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It’s the toughest thing in the world to get a good conversation going with
one’s kids. On the other hand, it’s worth working on, since I knowfrom

experience that it can be one of the best.
—A.R.Gurney, “Conversation Piece,” p. 183

To our children,
John and Erica,
Whose conversation we cherish.
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General Editor’s Note

A.R.Gurney is a highly respected American playwright whose life in the theatre has spanned
four decades. Because he so frequently has set his works in an upper-middle class or upper-
class white milieu, he has become known as America’s premier “WASP” dramatist. This
may be an unfair designation as Gurney has, in effect, chronicled a wide segment of American
life and its changes in the twentieth century. His instinct for accurate dialogue, his intriguing
plots, and his trenchant satire of mores make audiences rethink both their assumptions and
prejudices. Still vital, Gurney attracts a large segment of the population that appreciates
his wit and humanity. Arvid Sponberg, professor and former chair of the English department
at Valparaiso University in Indiana, knows Gurney personally and has written extensively
about him over the years. The present volume contains not only Sponberg’s appraisals of
Gurney’s work, but also the critical analyses of other major American scholars. In particular,
interviews with the author himself, as well as with directors and actors who admire Gurney’s
work, make Sponberg’s volume a valuable addition to Routledge’s ongoing series of
Casebooks on great American playwrights.

Kimball King



Preface

A.R.Gurney became a playwright because he discovered when he was young that plays lead
interesting lives, and so do the people who stage them, watch them, and write about them.
He also learned that among artists who have final authority over the presentation of their
works, playwrights occupy an especially public and insecure position. Their works are
judged not once or twice but perhaps as many as eight or nine times between inception and
your encounter with them. Playwrights, of course, as do all artists, continuously evaluate
their own work. Friends and family may offer their views. Then agents and producers may
make suggestions. Nowadays, many directors believe themselves licensed not merely to
stage but to improve plays. Actors may be depended on to offer insights. Designers of sets,
costumes, sound, and lighting give most specific recommendations. Reviewers and critics
deposit their accounts in the media. Audiences, then, having no professional or financial
interest in the success or failure of plays, levy the most objective opinions, voting with their
hands and often with their feet. Finally, scholars and anthologists weigh playwrights’
achievements, nominating some plays as worthy of continuing discussion and also study in
the schools. A negative opinion at any point in this chain of judgment may dispatch a play
to oblivion.

Whichever role you may take in these proceedings, A.R.Gurney regards you as a citizen
in the “community of the play.” The interviews and essays in this collection take you part
of the way into that community so that you may feel its form and pressure. Of course,
casebooks are a species of reference work and you will have your own agenda that will
guide your use of this one, just as when you use a dictionary or encyclopedia. So you may
ignore this suggestion: start the book with the introduction and read through to the end.
First, you will meet A.R.Gurney himself and become familiar with his background and the
general nature of his works. Then you will meet four artists—three actors and a director
—who have known him and worked closely with him for many years. Then you will read
essays by scholars who are interested in placing Gurney’s plays in the context of your broad
cultural heritage. Finally you will read articles by Gurney himself about the nature of theatre
and its place in American life. By the end, you will know how Gurney creates plays that
interpret our lives. His vision is complex and his voice is as distinctive as his characters and
their stories.

This is a book about a serious business—writing comedy for live actors performing for
live audiences. In fact, this is such a serious book that I have to reassure you: Gurney’s



comedies are so good that they have the power to make you forget every thing you will
read here—and just laugh.
AF.S.



A.R.Gurney: An Introduction
ARVID F.SPONBERG

A Sense of Community

Gurney’s youth in Buffalo, New York, focused his attention on ideas that concern him
today. Foremost are the twins, fairness and responsibility. Ashe recalls his early life, Gurney
sees that his awareness of these ideas came, in part, through rituals of family life. His
mother’s family and his father’s family arrived in Buffalo in the 1850s and succeeding
generations remained there pursuing careers as attorneys, real estate brokers, and
merchants. By Gurney’s birth in 1930, the long strands of the family circle had braided
intricately. Some family rituals seem simple and ordinary. The evening meal, for example,
always three courses long, anchored each day in Gurney’s home. ! Sunday and holiday visits
to his grandmothers’ houses knitted together the extended Gurney relations. And even
though the divorce and remarriage of his maternal grandmother, Marian Perkins Spaulding,
disturbed and complicated these rituals, they were not disrupted. Rather the rituals
accommodated the new order of relations as you can see in Gurney’s play Ancestral Voices.
That experience—of the social fabric stretching and containing the strongest emotions—
shapes Gurney’s thinking about his art.

