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“We devoured books as if they were popcorn. There was hardly a panhandler or fire chaser among us who didn’t know Proust, Gide, Pushkin, Tolstoy, Nietzsche, and all the rest of the great scribblers in good standing.”—Ben Hecht on newspapermen of the early 20th century.​[1]
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Educate Yourself

Read Like A Wolf Eats

Be Excellent to Each Other

Books Then, Books Now, Books Forever
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Dedicated to My Sister Carla
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Bai Juyi went to Zen master Daolin of the Tang Dynasty and asked what one must do in order to live in accord with the Tao. Daolin answered, “One must avoid doing evil, and one must do as much good as possible.” Bai Juyi was surprised at the simplicity of this answer and said, “Even a child knows that.” “True,” replied Daolin, “even a child of three knows this but even a man of 80 fails to live up to it.”

A seeker after truth once asked a wise person how to seek God. The wise person replied, “The ways to God are as many as there are created beings. But the shortest and easiest is to serve others, not to bother others, and to make others happy.”

The Zen master Gisan was taking a bath. The water was too hot, so he asked a student to add some cold water to the bath. The student brought a bucket of cold water, added some cold water to the bath, and then threw the rest of the water on a rocky path. Gisan scolded the student: “Everything can be used. Why did you waste the rest of the water by pouring it on the path? There are some plants nearby which could have used the water. What right do you have to waste even a drop of water?” The student became enlightened and changed his name to Tekisui, which means “Drop of Water.”

While walking along a river, two monks noticed a lettuce leaf floating downstream. “How sad,” said one of the monks, who knew that Zen master Gisan lived one mile upstream. “Gizan has started to waste food.” Just then, Gisan burst out of the bushes, panting and sweating, jumped into the river, and began to swim downstream after the lettuce leaf. The two monks bowed low in the direction of Zen master Gisan, and then they continued their walk.

Human beings have free will. According to the Babylonian Niddah 16b, whenever a baby is to be conceived, the Lailah (angel in charge of contraception) takes the drop of semen that will result in the conception and asks God, “Sovereign of the Universe, what is going to be the fate of this drop? Will it develop into a robust or into a weak person? An intelligent or a stupid person? A wealthy or a poor person?” The Lailah asks all these questions, but it does not ask, “Will it develop into a righteous or a wicked person?” The answer to that question lies in the decisions to be freely made by the human being that is the result of the conception.
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Chapter 1: From Actors to Bathrooms
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Actors

• When Gordon Davidson agreed to produce Oliver Hailey’s play Who’s Happy Now?, he asked Mr. Hailey which actress he thought would be right to play the role of the mother. Mr. Hailey said that he had written the role for an actress whom he had never met but had seen in movies: Betty Garrett. He added that Mr. Davidson might find it difficult to contact her. Mr. Davidson simply smiled, dialed a telephone number, and said, “Hello, Betty — it’s Gordon. I have a playwright who says he wrote a part especially for you. Would you be willing to read it?” She did read it, and she also requested that the play be given a full production rather than be performed for only a single night — something that made Mr. Hailey happy. Mr. Hailey was also happy when he heard Ms. Garrett read the role. He thought, “That’s Betty Garrett. Reading lines I wrote — and she’s going to memorize them, too!” During rehearsals, Mr. Davison made a suggestion to Mr. Hailey, “You wrote that part for Betty. She’s playing wonderfully — but don’t you think you owe her a little more, especially in the third act?” Mr. Hailey immediately wrote a new speech for Ms. Garrett. He said, “I immediately left the room, yellow pad and pencil in hand, walked for about an hour, writing as I walked, [and] returned with what I still feel is the best speech I’ve ever written. Betty, of course, played it beautifully, Gordon beamed (that damn dimple [of his] grew even larger) and I learned what real collaboration meant.”​[2]

