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For my brother, Peter, who, when my first play bombed, told me I had nowhere to go but up




Contents



	Cover

	Half Title

	Title

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Contents

	Editor’s Preface

	Introduction: “Flights of the Imagination, Journeys of the Heart”—McNally’s Idea of Theater, by Raymond-Jean Frontain

	Prelude: “Make the Future Our Friend”

	Section I. “The Things That Connect Us and Make Us Human”: McNally on the Theater Arts

	*  The World Needs Artists: Juilliard Commencement Address

	*  Where Are the Producers? Address to the League of American Theater Producers

	*  The Current State of Off-Broadway Theatre

	*  The Perils and Pitfalls Awaiting the Playwright

	*  Random Thoughts of a Librettist, or, Quick! Who Wrote the Libretto for Aida?

	*  Monsters and Pussycats

	*  Zoe Caldwell, Tyne Daly, and Other “McNally Actors”

	*  Gay Theater? No, Just Life




	Section II. “Writers Write”: McNally on Playwrights

	*  Oscar Wilde

	*  Tennessee Williams

	*  Arthur Laurents




	Section III. “Art with Restrictions Is a Contradiction in Terms”: McNally on Censorship

	*  Art and My First Dirty Word

	*  A Word from Terrence McNally

	*  Remarks Delivered at a Rally to Support the NEA in Union Square (May 15, 1990)

	*  An Open Letter to Samantha Gellar




	Section IV. “Little, Insignificant, Magnificent Lives”: Testimonials and Memorials

	*  Ethel Merman

	*  Edward Albee

	*  Melina Mercouri

	*  James Coco

	*  Ruth Goetz

	*  Elaine Steinbeck

	*  Chita Rivera

	*  Marian Seldes

	*  James Kirkwood

	*  Jonathan Alper

	*  John Kander and Fred Ebb

	*  Marin Mazzie

	*  Broadway Theatre and AIDS




	Coda: American Theatre Wing Lifetime Achievement Award Acceptance Speech

	About the Author and Editor





Guide


	Cover

	Half Title

	Title

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Contents

	Editor’s Preface

	Start of Content








	i

	ii

	iii

	iv

	v

	vi

	vii

	viii

	ix

	x

	xi

	xii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11


























































































































































































Editor’s Preface

Terrence McNally is a creature of the theater. His first play, written while an adolescent in Corpus Christi, Texas, drew upon the conventions of such romance-behind-the-scenes and from-obscurity-to-stardom movies as Forty-Second Street to tell the “meet cute” story of George Gershwin and his future collaborator, Ira, whom McNally had incorrectly inferred from album liner notes was George’s wife and not his brother. Likewise, in 1956, on the day that the seventeen-year-old McNally himself arrived in New York City to commence undergraduate study at Columbia University, he hastily stowed his unpacked bags in his assigned dorm room and hurried directly to the Mark Hellinger Theatre, determined to see the reigning hit, My Fair Lady. For the next sixty-three years, McNally attended the theater or opera on average three nights a week.

Having landed in Manhattan just as the so-called Golden Age of Broadway had begun to decline, and having begun writing just as the Off Broadway and, later, Off-Off Broadway and regional theater movements swelled to prominence, McNally not only contributed directly to the emergence of new theater forms and idioms, but served as one of the most attentive and intelligent observers of American theater life during the sixty-five-year period from 1956 to 2020. I first became aware of how completely he’d absorbed all he’d seen and heard when one evening in the summer 2011, as we chatted informally about the recent season, I inquired about one of the recent revivals of plays by Tennessee Williams to commemorate the playwright’s centenary. Without a pause, McNally reviewed every Williams production he’d ever seen in New York, from the original production of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, to the recent revival of Suddenly Last Summer starring Blythe Danner, and the premiere of Moises Kaufman’s dramatization of Williams’s short story “One Arm.” In the process, he contrasted the strengths and the weaknesses of the performances of the various Maggies and Blanches he’d seen, not simply in New York but Williamstown and Provincetown as well. He not only commented on the actors’ performances and direction but also analyzed the particular successes or failures of scenic and lighting designs, and the appropriateness of that particular stage to that production. Fifty-five years of Tennessee Williams production history unfurled seamlessly from his memory, along with sharp observations about changing social norms and theatrical styles.

