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THE CONSTRUCTION OF BOSTON

Flush with what we thought to be the success of Red Eye of Love, Sam Cohn and I took a year's

lease on the Maidman Playhouse. This was a lavish two hundred seat Off-Broadway theatre on West

Forty-Second street -- it is now the home of Playwright's Horizons. Arnold Weinstein had written a

musical called Fortuna, based on an Italian play by Eduardo di Fillippi. The composer was a New

York socialite named Francis Thome, and he agreed to put up the $30,000 dollars we estimated the

production would cost.

Once again, I was the director as well as the co-producer. I did everything I could to make the

show come alive, until finally I gave up in exhaustion. Glenn Tetley then took the show over, but all to

no avail. Fortuna was a quick failure.

There was still some money left over from the $30,000, and, with Francis Thome's permission,

we quickly put into rehearsal a bill of four one-act plays, to be called Four by Four. The plays were
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The Twenty-Five Cent White Cap., by Arnold Weinstein , Not Enough Rop-e, by Elaine May, a first play

after spitting up with Mike Nichols, T[Y.! TrY.L by Frank O'Hara, and George Washington Crossing the

Delaware, by Kenneth Koch. Four by Four quickly became Three by Three. In previews , Elaine May

and Kenneth Koch became afraid that their hoped for success was imperiled by the presence of

Frank O'Hara's play on the bill. Elaine May took her playwriting very seriously. Every day when she

arrived for rehearsals, she would have a bunch of heavy books fervently clutched to her breast , like a

schoolgirl. Kenneth and she agitated so vociferously for the withdrawal of Try.! TrvJ that I had no

choice but to give in.

"I don't care! I don't care!" said Frank O'Hara, over and over again , when I broke the news to

him in the lobby of The Maidman Theatre. But beads of perspiration stood out on his brow.

It turned out that Elaine May and Kenneth Koch had no cause for worry. Three by Three

was just as quick a failure as Fortuna had been. Although several weeks after we closed , a review

by Richard Elman appeared in The New Republic saying that George Washington Crossing the

Delaware was a "small masterpiece."

After that , we were forced into the role of landlords. In an effort to pay the rent each month ,

we rented the theatre to one show after another, but they all failed .

During this time, Julia Miles and I worked out of a cramped office above the box office in The

Maidman Theatre. There was only one desk which we were forced to share. As if this was not

difficult enough , we had hired Ben Bagley , producer of The Shoe-String Reviews to be our promotion

manager on Fortuna. About the only thing he did was to have hundreds of yellow stickers printed

which said , "Fortuna -The New Laff Riot." He intended these to be pasted on lampposts and

mailboxes all over town, but with the failure of the show, they were piled up on the one desk, and

every time I tried to make a phone call, my fingers would get stuck on one of them. I was sitting in

the office in a depressed state when one day in April, 1962, the telephone rang. It was Kenneth

Koch.
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"Hello, John," said Kenneth. "How are things?"

"I don't know," I said. "How are things with you?"

"Just great," said Kenneth. "Say, John, I was wondering what's going on at your theatre now?"

"Nothing much," I said. "I've got The Stewed Prunes on Monday nights, but that's about all."

"What sort of business are they doing?" said Kenneth.

"Pretty good," I exaggerated. "Why?"

"Well, a group of us were sitting around talking last night, and we thought it might be fun to do

something," said Kenneth.

"Who's we?" I said.

"Oh, you know," said Kenneth. "Bob Raushenberg, Niki di Saint-Phalle, Jean Tinguely. You

know them, don't you?"

"The only one I know is Bob Raushenberg," I said.

"Well certainly you've heard of Jean Tinguely," said Kenneth.

"What has he done?" I said.

"Oh, you know," said Kenneth. "He's the guy that does the self-destroying machines. They had

a show of his a few years ago in the courtyard of the Museum ofModem Art. You must have read

about it in the newspapers. It was on all the front pages."

"I remember now," I said. "That was the night the self-destroying machine failed to destroy

itself. Didn't the fire department have to come and put it out?"

"We won't go into that," said Kenneth.

"What do you mean?" I said.

"Oh the fire department didn't really have to put it out," said Kenneth. "They were just showing

off. They probably wanted some free publicity."

"He's French, isn't he?" I said.



"Who?" said Kenneth.

"Jean Tinguely," I said with some exasperation. "Who do you think we're talking about?"

"He's Swiss, but that's all right," said Kenneth .

"Who's Niki de Saint-Phalle?" I said.

"She's the girl who fires rifles at paint-filled bags concealed in various objects," said Kenneth.

"You've heard about her, haven't you?"

"I don't think so," I said.

"Oh, sure you have," said Kenneth. "You must have read about her someplace or seen her on

television."

"Well, anyhow, what are you planning to do?" I said.

"I don't know," said Kenneth. "As I say, we were only talking about it last night."

"You must have some idea," I said.

"Well, I thought maybe I'd write something about Boston," said Kenneth. "You know, I went

to Harvard and Bob Rauschenberg's been there one or two times. Niki's never been there, but she says

she loves the sound of the place."

"I still have no idea what you're planning to do," I said.

