
  
    [image: Cover]
  


  
     


     


    Classic Cinema.


    Timeless TV.


    Retro Radio.


    


     


    BearManor Media


    


    [image: BearManorBear-EBook]


    See our complete catalog at www.bearmanormedia.com

  


  
    Hancock On Hancock


    © 2018 Michael Doyle. All Rights Reserved.


    


    No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, digital, photocopying or recording, except for the inclusion in a review, without permission in writing from the publisher.


    


    This version of the book may be slightly abridged from the print version.


    


    [image: BearManorBear]


    Published in the USA by:


    BearManor Media


    PO Box 71426


    Albany, Georgia 31708


    www.bearmanormedia.com


    


    ISBN 978-1-62933-243-7


    


    Cover Design by John Teehan.


    eBook construction by Brian Pearce | Red Jacket Press.

  


  
    Table of Contents


    


    Acknowledgments


    Foreword by John Lahr


    1. Youth (1939-1961)


    2. Theater (1962-2009)


    3. Sticky My Fingers, Fleet My Feet (1970)


    4. Let’s Scare Jessica To Death (1971)


    5. Bang the Drum Slowly (1973)


    6. Baby Blue Marine (1976)


    7. Jaws 2 (1977)


    8. California Dreaming (1979)


    9. Wolfen (1981)


    10. Television (1985-1999)


    11. The Twilight Zone (1985-1986)


    12. 8 Million Ways to Die (1986)


    13. Weeds (1987)


    14. Steal the Sky (1988)


    15. Prancer (1989)


    16. A Piece of Eden (2000)


    17. Suspended Animation (2003)


    18. The Looking Glass (2015)


    19. Future Projects


    Credits


    Bibliography


    About the Author

  


  
    Praise for Hancock on Hancock


    


    “John Hancock is a great director in both theater and film. The best Shakespeare productions I saw in my life were directed by Peter Brook and by John. His movie Bang the Drum Slowly is the best baseball movie ever made and a near-perfect film. John did great work and should have been asked — should have been begged — to do more. In Hancock on Hancock, John talks through his life. I’ve spent many wonderful evenings listening to John talk about art. This book is a chance for you to listen to John, too – a great artist talking over film and theater in the last six decades. No regrets, no gripes, just the stories. You’ll love it!”


    


    Donald E. Graham


    Former publisher of The Washington Post and member of the Pulitzer Prize board between 2001 and 2010


    


     


    “John Hancock’s Let’s Scare Jessica to Death is my favorite horror film and I’m delighted that his entire career in the cinema, theater and TV is now the subject of an in-depth study …it’s a rare book about the entertainment industry that’s honest about the many films that don’t get made, or finished, or are finished by others — Hancock has had films taken away from him, and has come in to finish films taken away from other directors — as well as fascinating about the Hancock projects brought undiluted to fruition.”


    


    Kim Newman


    Author of Nightmare Movies: A critical history of the horror film (1968-1988), and critic for Sight and Sound and Empire


    


     


    “Hancock on Hancock bears witness to a director’s singular struggle to grow and to claim his art within the shifting sands of American entertainment. Between the lines of this intelligent, candid account of a unique career, Hancock’s forthright voice — full of grit and wit — rings as true as the big-hearted guy himself.”


    


    John Lahr


    Author of Prick Up Your Ears and Tennessee Williams: Mad Pilgrimage of the Flesh; former long-serving Senior Drama Critic of The New Yorker
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      John Hancock on the set of The Looking Glass, 2013.
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    A note to readers: All of John Hancock’s comments will be presented in this typeface, except for the titles of films, plays, television shows, books and other works, which will appear in italics.


    


    Conversely, the author’s commentary will be presented in italics, except for the titles of films, plays, television shows, books and other works, and will be spaced apart from Hancock’s words in this manner.

  


  
    Foreword by John Lahr


    


    He is “Hancock”; I am “Lahr.” We have been friends now for fifty years.


    Phosphorescent butterflies in ultra-violet light, cast out over the astounded audience by actors wielding fishing poles, brought us together. The occasion was his thrilling, raunchy 1967 Off-Broadway production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream; and those glowing insects, intended as fairies, were an unforgettable piece of stage magic which broadcast Hancock’s interpretive daring. A few weeks after my admiring review in the Village Voice, a note from Hancock invited me and my wife to join him and his first wife, the novelist Ann Arensberg, to lunch at their home in Sneden’s Landing just across the George Washington Bridge and overlooking the tawny Hudson.


    In those days, Hancock answered to the nickname “Bear”; he was a big man but the heft of his intelligence is what impressed. Hancock’s energy and his curiosity were captivating. He played the violin, built furniture, tied flies, landscaped gardens, and kept an apiary. His reading was as wide-ranging as his interests. A good director is necessarily a good critic; and Hancock was forensic in his dissection of a story and its rhythms. He was some kind of wunderkind. By 1965, at the age of twenty-six, Hancock was running The San Francisco Actor’s Workshop, the youngest ever artistic director of a major American repertory company; he had successfully re-mounted Tennessee Williams’s The Milk Train Doesn’t Stop Here Any More after its initial Broadway failure the previous year. Hancock was, as Williams wrote a decade later in Memoirs, “the only director who has ever suggested to me transpositions of material that were artistically effective.”