Other rituals had more complicated and striking aspects. They bound him more closely
to his brother, sister, and parents even as they connected the family to trends in national
life. The proliferation of recreational activities, the automobile, and the mass media often
have been named as culprits in the so-called decline of family values. However, in Gurney’s
memory, skiing, an automobile, and a radio program intensified the emotional warmth of

the family:

There’s another very important ritual in our family which was due to Buffalo being
in a snow belt. Skiing was just starting up right before World War 1I. And we’d take
the car, the whole family, and go down to the Boston Hills which are small mountains
south of Buffalo right in the center of the snow belt and there were just beginning
to be rope tows. And my father loved to ski and my mother did, and the family loved
to ski, so we’d all pile in the car and we’d go down there and my father would teach
us. We’d all have to follow him like little quail following the father quail. We’d have
to follow the exact turns that he made. And then we’d drive home at night, and on

Sunday there were certain radio programs we’d always listen to in the car. I've
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written about it a little bit in Scenes from American Life. We listened to The Shadow and
then we’d have to listen to Jack Benny. It was very cozy. The cars then were smaller.
You’d all huddle around the driver more and the kids in back would lean forward
to hear the radio. We didn’t have any speakers in back. I just remember this kind of
family nucleus, all hanging together over Jack Benny, because the more you listened
to him, the more you built up the rituals of all the things that occur in Jack Benny.
His tightness, his car, his relationship with Rochester, as they became more familiar,
they became funnier, just as with Cheers today. The characters were very specific.

That I remember very strongly as a very binding and warm aspect of our family life.?

The bonds of affection in his immediate family remained as strong and as taut as tow ropes.
Harder to chart were the twisting lines of emotion that tied him to those carrying the
heaviest burdens of fairness and responsibility. Tracing the relationships in his extended
family proved more difficult than following his father down a ski trail, especially when
neither his father nor his mother chose to show the way:

My mother’s mother is a very interesting story and I'm just beginning to think about
her more. She was married to a Spaulding and that Spaulding was only interested in
guns and dogs and camping out and pulling in the salmon and the trout. She fell in
love with his best friend. And just suddenly left. Just ran off. Shocked my grandfather
who was a kind of innocent, sweet man, beautiful athlete. But that had never occurred
to him, didn’t read many books, wouldn’t have known who Anna Karenina was, for
example. But my grandmother was kind of Anna Karenina. She didn’t run very far
away. She ran out to a place in the country near Buffalo where she lived with this guy.

Her name was Marian [Perkins] Spaulding and she married a man named [Charles]
Goodyear who was a kind of scion of another branch of the family in Buffalo. It’s all
very complicated and intricate. She was totally ostracized by Buffalo society. All her
friends would not speak to her. She lived out there with this guy and was frantic for
the kind of social life that she once had in this small but, at that time, energetic town.
So she gave a lot of parties and she was very concerned about her grandchildren. She
didn’t pay much attention to her children but, because she was now a kind of Anna
Karenina, an ostracized woman...she was very concerned about her grandchildren,
and she would give parties for us. She had a tennis court and a pool out there because
the guy she married was rich. And she’d give sports parties. She just was very good
about keeping her eye on us. And a very warm woman. You could understand why
she ran off from my grandfather, who really probably didn’t give her much attention.

But she lived a kind of sad life. She never really earned back the trust of her
children. They all thought it was a betrayal. She destroyed my grandfather who took
to drink immediately after this happened. He never remarried and kind of drank
himself to death. And she was never ultimately happy with the guy that she ran off
with, who was a kind of cold—he was a very good looking guy but a kind of snob—
and who was a little embarrassed. A little like Vronsky. Always looking over her
shoulder. One time she said to me, “Before I die, I want to tell you my story. I've
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got alot to tell you. I know a lot more about life than you think I do.” But she never
did get around to telling me.