"I don't know," said Kenneth. "I have no idea what Bob Rauschenberg is planning to do. Who

can tell with him? Jean says he's going to do something with balloons. I don't know. He blows them

up, I suppose . Niki will probably paint by finng a rifle. I don't know. I don't know"

"Who's going to direct this thing?" I said.

"We're trying to get Merce Cunningham," said Kenneth.

"Do you really think he'll do it?" I said. I was surprised that Merce Cunningham would be

willing to be associated with a project that seemed so nebulous .

"Sure, why not?" said Kenneth. "Bob Rausche nberg is a good friend of his."
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"Do you suppose anybody will come?" I said.

"Who can tell?" said Kenneth. "I should imagine so. They're all very big names in the art

world right now."

"Well, I don't know - " I said. "Do you have any money?"

"Are you kidding?" he said.

"I'll tell you what," I said. "I've got a show coming in the end ofMay , but I think we can work

out some sort of schedule so that you can do your show if you can get it on within the next couple of

weeks ."

"That's all right ," said Kenneth. "Jean is leaving for Europe in a couple of weeks so we'd have

to get it on before then anyhow. How much do you want for rent?"

I swallowed hard and said the biggest figure I thought I had a chance of getting. "A hundred

and fifty dollars."

"Don't you think that's a little steep?" said Kenneth .

"You can take it or leave it: ' I said .

"Let me talk it over with the others and call you back: ' said Kenneth.

A few days later he called back to say that he had discussed my terms with the other people

involved, and they had all decided to go through with the venture.

The performance was scheduled to be held at ten in the evening ofFriday, May 4. By now it

was getting toward the end of Apr il, so that left just a week and a half for preparations.

It was agreed that Kenneth Koch would write a short epic poem to be called The Construction

ofBoston, and Bob Rauschenberg, Niki de Saint-Phalle and Jean Tinguely would appear in this work.

Merce Cunningham had by this time definitely cons ented to direct it. It was still necessary to get two

actors to read the poem, but I said I would take it upon myself to persuade the Stewed Prunes to do this



without being paid. Kenneth Koch and his friends thought they could assemble the rest of the

performers .

There were to be two paid ads in The New York Times. The first was to appear on the

Wednesday before the performance, the second on the day of the performance itself. Both ads would

be paid for by Leo Castelli, a New York gallery owner and a friend ofthe artists.

No tickets would go on sale until ten o'clock in the morning on the day of performance. All

tickets would be three dollars. There would be no complimentary tickets - not to friends of the artists

and the performers , not even to critics.

Once this had been settled wheels began to tum.

I got in touch with the Stewed Prunes. They said they were reluctant to perform for nothing,

although it was no secret between us that they had never earned a cent on one of their Monday nights.

Nevertheless, I managed to persuade them that the prestige of appearing on the same stage with such

well-known artists as Bob Rauschenberg, Niki de Saint-Phalle, and Jean Tinguely might be beneficial

to their careers, and they finally said yes.

It was not long after this that Kenneth Koch called me again to set up an appointment for me to

meet with Merce Cunningham and the others for the purpose of showing them the stage.

We met at the theatre around four o'clock on a Sunday afternoon.

"This really is a lovely little theatre," said Merce.

"Is all this yours?" Bob Rauschenberg said to me. He was enviously eyeing the debris that had

accumulated backstage.

"Please feel free to use anything you find lying about," I said.

"You wouldn't have a costume for Jean?" said Niki de Saint-Phalle. Jean Tinguely spoke very

little English. Whenever he had anything to say, he said it in French and Niki de Saint-Phalle

translated it for him.
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"I'll show you what we have in the costume room," I said. I led them down a winding metal

stairway to the costume room.

"You don't have to worry about us damaging anything we use." said Bob Rauschenberg.

"We're real artists ."

When I opened the costume room Niki de Saint-Phalle and Jean Tinguely immediately began

going through the racks trying to find a costume for Jean. All the while they were searching, Jean kept

putting on a series of funny hats to the accompaniment of giggles and squeals from Niki. Finally, she

uttered a cry of delight.

"Look, Jean! Look what I've found !" she said. "It' s you!"

Niki de Saint-Phalle and Jean Tinguely came hurrying out of the costume room and went into

one of the dressing rooms so that Jean could get a better look at himself in the mirror when he tried on

his costume. He stripped himself to the waist, revealing a hairy black chest. Then he tried wriggling

into an elegant evening dress that turned out to be sizes too small for him.

"Oops, careful!" said Niki de Saint-Phalle, who was helping him "You'll split the seams."

A look of horror must have come over my face because the evening dress had once been a very

expensive costume.

"Don't worry," said Bob Rauschenberg to reassure me. "We're real artists."

Jean Tinguely was unable to get into the dress. He stood with it bunched around his hips,

holding the top part over his hairy chest as he sadly surveyed himself in the mirror.

"What a shame!" said Niki de Saint-Phalle. "That one would have been perfect for you."

When I saw what they were after I brought them one dress after another from the costume

room, but all of them were shabbier and less expensive than the dress Jean had first tried on and they

found some reason to reject each one.

"No, that won't do," said Niki de Saint-Phalle. "No! No! Jean must look elegant."
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"We're real artists," said Bob Rauschenberg.

They decided there was nothing to do but rent a costume for Jean Tinguely.

During the following days the preparations for the performance grew more and more frantic.

