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NOTES ON A COWARDLY LION

engaged in a single enterprise. Viadimir and Fstragon play a game to
survive life. Lahr did not understand Schneider’s language; and
Schncider’s inexperience and mew conception of Beckett would not
allow for the comic leeway that Lahr insisted would make the play
“work.” At the root of the problem was Schneider's understanding of
the symbolic movement of the two main characters and Lahr's lack of
it. Schneider's attitude, on one level, is accurate; but Lahr's intuition
for play grated with Schneider’s idea of its rhythm. “Estragon is ooted
in the carth. Restless. Uncomfortable. Hungry. Rooted. Vladimir is
the wanderer. He's curious. He's the Tntellect. 1 would have to keep
saying to Bert on stage ‘Get back there. Stay on your mark.” Bert didn't
like to do comedy standing still. T kept saying, ‘Bert, you can’t move
around so much, remember Estragon's got sore feet.” "

In saying this, Schneider was not recognizing another symbolic
movement, one closer to the rhythms of human relationships, which
des Beckett's play. Becketts stage directions indicate
a flexibility and possibility for movement that Schneider did not sce,
but which Lahr suspected and could not verbalize.

(1) They look at cach other, recoiling, advancing, their heads
on one side, as before a work of art, tiembling towards each
other more re, then suddenly embrace, clasping each
other on the back. End of embrace. Estragon no longer sup-
ported, almost falls,

(1) They listen, huddied together. . . . They relax and separate.
® Exit Estragon left, precipitately. . . . Te looks up, misses
Estragon. He moves wildly about the stage, Enter Estra.

s into his arms,

gon left, panting. He hastens to V
() He draws Estragon after him. Estragon yiclds, then resists, ‘They
halt

(5) They trn, move apart, turn again and face each other

Viadimir and Estragon come together out of necessity, yet the closcr
they get the more impossible it is for them to unite. They grope to
ward one another, then move away with the frantic momentum of
burlesque comedians, Beckett's stage directions chronicle their friend
ship—a pantomime of loneliness and cowardice that Lahr had distilled

n his own comic world through the lion, the prizefighter, the cop. The
tramps’ movement is never able to resolve itself and end in a lasting
e. They bounce back from their pratfalls unaware of their plight.
dy without movement was impossible for Lahr. He balked at
Schncider's dicta, at being asked to harness his energy. Lahr was suspi-

WAITING FOR GODOT

cious and ignorant of the allegorical reasons at the basis of Schneid:

demands. When the director would go on stage with masking tape 2
place strips where he was to stand, Lahr was shocked. “1I began to thi
t0 myself—this isall wrong. Its stark. This s the wrong approach to 1
play. It dire; it's slow. There isn't any movement.

Schneider's reverence for Beckett may have accounted for his
flexible direction. His intentions and Lahr's were at a Mexican sai
Off. Lahr felt stified; Schneider felt hostile. Finally, Lahr confront
him: *“This is a comedy scene. These are music hall bits. I could
it. T could see it because that was my basic training—burlesque. |
said, *I don't know anything about humor.”

A that moment, the fate of the play scemed sealed in Lahr's ima
nation. “He was convinced it was his play from the beginning,” s

hneider. “My problem working with him was to make him real

at there couldn't be a ‘top banana’ (a word he kep using) in a she
of this kind. The play was a game of give and take, a parmership. La
kept insisting, “There’s a feed, and there’s a joke.

The experience was painful, but Labr would learn from his m
takes as would Schneider, who would go on to become one of the me
successtul directors of contemporary theater. However, in Miami
production of Godot met with conflicts at every tum.

Schneider was saddled with Myerberg’s stylized set—a mound th
faced the audience like a parabola. It hindered the actor’s movemen
and made the stage environment uncomfortable. Schneider was al
disturbed by the fact that Lahr and he were staying in the same hotel,
tactical mistake for anyone who could not cope with Lahr's compulsi
worry. Lahr would knock on Schneider’s door at six a.m., alreac
groomed and fretting over the day's work. “He wanted to discuss
play,” Schneider rccalls. “He didn’t want to talk about meaning, F
would ask me: ‘Am I right for it? ‘Is it going to work?* ‘Are we goi

10 be a success? "
r's predictable perfectionism was matched by a predictabl
hypochondria. Flc was extremely difficult, beset nearly every day wit

ilment. A doctor was finally hired to sit in on rehearsals. Schnc
der felt Lahr's contin

al interruptions for medical reasons were symptc
matic of something else. “We had more doctors around that rehearss
hall than I've ever scen. It was always something about his throat, hi

voice, an ache here or there. It all had to do with the fact that ultimatel
he didn'c want to be ther

Schneider's insistence that he refrain from using old mannerism

*
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NOTES ON A COWARDLY LION

made Lahr particularly nervous. The pressure was upsetting to him,
but ultimately more creative than he acknowledges. Lahr originally
wanted to substitute “gnong, gnong, gnong,” for Beckett's pointed and
pathetic “AhI"” He argued, but Schneider prevailed. “If he had inserted
his old catch phrase, the tone would have been something elsc. It
would have reminded everyone of The Wizard of Oz” Schneider, aware
of the uniqueness of Beckett’s play, did not want it filled with Lahr's
famous musicalcomedy mannerisms from the past. Lahr found new
ones that matched his body's potential and the play's content

Schneider’s battles to preserve the text seemed incongruous to Lahr,
who wanted to approach experimental theater on the only basis of ex-
perience he possessed—the musical-comedy stage. The ultimate arbiter
of value was the audience. Anything that was not clear to the people out
front or stymied their attention should be immediately disposed of. On
that theory, Lahr's first instincts were to cut many of Pozzo’s and
Lucky's longer speeches. He was unable to relate the minor characters
to the broader philosophical propositions of the play.

If Lahr's demands for textual changes were unreasonable, his in
stinets for the tragicomic had a potential that Schneider’s own uncer-
tainties kept him from exploring. While Schneider insisted that the
play was a partnership, the melding of mind and body, privately he
saw the mind dominating the belly (“The play is not about Fstragon,
but Viadimir™), a moot distinction that shades the comedy toward
tragedy rather than vice versa,

Lalu's insight was from the gut. He knew that laughter would com-
plement Beckett's poetry. Schneider leaned toward the poetry, but was
afraid laughter would turn i into a romp, Lahr wanted to move away
from the weight of philosophical statement as in Beckett's most beauti-
ful passage, where the hobos try and distinguish the quality of sounds.
The passage ends:

Viadimir: They make a noise like feathers,

Estragon: Like leaves.

Viadimir: Like ashes.

Estragon: Like le:
Long silence.

Viadimir: Say someth

Estragon: I'm wrying,
Long silence.

gt

Viadimir: (in anguish) . Say anything at alll
Estragon: What do we do now?

WAITING FOR GODOT

The laughter highlights the poetry; by deflating the emotior
sadness of the situation comes closer to the heart. Schneider appre:
the poetry of that particular passage, but felt that “if that dialogu
laughs, it's over my dead body.”

Lahr sensed laughlyr even at the height of the tramps’ cha
messenger from Godot appears but cannot offer any information
his master o when he will arrive. The reaction of Viadimir
Estragon to the boy mirrors ot only the blundering sadness of
interminable vigil, but also the laughable intensity of any zealot’s
mitment to values based on  faith not bome out by experience.

As Estragon shakes the Boy, trying to find out the truth, Via:
intercedes—

Vladimir: Will you let him alone! What's the matter with
(Estragon releases the Boy, moves away, covering his
with his hands. Viadimir and the Boy observe him. Est
drops his hands. His face is convulsed) What's the n
with you?

Estragon: I'm unhappy

Vladimir: Not really! Since when?
Estragon: T'd forgotten.

The laughter in the situation is not cbullient burlesque laug
but that of paradox which acknowledges a darker side of con
where pain treads the thin, ambiguous line between pleasure and
ness. Schneider disavowed the comic element here also. “When Estr
says ‘I'm unhappy'—to me that's not a comic moment.”

