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“I don’t know where we’re going or how we’ll get there, but when we get there we’ll be there—and that’s something, even if it’s nothing.”

—S. J. Perelman

“Nobody should try to play comedy unless they have a circus going on inside.”

—Ernst Lubitsch



For Jerry Zaks

Who taught me the possibility of a happy ending.


FOREWORD by NATHAN LANE



Foreword

I first met the great Lewis J. Stadlen in 1987 at the Williamstown Theatre Festival when we appeared together in the John Guare play Moon Over Miami, in which he played the Honorable Osvaldo Munoz, a Jewish/Cuban congressman who, at one point in the proceedings, proudly declared, “I am a Juban!”

He most probably wouldn’t be allowed to play that part today, which is a shame because he was absolutely brilliant and pretty much brought the house down with every line. At any rate, a friendship was born during that production that has lasted to this day. Over the years we have done nine stage productions together and he has not only been a bit of a good luck charm for me, but an incredibly valued collaborator and colleague as well.

I actually had seen him onstage once before when I wandered into a backers’ audition one afternoon at what was then the Edison Theatre and watched him perform his astonishing one-man show about Groucho Marx. He morphed from old to young Groucho in an instant, moving and sounding uncannily like the one-and-only Groucho, and singing and dancing exactly like him as well. Of course, he’d had some practice in the short-lived musical Minnie’s Boys, where in his Broadway debut he gave an acclaimed performance as the young Julius Henry Marx, winning Theatre World and Drama Desk awards. So successful was the performance that Groucho Marx himself stipulated that if there was to be any character impersonation of him in film or television commercials, he only wanted Lewis to do it. Quite an endorsement from a comedy legend.

For my money, Lewis is the quintessential New York character actor. They just don’t come any better. And as fine an actor as he is, he’s an equally gifted show business raconteur and writer, which he proved with his wonderful memoir Acting Foolish, a terrifically entertaining read, especially for anyone in the profession.

However, with this new theatrical memoir/travelogue, Save Me a Seat, I think he has outdone himself.

In what initially appears to just be a diary of his year on the road with the national company of Hello Dolly! led by the formidable Betty Buckley, you get a refreshingly frank look behind the scenes of the rehearsal process of a major production of a classic American musical — from farm to table, artistically speaking — as well as a history of the many cities he has played on the road and his own personal and professional connections with them.

A wittier version of Steinbeck’s Travels with Charley, but instead of a standard French poodle Lewis brings his definitive performance of Horace Vandergelder and an entire company of actors across America with him. His passionate love of travel and going from town to town with a great show, harkening back to a bygone era of show business when beloved stars like the Lunts would take their Broadway hits on tour, is so delightfully infectious and romantic it makes you want to hitch a ride with him and see that forgotten world through his knowing eyes.

But he also takes the reader on a tour of his rather complicated and vivid mind, through the many highways and byways of his emotional life, both real and imagined, as well as the hilarious and painful memories of a life and career well lived.

In short, in my humble and slightly biased opinion, Lewis has written the best theatrical memoir I’ve read in ages, a must-read for anyone who has ever stepped on a stage or dreams of doing so. If you love Moss Hart’s much-adored Act One — a book of George S. Kaufman once remarked, “I’m very happy for the success of Moss’s book, but it really should have been listed under fiction” — then think of this as the non-fiction Act Two. A wise, unapologetic, bracingly honest, laugh-out-loud tale of an actor’s remarkable journey, literally and figuratively.


So, what are you waiting for? Hop on the bus and grab a seat. Has Lewis J. Stadlen got a story for you…

Nathan Lane
July 2023
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Preface

Save me a Seat is both a promise and a plea. If you promise not to leave home without me, I promise to appreciate, whenever possible, the gift of travel—for I am happiest while in transit.

This book is about the touring life, but more intimately it’s about time, geography, and memory in concert with my fifty-five roller-coaster years in show business: my association with those artistic souls, of whom I am one, who either find an outlet to exercise their creative bent or become a menace to society. We stand in contrast to those financial overlords who gravitate to show business for reasons I have yet to fathom. (Actually, I have, but it irritates me all the same.) Two immovable forces struggling to comprehend the motives of the other. Nowhere in my experience is satisfaction and disappointment more dramatic than when your colleagues reside several feet down the hall, or across the aisle during a ten-hour bus ride, or waiting out a delay at a departure gate with the hope that your next destination will lead to eternal happiness. If you want to experience the vicissitudes of human nature, it’s the road that brings out the love, the lust, and the imperfections of character that best delineate one day from the next.

I have always been enamored with travel. At the age of seventy-six, I feel no inclination to apologize. I have craved constant movement ever since my mother checked the two of us into a hotel in the port city of Baltimore when I was thirteen. Baltimore turned out to be a revelation. Having never been in another major city other than New York, I was shocked to discover that another one existed. After checking into the Lord Baltimore Hotel, my culturally addicted mother dragged me to the city’s soon-to-be-demolished Ford’s Theatre to attend a performance of The Pleasure of His Company starring Joan Bennett and Donald Cook. The play itself meant less to me than the concept of a family of actors moving from one unimaginable city to the next. It appeared the perfect construct for running away from home. Over the years my association with the open road has only intensified. By far the happiest days of my life have been associated with the nine road companies I have played a part in. Appearing in fourteen Broadway shows is fine for bragging rights, but appearing on Broadway soon becomes just another job once the reviews come in.

During numerous lulls when I am stuck at home watering my plants and grinding my beans and spending the better part of my mornings reading The New York Times, I search for an avenue of escape. Any pretext for a road trip, such as a drive to Costco followed by lunch at The Cheesecake Factory, will do. But such excursions are little more than a simulation for the real McCoy, and I’m not talking about a six-month sit-down in Los Angeles or Chicago. I want to pack and unpack my suitcase every four weeks, maximum. To travel from one destination to the next is to relinquish the necessity of being me.

Thousands of books have been written about the theater, but with the notable exception of Michael Kostroff ’s Letters from Backstage, I cannot think of another that details the daily life of a band of traveling players—those who toil before the footlights and those an audience will never see, hearty souls who unload the trucks and turn on the lights and maintain the wigs. Henceforth, a theater book like no other. I have done my best not to disguise my likes and dislikes. To do so would be to miss the point.

