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About The American Century Theater
The American Century Theater was founded in 1994. We are a professional company dedicated to
presenting great, important, but overlooked American plays of the twentieth century . . . what Henry Luce
called “the American Century.”
The company’s mission is one of rediscovery, enlightenment, and perspective, not nostalgia or
preservation. Americans must not lose the extraordinary vision and wisdom of past playwrights, nor can
we afford to surrender our moorings to our shared cultural heritage.
Our mission is also driven by a conviction that communities need theater, and theater needs audiences. To
those ends, this company is committed to producing plays that challenge and move all Americans, of all
ages, origins and points of view. In particular, we strive to create theatrical experiences that entire
families can watch, enjoy, and discuss long afterward.
These audience guides are part of our effort to enhance the appreciation of these works, so rich in history,
content, and grist for debate.

The American Century Theater is a 501(c)(3) professional nonprofit theater company dedicated to
producing significant 20th Century American plays and musicals at risk of being forgotten.
This program is supported in part by Arlington County through the Arlington Commission for the Arts
and Arlington Cultural Affairs, a division of Arlington Economic Development; the Virginia Commission
for the Arts; the National Endowment for the Arts; and many generous donors.
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Crime and Punishment in America:
The Last Double Feature
Jack Marshall
The two-play evening was once a staple of American theater but has faded to
near extinction. The reasons are many: the decline of one-act plays, the reduction
of modern audience attention spans to that of a mayfly, the fact that when such
an evening doesn’t attract an audience, there are two bombs for the company to
live with instead of just one.
Another reasonone that led us to produce one-half of a one-act pair as a standalone play when we produced Christopher Durang’s Sister Mary Ignatius
Explains It Allis the tendency of critics to treat a two-play set as a competition:
one has to be “best,” and then audiences, having read the reviews, arrive either
prepared to walk out after “the good one” or to be pre-biased against the “weak
one” if it is first on the program. (Explain to me why we have theater critics,
when you have a chance. I forget.)
Since The American Century Theater specializes in the forgotten, the unfairly
derided, and the potentially unprofitable, we began early on in our existence to
revive the two-play evening, with predictable results. The ambitious A Saroyan
Celebration in 1996 paired the great Armenian-American writer’s unperformable
(and hence we performed it) My Heart’s in the Highlands (how I wish we could
do it again!) with the sure fire shorter-than-short classic Hello Out There, and
naturally, only the latter got any attention. Three years later, I paired Eugene
O’Neill’s grimmest one-act Thirst (everybody dies, eaten by sharks) with Elaine
May’s mordant comedy Adaptation. Titled Two Masks, the conceit was to show
the link between tragedy and comedy by paring a tragedy so horrible that you
had to laugh at it with a black comedy that made you feel like you wanted to
shoot yourself.
Well, I enjoyed it.
It was almost ten years before I got up the nerve to try again, but in 2007 we
really went for the home run with Steven Scott Mazzola’s assembly of six short
plays by female playwrights in the ambitious Women under the Influence. I
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regard that diverse and wondrous production as one of TACT’s very best, and,
like its two multi-play predecessors, it lost money.
I would have liked to keep trying to make the form work, but it was too risky:
absent the promise of, say, a guaranteed multimillion dollar loan from Arlington
County to cover our losses, it would have been irresponsible to keep gambling
with the company’s money.
This is TACT’s last season, however, and I sensed an opportunity to finally pull
off a fully successful two-play evening at last. Cops and Hello Out There are
separated by almost forty years, but they make a contrasting, complementary,
and jarring pairing, resulting in an evening that resembles a roller coaster. Both
involve individuals facing the law enforcement process, in one case, justly, and,
in the other, probably not. Both show the process to be more driven by the
emotions and character traits of participants than by laws or policies. Both
dramas involve death and guns, but in very different contexts.
Both also evoke thoughts of issues causing controversy, debate, and division in
current day America. One of the reasons we started this company was to show
that supposedly “dated” plays aren’t dated at all, and experiencing how writers
treated current issues in decades past is both revealing and comforting.
On August 9, 2014, 18-year-old Michael Brown was shot to death by Office
Darren Wilson in Ferguson, Missouri, a town larger than Matador, Texas, where
Hello Out There takes place, but perhaps similar in many ways. I was planning
the 2015 season shortly thereafter. I didn’t know how the Ferguson controversy
would play out, but it instantly reminded me of Cops, the Terry Curtis Fox oneact that had thrilled and horrified our audiences in 2008. Then I remembered a
very different play about another young man whose arrest for a dubious crime
places him in mortal peril. Could Hello Out There, the hit half of A Saroyan
Celebration, combined with Cops, the surprise critical and popular triumph of
seven years ago, actually accomplish what two plays in an evening are supposed
to do: enhance each other by contrast and reflection, have current day relevance,
and embody a theme?
I think so. I hope you agree.
