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PREFACE TO THE 2013 EDITION

When Real Life Drama was first published in 1990, the Great Depression seemed very long ago and far away. Today, more than four years after the worst stock market crash since 1929, we have a more visceral understanding of the mood of fear and despair to which Harold Clurman, Lee Strasberg, and Cheryl Crawford reacted by founding the Group Theatre in 1931. Looking around them in the 1920s, they rejected that decade’s ephemeral affluence and unjustified complacency as spiritually and artistically unsatisfying. They dreamed of a theatre that offered more than an evening’s entertainment, that grappled as honestly with modern life as America’s novelists and artists already did. They could find no one willing to finance this dream in the boom years, yet during some of the worst days of the economic bust they simply decided to make the Group Theatre happen. Twenty-five years after I began researching the Group, it still moves me to look at the photograph of thirty scruffy young people crowded onto a porch in Brookfield, Connecticut, the site of the Group’s first summer retreat. They knew even then that they were giving birth to a revolution in the American theatre.

The Group believed that the theatre could change lives. They proved it in their own, creating a company that endured through a decade of financial hardship and sometimes bitter disagreements, sustained by the joy of collective creation and the thrill of finding an audience that cared as much as they did. After Real Life Drama appeared, I grew accustomed to picking up the phone and hearing the husky, ardent voices of elderly theatregoers who had tracked me down because they needed to share their memories of seeing Waiting for Lefty, or Awake and Sing! or less famous Group productions. It was the same passion I had heard when I interviewed surviving Group members and when I talked to Arthur Miller, who to the end of his life honored the Group as the source of his conviction that “theatre was a public matter … the ultimate tribunal in which we were to test all our beliefs.” Inspiring Miller and nurturing Tennessee Williams (who won a special Group playwriting prize in 1939), the Group passed on to another generation their vision of theatre intimately intertwined with real life.

A new generation claimed the Group’s legacy in 2010, when the ReGroup Theatre presented a staged reading of Success Story by John Howard Lawson. This scathing indictment of American society’s sick values had launched the Group’s second Broadway season in 1932, and reading it in the New York Public Library in 2010 prompted an underemployed actor named Allie Mulholland to launch “a new movement by Theatre artists actively concerned with the state of the Theatre,” with himself as artistic director. Alfred Kazin would have loved the coincidence: the reading room where Allie finally got his hands on Lawson’s play, out of print for decades, is the same majestic public space in which Kazin spent five years researching On Native Grounds, the seminal work of literary criticism sparked in part by his delighted discovery, “watching my mother and father and uncles and aunts occupying the stage in Awake and Sing! by as much right as if they were Hamlet and Lear,” that American culture belonged to him too. On Native Grounds scrutinized America’s literary past as a living force in the present, part of an ongoing dialogue about issues and ideas that still define us as a nation; the ReGroup Theatre has taken a similar approach to our theatrical heritage in eleven readings and four full-scale productions of Group plays.

I was most forcibly struck by this at the ReGroup’s performances of 1931— and Thunder Rock, two now-obscure plays that speedily flopped when the Group first produced them. Reading them twenty-five years ago, I judged both scripts as worthy but seriously flawed and probably un-revivable outside the context in which they were written. Well, times change. The blistering account in 1931— of a proud man, sure when he loses his well-paid job that he’ll soon find another only to descend through successive levels of desperation to destitution and rage, didn’t seem at all out of date in the ReGroup’s ferocious production. Nor did the final speech of Thunder Rock’s protagonist, a disillusioned idealist who comes to realize that retreating into inaction is not an option in a world racked by injustice and war. Audiences at both shows were mostly young, and I could see from their emotional reactions that they did not regard these plays as historical artifacts. “We are not set in dusty Masterpiece Theatre amber,” Allie Mulholland declared in a recent e-mail. “It’s about honoring the past to move to the future.” That was also my intention when I wrote Real Life Drama.

Harold Clurman—of course!—said it first and probably best in the foreword to his one-sided but indispensable memoir, The Fervent Years. “The Group Theatre,” he wrote, “was a symptom and an expression of a profound impulse in American life, an impulse that certainly did not begin with the Group Theatre, and did not end with it.” What exactly was that impulse? Read on and find out. It might just change your life.

Wendy Smith
Brooklyn, New York
November 2012


PREFACE

I first encountered the Group Theatre when I was a teenager in the early 1970s. Roaming among my parents’ bookshelves in my perpetual quest for something to read, I stumbled on an old hardcover copy of The Fervent Years, Harold Clurman’s compelling memoir of the Group. I was already fascinated by American life in the 1930s, a period that seemed to me very like the turbulent decade recently ended that had indelibly marked the way my friends and I thought about our society. I liked the photographs I saw as I thumbed through the book: young people clustered together on the porch of a frame house, looking straight at the camera with a determination in their gaze to shape the world to their vision; an intense, angry man in a shabby suit standing on a dark stage, his fists clenched in the air—so that gesture hadn’t been invented in the sixties! I took the book away to have a closer look.

I already knew in those days that my generation wasn’t the first to see how grievously America had failed to live up to its promise of a good life for everyone, that we had a history and forebears slighted in the official texts. But I was troubled by a sense that I was not a political person as I understood the meaning of the word at the time, that literature meant more to me than manifestos, that I would rather go to the theatre than to a demonstration. I’d seen the way political activism consumed people—in the early seventies it seemed to be driving many of them insane—and I knew I didn’t have that kind of stamina or determination. I felt I’d failed some sort of obscure but vital character test and condemned myself to a life of dilettantish irrelevancy, while better people went out and did the really important work.

The story of the Group Theatre told me something I should have known but didn’t. Art is part of the real world, the Group said over and over again. It has content, meaning, and implications. There are all kinds of activism, and when art reveals to us our society and ourselves, it is a force for change at least as powerful as any political party. As I’ve grown older and studied the Group more closely, it has said many other things to me as well, important things about the conflict between individual and collective needs, the difficulties of a committed life, that in some ways have more deeply affected me. But the thrill of that initial revelation has never worn off, and I hope it never will.

I describe my embarrassingly ingenuous response to the Group to make a point: at a time when our day-to-day existence too often seems fragmented into a dozen different parts that have little connection with each other, when we feel isolated and powerless, we must insist—as the Group did—on wholeness. Culture doesn’t exist apart from society; those who claim it does, that art should be “above” politics, are putting forward a social agenda all the more insidious for being dressed up in aesthetic clothing. The music we listen to, the movies we see, the books we read—even, for those of us crazy enough to believe that the theatre will someday escape the economic straitjacket that has made it an expensive and trivial entertainment, the plays we attend—these arts at their best express truths that can help us understand ourselves and our world and determine to improve them.