Lewis J. Stadlen
November 30, 2020
New York City



Introduction

I am a character actor. I have been mired in this condition for the past fifty-five years. That’s not to say that during intervals I haven’t attempted to be something else: a sports announcer, a minor league baseball owner, the purveyor of the world’s tastiest hamburger. But when I think about it, isn’t that what a character actor is supposed to do—attempt to be someone else?

My first moment of affirmation took place while cavorting about a makeshift stage as Alfred P. Doolittle in a drastically shortened presentation of My Fair Lady at a dude ranch camp in Tannersville, New York. I was twelve at the time. I was doing my best imitation of Ronald Radd, who I’d seen perform the role on Broadway the year before, when out of the darkness I heard a female member of the audience remark, “Look at that little kid. He’s singing and dancing like a real actor!”

Up until that moment, my previous acting experience consisted of singing along with the cast albums of Guys & Dolls and my parents’ all-time favorite, Candide. But it was the sound of female affirmation that provoked the genesis of my character-acting career. Not only was I free to portray a grown-up sodden with drink, but I could also simulate a reasonable Cockney accent several years before my voice had changed.

After the performance I asked my father if the camper performing the role of Eliza Doolittle was as great as I thought she was. “No,” he said, “you were the one who was great.”

From the beginning of my childhood, the thought of learning anything new, like reading or spelling or playing baseball, would send me directly to the bathroom, where I’d lock the door and weep copious tears. Only the prospect of sitting on the lap of my first-grade teacher, Miss Kaplan, stimulated my interest in academics. Miss Kaplan led me to discover that there were women out there more touchy-feely than my mother. Next came a third-grade crush on Emily Fisher, before falling hard for Ellen McGriff (my first time falling for someone out of the faith). Neither of these ponytailed beauties paid me the slightest mind, so it was not an arcane conclusion that I’d be better off being someone else.

When I was fourteen, I performed the role of Petrovin the artist in a full-length production of Anastasia at the Gray Gables Theatre Workshop, a theater camp thirty miles north of the city. In the aftermath of that experience it was becoming clear that members of the opposite sex, who had all but ignored me, were now perceiving me in a more favorable light. That was the clincher. Singing and dancing would be the optimum way of remaining in Miss Kaplan’s lap.

I decided to join the acting profession, identifying not with the handsome leading man who rushes in to save the day, but with those who played con men and heroic buffoons, like Frank Morgan, Charlie Ruggles, Frank McHugh, Walter Connolly, and Roscoe Karns. (I know. You’ve never heard of any of them.) It would have been nice to have fashioned myself along the lines of William Powell, but that took a confidence I never possessed. Which brings me to the crux of the matter: My impetus to become an actor was never to kneel at the altar of great art. I don’t know what inspired a twelve-year-old Larry Olivier to become, if not the greatest actor on the planet, at least the most revered. For me, it was to be recognized as an attractive person. In my pubescent dreams I may have told myself that I was capable of dancing like Gene Kelly and singing like Frank Sinatra, but these fantasies were nothing more than a means to an end. To make a woman laugh was the shortest route to romance. Call me shallow! That is a recurring theme of my story. That I have been chosen to play so many characters of unpleasant temperament has only complicated my narrative.

I write this memoir from the perspective of thus far having survived the Covid-19 pandemic, my generation’s version of World War II. As of this date, more than one million Americans have died and, if the politicizing of wearing masks and refusing vaccinations remains true to form, there will be many more to come. During these past four years we have lived through three simultaneous, historical analogues: of the influenza pandemic of 1918, the great financial depression of the 1930s, and an ex-president prancing about like a third-rate Mussolini.

Every morning while reading The New York Times, I remind myself how my father had to digest the specter of Adolf Hitler and the Nazis marching into Paris. I try to imagine my mother’s reaction upon reading the news of Kristallnacht, the day after her nineteenth birthday. I take pains to remind myself that history is one long, drawn-out slog of humanity doing terrible things to one another—not to mention the entirety of the animal kingdom—so intermittently I try to remind myself how good I actually have it.

Beginning in 2018, I was privileged to spend a year traveling the country in the first national touring company of Hello, Dolly! starring the esteemed Betty Buckley in the title role. After an eight-week rehearsal process, our merry band of cast and crew traveled throughout the United States, to varying effect. It was during the difficult birth of my now forty-five-year-old daughter that it occurred to me that all of creation is arduous. Putting on a play in twenty-six cities was hardly the exception.




Prologue

Past Is Prologue

The dream is as follows: A violent storm is brewing. My mother and my 102-year-old grandmother (both long dead) are packing up to leave our country residence. I bid farewell to my actor friend Chip Zien, who sullenly walks down a long country road, leaving no doubt that he feels abandoned.

My grandmother, who I have never seen behind the wheel of a car, will do the driving. I am suddenly transplanted into the office of a female psychiatrist, the brown-painted walls of which replicate the color of my New York City bedroom. She places several heavy blankets over my body and asks me to imagine the circumstances of my death. I tell her that I can imagine keeling over after a final bite of lox on an everything bagel. The psychiatrist, in her mid to late thirties, reminds me of Sally Field, albeit less needy. Not my type: I’m attracted to tall, leggy showgirls.

The storm never materializes, and the psychiatrist leads me by the hand to a cliff overlooking the ocean. The breaking waves feel comforting. Suddenly we are back at my apartment, where a small gathering is taking place. An overweight, middle-aged gentleman, who appears to be somebody else’s friend, is announcing he is bound for Charlotte, North Carolina, for a serious medical procedure. “There’s a good deal of theater in Charlotte,” says one of the guests, who I cannot identify. I am beginning to comprehend that the party has been organized to celebrate some achievement of my mother, who appears to be in her mid-forties. She’s dressed in a light-green linen pantsuit. As the party disperses, my mother and I engage in a lengthy, heartfelt embrace (an interaction that never took place in real life).

Now it is my time to say goodbye to the pretty psychiatrist. She has the look of a woman who believes she has helped me through my current travail (whatever that is). “You appear happy to be leaving,” she says.