Mr. McNally often spoke of writing his autobiography. In 2015, when, to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of the opening of his first play on Broadway in 1964, Grove Press gave him a hardcover edition of his selected works, he chose to subtitle it “A Memoir in Plays” and supplied each play with an introductory essay in which he recalled the state of American theater at the time of its composition and sometimes his personal circumstances as he wrote that work. Likewise, the opening pages of an autobiography are archived among his papers at the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center at the University of Texas in Austin. He does not seem to have progressed further than these few pages, however, which proves an inestimable loss to theater historians and Broadway aficionados. For McNally was a sharp-eyed observer who appreciated the rich foibles and telling inconsistencies of his colleagues’ characters, who rued the corporatization of Broadway, and who possessed a profound affection for anyone who loved theater as much as he. As importantly, he was a brilliant anecdotalist, as anyone will attest who has heard his stories of having brunch with an unflappable Katharine Hepburn in the Hamptons one summer in the early 1970s; of cavorting with a down-on-her-luck Judy Garland in gay piano bars; of being asked to escort the stately Helen Hayes to the funeral of Colleen Dewhurst, where one of the principal speakers was a salty Maureen Stapleton; or of inadvertently locking his thenlover Edward Albee in their boozeless apartment with the heavy drinking Bette Davis, for whom Edward was writing a play titled Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?

Mr. McNally not only approved the contents and organization of this volume, but at one point forwarded me everything he found on his computer that he thought might possibly be of interest to me. Just three months before his death, during our final work session, he made a final pass over the table of contents and commented that he would be particularly glad to see so many occasional pieces make it into print inasmuch as the recollections of his earlier years in the theater that he delivered at functions like Dramatist Guild luncheons, or the eulogies that he delivered at the memorial services of beloved friends and collaborators, would come as close to an autobiography as he thought he was then likely to write. He wanted the world to know the private Jimmy Coco who delivered the comically outrageous yet heartwrenching public performances for which he is now publicly celebrated, or the exquisite Marin Mazzie whose lyrical exuberance soared above the physical pain she was made to bear.

In an extraordinary run of works from It’s Only a Play (1985) and The Lisbon Traviata (1989); through Master Class (1995), Ghost Light (2002) and The Stendahl Syndrome (2004); to Dedication or The Stuff of Dreams (2005), Golden Age (2012), And Away We Go (2013), and Fire and Air (2018; revised as Immortal Longings, 2019)—and that includes his books for musicals like Kiss of the Spider Woman (1993) and A Man of No Importance (2002), as well as his libretto for the opera Great Scott (2015)—McNally broods over what playwrights, singers and composers do as artists, and speculates on the effect that art has on its audience, particularly how it is able to stimulate the formation of community. The greatest joy of preparing this volume for me personally has been to be able to listen again to Terrence’s voice sounding directly about these topics, unmediated by his characters. It is a passionate voice that will inspire anyone who loves theater.

A fellowship from the Humanities Research Center (HRC) to advance the research for an earlier book about the playwright (The Theater of Terrence McNally: Something about Grace, 2019) allowed me to spend several months exploring the contents of the McNally archive. It was in the course of that research that I discovered a number of the items collected in this volume. I am grateful to Molly Schwartzburg, Pat Fox, Alicia Dietrich, and Gabriela Redwine at the HRC for their assistance as I examined the eighty-plus boxes and the dozens of computer disks that contain the still-only-partially-catalogued McNally papers.

A series of efficient and remarkably cheerful graduate research assistants aided in the transcription of a number of McNally’s handwritten texts, and in the preparation of the computer files for this volume, in particular Katy Kirk, Timothy Tripp, Lucas Gass, and Emily Flowers. Melissa Eubanks, the University of Central Arkansas English department’s administrative assistant, untangled numerous computer snafus for me and has taken a warm personal interest in the project as well. Myron D. Yeager read and helpfully commented on the editorial matter.

Jeff Kaufman, the director and producer of Every Act of Life (Floating World Pictures, 2018), generously supplied the cover photograph, which was originally used in promotional materials for his bio-documentary about McNally.