Lahr's disenchantment with Schneider made it difficult for th
rector and the rest of the cast. “He'd listen to me when he wante
1 was a kid director.” This lack of trust created conflicts over si
lines. Schneider recalls Labr could not understand the line “Ix
ignorant apes.” “He wouldn't listen to the line. On stage he w
throw it away,

At other times, Schneider tried to devise methods of communici
the intellectual intention of Beckett's play to Lahr's comic intui
One of his most successful gambits was known to the cast as “the
pong game.” Schneider would say to Lahr, “Bert, the game is sit
to bat the ball over the net.” When Lahr would stumble on lines
involved this kind of playful repartee, Schneider would remind
“Bert, that's a ping pong game.” Once he understood the spirit of
tart return, he would leap into the lines with gusto. One of 1
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fondest passages of the play is precisely one of Beckett's hilarious
volleys:

Viadimir: Moron!
Estragon; Vermint
Viadimir: Abortion!
Estragon: Morpion!
Viadimir: Sewer-at!
Estragon: Curate!
Viadimir: Cretint
Estragon: (with finality). Critc!
Viadimir: Ol
He wilts, vanquished, and trns away.

Schneider recalls this moment of success with Lahr vi
that. You're dealing with a
No one knew what to expect. To Lahr, Schneider grew progressively
more hostile and impatient as the older men had difficulty with their
lines. To Schneider, Lahr became a béte noire. He found Lahr “elusive,
evasive, constantly trying to get out of rehearsing the play.” For Schnei-
h him cither physically or mentally.”
He likens Lahr to his experience with Buster Keaton, whom he directed
in Beckett's only movie, Film. “Lahr's reactions to Becket
like Buster's. He would do anything for you, but he didn’t Shderstand
it. Buster always wanted to put in old bis. He'd say, ‘Why don’t you
let me pick up a pencil the way I did in —. Bert wanted to inter-
polate old business, too. Keaton was quieter, less persistent.”

ly. “He
hild, in the best sense of the word.”

der, it was a conflict “to re

were just

Lahr’s insecurity mounted with cach rehearsal. He wanted to help
the material; but the content of the play was not easily within his grasp.
His only moment of reassurance come when ‘Tennessee Williams, an
investor in the production and also in Florida for the opening of Sweet
Bird of Youth, which followed Waiting for Godot into the Cocoanut
oduced himself after a grueling afternoon of rchearsals.
“The moment was im.

Grove,
Bert, you're the only ong that feels this play.
portant for Lahr—"It gave

The family hardly saw him, Even when he moved from the hotel
near the theater to the house where we were staying, his cloth re-
hearsing cap ays on his head and his mind was on his work. He
would return late in the day and immediately hand Mildred the script
10 go over his lines

ve me confidence.

Since he could not always sec the logical progression
es he would ask me o help
about how the show was

WAITING FOR GODOT

going. Lester Shurr came down for the New Year's Eve Party a few d:
before the opening. Through all the festivitics, Lahr remained somb
He went 10 bed at the same hour we did. The part, which we never s
him perform in Florida, seemed to sap his energy in a way that
other had done. We were sent home 2 few days before the opening-
gesture that should have told us what o expect

The day of the opening, Schueider called a line rchearsal for
pam. The cast was testy and anxious. During the rehcarsal Lahr f
asleep. “Part of it was nerves,” explains Schneider. “Part of it was
ing to get away from the play.” Neither the director nor the rest of t
cast was pleased with Lahr’s siesta.

Walter Winchell, who was in Florida for the premiere, came in
Lahr's dressing room before the show. “What's this about, Bert?”

Lahr found himself saying, “I really don’t know. It's very strang
We'll see.”

‘The opening night was as gala as Miami could make it. Among
audience moving past the huge fountain, down the thickly carpet
aisles, were Tennessee Williams, Joscph Cotten, Joan Fontaine, Glor
de Haven, Winchell, and Myerberg.

The next day the Miami Herald’s headline recounted the devast:
ing effect of the occasion—

MINK CLAD AUDIENCE DISAPPOINTED IN WAITING FOR GODOT

The audience, giltedged and giddy with expectation at the ““laug
riot” the ads had promised, was completely dumbfounded by what
saw. As one local critic reported, ““The audience was more in the moc
for Guys and Dolls.” It was openly hostile to the event.

Lahr found himself living through a comedian’s nightmare. He m
a complete stone wall. “I have never experienced anything like this
the American theater. I don't think anybody has. Two thirds of tt
audience left after the first act.”

Lahr's horror at the audience’s reception sent hi
activity. “He tried to do a on

o a frenzy «
an show,” recalls Schneider. *'He w
g to salvage the evening. There was nothing malicious in his ge
tures, | would ride in on Tommy's laughs. I had to restrain My
Ewell from going on the stage. Bert just couldn't belicve that Viadim
could get laughs. The two of them ended up killing each other on tt
stage.

Lahr could never comprehend Ewell’s reaction to him. In his min:
stragon demanded the movement he broug!

to the part. “Tor
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thought T swas moving on him; he'd wrap his arms around me on stage
and hold me.

“1 didn’t do anything to him. I wasn't trying to hurt him. We'd
been in this thing together—in fact, he'd finally convinced me to do the
play. It was only a two-week run, and anyway, he was bigger than 1
was."

“The next day there was a line in front of the Cocoanut Grove
Theater, not to buy tickets, but to demand refunds. Lahr himself
began receiving protest mail. One day soon after the opening, he ap-
proached Schneider and held out a letter for him to [€ad

Dear Mr. Lahr,

How can a man, who has charmed the youth of America as
the lion in The Wizrd of Oz, appear in a play which is com
munistic, atheistic and existential

After Schneider glanced through the letter, Lahr asked, “What
does existential mean?”

But Lahr's intuitions about the play changed gradually during the
twoweek run. He began to understand parts of the play that Schcider’s
careful words had not been ablc (o convey.

‘Although he swore to Schneider that he would have nothing to do
with another production, he could not deny that the play spoke to &
vast, inarticulate region of his experience. Beckett's limbo would elicit
similar responses from convicts in San Quentin who saw the San Fran-
cisco Actor's Workshop production in 1957, Middleclass audicnces,
however, found the experience unsetdling and treated the production
with an aggressive dislike. Walter Winchell wrote the first of a handful
of notices that would characterize their typical arrogant obtuseness
While Lahr could not forget the caverns of emptiness the play drama-
tized, Winchell illustrated the antagonism of a class that refused to
Tecognize it

‘As one of the most influential of the old guard on the Broadway
scene, his hostility, verging on hysteria, is pertinent. Some, like Walter
Kerr, dismissed it (“an intellectual fruitbowl”), but Winchell wanted
1 destroy it as if it were subversive and those who took part in it in-
sane.

Waiting for Godot will appear in Washington, Boston, and
Philadelphia before it challenges New Yorkers at the Music Box.
Lahr and Ewell are on stage throughout, trading double talk. The
thing opens with Tom Ewell's trousers unzipped. . . . It ends
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WAITING FOR GODOT

with Lahr's pants falling to his ankics. In between there is consider-
able chatter about madness, boredom, human suffering and cruelty,
There are several profane utterances . . . some of which have
never before been heard on the stage before. Even the
vulgarians who people the premieres found the dirty words vulgar.
“Unnecessary” exclaimed a hard boiled Broadwayite. George
E. Engle, a multi-millionaire who loves theater people, renovated the
CGocoanut Grove Playhouse and will play Broadway shows old and
new. Mr. Engle s 2lso the proprictor of 440 producing oil wells.
“What on earth possessed Myerberg to put on such a show
he asked John Shubert the Broadway showman. “Don’t under-
estimate him,” he said. “Myerberg was laughed at by experts when
he put on Wilder's Skin of Our Teeth. He made so much money

with it that he bought the Mansfield Theater! . . . Life photog
raphers “shot” the elite audiences as the sars were taking alleged
bows . . . If published, these pictures cannot help the new show

since half the spectators fled after the opening stanza.

The debacle was completed when Myerberg canceled the outo
town tryouts and folded the show. Much of the fault lay with Myerber
himself. He had billed the production falsely, mounted it outrageously
and brought it (o a town with no sympathetic audience to sustain a
experimental play. But Schneider had an even unhappicr experience
for he was not asked to direct the New York production, as he ha
expected.

