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Theater you can afford to see—
plays you can’t afford to miss!

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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Orson Welles’ “Voodoo Macbeth”
What was to be the famous “Voodoo Macbeth” began in the fall of 1935
when John Houseman was named the head of the Federal Theater Project’s
Negro Unit in New York. Hallie Flanagan, the project’s controversial
national director, wanted to put a black theater professional in charge, but
the consensus among her advisors was that a white executive would prove
politically helpful. Thus she took a flyer on thirty-three-year-old John
Houseman, who had recently directed a Virgil Thomson-Gertrude Stein
opera with an all-black cast with sensitivity and skill.
Houseman concluded that Harlem audiences didn’t want to see racial dramas
written from a white point of view. Nor did the revues and musicals that had
gained mainstream acceptance for many black performers meet the needs of
the revolutionary mood of the times. Houseman decided that one part of the
Negro Unit should do classical plays “without concession or reference to
color.” And he had just the man for the job, he thought: the flamboyant
young man-child with the remarkable voice who had so impressed
Houseman as Tybalt in Katharine Cornell’s Romeo and Juliet. The overconfident lad with the huge head’s only directing experiences were a highschool production of Julius Caesar and a summer festival performance of
Trilby in Illinois. Naturally, he convinced Houseman that he was up to the
task.
His name was Orson Welles.
He had already earned a reputation for self-indulgence and undisciplined
behavior on the Romeo and Juliet tour, but Houseman, out of instinct or
psychic powers, had absolute faith in Welles talent. He offered Welles the
job of directing the unit’s first classical production and let him choose the
play. It happened throughout Welles’ career that his best ideas came from
someone else, and on this occasion, Welles wife Virginia was the one who
made Orson Welles a genius. She suggested setting Macbeth in 19th-century
Haiti and making the witches Voodoo priestesses. Welles grabbed her
inspiration with both hands. He drastically revised Shakespeare’s text to beef
up the witches’ roles and turned the minor role of Hecate into the male
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ringleader of the forces of darkness. This interpretation marginalized the
play’s central theme of a man destroyed by ambition and made Lady
Macbeth more of a passive onlooker than a catalyst, but Welles didn’t care:
an author’s intent was of no consequence to him, even when the author was
he himself . . . or William Shakespeare. This new approach created
opportunities for striking visual and sound effects and visceral emotions that
would keep audiences on the edges of their seats. That was what theater was
all about to Orson Welles.
The huge cast contained only four professional actors. Of the 750 people in
the Negro Unit, most had done only occasional work as extras or chorus
dancers; barely 150 were real professionals, and they included elocutionists
and African drummers as well as experienced actors. This was convenient
for Welles, as a FTP Sierra Leone drumming ensemble headed by a real
witch doctor fit right into his concept for Macbeth. For the title role, Welles
chose Jack Carter, a talented and dynamic performer who was also an exconvict and an alcoholic with a reputation for violence. He had to be
watched carefully thoughout rehearsals and the performance run; Welles
either helped or made things more difficult by going drinking and nightclub
hopping with Carter once the audiences had gone home. Carter, however,
had never delivered Shakespearian verse in his life. As Hecate, Welles cast
Eric Burroughs, a graduate of London’s Royal Academy of Dramatic Art.
The brilliant Canada Lee, later a triumph as anti-hero Bigger Thomas in
Welles’ production of Native Son, was Banquo.
Rehearsals began with Harlem dubious of “Shakespeare in blackface"
directed by a white man. One angry local, convinced that Macbeth’s director
was trying to degrade and humiliate his race, attacked Welles with a razor.
The production was running over budget, too, a tendency that came to be
habitual with Welles. But the young—he was twenty, remember—director
quickly won the respect and affection of his actors. He supplied food and
drink at rehearsals from his radio performance fees and held his rehearsals
after midnight, reinforcing the dark vibrations of his script while giving the
enterprise a secret, cultish air.
Welles rehearsals were often a mess. He was volatile and caustic, roaring
insults and barking praise in equal measure. Hallie Flanagan recalled later
that “our Negro company . . . were always . . . threatening to murder Orson
in spite of their admiration for him.” Welles, careful not to give racial
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offense, made sure that his most vicious attacks were directed at white
designers and techies. Houseman observed later that Welles “had a shrewd
instinctive sense of when to bully or charm, when to be kind or savage—and
he was seldom mistaken.”
What Welles created was an intensely exciting theatrical version of Macbeth
that minimized his performers’ weaknesses and magnified their strengths.
The actors’ simple, unstudied manner of delivering Shakespeare’s verse
complimented the production’s unrestrained style, with their untrained
voices supported during the most important speeches by Welles use of
drums, percussion, and sound effects as background underscoring. The
witches’ scenes were, as intended from the project’s origins, the most
memorable—menacing and unsettling. The costumes, jungle backdrops and
voodoo chants wove a strange supernatural atmosphere. The total effect was
of a violent universe ruled by evil. As rewritten by Welles, the ending no
longer suggested hope, reconciliation, rebirth, and the triumph of good over
evil: Malcolm seems likely to be the witches’ next victim.
“Excitement . . . fairly rocked the Lafayette Theatre,” was how the New York
Times described opening night. The audience was raucous, cheering
Macbeth’s soliloquies and clapping at the sword fights. When the curtain fell
on the gory scene of the witches holding Macbeth’s severed head aloft (no
record remains of how Welles pulled this off without provoking mirth, as
Macbeth’s inevitably fake-looking head is one of the most dreaded props in
theater history and stagecraft), cheers and applause filled the auditorium for
a full fifteen minutes. From Welles’ point of view, it was exactly the
response he was looking for.
The critics—many of them—didn’t get it. Many criticized the acting and
argued that this radical rethinking of Macbeth “wasn’t Shakespeare at all”
but rather “an experiment in Afro-American showmanship.” Percy
Hammond of the anti-New Deal Herald Tribune called the show “an
exhibition of deluxe boondoggling,” complaining that the government was
squandering taxpayer dollars on a wasteful vanity production no commercial
producer would be insane enough to undertake. Then Hammond died
suddenly, just a few days later. A rumor circulated among the Negro Unit
staff that he was the victim of malevolent spells cast by the enraged voodoo
drummers. You get three guesses at who started the rumor.
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“The Voodoo Macbeth,” as it was soon nicknamed, was a hit with audiences
despite the critical reservations. It ran for ten sold-out weeks at the
Lafayette, then moved downtown for a ten-day run at the Adelphi Theatre on
Broadway. (During this run, Welles’ ticking bomb of a Macbeth finally
detonated, and Carter had to be fired. At one point, Welles played the role
himself, in blackface.)The production then went on tour to FTP theaters in
Bridgeport, Hartford, Dallas, Indianapolis, Chicago, Detroit, Cleveland, and
Syracuse. It inspired Negro units in other cities to adapt the classics, too:
Seattle’s did an all-black Lysistrata, and when Los Angeles couldn’t get the
Welles Macbeth, the unit produced its own, set in Africa. Everywhere it
went, “the Voodoo Macbeth” caused excitement, but it did not make money.