Mr. McNally’s personal assistant, Logan Reed, scoured the playwright’s computer files and calendars to help me date a number of the pieces for which I had only Mr. McNally’s handwritten notes or untitled typescript. Excisions made at the direction of the McNally Estate are indicated by bracketed ellipses. Sam Myers and Santino DeAngelo proved invaluable in securing permission to reprint the following pieces originally published in their pages:



•The New York Times Corporation: “Art and My First Dirty Word,” by Terrence McNally © New York Times (July 19, 1990); “A Greek Goddess Who Was Very Real,” by Terrence McNally © New York Times (September 30, 2001); and “An Operatic Mission: Freshen the Familiar,” by Terrence McNally © New York Times (September 1, 2002)

•The Dramatists Guild: “A Word from Terrence McNally,” © 1990 The Dramatist. Reprinted with permission from The Dramatists Guild of America, Inc., http://www.dramatistsguild.com. (May/June 1990)

•Simon and Schuster: “Broadway Theatre and AIDS,” in Broadway Day and Night: Backstage and Behind the Scenes, edited by Ken Marsolais, Roger McFarland, and Tom Viola (Pocket Books, 1992)

•New Directions Publishing: “An Invisible Cat Enters, Mewing,” in Tennessee Williams, The Magic Tower and Other One-Act Plays (New Directions, 2011)

•Playbill, Inc.: “A Blueprint for the House,” in The Alchemy of Theatre: The Divine Science: Essays on Theatre and the Art of Collaboration, edited by Robert Viagas (Playbill/Applause, 2006); and “Zoe Caldwell, Tyne Daly, and Other ‘McNally Actors,’” Playbill Features, posted online March 10, 2014. Used by Permission. All rights reserved, Playbill, Inc.

•Los Angeles Times: “Gay Theater? No, Just Life,” in Calendar (December 8, 1996).




Introduction

“Flights of the Imagination, Journeys of the Heart”—McNally’s Idea of Theater

Raymond-Jean Frontain

As children’s theater director Lou Nuncle excitedly explores a long-shuttered theater building in McNally’s Dedication, or The Stuff of Dreams (2005), he imagines how he would restore and use the space.


I would transform this shabby, forgotten, forlorn room into a place of wonder and imagination again. That chandelier would sparkle anew if I had to polish every crystal myself. The aisles would be newly carpeted in a gesture of welcome and respect. Those rows of broken seats would be reclaimed in a plush red velvet that said, “Sit down, children, you are safe here. We are going to take you on a wonderful journey to China or Persia or Timbuktu.” (McNally, Dedication, 26–27)



A theater should be a palace of “wonder and imagination,” its furniture and appointments as rich and splendid as the emotional journey on which a play takes the human spirit.

But more than a physical site, theater is a stimulus to the sympathetic imagination—that is, the opportunity for an audience member to participate in the life of another person and make that physical and emotional connection without which, as Johnny cautions in Frankie and Johnny in the Clair de Lune (1987), we die.1 Continuing his address to an imaginary audience of children, Lou warns them about the behaviors expected of responsible audience members, which include the following:


No talking unless the action becomes so unbearably exciting that you have to call out: “Turn around, Robin Hood, quick, the Sheriff is going to kill you.” Or so sad that you won’t be able to live if you don’t speak up. It’s up to you that Tinker Bell doesn’t die, that Abraham doesn’t sacrifice his firstborn. For the precious time that you are here and we actors are before you, the future of the world is yours to decide. Think about it. The possibilities are boundless, the responsibility is yours. (McNally, Dedication, 27)



In short, Lou is calling for the kind of participatory theater described by a village puppeteer to two American matrons on a tour of India in the playwright’s A Perfect Ganesh (1993): “In India we participate in theatre. We don’t sit back, arms folded and say ‘Show me’” (McNally, Ganesh, 87). The responsibility that Lou asks the children in his audience to take is, simply put, the exercise of their ability to respond—that is, engaging wholeheartedly with everything they see, hear, and feel, both in the theater and in their daily lives.2