For Schneider don
justice to the Beckett he understood. As he wrote in the Chelsea Review

however, the real sadness was in not havin

The failure in Miami depressed me more than any experience
1 had had in the theater, though I had for a time anticipated the
probability and done all in my power to avoid it. It is typical of
Sam [Beckett] that his response to Mi
my feelings of disappointment a
his own. Nor did he utter one word of blame for any mistakes [
might have made along the way We met several times. I told
m the story of Miami as objectively as I could and he spoke to me
of what he had heard concerning both productions. Somehow he
made me feel that what I had at least wried to do in Miami was
closer to what h

d never stressed or even mentioned

wanted to do—though he never criticized the

efforts of anyone else.

Schneider never saw the New York production.
The play's dismal reception in Miami never numbed Lahr's faitk
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in its fundamental theatricality. There were dimensions of the play he
felt his performance had not been able to tap because of the director,
the set, his own fear of the material.

“Everybody has their own interpretation of Godot. At one point in
the play, you thought the tramps were waiting for God. But then
Beckett would go off on another tangent. Then you knew it wasn't God.
At the finish, they were still waiting. It was Waiting. Hopelessness. Tt
was waiting for the best of life; and it never came. 1 think he meant
the two characters to represent both sides of man. Estragon, my part,
was the animal: Sex, Hunger, Fating, Sleeping. The other, Viadimir,
was Suspicion, Tnquiry, always examining everything. Tntellect. He had
kind of an animal’s love for the other. He cared for him almost like a
baby."”

Even Myerberg realized that “Lahr seemed to know the character
better than anyone even from the beginning.

What did Lahr know? Questions of the Bible, of philosophy, and
social organization that the play raised had never crossed his mind. His
theatrical friends urged him 1o scrap the idea of playing Godot. Yet
he found himself defending the play without being able to verbalize
its special force. In 1964, when Beckett went to London to oversee
another production of Waiting for Godol, he discussed approaches to
the play that might have calmed those who scoffed at Lahr's persist

ce.

This play is full of implications and every important statement
can be taken three or four ways. But the actor has only to find the
dominant one, because he does so, does not mean the other levels

will be lost,
Sunday Times, December 20, 1964

Lahr found his approach to Beckett; the audience’s violent rea
in Miami had solidified his idea. “When I saw them walking out, 1
knew, T knew.” Many of Lahr's theatrical associates regarded his fasci.
nation with the play as childish. If he lacked the words to express his
appreciation, his “instincts” would prove Beckett's
pecling layers of meaning and emotion from the play that neither ac
tor nor author could have originally visualized.

A few weeks after returning to New York, Myerberg asked Lahr if
he would do another production of the play. Despite Lal
perience in Miami and his distrust of Myerberg, he agreed on the
he b say about the director

jon

atement correct,

‘s bad ex:

condition th; ve f

T'wo weeks later, Lahr found himself in Lester Shurt's Broadway

WAITING FOR GODOT

office talking to a director whom he'd never met and whose acti
school productions of Waiting for Godot he'd never seen—Herl
Berghof

Berghof did not look like a man with a flair for comedy. He
heavyset; his bald head and thick Viennese accent reminded [
more of a philosophy professor than a director. Berghof had come
the interview with a mixture of confidence and trepidation. He
directed Waiting for Godot in his acting studio and played the par
Estragon himself. Since he knew the play and had heard about Schy
der’s approach to i, he felt that he could offer an alternative. M
berg had said to me ‘ICs all up to Mr. Lahr. If he accepts you, then
fine.” I wanted to direct the play very much, but I was frightenec
that meeting. T had seen Bert in all his great parts, and T was a far
his. I was really frightened.”

Lahr stood at the window watching a mammoth cardboard Y
Berra blow Camel smoke rings onto Broadway. He listencd and nod
while Berghof explained his feelings about the play. “Although T
never seen the Miami production, I had very definite ideas ab
Beckett. My complete conviction was that the play was affrmat
There was nothing fanciful or strange in it. There was no raised fin,
To me it didn't have the false significance of an arty play. In Miam
was directed for style and crucifixion and T don't know what. T felt
play was comparable to clowning —the sublime clowning of Grok or
Fratellinis. The meaningless notions of Beckett are mean
eat carrots and go into delicious ecstasy ahout them. That gesture
meaning; it's not just being silly. In comedy, what matters is that

g by Saul §
clown among cartoonists; he's able to X-ray somethin

truly see. Take a dra teinberg, who is a metaphys

emotiona
psychologically—with two lines. His illustration is true; he has captu
an absurd moment of a human being, but with precise understandi
The same happens with Beckett's laughter. The play in Mi
directed for significances, meanings. My understanding of Beckett
different, more affirmative. Only somebody who loves life stror
could see all the flaws and weaknesses in an attempt 1o find out wha
was all
act. There was no negation in Beckett's play; but the kind of affirmat
you get when you love someone all their faults. Life to Bech
seems to have all these absurd, unexplained aspects; and yet, he is
the search because he loves life.” Berghol's conception of the |
allowed for the comic leeway that Schneider’s did not. Lahr imm:

bout. The exploration of existence becomes a sublime clow
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ately warmed to it, expressing his humiliation and bewilderment at the
Miami productio

Lahr described the elaborate set design. Berghof replied, “I think
that’s phony.”

“You're right. I wouldn't set foot on it again.

Berghof understood clowning and directing comedy and could see
jmmediately how the set imposed its own limitations. “There were
very complicated ramps, which made it impossible to operate likt a
clown because a clown basically needs an empty stage. First of all, the
complicated set detracts from Bert's gestures; secandly, the whole at-
titude of the play with platforms scems fanciful and out of order.”

Having found a sympathetic ear, Lahr confided, “1 just couldn't
walk or talk on it. What do you want as a sct?

“I don’t want anything,” Berghof said flatly. They discussed casting,
and again Lahr was surprised at how many of Berghof's ideas paralleled
his own, “I did feel it was wrong to cast Tom Ewell with Bert. Their
type of comedy is too similar—naive, simple, innocent. Bert has this
same radiance or innocence. I thought the character should be played
by somebody who had co nts but was a sharper player, more
intellectual. T suggested E. G. Marshall, He had a kind of New England
cuteness, a cerebral quality to contrast with Estragon’s valnerability.”

Lahr, who had been cordial up to this point, became more involved.
He moved away from the window and stopped pacing.

“I think it’s music hall. But in Miami, I couldn'c get a la

nedic ele

gh for

two hours

“If it's not comic,” replied Berghof, “it's nothing. It becomes com-
pletely dry if it is played with a raised finger and all kinds of symbolic
overtones which do not communicate the meaninglessness to an audi-

ence.”

Lahr struggled with Berghof's terms and began analyzing the play
on the philosophical level Berghof had broached. He didn't get far,
Berghof stopped him, echoing Beckett's sentiments written in 1964
“Idon’t like to talk intellectually about a play which has to be played
simply in order to be an intellectual play. I would like to tlk about
how you go to sleep or how you eat the carrots. The words are there
1f they have meaning, the n will come out.

Berghof's attitude intrigued Lahr. He scemed confortable with
ideas, and, at the same time, extremely theater-wisc. He began to put
Berghof (o the test. “Now, for instance, how would you play the
opening speeches? There's no laughs in them?”

WAITING FOR GODOT

Bergho proceeded to act out the situation. “Now T
an actor as Bert—certainly not as good a comedian—but I'm pre
good. At least T could make things clear. He liked that. I was showi
him instead of talking. We went through the play. We had an absolu
Tapport. I don't like to talk either. I have been on the stage since I+
sixteen; and T know what is a legitimate problem and what is a lot
talk. What matters is that something is true and human, that you |
true sensations.”

Berghof's demand for theatrical honesty parallcled Lahr's attitud
They continucd reading through the play. “Bert had a very clear a
simple attitude toward the work. One of his words which I really adc
is “That's phony,’ “No, that's not real,” "No, that's hokum.” These ¢
the words I remember most about his reaction to production ideas. |
wasn't satisfied with being funny; it had to be true and real too.”