When the tour was over, Macbeth had netted $14,000 and spent $97,000.
Never mind. Shakespeare, Broadway, and the history of American show
business were altered forever.
Orson Welles had arrived.

The Basic Macbeth
 The play was written by William Shakespeare (or someone claiming to
be him) between 1603 and 1607. It was first performed in 1611 and
published in the Folio of 1623, possibly from a prompt book.
 It was most likely written during the reign of James I, a patron of
Shakespeare’s acting company, who had been James VI of Scotland
before he succeeded to the English throne in 1603.
 Macbeth is Shakespeare’s shortest tragedy.
 Shakespeare’s source was the account of King Macbeth of Scotland,
Macduff, and Duncan in Holinshed’s Chronicles (1587), an early history
of England.
 It is the most performed, most adapted, and most popular of the tragedies
of Shakespeare.
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 It has attracted some of the greatest and most acclaimed actors and
actresses to the roles of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth.
 It has been adapted to film, television, opera, novels, comic books, and
other media.
 Actors have traditionally believed that the play Macbeth is cursed and
that to mention the play by name in the confines of any theater is to court
misfortune. Even today, many in the theater will not say the name,
referring to it instead as “the Scottish play.” This can make rehearsal
difficult.
 The director of this production, Kathleen Akerley, does not believe in the
curse and instructed her cast to ignore it. She said she would take full
responsibility.
 Shortly after making this announcement, Akerley shattered her kneecap,
requiring surgery.

Shakespeare’s Plot of MacBeth
The play begins with the brief appearance of a trio of witches and then
moves to a military camp, where the Scottish King Duncan hears the news
that his generals, Macbeth and Banquo, have defeated two separate invading
armies—one from Ireland, led by the rebel Macdonwald, and one from
Norway. Following their pitched battle with these enemy forces, Macbeth
and Banquo encounter the witches as they cross a moor. The witches
prophesy that Macbeth will be made thane (a rank of Scottish nobility) of
Cawdor and eventually King of Scotland. They also prophesy that
Macbeth’s companion, Banquo, will beget a line of Scottish kings, although
Banquo will never be king himself. The witches vanish, and Macbeth and
Banquo treat their prophecies skeptically until some of King Duncan’s men
come to thank the two generals for their victories in battle and to tell
Macbeth that he has indeed been named thane of Cawdor. The previous
thane betrayed Scotland by fighting for the Norwegians, and Duncan has
condemned him to death. Macbeth is intrigued by the possibility that the
remainder of the witches’ prophecy—that he will be crowned king—might
be true, but he is uncertain what to expect. He visits with King Duncan, and
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they plan to dine together at Inverness, Macbeth’s castle, that night. Macbeth
writes ahead to his wife, Lady Macbeth, telling her all that has happened.
Lady Macbeth suffers none of her husband’s uncertainty. She desires the
kingship for him and wants him to murder Duncan in order to obtain it.
When Macbeth arrives at Inverness, she overrides all of her husband’s
objections and persuades him to kill the king that very night. He and Lady
Macbeth plan to get Duncan’s two chamberlains drunk so they will black
out; the next morning they will blame the murder on the chamberlains, who
will be defenseless, as they will remember nothing. While Duncan is asleep,
Macbeth stabs him, despite his doubts and a number of supernatural
portents, including a vision of a bloody dagger. When Duncan’s death is
discovered the next morning, Macbeth kills the chamberlains—ostensibly
out of rage at their crime—and easily assumes the kingship. Duncan’s sons
Malcolm and Donalbain flee to England and Ireland, respectively, fearing
that whoever killed Duncan desires their demise as well.
Fearful of the witches’ prophecy that Banquo’s heirs will seize the throne,
Macbeth hires a group of murderers to kill Banquo and his son Fleance.
They ambush Banquo on his way to a royal feast, but they fail to kill
Fleance, who escapes into the night. Macbeth becomes furious: as long as
Fleance is alive, he fears that his power remains insecure. At the feast that
night, Banquo’s ghost visits Macbeth. When he sees the ghost, Macbeth
raves fearfully, startling his guests, who include most of the great Scottish
nobility. Lady Macbeth tries to neutralize the damage, but Macbeth’s
kingship incites increasing resistance from his nobles and subjects.
Frightened, Macbeth goes to visit the witches in their cavern. There, they
show him a sequence of demons and spirits who present him with further
prophecies: he must beware of Macduff, a Scottish nobleman who opposed
Macbeth’s accession to the throne; he is incapable of being harmed by any
man born of woman; and he will be safe until Birnam Wood comes to
Dunsinane Castle. Macbeth is relieved and feels secure, because he knows
that all men are born of women and that forests cannot move. When he
learns that Macduff has fled to England to join Malcolm, Macbeth orders
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that Macduff’s castle be seized and, most cruelly, that Lady Macduff and her
children be murdered.
When news of his family’s execution reaches Macduff in England, he is
stricken with grief and vows revenge. Prince Malcolm, Duncan’s son, has
succeeded in raising an army in England, and Macduff joins him as he rides
to Scotland to challenge Macbeth’s forces. The invasion has the support of
the Scottish nobles, who are appalled and frightened by Macbeth’s
tyrannical and murderous behavior. Lady Macbeth, meanwhile, becomes
plagued with fits of sleepwalking in which she bemoans what she believes to
be bloodstains on her hands. Before Macbeth’s opponents arrive, Macbeth
receives news that she has killed herself, causing him to sink into a deep and
pessimistic despair. Nevertheless, he awaits the English and fortifies
Dunsinane, to which he seems to have withdrawn in order to defend himself,
certain that the witches’ prophecies guarantee his invincibility. He is struck
numb with fear, however, when he learns that the English army is advancing
on Dunsinane shielded with boughs cut from Birnam Wood. Birnam Wood
is indeed coming to Dunsinane, fulfilling half of the witches’ prophecy.
In the battle, Macbeth fights violently, but the English forces gradually
overwhelm his army and castle. On the battlefield, Macbeth encounters the
vengeful Macduff, who declares that he was not “of woman born” but was
instead “untimely ripped” from his mother’s womb (what we now call birth
by caesarean section). Though he realizes that he is doomed, Macbeth
continues to fight until Macduff kills and beheads him. Malcolm, now the
King of Scotland, declares his benevolent intentions for the country and
invites all to see him crowned at Scone.
—Courtesy of SparkNotes
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The Adapter: Orson Welles (1915–1985)
—Jack Marshall
Orson Welles was born in Kenosha, Wisconsin, on May 6, 1915. His father,
Richard Head Welles, was a wealthy entrepreneur, manufacturer and
inventor; his mother, Beatrice Ives Welles, a concert pianist. The son was an
artist driven to build and create.
