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NYU 

 After an almost three-year run, Dracula closed in early January 1980.  Instead of having a fairly 

large weekly income, I suddenly found myself with no income at all.  I needed a job.  Mel Shapiro had 

recently taken over as chairman of the drama department at Carnegie Mellon University.  When he 

called and asked if I would be willing to teach scene design there, I jumped at the opportunity.  I had to 

fly to Pittsburgh for two days a week, but my salary was enough to pay for the apartment in New York. 

 At the end of my first year at Carnegie Mellon, I made the mistake of proposing to Mel Shapiro 

that we do a production of The Mikado with sets and costumes by Edward Gorey.  I knew that Edward, 

a great fan of Gilbert and Sullivan, had long wanted to design this show, and I thought it would be ideal 

for a school production.  Mel was in favor of the idea.  At the meeting of Edward and Mel in my 

apartment in New York, Edward's one request was that the production be a traditional one with no 

gimmicks. 

 Mel either forgot this request or chose to disregard it.  He staged the show as a country-and-

western musical.  When, after attending a rehearsal, I protested on Edward's behalf, Mel barred me 

from any further rehearsals.  The show itself was bizarre: Edward's beautiful, witty sets and costumes 

presented a view of Japan as it might have been imagined by an eccentric Victorian Englishman, while 

the actors behaved like fugitives from the Grand Ole Opry.  I told Mel Shapiro I was appalled at what 

he had done.  He told me I was fired. 

 Luckily I already had another job waiting for me.  Evangeline Morphos was about to take over 

as chairman of New York University's undergraduate drama department.  She had approached 

Playwrights Horizons about starting a new studio school whose emphasis would be on directing. She 

asked if I would be willing to head such a school.  Unfortunately the salary Playwrights Horizons was 

able to pay was not enough to live on.  But Evangeline was able to augment this salary by offering me a 

second job as producer of all the main stage productions in her department.  With Helen Cook (a 
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woman who was at that time working as a volunteer at Playwrights Horizons and is now the director of 

the school), I put together a curriculum and engaged a faculty.  We began that fall with thirty students.  

Slightly less than thirty years later, the Playwrights Horizons Theatre School, with an enrollment of 

200 students, is now one of the largest schools of NYU's undergraduate program. 

 Evangeline was full of ideas about the shows she wanted to do in her new job.  Most of the 

studio schools were headed by former members of The Group Theatre.  So we began by producing a 

salute to that famous theatrical organization of the 1930's with such plays as Men in White by Sidney 

Kingsley, The House of Connelly by Paul Green, and Golden Boy and Night Music, both by Clifford 

Odets. 

 After this we put on the now-legendary production of South Pacific directed by Anne Bogart, 

set within a psychiatric facility in which war-damaged veterans of Vietnam used South Pacific as the 

text through which they were re-indoctrinated in certain standard American values.  Not a word of the 

script was changed, but the whole performance was monitored by a doctor in a white medical coat.  

There were eleven Nellie Forbushes, five Emile de Becques, and three Liats, one of whom was a young 

Asian male.  It was the only production of South Pacific I ever saw that had the same vitality as the 

original Broadway production. 

 In the second year we did a wide variety of neglected American plays such as William Alfred's 

The Curse of an Aching Heart, and Sam Shepard's Mad Dog Blues.  We also attempted to duplicate the 

success of South Pacific by producing a musical version of Frank Wedekind's Spring Awakening with 

songs by Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller, but lightning did not strike twice.  We rounded out our season 

with Tinned Lettuce, a new musical review by Edward Gorey, directed by Dan Levans. 

 In our third year we put on a production of Semmelweiss directed by Larry Arrick, that 

confirmed my faith in that play.  At the end of the season we produced Hamlet, directed by Travis 

Preston, and Hamletmachine, by the East German playwright Heiner Müller.  This production was 
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directed by Robert Wilson.  A year before I had seen Georgio Strehler's production of The Tempest in 

Purchase, New York.  I had never before seen theater of this caliber in this country.  It became my 

ambition to put on a production that would equal it.  With Hamletmachine I felt I achieved this goal.  

Robert Wilson received an Obie Award for his direction – a first for a student production.  By this time 

we had established the NYU undergraduate drama department as the foremost place for the production 

of innovative theater in New York. 

 All this while I was continually trying to produce another Broadway success.  First I did 

Passione, by Albert Innaurato, a young playwright who had achieved a four-year run on Broadway with 

an earlier play called Gemini.  I arranged a tryout at Playwrights Horizons where that play had started.  

Andre Bishop was artistic director of the theatre at that time, and it was through this show that he and I 

met and became friends.  The show got promising reviews on 42nd Street, but closed on Broadway after 

four performances. 

 Next I tried my hand at directing once again.  I persuaded Josephine Abady, at that time artistic 

director of the Berkshire Theater Festival, to let me do a production there of Philip Barry's The Animal 

Kingdom.  We had an all-star cast with Sigourney Weaver, John Shea, and Anne Twomey.  The 

reviews were excellent.  But even though there was some talk of a Broadway transfer, it never 

materialized. 

 After that I did Lydie Breeze by John Guare.  John had given me the first two acts of the play 

around the time of Bosoms and Neglect.  Set in Nantucket, it told the fictional story of an utopian 

community established there after the Civil War.  All the members of this community carried within 

themselves their own personal faults which eventually led to its destruction.  I thought it was one of the 

most exciting plays I had ever read.  The third act, when it was finally completed, was a 

disappointment, but I decided to go ahead anyhow.  I persuaded Roger Berlind to join me as a 
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 coproducer.  We developed the show in a workshop directed by Larry Arrick.  The purpose of the 

workshop was to help John shape and refine his script, but all it accomplished was to convince him that 

he had the material for several more plays.  He went on to write a whole dramatic cycle based on the 

central characters.  When Lydie Breeze opened at the American Place Theatre in a production directed 

by Louis Malle, the French film director, it was around the same time that Atlantic City, a film by the 

same director, was also showing.  Frank Rich, the drama critic for the New York Times, dismissed our 

production as “another play about a resort.” 

 With the failure of Lydie Breeze, I knew that I would not be able to produce any more of John 

Guare's plays.  In the brief period since the production of Dracula, the theatre had undergone an 

enormous change.  More and more the owners of big Broadway theatres were devoting their energy 

and resources to the production of musical extravaganzas, while the production of smaller, more 

intellectual plays had become the province of the nonprofit theatres.  There was no longer much place 

for an independent producer like myself.  By the time we were done, I had produced three of John's 

plays and designed four of them. 


