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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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The Authors:
The Amazing Tom Jones and Harvey Schmidt
—Jack Marshall
It has been widely publicized that John Kander and Fred Ebb, the musical
collaboration that created Chicago and Cabaret among other musicals, had the
longest continuous partnership of that kind in the history of the American stage. It
was a long one, to be sure, extending four decades from the pair’s first musical,
Flora the Red Menace, in 1965, until lyricist Ebb’s death in 2004. But the record
belongs to another team that has “longest running” as its badge of honor already:
Tom Jones and Harvey Schmidt, who wrote The Fantasticks, the longest
continuously running musical of all time, and also I Do! I Do!. The pair kept
churning out shows from 1957 to 2001, edging out Kander and Ebb by five full
years. Remarkably, their professional partnership—and even more remarkably,
their friendship—has stayed intact since the pair met as students at the University
of Texas in Austin after World War II. And who knows—both Jones and Schmidt
are still alive. They may have another show percolating, for all we know.
Why do the media and show biz crowd prefer to bestow the honor of longestrunning musical comedy team on Kander and Ebb? My guess is that it is because
they were cool and saucy, making hip-grinding shows about wanton women,
murderers, roller derby queens and other denizens of the seamy side that is Fosse
territory, with lots of grinding hips and sexual tension. Tom Jones and Harvey
Schmidt’s wheelhouse couldn’t be more different: young love, old love, life
lessons and the drama of every day, normal, nice middle Americans. Their songs
are four-square; the dancing, what little of it that there is, is hoofing or soft-shoe;
their show’s heroes are people you’d let babysit your grandkids; and there usually
aren’t any villains. To Kander and Ebb, life was a cabaret. To Schmidt and Jones,
it is holding hands with someone you love at sunset.
The two longtime friends are both native Texans, and approximately the same age
(Schmidt was born in 1928, Jones in ’29). Schmidt attended college to become a
graphic artist, but he was dragooned into playing the piano for the drama club, and
met Jones. They wrote a revue together called, and I’m serious, Hipsy Boo!, and it
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was a campus hit. Jones and Schmidt then collaborated on an original book
musical, and began writing songs together on a more or less regular basis.
Both served in the army during the Korean War, and continued their informal
collaboration by mail, exchanging lyrics and musical tapes back and forth between
the camps where they were based. Upon discharge, the pair came to New York and
took the West Side flat which still serves as Schmidt’s office and home.
While they were noodling around with ideas for songs and musicals, Schmidt
worked lucratively as a graphic artist and illustrator for NBC Television, Life,
Harper's Bazaar, Sports Illustrated, and Fortune. Jones struggled, teaching some,
conducting a theatre workshop, and trying get jobs as a stage director. Meanwhile,
the two continued writing together, contributing revue material for Julius Monk's
“Upstairs-Downstairs” shows and Ben Bagley's “Shoestring Reviews.” They also
were experimenting with a full-scale musical based on a little-known French
comedy by Rostand which spoofs Romeo and Juliet. The parents in that version
fake a feud in order to make their contrary-minded children fall in love. This was,
of course, the beginning of The Fantasticks.
After years of struggling unsuccessfully to make the material a big Broadway
musical, Schmidt and Jones threw out everything they had written (except a little
song called "Try to Remember") and a lot of theatrical conventions as well. They
started from scratch, completing the quirky, pared-down version of the show that
made them rich and famous in less than three weeks.
It debuted as a summer theatre production at Barnard College. The one-act version
attracted enough attention from the world of the professional theatre that Jones and
Schmidt soon were expanding the show and preparing it for a commercial run.
What a run it was. The Fantasticks opened at the Sullivan Street Playhouse in
Greenwich Village to mixed notices on the night of May 3rd, 1960, and didn’t
close for more than forty years.
While safely entrenched Off- Broadway, Jones and Schmidt reached Broadway
itself with their successful musical version of N. Richard Nash's romance, The
Rainmaker, and then later with I Do! I Do! They also continued to work on
experimental ways to present musical stories, expanding on the innovations of The
Fantasticks, at Portfolio, their theater workshop. The Portfolio efforts spawned the
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musical Celebration, which moved to Broadway, the Off-Broadway Philemon,
which won an Outer Critics Circle Award, and Collette, which toured in the
western states and reappeared in New York as Colette Collage. Their last show
was Roadside in 2001, a musical about the Western expansion based on a play by
Lynn Riggs, who wrote Green Grow the Lilacs.
They also had the kind of experience that would lead less stable artists to jump out
the window, when 13 years of work on a musicalization of Our Town called
Grover’s Corners was vaporized by Wilder’s nephew, who withdrew the estate’s
permission to adapt the classic. Those who saw the show before the plug was
pulled say it is a masterpiece.