I read books and write about them and press them on my friends because I love them, but it would be an empty sort of love if I didn’t believe—if I didn’t know, from personal experience—that the right book at the right time can make a difference in someone’s life. The members of the Group felt the same way about the theatre. Of course it’s naïve to think that art can change the world, but it would be tragic to think that it can’t. The fight to make a better life, as the Group called it, takes place on many fronts. The Group believed that the trade-union organizer, the mother struggling to feed her children, the civil-rights activist, the working-class kid trying to get a decent education, and the artist all wanted the same thing: a world in which everyone was free to pursue his or her dreams unhindered by prejudice, economic inequality, and the dead weight of tradition. If this belief is unfashionable today, that is our loss. When ordinary men and women are excluded from official culture—either because it’s too expensive or its concerns are not theirs—and told that their own culture is junk, we are all poorer because of it.

I wanted to write about the Group Theatre because I sensed that the whole story about this seminal American theatre hadn’t been told—and it’s a wonderful story, filled with vivid personalities and dramatic events. But the history of the Group is more to me than a chronicle of a prestigious American acting company and a few famous plays. The Group grappled with issues of cultural, economic, and political empowerment that we have not yet resolved; people today still look longingly, as the Group did, for meaningful work that satisfies their financial needs and gives them personal dignity as well. Examining the Group’s confusions, difficulties, and disagreements can help us to define the questions and take a step toward answering them.

It will hardly come as a surprise to anyone who’s read this far to discover that this is an opinionated book. Any writing worth its salt has a definite point of view; authors (and critics) who pretend not to have one are kidding themselves and their audience. In addition to offering my own judgments, however, I have tried to let the members of the Group speak for themselves as much as possible. Their passionate declarations of faith, their confessions of doubt and despair, are as moving and thought-provoking now as they were in the 1930s. These voices of half a century ago have a great deal to tell us, if we would only listen.


ONE

Genesis

In the beginning was the Word—a whole flood of words from a passionate idealist in search of a spiritual and artistic home.

One Friday night in November 1930 Harold Clurman, a twenty-nine-year-old playreader with the Theatre Guild in New York City, began a series of weekly talks for an audience of young actors he hoped to interest in the theatre he wanted to establish with his friends, an actor-director named Lee Strasberg and the Guild’s casting director, Cheryl Crawford. When this quiet, stammering young man opened his mouth, out rushed an extraordinary monologue, the aggregate of everything he had ever thought, felt, hoped, and dreamed about American theatre and American life. When he paused for breath the following May, he had articulated a vision of a new kind of theatre: an ensemble of artists who would create, out of common beliefs and technique, dramatic productions that spoke to an equally committed audience about the essential social and moral issues of their times. By June, he and his two friends had set off for the country with twenty-seven actors who shared their determination to make that vision a reality.

The talks began in Clurman’s room at the Hotel Meurice on West 58th Street. Soon word spread, the audience grew, and they moved to Cheryl Crawford’s larger apartment on West 47th Street. When that filled to overflowing, they persuaded other friends to play host. The photographer Ralph Steiner had to rent chairs from a nearby undertaker to seat the crowd; his guests were so broke they couldn’t reimburse him. Finally someone finagled a large room, rent-free, at Steinway Hall on West 57th Street, where as many as 200 people would come to listen to the weekly jeremiads.

Part of the attraction was the spectacle of Clurman in full cry. A shy man who sometimes spoke so softly he could hardly be heard, he was transformed by his intense need to communicate his ideas. Whatever names people called Harold Clurman after 1930, they would never call him shy. “I changed by the challenge of life,” he later remembered. “I said, ‘I’ve got to get over this shyness! I’ve got to get them to be interested in what I’m saying! I know I’m right, by God I know I’m right!’ ” He seemed almost possessed: his face turned red, veins stood out, his once hushed voice rose to a pitch clearly audible outside in the street. He would grab the nearest chair, pick it up and shake it at his audience before flinging it aside. One of his most potent weapons was a willingness to make himself ridiculous, to exaggerate wildly, scream and stamp his feet to get a point across—in a ringing Bronx accent somewhat at odds with his almost mystical message. The set designer Boris Aronson once compared him to Father Divine, and there was certainly something evangelical in the way he laid out for his listeners the sorry state of the American theatre and exhorted them to do something about it.

For if a few casual observers came once or twice to enjoy the show, those who returned week after week were drawn by Clurman’s provocative analysis of the artistic and social difficulties they faced and his stirring portrait of the theatre they could build together to solve their dilemma. He defined their vague dissatisfaction with the theatre and their work in it; he offered hope for the future. The actress Stella Adler summed up the call to arms that engaged her and so many others: “He said, ‘You are lost here. You won’t be able to find your way alone. Please follow me.’ ”

Looking at the American theatre, Clurman saw an institution in such confusion that even its critics hadn’t really grasped what was wrong with it. He scornfully dismissed as superficial the conventional list of problems: a shortage of good plays, the personal vanity of actors, the moneygrubbing of commercial producers. “If we were providentially blessed with a host of admirable plays and players, and an epidemic of virtue broke out over the entire theatre-world, we should still hardly have effected the establishment of any sort of Theatre.… Nothing can be wrong with the theatre when no Theatre exists. And America has as yet no Theatre.”

This was a bold statement. The 1920s had been the American theatre’s liveliest decade, crammed with glamorous stars, fired by the exciting emergence of native playwrights, vibrant with the rhythms of great popular music. On the surface, Broadway still boomed; despite the stock-market crash the previous October, there had been 249 productions during the 1929–1930 New York season. Even the majority of Clurman’s listeners who considered such quantitative measures trivial could point to Eva Le Gallienne’s success at the Civic Repertory Theatre, where she presented classical repertory at popular prices; to the Theatre Guild’s tasteful productions of European and American drama; to the careers of respected actors like Katharine Cornell, Alfred Lunt and Lynn Fontanne, who consistently appeared in classics and important contemporary plays; to the ongoing contributions of such patently serious writers as Eugene O’Neill, Maxwell Anderson, Elmer Rice, Sidney Howard, Paul Green, and John Howard Lawson. Surely these were proof that worthwhile theatre existed.