[My parents] didn’t tell us that much. And my mother was terribly wounded by
it and adored her father. My mother was married quite young. She was twenty-one,
she had two little kids by that time, me and my sister, and she suddenly had to deal
with this major rift that was occurring in her family. My mother was already an adult,
though her younger brothers weren’t, and my mother was the oldest of four kids.
So my mother, who was trying to raise two little kids, suddenly had to deal with her
mother and her father, move her father to an apartment. My mother suddenly grew
up. And my father, who didn’t like to discuss anything that was unpleasant, just
didn’t deal with it.

So we had to go out to my grandmother’s for lunch a lot. My mother never liked
to do it very much because she really was angry at her mother and remained angry
all her life. But we had to do it. They were both good sports, my mother and my
father. And we had to go out and my grandmother, I remember, would say, “Now
make sure you say hello to your Uncle Charlie.” That’s what we called this guy. We
had to be very polite to this guy who we knew had somehow aced my grandfather
out of his job. And it was weird. But nobody ever sat us down and said, “Now here’s
the story. This is what happened.” As kids, we just had to put this strange scandal
together in our own way.

But the redeeming side of this was that both [my] grandmothers were very, very
warm women and very good grandmothers in the sense that if we were sick, they’d
give us presents. If we went away, they’d write us letters. And they were always
concerned about our life. They were very hands-on grandmothers. Our family on
both sides was very close despite that rift. Easter, Christmases, many Sundays, we

had to go from one grandmother nucleus to the other.

Gurney has not written autobiographically in the manner of Tennessee Williams (e.g., The
Glass Menagerie) or William Inge (The Dark at the Top of the Stairs) or Neil Simon (Brighton
Beach Memoirs). Some plays draw situations and characters directly from his own life. Scenes
from American Lg’fe, What I Did Last Summer, The Dining Room, The Cocktail Hour, Far East, and
Ancestral Voices may be included in this category. But all his characters and predicaments
draw upon the knowledge of the heart that he acquired at home. His congenial and
prominent family flourished socially while struggling privately with the effects of painful
separation and loneliness. Unspoken social rules gave a person in the position of Gurney’s
mother far less leeway than they do today to seck help coping with anger, resentment, and
frustration even if such help had been available. Occasional participation in formal worship
characterized the family’s religious life rather than focused, observant faith. The
psychological professions had scarcely begun to develop in the 1930s. The ideas of Freud,
Jung, and Adler, which now appear less sophisticated by contrast with the therapies of the
1990s, were still establishing themselves among elites of major cities. In Buffalo society,
during Gurney’s childhood, as in the United States generally, people coped with emotional
pain more stoically than we are accustomed to do. We may think of them as taking Socrates’
advice to “quiet yourselves and endure.” As the young Gurney learned the differences
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between private and public experience, he began to form both the desire to tell stories and
the comic sensibility that perceives the discrepancy between the ideal and the real. In this

regard, his parents became infallible guides:

I think my father and my mother were the ones who introduced me to the delights
of literature. Both were big readers and my mother particularly. They would always
be reading something good. My mother has a kind of an addiction for detective stories
[in] the way somebody might watch the news on television. But they would always
say, “You've got to read this. Yoif ve got to read Dickens. You’ve got to read
Shakespeare.” My father would be reading the Bible or Dostoevsky. He wasn’t a
religious man but he’d always have a good book by his bed and he’d read a little of
it every night. My mother would always be urging us to read and they’d give us so
much money when we finished a book. We’d get a quarter, not very much. And
they were always discouraging us from reading comic books, which were the
equivalent of junk TV today. So they were constantly touting the importance of

literature.

