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A LESSON FROM ROBERT WHITEHEAD 

 I wrote my first play, The Saintliness of Margery Kempe, during the two years I spent as an 

enlisted man in the Marine Corps, from 1951 until 1953. 

 During my year at Yale, something happened which had an effect on my whole life.  It was 

there, at a tea in the Elizabethan Club with a literary gentleman named Paul Pickerel that I first heard of 

Margery Kempe.  She was a medieval woman who had written one of the first autobiographies in 

English.  She was determined to be somebody, and, at the time, saintliness was one of the few 

occupations open to a woman with such ambitions.  In spite of having started her career as a brewer, 

and also in spite of the fact that she had a husband and fourteen children, Margery underwent a sudden 

conversion to piety, and she worked at saintliness as if it were a profession.  She had no qualms about 

leaving her family, as this enabled her to wander the whole wide world performing bogus miracles.  I 

found the disproportion between her ambition and her abilities to be the stuff of comedy and I decided 

to write a play about her.  I knew I needed time to do so, and I decided that since I would probably be 

drafted into the army anyway for the Korean War, I might as well use the two years of my enlistment 

as the time to write my play.  So I enlisted in the Marine Corps.  It was a way to prove my manhood, 

and at the same time, I would develop my skills as a play-write.   
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 After boot camp, I had been assigned for a short spell to duty in Edenton, South Carolina.  

During the day, I would compose parts of the play in my head, and then, at night, lying in my bunk, I 

would write them down.  There was a burly Sergeant who took a particular dislike to me.  Our 

relationship began friendly enough, with wrassling matches initiated by him, but then I made the 

mistake of hitting him too hard.  After that, I spent more than my share of time on mess duty.  I would 

sit there peeling potatoes and think about my play, all the while a group of Puerto Ricans and Latinos, 

also on KP, jabbered away excitedly in Spanish.  Luckily, after Edenton, I was assigned to duty at 

Marine Barracks in Washington, D.C., and during the year and a half I spent there, I worked every 

night in the Library of Congress.   

 By the spring of 1953, I had completed my play.  I was due for discharge in September of that 

year, so I knew I had to begin thinking of my future.  I wrote letters to most of the leading producers in 

New York announcing that I had written a play and would they be willing to read it.  The theatre was a 

very different business in those days.  Most of the producers wrote back saying they would be delighted 

to read my play, and so I sent a slew of scripts off to them.   

 Around May or so, I was on guard duty when the Captain in charge told me that he had received 

a telephone call from someone named Irene Selznick.  Good God!  Irene Selznick!  She was the 

daughter of Louis B. Mayer and the former wife of David O. Selznick.  On her own, she had a great 

success with her production of Tennessee Williams' A Streetcar Named Desire.  She told the Captain 

that she was interested in producing my play, and could she hold onto the script a while longer. 

 When he gave me this news, I threw my arms around the non-plussed captain, and hugged him.  

“I'm going to have a play produced on Broadway!” I shouted. 

 

 Unbelievable as it may sound, on the day after I was discharged from the Marine Corps, my 

play was optioned for Off-Broadway production by José Quintero, Ted Mann, and Lee Connell of 
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Circle in the Square.   

 Irene Selznick had decided not to do the play.  Instead, while awaiting my release from the 

Marine Corps, Jacqueline Babbin, the woman in the Selznick office who had discovered it, had been 

industrious in my behalf.  Jacqueline went on to become a successful television producer with David 

Susskind.  She had gotten me an agent, Phyllis Anderson of MCA.  Phyllis was married to Robert 

Anderson, the author of Tea and Sympathy and she was a very successful agent in her own right.  

(Within a few years of my meeting her, Phyllis died.  I have often wondered what my career, such as it 

is, would have been like had she lived.)  Most important, Jacqueline had gotten the script to Circle in 

the Square, and they had agreed to produce it.   

 I met all of these people on my first day as a civilian.  Equally unbelievable, José Quintero had 

gotten the script to Alice Ghostley, who had made a big hit singing Boston Beguin in New Faces of 

1952.  She was set to play Margery Kempe, and so I also met her and her actor-husband Felice Orlandi.   

 “Why does everyone say the theatre is so difficult,” I naively asked.  I was twenty-four years 

old. 