    Dreamers find each other. Around the time of our meeting, both of us were at a creative watershed. I was bored by reviewing; in his theater work, Hancock had also hit still water. We percolated with ambition and anxiety. Our faith in each other’s talent buoyed us up and gave us heart. He asked if I had any ideas for a short film. I sent him a New Yorker short story, Gene Williams’s “Sticky My Fingers, Fleet My Feet,” about an aging touch football jock and the day he has to hang up his cleats. That was the beginning of our collaboration — an artistic conversation which has continued down the decades. There is nothing in my diary about working on the script; or shooting the film near Central Park’s sailboat pond; or about Charles Durning, Marshall Efron, Tom Meehan, or myself playing the hapless linemen; there is not even a note about the film’s debut at the Coronet Theatre in New York as the short preceding Woody Allen’s Bananas. The sole entry is about the film’s unexpected celebrity:


    


    February 22, 1971: Today I learned that Sticky My Fingers, Fleet My Feet has been nominated for an Academy Award!! What a riot. My only impulse is to enjoy the outrageousness of it. We have no money to take ads in the Hollywood Reporter and Variety: “Thank you New York, etc.” This ruins my amateur standing since I had to take a film scenario out of the library to figure out what the format was — POV, MLS, etc…


    


    Hollywood was suddenly on our horizon, and no joke. We had a calling card. I had an idea for a story about an autograph hound pursuing the famous around New York; to my way of thinking it was a metaphor about the critic’s dilemma of living off the energy of others. The Autograph Hound began as a film treatment but soon morphed into a novel. I remember the exhilaration of sitting in Hancock’s garden and reading chapters to him: the rumble of his endorsing laughter, his brusque canny notes which sent me immediately back to the typewriter. We were on to something. The grandiose plan was to publish the novel, sell it to the movies, and then Hancock would direct it. The novel was published (and dedicated to Hancock); it was sold to the movies; but, despite his Academy nomination, John was still too unproven for the Hollywood swamis to accept him as director. Two years later, after the success of his break-through baseball film Bang the Drum Slowly, which gave Robert De Niro his first major role, Hancock would have had the requisite clout; by then, however, my Hollywood ship had sunk.


    For a while, in 1972 and ‘73, Hancock and I overlapped in Hollywood. For both of us, for different reasons, it was not a happy time. (I remember Hancock, who is Harvard-educated, standing on his Malibu patio, distraught at having to watch his vocabulary in production meetings; a rich word horde evidently was a turn-off to movie executives). He gutted it out; I didn’t. In my naiveté, I’d thought I would alternate writing novels with writing film scripts. After three drafts, two directors, a green light and then a red one, my fling with Hollywood was over. I revised my literary game plan. I left for London and the solitude of my study; Hancock stayed to embrace the hubbub and the hassle of the Hollywood merry-go-round.


    By 1976, he’d divorced and re-married the actress and screenwriter Dorothy Tristan who became his collaborator. They and their cats settled high up in Las Flores Canyon in Malibu where Hancock planted vegetables on the terraced hillside and hustled his film projects. The canyon houses were rustic and picturesque; the canyon itself was wild and dangerous, some kind of metaphor for the deceptive barbarity of the film world below. I remember Dorothy sitting in her sun hat writing beside the pool — a pool in which the previous owner had killed herself — with a loaded .38 beside her typewriter. The real whirling damage to their lives came in 1977 from Universal whose swamis fired Hancock as director and Tristan as writer off Jaws 2, a potential gravy train that turned into a train wreck. The collapse of the film made it hard for Hancock to get the quality assignments; nonetheless he and Tristan battled back with a series of films, the best of their collaborations being the moving prison drama Weeds, which was released in 1987 and starred Nick Nolte.


    In 1993, over three days, a forest fire raged through the canyon. Hancock stayed on the mountain as long as he could in a losing battle to save his house. Finally, with the flames reaching blow torch intensity, he had to slide down the steep slope to the safety of the Pacific Coast Highway. Six weeks later the Northbridge earthquake hit. Even that seismic shock didn’t shake Hancock’s resolve to stick it out. But, later, standing with Tristan in the Malibu Bank of America, the aftershock was the final straw, the defining moment in which they decided to up sticks and retreat to Hancock’s family farm in LaPorte, Indiana. The move proved to be a liberation. In 1999, with his penchant for making things, Hancock made his farm into a studio — FilmAcres — where he and Tristan could continue their own independent filmmaking. Drawing on the professional actors and crews from Los Angeles, New York and Chicago, as well as utilizing the local community, FilmAcres has so far produced three features: A Piece of Eden, Suspended Animation and The Looking Glass.


    “You have to gradually shape the tree as you want it to be,” Hancock’s mother once told her over-eager son about pruning their fruit trees. Hancock seems to have applied the same gardening principle to his creative life. Hancock on Hancock bears witness to a director’s singular struggle to grow and to claim his art within the shifting sands of American entertainment. Between the lines of this intelligent, candid account of a unique career, Hancock’s forthright voice — full of grit and wit — rings as true as the big-hearted guy himself.


    


    John Lahr


    September 4, 2017


    


     


    John Lahr is a British-based author and playwright, and the pre-eminent American drama critic of his time. His works include two novels, The Autograph Hound (1973) and Hot to Trot (1974), as well as eighteen books on the theater and popular culture. Among these are Notes on a Cowardly Lion (1969), a biography of his comedian father Bert Lahr, and Prick Up Your Ears (1978), his acclaimed account of the life and death of playwright Joe Orton which was made into a film in 1987. Lahr’s 2014 biography Tennessee Williams: Mad Pilgrimage of the Flesh won five awards including the prestigious National Book Critics Circle Award. He is the first critic to win The National Arts Club Medal for Achievement in the Theatrical Arts and is a two-time winner of the George Jean Nathan Award for Dramatic Criticism, becoming its youngest ever recipient in 1968. He is also the first drama critic to win a Tony Award for co-creating the one-woman show Elaine Stritch at Liberty (2001). In 2013, he stepped down as Senior Drama Critic for The New Yorker after twenty-one years, the longest anyone has held that position in the magazine’s history.

  


  
     


    


    “A man without a mask.”