“I’m thrilled,” I tell her. “The moment I get into a car I am able to convince myself that true happiness resides at the end of my journey.” We embrace and kiss each other on both cheeks in the European fashion. I watch her walk confidently down the road away from the house, imagining that this woman might actually be the elusive love of my life. I appear to be in my early forties. Vital enough to guard my teenage son in a touch football game.

In reality, I am months away from turning seventy-two.

I was born during the New York City blizzard of 1947. Due to a viral infestation at Coney Island Hospital, I was kept in quarantine after emerging in a breech position with the umbilical cord wrapped around my neck. I did not touch my mother for the first ten days of my life. That’s all you have to know about me . . . for the time being.

Background to a Beheading

Fall 2017

I am beginning to feel totally estranged from popular culture. I have never heard of most of the so-called stars currently populating the theatrical firmament. The moment one of them leaves a Broadway musical that I have no intention of seeing, the bottom falls out and the show closes. No kidding? But if you ask me who stood by for Ethel Merman in Gypsy in 1959, I can pull the name out of my ass in a millisecond: Jane Romano. Those were the days when theater was my specialty.

It has been a difficult year. Two jobs I believed to be no-brainers were snatched from my grasp by a pair of actors with unarguably greater name recognition. Four years ago I had triumphed in the role of Gregory Solomon in Arthur Miller’s The Price at the Gate Theatre in Dublin. I was the first American actor to be feted with Ireland’s equivalent of the Tony, the Irish Times Theatre Award. For four months I was the toast of Dublin, adulation I had not experienced since I had made my Broadway debut playing Groucho Marx in Minnie’s Boys when I was twenty-three. I read in The New York Times that the Roundabout Theatre is planning a Broadway revival of The Price and, although I have been an actor of limited ambition these past few decades, the role of Gregory Solomon is one I would very much want to re-create in front of a New York audience.

My friend Nathan Lane was kind enough to write a letter to the powers that be at the Roundabout, imploring them to cast me in the role. Doug Hughes, who directed The Price in Dublin, implored them to offer me the role in New York. Terry Kinney, who has previously and successfully directed me in the off-Broadway play Checkers at the Vineyard Theatre, is scheduled to direct. It was an absolute no-brainer, until I heard the news that Danny DeVito has been cast as the eighty-nine-year-old, very Jewish furniture salesman who had made me the toast of Dublin. I love Danny DeVito—but not in that part! I consoled myself into thinking that if David Burns (who had originated the role) were alive today, the Roundabout Theatre wouldn’t have cast him either. What do you expect? It’s the fucking Roundabout!

Several weeks later I read about an upcoming Broadway revival of Hello, Dolly! to be directed by my old friend Jerry Zaks, who I have worked with six times over the course of twenty-six years. The producer is Scott Rudin, who produced my last two Broadway shows, Fish in the Dark and The Front Page. In the midst of previews for The Front Page, I received a late-night email from Scott telling me that he and the incomparable costume designer Ann Roth were in agreement that I am a comic genius. (I am not a comic genius.)

The star of the revival of Hello, Dolly! will be Bette Midler, who I have known since we first appeared in concurrent original productions of Fiddler on the Roof—Bette on Broadway and me in the first national touring company. Bette, being a show business icon, is certain to sell a million tickets, meaning there is no need for Scott Rudin to complement her with another celebrity in the costarring role of Horace Vandergelder—a role I have performed in three separate productions, and for which I have been lauded by many an out-of-town critic as the funniest Horace Vandergelder since the original aforementioned David Burns. I have performed the role in St. Louis, Houston, and Boca Raton, hardly eye-popping venues for those who make decisions on the Great White Way.

Several weeks after that I was told I had been put on the shortlist for the role of Horace Vandergelder. The shortlist is the equivalent of an actor being confined to house arrest in Branson, Missouri. Only being accused of giving an intelligent reading at an audition is a worse fate than being put on the shortlist. Within the week I was informed that David Hyde Pierce had been cast in the role of Horace Vandergelder. I love David Hyde Pierce—but not in that part!

Because I have worked for Scott Rudin many times, I was invited to the star-studded opening-night performance of Hello, Dolly! The word on the street was that it was transformational. I invited the marvelous Randy Graff to be my date. Randy played Dolly Levi the first time I played Horace Vandergelder at the St. Louis Municipal Opera Theatre, better known to those who love the place as the Muny. An 11,000-seat outdoor theater in the middle of St. Louis’s Forest Park, it’s a summer venue where each production is given a ten-day rehearsal period, meaning an actor’s muscle memory has barely kicked in by the time he is expected to give a Broadway-quality performance. It’s a frightening and exhilarating experience, enhanced by a thirty-eight-piece orchestra, an anomaly in today’s theater economics.

Hello, Dolly! is based on Thornton Wilder’s farce The Matchmaker. Of the many notables who have played the role of Dolly, Carol Channing’s original performance is the template.

If Hello, Dolly! is about anything, it’s about the potential for well-meaning people, young and old, to find love within a twenty-four-hour period. Dolly Levi, a force of nature, stands stage center manipulating a dozen hearts. Our director at the Muny was Lee Roy Reams, who had performed the role of Cornelius Hackl and directed Carol Channing in subsequent productions, with a revered adherence to Gower Champion’s original direction and choreography. At the Muny, Lee Roy directed Randy to replicate several of Channing’s antic comic bits, including an eating scene that consists of Dolly consuming a never-ending amount of food at the Harmonia Gardens restaurant. The bit, invented by Channing, is a comic masterstroke that every actress who has ever taken on the role is unfortunately stuck with. What made Channing’s antics hilarious had to do with her near skeletal frame and enormous Harlequin-like mouth. Such farcical displays felt antithetical to Randy, who was searching for the character’s inner life in so brief a period of time. The eating scene aside, Randy sang and acted the role brilliantly, and although she felt plagued by too little rehearsal, her performance honored the intent of Thornton Wilder, Lee Roy Reams, Gower Champion, and composer Jerry Herman.