Bob Rauschenberg and a group of friends he had recruited to help him were busy as ants carrying

various objects into the theatre. They brought bathtubs and toilets . They brought beds and dressers

and chairs. They brought rubber tubing and tangles of electrical wiring. On their last trip they wheeled

into the theatre an enormous replica ofthe Venus de Milo that Niki de Saint-Phalle had made out of

plaster ofParis.

"Jean has a reputation for destroying things: ' said Niki de Saint-Phalle to me one afternoon as

we were talking in the lobby. "So for this performance he has decided he would like to build

something for a change."

"That will be nice," I said.

Shortly thereafter a load of cinder blocks was delivered to the theatre and neatly stacked in the

lobby.

"What are the cinder blocks for?" I said when I next encountered Niki de Saint-Phalle.

"Jean has decided to build a wall," she replied.

"A wall?" I said.

"Yes," said Niki de Saint-Phalle. "It's going to fill the entire proscenium opening."

"Won't that make it difficult for the audience to see?" I said.

"That's the idea," said Niki de Saint-Phalle.

The dress rehearsal was scheduled to begin at eleven o'clock on the night before the actual

performance. When I arrived at the theatre I discovered an assorted group of people sprawled out on
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seats in various parts of the auditorium drinking cups of of black coffee . In addition to the Stewed

Prunes, I recognized two dancers, Henry Geldzahler, an associate curator of American Painting and

Sculpture at the Metropolitan Museum, and Maxine Groffsky, a girl who was working as a reader in a

large publishing house. All the others were unknown to me.

"Hello, dear," said Maxine, as soon as she spotted me. She was sitting in the front row with her

feet propped up on the stage.

"Maxine!" I said. "What are you doing here?"

"I wish I knew," said Maxine. "I'm sleepy."

It was difficult to tell very much about what the show would be like from the dress rehearsal.

None of the costumes had arrived and the artists could do little more than walk through their paces and

describe the actions they would eventually perform.

"This is where I make rain," said Bob Rauschenberg.

"This is where I fire the cannon," said Niki de Saint-Phalle.

After the dress rehearsal, everyone met to compare notes.

"I know it looks rough ," said Merce, "but we'll get it tidied up by tomorrow night."

"How long did it run?" said Kenneth.

"A little under fifteen minutes by my watch," said Bob Rauschenberg.

"What will we do?" said Kenneth. "Do you think the audience will be furious at paying three

bucks a ticket for a show that runs less than fifteen minutes?"

" It will run longer in actual performance," said Niki de Saint-Phalle.

"Maybe nobody will come anyhow, " said Kenneth.

"I think the whole thing is crap," said Henry Geldzahler.

I sensed that something was wrong with the Stewed Prunes. I had noticed MacIntyre Dixon

stretched out on a couch in the lobby with his eyes tightly closed while Richard Libertini bent over him
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solicitously, but I thought it best not to say anything at the time. However, as soon as I was able to get

Merce Cunningham alone, I asked him what had happened.

"Oh, one of the parts from Bob's weather machine came loose and hit the little Stewed Prune

(what's his name? r can never tell the two of them apart) on the forehead," said Merce.

"Is it anything serious?" r said.

"I don't think so," said Merce. "But he's threatening to walk out on the show. "

"What will you do?" I said.

"Kenneth's talking to him now," said Merce.

"If there's any way I can be of help, let me know," r said.

"The Stewed Prunes don't understand my artistic principles," said Merce. "I understand the ir

artistic principles, but I'm not interested in them."

When I arrived at the theatre to open the box office around nine- thirty on the morning of the

performance, r found a line of people waiting to buy tickets and all three box-office telephones ringing

frantically. It quickly became obvious to me that I was not going to be able to handle the box office by

myself, so I put in a hurried call to Bob Foley, an unemployed actor who had appeared in one of my

shows.

"Get over here as fast as you can!" I said. "This place is a madhouse!

"But I'm not up yet! " said Bob Foley. "I haven't had my coffee! "

"Don't ask any questions !" r said.

Bob Foley arrived at eleven o'clock, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes, but by that time, between

the telephone reservations and the window sales , the two hundred tickets for that evening's

performance were completely sold out. From that point on it became a question of dealing as

diplomatically as possible with the mobs of people who showed up at the theatre or called in by



I'm calling for Leo Castelli - I'm Mr. Castelli's secretary."

11

telephone.

"No, I'm sorry, we're completely sold out," I said over and over again. "Yes that's right. The

tickets only went on sale at ten o'clock, but we were completely sold out by ten-thirty. I can put your

name on a list and if there are any cancellations ..."

"No, I'm sorry, we're completely sold out," said Bob Foley on another telephone. "If you want

me to put your name on a list ... "

"Hello, I'm----

"YesT' I said.

"Mr. Castelli would like to reserve forty-eight tickets for tonight's performance."

"I'm sorry, we're completely sold out," I said.

"Oh, dear, I thought the tickets were only supposed to go on sale at ten o'clock."

"That's right, but we're completely sold out already, " I said.

"Oh, dear, you're completely sold out? Mr. Castelli has invited a party of forty-eight people."

"I'm sorry," I said.

"Some of the people Mr. Castelli has invited are very important in the art world."

"I'm sorry." I said.

"You know Mr. Castelli paid for the newspaper ads?"