By either design or accident, his parents inspired Orson to be independent
and adventurous, but his was not to be an untroubled childhood. In 1919, his
parents separated. His father began drinking and stopped working; his
mother supported her son and herself by playing piano as background music
to lectures at the Chicago Art Institute. She died, of hepatitis, a few days
after Orson Welles’ ninth birthday, ending his interest in a musical career,
though he remained musically talented and sometimes composed music for
his productions. He was taken in by Dudley Crafts Watson, the Institute
lecturer who liked having piano music playing as he spoke, and lived at the
Watson family home.
Welles was brilliant, but almost certainly had some handicaps: his older
brother had been institutionalized because of learning disabilities, and Orson
showed signs of Attention Deficit Disorder, then unrecognized, for his entire
life. At the age of ten, Orson ran away from home, only to be recovered a
week later, singing and dancing for money on a street corner in Milwaukee.
His father died, making Welles an orphan at fifteen, and Maurice Bernstein,
a physician from Chicago, became his legal guardian.
Welles performed and staged his first theatrical experiments and productions
at the Todd School, a private institution to which he periodically returned
over the years. Harvard admitted him after his graduation (at fifteen!), and
awarded him a scholarship, but young Orson was unimpressed. He turned
the prestigious college down, choosing instead to travel.
Using his inheritance from his father, Welles traveled to Europe and
engaged in a solo walking tour. He was a big kid, and his remarkable voice
was already fully in evidence. Nobody thought he was a teenager. When his
journey took him to Ireland, he introduced himself at Dublin’s Gate Theatre
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and claimed to be a Broadway star. The Gate management didn’t believe
that, but was impressed with the presence, the voice, and the confidence of
the brazen boy and added him to the company.
Welles made his professional stage debut there in 1931, to impressive
critical notices that did not translate into theatrical employment when he
returned home. Instead, he began a writing project at his former private
school that became the Everybody’s Shakespeare series of educational
publications, which Welles both helped to write and illustrated. They
remained in print and sold well for decades.
Yes, he was a talented graphic artist, too. He studied art briefly at the Art
Institute of Chicago, but his passion for the theater was already in control. A
meeting with playwright Thornton Wilder got Welles a recommendation that
landed him a place in Katharine Cornell’s acting company, with which he
toured in 1933. He became friends with “the First Lady of the American
Stage” and entertained her with his wild ideas about avant-garde
Shakespeare productions, transferring settings to unlikely cultures and
locales. When a planned Broadway opening of Cornell’s Romeo and Juliet
was canceled, Welles, who had two roles in the show, staged a drama
festival of his own back at the Todd School. He persuaded two old acting
friends from the Gate Theatre to appear, along with New York stage stars.
Then it was back to Cornell’s Romeo and Juliet, which brought Welles to
the attention of John Houseman, who would later emerge as his surrogate
father, babysitter, mentor, ally, and long-suffering partner, until he just
couldn’t stand it anymore.
In 1934, Welles shot his first film, an eight-minute short. By 1935 he was
doubling as a radio actor in Manhattan while playing parts on Broadway,
and recruiting many of the actors who would later form the core of his
Mercury Theater Company. Before Welles turned twenty, Houseman hired
him to create his first theatrical extravaganza, making good on his promise
to Katharine Cornell to reinvent Shakespeare. It was Macbeth, but unlike
any ever produced. The show was dubbed by critics, “the Voodoo Macbeth.”
That production was a sensation, and Welles and Houseman created several
more flamboyant productions under the auspices of the Federal Theater
Project, ending with the bizarre episode of The Cradle Will Rock, with
Welles rescuing what was likely to be a bomb of a production of some
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musical agitprop by Marc Blitzstein, by tricking the Federal Theater Project
into playing the villain and turning Blitzstein and Welles into persecuted
revolutionaries, thus aping the plot of the show. Claiming Cradle had been
shuttered by anti-labor bias in high places, Welles marched his opening
night audience through New York City’s theater district to an already-rented
abandoned theater, where what was once an elaborate production was staged
as guerrilla theater to a crowd that felt as if it was being treated to something
brave and dangerous. The gambit made The Cradle Will Rock a sensation
and a Broadway legend.
Having milked all possible benefits from the FTP, Welles and Houseman
launched their own company, the Mercury Theater Company, with a
powerful group of actors including Agnes Moorehead, Joseph Cotten,
Dolores del Río, Ray Collins, George Coulouris, Frank Readick, Everett
Sloane, Eustace Wyatt, and Erskine Sanford. Among its triumphs was a
Fascist-style Julius Caesar. At the same time, Welles was busy in radio
drama, launching the Mercury Theater of the Air.
This led to another chaotic Welles triumph, his fake news broadcast version
of The War of the Worlds, by H.G. Wells. Luck and clever execution fooled
enough listeners to create a Halloween panic of sorts, one that was hyped by
the news media to Welles’ amusement and benefit. It was 1938, and he was
one of the most famous celebrities in America.
After that, Orson felt Broadway was too small to hold his talents. He was
bound for Hollywood. RKO gave him the equivalent of a blank check, and
he set out to learn how to become a film director, which in his case, meant
1) being taught by and then hiring the very best talent in the business to
create scripts, handle the photography, and do the editing, as well as the
most experienced sound men, cameramen, electricians, grips, carpenters,
special effects men, and prop men, and 2) watching every John Ford movie
he could get his hands on, while taking copious notes. It paid off. With a cast
substantially populated by his theater company, Citizen Kane—ostensibly a
roman à clef satire about William Randolph Hearst but in truth more of a
psychological portrait of Orson Welles—was hailed from the very first as a
masterpiece. Its reputation only grew from there.
He was twenty-six years old.
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Later, when he was only a few years from his death, Welles would angrily
tell an interviewer that the criticism leveled at him as a result of his career
after Citizen Kane was hypocritical and unfair, saying (I am paraphrasing),
“What right do they have to say I’m a failure because I didn’t achieve
another masterpiece like Kane, when they haven’t achieved anything as
superb and lasting as Citizen Kane even once?” It’s a valid point.
Nonetheless, when someone amasses the vast artistic achievements Orson
Welles did before the age of thirty, it is reasonable to assume that decades
more of greatness lie ahead.
That they didn’t (decades of goodness, perhaps, but not greatness) resulted
directly from the bad habits Welles had developed when he was the Boy
Prince of Broadway and could do no wrong. His rudeness and high-handed
treatment of colleagues and collaborators, tolerated by Houseman and others
at the beginning as immaturity, became intolerable when it was clear that
Orson wasn’t going to grow out of it. He drove John Houseman and his
other collaborators away. His knack for taking full credit for successes
significantly contributed to by others eventually made the best talents
reluctant to work with or for him. His ADD caused him to become bored and
neglect to attend to crucial details, such as the final editing of his follow-up
to Citizen Kane, The Magnificent Ambersons. And it got worse. His career
became a collection of half-finished movies, abandoned projects, and halfbaked ideas.
He made a brilliant pilot for a TV show he was to host but lost interest in it.
He took a B-movie script and directed into a classic (Touch of Evil) but was
so difficult to work with in the process that it didn’t lead to a comeback.