In part, McNally’s career is a move from plays that call for realistic sets as the background to actions that happen in supposedly real time, to a fully Shakespearean theater in which time and space are fluid and the play’s language and actors’ gestures establish for the audience everything they need to know concerning a scene’s setting and circumstances, thereby stimulating audience members to see with their mind’s eye. Thus, while plays like And Things That Go Bump in the Night, The Ritz, and Frankie and Johnny in the Claire de Lune (and even a later play like Golden Age) observe the Aristotelian unities of time, place, and action, and depend in part upon realistic sets for their effects, plays like A Perfect Ganesh, Love! Valour! Compassion!, Some Men, and And Away We Go call for scenes (and, in the latter two plays, entire decades and centuries) to overlap or bleed into one another, for an actor to play multiple parts with only the donning or removal of a hat, for the same space to function first as a living room and then as a tennis court, and for a river to be created by the unfurling of a bolt of blue cloth. The latter plays make increasingly heavier use of soliloquies and dramatic monologues (“arias” McNally terms such speeches) that, as in Shakespeare, allow the audience to penetrate the otherwise hidden recesses of a character’s mind. The absence of a realistic set frees the audience to discover unity in seeming division, and coherence in apparent riot and chaos—as when in Master Class (1995) the language of Shakespeare’s Lady Macbeth coincides with both the music of Giuseppe Verdi and the traumatic past personal experience of diva Maria Callas to illuminate the challenges offered to both a student performer of a Verdi aria and the ticket holder sitting in McNally’s audience to live his or her life with mut (courage) and style. Or when in the final scenes of Some Men (2007) what seems to have been a pastiche of loosely connected, historically discrete scenes is revealed to contain multiple connections not known to the characters or anticipated by the audience. Far from living separate, disconnected lives in different cities and decades, the “some men” of the title function as colored pieces of glass in the constantly changing kaleidoscope of modern gay life: names and circumstances may differ, but a desire for connection makes us all one.

Significantly, in Dedication Lou concludes that the stimulation afforded by an excellent production of an engaging play can leave audience members breathless with excitement or “so sad that you won’t be able to live if you don’t speak up.” Yet, McNally recognizes, the more powerful the performance, the more devastating the close of the final curtain. As Shakespeare’s Prospero understands only too well, the revels must end or there would be no opportunity for the audience, after leaving the theater, to grasp the extent to which their quotidian lives have been altered by their experience of the play.


And always the curtain will fall, the story will have ended, and we actors go home now. But something has changed. Tinker Bell has lived. Cinderella has found her Prince. You [the audience] will go back to your real world and it will still be raw and painful, ugly even, but maybe a little less so because of what you have seen here today. Harmony and happiness were possible. And I [the actor] will go back to my real world and it, too, will be a little more bearable, a little less unbearable because of what I have given you—and in giving you, have given myself: love and laughter, which are a good deal more nourishing at your age than bread and games. Hell, at any age. (McNally, Dedication, 27–28)



Theater, Lou’s partner Jessie offers, allows audience members to participate in “flights of the imagination . . . , journeys of the heart” (90). But these flights and journeys must always return their participants to the “real” world in which the engaged audience member can now live with a greater appreciation of what it means to be human. “[T]heatre is not a place to hide from the world but instead the very place where we may finally discover our true selves,” McNally writes in his preface to A Man of No Importance (2002, i). The stimulation offered by a play should be such that an audience member feels that he will burst if he does not verbalize his excitement during the course of the performance, but that ability to respond also suggests the extent to which the quality of one’s life outside the theater will be enhanced by one’s willingness to engage with what one witnesses on stage.

The author of some twenty-eight full-length plays, twenty-two short or one-act plays, ten books for musicals, five opera libretti, and eleven film scripts or teleplays—not to mention a dozen or more skits written for benefit performances—Terrence McNally has taken countless audiences on flights of the imagination and journeys of the heart. For more than fifty years, he explored theater’s ability to forge those emotional, physical, spiritual, and intellectual connections without which we die, the individual by cowering in fear behind the “walls or screens or whatever they are . . . [,] partitions” (McNally, Lips Together, Teeth Apart, 81) that insecure individuals defensively erect, and society by sinking into the blind, suffocating anxiety imaged by the terrifying darkness that overcomes Ruby and her brood at the close of McNally’s first professionally produced play, And Things That Go Bump in the Night (1965).