Hardly, said Clurman. He was unimpressed by Broadway stars, unenthusiastic about their work in the classics, and doubtful that any existing organization could give adequate theatrical expression to the American dramatists he admired. His criticisms shocked many in his audience, yet in a fundamental way he was right, and they knew it. The American theatre was living off the dwindling artistic capital amassed in the heady years during and immediately after World War I, when an explosion of theatrical energy called the “little theatre” movement championed American playwrights, explored the possibilities of experimental theatre, and discovered an audience for serious drama. The little theatres had given a new vitality and credibility to American theatre, yet they had never comfortably made the transition from amateur to professional production; by 1930 such key organizations as the Provincetown Players and the Neighborhood Playhouse had folded and the movement itself seemed moribund. Its only lasting legacy in New York was the Theatre Guild, born from the ashes of the Washington Square Players in 1919 with a commitment to professionalism and, as its founding manifesto declared, to “the creation, as carefully and lovingly as lies within one’s power, of the best drama of one’s time, drama honestly reflecting the author’s vision of life or sense of style and beauty.”

To Clurman, that sincere and high-minded credo was fatally flawed and indicated a misunderstanding of the basic problem that had killed the little theatres and still stood in the way of real theatrical growth. “The only fundamental difference between the new theatre and the old is that the former sells better stuff,” he declared rather cruelly. “These theatres always will begin with a play, and never with a group of actors that may be appropriately considered part of it. They will take a company of actors, usually trained in the petty realism of the average commercial play, and ask them to do French poetic-rhetorical drama, a modern German tragedy in the classic manner, or something equally foreign to them.” For actors like Morris Carnovsky, Franchot Tone, Phoebe Brand, Ruth Nelson, and Sanford Meisner, who had all worked at the Guild, this was a liberating insight, helping them understand why they had been disappointed by such well-intentioned productions as Jacques Copeau’s dramatization of The Brothers Karamazov and Franz Werfel’s Juarez and Maximilian, which in the end seemed stagey and without coherent intent.

This lack of unity drove Clurman crazy. “We have, on the American stage, all the separate elements for a Theatre, but no Theatre. We have playwrights without their theatre-groups, directors without their actors, actors without plays or directors, scene-designers without anything. Our theatre is an anarchy of individual talents.”

This was not the fault of the theatre so much as a reflection of a larger disorder in society. “Americans don’t really talk to each other,” Clurman told Cheryl Crawford around this time. “They make wisecracks to each other, they drink well together, but they don’t really exchange with each other their hearts, their backgrounds, their souls. They don’t really live together.” She was moved by his comment, and many of the listeners at Steinway Hall shared their profound disquiet with the way things were. It was symptomatic of a sea-change in the national spirit.

To Clurman, the soulless materialism encapsulated in the word “Babbittry,” the smart-alecky cynicism of intellectuals who despised it, and the vague idealism of bohemians who looked to “art” as an alternative were all part and parcel of the anarchic individualism of the 1920s, an era in which self-fulfillment was the ultimate goal and the only disagreement was over the best way to achieve it. He and his colleagues were looking for something very different:


We feel the individualism of self-assertion which made the ego the sole and final reality of life is self-destructive and we believe that the individual can realize himself only by seeking his spiritual kindred and by making their common aspirations and problems the object of his active devotion. We believe that the individual can achieve his fullest stature only through the identification of his own good with the good of his group, a group which he himself must help to create.… We do not know—we believe. We have not found, we are seeking. But we are seeking not in the texts of ancient creeds or in those of the up-to-the-minute intellectual academies but in the maze of our own lives, in the lives of those closest to us, in the ordinary routine of our work and our pleasures. We know that the task we have appointed ourselves is not simple and we expect our period of discovery to take a long time, so that our efforts will be a record of continuous growth. What we find our work will show. We are sure at least that we are not alone in anxious waiting.



Words, words, and more words—every Friday night from the time the curtains went down on Broadway to the early hours of Saturday morning. Listeners who were too stirred up to sleep afterward repaired to Childs Restaurant on Columbus Circle to talk informally with Clurman. He held Sunday get-togethers, where an indignant young actress named Margaret Barker bombarded him with questions. “How dare you say these things about Lynn Fontanne?” she demanded, wondering plaintively why “all my gods had feet of clay for him.” Many wondered where all this talk was leading. An actor named Clifford Odets used to walk home with Clurman after the Friday meetings. One night he confessed, “You know, you’ve been talking for ten weeks, and I’m just beginning to understand you.” Clurman liked that; he didn’t believe in quick (or short) answers.

Out of these rambling, impassioned lectures a picture slowly began to emerge of the kind of theatre the three aspiring directors wanted—for although Clurman was doing most of the talking, his ideas had been shaped over five years of discussion with Strasberg, and Crawford fully shared them:


A theatre is created when people with common interests and tastes unite to devise ways and means whereby they may give their group feeling an adequate theatrical expression. They seek out people who, for all the superficial differences of their temperament, fundamentally share the same feeling. They seek them amongst directors, actors, playwrights, scene-designers—confident all the time that the thing that binds them together must be a reflection of a sentiment that animates many people in the world about them.… If the theatre is an art, if it has any value beyond decorating the emptiness of our existence, it too, collective art though it be, must have an analogous singleness of meaning and direction. It too must say something, it too must create from the chaos which is the common experience of its members, an expression that will have, like that of the individual artist, an identity and significance with which people, sharing the common experience, may sense their kinship and to which they can attach themselves.



This was the difference between Clurman’s hoped-for theatre and existing organizations like the Theatre Guild and the Civic Rep, which were places to work rather than communities. No unifying principle informed these older companies: they had no organic connection with the material they performed, no point of view they wished to express through their work, no sense of the theatre as an arena in which important ideas could be thrashed out. They thought of theatre as an outlet for “art”; Clurman knew that real theatre was an expression of life itself.

All very well, the more skeptical members of his audience said, but what were these important ideas—most crucial of all, what was this “Group Idea” to which Clurman kept referring? He hated to be pinned down: “Words are so inadequate for the definition of essences. You know Cheryl Crawford, Lee Strasberg and me. You have heard what we think about theatre; you have listened to our interpretation of plays, you know how we are attacking this project for a new theatre. In other words, you see us in action. If you are in sympathy with what we say and do, if your response is one of spontaneous affirmation, then you probably share our Idea. You have the first qualification for work in our theatre.”

Some people were so infuriated by this vagueness that they stormed out of the meetings, never to return. But for many, Clurman’s fervent generalities struck a resonant chord. Though they might have little sense of what his broad pronouncements would mean in practice, they knew that the Group Idea in some way answered their individual hunger for a meaningful theatre and a committed life. Some knew more: they had attended the American Laboratory Theatre, where Clurman and Strasberg had studied the acting and directing techniques employed at the Moscow Art Theatre, or worked on the two plays they rehearsed for seventeen weeks in 1928, or spent time hanging around with them in the corridors of the Guild and the smoky confines of the Double R Restaurant on West 44th Street. These initiates had a slightly clearer idea of the practical applications of all those abstract ideals.