But Gurney believes that his parents’ own upbringing had not been literary. In fact, his
mother’s choice not to attend college reveals an attitude of her social class that we would

not associate with her present-day counterparts:

My mother and my father were both very well educated. They both went to very
good boarding schools. And then my father went to Yale. He read Latin and Greek.
He was a well-educated man. My mother never went to college, because in that
time, in that town, going to college was considered a little middle class. She really
regrets it because she would have been an excellent scholar. She regrets that her
parents never encouraged her to go to college. She got caught up in the party life.
It was in the late twenties and she just thought, well, it’d be more fun just to kind
of goof around. She got married quite young, too, nineteen or twenty when she
married my father. But she kept up with her reading and she organized these book
reading clubs in Buffalo, and they’d read serious things. They’d read Faulkner and
Swift and Joyce. So she passed on that passion to me and my sister, I think, more

than to my brother.

Some of Gurney’s earliest memories of the theater connect his grandmother, Evelyn

Ramsdell Gurney, and musical theater:

I'adored her. She was terribly warm. She had a big house down on Summer Street
in Buffalo and three maids. She never, until the day she died, lived without three
maids. And she was not very nice to these maids. I don’t know why I adored her but
I did. She always made me feel good when I saw her. She made me feel important
and good. She was very warm. She took me to the theater a lot, I think. She thought
the theater was part of any person’s education. She’d take me to the Erlanger theater
on Saturday afternoons when I was a little kid, and things like road companies of
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Sigmund Romberg and Gilbert and Sullivan, that kind of thing. She’d never take me
to Tennessee Williams or anything like that. She was a kind of Victorian woman and
really perceived herself as a kind of Queen Victoria, but, for reasons which are still
not clear to me, Iloved her. She’s that old lady in The Dining Room, who’s going kind
of gaga at the end of the first act. So she kind of lost her marbles at the end.

His parents played their role, too, though they did not forsee the outcome of their theatrical

adventuring:

My parents loved the theater and occasionally they’d take me to theater but not so
much in Buffalo. They used to make these theater excursions to New York and in
those days Buffalo was hooked to New York by the New York Central Railroad.
They could take a sleeper down, stay in a hotel, take a sleeper back. It was very easy
and rather comfortable. They’d be staying at a hotel and they’d tell the bellboy to
deliver their bags to the railroad station so they could go right from the play to the
railroad station, get on the train, the bags would be in the stateroom, and then they’d
sit in the club car with their friends who’d got on and talk about the play until Albany
and then they’d go to bed and get up in Buffalo. So they’d tell me about the plays
they’d seen. And I’d always ask them. They’d say, “Oh, we saw the best play” and
they’d describe who was in it and everything. That plus the fact some of these plays
would come through Buffalo at the Erlanger theater and my grandmother would
take me to some of them made me feel that the theater was something extremely
exciting.

When I got into it myself, they backed off a little. Sort of, you know, what have
we done? What have we created? They knew that I was a rather bright student but
they didn’t see any particular talent emerging as a writer. I wrote a prize-winning
story at school and that kind of perplexed them. They didn’t think it was that good.
They thought it was kind of anecdotal. I don’t want to speak for them, [but] my
feeling is they didn’t think I was good enough to make it in the theater. And they
didn’t think the theater was reputable enough.... The theater people they knew,
and they knew a few, seemed rather vulgar and disreputable. My father’s roommate
from Yale, for example, married Adele Astaire. So that when they went down to
New York...my father would want to have dinner with his buddy, whose name was
Kingman Douglas, and Adele Astaire [was], I guess, a tough cookie and she used a
lot of four-letter words, and I think my mother and my father thought, oh god,

theater people just aren’t really the kind of people you want to associate with.

His family also provided two models for young Gurney’s sense of humor: his father and his
father’s brother, Uncle Charles, not to be confused with “Uncle Charlie,” his step-
grandfather. Gurney remembers his Uncle Charles as a “very distinguished, stuffy, but
highly amusing kind of litterateur. He read a great deal and got very deft at bons mots. He
was a kind of an image of ultimate civilization for me....” It was Uncle Charles who first
awakened Gurney to the possibilities of “...high comedy. He was always very amusing and
adept at describing events, telling a story. He was a great raconteur, but extremely stuffy.
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But also an excellent uncle. He would write us letters at school, if we stepped out of line.
He was a very good uncle.”
Gurney’s father revealed another side of the humorist’s art—the side we now label as