The sundry pieces collected in this volume elaborate several of McNally’s most passionately held beliefs about theater: that theater is both the product and fomenter of community; that it is people (that is, characters or personalities) that make for good drama, not actions or ideas; and that a theater that fails to resist censorship results in the gradual erasure of those very same social bonds that theater was founded to create. These themes repeatedly dovetail in the essays and reflections that follow inasmuch as, as McNally points out again and again, individuals must band together to resist censorship and fight injustice as a community, while the individual artist’s failure to control her ego and direct her talents in the best interests of the play can only lessen the impact of a production. At the same time, the theater community’s gathering to recognize the achievements of its individual members is one of the most important things that any profession can do. In the process, McNally’s essays give witness to his own involvement in the New York theater community—over a period that witnessed the rise of the Off-Broadway movement, the impact of the AIDS epidemic on the creative community, audiences’ gradual acceptance of openly gay characters, and the self-defeating corporatization of Broadway—as a writer, reader and member of the human race.

THEATER AS A COLLABORATIVE PROCESS

“We worked together,” Maria Callas says of her various conductors in Master Class; “art is collaboration” (37). Callas gives voice to what is possibly McNally’s most deeply held conviction, that theater is created by a community in which the playwright, director, actors, designers, and stagehands work in a synchronicity that transcends individual egos. What is more, a good performance helps either to strengthen the bonds shared by the audience or to create a community—however briefly—among audience members where none had existed before.

In the opening pages of an autobiography begun in the 1980s but never completed, McNally notes that the experience of a playwright is antithetical to that of the novelist. The latter works in solitude, is solely responsible for the words that appear on the page, and is not in the room with the reader as he or she responds to those words. For the playwright, conversely, “theatre is collaboration. My new play is my lines interpreted by someone else as directed by someone else in a physical environment designed by someone else. To say at an opening night [that] the play is 100% mine would be both arrogant and untrue. Theatre is everyone involved with it.”3

What is more, the playwright—again, unlike the novelist—has an immediate and intense relationship with his audience, which is the final collaboration without which a play cannot succeed.


I know when an audience is enthralled, hostile or just plain indifferent to my work. We are all in the same room at the same time together: playwright and audience. . . . There is no asking “Did you, did you like it?” A playwright knows. That is, unless he is deaf to the coughs and shifting seats and blind to the empty seats after intermission.



“The audience is the final character you add to the cast list of a play,” McNally told interviewer Gregory Bossler (7), and few contemporary playwrights have been as intimately connected to both his actors and his audience as McNally. He is known in theater circles for the quickness of his ear and his willingness to incorporate into a script what he learns from an actor’s delivery or an audience’s response. (As McNally writes below, he himself was not fully aware of the depth of the emotion contained in the apologia for the creative life that he wrote for Maria Callas in the final speech of Master Class until he heard it delivered by actress Zoe Caldwell: “I needed a great actress to show me what I had meant all along.”) His commitment to writing theater that depends upon a live performance, rather than writing literature to be studied in a classroom, may explain why he’s not been taken up by academic critics.4 Likewise, although he is not as indifferent as Shakespeare to preserving his texts in print, his failure to shepherd through the press more carefully scrutinized editions of some of his plays suggests that he is generally more concerned with writing his next play than with preserving the text of his last: proofreading is a solitary activity, whereas while he is writing he can engage mentally with the voices of his actors. (“Having Zoe [Caldwell] or Nathan [Lane] in my head is also company. Writing’s very lonely, so I can use all the company I can get”; Bossler, 9.)