 

 Circle in the Square had a play in rehearsal at the time.  It was called American Gothic and it 

had been written by Robert Ardrey, author of Thunder Rock.  José Quintero invited me to watch 

rehearsals so I could see how he worked.  By this time I had decided to move to Woodstock to await 

the production of my play, but I promised him I would come to New York as often as possible.  It was 

in this way that I first encountered Jason Robards.  He was rehearsing a featured role in American 

Gothic. 

 

 In February of 1955, during the time I was living in Woodstock, I received a late-night 

telephone call from my father.  He sounded distressed.  Some of his drivers had gone out on strike.  He 
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asked me if I would come home to help him out by driving a taxi-cab. 

 When I got to New Rochelle, I found that the ringleader and chief organizer of the strike was 

Joe Creeley, my old nemesis.  One wet and snowy day I caught a glimpse of him out of the corner of 

my eye as I drove into the taxi yard.  He was wearing a picket sign and trudging through the snow.  I 

gunned my motor and sprayed him with ice-cold slush as I drove out of the yard to make a call. 

 “You little son of a bitch!” he yelled. 

 I devised a scheme whereby my father would sell the business to the men who had not gone out 

on strike.  They would pay him for their shares over a period of time so that he would have a steady 

income.  Because he also owned the lot on which the business operated, they would also have to pay 

him rent.  Overnight, my father became a moderately rich man. 

 Joe Creeley was out of a job.  He was never able to find another one.  He took to drink.  

Sometimes in the afternoon he could be seen stumbling along the streets of New Rochelle in the 

vicinity of my father's office.  I tell this story with no particular pride or pleasure.  The person who 

seeks revenge suffers as much as the person to whom it is meted out. 

 

 American Gothic was not a success.  As a result of its production, Circle in the Square was 

plunged into financial difficulties.  Instead of doing The Saintliness of Margery Kempe, they did The 

Girl on the Via Flaminia instead.  One of its stars was Felice Orlandi.  I realized Circle in the Square 

was never going to do The Saintliness of Margery Kempe when Ted Mann stopped returning my phone 

calls.   

 Undaunted, I moved into New York.  I got a job at Prentice-Hall as a copy editor, for the 

munificent salary of fifty dollars a week.  I found a small and inexpensive one-room apartment on West 

21st Street between 9th and 10th Avenue.  As soon as I moved in, I set up a card table and a typewriter in 

one corner, and set about in earnest to write another play.   
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 At Dartmouth, two of my best friends were Alan Tarr and Beau Richardson.  Somehow they 

had managed to fall in love with the same girl.  I don't remember how they met her.  Her name was Lil 

Whitely.  She was a striking blonde, a Vassar Girl, and her father owned a large dental supply company 

in York, Pennsylvania.  I thought the whole situation was amusing.   

 One autumn day, all four of us took a ride in my convertible to Lake Fairlee, in Vermont.  

When we got there, even though it was the middle of October, Lil plunged into the icy water.  I quickly 

followed her, but the other two timidly stayed on the shore.   

 After that, Lil decided that I was the man who most interested her.  She invited me to spend 

Christmas with her family.  I proved to be a terrible fizzle.  I developed a bad cold, and spent most of 

my time in bed.   

 Nevertheless, I thought that the idea of three men being in love with the same girl was a comic 

one.  I had seen Bernard Shaw's Misalliance around this time, and I also wanted to write a non-stop 

play as a technical tour-de-force.  I thought Lil Whitely's father could assume a similar role in my play 

to the textile manufacturer in the Shaw play.   

 Every night after work I toiled away at my play.  It was discursive in the manner of Misalliance 

and so I decided to call it Roundabout. 

 Alan Schneider was one of the people who had read The Saintliness of Margery Kempe.  He 

was a young director, just beginning to make his reputation in New York.  He went on to direct Edward 

Albee's Who's Afraid of Virginia Wolfe and Samuel Beckett's Waiting for Godot.  At the time he was 

putting together a production of Thorton Wilder's The Skin of Our Teeth which was scheduled to be 

performed at some arts festival in Paris over the summer.  Mary Martin, Helen Hayes, and George 

Abbott were the stars.  Robert Whitehead was the producer.    

 So I sent Roundabout off to Alan Schneider.  In return I got three postcards from him.   