I became acquainted with tyrannical half-a-millionaire Horace Vandergelder in 1998, when I played him in Thornton Wilder’s The Matchmaker at the Williamstown Theatre Festival. In The Matchmaker, the roles of Dolly Levi and Horace Vandergelder are of equal size and importance. Wilder’s first adaptation of Austrian playwright Johann Nestroy’s farce was staged in 1938 and titled The Merchant of Yonkers.


It was not until weeks into the play’s original, chaotic out-of-town tryout that the creators realized the role of Dolly Levi was meant to dominate the storyline. Among many alterations was the decision to eliminate Horace Vandergelder’s first-act ending number, “Penny in My Pocket.” After several fits and starts, it was replaced by “Before the Parade Passes By,” Dolly’s up-tempo ballad. By the time the show triumphantly opened in New York, Hello, Dolly! had morphed into a starring vehicle for Channing and has remained so for every actress who has subsequently played the part.

My initial attempt to bring Horace Vandergelder to life in The Matchmaker was a mixed affair. Rather than embodying the role, I had convinced myself that I was too young for the part. By the time I performed the role in the musical, I was a decade older and less self-conscious concerning the character’s age (I channeled David Burns). In the intervening years I have played the role opposite Randy Graff, Leslie Uggams, and Lee Roy Reams, the latter of whom performed Dolly in drag without the slightest nuance of camp affectation.

As Randy and I took our seats at the opening-night performance of the 2017 Bette Midler and Jerry Zaks revival of Hello, Dolly!, I realized it would have to be pretty fucking terrific for me to like it. I was, after all, an actor scorned.

Jerry was seated a row in front of us in the center of the orchestra section of the Shubert Theatre. True to my foreboding, I loathed every minute of it.

From my perspective, most opening nights are lugubrious affairs. Many of the first-nighters are investors who are seeing the show for the second or third time, and the general atmosphere in the audience resembles a giant networking clusterfuck. The show never begins at the appointed time, and from an actor’s viewpoint you just want to get the performance over with before downing that first drink at the opening-night party bar. All of these discordant elements usually lead to an uptight performance and, as a veteran of many opening nights, I usually give the performers a pass knowing they will see a better day. But I was in no mood to give any element of this production a pass. My agony was only exacerbated by the near hysterical reaction of the audience. It felt like 1,400 people were being threatened at the point of a shotgun to have a great time. I thought David Hyde Pierce was miscast and Bette Midler was playing Dolly as a cynical, self-disparaging diva—nothing close to who I believe Dolly Levi was meant to be. But talk about being in the minority! Bette’s every facial tic was greeted with hysterical laughter by every member of the audience, excluding Randy and myself. At the intermission we agreed that the production was beautiful to look at, but seriously lacking in heart. Bits, bits, and more bits!

At the show’s conclusion I forced myself to walk over to where Jerry Zaks was accepting the affirmation of the multitudes. In a voice resembling a choked mule, I was barely able to offer my congratulations. “You’ve got a smash on your hands!” was the best I could muster.

Disdaining the party, Randy and I parted in post-performance mortification. She headed home to New Jersey, while I stumbled across the street to Sardi’s bar, where I proceeded to get roaring drunk. By my third vodka I was rattling on to the bartender about my near-total alienation from American culture, no mean trick, since if there was any aspect of American culture I did relate to, it was Hello, Dolly!

One would think that after experiencing fifty years of intermittent show business disappointment, being passed over in a production I considered mediocre would sting as a pinprick at worst. After all, it was only a play! But for several weeks thereafter I suffered a continual light-headedness that was diagnosed by Dr. Barry Kohn as a case of high blood pressure reeling off the charts. He insisted I immediately check into the ER at NYU Langone Hospital, where I stayed for eight hours before my blood pressure diminished to the point that the monitor could show a reading.


This was disturbing on several fronts. For the next several weeks I found myself tiptoeing about my apartment in hopes of avoiding a stroke, not to mention the realization that I had allowed a shallow career disappointment to affect me so profoundly. At seventy years of age, did I really have that much more to prove? I would never be in the class of Albert Finney, Christopher Plummer, Jason Robards Jr., George C. Scott, or Derek Jacobi. But on a narrower canvas, I considered myself a card-carrying member of the second tier. A lifetime .290 hitter with ninety-nine home runs and 250 stolen bases. Not quite Hall of Fame caliber, but tantalizingly close. It says much about me that even in my private ruminations I place myself outside the realm of fame and glory. Better to be underappreciated than totally affirmed.

A year later, when Bette Midler’s and David Hyde Pierce’s contracts were coming to a close, it was announced that Bernadette Peters and Victor Garber would be their replacements. It galled me to be passed over a second time, but I assumed the choice of Victor Garber was consistent in replicating Hyde Pierce’s performance as a fussy and befuddled Horace Vandergelder. My Horace was decisively more self-assured: a petty tyrant and fanatic know-it-all, too dogmatic to realize he has a heart until the last of cupid’s arrows hits him right between the eyes. If given the opportunity, my Horace would dare to be heroically unpleasant.

Hey, no big deal—I’ve done it three times and I don’t need to do it again.

As September rolled around, I received a call from my agent, Phil Adelman. A national tour of Hello, Dolly! is being planned. I am once again being placed on the dreaded shortlist. Does performing on the road interest me? I told him it depends on who they cast as Dolly and how much money they’d be willing to pay. Two weeks later came the announcement that Betty Buckley had been chosen to play Dolly. My head exploded. I decided I deserved a primal scream. I rushed off a text to my director friend Jerry Zaks:

Jerry,

I’m taking myself off the shortlist. Now that you have cast Betty Buckley as Dolly Levi, I don’t believe I could keep up with her comedically. I suggest you cast Michael Moriarty as Vandergelder.

I washed my hands of the project. Two weeks later they offered me the part.

It’s a New World, Golde!