It is the collaborative aspect of play-making that is most frequently on display in McNally’s works about theater like It’s Only a Play (1985, with major revisions in 1992 and 2014), The Last Mile (1992), Master Class, A Man of No Importance, Ghost Light (2002), Dedication, Golden Age (2012), And Away We Go (2013), Great Scott (2015) and Immortal Longings (2019). None of these plays is metatheatrical in that the play within the play (or opera within the opera) does not serve primarily to comment on the nature of actuality and acting, or of play and reality. Rather, each reveals in its own way the challenges that must be addressed in bringing a production to life, and the gratification that a creative artist knows after investing all of one’s talent and energy in a project, whatever the seemingly insurmountable problems that arise in the process. For example, Act I of Great Scott shows the final dress rehearsal of a new opera in which everything goes wrong, while Act II delivers the opening night performance in which everything proceeds perfectly. In the process, however, McNally’s libretto demonstrates what an artist sacrifices to create a work of art that is important to innumerable other people emotionally and, even, to the community economically. Conversely, It’s Only a Play—in which the principals attending an opening night party await what prove devastating reviews of their play—grows from McNally’s own disappointment following the failure of his first Broadway outing, And Things That Go Bump in the Night, which was savaged by critics who could not countenance the play’s easy acceptance of one character’s homosexuality and, thus, McNally’s transplanting to Broadway the ethos of the evolving Off Broadway movement. After hurling recriminations at one another, the playwright, actors, director and producer in It’s Only a Play eventually find themselves excitedly brainstorming to conceive and mount an entirely new production: their creative energy is such that failure, no matter how painful, can only spur them to a greater effort in which each individual’s particular strength is reinforced in a network of interdependencies. In It’s Only a Play McNally dramatizes in a collaborative context the quality for which he praises dramaturg Jonathan Alpers in a memorial collected in this volume: “great patience for the process of theatre itself and an inexhaustible enthusiasm for the next project, no matter what the fate of the one that had just preceded it.”

The ability of theater to energize all of the individuals involved in a production is nowhere better on display than in the “Going Up” scene in A Man of No Importance, a number for which there is no basis in the film of the same title on which the musical is based, and whose lines lyricist Lynn Ahrens acknowledges she incorporated into her and Stephen Flaherty’s score.5 The scene expresses the joy that comes from being involved in a play, theater offering a welcome relief from the tedium and disappointments of daily life and, thus, bringing members of a parish’s amateur dramatic society together in a way that the weekly mass celebrated in the church building next door cannot. As one member of the company says, “Keep me off the stage too long and I start to shrivel up. My soul needs the exercise” (McNally, Man of No Importance, 24). McNally’s book demonstrates how a community is formed off stage as well as on, as the company members quietly refrain from judging one another’s sexual transgressions lest they exacerbate a colleague/friend’s pain. In a related vein, perhaps the most moving scene in And Away We Go is that in which Peter, an actor dying of an AIDS-related illness, is surrounded by his fellow actors, whose recollections of the parts that Peter played comment movingly on the way that he lived his life: the actor and the man, like his personal friends and professional acting partners, are one.

McNally’s insistence in his plays and in the pieces that follow upon the importance of collaboration should not be surprising in view of McNally’s long demonstrated talent for and pleasure in working with others. Early in his career he collaborated with Leonard Melfi and Israel Horovitz on three triptychs—Morning, Noon and Night (1968), “Cigarettes, Whiskey and Wild, Wild Women” (1973), and Faith, Hope and Charity (1988)—in which the three playwrights agreed in advance only on a single set, the number of male and female actors, and whose one-act play would illustrate which term in their jointly conceived title. (In 1996, McNally continued the exercise with Joe Pintauro and Lanford Wilson in By the Sea, By the Sea, By the Beautiful Sea, each man writing a one-act for two actresses and one actor that takes place on a public beach at dawn, midday or dusk.) Likewise, McNally has twice participated in the Twenty-Four Hour Play festival in which six playwrights, six directors and twenty-four actors gather at 10 p.m. one night, divide into six groups, and have exactly twenty-four hours to write a script, and then cast, rehearse and perform that one-act for a paying audience. McNally’s Teacher’s Break, which starred Jason Butler Harner, Justin Long, Cynthia Nixon, and Maura Tierney, and was directed by Jessica Bauman, received top honors at the 2008 festival.