• Not everyone should have—or adopt—children. The first husband of actress Eileen Atkins could not have children, and since people advised them to adopt, they started to go through the process of adoption. One day, the doorbell rang, and when Ms. Atkins opened the door, an infant was on the doorstep. She immediately thought, “My God—they’ve delivered it.” She also says, “The blood ran out of every vein. I thought this is your life, for the next 20 years, and I just did not want it.” Needless to say, they did not adopt. (The infant actually belonged to a woman who was going door to door selling cloths. Ms. Atkins did not notice her at first glance.) By the way, another thing that Ms. Atkins does not care for is someone stroking her head when she is ill. She told fellow actress Judi Dench, “I can see it, I’ll be lying there, paralyzed, and my husband will be stroking my brow, and I shan’t be able to protest at the last.” A problem-solver, Ms. Dench gave her a silver disk on a chain. The silver disk had written on it, “Don’t stroke my head.” And for Ms. Atkins’ birthday, Ms. Dench sent her a cake with “Don’t stroke my head” written in icing on it. Ms. Atkins thanked her with a limerick: “There once was a Dame name of Jude / who thrilled the entire multitude / she was fond of a joke and often a poke / but thought frottage was really quite rude.” Ms. Atkins says about the limerick, “It’s not terribly witty, but it’s got the word ‘frottage’ in it, which I learnt last week and am extremely proud of. For frottage’s sake, I share it.”​[3]

• Here are some David Garrick stories: 1) David Garrick, the famous 18th-century actor, was short, standing only five-feet-four-inches tall. Mr. Garrick and Spranger Barry once engaged in a theatrical competition. They both played Romeo at two theaters located near each other and tried to attract larger audiences than the other. Garrick’s lack of height caused a wit to compose this epigram: “So reversed are the notions of Capulet’s daughters, / One loves a whole length, the other three-quarters.” 2) When Samuel Foote was making some puppets, he was asked if they would be life-sized. Mr. Foote mischievously replied, “Oh, no, not much larger than Garrick.” 3) Mr. Garrick once entered a coach, but the coach driver refused to move until three other passengers had climbed aboard. Therefore, Mr. Garrick surreptitiously got out of the coach three times and ostentatiously—appearing to be three different people—got aboard it. Thinking the coach was full, the driver drove off. 4) Like many great actors, the great 18th-century actor David Garrick had a rubbery face with which he could create many different expressions. Once, as Sir Joshua Reynolds was trying to paint him, Mr. Garrick changed his expression each time the famous artist looked at him.​[4]

• Many people think that acting is a glamorous profession, but often it is not. Eva Green acted in a play for a while, but she hated it. She explains, “I was in this play, and I didn’t get on with the director and didn’t like the play. It was very grotesque, you know? Too much make-up and wigs and I was playing, like, this coquette. I was on stage for most of the time apart from three minutes when I was allowed to go off and pee in a bucket. And for those three minutes I was sitting on a bucket, peeing and crying at the same time. Oh, it was terrible. It was a nightmare. I hated it so much.” By the way, her father, although his main job is being a dentist, acted in the classic movie Au Hazard Balthazar. Ms. Green says that her father “hated the whole experience. You can see it in the film. He has two scenes—he’s sitting on a bench, and he looks so bored. [Director Robert] Bresson could be very precise, very specific, and he was quite hard on my father. My father was like, ‘I’m a dentist. I don’t want to be an actor anyway. Why are you shouting at me?’”​[5]

• Here are some Henry Irving anecdotes: 1) The great actress Ellen Terry once said that if she were to die, her co-star, Sir Henry Irving, would say, “What a pity,” pause, and then ask, “Who is there—er—to go on for her tonight?” 2) A reporter once asked the great 19th-century actor Sir Henry Irving, “To what do you attribute your success?” Sir Henry replied, “To my acting.” 3) Sir Henry Irving faced a problem when he wanted to play Napoleon, a short man—he was too tall to play him. Sir Henry solved the problem by having the stage props built oversize and by appearing on stage in the company of men who were very tall. 4) The great 19th-century actor Sir Henry Irving was a generous employer. When he hired Jessie Millward, he found out that she had been making £5 a week. He said that he couldn’t pay her that amount, and she was disappointed—until he said that he would pay her £12 a week for the first year and £16 a week for the following year.​[6]