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Cops and The American Century Theater
Jack Marshall
Only one American Century show that didn’t originate with TACT never played
on Broadway, and Cops, by Terry Curtis Fox, was it. The show was too short for
New York, and it is also ill-suited for large venues: it was written and staged to
be viewed up close. Though it was arguably the least well-known of any drama
produced here in twenty years, Cops was also a major success with critics and
audiences, leading us to reprise it in our final season.
Cops, by Terry Curtis Fox, is not your classic “well-made play.” Nor is it a play
of beautiful language, in which a master of word craft places beautifully
fashioned elegant monologues and witty bon mots for the mouths of his
characters. Cops is a play that either charted the future of drama or signaled the
spiral of its demise. Either way, attention must be paid.
When our original production of Cops was holding auditions, one actor
announced that he would never agree to perform anything so vile. Previous to
that, a frequent American Century Theater ticket-purchaser went to the trouble of
buying a copy of the play and mailing it, anonymously, to the theater, with a
brief but passionate message condemning the work as devoid of art and worth,
challenging us to justify its production under the company’s mission. Since the
very first goal in the company’s mission is “To revive worthy plays and musicals
at risk of being forgotten,” this challenge must rest on the company’s definition
of “worthy.”
“Worthy,” in the calculus of choosing a show for a TACT season, means first
and foremost that the play is one of some significance in American culture. I
submit that, in the case of Cops, that is beyond reasonable dispute, and more so
in 2015 than before. The play picked up the theme of the complex moral
conflicts endemic to police work that were first explored on stage in Sidney
Howard’s Detective Story but seldom since, at least on stage. It was one of the
first plays to cover this territory while employing the language of the streets, and
began a creative process that transformed television drama with Hill Street Blues
five years after its Chicago premiere. That landmark show, which included
crucial participation by both Cops playwright Fox and one of its stars, Dennis
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Franz, effectively ended the era in which police officers were portrayed as
modern day equivalents of Tom Mix and Hopalong Cassidy, fighting bad guys
while remaining true to the Code of the Lawman. Cops, taking its cues from the
celebrated police novels of Joseph Wambaugh, reminded us that police work
could be a dirty and corrupting business and an ennobling one, all at once.
The American Century Theater had an unofficial and occasionally-fudged
requirement that all of its shows be at least twenty-five years old. This is to
ensure some perspective on a play or musical’s impact over time as well as its
virtues and, frankly, to steel our resolve against the periodic temptation, when
coffers are lean and reviewers have been unsupportive, to produce a more current
show that is popular rather than good. When the company began in 1995, this
limitation insulated the company from considering most of the plays that were
created in the eraour eraof declining gentility, vulgar speech, onstage sex,
and nudity. But by 2008, this limitation was both futile and artistically
indefensible. Plays with the violence and language of Cops (which premiered
thirty-eight years ago) shattered the conventions that allowed Quentin Tarantino
to write his brilliant screenplays for Reservoir Dogs and Pulp Fiction, and it
moved the lexicon of the American hero into the real world.
In 1956’s The Searchers, John Wayne’s catch phrase (as Ethan Edwards) was
“That’ll be the day!” (inspiring the Buddy Holly song of the same name). By
1969, Wayne’s signature challenge to the villains (in True Grit) was an earthier
“Fill your hand, you son of a bitch!” By 2007, Bruce Willis was dispatching the
bad guy (in Live Free or Die Hard, as well as its three predecessors) with
“Yippee Kayay, mother-fucker!” as audiences cheered. The culture moves on,
and, like it or not, Cops helped move it.
None of this matters, of course, if you don’t like the play, and some inevitably do
not, as indeed has been the fate of most of our productions. But Cops does what
it sets out to do, and it has made its mark in the dramatic landscape. It should be
remembered, and respected, for that.
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The Cops Creators:
Playwright Terry Curtis Fox, Director Stuart Gordon . . .
and, Somewhere, David Mamet
Jack Marshall
Cops, first presented on stage in 1976, was the creation of one writer who is not
primarily known for his plays, a director who is not renowned for stage drama,
and the most famous of them all, a playwright whose name is nowhere on the
script. They collaborated on Cops for the then new and daring Organic Theater
Company in Chicago, which initially distinguished itself by producing some of
David Mamet’s early successes. Cops, in fact, was to be another one of these.
The collaboration between Terry Fox and the acclaimed playwright of Speed-thePlow, however, broke down during production, and Mamet withdrew, leaving
Fox to do what he pleased with the script. How much of it is Mamet and how
much is Fox? Nobody except the two writers, perhaps, knows for sure. When
TACT was doing its first production of the play, one of the original cast
members from the 1978 premiere conveyed the intelligence that it was, in his
view, far more David Mamet than Fox.
Fox, however, is the credited playwright. He is a Los Angeles screenwriter,
critic, and social commentator who also lives in Asheville, North Carolina,
where he is an Associate Professor of English at Western Carolina University.
Fox was a journalist by training, a graduate of the University of Chicago. For
many years he was a theater critic for the Village Voice and, before that, the
Chicago Reader. He is still published frequently in print media and online,
including Premiere, Film Comment, New York magazine, and various
newspapers. Lately he has been a frequent blogger for “The Huntington Post,”
but don’t hold that against him
His produced plays include Cops, Justice, The Future, The Summer Garden, and
The Pornographer’s Daughter. For television, he wrote HBO’s Perfect Witness
and many episodes of Diagnosis Murder (starring Dick Van Dyke as a crime-
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solving doctor) as well as writing and producing The Marshal, Sweet Justice, and
Men.