Not surprisingly, McNally’s passionate belief in the collaborative nature of theater makes him the ideal author of the book for a musical. As he acknowledges in two of the essays reprinted below, the task of the librettist is possibly the most thankless in musical theater: “musicals are called music-als for a reason. People go to musicals to hear the music, not the book.” Yet the librettist is the ultimate collaborator, providing the blueprint for the house that the creative ensemble builds as a team. In McNally’s case it involves, first, collaborating silently with the author of the original text: with John Steinbeck on Here’s Where I Belong (1968), a musical based on the latter’s East of Eden; with Manuel Puig on Kiss of the Spider Woman (1993); with E. L. Doctorow on Ragtime (1998); with screen writers Simon Beaufoy and Barry Devlin on The Full Monty (2000) and A Man of No Importance (2002), respectively; with Frank Abagnale on Catch Me If You Can (2011); with Friedrich Dürrenmatt on The Visit (2015); with Sister Helen Prejean on the opera, Dead Man Walking (2000); and with Chita Rivera on her career retrospective, Chita Rivera: The Dancer’s Life (2005). He then works closely with the musical team who “write the music and words he can only dream of” (“We aim for the stars but we can’t get there by ourselves”): with Stephen Flaherty and Lynn Ahrens on Ragtime, A Man of No Importance, and Anastasia; with David Yazbek on The Full Monty; with Mark Shaiman and Scott Wittman on Catch Me If You Can; with Jake Heggie on the operas Dead Man Walking and Great Scott; and, in one of the most successful pairings of a librettist with a song writing team, with the legendary John Kander and Fred Ebb on The Rink (1984), Kiss of the Spider Woman, Chita, and The Visit. (So closely is McNally associated with Kander and Ebb that he has been repeatedly called upon to take part in ceremonies honoring them, as the three encomia and one eulogy collected below attest.)

Although a distinguished playwright, McNally willingly accepts the vital yet less-celebrated role of the librettist in order to advance a project—and with excellent results. As one of the producers acknowledged to him on the opening night of Ragtime (which was based on a novel that included a dizzying number of intersecting subplots), “it’s only because you sat down three years ago and cracked this thing, found the means to unfold it on the stage,” that the play finally made it to what would be a highly successful, Tony Award-winning Broadway run.6

The testimonials and eulogies collected in section IV reveal the responsibility that McNally assumes as a member of the theater community. His close friends and collaborators are those people who live for theater as completely as he himself does. Thus, he applauds Elaine Steinbeck’s “appetite for theatre [which] is equaled by her appetite for life,” making her the perfect audience member; and Ruth Goetz’s “staggering love for the theatre . . . , enthusiasm and energy for the new, and . . . impatience with the clichéd and incompetent.” Marian Seldes is celebrated for her inspirational “passion for what we do,” while longtime collaborator Chita Rivera is lauded for being “a creature of the theatre”—that is, “someone who knows that a life in the theatre is its own reward, that it is not an audition for anything else but, rather, a lifetime commitment.” He offers particular praise for those who mentor others; thus, Edward Albee is celebrated as much for his bold exploration of the dark regions of human experience and his creation of a radically new theater idiom, as he is for generously supporting countless younger playwrights. Nearly all of the testimonials and memorials collected here witness to McNally’s urge to celebrate how one person—whether a playwright, actor, composer, lyricist, producer, dramaturg, or particularly enthusiastic audience member—makes a community of the theater. Significantly, by taking part in so many awards ceremonies, and memorial services, McNally excels in his own role as a member of that community.

McNally’s regard for the collaborative nature of theater animates his bold challenge to producers in what is likely the most controversial address collected here, “Where Are the Producers?” It should be noted from the start that McNally has a high regard for theater producers. As he writes of the legendary Kermit Bloomgarden,


a producer’s name can mean something as shining and promising as our best playwrights and most thrilling stars. It can be the culmination of years of experience. It can represent personal taste that an audience has come to trust, as they did in Mr. Bloomgarden’s case. It can be a pledge to create something special where three weeks earlier there had been a bare stage and some actors clutching a script. It is not a guarantee of success—I don’t think an audience demands it. It should be a commitment to excellence and boldness—that I think an audience does demand.