In addition to an Obie Award and the 1992 Special Tony for The Fantasticks,
Jones and Schmidt are the recipients of the prestigious ASCAP-Richard Rodgers
Award. In they were inducted into the Broadway Hall of Fame in February of
1999, and on May 3rd, 1999, their "stars" were added to the Off-Broadway Walk
of Fame outside the Lucille Lortel theatre.
In 1997, Jones and Schmidt appeared Off-Broadway in The Show Goes On, a revue
based on their songs. It won unanimous raves from critics and audiences, for the
beloved material of course, but also because the two men so obviously still enjoyed
each other’s company, camaraderie and talents. It is refreshing that in a profession
in which long associations almost always end in divorce, recriminations or
lawsuits, the team that specialized in telling and singing the stories of nice people
are nice people themselves. That’s probably why they have done it so well, for so
long.
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The Fantasticks and I Do! I Do!
Excerpted from an unpublished manuscript
by Scott Miller; edited by Tom Fuller
I Do! I Do! found its origins in its creators’ first major work—The Fantasticks,
which took the American musical out of the traditional formula once and for all. In
I Do! I Do!, Jones and Schmidt experimented with merging some of those
traditional elements back into what is at heart the same story.
In the introduction to the published script of The Fantasticks, Tom Jones described
his underlying theatrical philosophy:
To celebrate romanticism and mock it at the same time.
To touch people, and then to make them laugh at the very
thing that touched them. To make people laugh, and then
to turn the laugh around, find the other side of it. To put
two emotions side by side, as close together as possible,
like a chord in music.
This philosophy gave rise to The Fantasticks and, ultimately, I Do! I Do! as well.
The Fantasticks, which has been described as “a rhapsodic musical fable, a jazz
symphony of human experience,” made world theatre history after an almost
imperceptible opening off Broadway. It was an outgrowth of the Beat Generation,
and began with Edmond Rostand’s 1894 French play Les Romanesques.
From 1954 to 1956, Jones had worked on a musical version of Les Romanesques,
not with his regular partner Harvey Schmidt (still in the army for the Korean War),
but with composer J. Donald Robb, creating a kind of Rodgers and Hammerstein
rip-off called Joy Comes to Dead Horse. ("That’s what musicals were at that
point," Jones later said.) They reset the story with two Texan families and a
Mexican co-conspirator named El Gallo. An uneasy mix of Our Town, Finian’s
Rainbow, Zorro, and various Shakespearean comedies, it was produced at the
University of New Mexico in 1956, but the collaborators decided it was an
unsalvageable mess and they parted company.
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When composer Schmidt came home, Jones asked him to work on the project, and
they hunkered down, still intending it to be a major, large-scale, Rodgers and
Hammerstein-style Broadway musical. It still didn’t work.
In June 1959, actress Mildred Dunnock offered director Word Baker the
opportunity to present an evening of three one-act plays at the Minor Latham
Theatre, way uptown in Manhattan, with a combined budget of one hundred
dollars. Baker called Schmidt and Jones and told them if they’d condense Joy
Comes to Dead Horse into a one-act, he’d include it in his show.
They’d have to do the show very minimalistically and they’d have to have the new
version done in four weeks. The budget dictated the physical style, and it forced
the authors to focus on the essence of the story, minus all the trappings of a "usual"
Broadway musical, in the process "celebrating the restrictions of the theatre rather
than trying to disguise it in any way," as Jones later put it. They discarded all the
Rodgers and Hammerstein baggage and the show’s Texas setting, and allowed into
the piece their joint sense of Beat poetry and intellectual whimsy, which had been
struggling to get into the show all along. Like the Beats, they now rejected
mindless conformity (the ubiquitous Rodgers and Hammerstein model), they
rejected convention for convention’s sake (like the "fourth wall" and realistic sets),
and they broke through to something more pure, more primal, more truthful.
The show’s rhyming, intellectual, Beat-style dialogue and Schmidt’s dissonant,
polytonal jazz vocabulary came to the forefront, especially with their new
orchestration, scored for just piano and harp. They took their new title from
Fleming’s translation of Les Romanesques, called The Fantasticks, complete with
quirky spelling. The original French title had implied not just people who were
romantic, but more than that, adventurous, a hallmark of the Beats most famously
described in Jack Kerouac’s bohemian odyssey, the genre-busting 1957 novel On
the Road, which would eventually serve (comically) as a model for Matt’s
adventure around the world in Act Two of The Fantasticks. There was no direct
English translation of that idea of romantic adventurousness, but Fleming’s
consciously whimsical misspelling of an approximate English equivalent seemed
to convey exactly that sense of rebelliousness the musical’s authors were looking
for—a hint of outrageousness, subversiveness. And as a successful graphic artist,
Schmidt also thought the title looked better that way.