The interview had taken ninety . but Berghof could r
gauge whether Lahr's questions and enthusiasm were a vote of cor
dence. Lahr himself was still uncertain whether laughter could
coaxed up from the interpretation Berghof outlined. They came to ¢
image of the play, where Estragon, having failed to hang hims
with his tope belt, speaks the final lines with his pants down. T
technical problem of sustaining an audience rapport during this n
ment had plagued Labr in Miami. It had never created the sense
sadness or the laughter that Lahr felt was on the printed page.

“Well, how are you going to make that work?

“I worked on_that for a long time in my studio,” said Bergh
“I've got a very simple device.”

How are you going to get away with it and n

As Berghof recalls, “1 said “That's very simple
my trousers

Lahr did not la
Lester's pan
going to direct this play. You're my man. Anybody who drops his pat
for a moment in the theater is my man as a director.”

1 not as go

e

 be offensive?”
and then dropp

igh. He stared at Berghof; and then glanced

led office. Looking back at the director, he said “You

Berghot had been accumulating information on Waiting for Goa
since its European debut in 1954. On the cluttered shelves of his stu
were boxes crammed with programs, pictures, and articles about t
various productions. (I e il
Berghof kept a picture of him, frozen in a wild grimace, on a bullet

r would never sce that den or

[=X

10:20 AM
019
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NOTES ON A COWARDLY LION

board in front of his desk.) Berghof's extensive research on the play and
his flucncy with the characters as well as with the personalities of the
actors playing them made rehearsals much smoother than the Miami
production.

A cast was assembled quickly. In early April, two months after
Miami, rehearsals began. “One of the rules T established with the cast
was that T was not going to intellectualize the play, but work.” Privately,
Berghof interpreted the play on a very intellectual level, but he feared
that any discussion of ideas would limit the human experience he was
trying to evoke from his actors. “I studied Bosch and Brueghel in de-
tail. T used certain attitudes in the paintings for the visualization of
the images in the play. I'd never tell actors that. But in Brueghel and
Bosch, you have actions pertinent to Beckett. They are doing some-
thing very strange and often very silly, but with great intensity and
naturalness. I go (o such things because you absolve yoursclf from
theater gimmicks.”

Berghof also did not tell Lahr that he kept pictures of all the actors
pasted throughout his script. “T like to see what actors look like in
others parts. If I'm supposed to help an actor to be

good, I have to

understand him: his face, his checkbones, his arms. T like to anderstand
everything, so that when T ask an actor to do something, I know his
responses.

The other members of the new cast were better acquainted with
Beckett and the problems of production than the Miami entourage.
E. G. Marshall had seen the play twice in England; and Kurt Kasznar,
who played Pozzo, flew to England to view the production before going
arsal. Berghof capitalized on the enthusiasm and expertise of
his actors. A seriousness of purpose and a sense of direction pervaded
the rehearsals. For Labr, it was like discovering a new play. “With
Herbert's direction the play began to open up. E. G. was brilliant;
Kasznar was right. I began to function properly.”

Berghof tried not to push Lahr into false significance, but let him
discover his own emphasis. Lahr responded with confidence and im-
mense energy. “Bert has a way of rehearsing,” recalls Berghof, “that T
wish other actors would learn. He came (o rehearsal half an hour before
it started, got into his working clothes. He was very anxious to get to
work. He kept saying to me, ‘Let’s get on the floor.” And he worked
sometimes seven hours straight. We got an unb

1o x

vable amount

complished. In two weeks we were practically ready.
Berghof worked hard at building Lahr's confidence, He had realized

WAITING FOR GODOT

long before rehearsals that his main task would be assuaging L:
fear of another failure in the role. Alvin Epstein, whom Berghof
signed as Lucky, remembers that the director made him come d
to his studio to go over his part two weeks before the production 1
into rehearsal. “Once we go into rehearsals,” Berghof told him, “I ¢
spend any [yme with you.”

Berghof's method of directing the play gave run-throughs a sp
fiavor. “He would prod you and push you and giggle and laugh,
calls Epstein. “It was like making love to the actors, a constant d
back and forth. He'd get up and show you. Then he'd say, “You ¢
better. You do it better, darling’ and then you did it. and he'd
*Oh, that's wonderful” Tt was like that for four weeks.”

In rehearsal, Berghof was often astounded by Lahr's ability t
spond to a dramatic suggestion. “When you looked at him (somet
1 was only two feet away) he was absolutely true, unfailingly 1
Every experience—the crying—everything. It was absolutely unh
of. He never knew how he knew; it came to him. His instincts to
for where he could get emotion were there. Gide once said, ‘All
tedious research becomes worthwhile if you have one inspired mom
Lahr was inspired. 1 believe acting is a game of make-belicve,
children play. Bert plays that game: he goes into a rehearsal Ll
child going to the park. I found Bert’s style came from content. 1
“style.” Everything Bert did came from an experience and mac
form. He didn’t find a style first, but rather the experience n
form,

Lahr's face took on new dimensions in the play. He ate a carrot
hungry joy; he took off his shoe with a peace beyond satisfaction.
crawled; he whined. Berghof was amazed to sce how he could cot
insight without extraneous gesture. “Bert once told me that as a yo
actor he was called ‘one-take Lahr.” He had only to look at an ot
once and he'd get a laugh. What is a double-take anyway? You loo
an object; you see it, but you don't understand its meaning. You I
it and walk away from it. While you are walking away, it dawns on
what the object really is. You look back. Delayed recognition. }
Bert was able to look at something—a tree, a carrot, a shoc —sec it.
it suddenly dawns all over his face. He doesn't need to go away f
the object. That is fantastic. It shows an immense acting sensitivity

Lahr’s gestures found the thythm and purpose of Beckett's pi
He was used to doing funny things with his arms and legs, turning
costume into part of his personality. Epstein, who had worked 1
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Marcel Marceau and studied with Etienne Decroux, was amazed. “So
much had to do with the kind of clothes he was wearing, the shoes, the
hats. The idea of his movement, the physical feel of it scemed to me the
perfect Beckettian tragicomic gestures. It wasn't campy. In another
context it might have seemed like a put-on. Tt wasn't. It was absolutely
right within the framework of the play, sluggish and sloppy, but pre-
cise”

The recognition of excellence was not onesided. Once the stage
manager came to Epstein’s door. “Mr. Lahr would like to see you.”

Epstein was flustered. *I immediately thought, ‘Oh my God, what
have 1 done?’ He never summoned me to his dressing room; we were
on very good terms.”

When Epstein came to see Lahr, he found him edgy but affable.
“He hemmed and hawed and said, "You're a very talented young man,
Alvin. You've a great futare.” T didn't know what he was driving at
But I knew I hadn’t committed the irrevocable crime of stepping on a
laugh. He was embarrassed. Ie finally blurted out, ‘T hope you don't
mind me saying this. I think you ought to change your name. I did.
Lahr's not my name,

When Berghof told a New York newspaper, “Lahr’s a primitive,
God bless him," Lahr read the statement with interest. He checked the
word in his dictionary, making sure it was not pejorative. He relaxed
under Berghof's carcful respect. Their association (Labr refers to it as
a “martiage”) led him to many discoveries.

In rehearsals, Lahr made his own personal additions. “I never
changed a word of the text; but I put in business like crawling and
saying ‘Aaah!’ The reaction was in the text, but not the way I did it

~with the pointed finger, as much as to say, ‘I do understand, but I
don't. When the messenger boy came with news of Godot I'd shake
him; E. G. would sometimes shake me, saying ‘What are you doing?
T'd cover my face. When I took my hands down, my face would be this
horrible mask of torture and frustration. I'd crawl off sobbing. A shock

went through the audience. T could hear them gasping .

Lahr's inventions and the fine work of the other actors gave the
play an immense dramatic potential that even Lahr had not imagined,
In his mind, it began to take a shape equivalent to the praise heaped
on it from literary circles. Tennessee Williams had called it “one of the
greatest plays of our time.” Jean Anouilh had called the Paris debut of
Waiting for Godot “as important as the premiere of Pirandello in
The previews played to an enthusiastic audience. Lahr found

WAITING FOR GODOT

himself exhilarated by the play, which, under Berghof's direction, I
saw for the first time as revolutionary. He was aware that many peopl
looked upon its production in America as an event of crucial im
portance to the theater. William Saroyan had said, “It will make i
easier for me and everyone else to write freely in the theater.”