These followed his long tenure as Story Editor for Hill Street Blues, an
assignment that was in no small part sparked by Cops. His screenplays include
A Very Simple Crime and Fortress, another collaboration with his Cops director,
Stuart Gordon.
Mamet’s early participation was sufficiently alluring to attract for Cops a cast of
rising actors who were soon to become well known to audiences for their work in
TV and movies. In Chicago, the cast included Joe Mantegna (now seen regularly
on TV’s Criminal Minds), Dennis Franz, later of Hill Street Blues and NYPD
Blue, and the late Meshach Taylor, who became a regular on Designing Women.
(Later, when Cops was produced off-Broadway, the cast included the late
Spaulding Grey.) According to the Organic Theater’s notes on the production,
when the script was shown to real Chicago police for their reactions, the one
most heard was that the police in the play weren’t tough enough on the cop killer
in the final scene, even though they shoot him. “They should kick him,” was the
consensus. Director Gordon protested that the killer was dead at this point.
“Doesn’t matter. They should kick him anyway,” was the response.
Gordon was certainly well suited to bring out the suspense, horror, and mordant
humor in Fox’s script, for he subsequently became one of Hollywood’s most
prolific horror movie directors. A Chicago native, Gordon was twenty-nine when
he directed Cops for the Organic Theater Company, which he had founded six
years before. He directed many significant productions at Organic, including
Warp!, Sexual Perversity in Chicago, Bleacher Bums, ER, and Bloody Bess.
Gordon moved to Hollywood shortly after Cops to direct films, beginning with a
screen version of Bleacher Bums that he both wrote and directed. Eighteen more
films have followed, including the cult classic Re-Animator (based on an H. P.
Lovecraft story: Gordon is regarded as one of the prime screen interpreters of the
U.S.’s creepiest and most influential horror writer) and 2007’s Stuck. Like his
friend Fox, Gordon has also had credits as a screenwriter (notably Disney’s
Honey, I Shrunk the Kids) and a producer (Honey, I Blew Up the Kids) as well as
many directorial efforts.
Since TACT’s previous Cops in 2008, Gordon has been bringing movie horror to
the stage. In 2009, he directed the one-man theatrical show, Nevermore . . .
An Evening with Edgar Allan Poe. The show is now touring the country. In 2011,
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Gordon produced, directed, and co-wrote the book for Re-Animator: The
Musical, which played to sold out houses and garnered rave reviews. Gordon’s
next project was Taste, which he directed, and which premiered at Los Angeles’
Sacred Fools Theater Company in April 2014. It is based on the true story of
Armin Meiwes, the Rotenburg Cannibal.
Neither the writer nor the director of Cops was made rich and famous by their
collaboration, but what they accomplished was more lasting than riches or fame.
Their play was a catalyst for the birth of a new genre in drama, especially
television. It may be unfair that, like many catalysts in our culture, Cops itself is
obscure while the works it helped inspire are far more famous, but it is not a
tragedy. What would have been a tragedy is if the play had never come into
being at all.

Guns on Stage: Flirting with Danger in Pursuit of Art
Onstage gunfire is crucial to the action of Cops. That places any theater company
producing the play in a perilous position, but one that is nearly unavoidable in
the dramatic arts.
Early in the morning of March 31, 1993, in Wilmington, North Carolina, actor
Brandon Lee (the son of martial arts legend Bruce Lee) was filming his final
scene, in more ways than one. It was the death of Lee’s character at the hands of
street thugs and was a pivotal plot element to the movie. Lee was to walk
through a door carrying a bag of groceries. Actor Michael Massee fired a
revolver loaded with blanks at Lee as a small explosive charge went off in the
grocery bag. A fragment of a dummy bullet, used earlier in close-up shots, was
lodged in the gun’s barrel. The blank charge propelled the fragment into Lee’s
side, killing him.
This is the nightmare scenario that has every theatrical producer, director, props
designer, and actor on edge whenever a play calls for onstage gunfire. Dummy
bullets are never used in the theater, but there are other ways for unloaded guns
to kill. In 1984, rising TV hunk Jon-Erik Hexum put a blank-loaded revolver to
his head, apparently as a joke, and pulled the trigger. The explosion was violent
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enough to dislodge a piece of his skull about the size of a dime and propel it
through his brain, ending his life. Guns symbolize violence and they create
violence: this makes them dangerous and, in the world of story-telling, essential.
It is not only guns, of course. Actors have been stabbed by onstage knives and
daggers (Orson Welles’s famous Broadway production of Julius Caesar once
resulted in Caesar ending an act lying in a pool of his own blood, because Welles
himself had gotten careless and nicked him), had bones broken by sticks and
clubs, and lost teeth with misplaced stage punches. Acting is a dangerous
business, and the more realistic stage action has to appear, the more dangerous
it is.