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Act One of The Fantasticks was in form like the old-fashioned musical comedies
of yesteryear that portrayed shallow, cardboard love. Matt and Luisa find a
traditional Broadway musical Happily Ever After. But it’s tainted—predicated on a
deception—like much of mainstream American life at the time (and still today).
And like Kerouac, Matt believes he can only find answers Out There in the World;
but though Kerouac only crossed America, Matt goes literally around the world.
Act Two was the Beats’ answer to the traditional romantic Broadway musical,
more like the concept musicals to come in the 60s and 70s. In Act Two, the
disillusionment sinks in and the young lovers find that love cannot be built on false
romanticism. The Happily Ever After they have been promised all their lives runs
smack up against the reality of Life. As many young people did in post-war
America, they find that Marriage is Hard. All the lovely lies of the American
establishment, the Happily Ever After that the end of World War II had promised,
that mythical American Dream that only a few Americans actually get to enjoy, is
revealed to be a fake. Like the musicals that would be written in the years to come,
Act Two of The Fantasticks tells us that life is complicated, difficult, and
confusing, but that it is possible for clear-eyed realists to navigate this decidedly
un-musical-comedy terrain. This was a show at least a decade ahead of its time.
The Fantasticks was the beginning of the end of the Rodgers and Hammerstein
revolution, and it paved the way for unconventional shows like Anyone Can
Whistle, Cabaret, Company, Celebration, Promises, Promises, and others. I Do! I
Do! was another, perhaps less predictable, offshoot of the same departures from
convention.
I Do! I Do! is the story told in The Fantasticks: Young love begins with a starryeyed faith in romantic love, and learns the hard way that love and marriage are a
lot of work—but still attainable, and still worth the effort.
The book The Amazing Story of The Fantasticks quotes journalist Linda Ellerbee
about the show:
Will Durant said civilization is a stream with banks. He
said the stream is sometimes filled with blood from
people’s killing, stealing, shouting and doing the things
historians usually record, while on the banks, unnoticed,
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people build homes, make love, rear children, sing songs,
write poetry and whittle statues. He said historians (and
journalists) are pessimists because they ignore the banks
of the river. But the story of civilization, he said, is the
story of what happened on the banks. Sixteen years ago, I
saw The Fantasticks for the first time. This week, I will
see it for the sixteenth time. Why? Because at least once
a year I need to be reminded about the importance of
what goes on on the banks, and how to get back to them.
Deep in December, it’s nice to remember. The rest of the
time, it’s necessary.
Theatre is here precisely to tell that story. Tom Jones once wrote, after seeing the
famed Bread and Puppet Theatre, about what he wanted theatre to be, in words that
apply equally to The Fantasticks and I Do! I Do!:
Tears without laughter
Is like laughter without tears.
Either one is essentially shallow.
A half-experience.
A half-vision.
Put the two together:
Not the mask of comedy
And
The mask of tragedy,
But as one face,
Twisting –
Impossible opposites
Irrevocably joined together.
Do that
And then we have made some progress.
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Activist and Storyteller Jan de Hartog, and
his Wife Marjorie: The Fourposter comes true
—Ann Walton Sieber in The Friends Journal (February 1, 2004)
[The book for I Do! I Do! relies heavily on its source material, the play The
Fourposter, by Jan de Hartog, a 1951 Broadway success starring husband and
wife team Hume Cronyn and Jessica Tandy. The play was actually more successful
than its musical adaptation, but today it is seldom performed. This article gives us
some insight on the original creator of the characters and plot of I Do! I Do!—JM]
Jan and Marjorie de Hartog lived an exotic and crusading life. They lived the life
many have dreamed of—full of adventure and full-flush living, continually
directed to the cause of helping others. Famous for penning such works as the
classic play The Fourposter and novels like The Spiral Road and The Captain, Jan
de Hartog died on September 22, 2002, at the age of 88, having returned with
Marjorie to Houston 11 years earlier.
A preacher’s son who was born in the Netherlands, Jan had been leery of religion,
although his books had always had a moral and pacifist bent. Jan wrote and
narrated a history of the Quakers for Dutch TV, taking the film crew to sites of
Quaker importance in England and the United States, from Swarthmore Hall to the
route of the Underground Railroad.
When the film crew went to the Tower of London, they visited the room where
William Penn had been imprisoned. It contained the four-poster bed that he had
slept in, which, in the style of a museum, had a little cord barring access. But as
soon as the hulking Beefeater guard who was giving the tour left the room, Jan
pushed the cord aside and lay on the bed. There he had a remarkable insight.