“«. »
performance” art:

I think my father had the best sense of humor of anyone on both sides of the family.
He had a great sense of humor, a particularly public sense of humor. He was a great
public speaker. He could get up and make a toast at a small family gathering and have
people in stitches. Or he could speak to a really large group—I'm not talking about
two thousand—but a big banquet of two hundred—and he would be equally
professional. And if anybody heckled him, and, of course, everybody liked to because
that was another ritual, he would deal with the heckler in a brilliant way. I really
admired the man. He could think on his feet quicker than anyone I've ever met. So
he became kind of a master of ceremonies, toastmaster, for a large number of
functions in Buffalo and sat on a great many boards simply because he was the one

who could give the best speech.

Gurney himself credits a feature of his father’s performance style as a source of his own
fondness for using literary allusions in his plays: “My father would always do that. And he
was very clever—he [would say], ‘As we all know...” and then he’d give this obscure quote
and he’d make the audience feel good. He’d assume they knew even though, of course,
they didn’t. And I follow, maybe, in that tradition.”

A Sense of Perspective

How his formal education affected this comic sensibility is not entirely clear even to Gurney,
but his memories yield some indications. To begin with, his teachers encouraged him to
write and he picked up their cues. Not all of them liked Gurney or his taste in reading but
he learned something helpful from each. His taste for writing plays emerged during his
elementary school years:

I liked to read a lot. I liked to read novels when I was little. But whenever I had a
school assignment for a composition—and in those days we were always assigned
compositions—I remember a number of times I'd say, “Can I write a play instead?”
I always seemed to like the dialogue form. I remember as a little kid I used to hate
what I called “I books,” books that were told in the first person. I always felt as a kid
that that was such a limited perspective. I liked the third-person narrative where you
had an outsider. Now that’s not necessarily dramatic. You can have a third-person
narrative without going into drama, but the reverse is certainly true; it’s very hard
to write a play from an individual perspective. Tennessee Williams tries in The Glass
Menagerie, but in the end that’s not what it’s about. The most significant scene in The
Glass Menagerie takes place when the narrator isn’t there. In any case, something
about my sense of perspective made me veer toward drama, too.}
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Notice Gurney’s emphasis on fulfilling the assignment in a different way, on listening to
dialogue, on not wanting to take the “I” position. Ruling out stories that put “I” in the
limelight leaves stories in which a group or an ensemble holds center stage. Rather than
one voice, many voices interest Gurney. As he matured, Gurney found additional ways to
multiply voices. He mixed classical and contemporary characters in many of his early one
acts (The Comeback, The David Show, The Golden Fleece) so that the past and present comment
on one another. He uses this technique again in his 1996 play, Overtime, mixing modern and
Renaissance sensibilities by extending into our time the lives of the characters from The
Merchant of Venice. He mixed present and absent characters, underscoring the experience
of separation and loss (Children, What I Did Last Summer, The Cocktail Hour, The Old Boy, and
Love Letters). He wrote plays in which actors play more than one character, deploying the
resources of acting to the greater delight of both actor and audience (Scenes from American
Life, The Dining Room). He wrote a play (The Wayside Motor Inn) in which multiple scenes
play simultaneously. And in what remains his most striking experiment, even if it is not
regarded as his best work (Sweet Sue), he wrote a play in which different actors play the same
characters, so that the audience experiences alternating interpretations of actions and
feelings within a single performance. More recently, he pushed theatrical boundaries beyond
merely human perspectives and created a dog, the title role in S)/]Via.4

For his primary education in Buffalo, Gurney first attended the Franklin school and the
Nichols school. Then, in 1944, Gurney went to St. Paul’s school in Concord, New
Hampshire. There he immediately tried out for the school play and won a role. However,
his classmates’ reaction to his first appearance on stage nearly derailed his theatrical career
even before it built a head of steam. The play was Arsenic and Old Lace. Gurney won the part
of the ingenue (St. Paul’s was then a boys’ school). Dressed as a girl, he earned a dreaded

nickname:

‘Legs’ Gurney—because in a skirt [ had very good legs. You know what life is like
in boarding school, and I got such a hard time about that I never wanted to go near
the theater. I think I played the part very well, maybe too well. They kept asking
me to be in other plays but at St. Paul’s it just was so humiliating for me, and I was
teased so much about that, that I just absolutely backed away from the theater.