Welles became a glutton. His weight made him grotesque, while sapping the
energy and stamina that were essential to his eccentric working style. He had
bad luck, as in his ill-conceived return to Broadway in King Lear, breaking
his leg and having to play the lead in a wheelchair. In his a musical version
of Around the World in Eighty Days, Welles had bad luck and an attack of
ego, deciding to take the place of his fallen lead actor despite not knowing
any of the lines and being unable to sing.
To raise money for film and stage projects, inevitably produced abroad
because Welles would not agree to meet the working condition requirements
of the various performer unions in the U.S., he took degrading movie roles
and self-mocking TV appearances, becoming a familiar face on such pop
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culture features as celebrity roasts and variety shows. He used his
magnificent voice to sell airlines, wine, and worse; young Americans who
knew nothing of his past were introduced to him as an obese magician
always clothed in slimming black.
When Orson Welles died in 1985, at the age of seventy, his obituaries all
sounded wistful, full of wonder at what might have been. He might have
been the savior of the American stage, for example, because the energy,
daring, and creativity he brought to Broadway in three years surpassed
anything that has come to the stage in the succeeding seventy-five. He might
have created a body of film work the equal of Ford, Kubrick, or Spielberg, if
he had only been able to temper his ego, learn to follow a few rules, and not
be so utterly self-indulgent.
Orson Welles might have been the greatest entertainment talent this country
ever produced. That, in fact, would explain the peculiar fact that despite a
career that was more successful than those of some of America’s most
revered artists in not one but three realms—radio, theater, and cinema—the
consensus verdict about Welles is that he was a tragic underachiever. With
all he did, we think that he was capable of doing so much more.
Welles was right: That’s unfair.
But it is true nonetheless.

On Adaptations: Adaptations of Shakespeare,
and Adaptations of Adaptations of Shakespeare
—Jack Marshall
One topic I did not expect to ever have to write about in an American
Century Theater Audience Guide is Shakespeare, whose works are rather
removed from our repertoire of 20th century American plays and musicals.
However, “the Voodoo Macbeth,” as Orson Welles’ 1936 production of the
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tragedy was popularly called, is only incidentally a Shakespeare play. It was
an American theater experiment, an audacious adaptation, by an American
who habitually treated the Bard’s works as a foundation for his own
architecture.
As a matter of policy, this theater discourages director “adaptations” of great
works. Our job is to present the works in a form consistent with the artist’s
vision, and that means not allowing directors and designers to do what
Welles often did, which is to substitute his play for the author’s. The reason
is simple: most of our playwrights were geniuses, and most directors, to be
blunt, are not. I want to know what O’Neill, Miller, Albee, and Hellman
wanted to say about life, and the fact that a clever director thinks their story
can be twisted to relate to global warming really is of no interest to me, nor,
presumably, the audience. However, occasionally an adaptation of sorts is
necessary to produce the show at all. This occurs when the show in question
was never set in script or concept, or when it has been unproduced because
of a fatal flaw in its conception or because the author never quite solved
critical problems. TACT shows like Welles’ own Moby Dick Rehearsed and
The Cradle Will Rock, our productions of Archy and Mehitabel and
Hollywood Pinafore, the reconstructions of Marathon ‘33 and A Flag is
Born—all could be called adaptations, because their original form made
them unworkable.
Welles’ Voodoo version of Macbeth falls firmly into this category. The
original production can’t be duplicated or even evoked in its tangible
elements, not in a small black box theater, not in any theater. In such
circumstances, the director is charged with making the script work in the
same way the author—in this case, adapter/interpreter Welles—would want
to see it work if faced with the same restrictions we have now: a changed
societal attitude that makes all-black casts neither daring nor meaningful; a
boredom with Voodoo born of too many horror movies and too much
knowledge of Haiti; and the economic realities of modern theater that make
casts of ninety impractical, not to mention safety and environmental
concerns that preclude the presence of fire, snakes, and chickens.
Sometimes, an adaptation is the only option. It was in the case of “the
Voodoo Macbeth.”
In adapting Welles, we are also adapting a genius, but an accessible one, one
who made lots of mistakes due to his mercurial nature, slipshod habits, and
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ADD. One often has to adapt this adapter, because he corrected his
omissions and errors on the fly, in rehearsals. This is a man, for example,
who wrote his stage adaptation of Moby Dick in iambic pentameter, not
because he thought Melville should be delivered as Shakespeare, but
because he had the bulk of the lines and was afraid he would forget them.
Since he was a boy, Welles had an uncanny knack of ad-libbing fake blank
verse and had learned that audiences could never tell when he was doing so.
Thus he installed blank verse in the Moby Dick Rehearsed script as a
personal security blanket. When I directed the show, I removed it.
Welles, it should be remembered, created his own script for Macbeth, not to
give us a history of Haiti (though his concept was loosely based on the true
tale of Henri Christophe, the slave-emperor of Haiti—the same figure who
inspired O’Neill’s The Emperor Jones) or a tutorial in Voodoo, but to give
the audience a new slant on an old story and to emphasize the dark,
supernatural aspect of the play rather than the human side. Why? Because
Welles thought it would be a rollicking good show, that’s why. If a further
adaptation is required in 2013 to do the same with Welles’ adaptation, so be
it. He would have approved.
We know he would have approved, because when Welles had the chance to
make a film version of Macbeth, he adapted his own adaptation. That 1948
production—twelve years (and for Welles, a lot of rancid water under the
bridge) from his youthful 1936 triumph—retained many of the key elements
of the stage version, including Voodoo, despite the fact that the story was
back in Scotland. But it wasn’t a black cast, and there was no jungle. It was
still Orson Welles’ Macbeth.
I think Welles picked one of the best Shakespeare plays to adapt, and then,
unfortunately, launched an adaptation mania that led many lesser directors to
adapt greater plays that were diminished by their arrogant and presumptuous
interference. Macbeth is not the most thoughtful of Shakespeare’s tragedies.
The reason it is so popular is that, like Romeo and Juliet, its assets are not
primarily intellectual: it’s an action drama, and you don’t have to be a
scholar to comprehend or enjoy it. Hamlet, King Lear, Othello, The Tempest,
and other works are philosophical treatises put to verse; cut and paste those
to suit a director’s whim, and the plays themselves are usually diminished.
If an adaptation can make a great work of drama or literature more
entertaining and accessible to a modern audience without ruining most of
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what was great about the work in the first place, the exercise is defensible—
but it had better work. (And the object of the adaptation better be in the
public domain!)
What is undeniable is that Orson Welles’ Voodoo adaptation of Macbeth
worked wonderfully in 1936 (it worked less well when he tried to recreate
the show at a Utah arts festival in 1947) and that it would not work today.
Making a great and important stage creation work for a new generation of
audiences is what legitimate adaptations are for. Nobody said they are easy,
however, or guaranteed success.
Post Script
A Note Regarding My Personal Connection to Orson Welles
I could not find a more logical place to work this in to the Audience Guide,
so this will have to do.