I shall spare you the unpleasant details of my negotiations with Scott Rudin’s general management firm and instead offer an unscientific study of commercial theater economics leading up to the pandemic. I signed my first Actors’ Equity Association contract in February 1967 to appear as Mendel, the rabbi’s son, in the first national company of Fiddler on the Roof. My salary was $200 a week. In 1967, the concept of a weekly per diem did not exist. After a nine-month stay in Chicago, I shared a series of hotel rooms with my magnificent mentor, Fyvush Finkel. Fyvush was putting his sons, Ian and Elliot, through Mannes School of Music and couldn’t have been making much more than I was. After leaving Chicago we played eight one-week engagements, staying at the least-expensive hotels on the company-housing list. Particularly memorable was a hotel in Minneapolis that doubled as a brothel. Between the two of us, we paid $60 a week, along with the added benefit of being solicited for sex five times a day.

Playing spacious roadhouses in different cities across the country, the potential gross would run around $70,000 a week. By 1972, everything had changed. Although my salary for a four-month tour of The Time of Your Life had risen to $400 a week, the price of a hotel room, which I was now unwilling to share, had risen to around $25 a night. Now a weekly per diem was included to compensate for the higher cost of road expenses. Unless my memory lies, I was able to save more money earning $200 a week in 1967 (without the per diem) than I did in 1972, earning double the salary plus the per diem.

In 1973, a Broadway opening-night ticket in the orchestra of The Sunshine Boys cost $11. I was being paid $700 a week. By 2018, a premium orchestra ticket to the musical Hamilton could run between $350 and infinity. The potential gross at the Richard Rodgers Theatre is over $2 million a week. So in 2018, a sold-out weekly gross is thirty times greater than what it was in 1967, but the minimum weekly salary of $2,095 is only ten times greater. No one is complaining much about that salary. It was fought for in previous negotiations and it suffices if you’re in Hamilton, whose Broadway run might outlive the original cast. But theatrical ventures are crapshoots, and more often than not a play will close prematurely, ending an actor’s salary within days, weeks, or months. The relative decline of salaries on the road has been more dramatic.

Throughout the decade of the ’90s, the union was watching its longtime monopoly on touring shows erode by an alarming number of nonunion tours. In 2004, a six-tier salary structure was put in place that has effectively put today’s $2,095 production contract minimum on life support. The union decided it was worth its while to enlist more young dues-paying members in the hope of lessening the expansion of nonunion tours. A newly tiered system provided six different salary structures. A tier below the production contract weekly salary of $2,095 was Tier B, with a minimum salary of $1,358. Other tiers descended all the way down to the unlivable touring weekly wage of $624. I can understand the union’s logic. It’s egalitarian in concept, but it has also effectively placed an artificial ceiling on the actors playing leading roles who negotiate for salaries well above the minimum. Hello, Dolly! was to be sent out on the road as a Tier B production. I had never worked under the auspices of a Tier B contract before and, when I assumed I’d be making a salary commensurate with what I had made on previous tours, I was told, “Oh, we never pay that kind of money on a Tier B contract. You must be thinking of a production contract.”

After a month or two of negotiations, I swallowed my pride instead of my tongue and accepted the offer. Soon after signing, I was asked if I might begin rehearsing with Betty Buckley a week earlier than with the rest of the cast. Just Betty and me, and Jerry makes three!

Performing on the road is not everyone’s cup of tea. Henry Fonda loved the road. Theater luminaries such as Alfred Lunt and Lynn Fontanne; John, Ethel, and Lionel Barrymore; Katharine Cornell and her husband, director Guthrie McClintic spent large portions of their careers touring the hinterland. It was common practice for them to pack their wardrobe trunks at the conclusion of a Broadway engagement and spend the next six months to a year touring the country. Mary Martin loved the road. Ethel Merman did not. It was only after learning she had lost her signature role of Madame Rose to Rosalind Russell in the movie of Gypsy that Merman signed on to do her first nationwide tour. In the ’50s during McCarthyism, bankable movie stars such as Melvyn Douglas sought employment in touring companies. The bearded Earl Wrightson and his companion Lois Hunt spent most of their careers touring in roles originated by Alfred Drake and his various leading ladies. The married couple of Biff McGuire and Jeannie Carson spent years as topliners in touring productions while remaining mostly anonymous in terms of national celebrity.

My career fits somewhere in the middle.

A major reason I love life on the road has to do with the scarcity of mundane responsibilities that tend to irritate me in my day-to-day existence. There are still bills to be paid and occasional family matters to attend to, but those have a way of becoming back-burner issues. (It’s hard to track you down when you’re constantly in transit.) Strolling to a newly discovered breakfast nook, engaging in a moderate exercise regimen, reading a lot with a minimum of distractions, exploring local points of interest within walking distance of the theater—all these things help to diminish the scale of annoyances and make my life feel fancy-free.

A negative facet of life on the road is the absence of any hope of upward mobility, with the possible exception of a few weeks spent performing in Los Angeles. People in the film and TV industries tend to see theater acting the same way a theater actor might relate to a ballet dancer or a circus performer. It’s beautiful to look at, but what the hell does this have to do with me? Careers go into hibernation when performing on the road. Young people, who possess the energy of steam shovels, occasionally allow themselves off-day excursions to New York to audition for new projects but, for the most part, oldies like myself thrill to the anonymous nature of performing before thousands of people who can do nothing more for your career than appreciate what you’re offering them in the present moment. A further negative—if you choose to see it that way—can be the intoxication of those beautiful people living down the hall from your hotel room, who surround you in their skimpy costumes and fishnet stockings. I have compromised two marriages by falling in love on the road. That’s not to say that I am not still on the lookout for someone (with or without fishnet stockings) who falls within an age-appropriate range.

The Absolute Best-Case,
Age-Appropriate Scenario (A Fantasy)

It is the first day of rehearsal for the touring company of Hello, Dolly! We are assembled at the New 42nd Street Studios, between Seventh and Eighth avenues. The view outside our ceiling-to-floor windows is of tourists lining up to enter the Ripley’s Believe It or Not! museum across the street. Before the formal introductions of the cast we are subjected to the droning presentation of our union representative, who informs us of our rights concerning 401(k)s, health insurance, travel arrangements, and so on. But the highlight of his presentation pertains to the heightened (one might say obsessive) awareness of rules pertaining to sexual harassment. The offenses of Harvey Weinstein and Donald J. Trump have transformed backstage flirtation into a pejorative. During a similar presentation on the first day of rehearsals for The Producers in 2002, I turned to my new colleagues, populated by a host of gorgeous showgirls, and quipped, “What’s the sense of being in the theater if you can’t sexually harass someone?” It was greeted with raucous laughter. If I made that statement today, I’d end up on Devil’s Island sharing a thatched bungalow with David Burns.