But the memory of Miami lingered. Lahr still feared that laugh
would not come. He pestered Berghof with the same statement daily
“There are not going to be any laughs.” N

Tronically, on opening night, Berghof's big worry was that laught
would dominate the delicate balance of the play’s mood.

Berghof called Lahr aside at the last run-through. “You knoy
Bert . . . be careful not to do too much out there.”

“Herbert, I'm not going to do anything opening night. Oh no. No
on opening night.”

Berghof recalls that “as I walked away T thought to myself, ‘Wha
does he mean now? Ts he going to do anything or not?

Berghof's answer came soon enough. At the end of the play, th
entire audience at the Golden Theater stood up and applauded Laht

They bravoed, standing on their feet,” Lahr remembers, “like if it wa
a symphony.”

The production was a triumph, but Lahr’s performance made i
special. “It was a unique evening. Bert was so unfailing in his instinct
on how (o play to a firstnight audience. He gave his best perforn
on opening night—it was his purest. He somehow felt that if he wa
really pure it would be acceptable. He's quite right because everybod
is there waiting for the actor to send the laughs out; and he wasn’
doing it. I'd never seen him as clear, s simple and to the point.”

In the dressing room, Lahr was besicged by well-wishers. On
woman came to the door and asked to speak with him. When he turnec
to greet her she began crying. “Oh Mr. Lahr . . . Mr. Lahr,” she said
and ran from the room

Lahr can recall only one other moment of an ev
his greatest theatrical triumph. Moss Hart, who
turned to Mildred as he left: “Tell Bert to hang up his dancing shoes.

Berghof referred to the critical praise Lahr received as “unhearc
of" and compared the notices to those received by Kean, Barrymore
and Duse. Lahr simply remembered the respectful tone which mos
people took toward his work, and the strange excitement he felt. *
couldn’t wait to get to the theater each night. It was an experience I'l
never forget; it was the most satisfying moment on stage I've ever had.

ng he consider
ad come backstage
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Lahr's personality charted the wasteland of Beckett's play. As Rich
ard Watts observed in the New York Post-

Mr. Lahr, in addition to being enormously funny and touching in
the role, somehow managed (o scem a kind of liaison between the
namative and the audience, a sort of spiritual interpreter whose
warmth and humanity extended across the footlights and caught up
every spectator in a shared experience.

Once during a performance, he forgot his lines. Impelled by the play’s
movement and its sense of dreamlike repetition, he turned to the audi-
ence and confided, “I said that before.” His instinct was right; the
break with his own strict sense of professional propriety, shocking and
insightful. The audience sensed Lahr's struggle as their own.

Panel discussions about the play were held on the stage after cach
performance. Lahr and the other actors took part in the talks, with
literary personalitics and critics spicing the discussion with contempo-
xary analysis. Myerberg felt this theatrical innovation in a Broadway
theater helped sell the play to the public. The debate fermented both
inside the theater and beyond it

Variety and Walter Winchell, the most anachronistic wings of
Broadway criticism, continucd their attacks on experiment and ideas
on the Broadway stage, prompting The Nation, an intelligent journal
usually above commenting on the humdrum of daily theater columns,
to remark on their aggressiveness—"a savagery even for them.”

While Myerberg was pleased at the controversy Winchell tried to
create, Labr was angered at his destructive remarks. “He did every-
thing to castrate us.” A typical broa

side read

“Waiting for Godot” the dramatic wh
cosses the philosophy of sowhat is returning to Broadway. The
mis never had anything so rillerah, Undoubtedly the
controversy will be revived, Samuel Beckett, the alleged author, was
recently interviewed. The reporter, secking an explanation of Godot,
inquired, “When you have nothing to say, do you do what others
do-—go right on try

zit which brilliantly dis

Beckett's gloomy reply: “There are others who threw themselves
rry

out of windows after years of struggle,

(Happy pecans and
lmonds)

The debate had inte
ictive ignorance, 1

sting ramifications. 1f Winchell represented
ther pugilist with literary credentials added
his own kind of double-talk about the play. Writing without having

WAITING FOR GODOT

scen the production, Norman Mailer tried to run the play up
Freudian flagpole.

But at the very least, the critics could have done a little
rudimentary investigation into the meaning of the itle of Waiting
for Godot and the best they have been able to come up with so far is
that Godot has something to do with God. My congratulations. But
Godot also means * ‘ot Dog or the dog who is hot, and it means
God-O, God as the female principle, just as Daddy-O in Hip means
the father who has failed, the man who has become an O,  vagina,
Two obvious dialectical transpositions on Waiting for Godot are To
Dog the Coming, and God Hot for Waiting, but anyone who has the
Joycean habit of thought could add a hundred subsidiary themes.
As for example on Go, Dough! (Go Life!)

Mailer, who had quit the Village Voice a week before sceing t
play, returned for an unexpected encore to register his disapproval
the production, which he found chichi

Lahr often took part in the theater debates, but his outlook w
hardly as elaborate as Mailer’s. He did not offer the press any e
answers or account for the motivations behind his performance. Wh
Berghot was asked by reporters, “What do you think Mr. Lahr mea
when he says he doesn’t understand the play?” the director’s rej
would surprise the reporters and even Lahr himself: “1I think he und:
stands it better than any critic I've ever read, better than anybody w
has cver read about it, and 1 think he understands it better th
Beckett.”

The play lasted ten weeks on Broadway. Economic confusions |
tween the cast and the producer forced an early closing of the sho
which could have run throughout the su haps toured ¢
country. Despite the short run, Beckett, at least, had been establish
in America as an important intellectual force.

The play had the shortest run, and was the most unconvention
and the least financially rewarding of any of Lahrs major enterpris
Yet, those ten weeks live in his memory as a much longer time. When
thinks about the play, he will walk to his bookshelf and pick o
Kenneth Tynan's Curtains. “Did you ever read what Tynan said abo
me?" he asks with an air of honest amazement. Then, placing
in front of him, he glances over the words that have become the on

mer and per

the boc
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chronicle of his energy. Memory cannot isolate the event, but the
printed page makes his performance and his satisfaction stand still.
With a magnifying glass he reads:

Ten days ago Waiting for Godot reached New York, greeted by
4 baffled but mostly appreciative press and preceded by an ad-
vertising campaign in which the management appealed for 70,000
intellectuals to make its venture pay. At the performance 1 saw,
a Sunday matinée, the eggheads were rolling in. And when the
curtain fell, the house stood up to cheer a man who had never
before appeared in 2 legitimate play, a mighty and blessed clown
whose grateful bewilderment was reflected in the tears that speckled
s cheeks, a burlesque comic of crumpled mien and baggy eyes, with
a nose stuck like a gherkin into a face as ageless as the Commedia
dell'Arte: Bert Lahr, no less, the cowardly lion of The Wizard of Oz,
played the dumber of Samuel Beckett's two timeless hoboes, and by
his playing bridged, for the first time that 1 can remember, the
irrational abyss that yawns between the world of red noses and the
world of blue stockings
Without him, the Broadway production of Mr. Becketts play
would be admirable; with him, it is transfigured. It is as if we, the
audience, had elected him to represent our reactions, resentful and
confused, to the lonely universe into which the author plunges us.
T'm going,” says Mr. Lahr. “We can't go,” snaps his partner. “Why
notz” pleads Mr. Lahr. “We're waiting for Godot,” comes the reply
Whereat Mr. Lahr raises one finger with an “Ah!” of comprehe
which betokens its exact opposite, a totality of blankest ignorance
Mr. Lahr's beleaguered simpleton, a draughtsplayer lost in a uni.
verse of chess, is one of the noblest performances 1 h

“Did T ever tell you,” he says, closing the book, “that sometimes,
when I crawled off the stage, I could hear the audience. They were
gasping.”

A DECADE OF
MOMENTS

At this stage of life, I like to do important things. . . . No actually,
don't want to do anything. I want to fish. . ... I don't think there’s sucl
a thing as a good fisherman. There’s just stupid fish. But fishing make.
me tired, hungry, and sleepy. I throw off all my worries. I'm very fortu
nate but I still worry. . . . At this stage of life, what the hell do I gottc
prove?

