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ABSTRACT 

Directing dramatic productions requires ability to 

integrate the creative contributions of numerous collabora

tors. George S. Kaufman, always more comfortable writing 

plays with collaborators, became an influential director 

during the 1930's because of his unique ability to colla

borate with his co-workers. He channeled the talents of 

actors, designers and co-writers toward a single goal, a 

dramatically effective production. 

Comments by his various co-workers reveal Kaufman's 

directorial techniques, and critical opinion reflects the 

general effectiveness of his methods. In spite of the 

transitory nature of stage direction, Kaufman's contribu

tions as a director might be more significant than his work 

as a playwright. 
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CHAPTER 1 

OVERVIEW OF THE CAREER OF GEORGE S. KAUFMAN 

George S. Kaufman's career as a playwright and 

director spanned nearly forty years. As a writer he col

laborated with Edna Ferber, Marc Connelly, Moss Hart, 

Morrie Ryskind and others on over forty plays, and also 

wrote two of his own plays, short sketches for stage re

views, and numerous magazine articles. Beginning in 1926 

and continuing until 1957, Kaufman directed all but one of 

his own plays as well as numerous works by other playwrights. 

He also acted in one of his productions, collaborated on 

film scripts, directed one movie, and appeared on radio and 

television. Kaufman's career is notable for the quantity 

and quality of his achievements as both playwright and 

director. 

Kaufman was born on November 14, 1889, in Pittsburgh, 

Pennsylvania (biographical information derived from Gold

stein, 1979, and Meredith, 1974). His parents were both 

German Jews whose families had come to the United States 

in the early nineteenth century and settled in Pittsburgh. 

Kaufman's grandfather opened the first pants factory in this 

country, and his grandmother was the lone family survivor 

of a cholera epidemic. His father was one of ten children. 
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One of Kaufman's uncles was an early developer of the type

writer, and another uncle invented the Ferris wheel, but 

named his invention after his partner to avoid shaming the 

family. Originally Kaufmann, George's grandfather made the 

family name less German by dropping one of the n's. 

Kaufman's parents, Joseph and Nettie, were married 

January 7, 1884. The family's financial fortunes varied 

because Joseph would lose interest once he had mastered a 

job. He was Crucible Steel's first superintendent, founder 

of the Vulcan Machine and Foundry Company, and manager of 

the Columbia Ribbon Company and New York Silk Dying Company. 

The Kaufmans had three children besides George. Helen was 

born in 1884, Richard in 1886, and Ruth in 1896. 

In 1903, after attending many performances of melo

dramas at the local theatre, Kaufman tried his hand in writ

ing his first play, a collaboration with Irving Pichel, The 

Failure. Although his sister Ruth was the primary audience 

for this drama of a man who disowns his son, her enthusiastic 

response prompted Kaufman and Pichel to join Rabbi J. 

Leonard Levy's dramatics club at the Rodeph Sholom Community 

House in Pittsburgh. Kaufman, cast as the lead in A Pair of 

Spectacles, was urged by Rabbi Levy to become an actor. 

In 1908, Kaufman entered business school, taking 

courses in typing and stenography, and this training quali

fied him to work as a window clerk at the Allegheny Tax 
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Office and later as stenographer to the comptroller of the 

Pittsburgh Coal Company. In 1909 Joseph moved the family to 

Paterson, New Jersey to manage the Columbia Ribbon Company. 

George followed soon after and became a ribbon and leather 

goods salesman in the firm's sales office and on the road. 

In New Jersey, Kaufman enrolled in a Saturday morn

ing acting class at the Alveive School of Dramatic Art. He 

also tried out for an acting job, was promised a part, but 

the postcard informing him of the start of rehearsals was 

lost in the mail. Kaufman later commented about the inci

dent. "If that card had arrived," he said, "I'd almost 

certainly have become an actor instead of a writer. And 

then Eugene O'Neill would have been the most important play

wright in the United States" (Meredith 1974, p. 30). At the 

same time Kaufman was sending humorous essays to the 

Pasiaic Herald, where he received the first professional 

publication of his writing. 

Kaufman next sent some of his writing to Franklin 

Pierce Adams, a widely-read columnist who would later become 

Kaufman's mentor. Adams solicited writing but did not pay 

for contributions to his column. Writers who made appear

ances in the column over the years were Sinclair Lewis, 

Edna St. Vincent Millay, and Kaufman's later collaborator, 

Moss Hart. In 1909, while he was still working as ribbon 

salesman, Kaufman sent an untitled poem to Adams which was 
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accepted by the columnist and marked the first of many con

tributions to Adams' column. 

In addition to his attempts as a writer, Kaufman 

pursued the opportunity to become a manager of a theatrical 

stock company. Answering an advertisement in Billboard 

describing the job requirements as having one hundred 

dollars to keep the company going rather than experience, 

Kaufman traveled to Troy, New York, to pursue a new career. 