 The first card said that he hadn't had time to read the play. 
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 The second card said much the same thing. 

 The third card said that he'd given it to people in the Whitehead office, and they liked my play.  

They were figuring out what to do with it. 

 Soon after I received a telephone call from Oscar Olsen, Robert Whitehead's business manager 

saying that Robert Whitehead wanted to option Roundabout for Broadway production.  At the time 

Robert Whitehead was about the most prestigious producer on Broadway.  He had begun his career 

with Robinson Jeffers’ Medea starring Judith Anderson.  After that he had a whole string of successes, 

such as Carson McCuller's The Member of the Wedding and William Inge's Bus Stop.   

 There was just one hitch.  Robert Whitehead was going to be in Paris from June to October.  

Would I mind waiting?  Hah!  Would I mind waiting!   

 Up to this point I had never met or talked with Robert Whitehead himself.  I dealt entirely with 

Oscar Olsen.  Oscar drew up an option agreement of five hundred dollars, and then he made an 

appointment for me to come to Robert Whitehead's offices to sign it.  If I had thought I was finally 

going to meet Robert Whitehead, I was sadly mistaken.  The only one in the office was Oscar Olesen, 

and he was in a hurry to keep some appointment.  I signed the agreement as quickly as possible, and 

Oscar left at once.  I was all alone with no one with whom I could share my moment of triumph.  I 

found two ladies standing near a broom closet.  “I'm going to have a show produced on Broadway!” I 

exulted – shades of the captain at Marine Barracks.   

 “Congratulations, honey,” said one of the cleaning ladies.   

 That Sunday there was a banner headline in the theatre section of The New York Times 

announcing “Robert Whitehead Finds a Playwright”. 

 During the five months that Robert Whitehead was going to be away, I decided to write another 

play.  I had read in The New Yorker a short story by John Cheever called Goodbye, My Brother, and 

been profoundly moved by it.  The reason I found it so moving was because it seemed to me to be 
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about the basic, primordial, conflict between those who can accept life as it is, and those who deny it.  

The setting is the sort of social milieu in which I had been raised, and knew all my life. 

I got permission to do an adaptation.  By the time Robert Whitehead returned from Paris in 

October, I had finished the play.  I called it The Summer's Treason after a line by Emily Dickinson – 

“The snake is summer's treason, and guile is where he goes.” 

When Robert Whitehead finally got back from Europe in October, I was eagerly expecting to 

hear from him.  In anticipation of my up-coming Broadway production, I impetuously quit my job at 

Prentice-Hall.  But the long-awaited phone call never came.  I was forced to call the Robert Whitehead 

office myself.  I did not get Robert Whitehead.  Instead I got Terry Fay, his casting director and the 

wife of Oscar Olesen.  Terry was nervous and high-strung, given to wild and unexplainable fits of 

pique, but as I came to realize over the next several months, she was my only real connection with 

Robert Whitehead, and I was desperately afraid of upsetting her.  That first telephone conversation 

became the basis of a life-long friendship.   

Terry set up an appointment for me to meet Robert Whitehead.  At last, the big moment had 

arrived.  When I was finally face to face with him.  Robert Whitehead proved to be a handsome, courtly 

gentleman with a mustache.  I was twenty-seven years old at the time and right from the start he called 

me Johnny.  Much to my distress, he seemed to have no interest in discussing the forthcoming
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Broadway production of Roundabout.  Instead we had a pleasant chat about the state of the Broadway 

in general, during the course of which I mentioned that I had written another play.  Robert Whitehead 

showed a spark of interest.  He said he would like to read the script, and I promised to get a copy to 

him.   

 Within a few days, Robert Whitehead called to say that he wanted to option The Summer's 

Treason as well as Roundabout, although I don't recall that there was any mention of further money 

from him.  Another announcement appeared in The New York Times saying that he intended to 

produce The Summer's Treason.   

 I was a very young man in the seemingly fortunate position of having two plays under option to 

Broadway's leading producer.  Not at all.  Robert Whitehead now said that he couldn't make up his 

mind which of the two plays he wanted to do first.   