Lahr to Newsweek, July 1z, 196t

Bert Lahr should be preserved like a fine old wine, o in one, it doesn’
matter which. As the years go along his tang gets headier, his liftec
pinky gets daintier, his moose call to the great beyond gets mellowe.
and mellower, and furthermore, he is beginning to carbonate. . . "
Walter Kerr on Foxy

Getting old is harrowing. L . .
Lahr in conversation, 196;

RVEYING THE LAST DEGADF, BERT LAHR CAN CLAIM A NUMBER OF
S successes, but not satisfaction. He has grown into something of =
theatrical institution during the sixties; but the America that gave
fame now eludes his comprehension. The society is changing; and al
though Lahr cannot cope with the shift in values, he nonctheless ha
had to evolve with them. The youth of today, whom he excoriates like
a Jewish mother for its protest and long hair, has adopted him. Walk
ing on Third Avenue, young girls sport his face as the Cowardly L
on buttons with the same laughing delight with which they wear
kirts. And Bert Lahr, potbellied and persnickety, has become

mp.

This public nostalgia disturbs him; it lacks the moral conviction
to match the style. I it has affected the art world and high fashion, it
has missed the theater. In the sixties, Lahr has tried the musical, the
revuc, satire, even the classics. He has succeeded; but no wide popular
audience has been secured. “If they ks himself, “then
e is the support?” In England, he might have hoped for a knight
hood and the freedom to play a v

lue me,” h

, he can be

ety of roles; in Ame
nd public recogni

kful that the barometer of stardom—moncy
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The only possible spiritual development (for an artist) is in the sense
of depth. The artistic tendency is not expansive, but a contraction. And
art is the apotheosis of solitude. There is no communication because

there are no vehicles of communication
Samuel Beckett, Proust

Playing Waiting for Godot in Miami was like doing Gisclle at

Roseland
Bert Lahr

I PLAY THAT CAME FROM MICHAEL MYERBERG'S OFFICE IN AUTUMN
T 1955 was unusual on two counts. First of all, it caused my father
himscif to pad to the door to take it from the messenger -a chore he
usually delegated to someone else. Second, it was not a script at all, but
an already-published paperback version of a play. On the cover was a
photograph of two hobos moving around a distinctly unrealisic tree.
The play was Waiting for Godot.

He did not retrn to his room, but sat down at the dining room
table and began reading. Since Two on the Aisle, he had been through
this process often. The messenger, the hasty reading, the pondering
the call o Lester Shurr, his New York agent and Louis Shure’s brother.
No play seemed right. He had moved from his fourtcen-room duplex
t0a small five-room apartment on Fifth Avenu

But that day his attention was iveted on the book. For the first
time in many months an excitement was visible.

‘What's it about?” I said. He rarely remained quiet for such a long

time.

Without looking up he mumbled, “It’s about two bums.”

Bums. The word seemed incongruous in a room full of porcelains,
a room dominated by a huge portrait of him as Louis XV in Du Barry.
No one except my father looked at the china; everyone but he accepted
the secret of his favorite painting. The picture shows him standing
haughtily with scepter in hand and costumed in gold brocade, lace cuffs,
ntasy pleased him. He did not
ind that the eyes beneath the wig were not proud or that the nose

d a shoulderlength periwig. The f
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NOTES ON A COWARDLY LION

was disconcertingly wider at the base than any French aristocrat’s. He
often studied the painting with a magnifying glass, forgetting, or per-
haps awed by, the final joke—that it was not a painting at all, but a
retouched photograph.

A play about hobos did not seem to fit into his carefully planned
luxury. He had climinated the harsh brutality of poverty from his life.
Yet the play fascinated him as if some secret frequency had penetrated
this sedate comfort. He got up and walked into the bedroom as he
read. He shut the door behind him.

An hour later, the bedroom door swung open, and Lahr was sitting
near the telephone stand, book in hand.

“Hello, Lester . . . it’s the damndest thing . . . Yes, T read it .
Yes, T don't know. It's not like anything that's been done . . . I've
never done anything like it. Do you think I could do it? . . . What do
you think about it? Do you think it's commercial? . . . Yes, but do you
think I could play it? . . . Sure, it's funny . . . Yes, but it's funny . . . 1
know, Lester, I know it’s supposed to be tragic, but there are lots of
gags . .. I'm not sure, but the writer’s no phony. How m:

you think 1 could get with it7 .. . Yes . .
read it again.”

Labr held the book out to Mildred. “See what you think.” As she
reached for it, he opened it and thumbed through the pages again
“There's something in here. Something . . . Read this, John. What does
it mean?”

He read the following words, with his finger pressed closely to the
lines he spoke:

Viadimir; Was U sieeping, while the others suflered? Am 1 sleping no
Tomorrow, when 1 wake, or think I do, what shall |
of today? That with Estragon my friend, at this place, uri
the fall of night, I waited for Godot? That Porzo passed,
with his carrier, and that he spoke to us? Probably. But in all

that what truth will there be? He'll know noth
He'll tell me about the blows he received and I'll give him
acartot. . . . Astride of a grave and a difficult birth. Down

in the hole, lingeringly, the grave-digger puts on the forceps.
We have time to grow old. The air is full of our cries.
But habit is a great deadener. . . . At me too someone is

looking, of me too someone is saying, He is sleeping, he
thing, let him sleep on . . . I can’t go on!
e 1 said?

Knows n
What

WAITING FOR GODOT

“You're a student—what does it mean? T don't get it.” He didn't
wait for an answer. “All right. Two bums. They're hungry. They're
scared. They wait for something that never comes . . . Its too intellec
tual for me. The words say something, they're plain enough, but some.
how the ideas aren't

He stopped and picked up the phone. He cradled it under his chin
and talked as he dialed.

“What is this ‘habit is a great deadener’? . . . Hello, Lester. Bert.
How many weeks did you say

Waiting for Godot intrigued my father. No intellectual discussion
intensified his appreciation. The play which would have a revolu.
tionary effect on ideas and form in contemporary drama, was discussed,
instead, with others whose advice he had always heeded in musical
comedy maers—with Jack O'Brian, the columnist and ex-rama
critic, and Vaughn Deering,  friend and professor of drama at Ford-
ham University who occasionally helped him rehcarsc. Both of them
counseled Lahr to do it. However, the final and most forceful voice of
approval came from Mildred, who had long advocated that her husband
extend his talents into other areas of theater.

He was tough to convince. Without academic training he felt unsure
of the play’s complexities and of his ability to stamp it with his own
personality. Even while deliberating whether o perform the play, he
seemed to delight in its mystery and theatricality. “When 1 first read
it, I realized that this was not stark tragedy. Beneath it was tremendous
humor, two men trying to amuse themselves on carth by playing jokes
and little games. And that was my conception.

Millions of critical words have been lavished on Waiting for Godot.
Lahr conceived of it as a vision of action that reduced itself to a few
simple sentences of explanation. While friends, and later the press
reacted 10 & low comic entering the intellectual arena with amusement,
Lahr understood the play not from a literary point of view but strictly
from a theatrical one. Once, while still undecided, he came into my
room and read these lines:

Estragon: In the meantime let us try and converse calmly, since we
are incapable of keeping silent

Viadimir: You're right, we're inexhaustible.

Estragon: I so we wou't think

Viadimir: We have that excuse
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Estragon: It's so we won't hear.
Viadimir: We have our reasons.
Estragon: All the dead voices.
Viadimir: They make a noise like wings.
Estragon: Like leaves.
Viadimir: Like sand.
Estragon: Like leaves,

Silence.

He writes beautifully, doesn't he? His meter—he’s a poet, isn't
he? His thythm is crisp; there’s meter to it, same as in poctry. It's not
cumbersome; it's in character. It flows.”

“That was all he ever said to indicate his appreciation of Beckett.
It he had a reassuring sense of the play's poetry in private, he did not
trust the weighty impact of its repetition so easily on stage. In the
Miami tryout, he wanted to cut the lines he read to me so admiringly.
Years later, talking to my Hunter College drama class, he recollected
how sad and beautiful that dialogue was, adding, “And after the last
reparice, there was a momentary silence in the audience and then
laughter, as if they had held their breath and suddenly been allowed to
relax.”

