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FOREWORD





BY EDWARD ALBEE





A COLLECTION OF occasional pieces—meaning, as I understand it, pieces about occasions, not fripperies—can be a kind of high-wire act or, at best, a going out on several limbs.


Is it interesting what a playwright thinks about the visual arts (which so many of the pieces collected here deal with) or about music, or about critical journalism, or—indeed—his own craft? It can be if the playwright is knowledgeable about his subjects and has one or two provocative or illuminating ideas to throw out and if his essays are done to broaden his vision and to share a “professional” view of his surroundings, and not as dogma but as educated opinion.


Certainly I am not ashamed of the opinions I express here; nor do I claim revolutionary insights for them, but they may illuminate what goes through a playwright’s mind as he reacts to stimulating experience in the areas akin to his creativity. Indeed, I tell my students that if they remain ignorant of or unreceptive to the visual arts and music they are hobbling their craft muscles, for a play is both seen and heard, and the ear and the eye must be highly developed for a playwright to use his craft to his full benefit.


I was fortunate in my education. While I was increasingly dismayed by my adoptive parents as I grew toward reason (my natural parents are unknown to me), by their dedicated anti-intellectualism and their profound racial and social prejudices, I was fortunate that they had money and afforded me a splendid education, in private schools, where I was directed to the wonders of the arts while I was young enough to absorb these wonders without youngmanly prejudice.


And I am convinced that no one is fully educated without a full grounding in the arts.


So . . . Here we are. Forty-two pieces of my mind, written on commission, written as much as anything to inform me about what and how I was thinking. If they are useful beyond that . . . so much the better.














ON THE ZOO STORY
1960


WITH THE EXCEPTION of a three-act sex farce I composed when I was twelve—the action of which occurred aboard an ocean liner, the characters of which were, for the most part, English gentry, and the title of which was, for some reason that escapes me now, Aliqueen—with the exception of that, The Zoo Story (1958), The Death of Bessie Smith, and The Sandbox (both 1959), are my first three plays.


The Zoo Story, written first, received production first—but not in the United States, where one might reasonably expect an American writer to get his first attention. The Zoo Story had its première in Berlin, Germany, on September 28, 1959. How it got to production so shortly after it was written, and how, especially, it got to Berlin, might be of interest—perhaps to point up the Unusual, the Unlikely, the Unexpected, which, with the exception of the fare the commercial theater setup spills out on its dogged audience each season, is the nature of the theater.


Shortly after The Zoo Story was completed, and while it was being read and politely refused by a number of New York producers (which was not to be unexpected, for no one at all had ever heard of its author, and it was a short play, and short plays are, unfortunately, anathema to producers and—supposedly—to audiences), a young composer friend of mine, William Flanagan by name, looked at the play, liked it, and sent it to several friends of his, among them David Diamond, another American composer, resident in Italy; Diamond liked the play and sent it on to a friend of his, a German actor, Pinkas Braun; Braun liked the play, translated it, made a tape recording of it, playing both its roles, which he sent on to Mrs. Stefani Hunzinger, who heads the drama department of the S. Fischer Verlag, a large publishing house in Frankfurt; she, in turn . . . well, through her it got to Berlin, and to production. From New York to Florence to Zurich to Frankfurt to Berlin. And finally back to New York where, on January 14, 1960, it received American production, off-Broadway, at the Provincetown Playhouse, on a double bill with Samuel Beckett’s Krapp’s Last Tape.


I went to Berlin for the opening of The Zoo Story. I had not planned to—it seemed like such a distance, such an expense—but enough friends said to me that, of course, I would be present at the first performance of my first play, that I found myself, quickly enough, replying, yes, yes, of course; I wouldn’t miss it for the world. And so, I went; and I wouldn’t have missed it for the world. I wouldn’t have missed it for the world, despite the fact—as I have learned since—that, for this author, at least, opening nights do not really exist. They happen, but they take place as if in a dream: One concentrates, but one cannot see the stage action clearly; one can hear but barely; one tries to follow the play, but one can make no sense of it. And, if one is called to the stage afterwards to take a bow, one wonders why, for one can make no connection between the work just presented and one’s self. Naturally, this feeling was complicated in the case of The Zoo Story, as the play was being presented in German, a language of which I knew not a word, and in Berlin, too, an awesome city. But, it has held true since. The high points of a person’s life can be appreciated so often only in retrospect.