Staring up at the bed’s intricately carved canopy, Jan realized that William Penn
could have conceived the layout of Philadelphia right there. The carved wood aptly
pictured the town layout, with the city hall in the center and the bedposts
representing the four surrounding square parks.
When World War II broke out, the Nazis occupied Holland, and Jan spent some
time hiding in a nursing home in Amsterdam, where he was known to the other
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occupants only as a bedridden old woman named Mrs.Vliegendart. His meals were
brought upstairs by a staff member who was in on the deceit. The portions were, of
course, meant for a frail old woman, and he protested that he was starving to
death—couldn’t they bring him more? Well, yes, the attendant said, perhaps she
could smuggle him some more food in a bedpan. Only if it’s a new bedpan, he
replied.
Confined to this four-poster bed, he started dreaming of the life of marriage and
domesticity he would have had if only he hadn’t been killed in the war. And thus
was written The Fourposter, a classic, sentimental tale of marriage concocted
entirely out of the fantasies of a young, single man.
Jan and Marjorie met after the war, and courted for seven years. Marjorie was 14
years his junior. One day, while she was deciding whether or not to marry Jan, they
attended a Quaker meeting together. “When I went in I felt like a mill pond, my
mind all in turmoil,” Marjorie recalled. “During the meeting, my mind settled, the
water became perfectly still. I was certain after that.”
Marjorie was so moved that she, along with Jan, embraced Quakerism. Later, Jan
and Marjorie helped found Brussels Meeting, as well as the international Quaker
center located there.
Jan dictated his material, oral storyteller style, which comes across in the ease of
the writer’s voice. Marjorie typed up the tapes and then reworked and edited the
material. His style and tone range widely from book to book, from the overwrought
intensity of The Spiral Road to the gentle reminiscences of A Sailor’s Life or
Waterways of the New World.
Jan was a writer but also a storyteller, and a reveler in life. He was gifted with the
ability to convey that quickened spirit of life to others through his writing. And
after all the transfixing stories and rowdy, inspiring novels, it is this presence that
matters. As he once said, “Perhaps at some point in time we will not be
remembered for what we have said, but for what we were.”
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Some reviewer reactions to the original Broadway
production of I Do! I Do! directed by Gower
Champion, December, 1966:
Norman Nadel, World Journal Tribune
First, praise must go to Jan de Hartog. About 80 per cent of the success of I Do! I
Do! is his, and the sentimental marital comedy which was a hit some years ago
simply has become a hit all over again. De Hartog described 50 years of a
marriage, from the wedding night through all the joys and adversities that such a
union can include. I've watched and reviewed it many times; the lines, the
situations and the two personalities never have shown the slightest wear. In fact,
they were as fresh as new last night, and in the hands of such as Preston and
Martin, beautifully realized. Everything that has been added, in the way of music,
lyrics and scenic devices, is bonus, but the source and substance are de Hartog's.
Last night the critics were seated further from the stage than usual, which could
have been to make the stars look younger (producer David Merrick might think of
something like that), but there was no need. Neither evokes the vulnerable
innocence of youth as Hume Cronyn and Jessica Tandy did in The Fourposter, but
they substitute a becoming eagerness. Mary Martin will have the gift of
youthfulness as long as she lives. The music doesn't begin to enhance things until
the two of them sing "My Cup Runneth Over." During "Love Isn't Everything,"
they are first cluttering then clearing the stage of children's toys and clothes. This
pleasantly rhythmic blending of action, properties, music and story is director
Champion's best touch. Preston has his moment with "A Well Known Fact," but
she follows with "Flaming Agnes," in the flippant style of her "Honey Bun"
number in South Pacific [1949]. What makes I Do! I Do! unique is the fact that
you are always watching two of the most talented and entertaining performers in
the American musical theatre.
Walter Kerr, New York Times
… your passion for it is going to depend heavily upon the depth of your devotion
to two of the fastest-starting sprinters the contemporary stage knows. . . . The stars,
they're great. What about the material? It's...a sort of carefully condensed time
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capsule of all the clichés that have ever been spawned by people married and/or
single.…
Martin Gottfried, Women’s Wear Daily
A warm and very original musical that has the handsome, if glossy, looks of an
expensive greeting card and occasionally the sentiments of a cheaper one. They
have thrown out the sliding, dropping, rolling scenery, the dancing choruses and
the blasting brasses of the ordinary, old-time Broadway musical and have settled
for a cast of two and a quiet, extremely musical play. This is not quite the direction
in which the musical theatre has been moving, but directions are never as
consequential as individual works. Jones and Schmidt decided to try things this
way and well they should have. Their work is lovely and strong, capitalizing on the
special exhilaration of the very best kind of performers. I Do! I Do! avoids its
story's natural inclination toward the mawkish and does many fine theatre things. It
is the result of a splendid teamwork between authors and director. … The
consequence is a work of remarkable consistency, fine musicality, warm rhythms
and superb performances.