From his statement of principles, Clurman drew two main conclusions. They had to do with the twin imperatives of art—form and content—and it was typical of the sharply contrasting personalities of the two men who pulled their group in often uneasy tandem for seven years that form was Strasberg’s bailiwick and content was Clurman’s.

Clurman wanted their new theatre to present contemporary plays by American writers that dealt in a vigorous, positive spirit with “the essential moral and social preoccupations of our time.” At first glance, this might not have seemed far removed from the Theatre Guild’s desire to do “the best drama of one’s time,” but the difference in emphasis was significant. The Guild defined “best” as “drama honestly reflecting the author’s vision of life or sense of style and beauty”; for Clurman, however, “the criterion for excellence must be the degree to which [a] work responds to the profoundest spiritual needs of its audience.” His frustration with the theatre of the twenties stemmed from his belief that it had nothing to say, no interest in the world beyond the stage door. His theatre would be vitally connected to real life, not alienated from it.

The Guild viewed the playwright in an abstract, rather romantic way, as an isolated genius who created art and need not necessarily have much to do with the actual production. Clurman believed that author and actor alike were “citizens of a community before they took on their dubious connection with ‘art.’ ” In his theatre, playwrights would be treated not as “isolated purveyor[s] of literary goods” who visited dress rehearsals and made a few comments, but as full members of the group, which would grapple with them about the substance of their ideas, not just doctor lines for superficial effectiveness.

Strasberg, more knowledgeable about theatre than Clurman, with considerable experience as both an actor and a director, had convinced his friend that an idea could not be given satisfactory dramatic form, even by people who fully understood and shared it, unless they had developed a common technique to express it. The unity of a production stemmed not from the written word but from the way all its elements—acting, direction, scenic design—were fused to create a single vision. Most important of all was the actor, the basic unit of the theatre, who had been left in America to fumble around onstage, learning the craft through trial and error, with no coherent sense of how to relate a character to the themes of the play or any kind of deeper personal and emotional truth.

Ever since Strasberg had seen the Moscow Art Theatre, which electrified New York audiences with performances there in 1923 and 1924, he had known what he was after: “a superb ensemble able to fill each moment of a play with life, each actor concerned not with the importance of his part, but his relation to the scene, to the other characters, each moment played with full conviction and reality.” The theatre he and Clurman dreamed of would commit itself to a permanent company of actors, then weld them together through a common technique that would enable them to bring the reality of life onto the stage. That technique, he believed, was the system developed by Constantin Stanislavsky at the Moscow Art Theatre and taught by Richard Boleslavsky and Maria Ouspenskaya at the American Laboratory Theatre in New York.

Some of the actors who flocked to Clurman’s Friday-night talks already knew about the Stanislavsky system. Those who joined the new theatre learned much more over the next few years of rehearsal and production. What was important in the beginning was not just the content of the system, though its emphasis on the ability to produce truthful emotion revolutionized American acting, but the idea of systematic training for the actor, an alternative to the commercial theatre’s hit-or-miss approach.

This, then, was what Clurman and his colleagues promised their audience. A permanent company that would present contemporary American plays reflecting on the life of their times. An organization that helped actors grow through intensive study of their craft and performance in a wide variety of parts. Unified productions, where script, acting, direction, sets, lights, and costumes would all be informed by a common set of values. A living theatre, expressing the spiritual and social concerns of Americans caught up in what by late 1930 was clearly a major crisis in their society. A chance to escape from the loneliness of American life into a group inspired by a shared ideal. A center. A refuge. A home.

It was a vision characteristic of the 1930s. It weighed the boisterous individualism of the twenties and found it lacking; it asserted that any art worthy of the name must have a living connection with the world around it. The actors who responded most intensely to Clurman’s words were intrigued by the new techniques he spoke of, but what thrilled them was the idea that theatre could have something to say about the frightening state of American society. If few knew that one-fourth of all urban factory workers were out of work, they were all aware that their own industry was feeling the pinch, with almost 25 percent fewer productions on Broadway that fall than the preceding season. Only the most prescient sensed that an entire economic system lay in ruins about them, but no one could avoid seeing the pitiful apple sellers who shivered on every corner, trying to make a few cents from the willingness of the oversupplied Apple Shippers’ Association to provide its product on credit to the unemployed for resale. Clurman’s talks made explicit a growing feeling among American artists of all kinds that in the face of such suffering art for art’s sake was empty; extreme individualism was self-destructive. Art and society had to change.

This feeling gained urgency from the devastation wrought by the Depression, but predated it by many years. Clurman’s messianic lectures, which contained not a shred of specific social criticism, had an enthusiastic optimism about American culture that would have been inconceivable before the 1920s, when intellectuals discovered and nurtured an authentic native voice in literature, music, and photography. The committed theatre Clurman, Strasberg, Crawford, and their actors wanted would flower in the welcoming political climate of the 1930s, but its roots had been nourished in the fertile artistic soil of the twenties.

Clurman’s ideas had been strongly influenced by his participation in that quintessential twenties experience, expatriate life in Paris. Though born on the Lower East Side, the son of Russian-Jewish immigrants, he was more privileged than most first-generation Americans. His father was a doctor, well-off enough to send him to Columbia and, when he decided in 1921 to break off his studies there and go to Paris, indulgent enough to consent. With his friend Aaron Copland, Clurman plunged into the exuberant ambience of the City of Light during its most exciting era. He frequented the famous English-language bookstore Shakespeare and Company, where he saw James Joyce and Ernest Hemingway. He attended concerts of music by Schoenberg, Stravinsky, and the other radical innovators he and Copland admired. He viewed the paintings of Picasso, Matisse, and Duchamp. He heard Jean Cocteau lecture. He reveled in the spirit of experimentation and intellectual vigor that characterized all the arts in the 1920s.

All except the one he loved best. Clurman had been an avid playgoer since age six, when his parents took him to see Jacob Adler in Uriel Acosta at the Grand Street Theatre. The Yiddish theatre enthralled him with its productions of classic drama: Shakespeare, Tolstoy, Chekhov, and Gogol brought to life in performances of extraordinary realism by actors with an emotional fluency unknown to their English-language counterparts. Most of all, it was the intense relationship between and among actors and audience he adored, the sense of theatre as a gathering place for the community. When his family moved to the Bronx, he switched his attendance first to local stock companies there, then to Broadway during his high school years. As a teenager he wrote and directed plays in the neighborhood. (One was a melodrama about a small-town chemist he later realized he’d plagiarized from Ibsen’s An Enemy of the People.) While at Columbia, he found the early work of the Theatre Guild and the daring dramas presented by producer Arthur Hopkins far more absorbing than his studies.