The Death of Bessie Smith also had its première in Berlin, while The Sandbox was done first in New York.


The Sandbox, which is fourteen minutes long, was written to satisfy a commission from the Festival of Two Worlds for a short dramatic piece for the Festival’s summer program in Spoleto, Italy—where it was not performed. I was, at the time of the commission, at work on a rather longer play, The American Dream, which I subsequently put aside and have, at this writing, just taken up again. For The Sandbox, I extracted several of the characters from The American Dream and placed them in a situation different than, but related to, their predicament in the longer play. They seem happy out of doors, in The Sandbox, and I hope they will not be distressed back in a stuffy apartment, in The American Dream.


Along with The American Dream, I am at various stages of writing, or thinking about, three other plays: two other less-than-full-evening ones—Bedlam and The Substitute Speaker (this a working title)—and a full-evening play, The Exorcism, or: Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?


Careers are funny things. They begin mysteriously and, just as mysteriously, they can end; and I am at just the very beginning of what I hope will be a long and satisfying life in the theater. But, whatever happens, I am grateful to have had my novice work received so well, and so quickly.














WHICH THEATER IS THE ABSURD ONE?
1962


A THEATER PERSON of my acquaintance—a man whose judgment must be respected, though more for the infallibility of his intuition than for his reasoning—remarked just the other week, “The Theater of the Absurd has had it; it’s on its way out; it’s through.”


Now this, on the surface of it, seems to be a pretty funny attitude to be taking toward a theater movement which has, only in the past couple of years, been impressing itself on the American public consciousness. Or is it? Must we judge that a theater of such plays as Samuel Beckett’s Krapp’s Last Tape, Jean Genet’s The Balcony (both long, long runners off-Broadway), and Eugene Ionesco’s Rhinoceros—which, albeit in a hoked-up production, had a substantial season on Broadway—has been judged by the theater public and found wanting?


And shall we have to assume that the Theater of the Absurd Repertory Company, currently playing at New York’s off-Broadway Cherry Lane Theater—presenting works by Beckett, Ionesco, Genet, Arrabal, Jack Richardson, Kenneth Koch, and myself—being the first such collective representation of the movement in the United States, is also a kind of farewell to the movement? For that matter, just what is the Theater of the Absurd?


Well, let me come at it obliquely. When I was told, about a year ago, that I was considered a member in good standing of the Theater of the Absurd I was deeply offended. I was deeply offended because I had never heard the term before and I immediately assumed that it applied to the theater uptown—Broadway.


What (I was reasoning to myself) could be more absurd than a theater in which the aesthetic criterion is something like this: A “good” play is one which makes money; a “bad” play (in the sense of “Naughty! Naughty!” I guess) is one which does not; a theater in which performers have plays rewritten to correspond to the public relations image of themselves; a theater in which playwrights are encouraged (what a funny word!) to think of themselves as little cogs in a great big wheel; a theater in which imitation has given way to imitation of imitation; a theater in which London “hits” are, willy-nilly, in a kind of reverse of chauvinism, greeted in a manner not unlike a colony’s obeisance to the Crown; a theater in which real estate owners and theater party managements predetermine the success of unknown quantities; a theater in which everybody scratches and bites for billing as though it meant access to the last bomb shelter on earth; a theater in which, in a given season, there was not a single performance of a play by Beckett, Brecht, Chekhov, Genet, Ibsen, O’Casey, Pirandello, Shaw, Strindberg—or Shakespeare? What, indeed, I thought, could be more absurd than that? (My conclusions . . . obviously.)


For it emerged that the Theater of the Absurd, aside from being the title of an excellent book by Martin Esslin on what is loosely called the avant-garde theater, was a somewhat less than fortunate catch-all phrase to describe the philosophical attitudes and theater methods of a number of Europe’s finest and most adventurous playwrights and their followers.