Elsewhere he praises producer Robert Whitehead, who nursed Master Class—a play about an opera singer that initially no one expected would find an audience beyond a small niche of opera lovers—through its developmental stages to a highly successful Broadway run. On numerous occasions McNally has expressed his gratitude to producers Ted Mann and Paul Libin who, after bringing And Things that Go Bump in the Night in under budget, decided to run the play for several weeks at reduced ticket prices (all seats one dollar on week nights and two dollars on Friday and Saturday evenings) after it received scathingly negative reviews, thereby allowing a play valued by the producers to gain a strong word-of-mouth following and the novice playwright to learn from his audience’s response what was and was not working.7

It was precisely the strength of McNally’s past collaborations with so many quality producers that emboldened him to confront those overly cautious members of the profession whose determination to manufacture a surefire hit led to their basing a new musical on a movie or television show proven already to appeal to a broad audience, and whose spreading the financial investment over as broad a ground as possible (with sometimes twenty-five names appearing above the title) allowed for a commensurate deflection of artistic responsibility.8 For, McNally felt, concomitant with the advent of bigbudget productions designed to awe the audience with computer-generated special effects had been the replacement of the influential producer like Kermit Bloomgarden or Robert Whitehead with a corporation in which no one person dares to take the risks that make for great theater. The result of such overly cautious maneuvers—of the “corporatization” of Broadway, as it were—are shows during which an audience sits back, arms folded, and says “Show me”—that is, the kind of passive theater that precludes the audience’s collaboration. “A producer is a dreamer,” McNally argues.


He’s the one who says if I put that script with that director with that actor with that designer I will have something that maybe, just maybe, if we all do our jobs right, will knock everybody else’s socks off . . . . Now a playwright and a director and an actor have pretty much that same dream, too. The difference is we don’t put it all together. We don’t initiate the project. We write, we direct, we act. We don’t produce. We don’t want to, we don’t know how to. We need your expertise and leadership. We’re the dreams; you’re the dreamers. We don’t exist without you.



A producer’s reluctance to take chances can only make for a weak or broken link in the chain of collaboration, dooming that production to mediocrity, if not failure. As McNally argues in a 2002 interview, “It’s imperative to have individuals back in the theater putting their tastes onstage and on the line. Theater is a mom-and-pop operation. It always was, and we’ve seen too much corporate theater, where it’s about product” rather than collaboration (Bossler, 12).

PEOPLE, NOT ACTIONS OR IDEAS

“I find theatre very visceral and very central. I want theatre that has the immediacy of a good lasagna or an exquisite wine. To me you can feel it and taste it,” McNally tells interviewer David Savran. For this reason, “the theatre is not a place to exercise your mind. I want the theatre to introduce me to people I would not meet in my own life, [to] shock me, startle me, but I don’t want it to tell me what I should be thinking” (Savran, 135). For McNally it is people who are the source of great theater, not ideas or themes, no matter how important or consequential the latter may be (such as Bertold Brecht’s gleeful examination of the soul-deadening consequences of capitalism or Larry Kramer’s prophetic denunciation of governmental indifference to the spreading AIDS epidemic). Nor is it extraordinary actions, whether the protagonist’s leading a revolution by storming a barricade, the spectacular descent of a helicopter, or the sudden crash of an enormous chandelier to the stage. The collaboration that is at the heart of the theater experience includes the connection that the audience member makes with the characters whose lives are being depicted on stage. And for that connection to be made, those characters must be people that the audience is not likely to meet in their own lives, yet who “shock” and “startle” by the richness of their personality or the complexity of their concerns; they cannot be mouthpieces for the author’s political beliefs, much less two dimensional figures who are pawns employed to advance the action.

Explaining his writing process, McNally notes simply that “I start with characters who interest me” (DiGaetani, 222). The germ of a McNally play is his conceiving of a character or a set of characters, and then exploring how they would interact under a changing set of circumstances. For example, McNally explains that the genesis of his Tony Award–winning Master Class was his sitting in the audience one evening at a benefit performance and suddenly envisioning the soprano Maria Callas arriving to teach a voice class at Juilliard where she dismisses the applause accorded her by the assembled students and onlookers. The play’s opening and closing lines—“No applause” and “Well, that’s that,” respectively—seemed to come to him out of the blue. As he hurriedly jotted them down on the program he held in his lap, he realized, half jokingly, that “[a]ll I have to do is write the play that connects them” (McNally, Selected Works, 468–69).
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