    


    Inscription on the gravestone of English architectural critic, author and broadcaster Ian Nairn (1930-1983)
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    Youth (1939-1961)


    


    John David Hancock was born in Kansas City, Missouri, on February 12, 1939, the only child of Ralph Hancock, a professional musician, and Ella Mae Hancock, a schoolteacher. He was the largest baby in the Kansas City hospital, the first of many prizes. His family is of English, Scots-Irish and German ancestry, the Hancocks having come to America around 1700 and settled soon after in the Shenandoah Valley in Western Virginia. After farming the land, several of his descendants moved to Ohio, and then on to central Illinois at some point during the 1820s where his great-grandfather dealt in poultry. Hancock’s paternal great-grandfather was David Duddleston, who owned the local brickworks and also served for a time as mayor of Stewardson, Illinois. On his mother’s side, Hancock’s great-grandfather, Frederick Rosenthal, had fled Europe in order to escape the draft in Germany that followed the violent uprisings of the March Revolution of 1848. After farming in Iowa for a time, this branch of the family moved to an area near Lincoln, Illinois, where Rosenthal married a Scots-Irish woman named Kerr who hailed from Bloomington, Indiana.


    


    Both my parents were born in Illinois. My mother was born in 1909, on a farm near Lincoln, which is a small town in Logan County. It’s located right in the middle of the state, amid the huge, flat plains of corn-land. It’s actually in the middle of the best corn-land in the world, I might add, as the top-soil is something like fifteen feet deep. Her father owned an eighty-acre farm and grew corn and had cows, pigs, sheep and chickens. My grandfather had been to the second grade, and his wife had been to the fourth grade, but they sent all of their six children to college and each one of them got graduate degrees. Now that I think about it, I don’t think my grandparents sent them, but each kid somehow managed to go to college, working their way through, and that was a very big deal for them. That was perfectly understandable if you were a parent who had only been to the second or fourth grade. My grandfather had to leave school to work on the farm when he was only eight years-old, so his learning was severely truncated. But he instilled in his children the benefits and importance of a good education and how it could totally transform one’s life.


    My father was born in 1906, in Stewardson, Illinois, which like Lincoln is a small town halfway down the state. Most if not all of his family hailed from there. Shortly after my Dad arrived in the world, his parents moved from Stewardson to Chicago as this was the time of Upton Sinclair’s controversial book The Jungle. Sinclair had exposed the scandalously harsh exploitation of immigrants and the unsanitary conditions of the Chicago meatpacking industry during the early years of the twentieth century. The reaction to The Jungle was immediate and caused some big political ripples. I believe Teddy Roosevelt quickly sanctioned a thorough investigation of the meat factories, which ultimately led to laws being passed and the creation of meat inspectors. In the wake of this new legislation my paternal grandfather, John Hancock, whom I am named after, was quickly trained to be a Government Meat Inspector. So, the family duly relocated to Chicago and he worked at the stockyards. My grandfather had an ice-pick — the tool of his trade — which he always carried around with him. He would routinely plunge the ice-pick into a side of beef before smelling it to see if the meat was off or it was still good.


    My parents met at the University of Chicago. My mother was getting a Master’s Degree and my father was still getting his Bachelor’s Degree. They happened to sit next to each other at a course called “Recent Social Trends,” struck up a conversation and, thankfully, the rest is history. I think they were twenty-nine and twenty-six respectively when they eventually got married. During those first few years they were together my father was working as a musician, he played the double bass and the tuba. He toured with dance bands, even back when he was in high school. It’s my understanding that it took him something like six years to get through college because he always had to take time off to earn money as a musician. So, he might have been a little older than some when he got married. I mean, Dad wasn’t twenty-two when he was at college, he was closer to twenty-five, and my mother was slightly younger. After leaving the University of Chicago, my mother worked as a schoolteacher and taught math and science at various Illinois schools in places like DeKalb and Rockford. My father was in the Kansas City Symphony during the symphony season and my parents lived down there for three years. I was born in one of those three years.


    I came along the year World War II commenced in Europe and my memories of that conflict are few, but vivid. I remember the Battle of the Bulge, oddly enough. It was pitch black outside, I was up early listening intently to reports on the radio, and the windows were iced-up on the inside as it was the dead of winter. One of my favorite bedtime stories was my mother telling me how the war began: Hitler taking over Alsace-Lorraine, then Austria, then the Sudetenland, invading Czechoslovakia and finally Poland with Britain and France honoring their commitment to declare war. How the Germans went around the Maginot Line into the Lowlands and were cunning and brutal. It climaxed with the heroic evacuation of the trapped British Army from Dunkirk. Pearl Harbor was I guess a kind of ghastly coda. Was hope of eventual victory offered to the tired little boy before he went to sleep? I don’t remember. Probably.


    I also have strong recollections of the end of the war. I can remember driving into Chicago with my mother where the Outer-Drive goes along the lake and you can see the skyline to your left. Suddenly every window of every building was spewing fluttering torrents of confetti and paper, cascading down to the ground below. It was a magical sight, or it seemed that way to my six year-old eyes. I can remember turning to my mother, and saying, “What is that?” She said, “Japan must have surrendered.” The whole world seemed to erupt into colorful celebration in that one moment and it has always stayed with me. See, I had thought most soldiers died in a war, it always seemed that way in movies, and windows in the neighborhood were filled with gold and silver stars. So, I can still recall the palpable sense of relief and joy people were feeling, including my own family as I had an uncle named John Crawford who fought during the war. My father did not serve as, aside from being married, he was a little too old. No doubt, to the profound happiness of our family, he was not drafted.


    We lived in Berwyn, which is a suburb of Chicago. It’s about forty minutes away from The Loop in downtown Chicago, a mere twenty minutes nowadays with the advent of better roads. Berwyn is right next to Cicero, which was the home of Al Capone. Our place was a comfortable two-storey house. My father’s older sister, my beloved Aunt Gladys, and her husband, Uncle Arnold, lived on the first floor and my parents and I on the second floor, but we could all come and go as we pleased. I still drive by that house occasionally and, about twenty years ago, I stopped my car, approached the front door and asked the current owners if I could go in and take a look around. They kindly agreed to this and I was immediately struck by how small and compact the rooms were. Obviously, that can sometimes happen when you return as an adult to an environment you inhabited as a child. It was such a curious feeling being back at that house. I believe the family living there were Polish and had placed an inordinate amount of crucifixes around the house.