Today a love letter written to a colleague without his or her permission can serve as definitive proof of sexual harassment in the workplace. The days of the recipient explaining that the sentiment expressed is not mutual has given way to a militancy that has made the artistic community tremble in its stead. An off-color joke overheard by a cast member lacking a sense of humor can result in a formal complaint. It’s an atmosphere that would make Joseph Stalin feel prescient. In 2018, one cannot be too careful.

Throwing caution to the wind, I rush to check out the beautiful people I shall be working with for the better part of a year. One of the enormous benefits of being a straight man in a musical comedy is that the majority of your male cohorts are gay. If my powers of persuasion were dubious at fifty-five, being seventy-one has relegated me to the status of a kindly grandfather, which is not inaccurate, as I am five times a grandfather. But in my dreams I am still thirty-seven, racing to catch fly balls and touchdown passes and surprisingly viable after all these years.

Most of the young people who populate the theater these days are new to me. Scanning a cast list of a new show, I’ll be lucky to recognize three names out of a cast of twenty. Today is no different. After the Actors’ Equity representative leaves the room, we will all be treated to free coffee, bagels, and cantaloupe, and after twenty minutes of noshing we will go around the room announcing our names and the parts we are to play. This meet and greet includes members of the production team: producers, stage managers, designers, wardrobe department heads, and others. Certain people have prepared witticisms to go along with their introduction, which always receives appreciative laughter for their effort. I refuse to elaborate beyond the specifics of my name and the role I am to play. I keep it simple out of the recognition that I may fail.

Without exception, I am more attentive to the names of the female cast members than I am to the men, all of whom are strangers to me. Being in their mid-twenties or early thirties, I assume the women all have boyfriends or husbands. Other than Betty Buckley, there seems to be only one age-appropriate actress in the room, a tall drink of water I assume has been cast in the role of Mrs. Rose.

Late in the first act there is a beautiful crossover scene in which Dolly Levi revisits her old neighborhood and runs into her former neighbor, Mrs. Rose:

MRS. ROSE

. . . Well, well, well, look who’s here! Mrs. Levi. How are you, Mrs. Levi?

DOLLY

How are you, Mrs. Rose?


MRS. ROSE

The same. Pains in my back, aches in my side, stabs in my liver . . . I’m fine. My daughter Fannie got married, you know.

DOLLY

Did she?

MRS. ROSE

A year ago, last September. It’s been a long time since you lived here, Mrs. Levi. Such a long, long time.

Short and sweet. It’s after this dialogue that Dolly measures the passage of time and decides what she must accomplish with what remains of her future. After looking heavenward to address her late husband, she sings “Before the Parade Passes By.”

The first time I did the show in St. Louis, the woman who played Mrs. Rose was a part-time actress and full-time librarian named Jane Pisarkiewicz. It was one of those instances when during a first rehearsal a series of line readings are so brilliantly rendered that it stops you dead in your tracks. Whenever I listen to the playing of that scene, I can only think of Jane Pisarkiewicz. There is no improving on perfection.

The fantasy continues: So who is the actress who has been cast to play Mrs. Rose?

“Etta Wilhelm Anson,” says a tall blonde I imagine to be in her early fifties. “Ensemble and possibly Mrs. Rose.”


“It’s all yours!” says Mr. Zaks, burnishing his characteristic toothy smile.

“Lovely,” she says, unable to suppress a modest blush.

She is wearing thigh-high leg warmers, a sheer ballet skirt, and a short-sleeved, nude-colored leotard that showcases her long athletic arms, à la Michelle Obama. A pair of beige character shoes with moderately high heels adorn her surprisingly large feet. She towers over the other girls. At first glance she is not pretty. Her high cheekbones are compromised by a wide mouth and a row of prominent teeth that make her appear horsey. But within seconds I remind myself that I am going to be seventy-two years old in March, and I would like to get laid before I die.

Several months pass. We have completed a successful engagement in Cleveland and are three weeks into our run in Chicago. I am mostly hanging out with my middle-aged colleagues Wally Dunn, Jessica Sheridan, and Tim Shew, all of whom I’ve known and worked with on different occasions. I interact carefully with the younger girls, whom I tend to relate to as beautiful paintings hanging in the National Portrait Gallery.

By now Hello, Dolly! has coalesced into a well-oiled machine. Betty is greeted with standing ovations at every performance. In the intervening months I have spent little time conversing with Etta, who has taken on the role of den mother to the younger girls. Late in the Chicago run we bump into each other at the Lincoln Park Zoo. Over glasses of frozen lemonade she shares her impressive knowledge of zoology. She knows more about endangered species then I know about baseball.

I can’t stop fixating on her mouth, which reminds me of a wanton Eleanor Roosevelt. She is unquestionably the tallest woman in the zoo cafeteria.


“For a wasteful period in my life,” she tells me, “I only dated behemoths. Men who didn’t feel threatened walking down the street with me. Nordic types with plenty of Nazi DNA.” She pushes aside a lock of her thick, white-blonde hair. “I’m over that now. All I want is to make enough money to travel the world. I’m dying to return to Iceland.”

I usually can be counted on to volunteer innumerable anecdotes concerning my life, but for some reason I demur.

“Have you ever been married?” I ask.

“Why? Do you have anyone in mind?”

Charming! A bit of the broad!

“No. Never! Not that I planned it that way. Perhaps I’m not the marrying kind.”

I’m beginning to like her a lot.

“Well, nice talking to you,” she says abruptly. “Thanks for the lemonade.” She rises to her illustrious height and heads toward the exit of the zoo. I find myself transfixed as her strides grow longer. I have this sudden urge to race after her and tackle her in the grass before she reaches the street. That would not be wise.