My mother’s maiden name was Coulouris, and George Coulouris, a charter
member of Welles’ Mercury Theater Company, was her father’s (my
grandfather’s) cousin. He was close to her family—before he moved to back
to his country of birth, Great Britain, where, he said, “they respect actors”—
and was always affectionately referred to as “Uncle George” in mine. You
will recall him as Mr. Thacker in Citizen Kane. Uncle George had a long and
distinguished career in films (Watch on the Rhine, Joan of Arc, Murder on
the Orient Express), on Broadway and West End stages, and on British
television (he once played “Number 2” on the cult spy series The Prisoner.)
Undeniably, it was his connection to Orson Welles that seeded my early
fascination with the actor/director.
In 1978, on a family trip to England, I finally had the chance to meet George
and speak with him at length. Then a vigorous seventy-five, George
Coulouris took the Marshall clan pub-hopping in London, and he and I
talked long into the night about all aspects of theater, but especially about
Orson Welles.
George told us that he had a special relationship with Orson: “He let me
complain, and nobody else,” he said. “He was really unbelievably rude and
inconsiderate, not to mention unprofessional, and something of a bully. We
would be required to arrive for an evening rehearsal at 6, and wait for him to
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arrive. Sometimes he would roll in at 9 or 10, and often he would be drunk,
or have a woman on his arm. Then he would call us all together and begin
barking orders as if he had done nothing wrong—no apologies, no
explanations. In rehearsals, even ones relatively late in the process, he
seldom let anyone get through a speech without stopping us and giving
direction, which drove me crazy particularly. And he would give line
readings, in that voice of his, which made any line reading sound good.
Actors hate getting line readings.
“So sometimes, I would speak up, saying, ‘You know, Orson, this really is
appalling,’ and outline my complaint, which was usually the consensus of
everyone . . . Agnes, Joseph Cotten, everyone. And Orson would listen, and
nod, and say ‘Thank-you, George,’ and go on as always. But it broke the
tension. Once I asked him why he tolerated this from me, when he treated
objections from any other actor as treason, leading to, in some cases, a
sacking. And Orson said—he could be the most charming man on Earth
when he chose to be, ‘Well, you know, George, I put actors through a lot,
and I know they get angry and frustrated. I trust and respect you, and when
you vocalize their objections, I know where it’s coming from. It helps calm
things for them to hear you speak up, but I couldn’t let all of them do that,
because it would be chaos.’
“But he never changed.”
I also asked Uncle George why he tolerated Welles.
“He gave me good parts!” he said. “But in the end, it seemed worth putting
up with his nonsense. Orson was a genius, we all knew that. It was amazing
to watch him work: his mind and imagination were astounding, unmatched
in the business. Everyone knew that we were in the presence of a once-in-alifetime talent, and it was exciting to know that we would be a part of
whatever amazing, unprecedented project he would come up with next. And
we were all young. Poor John Houseman! We marveled that working with
Orson and cleaning up after him didn’t kill him. It would have, eventually; it
would have killed all of us. That’s why we all finally left. We had acquired
enough prestige, thanks to Orson, that we were marketable, and he was
becoming impossible—or perhaps we just ran out of patience.’
“He really was something of a monster . . . a brilliant, brilliant monster.”
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George Coulouris died in 1989. My sister and I still occasionally hear from
his daughter.

John Houseman:
Orson Welles’ Indispensible Partner
—Jack Marshall
Adapted from the 2009 Audience Guide for Native Son, with the author’s
permission.
John Houseman, the producer of “the Voodoo Macbeth” and all of Orson
Welles’ greatest stage successes, deserves far greater fame and credit for his
important contributions to American theater than his memory, as it currently
exists in popular culture, would suggest. He spent more than a half century
in the theater as an influential producer and director but only achieved fame
when, at the age of seventy-one, he portrayed an imperious Harvard Law
School professor in the film The Paper Chase and its subsequent television
series.
The role of “Professor Kingsfield” led to another well-known part, that of a
haughty spokesman for a brokerage house in its television commercials,
delivering the once-famous motto: “They make money the old-fashioned
way. They earn it.” (Houseman’s pronunciation of “earn” was fodder for
comedians long after the commercials had been discontinued.) But there was
much more to John Houseman than that. “Almost every major theater in
America is run by a Houseman protégé,” director James Bridges, who cast
Mr. Houseman in The Paper Chase, said upon Houseman’s death in 1988.
Indeed, John Houseman is a major figure in the history of American Theater,
though today a dimly remembered one.
John Houseman was born on September 22, 1902, in Bucharest, several
years before his British mother and his Alsatian father, a successful grain
trader, were married. Young Jacques Haussmann, as he was then called,
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celebrated two of his first four birthdays on board the Orient Express
between Paris and Bucharest. He came to the United States in 1924, but his
resident status was not regularized until he was admitted as a legal
immigrant in 1936.
“I was making a very bad living as an adapter, translator and hanger-around
in the theater,” Houseman recalled during an interview in 1986. “I became a
director by pure accident.” At a cocktail party he was introduced to the
composer Virgil Thomson, who needed someone to work on his opera and
impulsively offered Mr. Houseman the job. “There was no reason why he
should have done that,” Mr. Houseman said. “I didn’t know anything about
anything.”
Four Saints in Three Acts had a libretto by Gertrude Stein (“Pigeons on the
grass, alas’’) and an all-black cast, whose members were chosen because of
their voice quality and because Mr. Thomson thought they moved with
dignity. It opened in Hartford in 1934, was brought to New York and then
toured the country. The opera was a critical success, but the production
marked Houseman as a maverick and a highbrow, Houseman said later, and
did not lead to immediate offers of directing jobs.
The Works Progress Administration’s Federal Theater Project created an
opportunity. In 1935, Houseman organized the W.P.A.’s Negro Theater
Project, and quickly recruited the young, rising auteur, Orson Welles.
Together they made theater history with a production of a version of
Macbeth set in Haiti, with voodoo priestesses playing the roles of
Shakespeare’s witches. Welles also imported a real Haitian witch doctor to
spice up the cast.
This was the beginning of what was to become a fruitful but stormy
partnership in which, Houseman wrote, Welles ‘‘was the teacher, I, the
apprentice.” Houseman, who was much older, was both an eager student of
Welles’ genius and a calming influence on Welles’ erratic, unpredictable
nature. After ten months with the Negro Theater Project, Houseman wrote
that he was faced with the dilemma of risking his future “on a partnership
with a 20-year-old boy in whose talent I had unquestioning faith but with
whom I must increasingly play the combined and tricky roles of producer,
censor, adviser, impresario, father, older brother and bosom friend.” He took
the chance, and in 1936, with Welles, created the Classical Theater, another
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W.P.A. project, for which Welles directed and played the title role in
Marlowe’s The Tragical History of Dr. Faustus.
Mr. Houseman and Welles defied the Government and in effect rang down
the curtain on Federal financing for their theater with their production of
Marc Blitzstein’s agitprop musical The Cradle Will Rock. The production
became a Broadway legend when the cast members, caught in a dispute that
closed their theater, led their audience in a parade uptown to a hastily-rented
space and, prohibited by court order from going on the stage, performed
their roles from their seats.