• Actor Brian Blessed is respectful of courage. He played Banquo to Peter O’Toole’s Macbeth in 1980, and he says that the critics “eviscerated” Mr. O’Toole, who was very aware of and very affected by what they were saying and writing about him. At one point shortly before the play closed, Mr. Blessed saw Mr. O’Toole in his dressing room, emotionally in pain and “on his knees, screaming like a banshee, destroyed in heart and soul.” Mr. Blessed told him, “F**k it, Peter,” believing as he did that “the audience were only coming to see him suffer.” Mr. O’Toole, however, replied, “No—I’ll go on.” Mr. Blessed says, “I have never—never!—seen courage like that. My dad, who once saved 300 lives down the [coal-mining] pit, said he knew of no one who had the courage O’Toole displayed that evening.”​[7]

• Artist James Montgomery Flagg was a friend of the Barrymores, whom he greatly respected and liked. He remembers being with John “Jack” Barrymore in his dressing room after a theatrical performance. Jack was in his undershirt and was removing his makeup. Mr. Flagg remembers that some of the makeup got on Jack’s undershirt, which was already stained with makeup. Mr. Flagg wrote about Jack’s undershirt, “Obviously, it had not collected all that gruesome brown in a mere week.” Mr. Flagg remembers that Jack did not dance. He asked him about it, and Jack replied, “Unless I could be the best god*mned dancer in the world, I wouldn’t dance!” Of course, Jack had a drinking problem, but Mr. Flagg evaluated Jack in this way: “Great in spite of grog.”​[8]

• Benjamin Terry attempted to get his young daughter Nellie interested in acting on the stage by having her play the Spirit of the Mustard Pot. However, during rehearsals of the pantomime, she screamed and kicked whenever she was placed in the Mustard Pot. Her father was embarrassed and told her, “You’ll never make an actress.” He was wrong—young Nellie grew up to become the great actress Ellen Terry. In 1925, when she was 77 years old, actress Ellen Terry became a Dame of the British Empire. King George V performed the private ceremony in the Throne Room, following which Ms. Terry turned around and walked out, and then exclaimed, “Oh, dear! I quite forgot to walk out backward!” King George V laughed.​[9]

• Sir Ralph Richardson once starred as Macbeth in a critically savaged production. The morning after opening night, his colleague Raymond Westwell arrived at the theater at the same time as he to pick up his mail. Mr. Westwell didn’t speak to him, either because he didn’t see him or because he was too embarrassed to say anything after reading the critical notices. After the second performance, Sir Ralph Richardson joked to him, “You cut me this morning. If you do it again, I shall bruit it about that you were seen playing Banquo to my Macbeth.”​[10]

• O. Smith, nee Richard John Smith, acquired his nickname because of his performance as the malevolent Obi, or Three-Fingered Jack. A 19th-century actor, he was the Boris Karloff of his day—menacing onstage, but gentle offstage—and he was so popular that if his troupe wanted to produce a play that did not contain a malevolent character for him to act, one had to be created. For example, when his troupe played John Buckstone’s Last Days of Pompeii, the character of the Witch of Vesuvius was created especially for him.​[11]

• Some actors and actresses refuse to miss a performance. One such actress was Ethel Merman, about whom it was said that if you wanted to vanish from show business, the best way was to be her understudy. Why? She once said, “I’m gonna take a chance on some young cutie going out there and being better than me? Fat chance!” (Actually, she used stronger language than that.) One of Dick Cavett’s friends was Ms. Merman’s understudy in Call Me Madam. This understudy was told, “If a cement truck hits Ethel, she goes on.”​[12]