    Back when I was growing up, our neighborhood was entirely White and largely Bohemian — more than half of the residents were from the Bohemian part of Czechoslovakia. There were no Blacks or Mexicans and people seemed ruthlessly intent on keeping it that way. In fact, there were three times in my life when Blacks tried to move into Berwyn or Cicero and on each occasion they had to bring out the tanks because of the race riots that quickly ensued. Locals reacted violently to their presence and burned their houses, that kind of thing. So, I had no Black friends as a child but our family was not racially intolerant as some others were. They were Roosevelt liberals, and my father had sat in many times in Black jazz clubs in Kansas City after the Symphony concerts. When he taught at Roosevelt University, he had an extremely talented Black student on the double bass named Ortiz Montaigne Walton whom he was fond of. Ortiz’s father was a charming Pullman porter, with the vaguely Uncle Tom-ish manners that went with that, but Ortiz himself was my first experience of a Black Muslim and, at the age of nineteen, he was already talking about Elijah Muhammad and Malcolm X. Ortiz became the first African-American member of any major American symphony when he played in the Boston Symphony Orchestra, but his career was severely damaged when heroin was discovered in his hotel room. Ortiz claimed it had been planted there, but who knows, maybe he was taking heroin. I suspect the latter as I heard later he had some issues. You can also see how, in an all-White orchestra, certain individuals might want to get rid of the one Black guy. If Ortiz did indeed have a drug problem to begin with, they could have certainly taken advantage of it. But he was an interesting guy and like nobody else I knew as a kid.


    The same year I was born, my parents bought a farm near LaPorte, Indiana, which is where I live now. By this time my namesake grandfather, John Hancock, had retired as a Government Meat Inspector and had a pension he was able to access. Aunt Gladys and Uncle Arnold also kicked in some of the money, and together they purchased the property. My grandparents were able to live there, but for me, Mom and Dad, the farm was a place we mostly frequented on weekends and during summers. Uncle Arnold had a good job at a steel company in Chicago and so he and Aunt Gladys were also there at weekends and during summers. As the men worked in the city, the women kind of ran the whole operation: my mother, my grandmother and my aunt. Back then, it was something of a nudist time when people were beginning to think about health and getting some sunshine on their skin. I remember my mother and my aunt embraced this rather liberating trend and would both venture outside in the nude and start thinning peaches. They would be standing there naked, knocking peaches out of a tree with a bamboo pole. The little peaches would rain down on their tits and it was quite a strange and wonderful sight to behold as a child. Our family started doing well in the fruit business and bought a second farm, and then a third, and things were going good for us.


    As far as religion goes both my parents were Methodists, but they were not deeply serious about religion. I do recall that for a while we all went to church on a Sunday, but that gradually tapered off. I remember the Methodist Church of Berwyn had a banner over the altar which had huge letters that read: “Fear not for I am with you.” I didn’t draw much comfort from those words, but they have remained with me for some reason. What I find interesting now is the fact that I’m fond of hymns and have been since childhood. I like the melodies and still find them strangely reassuring. Another memory that has stayed with me is my being confirmed. I didn’t really want to be confirmed, but I went ahead and did it anyway. It seemed that it was what certain people wanted and expected of me. Unfortunately, this meant that I had to go to the church every Saturday morning, which made me miss a television series about Custer’s Last Stand that all my friends were watching. That caused me great pain and anguish at the time.


    Another thing that troubled me was the minister in Berwyn. I was very put off by him. He was not very bright, and was kind of wimpy and wet, as well as utterly insincere. I don’t know how you feel about religion, but I’ve always thought that low-life dim-wits often go into the ministry. Of course, not everyone is of that caliber and I do know some Harvard classmates who have made smart and splendid ministers. All the same, back then, in the suburbs of Chicago, the quality of the people who wanted to be clergymen was low. Even as a child I can recall looking at the guy at our church, and thinking, “Jesus, this guy is a minister?!” That’s when I really started to question the ineffable things I was being invited to believe in. I mean, there was no evidence being presented to me of the existence of God and, coupled with the fact that I had no desire to be around a character like this, it was enough to deter me from fully embracing religion at a young age. So, I had this growing disbelief within me and would frequently ask my parents if God was real. They would both say that they believed in Him, but, despite their assertions, when I expressed my own doubts as to His existence, my father would occasionally concede, “Yeah, I know what you mean.” Those are the moments you have as a kid where the veil is kind of pulled aside and you start to see the world as it really is; you understand that adults don’t have all the answers and can often be as confused and bewildered as their children.


    My parents’ marriage was an extremely happy one except for the fact that my father drank. Despite this, I never heard my mother and father fight. Ever! When you stop and consider that fact it seems quite bizarre and possibly even unhealthy. In a way, that lack of tension and argumentation at home did not prepare me for the high levels of anger and vitriol that I would later encounter in the New York Theater Scene. I just wasn’t used to seeing people screaming invectives at each other and becoming wildly confrontational. I found it very hard to deal with at first but then, after some time had passed, I managed to learn how to do it myself. I grew up in a quiet and rational household where, for the most part, the adults were consistent. I suspect that a lot of the tensions and disharmony that may have surfaced from time to time were concealed from me as a child. I don’t know. I’m merely speculating here because, again, my parents had such a happy marriage.


    I would describe my father as an actor to some degree. He was incredibly smart, but was a very emotional person. He had this self-defeating attitude about certain things and was prone to depressions that were brought on by alcohol. If drinking makes you morose and despondent then my father was definitely susceptible to that. The question I’ve asked myself from time to time is if drinking makes you feel so terrible and suicidal then why do it? Looking back, I was upset and concerned by my father’s drinking. I should clarify that when I say my father was an actor, I mean he perhaps had a tendency to be somewhat emotionally manipulative. Well, in that regard, maybe it wasn’t entirely acting. Maybe he just couldn’t help himself. My father was not a strict disciplinarian and I’d often get away with stuff that I’m sure a lot of other kids would have been severely punished for. A good example would be the time I built a fire in a corner of my parents’ bedroom. I made a little campfire of matches and various other flammable materials at hand, and excitedly lit them. Luckily, my mother managed to discover this and put the flames out before the fire consumed the house. My father did not react as strongly to that indiscretion as he perhaps should have, but that was him: unpredictable and vulnerable as he was.