The Mercury Theater was the direct offspring of the publicity this stunt
achieved. ‘‘On the broad wings of the Federal eagle, we had risen to success
and fame beyond ourselves as America’s youngest, cleverest, most creative
and audacious producers to whom none of the ordinary rules of the theater
applied,” Houseman wrote.
The creative team’s magic was sustained in the Mercury’s first commercial
production, Julius Caesar (1937), which became another success. Houseman
called the decision to use modern dress “an essential element in Orson’s
conception of Julius Caesar as a political melodrama with clear
contemporary parallels.” The Mercury Theater became an instant legend in
Broadway theater lore with its innovative, sometimes antic productions of
The Shoemaker’s Holiday, Heartbreak House, Five Kings, and the stage
adaptation of Richard Wright’s Native Son. The success on the stage led to
the Mercury Theater of the Air, a series of hour long radio programs on CBS
dramatizing classic novels with the same actors who populated the stage
shows: Welles, Agnes Morehead, Everett Sloan, Joseph Cotten, Ray Collins,
and George Coulouris, among others. Houseman, not Welles, wrote most of
the scripts.
The most famous of their adaptations, and probably the most famous radio
broadcast of all time, was The War of the Worlds, a clever version of the H.
G. Wells story presented as a newscast. The show’s “news flash” version of
a fictional invasion of Earth by creatures from Mars was so believable that it
created panic in pockets along the East Coast. As usual, Welles, who had
little to do with the script, got all the publicity, fame and credit. But it had
been Houseman who convinced writer Howard Koch to do the adaptation as
a fake radio-news broadcast.
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The Welles-Houseman collaboration continued to Hollywood, with the
Mercury Theater Players making up the bulk of the cast of Citizen Kane.
When Welles, as usual, claimed credit for the screenplay after the film was
hailed as a masterpiece, Houseman stated publicly that the credit properly
belonged to Herman J. Mankiewicz. Houseman also, for once, took some
credit himself for the general shaping of the story line and for editing the
script. The absence of his habitual willingness to let Welles hog the
accolades was symbolic of a long-growing rift between the two, and the
partnership was shattered irreparably, with Welles furious at his mentor’s
betrayal. But Welles needed Houseman more than Houseman needed
Welles. While the more celebrated half of the partnership began to see his
career devolve into well-publicized chaos, Houseman quietly accumulated
an impressive body of work.
Between 1945 and 1962, he produced eighteen films for Paramount,
Universal and Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, including The Blue Dahlia (1946),
Letters From an Unknown Woman (1948), They Live by Night (1949), The
Bad and the Beautiful (1953), Julius Caesar (1953), Executive Suite (1954),
The Cobweb (1955), Lust for Life (1956), All Fall Down (1962) and Two
Weeks in Another Town (1962). His films were nominated for twenty
Academy Awards and won seven, five of them for The Bad and the
Beautiful, which starred Kirk Douglas and Lana Turner.
When he was not making movies, Mr. Houseman returned to the theater.
Notably, he directed the Broadway productions of Rodgers and
Hammerstein’s Lute Song with Mary Martin, in 1946, King Lear, and
Coriolanus. On the West Coast, in 1947, he staged the world premiere of
Bertolt Brecht’s Galileo starring Charles Laughton, and Thornton Wilder’s
The Skin of Our Teeth. In 1941, he directed Anna Christie with Ingrid
Bergman.
He also directed opera productions like Otello and Tosca for the Dallas
Opera Company, and was the resident director of opera for the Juilliard
Opera Theater in New York. Television, too: Houseman won three Emmy
Awards. From 1956 to 1959, he was artistic director of the American
Shakespeare Festival, and in 1960 became artistic director of the
Professional Theater Group at the University of California at Los Angeles,
which became part of the Mark Taper Forum.
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Houseman contributed articles and book reviews to national publications,
and wrote five sets of memoirs, which are a chronicle of an era: Run
Through (1972), Front and Center (1979), Final Dress (1983), Entertainers
and the Entertained (1986), and Unfinished Business: Memoirs, 1902 to
1988. Toward what looked like the end of a long career, when he was sixtysix years old, Houseman helped establish the school of drama at the Juilliard
School and also became the co-founder and longtime artistic director of the
Acting Company, the touring repertory group whose alumni include Kevin
Kline and Patti LuPone.
Houseman wrote that he was about to retire into what he called “a life of
fairly restricted options” when, through “pure luck,” James Bridges, one of
his former assistants at the Professional Theater Group at the University of
California at Los Angeles, who was directing The Paper Chase, asked him
to take the part of the formidable, slightly sadistic Professor Kingsfield. The
role in the 1973 movie led to an Academy Award for Houseman (an honor
Orson Welles never achieved, though he certainly was worthy of several) in
1974, to the re-creation of the role in a television series, and ultimately to
television commercials and a far more comfortable old age than he had
anticipated. “I became rich through this incredible accident of The Paper
Chase,” he said.
In addition to his life-changing role in The Paper Chase—which he liked to
say made him ‘‘the second most credible man in America after Walter
Cronkite’’—Houseman acted in Seven Days in May (1964), Rollerball
(1975), Three Days of the Condor (1975), The Cheap Detective (1977),
Ghost Story (1981) Scrooged (1988) and other movies. He also played
leading roles in a number of television programs.
Houseman epitomizes a common figure in show business, and indeed in all
businesses, the brilliant individual who has a knack for making things work,
but lacks the talent of getting credit for the success. Yet without him, Orson
Welles might never have had a chance to amaze, thrill, and disappoint us.
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Orson Welles: The Risk-Lover
—Jack Marshall
As a stage director, as in every other aspect of his life, Orson Welles
believed in living on the edge. He loved the thrill of uncertainty on stage and
felt that the greatest theatrical moments arose out of spontaneous events.
While directing plays that he was also performing in, Welles seldom
bothered to completely learn his own blocking or lines, so comfortable was
he with improvisation. Welles was, like so many performers, more
comfortable on stage than he was off of it.
This risk-taking obsession was well developed by the time of his very first
professional directing effort, the so-called “Voodoo Macbeth.” He cast
almost a hundred actors, most of them with little experience. His lead actor
was an alcoholic ex-convict, in constant danger of going out on a binge.
There was a real Voodoo witch doctor in the cast. Everything could have
exploded into a disaster, but it did not. Welles just had to deal with smaller,
manageable disasters, which he came to like, expect, and even seek. He
believed that intermittent crises kept the cast alert and their performances
intense.
Here are just a few examples of theater, Orson Welles style:
 His production of Danton’s Death was made up of a horizontal grid
work of narrow ramps and platforms, all without railings, on a
darkened stage. During rehearsals, actors kept falling off, sometimes
breaking arms or legs. No railings were added, however: Welles felt
that it would compromise the design.
 A technical rehearsal for Five Kings went on for eighteen straight
hours, ending only when the light board operator fainted from
exhaustion.
 For Native Son, Welles kept demanding more lighting . . . until the
overloaded ceiling fell in, delaying the production.