"If there are any cancellations I'll let you know," I said

"Hello, this is , at Harpers Bazaar. I'd like to reserve twelve tickets for tonight's

performance."

"I'm sorry, there are no tickets left," I said.

"You must have a few tickets put aside for the press. We were planning to send our entire art

staff."

"We're completely sold out," I said.
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"In that case, do you suppose it might be possible to squeeze one of our photographers into your

theatre somehow? Our readers couldn't afford to miss this ."

By one o'clock, what with special requests of one sort or another, I had considerably oversold

the house and there was a waiting list of several hundred people. When Bob Rauschenberg, Niki de

Saint-Phalle, and Jean Tinguely heard this there was some debate as to whether or not they should

schedule a second performance, but they finally decided against it.

"It's better if we don't make it too easy to get in," said Niki.

The phone never stopped ringing.

"Hello, this is Nan Rosenthal at Show magazine. I was wondering if you could tell me a little

bit about tonight's performance."

"I'm sorry, there are no tickets left," I said.

"You don't seem to understand. This is Nan Rosenthal at Show magazine." I

"There are no tickets left," I said.

"I'm the art editor at Show magazine . You must have made some arrangements to

accommodate the press."

"There's a small cubicle at the back of the theatre," I said. "Maybe I could fit you in there."

"Will I be able to see?"

"You'll have a partially obstructed view of the stage," I said.

"No, no, you don't seem to understand. This is Nan Rosenthal at Show magazine ."

"It's the best I can do," r sad.

"Well, all right. Put two tickets aside for me. The name is Nan Rosenthal at Show magazine."

"There are no complimentary tickets ," I said.

"I'm Nan Rosenthal, at Show magazine."

"We're not giving complimentary tickets to anyone," I said.



IIBut if I'm interested I might do a piece on tonight's event for Show rnaqazlne."

IIWhat good is that going to do me?" I said.

"Don't you want free publicity? Think how much a plug in Show magazine might

boost your business. II

"There's only going to be one performance and we're sold out already." I said.

"l've never heard of such a thlnq," said Nan Rosenthal, and hung up indignant.

During the afternoon several New York newspapers called. Life called.

Newsweek called. A man from The Newark News called. They all wanted to send

either reporters or photographers. I said I would try to accommodate them somehow,

but they would have to pay for their tickets.

"Hello, I was wondering if you would be so kind as to give me some information

about tonight's event."

"l'rn sorry, we're completely sold out." I said.

IIGh dear, I've come all the way down from Boston. You see, I'm on the program

committee for the Boston Museum of Fine Arts. We saw your advertisement in the

newspapers and were so intrigued by the title. Do you think your show might be

suitable for the Boston Museum of Fine Arts. ?II

"You'u have to decide that for yourself," I said.

"Couldn't you just give me some hint as to the nature of the program?"

"It's sort of difficult to describe," I said . "If you're at all familiar with the work of Bob

Rauschemberg or Jean Tinquely, You'll know what I mean."

"It sounds absolutely fascinating. Are you sure there's no way I could get in?"

"Well, I was thinking of open ing up a small cubicle at the back of the theatre," I said.

"Oh, if you could get me in I would be ever so grateful. You see, I'm on the program

committee
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for the Boston Museum ofFine Arts ... "

"Hello, I was wondering what my chances are for getting into tonight's performance."

"There are no tickets left," 1 said.

"Well, actually 1 wasn't interested in getting a ticket so much as I was interested in getting into

the theatre with my equipment."

"Your equipment?" I said.

"Yes, this is , from the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation. We thought we'd like

to do a broadcast of the show you're having at your theatre tonight."

"How big is your equipment?" I said.

"It doesn't take up much room at all,"

"Perhaps we could wedge you in next to one of the columns at the side of the auditorium," I

said.

"Anything will be fine."

Around six o'clock the artists began to arrive to make final preparations for the performance,

but still the telephone continued to ring, and still more and more people continued to arrive at the box

office.

Around nine o'clock, just before the audience began to file into the theatre, I met Merce

Cunningham in the lobby. Merce was on his way out to get a sandwich and a glass of milk before the

performance. He looked worn and tired.

"Is everything all set?" I said.

"Who knows?" said Merce. "1 have no idea what's going to happen tonight."

"What about MacIntyre Dixon?" 1 said .

"He's agreed to go through with it," Said Merce. "We've worked it out so he can read his lines

from in front of the proscenium where he won't be in any danger. "



The audience was an impressive one.

Andy Warhol was there.

Marcel Duchamp was there, making a rare public appearance.

Virgil Thomson was there, in a party that included Jerry Lieber and his actress

wife, Gaby Rodgers.

The art director of Harper's Bazaar was there along with several members ofhis

staff.

Leo Castelli had finally gotten in, although he was forced to stand.

Every available seat in the house was filled. People were standing about twenty

deep in each of the doorways, and the little cubicle at the back of the auditorium that I

thought might hold twelve people was crammed with twice that number. I told Bob

Foley to lock the doors. There was a mob of fifty to a hundred people in the outer lobby

still hoping to get in.

Just then the telephone in the box office rang.

"Hello," said the voice on the other end of the line. "Are you having some sort of

show at your theatre tonight?"