    Conversely, my mother was a very sane and steady person. She was a warm and intelligent woman, with emotional integrity and a real fidelity to herself. I loved her and I love her still. There was a calmness and sereneness to her which was fairly unwavering. I remember that when I was eight years-old, she and I were flying from Havana to Key West during the Batista time when the plane suddenly got embroiled in a terrible storm. The other passengers on the flight were terrified and I felt frightened, too. I looked at my mother, and said, “What if we die?” She then gazed down at me and calmly replied, “Well, we’ve had a good life.” That was an extraordinary moment for me because it revealed a lot about who, and what, she was. My mother had grown up during the Depression and she had a kind of practical and fatalistic view of things. Even when it came to my father’s drinking, she dealt with it by crying silent tears. She would just wish that he wouldn’t drink, but she never threatened to leave him over it. She remained constant. One of my mother’s strong beliefs was in steadiness, which has a lot to do with self-sameness. It’s like what Erik Erikson, the famous developmental psychologist and psychoanalyst, once said: “Fidelity to your own nature.” My mother had a kind of farmer’s wisdom, as strange as that may sound, and she lived by it.


    When she and I would discuss the other farmers who had failed around us, I’d ask, “What did they do wrong?” She would then explain that some of these farmers had planted grapes and, just three years later, had suddenly decided that they needed to plant soybeans instead. So, after changing their minds, they’d tear out the grapes and, eventually, this uncertainty and indecision led them to the swift conclusion that what they really needed to do was sell their farms. To her, that was wrong. What you had to do was make your choice and stick to it. Nowadays, you can get varieties of apples that bear in maybe four or five years but, back then in the 1940s, it took ten years for them to bear. To plant a big orchard, one from which you are not going to receive any income for eight or ten years, requires a certain sense of patience and fortitude. You had to possess the sturdiness to stick around; the desire to keep doing it for a decade without any immediate rewards. My mother had that. Here’s another example: when my father died in 1981, I tried to help her keep the farm going. So, I flew back from Hollywood and did a little pruning. Now, one of the ways you start to prune is you make a huge cut on each apple tree and this is what I proceeded to do. My mother looked at what I was doing, then looked at me, and said, “You know, pruning is very much like teaching a child: you don’t want to correct them all in one year. You want to do it with a plan for two or three years. It’s the same thing here. You have to gradually shape the tree as you want it to be.” To be able to do that took patience, and she had it in abundance.


    The kinds of things I enjoyed doing as a boy were collecting butterflies, tying flies and fishing. I also hunted briefly, too, but I didn’t like it. I found it distressing to watch the animals looking up at me as they were dying. It was depressing, seeing them bleed out and the lights dim in their eyes. I can still recall an upsetting episode that took place on the Eastern shore of Maryland when I shot a goose. Immediately afterwards I thought, okay, that’s enough of this! It was the last animal I killed, and I looked for other less destructive things to do. I was a slightly overweight child but, as far as sports went, I was good at football and less good at baseball. I was known as “pus-arm” by some of the kids — not a good name — due to my inaccurate throwing. I could hit the ball and that was about it. I wasn’t the most popular kid, but I always had a good friend or two and was a reasonably happy child. Having the name Hancock, my boyhood friends would call me “Handjob” or “Fistprick,” or more fondly “Hanny.” So, I had several interesting nicknames in my youth.


    Needless to say, having to go out to the farm in Indiana every weekend removed me from certain relationships and friendships, and that sometimes got me down. I was very much alone on the farm. There were no friends, nobody my own age to play with; and I sometimes had to rely on my imagination in order to entertain myself. One wonderful thing, though, is that I grew up surrounded by six adoring adults. Aunt Gladys and Uncle Arnold had no children and so I was their little boy, too. I’d go downstairs in the morning and my aunt would say, “Let me make you some waffles and I’ll put ice-cream on them.” I’d then say, “That would be nice, but my mother doesn’t want me to get any fatter.” Aunt Gladys would then hug me and whisper, “Oh, it won’t hurt you!” She filled me with sweets and the confidence I could do and be whatever I wanted: the descendent, she said, of a signer of The Declaration of Independence, and related to George Washington, and born on Lincoln’s birthday. Only the last of these, I think, was true, but I was like this beloved little star at the center of these people’s universe.


    I attended Morton High School in Cicero, which had 5,600 students and occupied an entire city block. It was four stories and the kind of place where a kid could get lost. Because of the high level of Bohemians who attended there, for twenty-five or thirty years Morton had a prestigious orchestra with a hundred people in it. So, naturally, orchestra was a very big deal there (and so was band) and I kind of lived socially in the music department. Some of the teachers at the school were good, but some were not. As a matter of fact, of all the public schools in Chicago back then, Morton would rank firmly below the middle in terms of its success. I was a fairly accomplished student, strong at some subjects, weaker at others. For instance, I always got A’s in English, Spanish and economics, but got a D in geometry. However, on the whole, my grades were good, but my parents never pushed me hard to study at school. They mostly left it to me to motivate myself.


    As a child, I had certain fantasies of what I wanted to be when I grew up. One of my first ambitions was to be a concert violinist and I started having violin lessons at the age of four. I enjoyed them, but I did not enjoy practicing. I found it lonely and boring. My fundamental problem as a violinist had to do with an inability to truly commit to practicing. I mean, you need to be able to practice for four or five hours each day in order to excel and I just couldn’t do that. I didn’t have the dedication. My first violin teacher was an Austrian gentleman named Henry Heyza, whom I would go to once or twice a week in downtown Chicago. Then, in high school, I began studying with a guy named Miller twice a week. I’d take the train in, walk eight or nine blocks to the music lesson, and then take the train back and walk home from the station. Both Heyza and Miller were nice guys. Heyza was very charming and warm. Miller was a little drier and waspier.