Many theaters have reacted to this centuries-old truism by becoming cautious to
the point of making convincing drama impossible. The same risk-averse instinct
that has most stage fights in D.C. and elsewhere resembling dance breaks too
often results in tinny starter-pistols being used in place of accurate-looking
firearms or offstage taped or manufactured explosions substituting for gunfire
originating from an onstage gun. There are also companies that simply avoid
plays that call for onstage gunfire, removing a significant and vital section of the
theatrical repertoire.
Back in the Golden Age of live theater, canny playwrights tended to avoid the
problem by relying on the “offstage gunshot,” usually signifying a suicide, as in
Lillian Hellman’s The Children’s Hour, Ibsen’s Hedda Gabler, and Arthur
Miller’s All My Sons. This also allowed the use of a Plan B or even C if, as is
always a possibility when guns are involved, the weapon failed to fire. The usual
hierarchy of off-stage gunshots goes like this:
• Plan A: Revolver fired by Stage Manager or Props Staff
• Plan B: (If Plan A fails): Back-up revolver fired by Stage Manager or Props
Staff
• Plan C: (If Plans A and B fail): Recorded gunshot over sound-system
• Plan D: (Usually improvised in case A, B, and C fail): Somebody slams a book
to the floor or yells, “Bang!”
It is surprising how often Plan D comes into play.
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Of course, onstage misfires do not allow for such solutions, which is another
reason onstage gunfire is so rarely called for. The device has also fallen victim to
increased sensitivity by audience members (local laws often require theaters to
post warnings when a play includes gunfire), overly broad local gun regulations
(many of the guns audiences see on stage, especially in theaters near or in
schools, are technically illegal, though authorities seldom enforce this), and
political correctness. A particularly silly outbreak of the latter came in the wake
of the Virginia Tech shootings, as several colleges, including Yale, briefly
banned the use of any stage prop weapon, including fake guns, knives, and
swords, that looked real, as if stage props had anything at all to do with one mad
student’s rampage.
Omitting the brightly colored toy guns that a temporarily bonkers Yale
administrator forced Yale students to use during this period, there are four types
of guns used in stage productions:
• Non-Firing ReplicasObviously the safest gun for use on stage, this looks
and feels like a real gun, but will not fire, lacking as it does several key
components. Relatively inexpensive, these guns are manufactured from original
blueprints, and sometimes are made of realistic molded rubber, as were the
WWII M-16s used in TACT’s Home of the Brave. They can be used when a gun
needs to be displayed on stage but not fired. Non-firing replicas are still treated
as real guns and locked up when not in use.
• Starter’s PistolsSmall, cheap, and often sold with a red plastic tip (that
must be painted over or removed for use on stagea violation of the law), these
make a sound that is loud and sharp but only marginally more realistic than a cap
pistol. Fine for comedy (TACT’s Hellzapoppin’ used them exclusively, as in the
original), they are so instantly recognizable as props that they are inadequate for
realistic drama.
• Blank-Firing Replica (Blank Gun)This is a gun built specifically to
chamber a blank round. A blank round is a shell that does not contain a bullet.
Generally, these are built from blueprints matching real guns and then modified
to chamber a blank round, usually 8mm, and ported so that the gasses from firing
do not come out of the end of the barrel, but are shunted out the top or side.
These come in three basic types: the revolver and semi-automatic handgun styles,
and the long gun.
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• Revolver
This handgun has a cylinder that holds the blank rounds and
rotates to bring them under the firing pin. Best for use on stage because of its
simplicity and the fact that it does not eject spent shells.
• Semi-Automatic
This handgun holds its blank rounds in a magazine in the
grip and, when fired, uses a slide powered by expanding gases to chamber the
next round. This has the effect of ejecting the spent shell from the gun onto
the stage or even into the audience. And the shells ejected are hot.
• Long GunA blank-firing replica of a rifle, these are not often called for in
plays.
Real guns should never to be used on stage.
Blank-firing replicas fire rounds containing only a primer and powder. A blank
round looks very much like a spent shell from a real gun that may or may not be
crimped at the end. Sometimes it has a piece of paper or cardstock inside that
holds the powder in place. This ammunition comes in several different sizes: .22
caliber acorn, .22 caliber long, .32 caliber, .380 caliber, 8mm, and 9mm. Most
blank-firing replicas made specifically for use on stage use 8mm and 9mm,
although the .32 and .380 are also popular revolver loads.
The rules of safety for onstage guns haven’t changed in a hundred years, though
the enforcement of them is more vigorous, partially because fewer actors and
technicians have experience with real guns than was once the case.
The Ten Rules of Stage Firearm Safety
1. Every gun must be handled, stored, and treated as if it is real and loaded.
2. Never point a gun directly at an actor or audience member. Aim and fire
upstage or well to the side of the target. The audience will never know the
difference.
3. Never fire a gun within two feet of another person, because escaping gasses
can injure them, and the sound can cause hearing loss.
4. Do not fire a gun while the gun is in contact with a person, even through
clothing.