I was less offended, but still a little dubious. Simply: I don’t like labels; they can be facile and can lead to nonthink on the part of the public. And unless it is understood that the playwrights of the Theater of the Absurd represent a group only in the sense that they seem to be doing something of the same thing in vaguely similar ways at approximately the same time—unless this is understood, then the labeling itself will be more absurd than the label.




Playwrights, by nature, are grouchy, withdrawn, envious, greedy, suspicious and, in general, quite nice people—and the majority of them wouldn’t be caught dead in a colloquy remotely resembling the following:




lonesco: (At a Left Bank caji table, spying Beckett and Genet strolling past in animated conversation) Hey! Sam! Jean!


Genet: Hey, it’s Eugene! Sam, it’s Eugene!


Beckett: Well, I’ll be damned. Hi there, Eugene boy.


lonesco: Sit down, kids.


Genet: Sure thing.


lonesco: (Rubbing his hands together) Well, what’s new in the Theater of the Absurd?


Beckett: Oh, less than a lot of people think. (They all laugh.)





Etc. No. Not very likely. Get a playwright alone sometime, get a few drinks in him, and maybe he’ll be persuaded to sound off about his “intention” and the like—and hate himself for it the next day. But put a group of playwrights together in a room, and the conversation—if there is any—will, more likely than not, concern itself with sex, restaurants, and the movies.


Very briefly, then—and reluctantly, because I am a playwright and would much rather talk about sex, restaurants, and the movies—and stumblingly, because I do not pretend to understand it entirely, I will try to define the Theater of the Absurd. As I get it, the Theater of the Absurd is an absorption-in-art of certain existentialist and postexistentialist philosophical concepts having to do, in the main, with man’s attempts to make sense for himself out of his senseless position in a world which makes no sense—which makes no sense because the moral, religious, political and social structures man has erected to “illusion” himself have collapsed.


Albert Camus put it this way: “A world that can be explained by reasoning, however faulty, is a familiar world. But in a universe that is suddenly deprived of illusions and of light, man feels a stranger. His is an irremediable exile, because he is deprived of memories of a lost homeland as much as he lacks the hope of a promised land to come. This divorce between man and his life, the actor and his setting, truly constitutes the feeling of Absurdity.”


And Eugene Ionesco says this: “Absurd is that which is devoid of purpose . . . Cut off from his religious, metaphysical, and transcendental roots, man is lost; all his actions become senseless, absurd, useless.”
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And to sum up the movement, Martin Esslin writes, in his book The Theater of the Absurd: “Ultimately, a phenomenon like the Theater of the Absurd does not reflect despair or a return to dark irrational forces but expresses modern man’s endeavor to come to terms with the world in which he lives. It attempts to make him face up to the human condition as it really is, to free him from illusions that are bound to cause constant maladjustment and disappointment . . . For the dignity of man lies in his ability to face reality in all its senselessness; to accept it freely, without fear, without illusions—and to laugh at it.”


Amen.


(And while we’re on the subject of Amen, one wearies of the complaint that the Theater of the Absurd playwrights alone are having at God these days. The notion that God is dead, indifferent, or insane—a notion blasphemous, premature, or academic depending on your persuasion—while surely a tenet of some of the playwrights under discussion, is, it seems to me, of a piece with Mr. Tennessee Williams’s description of the Deity, in The Night of the Iguana, as “a senile delinquent.”)


So much for the attempt to define terms. Now, what of this theater? What of this theater in which, for example, a legless old couple live out their lives in twin ashcans, surfacing occasionally for food or conversation (Samuel Beckett’s Endgame) in which a man is seduced, and rather easily, by a girl with three well-formed and functioning noses (Eugene Ionesco’s Jack, or The Submission) in which, on the same stage, one group of black actors is playing at pretending to be white and another group of black actors is playing at pretending to be black (Jean Genet’s The Blacks)?
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What of this theater? Is it, as it has been accused of being, obscure, sordid, destructive, antitheater, perverse, and absurd (in the sense of foolish)? Or is it merely, as I have so often heard it put, that, “This sort of stuff is too depressing, too . . . too mixed-up; I go to the theater to relax and have a good time.”