    I had been concertmaster at grade school, and then again at high school, before taking that same position with the Chicago Youth Orchestra. There was also a summer orchestra at Northwestern University where I was a concertmaster. My job involved being the first chair violinist and so if there were any solos I would play them. As concertmaster, you kind of lead the section and get to shake the conductor’s hand. You are the person who asks the oboe-player to play the A, and everybody tunes to that. You are also the one that finally gets up after a performance and it’s a signal to everybody to leave. It’s things like that. Those experiences made me feel that I could possibly excel at something, but, ultimately, I did not excel enough at music. What was very upsetting for me was the summer I went to a music festival at Tanglewood: I was eighteen at the time and discovered that a thirteen year-old kid there named Bobby Notkoff was already ten times better than I was. I learned I was up against kids who were willing to try harder than me, to put in the hours of practice that were needed. That was a deeply troubling and sobering moment, so much so it made me decide to cast around for something else to do. I wanted to be able to compete better, and really enjoy whatever it was I was doing.


    I decided to write a musical comedy. It was based on Cyrano de Bergerac. At Tanglewood, I had a met a talented and very strange kind of young genius composer whose name I can never remember. He was fourteen at the time, four years younger than me, but everybody already thought he was fabulous. I felt this kid would be a good fit to do the music and so I approached him about a possible collaboration. Unfortunately, it didn’t go too well. I just couldn’t get him to think a certain way. I mean, the kind of musician you met at Tanglewood was probably not a likely candidate to write a commercial Broadway score, or even an acceptable Broadway score. They were more into Schoenberg and Stravinsky than Bernstein and Sondheim. They didn’t necessarily possess that very particular and easy melodic gift you need to write catchy songs. Where that young genius composer is right now, I have no idea. But the young violinist I was so envious of, Bobby Notkoff, is currently playing avant-garde jazz in Los Angeles. Anyway, despite the musical comedy dying a death, it did eventually lead me to investigate the theater as a platform for creative expression and, in turn, that led me to what it is I do now.


    After my experience at Tanglewood, and my eventually going to study at Harvard the following year, I was removed from certain things: from the violin and from my father. I was then able to separate myself from music and began to reassess everything. My father wasn’t upset that I didn’t follow in his footsteps and pursue a career in music. He didn’t want me to be a musician especially and maybe he sensed that I didn’t quite have the talent to be a really good one. He thought it was a difficult profession for some people to maintain and possibly not rewarding enough when you considered all the effort that it demanded of you. He was just as happy to see me do something else. I came to understand that although my father had advised me against going into music, on a conscious level I wanted to be like him. On the other hand, I also wanted to defy him. So, it was a very strange contradiction. But at that moment I simply stopped playing the violin and the last of my waning desire for the instrument vanished.


    Although music had been my first love I was crazy about movies. There was a theater four blocks away from our home, the Roxy Theatre in Berwyn, and I would go there every Saturday and see a double feature as well as cartoons and newsreels. That was a regular thing for me and I enjoyed it. For a quarter you could spend the entire afternoon looking at movies. I don’t remember the first film I saw, but I do remember being taken away screaming from the theater while watching The Wizard of Oz. The moment when the trees suddenly started moving and reached out to seize Dorothy and her friends absolutely terrified me! Among the first films I recall seeing were animated features like Dumbo and Snow White and the Seven Dwarves, several of those early Disney classics. I saw all the pictures starring John Wayne, and most of the pictures made by John Ford. I was rather taken by the look of Ford’s The Long Voyage Home, which was adapted from four one-act plays by Eugene O’Neill. I appreciated its execution on a technical level, particularly the remarkable photography by Gregg Tolland, but I didn’t like that movie as much as I liked some of Ford’s more robust pictures like Stagecoach and The Searchers. I also dearly love How Green Was My Valley, but I didn’t actually see that movie until much later in life.


    One picture I adored as a kid was Allan Dwan’s Sands of Iwo Jima. Yes, it was an unabashed flag-waving war movie to be sure, and you look at it now and it’s bursting at the seams with clichés, but the action sequences are still accomplished. When John Wayne’s marine sergeant was killed by a Japanese sniper’s bullet, I took that very hard. There were also some really good pictures made by William Wyler that I enjoyed in my youth without being aware the same man had made them. Then there were the films of Howard Hawks such as The Big Sleep and Red River. I remember a lot of Hawks’ pictures from the Forties and Fifties, but I wasn’t as conscious of him as a director back then — or of Wyler — as I was of Ford. Truly, the picture I was most desperate to see as a kid was one that was unfortunately adults only. The title was something like American Women in a Japanese Prison Camp and I can recall being upset that I couldn’t get in to see it. As the story revolved around a female prison camp, I figured there would be assorted acts of cruelty, violence and inhumanity. These were things that my twisted little brain wanted to witness, but I was denied them! It’s possible this picture was Three Came Home, but I don’t think so. Three Came Home is a good picture, whereas the one I wanted to see was much more of a B movie, almost a C movie, and had more exploitation; lots of women having their blouses ripped and their breasts slapped. At least, that is what I hoped.


    There were other discoveries I made. One of my cap-gun friends (I played a lot of guns as a child) mentioned “Slaughter on Tenth Avenue,” I guess in reference to the mayhem we imagined we were creating in the neighborhood with our cap-guns. I asked what that was, and he said he’d just seen this great thing at the movies. So, I went to see it. It was a dance sequence in a 1948 film directed by Norman Taurog called Words and Music — Gene Kelly and Vera-Ellen in a tragic ballet to a great Richard Rodgers melody. It was so different than boring Busby Berkeley patterns, this was vital, sexy, colorful. It was street really, although we didn’t know there was such a thing then. And there was something about how perfectly the feeling of the beautiful melody worked against the violent movement that I realize now, looking back, is a thing I’ve sometimes tried to emulate in my work. I immediately became a Gene Kelly fan and followed him through Singing in the Rain and with even greater enthusiasm, Lili. I responded more to Gene Kelly than Fred Astaire.