"I'm sorry, there are no tickets left," I said wearily.

"Now, wait a minute," said the voice at the other end of the line. "Are you having

some show called - what the hell is it? The Construction ofBoston - at your theatre

tonight?"

"There are no tickets left," I said.

"I'm sure you can always fmd room for a few more," said the voice at the other

end of the line.

, F(



'There are no tickets left, " I said. I was beginning to get angry.

"I'm calling for Senator and Mrs. Javits ," said the voice at the other end of the

line .

That calmed me down very quickly. "I'm sorry, I'd like to help you," I said, "But

there's a line of about a hundred people ahead of you."

"What time does the show start?" said the voice at the other end of the line.

"It's about to begin," I said.
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"We'll be right over."

Kenneth Koch was supposed to have programs printed, but in his excitement he had forgotten to

do so. Therefore, it had been decided that 1 should read the list of credits to the audience. Just as 1 was

about to step in front of the red curtain, howeve r, Merce Cunningham stopped me.

"I don't want my name mentioned," said Merce.

"Why not?" 1said.

"1just don't want my name mentioned," said Merce.

1 stepped in front of the curtain.

"Good evening, ladies and gentlemen," 1said . "1 have been asked to read the program for

tonight's event. The show you are about to see is called The Construction of Boston. It was written

by..."

And 1 began the list of credits.

Bob Rauschenberg, Niki de Saint-Phalle, and Jean Tinguely were each playing themselves.

They each also had alter egos bearing the same names but played by other people. 1 felt this was too

complicated to explain so I simply recited the information that Kenneth Koch had written down.

"The part of Jean Tinguely will be played by Jean Tinguely," 1 read. And , after that, "The part

of Jean Tinguely will be played by Henry Geldzahler."

Much to my astonishment, the audience broke into guffaws which increased each time 1 read

the similar listings for the other artists.

After 1 had finished reading the program , 1 stepped in back of the red curtain once again and

walked to the side of the stage. 1 was just about to look for a spot from which 1 might watch the show

when Bob Foley came rushing up to me.

"John, you've got to do something about that mob in the lobby ," said Bob Foley. "There's some

guy out there who's pounding on the doors trying to get in."
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As I walked to the back of the lobby, I could hear the pounding.

I angrily pulled open the door only to be confronted by Senator Javits . A woman I presumed to

be Mrs. Javits was standing beside him.

"Good evening, Senator Javits," I said.

Senator Javits simply smiled.

"This is Senator and Mrs. Javits," said a man in a sharkskin suit who was behind the Senator.

"Yes, I know," I said. And then I pointlessly repeated, "Good evening, Senator Javits."

Senator Javits smiled again.

"Senator and Mrs. Javits would like to see this little show you're going to have here tonight,"

said the man in the sharkskin suit.

"What am I going to do?" I said. "As I told you over the phone I don't have any more room and

there are all these people ahead ofyou."

"You don't seem to understand," said the man in the sharkskin suit. "This is Senator and Mrs.

Javits."

"If! let the Senator in, I have to let everyone else in," I said.

"Surely you can find some place for the Senator and his wife," said the man in the sharkskin

suit.

"Well, if they don't mind standing -," I said.

Senator Javits finally spoke.

"How much do lowe you?" he said. He reached into his pocket and took out a roll of bills.

"How many people are in your party?" I said. "Six? That means you owe me eighteen dollars."

"I'm sorry," said Mrs. Javits , smiling to the angry mob of people in the outer lobby.

But Mrs. Javits, smile did not appease them. After the Senator and his party had stepped into

the theatre, there were angry grumbles of resentment.
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"What are you going to do about that?" said Bob Foley.

"Let them in! Let them all in!" I said. "To hell with the fire laws. I'm sure nobody is going to

lock me up as long as I've got a Senator on the premises."

By the time I had freed myself from the Senator and his party, the performance had already

begun. 1was unable to see over the heads of the people in the doorways, so 1went backstage and

climbed into the scenery loft. About thirty people had gotten there before me. Those who had arrived

first were the only ones who had an unobstructed view of the stage. They were sitting on the edge of

the platform, their legs dangling in midair. The others had to crane their necks to see. They were

perched on the railing or leaning out from the uprights. In one comer of the platform a lady reporter

from the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation was speaking into her microphone.

1 looked down on a scene ofwild confusion.

The two Stewed Prunes were reading from their scripts on opposite sides of the proscenium so

that it was difficult to see or hear them. But there were enough other things going on to occupy my

interest whenever I was able to get a glimpse of the stage.

Jean Tinguely made his entrance wearing a white ball gown with a large flounce at the bottom.

The black hair on his chest was showing over the top of the gown. On his head he wore a wide

brimmed Lillian Russell picture hat covered with multicolored ostrich plumes which was tied beneath

his chin with a large satin bow. He was pushing a wheelbarrow loaded with cinder blocks which he

dumped in the center of the stage. Then he turned and went into the wings to reload the wheelbarrow.

The audience cheered.

Henry Geldzahler, who was impersonating Jean Tinguely's alter ego followed Jean onstage.

Henry was also wearing a ball gown. He held his script in one hand and a cigar in the other.

"1 am ze spirit of Jean Tinguely," said Henry Geldzahler, affecting a French accent. But the rest
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of his words were lost because Jean Tinguely had returned with the second load of cinder blocks which

he again dumped in the center of the stage.