I would submit that it is this latter attitude—that the theater is a place to relax and have a good time—in conflict with the purpose of the Theater of the Absurd—which is to make a man face up to the human condition as it really is—that has produced all the brouhaha and the dissent. I would submit that the Theater of the Absurd, in the sense that it is truly the contemporary theater, facing as it does man’s condition as it is, is the Realistic theater of our time; and that the supposed Realistic theater—the term used here to mean most of what is done on Broadway—in the sense that it panders to the public need for self-congratulation and reassurance and presents a false picture of ourselves to ourselves is, with an occasional very lovely exception, really truly the Theater of the Absurd.


And I would submit further that the health of a nation, a society, can be determined by the art it demands. We have insisted of television and our movies that they not have anything to do with anything, that they be our never-never land; and if we demand this same function of our live theater, what will be left of the visual-auditory arts—save the dance (in which nobody talks) and music (to which nobody listens)?


It has been my fortune, the past two or three years, to travel around a good deal, in pursuit of my career—Berlin, London, Buenos Aires, for example; and I have discovered a couple of interesting things. I have discovered that audiences in these and other major cities demand of their commercial theater—and get—a season of plays in which the froth and junk are the exception and not the rule. To take a case: in Berlin, in 1959, Adamov, Genet, Beckett, and Brecht (naturally) were playing the big houses; this past fall, Beckett again, Genet again, Pinter twice, etc. To take another case: in Buenos Aires there are over a hundred experimental theaters.


These plays cannot be put on in Berlin over the head of a protesting or an indifferent audience; these experimental theaters cannot exist in Buenos Aires without subscription. In the end—and it must always come down to this, no matter what other failings a theater may have—in the end a public will get what it deserves, and no better.


I have also discovered, in my wanderings, that young people throng to what is new and fresh in the theater. Happily, this holds true in the United States as well. At the various colleges I have gone to to speak I have found an eager, friendly, and knowledgeable audience, an audience which is as dismayed by the Broadway scene as any proselytizer for the avant-garde. I have found among young people an audience which is not so preconditioned by pap as to have cut off half of its responses. (It is interesting to note, by the way, that if an off-Broadway play has a substantial run, its audiences will begin young and grow older as the run goes on, cloth coats give way to furs, walkers and subway riders to taxi-takers. Exactly the opposite is true on Broadway.)


The young, of course, are always questioning values, knocking the status quo about, considering shibboleths to see if they are pronounceable. In time, it is to be regretted, most of them—the kids—will settle down to their own version of the easy, the standard; but in the meanwhile . . . in the meanwhile they are a wonderful, alert, alive, accepting audience.


And I would go so far as to say that it is the responsibility of everyone who pretends any interest at all in the theater to get up off their overly-priced seats and find out what the theater is really about. For it is a lazy public which produces a slothful and irresponsible theater.


Now, I would suspect that my theater friend with the infallible intuition is probably right when he suggests that the Theater of the Absurd (or the avant-garde theater, or whatever you want to call it) as it now stands is on its way out. Or at least is undergoing change. All living organisms undergo constant change. And while it is certain that the nature of this theater will remain constant, its forms, its methods—its devices, if you will—most necessarily will undergo mutation.


This theater has no intention of running downhill; and the younger playwrights will make use of the immediate past and mould it to their own needs. (Harold Pinter, for example, could not have written The Caretaker had Samuel Beckett not existed, but Pinter is, nonetheless, moving in his own direction.) And it is my guess that the theater in the United States will always hew more closely to the post-Ibsen/Chekhov tradition than does the theater in France, let us say. It is our nature as a country, a society. But we will experiment, and we will expect your attention.


For just as it is true that our response to color and form was forever altered once the impressionist painters put their minds to canvas, it is just as true that the playwrights of the Theater of the Absurd have forever altered our response to the theater.