• Eli Wallach once auditioned for the part of the soothsayer in William Shakespeare’s Antony and Cleopatra. He had said perhaps six lines when the man auditioning him, Guthrie McClintic, said, “I’ll read the part of Antony,” and then performed a long monologue while Mr. Wallach listened. Mr. McClintic then said, “That was a wonderful scene. Good! That was good. Yup, you’ve got the part.” Mr. Wallach reflected, “It pays to listen.”​[13]

• Edwin Forrest (1806-1872) was immensely proud of his performances as King Lear. A friend once complimented him: “Mr. Forrest, I never saw you play Lear as well as you did last night.” The compliment, however, made Mr. Forrest angry. He responded, “Play Lear! What do you mean, sir? I do not play Lear. I play Hamlet, Richard, Shylock, Virginius, but by God, sir, I am Lear!”​[14]

• Alexander Woollcott was a sometime actor, and after playing the Sheridan Whiteside character in The Man Who Came to Dinner, he made a curtain speech in which he said, “It’s not true that the role of the obnoxious Sheridan Whiteside was patterned after me. Whiteside is merely a composite of the better qualities of the play’s two authors.”​[15]

• Paul, Joe, Mark, and Stephen McGann are all brothers, and they are all actors. Constantly, each of them is mistaken for one of his brothers. Paul points out an advantage of these cases of mistaken identity: “I can always say, ‘Thank you, so glad you liked it.’ Or if they didn’t like it, I can say, ‘Oh, that was Stephen, actually.’”​[16]

• At first, Zero Mostel wasn’t interested in the script that later became Fiddler on the Roof. Walter Matthau read for the part instead, and told the producers, “You know who you should get to play this part, don’t you? Zero!” The producers told him, “If we could get Zero, do you think you’d be reading for it?”​[17]

• John Barrymore was playing Richard III when someone laughed as he declaimed, “A horse, a horse! My kingdom for a horse!” Mr. Barrymore pointed to the section of the theater where the laugh had come from and said, “Make haste and saddle yonder braying ass!”​[18]

• Actress Coral Browne once performed in a production of Oedipus Rex that featured a 19-foot-long golden phallus. When she was asked what she thought of it, she replied, “Well, it’s no one I know.”​[19]

• When the fortyish great actress Jane Cowl was criticized for appearing on stage as Shakespeare’s 14-year-old Juliet, she replied, “You have to be forty to understand the wonder of being fourteen.”​[20]

• Theatrical director George Abbott detested Method acting. A young Method actor once asked him, “What is my motivation?” Mr. Abbott replied, “Your job.”​[21]

• When British character actress Margaret Rutherford was made a Dame of the Order of the British Empire, she commented, “I’d better pull my socks up.”​[22]

Advice

• Fay Kanin wrote a play titled Goodbye, My Fancy. Max Gordon, a man who had produced the hit Born Yesterday, read and liked the play, but in a meeting with Ms. Kanin, he pointed out that he could produce one more play that season. He also said that he had to choose between two plays. One play was by the hit-making team George S. Kaufman and Edna Ferber, and the other was by Fay Kanin, an unknown. He then asked Ms. Kanin, “Now if you were me, which would you choose?” Ms. Kanin was honest, and she said that she would choose the play by Mr. Kaufman and Ms. Ferber. Mr. Gordon did produce that play, and it closed quickly. Ms. Kanin and her husband produced her play, even though they had to get a bigger mortgage on their house to do so. Goodbye, My Fancy turned out to be a big hit. One day, Mr. Gordon attended the play and then said to Ms. Kanin, “Why did you have to give me such lousy advice?”​[23]

• Sacha Guitry was a great French theater and film actor. Once a young USAmerican woman asked him to hear her recite and then give her advice. Mr. Guitry agreed, listened to the woman, and then kissed her on the cheek and advised her, “My dear child, marry soon. Goodbye.”​[24]