The audience cheered.

In one comer of the stage a facsimile of a small apartment had been set up consisting of a bed, a

dresser, one or two chairs, a cast-iron bathtub, and ice box, a hot plate, a Maxfield Parrish drawing, and

other assorted objects. Here the male dancer and the female dancer silently went about the acts of daily

living, completely unmindful of everything else that was happening onstage. An alarm clock went off.

The male dancer, wearing pajamas, got out of bed to silence it. He yawned. He brushed his teeth . He

did a few setting-up exercises. In the meantime, the female dancer, wearing a nightgown, had gotten

out of bed. She yawned. She dressed herself in a soiled cotton wrapper. She lit the hot plate and put

on a pot of coffee.

By this time Bob Rauschenberg had come onstage followed by his alter ego. They were both

dressed in Army-surplus rain capes with illuminated photo reflectors where their heads should have

been. Bob Rauschenberg's alter ego didn't have any lines to read. Whenever the script called upon

Bob Rauschenberg to say something, his alter ego projected his speeches in writing upon the back wall

of the stage.

The Stewed Prunes commanded Bob Rauschenberg to make weather for Boston and he obliged

by setting in motion a mechanical contraption he had erected at the side of the stage. A feather duster

began to spin around scattering a whole bunch of plastic balls that were delicately balanced above it

into the audience and about the stage. As soon as MacIntyre Dixon heard the whirring sound of the

machine from which the metal part had come loose in rehearsal, he covered his head with both hands .

Next, the Stewed Prunes commanded Bob Rauschenberg to supply the elements for Boston. He

filled a bucket with water from the cast-iron bathtub and poured this into a toilet seat imbedded in an

old automobile tire .
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After this, the Stewed Prunes commanded Bob Rauschenberg to beautify the Boston landscape.

He hauled what looked to me like part of an air-conditioning duct onstage and attempted to plant a rose

bush in it. His efforts were continually hampered by the fact that he kept getting tangled in the wires

that supplied the current for the light in his photo reflector.

Finally, the Stewed Prunes commanded Bob Rauschenberg to produce rain for Boston. He

pulled a rope which was connected to a network ofblack rubber hose he had strung around the ceiling

and a stream of water was released, drenching everyone onstage.

The audience cheered.

By now the two dancers had changed into street clothes.

The male dancer, Steve Paxton, was cooking bacon and eggs in a frying pan.

The female dancer, Yvonne Rainer, was arranging flowers in a vase. When she had finished

she put the vase of flowers in the icebox.

Jean Tinguely had at last transported all the cinder blocks onstage and had begun to construct a

wall across the proscenium opening. He labored first on one side of the stage and then on the other,

leaving the center free for entrances and exits and also so that the audience could see what was going

on. As he worked the flounce of his ball gown kept getting caught in the cinder blocks and Jean

continually had to wrench himself free. Finally he removed the ball gown altogether and angrily threw

it into the wings. From this point on Jean worked in his trousers, bare from waist up.

The performance was coming to a climax.

The Stewed Prunes called upon Niki de Saint-Phalle to appear and supply culture for Boston.

Thereupon, Niki made her entrance down the center aisle of the auditorium, dressed in the uniform ofa

Napoleonic cannoneer. Two assistants, similarly attired, followed her.

The audience cheered.

Niki de Saint-Phalle's alter ego came onstage dressed in a costume identical to Niki's and sang a
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little ditty about culture. But the song was completely lost in the noise of Jean Tinguely's hurling

cinder blocks into place.

Maxine Groffsky wheeled the veiled Plaster-of-Paris replica of the Venus de Milo onstage.

The statue was now unveiled.

One ofNiki de Saint-Phalle's assistants handed her a loaded rifle . She took careful aim at the

statue and fired. Luminous paint began to ooze from the statue.

The audience cheered.

She took aim and fired a second time. More luminous paint.

The audience cheered.

During these events I could hear the lady from the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation speaking

into her microphone in hushed but breathless tones: "The applause you hear is for Niki de Saint-Phalle

who has j ust made her entrance through the audience, followed by two assistants. Miss de Saint-Phalle

has just come onstage. She is dressed - I believe - as George Sand, while her two assistants seem to be

wearing some sort of military uniforms. An enormous Plas ter-of-Paris statue has just been wheeled

onstage. They 've just uncovered it. If I'm not mistaken I would say the statue is supposed to be a very

rough replica of the Venus de Milo. One ofMiss de Saint-Phalle's assistants has just handed her a rifle.

She is taking aim. She fires! I believe that's green paint I see, yes, luminous green paint is oozing from

the left nipple of the statue ... "

I couldn't help but wonder what the radio audience in Canada must be thinking.

Niki de Saint-Phalle kept aiming and firing at the statue. As soon as one rifle was empty, an

assistant would hand her another loaded one. By the time Niki had fired all her ammunition the statue

was riddled with holes and discolored with blotches and drippings of luminous paint. Then Niki's two

assistants went into the wings and returned pulling a small cannon behind them.

The male dancer was listening to a news commentator on the radio .
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The female dancer was washing the breakfast dishes in the bathtub.