And one more point: The avant-garde theater is fun; it is free-swinging, bold, iconoclastic, and often wildly, wildly funny. If you will approach it with childlike innocence—putting your standard responses aside, for they do not apply—if you will approach it on its own terms, I think you will be in for a liberating surprise. I think you may no longer be content with plays that you can’t remember halfway down the block. You will not only be doing yourself some good, but you will be having a great time, to boot. And even though it occurs to me that such a fine combination must be sinful, I still recommend it.














SOME NOTES ON NONCONFORMITY
1962


HERE IS A list of people and things: Michelangelo Antonioni, John Cage, Jules Pfeiffer, Norman Mailer, Henry Miller, The Apple, Brecht on Brecht, The Village Voice, and whatever book on conformity has come out the past week.


It isn’t a bad list, but I propose to attack it. I propose to attack it because it is the sort of list the middle-brow taste-makers dish out to the middle-brow tasters almost every time you turn around.


Almost invariably, when I brush up against a bunch of people who are reasonably well educated, mildly “liberal,” nonindigent, carelessly well dressed, and casually well spoken, I can count on hearing names like the above lead from the conversation like so much wet from a sponge.


And while these names—Cage, Mailer, and group—are, for the most part, fine—I mean, they’re all either avant-garde or far-out, or something—one worries. One worries because, while everybody these days is nonconformist, or pretends to be (conformity has become a dirty word), the list-makers are poking around the Arts Pudding and scooping out whatever plums happen to be floating on the surface—with the result that we end up with list after list of the fashionable nonconformist people and things, the acceptable iconoclasts, the not-so-far-from-center far-outs.


One must always mistrust fashion, because it is, as often as not, arbitrary; and the assumption that one can become informed of, and participate in, the intellectual temper of our time through reliance on any breathlessly composed list of fashionable far-outs is funny and sad—and, what is much worse, terribly conformist.


Now, with no desire to denigrate the qualities of any of the—however unwittingly—above-listed, I ask you to consider the following: Antonioni is a fine director, but one had best know Bunuel and Eisenstein, too; Cage may be a fine composer, but after the silences and radio concerts, for real kicks try some truly far-outs like G. De Machaut, V. Thomson, and O. Berio; Norman Mailer and Henry Miller both have something to say, but a really full diet will include Jane Austen and John Rechy, Turgenev and William Burroughs; Brecht on Brecht is a nice kindergarten introduction to the man’s work, but don’t pretend you know Brecht by it; The Village Voice is okay I suppose, in its self-consciously virile way (though I do with they’d write in English), but if you want to see what a really first-class liberal intellectualist sheet looks like, you might investigate the New Statesman.


And so on.


The tyrannies are everywhere, and it is a shame to see people paying mere lip service to an idea—putting on shelves, or quick-reference mental file cards for instant dropping, what they should be putting into their minds. Our talented people are improperly used if they become possessions; you must not possess them—you must let them possess you. You must not invite them into your world—you must enter theirs, be taken, and move deeper.














BROADWAY EXCESSES
1962


SEVERAL SUNDAYS AGO, on the front page of the entertainment section of this newspaper, there appeared a troika of photographs—of, reading from stage-right to stage-left, Jack Richardson, myself, and Rick Besoyan. We were, each of us, in Shubert Alley, and we were, each of us, hovering near a billboard for Night of the Iguana or A Man for All Seasons or something.


The point of it all was, it appears, that here were three off-Broadway playwrights—playwrights who had made something of a reputation for themselves off-Broadway (Jack Richardson for The Prodigal and Gallows Humor, Rick Besoyan for Little Mary Sunshine, and me for The Zoo Story, The American Dream, etc.)—who were, now, all of a sudden, in the same season, going to have works of theirs done on Broadway—Jack Richardson with Lorenzo, Rick Besoyan with Student Gypsy or Prince of Liederkranz, and me with Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?
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It all looked all right to me—certainly no sillier than any other spread I’ve appeared in, in various combinations with Jack Gelber or Arthur Kopit or Jack Richardson or Rick Besoyan, and we have appeared in some pretty bizarre groupings, not the least of which was in a ladies’ magazine last spring, where the bunch of us, with Arnold Weinstein added, was photographed peering out of a huge packing case, rather as if we were about to be shipped somewhere.