In Paris his feelings about theatre slowly changed. He admired the productions of the Théâtre du Vieux-Colombier and attended lectures by its director, Jacques Copeau, who espoused a unified theatre with organized training for actors similar to what Clurman would later call for in his own talks. He wrote a thesis for the Sorbonne on French drama; he was dazzled by the Moscow Art Theatre when it stopped in Paris in 1922 en route to New York. But theatre began to seem somehow … trivial. The excitement he heard in the voices of his friend Copland and fellow musicians when they talked of creating music that captured the rhythms of modern life, the adventurous spirit expressed in books like Waldo Frank’s Our America as they attempted to define the national essence—theatre had no such electric connection with the real world. Its most lavish productions paled in comparison to the lively pageant Clurman could see on any contemporary street.

Yet when he returned to New York in June 1924, he quickly decided, after a desultory attempt to get a job in book publishing, that the theatre was where he belonged. For four months he read every book on modern theatre he could get his hands on, though when he got to Gordon Craig he had the uneasy feeling that his lack of experience prevented him from really grasping what Craig was driving at. He knew theatre as it was didn’t satisfy him; he hadn’t yet figured out how he wanted it to be different.

In October he landed work as an extra in Stark Young’s The Saint with the Provincetown Players. Recently reorganized under the leadership of Kenneth Macgowan, Eugene O’Neill, and Robert Edmond Jones, the organization had expanded into a second theatre, the Greenwich Village in Sheridan Square, where The Saint was rehearsed. Clurman learned little from the production, but a good deal from a vague and embarrassingly artsy speech made by Jones, who informed the baffled cast that “To me, theatre is like a light that blind people are made to see for the first time,” then exited without further explanation. Jones’s inability to communicate his ideas to the actors, Clurman later concluded, was symptomatic of the lack of a common artistic language that prevented even the best-intentioned people in American theatre from doing good work together. He also noted that the idealistic Jones was an amateurish director; when Richard Boleslavsky was brought in to shape up the production, Clurman had his first direct contact with the techniques developed at the Moscow Art Theatre, though as yet they made little impression on him.

Aaron Copland met an aspiring young actor with a musical background and, recognizing someone as passionate about theatre as his friend Clurman, introduced the two. Sanford Meisner had graduated from Erasmus Hall in 1923 and studied piano for a year at the Damrosch Institute of Music before talking his way into a job as an extra in a Theatre Guild production. He’d always wanted to act, and watching the intense, naturalistic performance of Pauline Lord in Sidney Howard’s They Knew What They Wanted he began to realize that “acting which really dug at me was what I was looking for.” His parents, Hungarian-born Jews who hoped he would make a career in the clothing industry, were horrified, but Meisner persisted.

Soon he and Clurman were spending a lot of time talking together at the Double R, a dingy place opposite the Belasco Theatre that served terrible coffee but was tolerant of ardent young people swapping grandiose ideas about theatre. When Meisner got his first decent part in a special Guild production of Pirandello’s Right You Are If You Think You Are, he invited his friend to come see it. Clurman thought he was “picturesque,” but was more struck by the “disagreeable though effective” performance of the man playing the lead. With his harsh voice, faint foreign accent, and receding hairline, Lee Strasberg hardly seemed like an actor at all.

In fact, his choice of acting as a profession came relatively late. Books were the consuming passion of young Israel Strassberg. Born in Poland in 1901, he arrived at age seven on the Lower East Side, where he found himself isolated in a country whose language he didn’t speak, and emotionally distant from overworked parents with neither time nor inclination for intimacy. He took refuge in voracious reading and the companionship of his older brother, Zalmon. As a boy he was lured by a brother-in-law into playing a few small parts in Yiddish-language productions, but an unpleasant incident when he was still quite young—a lamp blew up onstage and scorched his hands—soured him on theatre.

Zalmon’s death in the influenza epidemic of 1918 was so traumatic for the young Strassberg that the straight-A student dropped out of high school. Not until the early 1920s, did Strassberg—desperate for human contact, and profoundly bored with his work as a partner in a company that manufactured women’s hairpieces—join the Students of Arts and Drama Club at the Chrystie Street Settlement House.

SAD, as its members called it, was part of the lively network of settlement-house drama groups that had recently sprung up, inspired by the Neighborhood Playhouse and its insistence that theatre had a vital role to play in the community. Through these groups, young immigrants who previously thought they had no connection with American culture became part of the excitement of the little theatre movement. Though SAD’s main purpose—and Strassberg’s reason for joining it—was social, the new member soon began to feed his insatiable reading habit with books on his new hobby. Gordon Craig’s On the Art of the Theatre excited him as it did Clurman, but other books were also influential, especially those that dealt with the art of acting: Ludovico Riccoboni’s Pensées sur la déclamation (Strassberg read French and German as well as English and Yiddish), The Illusion of the First Time in Acting by William Gillette, the English tragedian William Macready’s memoirs and diaries, and many, many more. From the beginning, he was fascinated by the question of how an actor could summon up real emotion during a performance rather than simply relying on external skills to imitate feeling.

Strassberg learned enough from books to win a prize as outstanding settlement-house actor during his first year there. (On one of the Chrystie Street playbills he dropped the extra “s” and altered his first name to become Lee Strasberg.) He knew so much more than the ostensible head of the drama club that his fellow students insisted he be named director; they were the audience for the first of what would be a lifetime of lectures based on his voluminous reading. Yet despite his newfound eminence, Strasberg thought of theatre as a sideline, something to fill the hours after the wig business shut down at six o’clock. After all, he was hardly the physical type to be a leading man. The stars of the time were glamorous, romantic figures; their personalities as much as their acting sold tickets. Strasberg knew he lacked that appeal. When the Theatre Guild’s casting director, Philip Loeb, impressed by one of his performances, asked if he wanted to act professionally, he replied in typically brief fashion, “No.”

The Moscow Art Theatre changed his mind. On January 8, 1923, Stanislavsky’s company burst like a thunderclap on the New York theatrical world, which had never seen anything like its productions of The Cherry Orchard, The Three Sisters, The Lower Depths, and The Brothers Karamazov. The intense psychological realism of the acting, the sense of the characters’ inner life resonating in every line and movement, thrilled New York audiences. Used to watching one or two stars surrounded by supporting players, they marveled at the Russians’ devotion to an ensemble in which all the actors subordinated their personalities to the demands of the characters and the play.