I Do! I Do!’s Original Bride, the Great Mary Martin
—Jack Marshall
One of the greatest of all musical theater actresses, and owner of one of the
warmest, most expressive singing voices ever to fondle a song, Mary Martin was
born on December 11, 1913, in Weatherford, Texas.
A precocious child star in local theater, she started taking voice lessons at age
twelve, and had classical singing skills that she seldom had occasion to display on
stage. The strange sequence in Peter Pan, in which Peter (he was a boy,
remember), pretended to be a “beautiful lady,” luring Captain Hook with
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coloratura runs, was put in the show specifically to showcase Martin’s “legit”
vocal skills. When she was just 16, she married Benjamin J. Hagman, an
accountant, and was still in her teens when their son, Larry, was born in September
of 1931. Larry grew up to be actor Larry Hagman, a.k.a. J.R. Ewing, and he had
little contact with his soon-to-be famous mother, especially after she and his father
divorced. Mother and son only became close, or closer, in Mary Martin’s later
years.
Using her maiden name, Martin was busy with her performing career while her son
was being cared for by others. She had a photographic memory that allowed her to
learn lyrics and lines instantly. She sang on the radio in Dallas and in nightclubs in
Los Angeles, finally catching the eye of a theatrical producer who cast her in a
play in New York that flopped before it could open officially. But her rich tones
and trademark tumbling waterfall delivery got her cast in Cole Porter's Leave It To
Me, in which she sang "My Heart Belongs to Daddy". The song became famous,
and Martin with it. The song became her signature and is identified with her to this
day; nobody could sing the naughty song half as wittily or well, though many tried,
from Marilyn Monroe to Peggy Lee:
While tearing off a game of golf
I may make a play for the caddy
But when I do, I don't follow through
Cause my heart belongs to Daddy…
Paramount Pictures signed her to appear in the movie “The Great Victor Herbert,”
and between 1939 and 1942 she starred in ten films, none of which were
memorable. Meanwhile, though she was still performing “My Heart Belongs To
Daddy” on various radio shows, Mary Martin’s career stalled until she was cast in
the role of Ensign Nellie Forbush in the hit Rodgers and Hammerstein musical,
South Pacific. A movie washout, she became an instant Broadway diva.
Thin, wiry, and athletic with a long face, prominent nose and short, curly hair,
Martin was cute rather than pretty, and all of her most famous roles in her prime
were “tomboy” characters. Most of the Broadway musical actresses of the era were
seen to better advantage from the second balcony—Martin, Gwen Verdon, Ethel
Merman, Gertrude Lawrence, Carol Channing, even Julie Andrews—few of the
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leading and singing ladies of the period were beauties, and if any were, Hollywood
snapped them up. Thus, Mary Martin’s realm was the stage, where she followed
Nellie Forbush with another tomboy, Maria in The Sound of Music, taking over for
Merman in Annie Get your Gun, and then playing a real boy, the title role in the
musical version of Peter Pan.
She won Tony Awards for both Peter Pan and The Sound of Music. On TV, she
brought her portrayal of the boy who never grew up to TV audiences, who made
her live broadcast of Peter Pan and annual tradition for several years. Martin
herself seemed immune to aging for over four decades, but by the mid-sixties, the
tomboy act was getting hard to sustain and that smooth voice was showing signs of
wear and tear. Mary Martin began to transition into grande dame roles, touring the
world as Carol Channing’s successor in Hello, Dolly!
David Merrick lured her back to Broadway to star with Robert Preston in I Do! I
Do!, and they both continued with the show in the 1968-69 North American tour,
with Martin playing a blushing newlywed (who is a virgin on her wedding night) at
the unlikely age of 56. The tour was cut short because of Martin’s illness.
Martin and her second husband Richard retired to their ranch in Brazil shortly after
that. She came out of retirement in 1978 to do the Broadway comedy Do You Turn
Somersaults?, hosted a public television series on aging, and then suffered serious
injuries in a terrible 1982 automobile accident that led to the death of her close
friend, actress Janet Gaynor. In her final stage turn, she and Carol Channing
portrayed aging actresses in the 1986 touring production Legends.