In fact, we have been photographed together, or similarly, so much that whenever we meet for the newest layout as often as not we chance some not very droll fripperies about the Marx Brothers in A Night Off Broadway, or something like that. We do not mean to be churlish, but we do brood, occasionally, on the interchange-ability of our identities.




And, it would seem, a number of people have been brooding on the trio layout in this paper several Sundays ago. Ten or twelve persons have brooded out loud to me—and while I don’t know if Jack Richardson and Rick Besoyan have been brooded at in a like way, the broodings I’ve heard are of a voice, and go something like this: “Well, I see you off-Broadway tots are finally putting on long pants, hunh? I mean, that’s the way it looks, by gum—yer pitchers up there on the front page, and all. Boy, you all sure didn’t have that sort of stuff when you had yer things done off-Broadway. Wow, the way you all thought you had careers goin’, it must’ve given you quite a chill to find out you didn’t matter until this season.”


Well, I’m sure the New York Times doesn’t give a hoot what my attitude is toward this interpretation of their attitude, and certainly cares less about what my attitude is toward their attitude toward this interpretation of their attitude. And besides, the New York Times was, if I am not mistaken, off-Broadway’s first steadfast daily newspaper friend, so I will not presume to defend the Times.




Unlikely Philistinism and more likely overprotective Off-Broadwayism to the side, it is interesting that there is, no matter how many ways a lot of us would like to slice it, even at this late date a large body of opinion which holds that the theater world is flat, that Broadway is the center of the universe, and that if one were to take a cab below Fourteenth Street one would find no worthwhile theater—only an abyss. Sane men know this is not so.


Everybody knows that off-Broadway, in one season, puts on more fine plays than Broadway does in any five seasons. Everybody knows that Beckett, Genet, and Brecht (to take three Europeans, and keep chauvinism’s head under water) are more important playwrights than almost anybody writing on Broadway today. Everybody knows this; everybody knows everything; yet award time, for example (yes, and reward time, too), finds the world suddenly pre-Copernican.


I wonder about all this, and wonder about it now, especially, since Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?—the fifth play I have written—is about to open on Broadway (the other four having been berthed off-Broadway), and Broadway is a land whose currency and customs regulations I do not wholly understand.


I know, for example, that this play is going to be the “big test” for me, but I don’t know exactly why. I do know that the Billy Rose Theater (which is a nice theater) is six times as large as the Provincetown Playhouse (which is a nice theater). I do know that Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? is costing a lot more to mount than The Zoo Story, say; but since the double bill of Krapp’s Last Tape and The Zoo Story cost about $10 to put on, that is sort of inevitable. I do know that Woolf—as I heard somebody call it recently—is in the hands of a brilliant cast and director; but I’ve already seen plays of mine done in a fashion that makes me happy I stumbled into the theater in the first place.




I do know that, uptown, “success” is so often equated with cash; while, downtown, value does not always have a dollar sign attached. I do know that the national publicity salvos following a Broadway success are deafening compared to the burp gun reports attending something fine off-Broadway; but I also know that all these noises are more concerned with the images of things than with the things themselves. And I know that there is an ugly amount of money to be made on Broadway—but, then again, there is an ugly amount of money to be made off-Broadway, too.


I know all these things, but none of them answers my question. Could it be that it has nothing to do with logistics at all, but is simply a matter of the fact that Who’s Afraid of Virginia Wool ft is my first so-called “full-length” play? I doubt that, because it is longer than conventional “full-length,” while the others were shorter. And we know that in a responsible press there is no double standard of judgment, that a play is a play and must be so judged, be it produced in a vacant lot or in Buckingham Palace. (Well, there is a slight double standard, in the sense that off-Broadway plays are often praised in spite of their production, while uptown the reverse is sometimes true. But, all in all, things are fair.)