 In Julius Caesar, Welles, as Brutus, got “carried away” on opening
night and actually stabbed the actor playing Caesar. The actor lay
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bleeding silently until the end of the scene, then was rushed to the
hospital. But the audience was impressed.
Welles broke his leg on stage while starring as King Lear, then spent
the rest of the run playing the old monarch from a wheelchair, while
ad-libbing speeches from other plays.
His Broadway musical, Around the World in Eighty Days, lost its star.
Welles, who couldn’t sing, stepped in as Phineas Fogg, reading from
the script while the understudy sang the lead’s many songs as he stood
next to Welles.
The political opera The Cradle Will Rock, directed by Welles, was
blocked by a court order on its opening night. Welles rented an
abandoned theater and had the cast improvise the show from the
audience. It was a sensation, while the production Welles actually had
staged (with a massive mechanized set) had been widely, if secretly,
predicted to fail by most witnesses to his typically chaotic rehearsals.
And, of course, his radio play The War of the Worlds convinced
thousands of listeners that Earth had been invaded by Martians,
causing a panic that led police to raid the radio studio.

Most of the early gambles Welles pulled paid off, and many of the latter
ones backfired badly. Was he lucky early and unlucky late? Did his success
at high-risk theater lead him to take greater and greater risks, ultimately
dooming his projects and destroying the show business world’s trust in his
judgment? Had his skills diminished later in life, just enough to make what
once was manageable irresponsible, with Welles unable to recognize the
change?
Opinions vary. What can be said with confidence is that Welles’ theatrical
career teaches the lesson that the line between a trade secret and a bad habit
is perilously thin.
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Orson Welles on the Radio:
The Shadow and the Substance
—Andrew Sarris
Andrew Sarris, who died last year, was one of the most respected and
eloquent of American film critics. One of his favorite topics was Orson
Welles, and he wrote many essays about his films. This essay, which was in
my archives, was about Welles’ obsession with radio, a part of his creative
persona that was particularly influential in his staging concepts, which used
sound more audaciously than any previous director. I could not find the
copyright information for the piece, will keep looking, and will take the
necessary steps to acquire permission once we are in contact with the
owner. —JM
In the first half of the 20th century, a little boy could conceivably have heard
Orson Welles long before he heard of him. The year was 1937, and over the
ether came the cavernous, menacingly righteous growl, “Who knows what
evil lurks in the hearts of men? The Shadow knows. Heh-heh-heh!”
A twenty-two-year-old prodigy, world wanderer, and eventually man-for-allmedia had assumed the role of The Shadow, alias Lamont Cranston, the man
of mystery who “could cloud men’s minds so that they cannot see him.”
(There is indeed in this description a foreshadowing of the magical tricks
and Germanic expressionism that were to go into the making of the film
Citizen Kane in 1940.) Before The Shadow, the magnificently versatile
Wellesian voice had been employed on the airwaves in the popular March of
Time series for characterizations ranging from President von Hindenburg of
Germany to all five Dionne quintuplets. On into the ‘40s, Welles was a
regular presence on radio in a variety of formats even when he was engaged
in stage and screen productions.
“Radio,” Welles once remarked in an interview, “is a popular democratic
machine for disseminating information and entertainment . . . .” He was not
snobbish about popular entertainment per se. His radio shows ranged high
and low, from The Shadow to Shakespeare, though he never treated the
former facetiously, nor the latter reverentially. In 1938, Welles signed a
contract with CBS to create an hour-long, nationally broadcast dramatic
show called First Person Singular which he would write, produce, direct,
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and perform. We must remember that radio in the ‘30s, like television today,
was the dominant instrument of political control and that Welles was deeply
immersed in the ideological conflicts of his time. The most powerful
politicians of that era—Roosevelt, Churchill, Hitler—had all mastered the
art of communicating to their followers by radio, and Welles himself
recognized the potential of radio to elevate the aesthetics of a larger public
than could be reached by his and John Houseman’s Mercury Theatre on
Broadway.
For Welles, radio and theater were conveniently adjacent activities in
Manhattan. Many were the nights he would emerge from a stage door, his
curtain call costume and greasepaint still in place, enter an ambulance
chartered for the occasion, and, with red lights flashing and shrill sirens
screaming, speed to a radio station for a West Coast rebroadcast (these being
the antediluvian days before taping.) Obviously, he thrived on being a
human whirlwind even after Time magazine had hailed him as the “brightest
moon that has risen over Broadway in years.” “Welles should feel at home
in the sky,” Time raved on, “for the sky is the only limit to his ambition.”
While his Broadway work was being heralded as putting “new fire into the
art of the stage,” Welles had demonstrated an equally high seriousness of
purpose on radio even before his 1938 contract with CBS for the Mercury
Theatre on the Air with that subjectivist subtitle First Person Singular.
In 1937 he played in radio adaptations of Twelfth Night and Les Miserables
and perhaps most prestigiously of all, in Archibald MacLeish’s The Fall of
the City.
Most of the writings on Welles have, until very recently, given
comparatively short shrift to his radio persona by concentrating almost
entirely on the outrageous publicity he received for his gimmicky adaptation
of H.G. Wells’s The War of the Worlds. This Mercury Theater on the Air
broadcast on Halloween eve 1938 capitalized on the period’s crisis
atmosphere full of terrorizing headlines in the tabloids about imminent war
in Europe. The show benefited also from a weak guest roster on the popular
Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy program on a rival network. On
Halloween day, Welles found himself a worldwide celebrity. By calculation
or by chance, he had demonstrated the manipulative power of the medium as
it was never to be demonstrated again.
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The Magic World of Orson Welles is an insightful analysis of all facets of
Welles’ artistic achievements, and author James Naremore is one of the very
few scholars to place the radio work of the Mercury players in proper
perspective:
[One of Welles’] more important contributions had to do with the
form of radio dramatics. This moribund art is usually regarded as an
extension of playwriting, but Welles always thought of radio. . . as a
narrative medium rather than a purely dramatic one. “There is nothing
that seems more unsuited to the technique of the microphone,” he
said, “than to tune in on a play and hear the announcer say, ‘The
curtain is now rising on a presentation of—’ This method of
introducing the characters and setting the locale seems hopelessly
inadequate and clumsy.” Welles wanted to eliminate the “impersonal”
quality of such programs, which treated the listener like an
eavesdropper.
Welles’ solution to the problem was simple and effective. With his
magnificent voice, he could become the perfect storyteller.
Explaining his techniques, he compared radio to oral narrative. “When
a fellow leans back in his chair and begins ‘Now this is how it
happened—’, the listener feels that the narrator is taking him into his
confidence, he begins to take personal interest in the outcome.”
By making himself the center of the storytelling process, Welles fostered the
impression of self-adulation that was to haunt his career to his dying day.
For the most part, however, Welles was singularly generous to the other
members of his cast and inspired loyalty from them above and beyond the
call of professionalism.