Strasberg was overwhelmed. He had seen great acting before—Pauline Lord in Anna Christie, Jeanne Eagels in Rain, Jacob Ben-Ami in Samson and Delilah, Fyodor Chaliapin at the Metropolitan Opera. For him, what made a great performance were those moments when the actor and the character seemed one, when the audience felt “that it was a person living, breathing on stage, not acting.” But such performances were rare. Too often, he witnessed affectation of the worst sort, down to phony British accents and trite gestures. Even the artists he admired seemed to achieve brilliance only in flashes; the emotional reality that excited him was seldom sustained over the course of an evening, let alone the long run. Yet here was a company performing plays that had been in its repertory for years, and the acting was as spontaneous and emotionally charged as if the lines were being spoken for the first time.

Two things about the Moscow Art Theatre particularly impressed him, and both had a personal significance. The first was that every actor on the stage was giving a performance of equal caliber: Maria Ouspenskaya in the minor role of the governess in The Cherry Orchard had the same conviction and inner truthfulness as Stanislavsky, who portrayed Gayev; Leo Bulgakov playing a small part in The Sea Gull was in no way inferior to Vassily Katchalov as the Baron in The Three Sisters. For a good actor who didn’t have star quality, a company in which every actor was great, no matter what the size of the part, was a revelation and an inspiration.

The second revelation grew out of the first. Stanislavsky’s My Life in Art, which discussed the evolution of his system, wasn’t published until 1924, but Strasberg understood immediately that the consistently fine acting of the Moscow Art Theatre hadn’t happened by accident: “Obviously, this truth and reality was achieved by some singular process or procedure of which we in the American theatre had little knowledge.” The idea that someone had discovered a solution to the essential actor’s problem was intoxicating. The promise of a methodical approach to acting was especially appealing to a voracious reader and largely self-taught intellectual like Strasberg, studious by nature and inclined to look for answers in books. Like Clurman, he loved the theatre but was dissatisfied with what he saw. Now that he had glimpsed what theatre could be, he was ready to take the plunge: quit the wig business, commit himself to a career as a professional actor, and get some training.

With the money he received from his erstwhile partner, Strasberg enrolled in the Clare Tree Major School of the Theatre, where he studied speech, voice, and ballet; declaimed Shakespeare, and acted in a few plays. It was the standard training of the time, all surface and imitation, not at all what he had in mind. A younger classmate, Phoebe Brand, who seven years later would worship Strasberg as a teacher and director, in 1924 found him strange and unapproachable; she couldn’t imagine why such an untheatrical man wanted to be an actor. Strasberg certainly didn’t want to be the kind of actor the Clare Tree Major School turned out. When a fellow student told him that two former members of the Moscow Art Theatre were teaching acting at a place called the American Laboratory Theatre, he rushed to audition.

The Lab had been founded in June 1923 by four well-to-do Americans and Richard Boleslavsky, a Polish-born actor who had worked with Stanislavsky at the Moscow Art Theatre from 1906 to 1919, when he fled the Russian Revolution. He reached America in late 1922 and was on hand to greet his old MAT comrades when they docked there the following January. Just ten days after their triumphant New York premiere, he began a series of lectures at the Princess Theatre that laid out for his American audience the philosophy of actor training behind the MAT’s extraordinary performances. He bemoaned the fact that the American theatre existed simply to sell a product, no matter how shoddy, and that “there are no laboratories of the theatre … to contemplate, to search, to create.” It was only natural that Miriam and Herbert Stockton, patrons of the arts who dreamed of establishing an American art theatre similar to the MAT, should ask Boleslavsky to direct it. He in turn enlisted Maria Ouspenskaya, who decided to stay behind when the MAT went back home in 1924.

At the Lab’s new quarters at 139 MacDougal Street, Strasberg first encountered Stanislavsky’s system, the effort to prepare an actor consciously for the unconscious flights of inspiration embodied in a great performance. “This is it. This is what it really means. This is what it is all about,” he exulted as he scribbled furiously in his notebook during Boleslavsky’s lectures and Ouspenskaya’s classes. Just as an actor’s voice and body could be trained, so too it was possible to discipline and hone the intangibles: emotion and imagination. Inspiration couldn’t be taught, but the groundwork for inspiration could be laid. Ouspenskaya drilled her students in concentration, showing them how much more relaxed and natural they appeared when they were actually thinking about something onstage rather than trying to show the audience what they were thinking. Exercises with nonexistent objects sharpened the actor’s powers of observation and trained the senses to respond to imaginary stimuli, giving the actor the tools to create a specific, genuinely felt physical and emotional reality in the dream world of a theatrical performance.

The Lab was the first school in America to offer comprehensive actor training. The Stanislavsky-based classes were its most famous element, but external means of expression were not neglected: students took courses in speech, voice, and movement. Boleslavsky also emphasized the actor’s need to develop intellectually and culturally, to study history, read literature, look at paintings, listen to music—an approach that meshed comfortably with Strasberg’s own scholarly instincts. It was all a revelation to Strasberg; the exercises and general attitude he learned at the Lab formed the basis of his work for the rest of his life. But he didn’t stay long. Once he’d absorbed the basics, the youthful autodidact preferred to study on his own and explore the ramifications of the system through his work as an actor and director. Ironically, Boleslavsky himself sowed the seeds for Strasberg’s departure. In his prospectus for the Lab, he said that an art theatre based on Stanislavsky’s acting principles needed to be grounded in American reality, to become “a living social force, recreating itself each generation from the thoughts and material of its own times.” Strasberg didn’t think this goal could be achieved in a theatre run by Russian expatriates; he set out to see if it were attainable anywhere else.

Philip Loeb remembered the strange young actor who had said he didn’t want to be a professional; he didn’t hold Strasberg’s change of heart against him and gave him a batch of small parts in Processional, John Howard Lawson’s “jazz symphony of American life.” Also in the cast was Sandy Meisner; the two were among the young actors given the chance to appear in a trial production of a play the Guild wasn’t sure would work as a regular subscription offering: Right You Are If You Think You Are.

Just a few months later, at a casting call for the Guild’s Garrick Gaieties in the spring of 1925, Harold Clurman met the man whose performance in the Pirandello play had so intrigued him. Strasberg got parts in a few of the revue’s sketches, Meisner landed a job in the chorus, and Clurman (who demonstrated in his audition with the Flower Song from Carmen that singing was not his forte) was hired as stage manager. They discovered and defined their shared dream of a serious American theatre while working on a musical revue that epitomized the insouciant wit of the 1920s. For six months, they listened to the strains of Rodgers and Hart’s delightful songs and enjoyed the script’s satiric thrusts at the Theatre Guild’s penchant for “important drama.” Backstage and after hours, Clurman and Strasberg talked about a completely different kind of theatre, quickly realizing that their individual ideals were compatible and in many ways complementary. Their discussions over the next five years would be summarized and polished into a call for action in Clurman’s talks during the winter of 1930–1931.