    It wasn’t until I saw Carol Reed’s The Third Man that I first began to seriously consider what a film director was and what they did. I was about fifteen or sixteen at the time. There was something in that movie that aroused my curiosity about the whole mysterious process of filmmaking. I thought the expressionistic photography, the angles, the whole atmosphere of the post-World War II milieu of Vienna was just wonderful. I also remember that my father had seen it before me and was particularly taken with Anton Karas’ zither score. He urged me to see The Third Man and it had such an interesting look I was suddenly conscious that there was a guiding intelligence behind movies that was called The Director. I then started looking at cinema differently and was more conscious of the artifice, of the wheels turning around, in terms of lighting, cinematography, performance, set design, props, music, how all of these things were being deployed in order to create a specific experience and presentation. If The Third Man had made me think about movies more profoundly, it wasn’t until I saw the films of David Lean — such as The Bridge over the River Kwai and Lawrence of Arabia — that I really wanted to be a director and do it myself. I know that a lot of directors of my generation adore Citizen Kane, and that was the movie which really demanded that they start examining the process. But I didn’t love that picture as much as some of the other films I’ve mentioned.


    The activities we did as a family often reflected my parents’ interests in the arts and so I guess I had a very cultured upbringing. When they weren’t working on the farm, Mom and Dad would take me to various concerts and performances. I saw everything from the Budapest String Quartet to Segovia to Robert Frost reading his poetry, and it was all wonderful. There were a lot of visits to auditoriums in downtown Chicago or the University of Chicago to see various things. My father had the highest-paying job for a bass player in the city, which was at the NBC Orchestra, but he could play chamber music on the side. Like when the Budapest String Quartet would come and they wanted to play Schubert’s Trout Quintet, he would play with them or with the violinist and conductor Alexander Schneider. So, there were a lot of evenings spent hearing my father perform chamber music. At home I was introduced to several other great works of music and literature — some I responded to strongly, others less so.


    My own tastes and interests as a child ranged from the high-brow to the low-brow. I not only loved the movies, I was a great radio listener too. My favorite shows were Jack Armstrong, The Lone Ranger, Tennessee Jed, all the celebrated favorites of the age. I also liked The Jack Benny Program, along with everybody else it seemed. I read comic books such as Superman, Donald Duck, and The Three Little Pigs, and I also enjoyed Li’l Abner. I didn’t especially like Dick Tracy as some other kids did. I preferred a certain comic book that was very much like the movies they make now: it was about six people from different countries that are fighting international crime and they all wear these kinds of fascist outfits. I was very taken with them and read the issues religiously. I forget the name of it now, but I would be very interested to see those comics again — if only for the sake of nostalgia. I enjoyed reading as a child and devoured certain books. When I was eight my father gave me a copy of Hamlet, and I must admit that I read at it. I didn’t quite appreciate that gift until I got a little older.


    Then, between eighth grade and my being a freshman, or somewhere early in high school, my father gave me a copy of James Joyce’s Ulysses. That book soon became incredibly inspirational and important to me. I loved it dearly. What captured my imagination was the incredible Nighttown, Dublin’s red light district; the hallucinatory dreamscape of it, the wildness of it, the filthiness of it. I can remember also adoring the wonderful section where Leopold Bloom returns home late at night with Stephen Dedalus in tow and they chat profoundly about various subjects. Bloom has lost his own son and takes an immediate liking to Dedalus, who offers him some respite from his loneliness. Dedalus has a difficult relationship with his own father, and Joyce makes references to other father and son stories such as the Odyssey and Hamlet, which was when I came to appreciate Shakespeare’s play a little more and understand its implications. The various chapters of Ulysses are written in different styles, and this particular one — which is Episode 17 — is written in the form of a Catholic catechism. It’s so beautiful, such exquisite writing, it made me desperately want to be involved in doing something creative.


    We also had a record of Siobhan McKenna reading “Molly Bloom’s Soliloquy”, which was the eighteenth and final episode of Ulysses, and presented that character’s thoughts in an uninterrupted stream of consciousness. I was very taken with the dirtiness and earthiness of that passage, and also the unaffected beauty of it. I would invite friends over to my house and play that record for them because it was all about sucking dicks and urinating, that kind of thing. I was, and remain, a huge James Joyce fan and I went on to read everything he ever wrote including Finnegan’s Wake. Well, the truth is I read at it, as nobody really reads Finnegan’s Wake (although I’ve heard it said that a few people do). What I admired most about works like Ulysses and Finnegan’s Wake, even from an early age, was Joyce’s fearless experimentation; the way he was willing to push the accepted boundaries of the novel in terms of form, structure and language. It was revolutionary and freeing, as well as being hugely influential on the efforts of subsequent writers. Nothing was ever the same again after Joyce. Not for anyone and certainly not for me in terms of my own first fumbling creative ambitions. Inspired by Joyce and other writers, when I was about sixteen I started to write poetry. I had an English teacher named Mrs. Zerwer, who greatly encouraged and believed in me. As a matter of fact, she loved my poems so much she got them published. The students at Morton that were studying printing needed something to print and so Mrs. Zerwer kindly arranged for them to publish a collection of my poems. It was such a thrill to not only see my own work presented that way, but actually see my name in print. It was another small step forward in terms of my developing a creative voice.


    When I was sophomore, one of the most important things that happened to me was I started dating a senior named Lillian Svec. Lillian was a beautiful blonde and the kind of student who never got anything less than a straight A. She was valedictorian of her class at Morton and was also valedictorian at Northwestern University where she later went. Meeting her was a very big deal in my life in more ways than one. Clearly, to be with an older girl was quite an achievement for me at that age, particularly one who was not only gorgeous and smart but talented. Lillian played concerto piano with the orchestra and also played the double bass, and I just fell head over heels for her, and she for me. I must have been mature for my age (I’ve always wanted to be older). Anyway, when Lillian went off to Northwestern, we tried to keep the relationship going. I would attend various events at Northwestern while still a high school student, but it all seemed incredibly sophisticated to me. I felt totally out of it and was dreadfully insecure about who and what I was in comparison with her chic sorority sisters. Then Lillian started going out with Joe, a Hungarian, and broke my heart. For a while I was completely lost.