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5. Make sure that only one person, typically the Props Manager or Stage
Manager, has control of the guns until they go on stage and that they are
immediately returned to the same person following their use.
6. The production’s gun handler must be trained in gun safety and be familiar
with guns, their maintenance, and cleaning. The gun handler should make sure
each gun is inspected, cleaned, and in good working order each time it goes to
the prop table.
7. The gun handler must be the only one responsible for loading and unloading
the stage guns, although all actors must be familiar with how they work.
8. All guns are to be locked up when not actually needed.
9. Firing guns should never be loaded until just before use.
10. Each actor who uses a gun must be taught basic gun safety and be familiar
with the rules of the theater regarding the use and storage of stage guns.

Casting Cops: Reconsidered
Jack Marshall
In Cops, police engage in a tense standoff with a hapless gunman in the wake of
pointless violence. The situation is stark, with the audience free to draw its own
conclusions about an isolated event presented in “real time.” In this production,
an African-American actor plays the adversary of the police. Why? Is that right?
Does it matter?
It certainly matters. While advocates of “colorblind casting” are welcome to their
fantasies, there are obviously types of stories in which the race of specific
characters materially changes the meaning and dramatic narrative of a play. It
would be difficult to find a stage drama where this is more true than in Cops,
performed now in 2015, as the question of police shootings and other actions
involving African-American citizens is dividing communities and the public.
Many, perhaps most, urban police departments have faced accusations of racial
11

prejudice for decades; in some cities like Los Angeles and New York, this is a
continuing theme. Because the police officers’ handling of the kind of situation
presented in Cops is a regular occurrence that has led to accusations of excessive
police force and racism, casting the adversary of the police as a black man
necessarily adds the issue of race conflict to a play that wasn’t written to explore
it. Terry Curtis Fox wrote the part without reference to race.
Yet the very first production of Cops cast an African American in the role, the
late Meshach Taylor, later known as the long-suffering foil of four feisty
Southern belles in TV’s Designing Women. This choice, which has been upheld
in many, though not all, productions of Cops, makes the play “about” race
relations, as well as other matters. Is that wrong?
When I considered this issue in the 2008 Audience Guide for Cops, I thought so,
and wrote
Casting must support the intent and focus of the playwright, not hijack
it to serve the political or philosophical agendas of the director or
others. Agreed: when a play is well-known and frequently performed,
when the author’s original purpose is likely to be understood by much
of the audience before the lights dim for a new production’s first act,
additions and embellishments, even updates of the original material
may be justifiable. But this is seldom the case with shows produced in
this theater, plays which by definition are not familiar to most
audiences.
Well, a lot has changed. First of all, this play is not unfamiliar to this audience:
we’ve done it before, and only seven years ago. Moreover, the obvious result of
casting the police antagonist as an African American, making the play
immediately relevant to present day playgoers, has tremendous benefitsfor the
work, for the playwright, and for the audience. Second, we have the unavoidable
shadow of the violence in Ferguson, Cleveland, and elsewhere, and the myriad
questions that they generate, hanging over this production whether we are
comfortable with it or not. Theater dare not ignore the culture and times it exists
to serve. Who are the men and women in blue uniforms who are pledged to
protect us? What does the job do to them? Can they be trusted? What biases do
they bring to their jobs, and why? What needs to change, if anything?
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Theater, back in the Golden Age of the 1930s and 1940s, when it drove public
controversies and crystallized debate on every topic from war and peace to
sexual politicsback, in short, when it mattered and when it wasn’t the
struggling, weak cousin of more popular forms of communication and
entertainment, but the most vital, healthy, powerful kid on the blockused to
raise such questions on a vast range of topics routinely. With Cops today, we
have a chance to remind our community of the power live theater still has and the
truth it can uncover by placing audiences in the middle of the human dramas
facing society, without the comforting distance provided by a TV screen or a
movie theater.
Cops, cast and performed so as to bring current events into sharp focus using the
lens of a forty-year-old drama, can do this now. It would have been theatrical and
artistic malpractice not to grab the opportunity.
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The Ultimate American Century Theater Playwright?
Jack Marshall
It is a close contest, but if asked to name the American playwright who most
epitomizes the mission of The American Century Theater, I might answer
William Saroyan.
Then again, I might answer S.N. Behrman.
Saroyan, who has been represented at TACT by three plays, My Heart’s in the
Highlands, his first, Hello Out There, his most-performed, and The Time of Your
Life, by most estimates, his best. Like TACT, he was unshakeable in his belief
that he was right, that the values he celebrated were the best ones, and that no
matter what the verdict of commerce and fickle public opinion might be, his
mission would be vindicated in the end. Though concerned about the ultimate
survival of his work, Saroyan professed confidence that it would outlast the
purgatory of critical indifference that surrounded his writings for the last thirty
years of his life (he died in 1981).