Still, the question nags. Now, naturally, I hope that Who’s Afraid of Virginia Wool ft is a good play—if I were not convinced that it had some merit I would not let it be produced. (And there’s nothing quite like an objective viewpoint, is there, Edward?) Nonetheless, I am told by some of the cognoscenti that if this play is a success it will be a more important success than the others, and that if it is a failure the failure will be more disastrous than it could be downtown. It may be so, but I can’t quite get it through my head why.


But, no matter. It is idle speculations like these that might just as well as not occupy any mind a week before opening. After all, the play is written, and it is in the best of possible hands.


And as for the rest. . . well, we shall see.














CARSON MCCCULLERS
1963


CARSON MCCULLERS IS indeed a curious magician.


Examine this: she is a lady who, at an age when most girls have nothing more on their minds than their next cotillion, can conjure a work like The Ballad of the Sad Café—a work of great wisdom—and then leave it lay in a drawer for years, on the assumption that no one needed it.


Examine this: she is a lady who, as a girl, trained as a concert pianist until she discovered that the keyboard of the typewriter, when played with magic, produced a music wilder and more beautiful than any other instrument.


Examine this: in the caldron of her work there is the stuff for every literary prize—and yet the prizes elude her, as they do most witches and warlocks. Oh, pity the prizes!


Examine this: she is both Child and Sage; Pain and Joy. She has mastered the card tricks of both art and life, and she has seen equally clearly the sleight of hand of reality and the truth which resides in legerdemain.


She is kind enough to call me her friend.














LILLIAN ROSS
1963


BEFORE THE PUBLICATION of Vertical and Horizontal, her first extended fiction, Lillian Ross had made her reputation primarily as a reporter—as the author of three books of nonfiction, two of which, Portrait of Hemingway and Picture, gained for her a reputation both enviable and nonenviable. She was hailed as a reporter of brilliant perception and objectivity, a real no-nonsense girl; at the same time her objectivity was called, by some, the kind of “objectivity” which could, in its cold, beady-eyed, exactly-factual-and-therefore-unfair-and-distorting way, make anyone look like a fool.


Certainly, in Portrait of Hemingway—a record of a couple of days during which Miss Ross tagged along with the great man as he Hemingwayed himself around New York City during a brief visit—the author of A Farewell to Arms enters the book as something of a sacred cow and leaves it with the word “sacred” scratched out.
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And in Picture—a record of the simultaneous creation and destruction of the movie The Red Badge of Courage—Dore Schary is dealt a crippling blow to the belly, and the patina on the image of John Huston is scraped off to show a considerably baser metal underneath.


(In her third book of reporting, The Player, with photographs by her sister, Helen, Lillian Ross permits a large group of actors and actresses to run on, unbridled, about their favorite subject—themselves. The effect is precisely what you might imagine: numbing.)


There is no question that Lillian Ross treats her real-life subjects without reverence for the image of themselves they would prefer to display to the public—or to themselves, for that matter. But to the attack that she approaches her victims with relish and without pity, I would answer that she has no victims, merely subjects; that she approaches her subjects not without pity but without piety.


And now Miss Ross has published her first book of fiction, a collection of related stories called Vertical and Horizontal. The book has its faults, but they are minor; it is, in the main, a superb work.


Faults first. Two stories in the book—chapters three and seven (there are ten)—hardly belong. They both have nice writing and both concern subsidiary characters, but they are unnecessary resting places, and one wonders if they were included for any reason more persuasive than that they existed. And, in a couple of other stories, there are sentences of exposition and character definition which would be pertinent were the stories to stand alone but which, in context of the collection, are redundant.


(And there are, in the first edition at least, a couple of typos, but one doubts that they should be charged to Miss Ross.)


So much for the faults. They are, to repeat, minor. The successes are major.




Vertical and Horizontal has, for a 223-page book, an extraordinary number of characters: over forty have speaking parts, and another twenty or so are referred to. What is remarkable is Miss Ross’s way of giving this company, whether by full canvas or by single line of the brush, full substance and breath. They—all of them—become as real as Schary or Huston or Hemingway—realer, perhaps, because they are fictions and more credible. Miss Ross creates, and then observes her creations, with precision, brevity, and depth. It is a virtue.