The year before she died of colon cancer in 1990, Mary Martin received a Lifetime
Achievement Award from the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts in
Washington, D.C. She deserved it. Whether it was crooning “Cockeyed Optimist,”
accompanying herself on the guitar as she taught the Von Trapp kids to sing “Do
Re Me,” or perhaps most of all, sailing out the window of the Darling home on
wires as she sang “I’m Flying!” in the magical first act finale of Peter Pan, nobody
who heard Mary Martin make a song her own could ever quite accept that song
from anyone else.
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The Original Mr. Snow: Robert Preston
—Jack Marshall
Robert Preston’s original name was Robert Preston Meservey. He was born in
Newton Highlands, Mass., on June 8, 1918, and attended school in Hollywood,
where his father played baseball with the Hollywood Blues of the Pacific Coast
League and his mother worked in a Los Angeles music store.
He left school to become an actor at 16, joining a small Shakespearean troupe and
later the Pasadena Community Theater, where he appeared in 42 productions.
While playing Harry Van, a hoofer, in Robert Sherwood's play Idiot's Delight, he
was spotted by a talent scout and signed to a motion picture contract with
Paramount. Over the next few years, he appeared in dozens of films, and
eventually became a Hollywood regular, while also playing the occasional serious
role on stage, in New York and elsewhere. There was no reason to think that
wasn’t going to be the course of Robert Preston’s professional acting career. Not
bad, but nothing special.
The most remarkable mid-career turnabout for a movie star may have been that of
the late Leslie Neilsen, who, after a long career as an earnest leading man, parlayed
a cameo parody of his typical roles in the movie comedy “Airplane!” into a new,
unexpected, and even more successful second life as a slapstick movie comic. But
close behind him in the sweepstakes for surprise turns is the epic career of Robert
Preston, creator of the stuffy, insecure, lovable male half of the Snow marriage that
forms the plot of I Do! I Do!
Until he was almost 40, Robert Preston was known to American audiences as a
square jawed, reliable supporting actor in good movies and leading actor in lessgood ones. ''I'd get the best role in every B picture and the second best in the A
pictures,'' he told an interviewer. Even after he had become a bona fide Broadway
super-star, Preston had a hard time getting Hollywood to regard him as anything
but a second lead, as when, shortly after his triumph in The Music Man, Preston
drew the thankless role as Debbie Reynolds’ flirtatious wagon master in “How the
West Was Won.”
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He had to fight for the leading role in The Music Man, the part and the show that
changed everything for Preston. Bigger, more bankable stars were considered,
among them Milton Berle, Art Carney and Ray Bolger. But Morton Da Costa, who
directed the show, had seen Mr. Preston in summer-stock shows and had been
impressed. ''Preston has energy and he has reality,'' the director observed. ''He's an
actor who can project himself larger than life. And he has enough sureness of
technique and enough urbanity to portray the con man and the opportunist without
resorting to a wax mustache.''
Preston had another advantage too. Meredith Willson, who wrote the show, book,
music and lyrics, had created the part of Harold Hill, the fast-talking huckster, with
his next-door neighbor in mind: Phil Harris, the radio star and bandleader who
specialized in baritone-voiced patter songs and the persona of a lovable rogue. As
Harris told it, Willson had him read the script, and Harris bluntly broke the news to
his friend. “Seriously Meredith?” Harris claims he told a shattered Willson. “A
boys band? Barbershop quartets? This thing is a bomb!” Though not a comedian
like Harris, Robert Preston resembled him in face, build, attitude and vocal
timbre—he must have fit Willson’s template perfectly. The first time the author
and the director heard the actor sing “Trouble in River City,” the role of Harold
Hill was cast.
And Phil Harris kicked himself every day until the day he died.
The show opened on Dec. 19, 1957, and ran for 1,375 performances. Brooks
Atkinson, then the drama critic for The New York Times, called The Music Man “a
rhythmic lark…which is as American as apple pie and a Fourth of July
celebration.'' “As the infectious bunko man, Mr. Preston could hardly be improved
on,'' Atkinson added. ''His expansive energy and his concentration on the crisis of
the moment are tonic.''
As Hill, Preston played a shady but likable salesman who is finally redeemed by
the love of an Iowa librarian named Marian. He knew the role of a lifetime had
finally arrived, and was loath to give The Music Man up. He remained with the
show for the first three years of its run, and later re-created it in a 1962 motion
picture with Shirley Jones.
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''Acting is all I've ever done, and I've nothing else to make comparisons with when
anyone asks me whether I've ever wanted anything else out of life,'' Robert Preston
told an interviewer in 1964. ''It's given me enough satisfaction so that I haven't
wanted or had to look for anything else. For a man without hobbies, I stand in a
wonderful spot, where what I do is my best hobby and everything else is a poor
second.''