“My writing will be discovered again and again,” he once wrote defiantly, when
he was sliding out of favor. “It will speak to the begatters.” By begatters,
Saroyan meant regular working people, the people that he wrote about, cared
about, and understoodnot critics, intellectuals, and the literary establishment,
whose judgments he disdained and who pilloried him in return. Saroyan was
logical in this conviction but failed to foresee one thing: increasingly, the
begatters aren’t reading literature or going to playscertainly not when most
professional theater charge a small fortune for ticketsand short stories, his
favorite form of expression, are hardly being read by anyone, whether they begat
or not. Thus Saroyan’s literary immortality, or lack of it, is very much in doubt.
It shouldn’t be. His is a unique voice, born of unique circumstances. A highschool dropout who always felt divided between his Armenian roots and his
American ideals, William Saroyan wrote compulsively and voluminously about
the most basic and universal elements of human experience from the vantage
point of an objective observer who was also observing, often very critically, his
own flawed behavior.
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Saroyan scorned established literary forms of any kind (“I make form, form
doesn’t make me,” he declared), because he felt they restricted honest
expression. He wrote astonishingly quickly, often employing a stream-ofconsciousness style and usually refusing to revise his first drafts. (His most
celebrated play, The Time of Your Life, was written over six days on a bet.)
Hello Out There, first produced in 1942, was hailed by critics from the start and
became a staple of amateur one-act competitions. The play is straightforward and
unambiguous and consequently has prompted little critical analysis. For his part,
Saroyan eventually condemned it as the one play he wished he had never written,
because it was a capitulation to conventional forms and critical tastes. What was
really going on, one suspects, is that having convinced himself that the theatrical
establishment had no judgment or taste, Saroyan was forced into the conclusion
that if the critics unanimously approved of something he wrote, it must be no
good.
William Saroyan believed that life was best lived by expressions of mutual
kindness, and that the struggle to enjoy life consisted of fighting the urge to live
for money and material things while simultaneously preventing the lack of
money from making life unbearable. He believed that the most mundane
moments in life should be savored; one might say that William Saroyan's
perception of life was that of Thornton Wilder’s Emily in Our Town, who on reliving the most uneventful of days in her past finds it to be painfully wonderful.
Wilder’s Emily, of course, was already dead before she had that revelation.
Saroyan reached the same conclusion early in life and left a huge and eminently
readable body of work dedicated to helping others see the world as he saw it: sad,
funny, confusing, unpredictable, and ultimately rich and beautiful.
William Saroyan knew how to celebrate life at its hardest; for our sake, if not
Saroyan’s, we begatters of the twenty-first century should consider giving his
works a revival, and not just the play that he hated because it was popular.
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The Playwright: William Saroyan (1908−
−1981)
Jack Marshall
The incomparable William Saroyan was born in Fresno, California, in 1908, the
son of an Armenian immigrant father who was a minister and unpublished poet.
Saroyan’s father died when William (then called “Aram”) was three, but his hold
on his son was strong in life and death. Saroyan was determined to be a writer
like his father and was largely self-trained. He dropped out of school at fifteen,
then wrote about everything, especially himself, developing a spare, direct,
quirky style characterized by stream-of-consciousness dialogue, startlingly
honest self- examination, and experimental forms.
His collection of stories, The Daring Young Man on the Flying Trapeze (1934)
made him a literary celebrity at age twenty-six. More collections followed and, in
1939, The Group Theatre put the very first play he had ever written on a
Broadway stage. My Heart’s in the Highlands was quickly followed by The
Time of Your Life, which won the Pulitzer Prize and New York Drama Critics
Award. Famously, he rejected the cash prize of the Pulitzer in a shocking speech,
stating that he was the only proper judge of his work’s quality and denigrating
the Pulitzer committee’s competence to honor it.
He was that kind of guy. This proved incident was but the tip of Saroyan’s
iceberg-sized ego. He said that he did not need to see other plays or read other
authors, because their works were the product of convention and criticallyimposed standards that would only mar his self-expression. He attacked
productions of his own plays, alienating the theater world, and made it quite
plain in his writings that he considered most of his fellow writers dishonest,
stilted, compromised hacks. He wrote about every conceivable aspect of his own
life and behavior, both admirable and unattractive, saying that he was the
embodiment of the common man.
His prodigious output includes a popular novel, The Human Comedy, a hit song
(the Rosemary Clooney hit “Come On-a My House”), and four volumes of
memoirs, together with hundreds of other stories, essays, plays, collections,
poems, and novels. All of it explored his unique world view, which can be
summarized in five key aspects of the writer’s creed:
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1. The joy in life is in the living, and the appreciation of life's diversity.
Tragedy, comedy, grief, exultation, good luck, and misfortune are all part of the
mix to be savored.
2. Live hard, play hard, and don't look back. Saroyan reveled in the fact that
being human meant being flawed. Don't spend a lot of time beating yourself up
over the flaws; just do the best you can.
3. We foolishly make ourselves unhappy by creating impossible
expectations. “Good” food is good enough, but we are conditioned to believe
there is better to be gotten, and that when we get it, we will be happy. But when
we get it, we are still dissatisfied. Saroyan believed businesses thrived by
creating this dissatisfaction through advertising.