Alcohol

• British actor Leslie Banks was at a cocktail party where an inebriated gentleman complained that Mr. Banks wasn’t drinking. Mr. Banks replied that he had had one drink and that was enough until he’d finished working that night. “Working at this time of night?” the gentleman asked. “What do you do?” After Mr. Banks had explained that he was an actor, the gentleman replied, “Oh yes, better not have a drink. You’ve got to be careful. It would never do if you went down to the theater and put on the wrong disguise.”​[25]

• Theater critic Michael Billington once enjoyed a lunch with lots of alcoholic refreshments with a Polish critic, and then he left to review a performance of Chekhov’s Three Sisters. However, when he arrived at the theater he noticed that the theater was spinning. He also noticed that the number of sisters seemed to multiply—at one point, he counted 27 sisters! Mr. Billington says, “I fled, guilty and ashamed, and vowed never to drink on the job again.”​[26]

• Irish playwright Brendan Behan got drunk and then attended a performance of one of his plays, where he was very rowdy and shouted things at the cast, such as, “Why don’t you do the play properly?” (The cast yelled back at him, “Why don’t you shut up?”) The stage manager told the audience, “How can I throw him out? He’s the author.”​[27]

• Columnist Lucy Mangan’s father once delivered a script to the house of the great actor Sir Ralph Richardson, who asked him in for a drink. Sir Ralph got a bottle of gin and said, “This is for you.” He got another bottle and said, “This is for me.” Then he got a bottle of tonic and said, “We’ll share this.”​[28]

Animals

• Ermines are weasels with white fur that live in the Arctic. Their valuable fur is much sought after by hunters, who trap them by placing salt on the ice. The ermine’s tongue freezes to the ice when it licks the salt. Actor Laurence Olivier read about this in a magazine, and while playing the lead in a 1945 London production of Oedipus the King, he used the effect it had on him to help him produce a bloodcurdling scream.​[29]

• Opera singer Luigi Ravelli regarded his dog as his best critic. Before a performance, he would sing to his dog. If his dog wagged its tail, he would perform happily on stage, but if his dog growled, he would perform unhappily—and would not give his best performance.​[30]

Art

• Rocker Alice Cooper has had some strange experiences. In 1973, he worked with surrealist artist Salvador Dalí, who made a rotating hologram of Mr. Cooper’s head, which (the hologram, not the actual head) is now in the Dalí Museum in St. Petersburg, Florida. According to Mr. Cooper, Dalí was “the strangest thing. I’m pretty sure there are aliens that walk among us. And it’s always the guys who are in first place. The guy in first place is way, way ahead of the guy in second place. The Beatles, for instance — the next band down was way, way down. And that’s Salvador Dalí.” The great artist knew how to make an entrance. Mr. Cooper remembers, “First of all nine nymphs walk in. Then Gala [Mr. Dalí’s wife] walks in — she’s in a full tuxedo and spats, white gloves, the whole lot. Then in comes ‘the Dalí.’ ‘The Dalí is here.’ He’s got a giraffe-skin coat on, blue velvet pants and a pair of Aladdin shoes. He sits down and orders everyone a Scorpion, which is a shell full of every alcohol you can think of, with an orchid floating in it.” So what was it like to work with the great surrealist? Mr. Cooper remembers, “He’d say one word in Portuguese, one word in French, then one word in Italian, as well as some weird surrealistic language. We worked with him for three days [and] then afterwards, at a press conference, a journalist asked me the same thing. I told them, ‘It was great, but I didn’t understand a word he said!’ Then Dalí goes, ‘Perfect! Confusion is the greatest form of communication!’ And I look at him and I go, ‘You speak ENGLISH? After three days of BABBLING?’ By the way, Mr. Cooper was asked to run for Governor of Arizona in the 1980s, but he declined the offer. He remembers, “I told them I didn’t have enough indictments. I wasn’t crooked enough to be a politician. I told them, ‘I can’t take the pay cut!’ Also, it would have killed my golf game.”​[31]
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