One could say that there are two major characters in the book—Dr. Spencer Fifield, a still-fairly-young, unmarried M.D., and Dr. Al Blauberman, his analyst. Both men are near-monsters. They are hollow men; they are insensitive, small, mean, are amoral; they are climbers, these men, and it is their effect on each other, and on the people whose lives touch theirs, that is the core of the book.




Spencer Fifield cannot “feel anything"; he does not have “give-love.” He had, as Miss Ross puts it, “soaked up a multitude of ideas about feelings. There wasn’t a human feeling that he hadn’t learned to label or interpret or explain—especially other people’s feelings. But what, or where, were his own? He had never found out. Spencer did not know what love was. His friends and his analyst were able to give him rules, regulations, definitions, directions, admonitions, boos, and cheers, and Spencer memorized them, all very carefully, but it did not bring him any closer to the thing itself.”


Spencer Fifield knows he should have emotional involvements, but when he propositions a girl he will say, “Let’s go to bed; I should have an emotional involvement.”


Spencer Fifield longs to “belong,” but the only people to whom he can really relate are his sickest patients—the crippled, the dying.


Spencer Fifield feels empty because he is empty; he feels inferior because he is.




Dr. Al Blauberman, Spencer’s analyst, was himself an M.D. who moved into his present profession because there was more money in it, because his working hours would be set, because there was more status to it, because it would give him a sense of power (of existing).


Dr. Blauberman almost succeeds in destroying one of his patients, a young, easygoing musician who went into analysis with Blauberman because his doctor, Spencer Fifield, urged him to because the young man does not covet power and money (things Blauberman knows to be the goals) and has a good, healthy relationship with his father (Blauberman hates and has disowned his own father because he was poor).


Dr. Blauberman despises and envies most of his fellow analysts, especially those more successful than he and those damn “refugees.”


Dr. Blauberman has had Spencer Fifield as a patient for a number of years, and promises standards, by the standards of both of them, in adjusting Spencer Fifield to society. By the end of the book, Spencer Fifield has been removed from the outerspace vacuum of his isolation and plunged into, drowned in an environment whose values are superficial, self-deluding, and materialistic enough to accommodate a man of Spencer’s qualities.


It is a happy ending. It is brilliant.


It is—the whole book—also a number of other things. It is an attack on the school of analysts who would adjust a man to his society without first relating him to himself. It is a terrifying examination of the living death, the pseudo-involved cliche-ridden mindless living death that passes for existing in our vast middle-class society. It is also a very funny book.


Oh, most of the humor is dark and sad and deeply troubling, and forces one to view horror and absurdity and futility with the double sight of great laughter and great pity, but a lot of it is just plain funny even while the wit is always more than a little acerbic.




But the most astonishing thing about Vertical and Horizontal and the most extraordinary of Lillian Ross’s enormous gifts, is that we care. Spencer Fifield is, for lack of a better word, the hero of the book, and we truly care about this man, about this hollow, hopeless man, and we care because Miss Ross makes us see that he is helpless—that monster is victim, that the hopeless man cries out hopelessly, that the emptiness can never be filled, only circumscribed, that the most miserable of men, the man who knows he suffers but cannot grasp his suffering, cannot feel it, is not any less a human being, only a much sadder one.


It is Miss Ross’s compassion that surfaces. Without it, the book would be cold, cruel, and distasteful. With it, the book is a triumph.














AD LILS ON THEATER
1965



ON DIRECTORS


From the playwright’s point of view, the function of the director is to take what the author has put down on a page—the absolute and total reality that exists on the page—to watch it through its disintegration into the hands of actors. A play starts as a total reality, and when it goes into a rehearsal situation it completely disintegrates into artificiality. It has to. The responsibility of the director is to bring the play intact, from its first reality, to the first moment of rehearsal back to the time when the play reaches an audience intact with the original reality and the original intention of the author.


The director must speak for the author, must speak to the actors in a very special way—in a way that will accomplish the author’s intention in terms that perhaps are very far from the author’s intention. The emergence of the first reality can be gotten by so many indirections, which will vary with the gifts and methods of the director.
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