4. Share whatever you have, good or bad, generously. Not just money or
things, he pointed out: “energy, your good humor, your wit, your intelligence . . .
or the opposite of these . . . ennui, bitterness, and so on.”
5. Regarding work: “If a man labors at the labor which does not delight his
heart, he is a slave; if he labors at labor that does delight his heart, then no matter
how difficult that labor is, it is not labor at all, but play.” (From “I’m Right, the
World Is Wrong.")
6. Money should not be valued over living things, but it is essential for some
measure of human dignity and freedom. Saroyan “resented” the need to work
for money but realized that it was impossible to avoid. Saroyan’s facetious
solution to this paradox: let everyone print their own currency.
7. An artist is validated if one person is moved or transformed by his art,
and a life is made significant if one person is touched and changed by the
living of it.
William Saroyan lived by his words. He was famous for sprees of wild abandon,
and enjoyed many vices, all of which found their way into his stories. He gave,
spent, or gambled away money almost as fast as he made it, occasionally faster.
In the somber times of the Cold War, his optimistic views were increasingly
dismissed by the public, even as his own writings became more bitter and
concerned with death. (His 1963 memoir was entitled Not Dying.) Still, he wrote
until the end, and today his works seem as fresh, original, and entertaining as
ever, while more-favored contemporaries appear dated remnants of a bygone
fashion.
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Having never embraced what was in style, Saroyan may be inoculated from
going out of it. William Saroyan died in 1981 convinced that he was a major
literary figure, and that his views of life, love, and finance were the correct ones,
in the face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary. His first conviction will
presumably remain a matter of controversy forever, until people start reading him
again, in which case it will become plain that Saroyan was correct. Whether he
was correct about the second, however, can only be determined through personal
experience.

Forever Odd: The Eccentricities of William Saroyan
• Before finally being published, Saroyan devoted one entire room to the
storage and display of his rejection letters.
• Saroyan married, left his wife on their honeymoon in Europe, returned,
later divorced her, and years later, married her a second time. And
divorced her a second time, whereupon she married Walter Matthau.
• The actor who played 9-year-old “Johnny,” the autobiographical role in
Saroyan’s first (and favorite) play, My Heart’s in the Highlands, was
Sidney Lumet, later the acclaimed film director of such classic movies as
Network, Dog Day Afternoon, and Twelve Angry Men.
• Also playing a character in that Group Theatre production was Saroyan’s
cousin, Ross Bagdasarian, whose son shared the same name until he
changed it to David Seville. David Seville was the creator, co-performer
with, and voice of the “singing chipmunks”Simon, Theodore, and of
course, Alvinand later the animated cartoons they starred in.
• Ross Bagdasarian also wrote the music to Rosemary Clooney’s signature
song, “Come On-a My House,” a huge hit in 1951, with lyrics by William
Saroyan, who said they just came to him while he was driving his car to a
lady friend’s home.
• William Saroyan won an Academy Award (1943) for the screenplay The
Human Comedy, based on his novel of the same name. He hated the movie
and refused to discuss it.
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• Saroyan once lost virtually all of his money, $50,000, during two days at
the racetrack. He was reduced to requesting loans from various rich
Armenians, who all, he said, turned him down. “I can’t blame them,”
Saroyan reportedly said, “They didn’t become millionaires by giving
money to people like me.”
• During World War II, the U.S. Government set up a compound where
writers like William Faulkner and Saroyan were expected to turn out
stories and novels favorable to the war effort. Alone among the other
famous writers, Saroyan chafed at the assignment and convinced those in
charge to fund a trip to London where he would write a novel. He
eventually turned in a book in which the hero was a Nazi officer and the
villains were American and British diplomats. Saroyan was relieved of his
involvement with the project.
• In 1996, Stanford won its battle with Berkeley to house Saroyan’s papers,
but had to agree to take custody of his non-literary collections as well,
including hundreds of boxes of rocks, matchbooks, thousands of old
newspapers, labels peeled from cans, and 10,000 rubber bands.

A Taste of Saroyan
Some playwrights have a unique voice, and this is especially true of the
playwrights who worked in other forms, like novelist-playwrights Gore Vidal,
Kurt Vonnegut, and William Saroyan. Saroyan was an extreme case, for he was
a compulsive writer of poems, newspaper columns, memoirs, essays, short
stories, one-act plays, full-length plays, and books. More even than most of the
other wonderful writers of the twentieth century who created the plays we have
produced during the last twenty years, Saroyan’s mode of expression is a unique
pleasure. Here are some examples:

“In the end, today is forever, yesterday is still today, and tomorrow is already
today.”
from My Heart’s in the Highlands
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“In the time of your life, liveso that in that good time there shall be no
ugliness or death for yourself or for any life your life touches. Seek goodness
everywhere, and when it is found, bring it out of its hiding place and let it be
free and unashamed. Place in matter and in flesh the least of the values, for
these are the things that hold death and must pass away. Discover in all things
that which shines and is beyond corruption . . . . In the time of your life, live
so that in that wondrous time you shall not add to the misery and sorrow of
the world, but shall smile to the infinite delight and mystery of it.”
from The Time of Your Life
“Going mad was a specialty of the family. Until a man had gone mad, it was
understood that he was still a boy. If he never did, he was not the equal of
those who had. Only a few reached the age of thirty unseized, and, over a
period of a century, only two or three members of the family went the whole
distance unseized. More than a few took the trip several times, after which
they were considered wise men, or perhaps even holy men, as if they had
made the pilgrimage to Jerusalem, as, in a sense, they had.”
from “Madness in the Family”
“All great art has madness, and quite a lot of bad art has it, too.”
from My Heart’s in the Highlands
“No art is lost and yours shall never be,
For when you sing, you sing at least for me.