 We made a rather desultory search for a director for Roundabout.  Jack Landau had directed a 

production of The Duchess of Malfi for the Phoenix Theatre which had gotten good reviews.  I 

suggested him, but when we finally met, he seemed to be a rather humorless person, with dark rimmed 

eyeglasses.  He asked me if I had written any other plays, and so I gave him The Summer's Treason.  

He said he wanted to work on that script instead.  But I wanted to get a play done.  I didn't want to do 

rewrites.  So that possibility fell through.   

 All this while I had been agitating with Robert Whitehead to have Harold Clurman direct The 

Summer's Treason.  Harold Clurman was one of the founders of the Group Theatre.  He had directed 

The Member of the Wedding for Robert Whitehead.  He was also an eminent theatre critic.  Robert 

Whitehead dutifully got the script to Harold Clurman, and Harold Clurman dutifully read it.  A meeting 

between us was arranged.  Why, I will never know.  Harold Clurman had absolutely no interest in 

directing The Summer's Treason.  Instead he felt called upon to give me his critique of the play.   
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 “Your leading lady – she's somewhat interesting,” the great man said.   

 So much for The Summer's Treason.   

 “We've finally decided on a director for Roundabout,” said Terry Fay.   

 “Oh, who?” I asked.   

 “Tony Randall,” she replied. 

 “Tony Randall, the television actor?” I said incredulously. 

 “Yes, but he wants to direct,” Terry said.  “We thought we could do the show at the Cherry 

Lane in an inexpensive Off-Broadway production.” 

 I had suddenly been reduced from a Broadway production to Off-Broadway.  But who was I to 

complain?   

 So Terry Fay dutifully got the script of Roundabout to Tony Randall, and Tony Randall 

dutifully read it.  Another meeting was arranged.  Again, I will never know why.  Tony Randall was no 

more interested in directing Roundabout than Harold Clurman had been in directing The Summer's 

Treason.  Again, he felt called upon to give me his critique.   

 “You know what people are going to say about your play?” he asked.  And then he answered his 

own question.  “They're going to say it's a homosexual play.” 

 I was shocked.  This was in the mid-fifties.  Thanks to Tennessee Williams, people were 

beginning to talk about homosexuality.  But if you were one, you pretty much kept it to yourself.  I was 

ambiguous about the matter.  By now I knew that my instincts were deeply homosexual, but I vainly 

hoped that some woman would come along to rescue me.   

 So much for Roundabout.   

 “Would you like to get a play done?” said Sandra Berkowitz.  She was Robert Whitehead's 

secretary.  I had spent so much time sitting on the couch in his outer office waiting for him and talking 

to her that we had become friends.  She knew Peter Carnahan, who was the business manager of The 



9 

 

Poet's Theatre in Cambridge, Massachusetts.  The organization had been founded by V.R. Lang, Frank 

O'Hara, and Edward Gorey, with the intention of producing plays by poets.  We sent The Saintliness of 

Margery Kempe off post-haste.  A few days later, Peter Carnahan called to say that The Poet's Theatre 

wanted to do it.   

 The play was scheduled for the 1956-1957 season.  It was directed by Ed Thommen.  Catharine 

Huntington was the Executive Producer.  She was an elderly lady who lived with her cat, Moonlight, at 

66 Pinckney Street in Boston.  All her life had been devoted to the theatre.  Ever since she was a young 

girl, she had acted in plays in the Boston area.  With Virginia Thoms, she owned and operated the 

Provincetown Playhouse in Provincetown, Massachusetts.  She and I became great friends.  I later did a 

portrait of her in her apartment.  I gave it to Frank Langella with the proviso that if he no longer wanted 

it, he would return it to me.  It is now in storage, somewhere. 

 

 

   The Saintliness of Margery Kempe was presented on February 14, 1957, and was a great 

success.  The reviews were good, the houses were completely sold out, so much so that the run had to 

be extended. 

 In June, I was given a Rockefeller Grant of five thousand dollars.  The only condition was that I 

had to live in Cambridge for one year and continue writing.    

 When my father and mother came to see the play in Cambridge, someone asked him what he 

thought it was all about.  “It's about John,” he said. 

 At the end of that year, I decided on the basis of my experience with Robert Whitehead, that if 

you ever wanted to get anything done in the theatre, you had to do it yourself.  I decided to produce 

The Saintliness of Margery Kempe in New York.   