But he continued to write—for the school magazine and for two memorable teachers,
Frederick Arthur Philbrick—known to students as Fap because he signed notes with his
initials—and John Richards, the grandson of Julia Ward Howe, called “sentimental John.”
Gurney recalls Philbrick as a martinet who made him attend to details and avoid clichés.
However, Fap also encouraged his students to try different forms of writing so Gurney
“experimented with humor and comic essays...He’d read them aloud in class, and when
you’re a young kid, and you get the class laughing with you, it turns you on.”

Gurney remembers Richards as “absolutely the reverse” of Philbrick. Richards taught
Gurney’s honors English classes in his freshman and senior years. In the latter, the students
read all of Shakespeare. Richards’ teaching did not rely on brilliant scholarship but upon
open, affecting vulnerability, an unashamed emotional response to the beauty of language:
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...what struck me most about him is that he would read a passage from Shakespeare
and he’d start to cry because it moved him so much...he’d say, “I can’t tell you any
more than this is wonderful,” and we’d believe him just because he proved it in the
fact that he became so emotionally wrought about it. And that wouldn’t be simply
true of Shakespeare. It would be true of Milton. It would be true of Keats. And then
it would be true of second-rate things he’d also read that really weren’t that great...
Two Years Before the Mast by Richard Henry Dana was one of his favorite books. We
had to study that endlessly. He didn’t like Thoreau very much but there was another
woodsman named Stewart Edward White, I think, who wrote books about how to
start a fire in the woods and all that and he just loved this...he loved to walk, and St.
Paul’s is a very pastoral environment. He’d never take walks with students but you’d
see him in the woods walking and communing with nature, so he became...a man
who somehow was in tune with the vernal wood and with literature in a way that
really turned him on... Tkind of admired him for that. He never liked me very much.
He didn’t dislike me, he was a wonderful, gentle man. But he thought I was too
sophisticated, at least in literature. I would like restoration comedy or Much Ado
About Nothing where[as] he wanted me to turn on to Romeo and Juliet and things like

that.

These memories illuminate two aspects of Gurney’s mature work and responses to it.
Gurney has been criticized for insufficient emotional power in his characters and
predicaments. But his memory of Richards shows that a vulnerable openness to the power
of literature impressed him as a young writer. At the same time, as a seventeen-year-old,
he knew that his tastes favored stories more subtle in their delineation of personality and
situation than those his teachers preferred. In this regard, the influence of Philbrick is
likewise significant because Philbrick’s teaching, as Gurney remembers it, coupled a
disciplined approach to finding fresh words and images with a freewheeling exploration of
form. These elements became cornerstones of Gurney’s dramaturgy. As the interviews
with Tillinger, Cunningham, Taylor, and Mooney show, The Perfect Party exemplifies
particularly well this combination of verbal perfection and formal experimentation. Indeed,
the predicament of the play’s central character has a rather Philbrick-ian ambience and one
wonders if Tony, an ex-professor, doesn’t embody some remnant of the spirit of Philbrick.

A Sense of Craft

In the fall of 1948, Gurney entered Williams College, two years behind Steven Sondheim
whose reputation was already established and growing:

It was the fact that Sondheim was making such major strides even then with the
student musicals. He was cracking open the whole form at Williams. ... He’d already
done one show, which I had heard about when I arrived, and then he did another
one when [ was there, which just amazed me. Prior to Sondheim the spring student
musical consisted of, like the Hasty Pudding at Harvard, a parody show with a funny
title and a kick-chorus of men with hairy legs. No girls, no women went to Williams
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College then. Sondheim said to hell with that. He knew people in New York. He
got the rights to I think it was Three Men on a Horse. The title was All That Glitters. It
had women singing in it because he got Bennington women interested in playing it.
It had a story and interesting songs. Had a great set. Got a lot of good people to work
for him. And I said to myself I want to do that, too. So the following year was his
senior year, and I think he already had his eye on New York. I think he was taking
courses in New York. He was the darling of the music department any way. We
wrote a revue. Now he wrote a couple of songs in this revue and he gave me liberal
advice on lyrics to the songs that I wrote. The revue was called Where to from Here?
and of course it was a total backsliding after Sondheim’s book musical, but
nonetheless, Sondheim was partially engaged with it. He lent his name to it. I ended
up writing most of the skits and the continuity. I tried to give it some kind of a shape
and the precedent of having women in it was established so women came from all
over to be in it. And it was fun and it worked. Then the next year Sondheim had
graduated and I did the whole thing myself, again a revue, but a revue striving for a
kind of story, and I had a couple of guys write the music with me. I wrote a couple
of songs myself because I took a music course and figured out how to read music, so
I picked them out on the piano. And then my senior year, I said all right now I'm
ready for the big time and I proposed to [the director of the college’s theater] that I
do a musical version of Shaw’s Pygmalion. And he rejected the idea.

Sondheim’s influence on Gurney seems similar in two ways to that of Philbrick. Each
emphasized attention to freshly minted words used in striking ways and each encouraged
Gurney to break through the walls of existing forms of storytelling. Sondheim’s influence
may be seen as unique, however, because it placed Gurney for the first time at the controls
of the premier American theatrical vehicle, the musical. Gurney’s love of popular music
has always been strong. Almost every one of his plays includes memorable tunes from the
thirties, forties, and fifties.

The rejection of his idea to musicalize Pygmalion temporarily halted Gurney’s progress
as a librettist. During his senior year, he turned his attention once again to the classical
theater. He wrote a senior thesis on The Winter’s Tale under Professor James Clay Hunt,
whom Gurney remembers as “very influential” on him and his love of literature.

After graduating from Williams, Gurney joined the navy—there was a draft in those
days—and the ranks of distinguished American theater artists who found life in the armed
forces was not merely compatible with a life in the arts but that, in fact, the armed forces
comprise a de facto national endowment for the arts.” In Gurney’s case the depth and
configuration of his resources were particularly rich as they included not only musicians
and a “performance space” but an audience. His circumstances might stir envy in the heart

of any struggling nonprofit arts manager:

...because I'd done shows at Williams, I just lucked on to a large [aircraft] carrier
[the Franklin D. Roosevelt] and I started doing shows. It had a built-in audience.
When a ship came into port, at least two thirds or half of the ship’s company would
have to remain aboard the ship. At that time, during the cold war, you couldn’t let
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the whole ship ashore. We’d raise the number one elevator that brings the planes to
the carrier deck and we’d turn that into a stage. I had a huge ship’s orchestra that
[had] lots of arrangements because they would play for dances and had to play national
anthems whenever we came into port. So the orchestra was there with arrangements
and then I’d write these shows using these arrangements. I put new lyrics to these
old songs that they had... I knew after having been in the navy that I could somehow

entertain [or] reach a larger audience than just a collegiate audience.

Fifty years ago, apparently, mastering the elements of musical theatre in the Navy
constituted appropriate taxpayers’ support of the arts, while distributing dollars to
nonprofit arts organizations today remains problematic for many legislators.

After he left the Navy in 1956, Gurney entered the Yale School of Drama. While he
found the faculty there “not....erribly exciting,” one teacher, Nikos Psacharopolous, proved
to be extraordinary, influencing Gurney’s development then and in later years at the
Williamstown Theatre Festival. However, Gurney didn’t work with Psacharopolous
immediately. His first teacher was the redoubtable John Gassner and he and Gassner had
decided differences in taste, rather as Gurney had with Richards. Gassner admired the social
realism of writers such as Ibsen and Odets. Gurney liked the richer language and the more
intricate plots of the Elizabethans. He based one of his projects for Gassner on Beaumont
and Fletcher’s The Wild Goose Chase, about a soldier who comes home from the wars.
Gurney’s hero was “a guy who comes home from the navy and is not sure whether he wants
to get married.” It was a farce, with “rather elevated language” influenced by Christopher
Fry.