Niki de Saint-Phalle's two assistants stuffed the cannon with newspapers , then they poured in

gunpowder, and finally inserted a pellet of white paint. Niki lit the fuse.

The cannon went off with a loud explosion It reared back and went hurtling across the stage,

almost falling into the laps of the spectators in the front row. Niki de Saint-Phalle had intended that the

paint in the cannon would make the statue entirely white again, but because the statue simply turned a

muddy shade of grey, everyone assumed that Niki had missed her aim.

The audience booed.

Now Jean Tinguely set about in earnest to complete the center portion of the wall. Everyone

onstage pitched in to help him so the work proceeded rapidly. As the cinder blocks rose higher and

higher it became more and more difficult for the actors to deliver their lines. Henry Gelzahler managed

to speak through a small aperture in the wall, but Niki de Saint-Phalle's alter ego was forced to climb a

ladder in order to make herself seen and heard above the din. The spectators in the front rows began to

head for the exits, all the while glancing apprehensively over their shoulders.

No one was quite sure when The Construction of Boston had been completed. As soon as Jean

Tinguely ran out of cinder blocks and it was no longer possible to see or hear any of the performers , the

houselights were turned on. There was a moment of stunned silence. A few people clapped, some

booed. The Stewed Prunes, suddenly realizing they were stranded in front of the wall, tried frantically

to find some way of getting backstage without going through the auditorium, but were forced to nudge

and jostle their way through the former members of the audience who were now crowding the aisles

and the lobby.

The entire performance had taken about fifteen minutes.

After the performance the stage was littered with paint and Plaster-o f-Paris and broken
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fragments of cinder block, but this did not deter the mobs of people who descended on the artists and

performers .

In addition to friends and well-wishers, there were reporters and photographers from Life,

Newsweek, and Harper's Bazaar.

Out of the comer of my eye I noticed the lady from the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation

threading her way through the crowd, shoving her portable microphone into people's faces and asking

them if they had any opinions for the Canadian listening audience.

Senator Javits and his wife posed for photographs with Bob Rauschenberg. Senator Javits said

that he found the performance "interesting," an opinion which his wife must have shared because four,

days later she devoted a large part of her short-lived newspaper column to her interpretation of the

event.

I willingly posed for group photographs with the others, a circumstance which nettled Kenneth

Koch.

"John, you're right in front of me," he said,

I turned and smiled. At first I thought Kenneth must be kidding.

"Damn it, John," said Kenneth. "I think I should be in the center of the photograph. After all,

this whole thing was my idea."

When all the spectators had left the stage and only the people who had participated in The

Construction of Boston were left, there was some debate as to whether to clean up the stage that night.

"Let's do it now," said Bob Rauschenberg. "I know everyone is tired, but it's better to do it now

while we're all still here."

Everyone agreed with him and the whole group set to work at once.

I left the others to their cleaning chores and went out to the box office to count up the receipts

with Bob Foley. The total income for the evening came to nearly eight hundred dollars. Even after I
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deducted the rent, the money for taxes, and various incidental expenses, I was still able to tum over

more than six hundred dollars to Kenneth Koch when he came by the box office to get a final

accounting.

As soon as he saw the amount of money, Kenneth's eyes lit up. He was all set to do a whole

series of similar evening.

"It's such a great idea," he said, "and it's all so simple. I don't see how I ever thought it up. I

mean, there's London and Paris and Rome. We can go on forever until we've exhausted all the cities of

the world ."

The idea stuck in my mind, and the more I thought about it the more it seemed as though

Kenneth Koch might have the solution to my financial problems. It was obvious that there was a large

audience for the sort of show he and his friends had presented. Nearly as much money had been taken

in at the box office for The Construction ofBoston as had been taken induring the short runs ofeach of

the shows that had been presented at the theatre during the winter, and each of those shows had cost

over ten thousand dollars to produce.

The following Sunday afternoon I took a walk in Greenwich Village and was still pondering

this state of affairs, when, quite by accident, I bumped into Niki de Saint-Phalle and Jean Tinguely.

They were having dinner at the Albert French Restaurant and invited me along.

Naturally, we began to discuss the events of the previous Friday.

"It just goes to prove what I've always suspected," said Niki de Saint-Phalle. "People are tired

of the theatre and movies. They want real entertainment."

Jean Tinguely spoke in French.

"Jean says that artists have become the new movie stars," translated Niki. "Jean says he may

become the new Humphrey Bogart."
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We all laughed.

I told them about the difficulties I was having in holding onto the theatre, and I said I was

wondering if it might not be a good idea not to do any more plays but instead to present a series of

events similar to the one on Friday night. They both agreed that this was a splendid idea, but Jean

raised the objection that it would not be wise to present such an event too often. He felt that a great

deal of the success of The Construction ofBoston was due to its novelty. I replied that then I would

still be without any way of meeting my monthly rent.

"Maybe we could charge ten or fifteen dollars a ticket," said Niki.

"Twenty-five," I said.

Jean spoke. "Jean says fifty," translated Niki.

We all felt confident that we would have no trouble getting fifty dollars a ticket, and that this

money could be raised by subscription so the theatre rent would be covered in advance.

As soon as this obstacle had been passed, none of us could speak fast enough to get out all the

wild and fanciful ideas that came crowding into our heads. We could get real poets to write the scripts

and real actors to recite the lines.