Preston won a Tony Award for his appearances in The Music Man, and his postMusic Man career was centered on the Broadway stage. He won raves in the
musical Ben Franklin in Paris (1964), The Lion in Winter (1966), Nobody Loves
an Albatross (1963), and, of course, I Do! I Do!, sharing a stage with Broadway
legend Mary Martin, and proving himself her equal in every way. (He won the
Tony; she didn’t.) One of Preston’s most admired portrayals was of Mack Sennett
in 1974’sMack and Mabel, today a cult musical, with music and lyrics by Jerry
Herman, and as George C. Scott's successor as the modern Volpone in Larry
Gelbart's hit comedy Sly Fox, in 1977.
Preston’s movie roles were less frequent, but they were also juicy ones. He won
critical acclaim for his unexpected appearances as a quack, drug-happy doctor in
Blake Edwards’ “S.O.B.”, and as Toddy, the gay master of ceremonies at a
transvestite nightclub in “Victor/Victoria.” Preston’s final scene in that movie, as
he is forced to don Julie Andrews’ dress and camp through her act, playing a drag
queen with a form and voice that only Harvey Fierstein could compete with, all the
while looking ridiculous yet simultaneously being professional, charming, selfdeprecation and entertaining, is the image of Robert Preston that will always stay
with me. It displays the special combination of skill and likability that defined him
perfectly.
Whether working in films, theater or television, Preston insisted that the experience
for an actor was essentially the same. ''The camera lens or the television camera is
still just a proscenium arch,'' he told The New York Times in 1985. ''And as a great
old character actor once said to me, wherever you're acting, you reach up and take
hold of the proscenium arch and you pull it down around your shoulders.''
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Preston’s death of lung cancer at 68 came as a shock. The stage and screen lost
him too early, but no one could say that he didn’t make the most of his time there.
In fact, he did it twice: once as a memorable, professional, serious B movie actor
of long-standing, and again, improbably, as the most popular musical comedy
leading man of his era.

A Matter of Justice
Excerpted from Arguing Equality: An Interactive Web Guide for
Understanding and Presenting the Case for Same-Sex Marriage
[http://www.arguingequality.org/chapter1.htm]
Imagine if tomorrow, Congress enacted a law denying Jews the right to raise
children together in a legally protected relationship. Or if by act of law, AfricanAmerican couples who had lived together for years would no longer be permitted
joint filing of tax returns, joint policies for their home, health or auto insurance.
Of course, this is a daily reality for millions of gay Americans. While it may not be
readily apparent, marriage comes with a host of legal rights—1,049, to be exact,
ranging from the ability to collect Social Security survivor’s benefits to the right
not to have to testify against a spouse in court. Listed below is a small sampling of
some of these rights and benefits, each of which are currently denied to gay
couples.
The freedom to marry has long been recognized as one of the vital personal rights
essential to the orderly pursuit of happiness by free men. In addition, according to
the Government Accounting Office, there are 1,049 federal statutes which confer
legal rights or benefits on married couples. But note that this number is limited to
federal law, and each state has its own unique body of law which extends
additional rights to married couples. In Massachusetts, for example, over 500 state
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statutes provide benefits for married couples beyond the 1,049 already provided by
the federal government.
An incomplete list of the rights and privileges dependent on legal married status
includes:
 Priority in being appointed guardian of an incapacitated spouse or in being
recognized as acting for an incapacitated spouse in making health care
decisions.
 The right to invoke special state protection for “intrafamily offenses.”
 The right to receive, or the obligation to provide, spousal support and (in the
event of divorce) alimony and an equitable division of property.
 The right to receive additional Social Security benefits based on a spouse’s
contribution.
 The right to spousal benefits guaranteed to public employees, including
health insurance, life insurance and disability payments, plus similar
contractual benefits for private sector employees.
 The right to survivor’s benefits following the death of a veteran spouse.
 Numerous rights relating to the involuntary hospitalization of a spouse,
including the right to be notified, and the right to initiate proceedings leading
to release.
 The right to conjugal visits with a spouse who is incarcerated in prison.
 The right to priority in claiming human remains and in making anatomical
donations on behalf of a deceased spouse.
 The right for a non-American spouse to qualify as an “immediate relative”
and gain American citizenship under federal law.
 The right to bring a lawsuit for the wrongful death of a spouse and for the
intentional infliction of emotional distress through harm to a spouse.
 The right to file a joint bankruptcy petition with a spouse.
 The right to 59 distinct income tax deductions, credits, and exemptions.
 A multitude of inheritance rights, including priority in inheriting the
property of a spouse who dies without a will, the right to a family allowance,
and the right to dower.