And when at last my mortal day is done
Remember, friend, that I shall leave a son,
Tutored to seek the glory of his race
(Wherever he may go, to what strange place)
In your clear voice, which is the very pith
Of our old legend and our deathless myth.
And if the mother of his son shall be
A daughter of our ancient family,
I think she’ll teach him in his early years
That when you sing, though he be moved to tears,
He will yet know how once in strength we stood,
And stand forever in her motherhood.”
from “To the Voice of Shah-Mouraclian”
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“He began to be a poet. He began to be alive, and such a change is the
greatest poetry, even if it is never written.”
from “The Poet”
“I am he, but not really, and yet very really, except for moments such as now
when he is outside, or inside out, I watching and he too. I, the Armenian, of
the tribe Saroyan, and he Saroyan, of the tribe and not of it, neither Armenian
nor American nor anything but himself, clean-shaven at his best, fresh, very
much alive, delighted, eager to eat and drink and have, and full of contradictions, believing everything, disbelieving everything, loving everything and
hating everything.
“He, the writer. The writer who can’t write, who is published only because he
can’t, whose confidence is so great that it is ridiculous, whose faith in himself
is greater than a Mohammedan's in Allah. I am he. How is that?”
from “Seven Fragments”
“The child race is fresh, eager, interested, innocent, imaginative, healthy and
full of faith, where the adult race, more often than not, is stale, spiritually
debauched, unimaginative, unhealthy, and without faith.”
from My Heart’s in the Highlands
“It was the most beautiful, the most intelligent, the most artful, the sweetest,
and the most philosophic fire I ever saw. Even so, I felt especially bad about
losing the bed I shared with my brother . . . the whole thing gone up forever in
smoke.”
from “Fire”
“That is the part of it that gives a man all the things he has: his humor, his
kindliness, his warmth: that knowing that the brightest, finest, loveliest,
strongest, gayest, warmest, and the best ends the same as all the other things.”
from “Of Love and Time”
“I also waste time now and then just looking up at a tree because all of a
sudden I see how truly wonderful it is, what a magnificent thing it is. Or I
stand and look at a road in the park, the road empty, silent, and going away,
as if to some wonderful place, with the day ending; and then quietly a small
boy coming down the road on a bicycle, going home and not making a single
sound; not whistling or singing or humming; just going along quietly home
to supper because the day is ending and everything in the world with any
sense knows the time has come for stillness.”
from “The Ride on the Great Highway in the Sky of the Sinking Sun”
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“I am a writer, and I don’t mean a writer of short stories, essays, or anything
else. I make form; form doesn't make me. I’m too big, every dimension to
be limited by the smallness of other men. My ignorance of what is useless
and unimportant is as great as my wisdom of what is useful and important.”
from “Notes”
“Yesterday at the beach I found a small flat round pebble, almost the size of a
dollar, that is the yoke of an egg beginning to grow life, red, green, white and
gray, with red veins. I do not know who to give it to who will see it as I do.”
from “Notes”
“In the end, today is forever, yesterday is still today, and tomorrow is already
from My Heart’s in the Highlands
today.”
“The purpose of writing is both to keep up with life and to run ahead of it. I
am little comfort to myself, although I am the only comfort I have, excepting
perhaps streets, clouds, the sun, the faces and voices of kids and the aged, and
similar accidents of beauty, innocence, truth and loneliness.”
from My Heart’s in the Highlands
“Critics are beginning to criticize me on the ground that I am always writing
about myself, but everything I write is about man, not one word of it is about
myself. No matter what happens to me, I remain the writer of stories; the one
who is watching. And I said, speaking as a writer of prose, it's very simple; it
comes from being yourself and man at the same time; it comes from ceasing
to be yourself and becoming only man when death occurs, in yourself and
darkness comes over the earth, and that is how it is now, but you will be
resurrected, and all you have to remember is to go on watching, go on
keeping your mind alive, and never bury yourself in grief, and always
remember everything.
from “A Moment of Prose in Kansas”
“The function of literature is to increase in men the capacity to endure nicely,
and perhaps to enjoy, presence on earth, but this happens also to be the
function of everything else people do, which if they didn't do would make
thieves or murderers of them on the one hand, or bores or neurotics on the
other.”
from “I Thank You”
“Everybody dies, but I had always assumed that I would be the exception.
Now what?”
Saroyan's last words,
sent to the Associated Press five days before his death on May 18, 1981.
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