I read it aloud in class and the class liked it. We’re talking about fifteen or sixteen
people. So in the middle of the reading aloud, Gassner said, “Now hold it.” He got
on the telephone and called up Psacharopolous and said, “Come on over here,
Gurney’s reading this thing. I don’t think much of it but you might like it.”
Psacharopolous...heard the rest of it and said, “I really like that. Let’s turn that into

s »
a musical.

The result, Love in Buffalo, with music by fellow student Gilbert Leitinger, became the Yale
School of Drama’s first musical production. Psacharopolous mounted it on the main stage
with “very elaborate sets.” Gurney remembers that Psacharopolous “taught me a lot about
[what] worked. He’d say, ‘cut that, Pete. That doesn’t work. That’s boring.” Just tough,
no-nonsense stuff. And I was very affected by that. And the show was very good. It’s very
dated now. But it worked like gangbusters at the time.”

The success of Love in Buffalo yielded a phone call from Richard Halliday, Mary Martin’s
husband. Halliday invited Gurney to New York on the coming weekend to discuss the
possibility of developing a project for Martin.” Gurney’s parents were scheduled to visit
Gurney that weekend and Gurney dutifully chose to host his parents rather than cancel
their visit and accept Halliday’s invitation. The meeting never occurred. “History does not

disclose her alternatives” but....
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A Sense of Timing

Following graduation from Yale, Gurney accepted a teaching job at the Belmont school in
Belmont, Massachusetts, and then, in 1958, won a job in the humanities program at MIT.
With a growing family and heavy teaching responsibilities, he found time for writing plays
mainly during summers. His one-act plays date from this period. But in 1969, he began
Working on Scenes from American Life, a play with 140 different characters. Gurney’s
recollection of the genesis of Scenes evokes a brief period in the history of American

playwriting that now appears to have been a turning point for scores of writers:

I wrote that in 1969 and ’70, a pretty tumultuous period. The Vietnam War was
going on and I became aware more than ever before how different the world was
that I grew up in from the way the world seemed to be going. So therefore this was
the first time I really started writing about the world I knew. There were many
reasons why things happen. T had been a part of a workshop run by Boston University
at Tanglewood. And Iremember we worked on The David Show there and that worked
out very well even though the play ultimately didn’t. But they had asked me back
for the summer of 1970. And I had these scenes. They were just scenes.

I think the first scene I wrote, one of the most satirical, was that mother and the
daughter having lunch at the Plaza and the mother trying to persuade her daughter
to get a diaphragm. I just knew that was a nice strong scene. What could happen to
it? I submitted that scene and several others to this wonderful man named Mouzon
Law...who ran the theatre department at BU and had some money that he used with
this Tanglewood operation in the summer. Harold Clurman [who] was up there was
also a big influence at the time [and] gave me a sense that I was better than I thought
I was. They were all New York playwrights and me. Because it was BU they had to
have one Boston play wright and so they picked me the first time and my play turned
out to work better than the other ones. So then the second time they asked me back.
And Thad these scenes. So I said, “Can we just work on these scenes and maybe get
them into some sort of shape?” The *60s and ’70s were tumultuous times but there
was a lot of money around, if you remember, for academic projects. They had very
good directors, very good actors. Michael Moriarty was in this play. Rue McLanahan.
Several really first-rate actors. So I got up there and I started writing more scenes.
And they just started to come. For instance one of the best scenes in it, one of the
most moving scenes in my opinion, is toward the end where that woman want([s] to
sing Lucia Di Lammermoor. And that was strictly Rue McLanahan coming up to me on
the side and saying, “Everybody else has got a big moment in this play and I don’t
have anything and I want something toward the end.” Already Rue was a good actress
and famous enough and so I wrote that in about a half an hour. We had rented a
house up near Tanglewood and I had four children and they were all crying and 1
kept saying “Shut Up. I'm trying to write.” And I remember having to put in some
kind of a thread. Here were these scenes and how [could] T hook them together. 1
remember contriving it but what’s the thread, I said to myself. The paranoia, the
fascist takeover that was going on in the country at that time. So I got that in. One