Only the most compelling vision could have drawn two such different men together. Clurman was still timid with strangers in those days, but among friends he was flamboyant, almost overpowering. He loved to talk and had a spellbinding way with words, an ability to inflame listeners with the fire of his ideas. Profoundly intellectual—widely read in several languages, numbering critics, photographers, and musicians as well as theatre folk among his friends—he was also earthy (with a penchant for profanity unusual in those days), warm, and gregarious. His belief that all meaningful activity took place in groups sprang as much from his need to surround himself with companions as it did from intellectual conviction. He loved to make his friends laugh, as often as not by making fun of himself: this man of ideas was so physically inept that he found peeling an orange a difficult task and had been known to stand by a ringing phone saying, “Hello? Hello?”—unaware that he had neglected to pick up the receiver. But he wasn’t entirely oblivious to the real world; his fanaticism was tempered by an irony that added tang to his enormous zest for life.

If Clurman embraced life, Strasberg appeared to have been wounded by it in some indefinable way. He was serious, aloof, and so rigidly self-possessed as to be intimidating. Intense feelings seethed under his icy exterior, but the only one that ever broke through was rage, when he felt an actor wasn’t trying hard enough for the true emotion that was his passion and obsession. It was difficult to feel close to this frightening young man, who went stiff with embarrassment and incomprehension when effusive people made the mistake of touching him. The give-and-take of friendship with peers was hard for him; he preferred to lecture or hide from direct contact altogether behind the sports section of a newspaper, rustling its pages when whatever was going on displeased him. “In those days I wasn’t too easy to have a dialogue with,” he admitted.

Clurman managed. “We were drawn together by our common dissatisfactions, our still unshaped ideals,” he wrote. With their diverse temperaments and interests, they challenged each other’s ideas; out of their sometimes heated debates, a fuller, more well-rounded program for a new theatre emerged.

Neither had much professional experience, though Strasberg had done a lot of acting and recently begun to direct down at Chrystie Street. Like most young intellectuals, they formed their ideas out of books. Clurman had read widely in classic and contemporary drama, was familiar with most important works of literary and cultural criticism, had dipped into the philosophy of Spinoza and Kant, and avidly read novels and poetry. He was fascinated by works of the imagination and how they related to the world around him; his friendship with Aaron Copland introduced him to many creative artists, and he understood his desire to create meaningful theatre as part of a larger effort in all the arts to capture and comment on the teeming reality of American life.

Strasberg’s knowledge was deeper and narrower. He’d read virtually every handbook on acting and design and was well versed in theatre history. Since childhood he’d also immersed himself in Egyptology and archeology; in his lonely post-high-school forays to the New York Public Library, he’d discovered Oriental and Biblical history; he’d read Freud and studied the origins of Zoroastrianism and Buddhism. He liked dense factual books that told him how things worked; his careful attention to detail stood him in good stead as a director and acting teacher. Clurman was the theorist, Strasberg the one who anchored those theories in theatre practice.

Throughout 1925 and into 1926, as they played small parts at the Guild, they talked and talked. Clurman learned that a play was more than words spoken on a stage, that a great production embodied its ideas in living experience: a fusion of acting, direction, and stage design whose significance lay deeper than the surface text. Strasberg learned that good acting and an interesting concept were not enough to redeem a trivial play, that the talents of the theatre’s interpretative artists were most deeply realized when put in service of ideas important to them and the audience. They were young, their jobs were nowhere near commensurate with their aspirations, they had plenty of free time; they talked some more. In the summer of 1926, Clurman went to Europe with Copland while Strasberg stage-managed the second Garrick Gaieties and continued his work at Chrystie Street.

In the fall the Guild cast Clurman in a few minor roles in Juarez and Maximilian. He had studied the play over the summer—his article about it was published in Theatre Guild Magazine—and knew a good deal more about its historical background than the director, a fact he wasn’t shy about imparting to select backstage companions. One of them was the assistant stage manager, Cheryl Crawford, who was amused by his arrogance and taken with his ideas about theatre. But she didn’t have much time to spend listening to Clurman: she played two bit parts, fired a pistol offstage, conducted a small backstage orchestra, called the actors for entrances, and shot off a cannon in the basement. Still, they continued their meetings—he talking, she listening—during the infrequent moments she could snatch from her daytime duties as the Guild’s casting director.

At first glance, the calm, sensible, and reserved Cheryl Crawford seemed very different from her volatile colleagues-to-be. She hated arguments and would respond to people yelling around her by talking so softly that eventually they would quiet down just to find out what she was saying. Her origins were a long way from the Lower East Side. Born in Akron, Ohio, the daughter of a well-off real-estate entrepreneur, she had a quiet, uneventful childhood and dreamed of becoming a missionary. She attended Smith College, where she was head of the Dramatic Association, built sets and props for the Provincetown Players during the summer before her senior year, and after graduating in 1925 landed a berth in the Theatre Guild’s new acting school despite her admitted desire to be a director, not an actress. A year later when Theresa Helburn, executive director of the Guild, offered her the thankless job of replacing Philip Loeb as casting director, she bargained her way into the assistant stage manager slot on Juarez. She was practical, efficient, and clearly destined for a long and rewarding career at the Guild.

But Crawford wasn’t nearly as conventional as she appeared. At Smith, her Sunday school precepts were largely abandoned in favor of the intoxicating bohemianism of the twenties. She read Nietzsche and passed on his ideas to impressionable younger students. She smoked and drank; rumors about her sex life were of a nature that a women’s school found particularly unnerving. She lost the Phi Beta Kappa membership her grades had earned and was nearly expelled when a professor spotted her at an off-campus inn smoking after lunch with a group of fellow students. Her theatrical efforts were no less avant-garde. As leader of the drama club, she eschewed conventional plays in favor of an outdoor production of an Oriental drama, complete with a water curtain that ruined the president’s back garden. She hadn’t shed her idealism along with her desire to become a missionary, merely refocused it on the theatre.

To her mind, the Guild was a commendable organization that did important plays with fine actors. She was intrigued by Clurman’s ideas, but wrapped up in her demanding duties. For the moment, she was a sympathizer rather than a convert.