Like Picasso, Welles was a dramatic painter of scenes in which he himself
was often the gothic menace. It is not surprising then that he was attracted
to such romantically brooding protagonists as Max de Winter in Daphne du
Maurier’s Rebecca, with Margaret Sullavan as his initially timid but
ultimately dominant wife, and Mr. Rochester in Charlotte Bronte’s Jane
Eyre, opposite Madeleine Carroll in the title role. Both of these Campbell
Playhouse broadcasts undoubtedly influenced the two movies that were
adapted from the same novelistic material: Alfred Hitchcock’s Rebecca
with Laurence Olivier and Joan Fontaine; and Robert Stevenson’s Jane
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Eyre, with Welles repeating his Rochester opposite the screen’s thenreigning gothic heroine, Joan Fontaine. Rebecca, particularly, popularized
the tendency of ’40s screenplays to employ lyrical narration in order to
create a mood. This was clearly a radio influence on cinema, an influence
that has been insufficiently appreciated in film histories. Welles was the
most creative practitioner of this narrative method, but he was not entirely
alone. Cecil B. DeMille, for example, lent his mellifluous voice to narrate
the scene-setting openings of Lux Radio Theatre, a weekly reprise of
dramatized versions of current hit movies with an array of Hollywood stars.
Welles, however, was much more than a mood-setting front man for his
broadcasts. He often, though not always, played the main leads, and wrote,
produced, and directed a variety of stories ranging from Sherlock Holmes to
Treasure Island. Of the latter production, the New York Times review noted
that Welles’ voice was “more personal” than the standard radio announcer;
“this . . . abetted by just enough sound effects of surf and shouts, screams
and scheming, ‘paints’ the picture.”
Not surprisingly, Welles took a personal interest in the much-satirized
sound-effects subterfuges of radio technicians. (Welles himself had been
practicing magic tricks since early childhood and had performed theatrically
with them throughout his career.) Indeed, one of my fondest memories of
Welles’ gift (curse?) for self-parody is a skit he did with Fred Allen on Les
Miserables, which Welles had performed on radio seriously a few years
earlier. In the comically abbreviated version, the first act consists of Welles
as Valjean clamoring through a verbose speech on justice and mercy, after
which Allen as Javert is heard rapping on the door. Cutting into Allen’s
protests over how small his part is, Act Two continues with Welles orating
on and on, after which Allen brings down the curtain with the sound of his
police whistle. After more protests from Allen, Act Three takes place in a
Paris sewer. Valjean concludes his final speech with the observation that he
is tall enough to keep his head above the water, whereas his relentless
pursuer is much shorter; Javert responds by gurgling as he drowns.
Welles’ willingness to play the fool for a self-deprecating laugh was to work
to his detriment when the Hollywood herd turned against him en masse. Just
as his magic tricks allowed his detractors to claim that he was insincere and
deceitful, his jokes about his multiple talents and credits on every project
suggested to his enemies a fatal giddiness on his part. At the same time, his
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sensibility was also given to streaks of the most morbid nostalgia. His father
knew Booth Tarkington personally, and The Magnificent Ambersons—both
on radio in which he played George to Walter Huston’s Eugene, and in his
classic motion picture which he narrates as Tim Holt plays George to Joseph
Cotton’s Eugene—serves as an allegory of Welles’ own spoiled, tortured
childhood in the Midwest.
This unsentimental view of the past is also the theme of Citizen Kane, in
which the ancient Oedipal conflict crystallizes the revelatory symbolism of
“Rosebud.” Indeed, Welles’ uncanny ability to play men and boys of all
ages on radio, the stage, and screen enabled him to play either side of the
Oedipal seesaw at a moment’s notice, whether as the callow youth in Ah,
Wilderness! on the airwaves, as the ancient Shotover in Shaw’s Heartbreak
House in the theater, and, of course, as both the young and the old Charles
Foster Kane.
But there is much more that is endlessly fascinating about Welles’ radio
career than valuable clues to his inner life and artistic evolution. There is
also in these disembodied voices an expansive portrait of the times in which
this frantic Renaissance man lived. There are many luminaries of stage and
screen to whom radio gave an eternal vocal signature: Agnes Morehead,
Joseph Cotten, Ray Collins, George Coulouris, Martin Gabel, Everett
Sloane, and Edgar Barrier from the Mercury Theater; Gertrude Lawrence,
Tallulah Bankhead, Estelle Winwood, and Helen Hayes from Broadway;
Margaret Sullavan, Burgess Meredith, and Fay Bainter from the stage and
silver screen, Loretta Young, Marie Wilson, Lucille Ball, Madeleine Carroll,
and Dorothy Lamour from Hollywood, and Jack Benny and Fred Allen
from radio itself.
Admittedly, Welles had many less-than-inspired moments in all media,
including radio. But much of the time he blazed new trails in popular
narrative, such as his deeply discerning radio adaptations of Joseph Conrad’s
Heart of Darkness and Sinclair Lewis’s Dodsworth. His curious adaptation
of Show Boat employed the author Edna Ferber (the Democratic party’s
answer to Clare Boothe Luce) in a key role, with himself playing Captain
Andy and Helen Morgan singing an old Stephen Foster song, since even
Campbell’s Soup couldn’t afford the rights to the Jerome Kern melodies.
And who else but Welles would have allowed the immortally curmudgeonly
critic George Jean Nathan to reminisce about Eugene O’Neill after the
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Campbell Playhouse production of Ah, Wilderness!? Welles simply took it
for granted that his listeners would be fascinated by the living, breathing
manifestations of their collective culture. He not only adapted H.G.Wells for
his radio enactment of The War of the Worlds; Welles later interviewed the
author himself, mano a mano, as one public-spirited artist to another.
Even when Welles tackled the familiar literary classics of the past, he tried
to stir them into new life in the steaming cauldron of the present. This then
was the substance of The Shadow: to educate, edify and entertain the citizens
of this republic with creative visions—most felicitously in sound—of our
past, our present, and our future. Consequently, the radio heritage of Orson
Welles tells us as much about America and the world from the mid-’30s to
the mid-’40s as it tells us about the man himself.

29

Not yet a subscriber?

You are cordially invited
to “test drive” a subscription to
The American Century Theater’s
2012–13 season.
Because you bought a ticket for Voodoo Macbeth,
we’re offering you the last two shows of our season
at subscriber discount prices.
With this “short season” subscription, you’ll see—
Biography by S.N. Behrman
June 7–29, 2013
Directed by Steven Scott Mazzola
I Do! I Do!
Book and lyrics by Tom Jones, music by Harvey Schmidt.
Based on the Jan de Hartog play, The Fourposter.
July 19–August 17, 2013
Directed by Jack Marshall, with Musical Direction by Tom Fuller
(the team that brought you Marathon ’33)
Learn more about these 20th-century gems at www.americancentury.org
Pick up a subscription brochure tonight or
visit us online at americancentury.org/subscribe.php.
Or call us at 703.998.4555
to purchase your short-season subscription.
Subscriber benefits
Audience Guides
Reserved seating
Great deals on group rates
Comps/half price coupons for guests
Announcements of special events and special offers
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