Asan actor, he understood the subtleties of the spoken word without
ever having read poetry. He never read any other Beckett plays or
novels. Laht's simple words reflect an understanding of the pathos and
meaning of the play that went beyond critical generalities. Lahr lived
silences; his understanding of language was commensurate with
Beckeu's precise, philosophical usc of it. His appreciation of the playful
potential of words went back (o his burlesque days and his use of the

alaprop; at the same time, Lahr was conscious of his own inability to
make words convey his exact meaning, He didn't like to talk merely
10 pass time; he would rather remain silent—even with his family. Yet
there were reasons why others talked—a motive that in his own shyness
he understood. In a radio play, Embers, which Lahr would never read,
Beckett gave an insight into the significance of his particular type of
dramatic language. Talking about the sea, a man (Henry) re
his wife, Ada

rks to

Listen (0 it! . . . 1ts not so bad when you get out o
Perhaps, I should have gone into the merchant navy.

Ada: 105 only the surface, you know. Underncath all is as quiet
grave. Not

2 sound.

sound. All day, all night, n

WAITING FOR GODOT

The languid rhythm of Beckett's speakers, the endless gabble
trivialities between Viadimir and Estragon, creates preciscly the st
face activity that Beckett's characters refer to in the sea. The insight
also embedded in the laughter of Lahr's comedy scenes, from the ina
blathering of the cop to cover his own embarrassment to the TV a
nouncer’s verbocity that reinterprets the baseball player’s simple sc
tences. Lahr talked about playing Beckett “instinctively,” a term
which he hints that Beckett spoke to his own immediate and inten
private experience.

It he understood the play’s poetry in a curiously unacademic w
his faith in Beckett as a craftsman came only after struggling throuy
the play's interior structure on stage. “You never laugh at a blind m:
on stage or people with their legs cut off. But Beckett wrote in Poz
and made such a heavy out of him that, by the second act, when
comes back blind, we play games with him. He falls down, he cries f
help. Viadimir and Estragon are on the stage. We tau
him how much he'll give us. We slide. We poke—you understand? T
audience screams. If Beckett didn't know what he was doing, as
many people at the time claimed, he wouldn't have put the show
that running order. When I read it, and saw how deliberately he h:
placed Pozzo in the script, which was against all thea
Twasn't sure it would work. When I played it, I realized how brilliant
he had constructed the play. 1 always thought it was an importa
play—I just didn’t realize how importan

Lahr decided to do the play, with the idea that if it worked we
Myerberg would bring it to Broadway. On the surface, Lahr w
pleased; but from the beginning his uneasiness with intellectual ide:
his fear of failure, the strange format of the show, and a young direcu
bred anxicty. Myerberg had contracted with Alan Schneider to dire
the production after Garson backed out at tl
last minute. Schneider, with only two Broadway credits—Anastasia ar
The Remarkable Mrs. Pennypacker—:
berg by Thornton Wilder, who had secn Schneider's revival of 7/
Skin of Our Teeth, which Myerberg had originally produced in 14
Beckett's play extended Wilder's early fascination with the philosop
ical and dramatic consequences of the flux of time. Beckett was han
headed where Wilder was sentimental, poetic where Wilder was folks

Schneider recounted his first introduction to Beckett’s work ar
also his meeti
(Autumn 1958). As the director who later became Beckett's chi
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interpreter in the United States as well as the director of Edward
Albee’s major plays, Schneider's reactions are important. Beckett's
significance in America at the time was limited to a small coterie of
intellectuals; only after Waiting for Godot did he become the important
literary and dramatic voice in America that he already was in Europe.

Schneider met Beckett; Lahr did not. Schneider saw the play in
other countries; Lahr did not. Schneider's experience with Beckett is
important because, as director, his vision of the play and how to convey
Beckett's meaning were different from what finally evolved in Lahr’s
interpretation,

In 1954, Schneider saw Waiting for Godot in both its Zarich and
Paris versions. Captivated by the play's strength of thought, he set
about tracking down the seclusive Beckett. As he chronicles his exas.
perating search—

“Finally a friendly play-agent informed me that the English lan-
guage rights had been acquired by a British director, Peter Glenville,
who was planning to present the play in London with Alec Guinness
as Vladimir and Ralph Richardson as Estragon. Besides, added the
agent, the play was nothing an American audience would take—unless
it could have a couple of topflight comedians like Bob Hope or Jack
Benny kidding it, preferably with Laurel and Hardy in the other two
roles. An American production under those circumstances seemed
hopeless, and Mr. Beckett was as far removed as Mr. Godot himself. I
came home to New York and went on to other matters.

“The next spring [1955] T had occasion to remember once more.
Godot received its English language premiere in London, not with
Guinness and Richardson at all, but with a non-star cast at London’s
charming Arts Theater Glub. Damned without exception by daily
aritics, it was hailed in superlatives by both Harold Hobson and Ken
neth Tynan (The Atkinson and Kerr of London) in their Sunday
picces, and soon became the top conversation piece of the English
season. At the same time, the English translation was published by
Grove Press in New York.

1 read and re-read the published version. Somehow on its closely
spaced printed pages, it secmed cold and abstract, even harsh, after the
kable ambience T had sensed at the Babylone. When a leading
way producer asked me what I thought of its chances, I responded
only half heartedly. Intrigued
imagine a commercial production in Broadway terms.

“One day in the fall of that same year I was visiting my old Alma

s 1 had been, I could not at the moment

WAITING FOR GODOT

Mater, the University of Wisconsin, when to my utter amazem
received a longdistance phone call from producer Michacl Mye
asking if I would be interested in directing Waiting for Godot in
York. He had Bert Lahr and Tom Ewell signed for the two main

- It was like Fate knocking at the door. After a desperate sear
practically every bookshop in Chicago, I finally located a copy, si
up all night on the train studying it with new eyes, and arrived
to New York to breathe a fervent ‘yes’ to Myerberg.

“Followed a series of conferences with Lahr and Ewell, bot
whom confessed their complete bewilderment of the play; and
Myerberg, who insisted that no onc could possibly be bewildered,
of all himself. He did think it might be a good idea, however, for 1
see the English production, perhaps stopping off on the way to h:
talk with Beckett himself. To say that I was pleased and excited w
be a pale reflection of the reality. And my clation was tempered
by the fear that Beckett would continue to remain aloof—he
merely reluctantly consented to a brief meeting with ‘the New
director.”

“At any rate, a weck later, I found myself aboard the U.SS. 1
pendence bound for Paris and London—and by coincidence, the |
companion and fellow conversationalist of Thornton Wilder, who
on his way to Rome and elsewhere. He greatly admired Beckett,
sidered Godot one of the two greatest modern plays (the other o
believe, Cocteau’s Orpheus), and openly contributed his id

an interpretation of the play which he had seen produced bot
France

d Germany. In fact, so detailed and regular were our ¢
meetings that a rumor circulated that Wilder was rewriting the sc
something which later amused both authors considerably. What
truc w x with the sc
both in French and in translation and discovered what were the 1
important questions to ask Beckett in the limited time we wer
have together. More specifically, I was now working in the fram
reference of an actual production situation—a three-week rehe:
period, a ‘tryout’ in a new theater in Miami, and, of course, Bert
Tommy. It wasn't Bob Hope and Jack Benny, but the Parisian a
of two summers before had been correct so far. Was she also goin
prove correct in terms of the

“Beckett at that time had no phone—in fact, the only ch:
noticed in him since his ‘success’ s the acq

that I was led to become increasingly famil

udience response?

