first met with Robert Whitehead to discuss the transfer

of Semmelweiss, he was pondering who should play the leading role. Both he and Howard Sackler

wanted Colin Blakely, an Irish actor whose work I did not know. They were aware that because

Blakely was not a star, they would have a hard time getting him past Actors' Equity . I couldn't believe

my ears. I felt that Lewis Stadlen had earned the role, and to deny him the opportunity of playing it on

Broadway seemed criminal. Ed Sherin, who also wanted Lewis Stadlen, told me not to worry. He was

sure that Actors' Equity would never approve Colin Blakely. But I didn't feel the decision should be

left to chance. I told Robert Whitehead that if my views in the matter were not going to be taken into

account. I should resign my role as a producer. He willingly agreed. However, I did stay on as scenic

designer.

I persuaded Terry Allen Kramer to join Richard Homer, Lester Osterman, and myself as one of

the producers of Crucifer ofBlood. She also jo ined me as one of the producers of Gorey Stories,

although she had not seen the production at the WPA Theater or at a run-through we had done for

backers.

In May of 1978, Dracula received five Tony Award nominations, among them Most Innovative

Production of a Revival, Best Actor, and Best Director. Edward Gorey was nominated twice, once for

his set designs and once for his costumes. He won, surprisingly, not for his set, but for his costumes.

The thing that the Tony voters could not have known was that Edward Gorey had not really done the

costumes. For the most part they were supervised by Ann Roth, who did not want a program credit.
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Broadway and closed.

As for Semmelweiss, sadly, all my dire predictions came true. The play opened out of town at

the Kennedy Center with Colin Blakely in the lead and produced little or no effect. Howard Sackler

and Ed Sherin realized the casting error they had made and asked that the show be closed out-of-town.

They hoped that somehow they could regroup their forces for another production, but that never

happened. Lewis Stadlen went on to a distinguished career in the theater, but he never had another role

to equal Semmelweiss. I still regard it as a great lost American play .

Even with these three failures, I managed to produce one more play that season: Bosoms and

Neglect by John Guare . Mel Shapiro agreed to direct it. I made arrangements for the play to be

produced first at the Goodman Theatre in Chicago. It was at this point that Bernard Gersten, recently

fired by Joe Papp as second-in-command at The Public Theater, joined the production. The reviews in

Chicago were sufficiently good so that we made arrangements to move the show to the'Longacre

Theatre in New York. There was an air of festivity to everything that Bernie did. On the night of the

opening he hired a street band to perform in front of the theatre. I hoped that we would be a success so

that my partnership with Bernie could continue. But alas, this was not to be. The show got bad

reviews and quickly closed. Bernie took a job with Francis Ford Coppola and moved to California.

Once again I was on my own. My stock had plummeted. A year before I had been regarded as

a bright new light, but now my luster was dimmed. It was in this frame of mind that Ire-encountered

Joe Currie. I passed him on Upper Broadway one spring day . I didn't even notice him, but he made a

point of stopping me.

"Were you trying to avoid me?" he said. I assured him that I wasn't. I had truly not seen him.

We chatted for a while, and then I told him that I was planning to move into a duplex apartment on

Charlton Street in Greenwich Village. "Could I come live with you?" he said.

I should have realized the desperation of his request, but I didn't.



"Oh no, that's impossible," I said. "We tried that once before and it didn't work."

I told him I would get him seats for Dracula and Crucifer ofBlood, which were still running. I

heard from him a few days later that he had enjoyed the shows. That was our last contact.

I moved into my new apartment in May. I had hardly settled in when, one night early in June, I

received a mysterious telephone call. The person at the other end of the line identified himself, but I

didn't catch his name.

"Are you John Wulp?"

I said that I was.

"Were you a friend of Joe Currie?" he asked.

I said that I was.

"Well, I just thought I ought to tell you that Joe is gone."

At first I misunderstood him. I thought he was telling me that Joe had moved to Florida or

some other location which he occasionally visited.

"Where's he gone?" I asked.

''No, no, you don't understand," he said. "Joe is gone. He's left us."

It suddenly occurred to me that Joe was dead.

"How did it happen?" I asked.

"I'd rather not discuss details ," was the only reply.

Still later, the man Joe Currie lived with after I left called and asked to see me. We met in my

apartment. He told me that Joe had committed suicide by jumping out of a fourth-story window of the

YMCA on 63rd Street. He had done it toward the end of May, a few weeks after I saw him. So far as I

could figure out, he had killed himself on my birthday. "I like to think he flew into the arms of sweet

Jesus," the man said.

He went on to tell me that he had tried to care for Joe as best he could, but eventually the rages

8

..



9

had become more violent and more frequent. When the man could stand it no longer, he left. I could

see that the man had come to me for absolution. I told him I understood what had happened. I told him

I gone through the same thing myself He mustn't blame himself "Joe even accused me of breaking

up the two of you," he said.

I told him that was absurd.

During the course of our conversation it came out that Joe's father had beaten him repeatedly

when he was a child. The man told me that he felt this was the cause of Joe's rages. The only sex Joe

was capable of was with stray waifs or runaway young men he met in the subway. So at last I knew

what had bound Joe Currie and me together.

The hurts ofchildhood. The wounds we carry with us all our lives. It seemed such a terrible

waste.
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