Clurman and Strasberg were exploring alternatives to the Guild. Working with his devoted amateurs at Chrystie Street, Strasberg experimented with many theatrical styles: psychological realism in the Moscow Art mode, the flamboyant expressionism of the German director Max Reinhardt, constructivism, poetic lyricism. When Clurman came to visit while Strasberg was directing Racine’s Esther, he marveled at the originality of his friend’s work with the actors. It was based on the Stanislavsky system as taught by Boleslavsky, but Strasberg had made some changes inspired by his own reading. He found that nonprofessionals were too inexperienced to make creative use of Stanislavsky’s “magic if” (“What would I do if I were the character?”) and turned to the approach favored by Stanislavsky’s disciple Eugene Vakhtangov, in which the director suggests an “adjustment,” a substitute reality not necessarily related to the text that helps make the quality the director seeks personally meaningful to the actor. In Esther, Strasberg told his actors to think of themselves not as Biblical kings and queens, which might seem impossibly remote to them, but as priests and nuns, who were more familiar but whose behavior would give them the appropriate dignity. Professional actors later complained that this method could be manipulative and disorienting, but it was highly effective. Clurman was so impressed that he urged Sandy Meisner, unhappy with the superficial acting classes at the Guild school, to come down and see what he could learn from Strasberg.

In November, Strasberg and Clurman enrolled in Boleslavsky’s course for directors at the Lab. It was somewhat disorganized, with Boleslavsky absent from February through April staging a play in London, but it was the backdrop for a momentous event in Clurman’s life: he met Stella Adler.

She was the youngest daughter of Jacob Adler, the “great eagle” of the Yiddish theatre, whose bravura performance in Uriel Acosta had been the six-year-old Clurman’s first theatregoing experience. Jacob’s wife, Sarah, was a prominent actress herself, and all their children shared their life in the theatre. Stella made her debut at age five, when her father held her out to the audience at the curtain call, crying, “She’s yours too!” As a child and teenager she acted in the wide range of repertory characteristic of the Yiddish theatre: contemporary folk drama, Shakespeare, European classics. She made her English-speaking stage debut in 1922, when she was twenty, in Karel Čapek’s peculiar insect comedy The World We Live In. Shortly thereafter she contracted tuberculosis and spent three years away from the theatre. When she came back and decided to enroll at the Lab, “she was roundly laughed at by her brothers and sisters for her ‘seriousness.’ ” The gay, laughter-loving Adlers saw no need to study acting: you simply went out there and did it; it was your life.

Stella Adler was in a vulnerable state at the time she met Clurman. Her beloved father had recently died. (Half a million people turned out to pay their respects at the Hebrew Actors Club where he lay in state.) A youthful marriage to an Englishman was strained by her need to travel and act. The Yiddish theatre was home: its intimate, quarrelsome atmosphere was familiar, its actors the best she had ever seen, there was always work. But she was an American and sensed she wanted something more. Her cousin Francine Larrimore was a Broadway star, and that possibility tempted her glamour- and luxury-loving side even as its commercialism and coldness repelled her. Her studious, intellectual instincts were nourished by the Lab course of study, which she found “thorough and complete, well-rounded and systematic.” The question was: where could she put these exciting new ideas into practice as a working actor?

Clurman as yet had no definite answer for her. She continued her work at the Lab, toured Europe and South America, and acted with the Yiddish Art Theatre, whose founder, Maurice Schwartz, envisioned it as a fusion of the ideals of the little theatre movement and the older traditions of the Jewish stage. When she was in town, she and Clurman drew closer together through their talks; he did not realize he was in love with her for another year.

In the spring of 1927 Jacques Copeau came to New York to direct his dramatization of The Brothers Karamazov for the Guild, and Clurman joined the production as unofficial translator. To honor this visionary theatre artist, whom they both admired, Strasberg staged Copeau’s autobiographical drama The House into Which We Are Born at Chrystie Street. Neither event was an entire success. Watching Copeau struggle to impart his ideas to American actors, Clurman was once again struck by the fact that, without a common artistic language, even the most talented people couldn’t work together to create effective theatre. He took Copeau downtown to see Strasberg’s production, but was appalled by his friend’s utter silence when Copeau murmured a few words of praise; it was almost as though Strasberg had to prove to the actors that this was his production and he didn’t care what the author thought. Strasberg, never one to waste words, had simply felt he had nothing to say.

Nonetheless, Copeau’s presence and his lectures at the Lab inspired the friends to speak more definitely of founding a theatre of their own. As they scoured New York in search of new theatrical experiences—Max Reinhardt’s imported productions on Broadway, the Chinese theatre in the Bowery, the powerful emotional acting of the Sicilian artist Giovanni Grasso—they talked about how their own theatre would draw on all these traditions yet create a uniquely American institution. They believed in American culture with an assurance made possible by the spirit of the 1920s and with a special passion common to the children of immigrants.

Clurman’s life outside the theatre was giving him ideas as well. Underneath the Jazz Age frenzy of the smart parties he attended, he sensed a new current of doubt and loneliness. In the frustrated, despondent tone of books by Joseph Wood Krutch, Lewis Mumford, and Waldo Frank, he saw a hunger for something art wasn’t giving them. At Alfred Stieglitz’s gallery, he felt a spirit that moved him profoundly: “[Stieglitz] was committed to the artists, not simply as individual talents, but as representatives of something astir in the country, something bigger than the art world—life in America itself.” Could he and Strasberg create a theatre with that commitment?

In early 1928 they got a chance to try. A real-estate entrepreneur named Sidney Ross, who planned to put some of his money into theatrical production, hired Clurman as an assistant. It quickly became apparent that Ross had no exact idea of what he wanted to do; finally he asked his new aide for suggestions. At a hasty council of war in Childs Restaurant on Fifth Avenue and 49th Street, equidistant between the apartment Strasberg shared with his new wife in Astoria and Clurman’s residence with his parents in the Bronx, the pair drew up a proposal. Ross would let them use the roof garden of a building he owned, they would select a company of actors to rehearse a play using their new methods, and if he liked the results he could finance them. The idea was not to get backing for a single production, but to convince Ross and perhaps others to fund a new theatre group.

Ross agreed to the plan, and they set to work. Clurman introduced himself to Waldo Frank, who’d just finished revising a play called New Year’s Eve that he’d been mulling over for nearly a decade. Clurman had adopted Frank as one of his literary heroes the moment he read Our America, a book that discussed critically but hopefully the nation’s raw energy and the vital culture that might arise from it. As an editor at the short-lived but influential Seven Arts magazine, which had expired in 1917 because of its opposition to America’s entrance into the World War, Frank had championed American writers and urged intellectuals to come out of their ivory towers and grapple with the pressing social and political issues of the day. He was flattered to hear how greatly his outlook on culture had influenced Clurman’s ideas and intrigued by the request to
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