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The denial of these to gay and lesbian couples is no academic matter—it has
palpable consequences in everyday lives. Take, for example, the case of Holly
Gunner, who began advocating for the right to marry when she came to realize
that, in the eyes of the law, lifelong gay and lesbian couples could be treated as
little more than roommates.
Following the death of Eileen, her partner of fifteen years, Holly discovered that
she did not have the legal authority to carry out Eileen’s wishes to be cremated. In
fact, she came to discover that doctors could even have barred her from seeing her
dying spouse in the hospital. At work, Holly was not permitted to take
bereavement leave. Then she was forced to pay taxes on Eileen’s property without
any benefit of a marital tax deduction, and to make matters worse, even though
Holly inherited most of Eileen’s estate, Eileen’s family refused to permit her to be
the administrator of the estate.
“As if this wasn’t [sic] all galling enough,” Holly later told a reporter, “it was
happening at the most painful, awful time in my life.” Holly’s story provides a
stark reminder that granting 1,049 federal rights and privileges to one class of
persons and categorically denying them to another is a gross violation of
fundamental principles of equality. The fight for equal access to the institution of
marriage is a fight for justice. Indeed, if our constitution’s promise of “equal
protection under the law” stands for anything, it surely stands for the principle that
if lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender citizens work and pay taxes, then they
deserve the same financial and other benefits that all other Americans receive.
On February 27, 2004, actress Rosie O’Donnell traveled to San Francisco to wed
her partner, Kelli Carpenter. Appearing on “Good Morning America”, she
explained that previously, during a court battle with the publisher of Rosie
magazine, O’Donnell’s attorneys requested that communications between her and
her partner be excluded from testimony. Although communications between a
husband and wife routinely receive this “spousal privilege,” the court rejected her
request. “As a result,” O’Donnell explained, “everything that I said to Kelli, every
letter that I wrote her, every e-mail, every correspondence and conversation was
entered into the record. After the trial, I am now and will forever be a total
proponent of gay marriage.”
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Although San Francisco has issued numerous marriage licenses to same-sex
couples since Valentine’s Day 2004, it is as of yet unclear whether these licenses
will be deemed valid by the state of California. An argument which has gained
considerable appeal in some communities rallies around the irony that the very
same people who crucify gays as promiscuous in one breath often vilify gay
marriage in the next. If promiscuity is anathema and gay marriage is immoral, then
what alternatives do gay men and lesbians have? All too often, what appears to be
the appealing alternative is to conceal one’s sexuality and marry someone of the
opposite sex. Andrew Sullivan makes quick work of this option:
Presumably, it is against the interest of heterosexual families to force
homosexuals into roles they are not equipped to play and may disastrously
perform. This is not an abstract matter. It is quite common that homosexual
fathers and mothers who are encouraged into heterosexual marriages
subsequently find the charade and dishonesty too great to bear: spouses are
betrayed, children are abandoned, families are broken, and lives are ruined.
How ironic that promiscuity and instability are stereotypes associated with a
group in society that has been trying to gain recognition of their stable
relationships. And, how ironic it is that a society that embraces these
stereotypes will not offer the mechanism, marriage, by which same-sex
partners could demonstrate their commitments to each other and to their
relationship.
A second choice for the gay individual, and that which is advocated by the Roman
Catholic Church and many Protestant denominations, is to live a life of celibacy.
Of course, this alternative is largely unrealistic, highly arbitrary, and definitively
inequitable. Under this schema the heterosexual is permitted, indeed encouraged,
to lead a fruitful, healthy, loving life while the homosexual is expected to live a life
of loneliness and isolation. As Bruce Bawer explains: “[G]ay Christians simply
cannot conceive of a God who would bless them with the ability to love and yet
demand that they spend their lives alone."
The last viable option, then, is homosexual monogamy. To be sure, this is a sound
choice for many, but lifelong commitment is no easy task—with all the social,
religious, and government assistance that heterosexual couples receive, over half of
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all marriages still end in divorce. A monogamous gay couple, receiving none of
this assistance, certainly faces an uphill battle.
And thus society, through its laws, pushes the gay individual away from
monogamy towards solitary promiscuity or unstable roles in heterosexual family
units. It is as if, as one author put it, “it is somehow in the interest of traditional
families that gay men be encouraged to lead lonely, promiscuous lives rather than
be permitted to marry each other.”
Instead of placing obstacles in the path of gay couples, it seems that the smarter,
more palatable alternative from a societal perspective would be to encourage
monogamy and stability. As the editors of “The Economist” put it: “Homosexuals
need emotional and economic stability no less than heterosexuals—and society
surely benefits when they have it.”
In a sentence: legalizing gay marriage is not only a matter of justice, it is smart
common sense….
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