    One of the things I sought solace in was music. I drew comfort from listening to Richard Strauss and Gustav Mahler. Over and over again I would play Mahler’s Das Lied von der Erde (The Song of the Earth) with Kathleen Ferrier singing in Bruno Walter’s wonderful recording. The Chicago Symphony was performing a lot of Richard Strauss at that time with Fritz Reiner as the conductor, making fabulous recordings of it. I found myself constantly returning to that music, getting lost in it, finding consolation in it. I was enraptured by Ein Heldenleben and Also Sprach Zarathustra, too. At one point in high school, when it was slowly ground into me that I was not of the correct caliber to be a concert violinist — and after Lillian Svec went away and I was forced to go out with lesser girls — I would come home from Morton, lie down and take a nap while listening to Strauss. This was a very dark period for me. I was severely depressed and mired in introspection. Then one day my mother said to me, “I never realized how ambitious you were. I didn’t know how important it was to you to be the best at something. I thought you just wanted to be happy.”


    


    In 1957, Hancock was convinced to apply to Harvard University in Cambridge, Massachusetts, the United States’ oldest institute of higher learning, where he would study English. With his father earning a good living as a professional musician, finances would not be an insurmountable problem.


    


    I had originally intended to go to Northwestern, because I’d played in the orchestra there, and that was where Lillian Svec was going and perhaps I thought we could get back together. I told my parents of my intentions and my father said, “Why do you want to go to Northwestern? For the same amount of money I could send you to Harvard.” I hadn’t even considered Harvard as a possibility, as I don’t think any more than one or two students from Morton had ever gone to an Ivy League school. But then I met with the college advisor at high school, and he agreed with my father and suggested that I apply to Harvard. I said, “Well, what happens if I don’t get in? Don’t I need to apply someplace else as well?” The college advisor replied rather assuredly, “You’ll get in, believe me. All you have to do is just apply there.” He felt confident I would make it in without any problems as I’d previously taken some tests that I had done extremely well on — a vocabulary test being one of them. So, I started to think seriously about Harvard and gradually understood that it was the best place for me to be. I guess my college boards were good enough and the admissions people sufficiently impressed that I did indeed get into Harvard and spent the next four years of my life there.


    I recall that next period of my life with great fondness. I wasn’t crazy about Boston as a city, but I was crazy about the people I met at Harvard. I was crazy about my classmates. I mean, there was a vast difference between the people I met there and the people I had gone to high school with. They were just much more interesting and vital and questioning. Really, I felt I learned even more from my classmates than I learned in some of the classes. I hung out with some wonderful people, who later went on to have spectacular careers in various fields. My room-mates included John Casey, who subsequently won the National Book Award for his novel Spartina; the composer John Harbison, who won the Pulitzer Prize for Music for his composition The Flight into Egypt; and Joel Henning, who became a highly successful lawyer in Chicago. Stephen Truitt was another. The grandson of “The Veep,” Alben W. Barkley, he’s a lawyer in Washington now and is very involved in representing prisoners at Gitmo. I was also in the same playwriting class as Deric Washbourne, who later wrote Silent Running and The Deer Hunter, and Arthur Kopit, who wrote a whole bunch of acclaimed plays such as Indians and Wings, as well as the book for the musical Nine.


    There were a number of teachers at college that left a lasting impression on me. I remember a teacher named Bates that taught a wonderful course on Milton. My first year there, I also took a Shakespeare course with about five hundred other students that absolutely enthralled me. It was taught by Harry Levin, a celebrated academic and critic. Levin had written a wonderful book called James Joyce: A Critical Introduction, which I’d read before I came to Harvard. It gave me a new and better understanding of Joyce’s work, so I immediately approached Levin during his office hours and got his permission to sign up for his Shakespeare course, even though it was not supposed to be for freshmen. The first play we studied in depth was Henry IV, Part One, and I was particularly moved by the father/son stuff between Falstaff and Prince Hal as it echoed my relationship with my father, whom I was missing desperately. I was homesick my first year at Harvard. Even now, when I’m directing, I still think back and reflect on different things Harry Levin said during those lectures. He was wonderful at calling your attention to the ways Shakespeare does certain things in his plays — some that are rather obvious, others less so. For example, Levin pointed out that Shakespeare never has any character eavesdrop without hearing something bad being spoken about them in their absence.


    There was also an associate professor named Robert Chapman, who taught Modern Drama and playwriting. He lived in the same dorm I did, Eliot House, and we ate together a lot. Chapman had co-authored an adaptation of Herman Melville’s Billy Budd for Broadway, and had been teaching at Harvard since the early 1950s. Another incredible teacher I had — although the reading list for his classes was just a killer — was Zbigniew Brzezinski, who later served as a counselor to Lyndon B. Johnson and eventually became National Security Advisor during Jimmy Carter’s presidency. He taught a course on Eastern European Communism that I found very interesting. I also took a course in Soviet Literature where you read a lot of Stalinist literature: quality stuff from the likes of Mikhail Sholokov and lesser works about, say, the making of a dam or the elimination of an American spy; also Boris Pasternak’s Doctor Zhivago and the works of Vladimir Mayakovsky and Sergei Yesenin.


    And then there was Erik Erikson, who came to teach at Harvard for about two years, and became terribly important to me. In his role as a psychologist and psychoanalyst, Erikson famously invented the concept of “identity crisis” and also formulated his eight stages of psychosocial development that a human being should go through from infancy to adulthood. I really devoured and deliberated his whole system of psychology and still think in those terms. I mean, I’ve often analyzed the things I’m doing in Eriksonian terms. Erikson himself looked like God! He didn’t have a beard, but he had white hair and seemed to be around the same age. In 1950, a few years before I met him, he had written his influential book Childhood and Society, in which he introduced his ideas about
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