Jean spoke, and Niki de Saint-PhaIIe translated: "Jean says maybe we could get Richard

Burton." Then, turning to me, she inquired seriously, "Can he speak well?" I think, more than any

other event, The Construction ofBoston announced the arrival of the era of the artist as celebrity. The

lesson was not lost on Andy Warhol. Sidney Janis had the first exhibition of Pop Art the following

November.

We never did another event. Irving Maidman, the owner of the theatre, took pity on me, and

called me up to his office to let me know he was letting me out of the long-term lease.

"Let me give you a word of advice , young man," he said. "The theatre is a rich man's game.
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You're not a rich man. Get out of it."
I

Mersch, a portly young man with a pimply face, was Irving Maidman's renting agent.

Impressed by the ~ ize of the audience for The Construction ofBoston, he was convinced we had done

something pornoJaPhic. He turned the Maidman Playhouse into a porn theatre.
I

As for me, I was fed up. Every once in a while someone would call me and want to discuss

some theatrical project or another, but nothing ever came of it. One of these people was Jerome

Robbins. He was scheduled to direct Mother Courage on Broadway for the next season, and he wanted

to talk with me about the possibility of my designing the show. "I want to create a work of art," he

said. I

I left that particular meeting sad and depressed. If Jerome Robbins, the director of Gypsy, felt

unfulfilled, what satisfaction was there to be had from the theatre? I decided to leave New York and

I
change my life entirely. Barbara Harris, who was set to star in a new musical to be written by Alan Jay

Lerner and Richard Rodgers called I Picked a Daisy, posed for a series of photographs by me in which

she imagined what her role might be. I had never before encountered such an amazingly talented
I

actress. We did the photographs on the stage of The Maidman Theatre. We kept pulling costumes and

props from wherever we could find them in the building and Barbara Harris did quick changes of

character with lightning speed. I couldn't keep up with her. We did the entire photo-call in less than

two hours. I

The musical never happened. With a different composer, Burton Lane, it eventually

metamorphosed inJo On A Clear Day You Can See Forever.

I .

Nevertheless, the photos were printed in This Week Magazine and gave me the money to get

away. Ironically, a few weeks later, I won an aBlE Award as Best Director of the Year.



27

Edward Albee, Walter Kerr and Jerry Talmer, the critic of The Village Voice were the judges

for the OBIE Awards that year. As it happened I met Edward Albee a few days before the event. We

were standing at the intersection ofEighth Street and Greenwich Avenue.

"Are you going to the OBIE's this year?" asked Edward.

By this time I already knew that I had won. Edward' s press agent, Howard Atlee, had told me.

But I decided to have a little fun.

"No, I don't think so," I said to Edward .

"Come on, you've got to come," he urged me. I was touched by his solicitude.

The next day, a Sunday, Jerry Lieber and Gaby Rodgers gave a party for me in their apartment

to celebrate my award. Edward was there. By this time Who' s Afraid of Virginia Wolfe had already

been announced for Broadway . Edward told me they were negotiating with a "big" star to play the

lead.

"Who is it?" I said. "Tell me."

"That's none of your business," said Edward. Just as a few days before I had been touched by

his solicitude, I was now taken aback by his coldness.

I was soon to leave New York. My departure prompted some serious questions.

What was it in me that prompted people to attack me?

In the case of people like Joe Creeley , Tony Randall, or Molly Howe, the question is easily

answered. They were all, in their own way, sexual hysterics. My homosexuality enraged them and

they felt called upon to make me pay for it.

But in the case of my mother and James Price, the question is more difficult to answer.

My mother's primary interest in life was money and security. She wanted to protect her own

children from the sort of poverty she had known. My seeming indifference to money infuriated her. In



all her attacks on me, she was , however ill-advisedly, trying to guide me to a system of values

which was the only one she knew . Money was the be-all and end-all of her existence. She wanted

me to have money because , for her, that was the only thing that meant happiness.

In the case of James Price. I have never been able to figure out his motives. He was trying

to show me the way to become a true artist. The sad thing is that I was probably more talented than

he - the record of our accomplishment in life would seem to hear this out. I had a will to keep

going . After the failure of The Saintliness of Marg~ Kemp-e, he simply gave up. I never heard

of his attempting anything else.

But the amazing thing is I never lost faith that somehow I would eventually have the real

success of which I had alway s dreamed.

By the time I left New York I was most definitely damaged goods. I was watching as

people I felt less talented than me rose to the top. Certainly they could not compete with me in the

variety of my talents. But I was determined by any means to keep alive.

I feel that it is only now, at the end of my life, that I have understood the problem clearly

enough to deal with it. It took me a very long while to arrive at the solution . I would use all sorts

of temporary expediencies to deal with my problems.

I was soon to rediscover my painting skills. Even here I though t myself a fraud. I had

been indoctrinated with a sense of my own worthlessness. But that did not stop me. I kept

painting until I finally reached a point where I now feel the work I am doing is genuinely good.

Petrarach said, "Guerra e il mio stata." War was my state of being. But I was too engaged

in combat to worry about whether I would win or lose. It would take a whole lifetime of battle to

resolve that conflict. And even then, my victory , such as it is, could only be declared conditional.

At any rate, the war raged on.
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