After ten weeks on the road we have departed the frozen tundra of the Midwest and arrived for a week in tropical Miami. One of the supposed benefits of life on the road is the endless array of opening-night parties. Tonight’s shindig takes place at the home of one of the city’s most esteemed bank presidents and money launderers, Gustavo Valdes-Fauli, Cuban-American head honcho of the Apollo Bank. Immediately after the performance everyone is loaded onto buses with the exception of Betty and me, who are transported to the party in an aquamarine stretch limousine.

The good señor has invited cast and crew to his 28,978-square-foot terra-cotta mansion off Biscayne Bay. Owing to the neurotic sensibilities of my mother, I have never felt comfortable riding in a stretch limousine. I also don’t want to spend too much time alone with Betty. She’s a lovely woman, but I believe offstage fraternizing should be kept to a minimum. Wandering the halls of the same hotel could lead to a problem.

Our stoned driver loses his way and we arrive a half hour later than the rest of the cast. Gustavo Valdes-Fauli, who looks like a banker who has spent a lot of time in a tanning salon, grabs Betty to perform her red-carpet photo responsibilities. As there appears to be no appetite for anyone to interview me, I am led into the mahogany-paneled cigar room, where to my delight I encounter Etta Wilhelm Anson slicing off the tip of Wally Dunn’s $34 Cohiba Splendido cigar. Her broad porcelain shoulders rest atop a strapless, beaded evening gown. Before handing the cigar back to Wally, she seductively rotates it under her nose before breaking herself up with helpless laughter. Then she smiles at me pleasantly and heads out toward one of Gustavo’s nineteen adjoining rooms.

“Nice girl,” says Wally, mimicking Max Bialystock in The Producers. “But she forgot to light my cigar.”

Suddenly I am bereft. I find myself in enormous need of Etta Wilhelm Anson’s affirmation. (Fantasy or not, I tend to lose my identity in the presence of any women I desire. I am in constant fear of saying the wrong thing, from which the relationship will never recover.) Now she has abandoned me for another room. I feel old and, depending on what mirror I’m looking into at the time, it’s getting increasingly difficult to convince myself otherwise. Women are my weakness, and without them I feel like the boy who wipes the perspiration off the floor of the basketball court with a towel. Where the fuck did she go? I was going to tell her an amazing anecdote about my life. I move toward the door and watch her making nice to a pomaded Cuban millionaire half her size. She’s got a marvelous throaty laugh when she’s looking down at people. I assume she’s playing me, and I decide to ignore her for the rest of the evening. But peripherally she observes my grievance and raises a questioning eyebrow in my direction. It’s a “What’s the problem, Ducky?” look. She laughs out loud before returning her attention to the short Cuban guy.

I decide to spend the rest of the party conversing with Wally, who is an excellent listener and a boisterous laugher. He seems to have taken on the role of my protector. Wally is also my standby, and I’m uncertain whether he wants to keep me healthy because he doesn’t want to go on, or he’s just being a loyal friend. Probably a bit of both.

Wally asks our host what the joint would go for if he decides to make an opening bid.

“It’s yours for sixty million,” says Gustavo.

At the far end of the room one of our girls is flirting fiendishly with a Black member of the catering staff. “Throw her in,” says Gustavo, “and I’ll take one million off the price.” Wally and I laugh uproariously, like he’s the wittiest man in Key Biscayne—which he probably is.

“You have a magnificent place,” I tell him. “A throwback to the days of Meyer Lansky’s Havana.”

“Let me tell you something,” says Gustavo, who can sense I’m being a wiseass. “Lansky was a genius with figures. Within seconds he could calculate the number of bodies floating in the Havana Port.”

In a different era I would begin a little taunting, give him the old sympathy-toward-Fidel Castro routine. That always makes expatriate Cubans foam at the mouth. But I am not the man I used to be. I will leave political outrage to a younger member of the company, although I suspect those who feel it are getting harder to find.


Disdaining an argument with our generous host, I decide to amble in the direction of my heart’s desire and hopefully inhale some sultry salt air. I exit two enormous French doors to a veranda the size of a Little League field, leading to Gustavo’s private beach. A full moon is illuminating the crest of the waves. Tiki torches are omnipresent. Noël Coward definitely does not live here. And then in a flash of good karma, I stumble across my paramour lying in seclusion on a rotan deck chair. In a perfect world we’d both be in our twenties and this would be a perfect place to make out. But we are not in our twenties, although I suspect we have been making out mentally. Or so I desperately want to believe.

“You made me laugh this evening,” she says. “I could see your level of frustration concerning a certain member of the cast. I enjoy watching your shifting moods.”

“He’s miscast,” I say, feigning a greater irascibility than I actually feel. “He should be a thirty-year-old goofball who’s never been laid. Not some Adonis who makes our producer drool.”

She reaches out to hold my hand. (I’m gaining confidence by the second.)

“And Mrs. Molloy should be forty!” I say, “not someone who looks like she could be my granddaughter. It’s obscene.”

“It’s not obscene. Your scenes together are hilarious.”

“Thank you.” This has reached the point where a more confident man would make a move. It has been a long time between meaningful kisses. But wait! Remember the world we are currently living in. This is not 1994. A move could be construed as invasive. I could be mistaken for Al Franken, or worse, end up with a reprimand from a twenty-five-year-old stage manager. How can I be assured that a fifty-plus woman won’t start screaming when I initiate a meaningful kiss?



Act One

New York, New York

August 2, 2018

It’s five days before the start of rehearsal and I find myself being punished nightly by what is known as the actor’s anxiety dream: a state of subconscious self-reproach in which you are dropped into a play you are unfamiliar with—or one you think you’re familiar with that has nothing to do with the one you’re familiar with. Christopher Durang wrote a hilarious, cringe-inducing play on this very subject that was directed by Jerry Zaks. Every actor worth their salt suffers from it routinely. You are about to step upon the stage before realizing to your everlasting shame that you have failed to memorize your lines. When pressed by cast members for an explanation, you lack a sufficient answer. The only solution is to fake your way through it for as long as possible before planning your escape. (Opening your eyes is the best solution.) Another variation of the dream is your inability to find your way from the dressing room to the stage, knowing that you are expected to make your entrance in a matter of seconds. Strangely enough, my nightmarish malfeasance always takes place in some out-of-town city—usually Pittsburgh, whose downtown landscape looks nothing like Pittsburgh, making it impossible to locate the stage door. I have been having a variation of this dream for the past fifty-three years.