sition of one—so 1
tique from the very plush hotel near

him a mes

age by pneun
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Etoile where Myerberg had lodged me. Within an hour, he rang up
saying he'd meet me in the lobby—at the same time reminding me that
he had only an hour or so to spare. Armed with a large bottle of Lacrima
Christi as a present from both Wilder and myself, I stationed myself
in the rather overdone lobby and waited for the elusive Mr. Beckett to
appear. Prompily and very businesslike he strode in, his tall athletic
figure_ensconced in a won raincoat; bespectacled in old-fashioned
steel rims; his face was as long and sensitive as a greyhound's. Greetings
exchanged, the biggest question became where we might drink our
Lacrima Christi; we decided to walk a bit and see if we could come up
with a solution. Walk we did, as we have done so many times since, and
talk as we walked—about a varict
his play. Eventually, we took a taxi to his skylight apartment in the
sixth arrondissement and sround up finishing most of the bottle. In
between 1 plied him with all my studiously arrived-at questions as
well as all the ones that came to me at the moment; and he tricd to
answer as directly and honestly as he could. The first one was "Who or
what does Godot mean?” and the answer was immediately forthcoming:
‘I knew T would have said so in the play.’ Sam was perfectly willing to
answer any questions of specific meaning or reference, but would not
5—g0 into matters of larger or symbolic meanings, preferring
his work (o speak for itself and letting the supposed ‘meanings’ fall
where they may.
‘As it turned out, he did have an appointment; so we separated but
t before we had made a date for dinner the next evening. On sched-
ule, we liad a Icisurely meal at one of his favorite restaurants in Mont-
parnasse, then 1 persuaded him to come along with me to a performance
of Anastasia at the Theatre Antoine . . . it turned out to be very arti
ficial and old-fashioned and Sam's suffering was acute. Immediately
after the last curtain we retired to Fouquet's, once the favorite café of
his friend and companion James Joyce. . . . Shortly before dawn—since
I had a plane o catch for London—e again separated. But not before
had asked me if it would be additionally helpful if he joined me
London at the performances of Godot there. He had not been to
London in some years, had never liked it since his early days of poverty
and struggle there, but he would be willing to come if 1 thought it
helpfull 1 could hardly belicve what I heard. Helpfull
““Two days later, Sam came into London incognito.
and cach night for the next five days, we went to see the production
of Godot, which had been transferred by this time to the Criterion

y of matters, including, occasionally,

WAITING FOR GODOT

in Piccadilly Circus. The production was intcresting, though scenic
overcluttercd and missing many of the points which Sam had
cleared up for me. My fondest memories are of Sam’s clutching
arm from time to time and in a clearly heard stage whisper saying,
ahl wrahng! He's doing it ahul wrahng!" about a particular bit of s
business or the interpretation of a certain line. Every night after
performance, we would compare what we had sce to what he
intended, try to analyze why or how certain points were being
speak with the actors about their difficulties. Every night also, we wc
carefully watch the audience, a portion of which always left during
show. T always felt that Sam would have been disappointed if at |
a few hadn't.

“Through all this, T discovered not only how clear and log
Godot was in its essences, but how much and how easy o know
was, how friendly beneath his basic shyness. I had met Sam, wan
primarily to latch on to anything which might help make Godot a
cess on Broadway. I left him, wanting nothing more than to pl
him. 1 came with respect; 1 left with a greater measure of devor
than I have ever fele for a writer whose work 1 was engaged in tr
lating to the stage.

Myerberg’s conception of Waiting for Godot, after secing the 1
don production, was more certain than Schncider's. Where Schne
had questioned its commercial nature, Myerberg was immediately
pressed at the play's ability to hold an audience despite a product
he considered, in general, to be mediocre. “Let's face it, Waiting
Godot is not everybody's cup of tea. It's a theatrical property; it mi
he called a great play. I call it a theater piece. I don’t know what a |
is myself. Everybody else seems to know, but T don't. I look for
that can be put on the stage and hold an audience for an cv
T don't know what a play is.

Schneider, in his article, registered little surprise at the suggest
d-up comedians like Jack Benny or Bob Hope play
Viadimir and Estragon. Myerberg’s first reaction was to envision |
in the role of Estragon. “Knowledge of performers is part of the |
ducer’s equipment. 1 have a kind of card index mind which ri
through them. 1 get one casting in my mind and that's
for. When I contracted for the play, 1 said ‘T'i
get Bert Lahr to play in it. How Il sell it o him, 1 don’t know
don't get him, T won't produce it

Myerber t0 another important decision that

of two stas

casting 1

duce it only if 1
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2 bearing on the final performances. He would do Waiting for Godot
on Broadway, not, as in London and Paris, in the experimental non-
commercial theater clubs or off-Broadway houses. The choice, which
astounded many, was not daring to a producer of Myerberg’s frame
of mind. “Waiting for Godot was a revolutionary play that had never
been done here. Beckett had not really been introduced to the public.
T regarded the problem of production this way: either you do it or you
don'c. T don't feel you can have the opportunity unless 1) you have the
proper stage, 2) you attract the proper actors. I couldn’t have gotten
the final cast 1 got—E. G. Marshall, Kurt Kasrnar, Alvin Epstcin, and
Lahr—for off-Broadway. It's just a question of professionalism. You
couldn’t have done the play off-Broadway on the scale it demanded.
After it's established, then it can be done any place.”

Myerberg's statement is an interesting backward glance; but the
initial tryout of Waiting for Godot was handled in such a myopic
fashion as to suggest that even Myerberg, for all his assurance, did not
quite know what he had on his hands.

Myerberg himself admits that mistakes were made. He had mounted
the play on a highly stylized set that not only made it difficult for the
actors to move, but also detracted from the words and action. As
Myerberg later told The New York Times, “T went too far in my effort
(0 give the play a base for popular acceptance. I accented the wrong
things in trying to illuminate corners of the text 1 felt were left in
shadow in the London production. For instance, T cast the play too
close to type. Tn casting Bert Lahr and Tom Ewell I created the wrong
impression about the play. Both actors were too well known in specific
types of performance. The audience thought they were going to see
Labr and Ewell cut loose in a lot of capers. They expected a farci
comedy, which Waiting for Godot, of course, is not.”

Myerberg had sold out the two-week Miami engagement a month
advance by advertising Becket’s play in the fincst tradition of P.
Barnum, The people who rushed to the box office had Myerberg’s
advance notice humming in their minds

Bert Lab, the star of Burlesque, and Tom Ewell, the star of The
Seven Year Itch in the laugh sensation of two continents—Samuel
Becket's Waiting for Godot.

(By the time Myerberg brought his controversial property to New
York he b n an ad in The New York
Times asking for seventy thousand intellectuals to support the play and

ad learned how to sell it. He

m

WAITING FOR GODOT

warning audiences who wanted casual entertainment to stay away
statement to the Times about going too far in giving “the play a
lar base” is a ludicrous understatement.)

No one was pleased about opening at the Cocoanut Grove
house in Miami except Myerberg, who had covered expenses
large guarantee. Schneider, unhappy with the set and with M
liked the idea of doing Waiting for Godot with Lahr and Ew:
principle, but confesscs T was terrified of doing the play with st
was scared that ego problems would get in the way of the play.

Laky has his own recollections. “Playing Waiting for God
Miami?? he says, “was like doing Giselle at Roseland.” He was ske
about opening there, but never completely pessimistic. He broug]
fishing tacklc and his family to Florida, expecting to enjoy a lit
both during the run.

Schneider is haunted by the anxiety of the first production.
were all babes in the wood. We were groping around there witt
shoes oft.” Even Lahr, riddled with doubts and petrified of publ
jection, clung vehemently to comic simplicity that made sense o
(what scemed to him) intellectual confusion. His childlike re
trance caused more uneasiness than he would ever realize. Schn
sensed the problem that would materialize in Miami as he woun
his meeting with Beckett in Europe. “Bert was terrified of it fron
beginning. I kept getting telegrams from Myecrberg urging m
change my ship reservations and fly home""

LANR AND EWELL NERVOUS AND DISTURBED URGE YOU FLY BAC
FRIDAY. MyERnER

LAHK SLOW STUDY STILL FEEL YOU SHOULD RETURN BY ATK AT ONCE
MvERBER

Finally, Lahr himself tried to use his own powers of persuasion

WE FEEL VEXY NFRVOUS ABOUT SHORT REHEARSAL THINK [T URGEN
BEGIN R

ARSAL MAKCH 5TH PLEASE MAKE EVERY EFFORT TO RETUR

TO MAXE [T POSSIBLE AS 50 MUCH SCKIFE AND BUSINESS To LEAK

APPRECIATE. MUGHLY CABLE, ARRIVAL

Bex AN

Lahr's relationship with Schneider is a study i
their assoc

Godot, it en

misunderstanc
tion a wry commentary on Beckett's play. Like Waitiny
phasized not only the limitations of language to cor

experience but also the compulsive love-hate relationship of pe