I recently came upon Betty Buckley singing “Everything’s Coming Up Roses” on YouTube. It’s a pirated video of her performance as Madame Rose in the 1998 Paper Mill Playhouse production of Gypsy. She’s in brilliant voice—an all-suffering rendition in total defiance of Ethel Merman’s original take on the song. Merman sang it like she had just discovered the Holy Grail while Herbie and Louise stand stupefied in the background. Betty’s rendition seems to lay bare the inner workings of a damaged mind. I remind myself that a lot of shit has happened to both of us since 1998.

I’m walking along Amsterdam Avenue when I run into my friend Joyce Van Patten walking her dog. Joyce is one of our finest actresses. In her early eighties, she appears to be melting in the summer heat.

“I don’t think I want to act anymore,” she tells me. “I feel like I’m running scared.”

Our discussion turns to our mutual aversion about appearing on episodic television.

“It’s just awful, isn’t it?” she says. “Besides the fear of not knowing your lines, you show up and no one wants to talk to you. Why should they? They work seventeen hours a day and they just want you to get it over with and leave them alone.”

“What about the stage?” I ask.

“I can’t make up my mind about that, either. I was a child actress and I was never given the opportunity to choose what I wanted to do. Now I’m thinking I might have made the wrong decision.”

“It’s a little late in the game for that, isn’t it?”

August 7, 2018

It’s my first day of rehearsal and I know the role and I know the lines and I’m still nervous. There are so many new people to impress.

It’s a humid day in the mid-90s. With Stella Adler’s voice resonating in my ears, I dress in a button-down shirt, sport jacket, and tie. A half-a-millionaire must dress accordingly.

Today it will only be Jerry, Betty, and me. Or so I’m led to believe.


My history with Jerry Zaks is complicated. We both started our careers as actors in the late 1960s. I was initially more successful. Knowing Jerry’s competitive nature, I’m fairly certain he resented my early ascendency, which was to last from 1970 to 1974. After that, my mid-twenties desire to subvert myself got the better of me and I developed a reputation for being more trouble than I was worth. From my current old-man vantage point, I feel a certain pride that I was foolish enough to take on those more powerful than myself who I believed were treating me unfairly. But there is no question that I subverted myself in the short term. After a star turn in Candide, I did not appear in another Broadway show for ten years.

I didn’t exactly disappear. I made a ton of movies and for a year and a half tried hard to convince myself that my future lay on the silver screen. Who needs the theater? I told myself. But the roles offered me weren’t particularly challenging, and I never got comfortable in front of a camera.

In Jerome Charyn’s excellent book Gangsters & Gold Diggers, actress Louise Brooks describes film acting as follows: “Film acting does not consist of descriptive movement of face and body but in the movement of thought and soul transmitted in a kind of intense isolation.” That pretty much leaves me out. My comfort zone has always been several feet from a darkened audience, and not with a dozen crew members moving in and out of my eyeline. Performing before a cavernous void has proved my salvation. For whatever reason, I never allowed my inner self to be revealed before the camera. My theatrical training was to elucidate the play beneath the words, instead of revealing one’s soul in droplets. And I hated what I looked like on-screen. In retrospect my film performances range from decent to so-so—nothing another actor couldn’t have done better.

Most of my work during the 1970s was spent acting in regional theaters. I played Trigorin in The Seagull at Cleveland’s Great Lakes Theatre Festival, Azdak in The Caucasian Chalk Circle at the Arena Stage in Washington, D.C., and Harpagon in The Miser at Yale Rep, to name a few. Challenging roles that I shall write about in greater detail later. But any momentum I had achieved by my early success on Broadway had been squandered and, for a decade and a half following my divorce and my obligation to pay child support, I had to think long and hard about whether to purchase a pack of four razor blades for $3.95 or eight razor blades for $5.95. I routinely chose the former.

Jerry, on the other hand, had been prescient enough to phase out his acting career and establish himself as one of the most successful directors on Broadway. From the mid-1980s on he had become a reliable hit machine, with a string of Tony Award-winning plays and musicals that I desperately wanted to be a part of. He was especially adept at directing revivals, never attempting to reinvent the wheel and always maintaining respect for the play’s original creators. In Jerry’s world, George Abbott and Jerome Robbins were not old fogies needing to be erased.

As I had developed the reputation of an actor with attitude, I was having a difficult time wrangling an audition for any of Jerry’s directorial projects. Mostly immune from pushing myself on anyone, I bumped into him on the street and found myself begging for an opportunity to audition for a production of The Front Page he was about to direct at Lincoln Center. Several weeks later I was called in to read for one of eight newspaper reporters, who, if done correctly, symphonically dominate the first act. But instead of accepting my good fortune, I queered it for myself by asking to read for the leading role of Hildy Johnson. This is a no-no! Not only had Richard Thomas already been cast in the role, but I had broken an ironclad rule: Don’t ask to read for a role the director hasn’t brought you in for. Let that be his brainstorm. The upshot was that Jerry must have concluded that if he cast me as one of the reporters, I would have been disappointed about not playing the lead.


By 1991 I was flailing at the tail end of a five-year relationship with a woman who’s told me I don’t sneeze correctly. During one of our numerous arguments she turned to me over a tuna fish sandwich and said, “Let’s face it! We’re the loser couple.”

I had exactly $5,000 to my name. Jerry had just won another Tony Award for his dazzling Broadway revival of Guys & Dolls, in which Faith Prince was giving the performance of her life as Miss Adelaide. Nathan Lane was his usual brilliant self as Nathan Detroit, and Peter Gallagher was the best Sky Masterson I had ever seen. Tony Walton’s sets and William Ivey Long’s costumes were musical-comedy perfection.

For the first time in my life I was drinking in the afternoon. My actor friend Ron Raines mentioned they were casting the touring company of Guys & Dolls, and I should get my agent onto it. After catching a Saturday matinee I found myself choking back tears of joy. If I
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