The theatre company, located on the second floor of an 

office building, lacked the essential money, talent, and 

experience for survival. Kaufman quickly assessed the situa

tion and wired home for train fare saying: "LAST SUPPER WITH 

ORIGINAL CAST WOULDN'T DRAW IN THIS HOUSE" (Meredith 1974, 

p. 34). 

In November of 1912, Franklin Adams recommended 

Kaufman to Frank A. Munsey, publisher of the Washington 

Times, who needed a humor columnist. Kaufman moved to Wash

ington and wrote his first column which appeared on December 

9, 1912 under the title "A Little of This and a Little of 

That." 

Munsey and Kaufman did not meet for about a year, 

but once they did, Munsey, an anti-Semite, fired Kaufman. 

The aspiring columnist1s last writing for the Washington 

Times appeared December 1, 1913, and Kaufman moved back with 

his family in New Jersey. 
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Kaufman, again following a job tip from Adams, was 

interviewed and offered a job as dramatic reporter on the 

New York Tribune on February 14, 1914. His boss in the drama 

department was Heywood Broun. In his new position, Kaufman 

interviewed actors, actresses, producers, directors, and 

occasionally reviewed dramatic and musical plays. While not 

working for the newspaper, Kaufman wrote short humorous 

pieces for the Princeton Tiger and Puck. In the fall of 

1914, Kaufman enrolled in an evening course in "Dramatic 

Composition" taught by Harvey Hatcher Hughes at Columbia 

University. 

When Kaufman was not appointed to Broun's position 

as head reviewer when Broun left to join the army, Kaufman 

looked for alternative job possibilities. Adams next recom

mended Kaufman for Adam's old job at the New York Mail. 

Kaufman took the job and wrote his first column "Be That As 

It May" on February 5, 1915. The paper was sold, however, 

and Kaufman's last column appeared on August 16, 1915. 

Out of work again, Kaufman enrolled for a second 

course at Columbia, "Contemporary Dramatic Literature," 

taught by Professor Clayton Hamilton. Having enrolled as a 

special non-matriculating student, Kaufman intended to become 

a playwright rather than receive a degree, and the two 

courses at Columbia appear to be the only formal academic 

training Kaufman received as a playwright and director. 



6 

Kaufman wrote his first play since The Failure in 

1916. Going Up, a one act farce about the criminal act of 

check-raising, was never produced, but not for lack of effort 

on Kaufman's part. Rewritten over fifty times, the play 

came to the attention of several producers, most importantly 

John Peter Toohey, the chief play reader for George C. Tyler. 

Toohey would remember the young playwright and recommend 

Kaufman to Tyler the next year. 

In 1917, George Kaufman met, courted, and wed Bernice 

Bakrow. After his marriage he learned from Adams of an open

ing in the dramatic department of the New York Times. 

Kaufman applied, was hired, and went back to work on 

September 17, 1917. In December, Toohey contacted Kaufman 

to work in association with George C. Tyler, helping to re

write Among Those Present by Larry Evans and Walter C. 

Percival. Under a new title, Someone in the House began 

tryouts in February and after thirty-five different versions 

of the script, the play opened on Broadway in the Knicker

bocker Theatre in September, 1918. The flu epidemic that 

year kept the audiences away and the play closed after 

thirty-two performances. 

Tyler, impressed with Kaufman's diligence and wit, 

next asked Kaufman to adapt a German script, Jacques Duvalle, 

a gloomy melodrama with no humor. Tyler thought so highly 

of Kaufman's work that the name of the author of the 

original drama never appeared in the program. Jacques 
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Duvalle opened at the Blackstone Theatre in Chicago on 

November 10, 1919. After a series of apparently unsuccess

ful stops in Toledo, Ohio, and Boston, Tyler decided not to 

bring the play to New York. 

Kaufman next joined forces with Marc Connelly, a 

fellow theatre journalist and aspiring playwright. During 

the 1920's, Connelly would be Kaufman's primary collabora

tor. In 1921, they premiered Dulcy, produced by Tyler, 

directed by Howard Lindsey, and with a cast that included 

Lynne Fontaine and Elliot Neugent. The play was a big hit 

on Broadway playing 246 performances. 

The next Kaufman-Connelly collaboration, To the 

Ladies, was produced in 1922. Helen Hayes played her first 

leading role on Broadway in Tyler1s production of the play 

that ran 128 performances and toured for two years. The 

two writers also contributed sketches to The 49ers and 

No Sirree, two musical revues also produced in 1922. In 

November, Merton of the Movies, yet another Kaufman-Connelly 

collaboration, delighted the critics. Based on a story by 

Harry Leon Wilson that first appeared in the Saturday 

Evening Post, Merton of the Movies was directed by Hugh 

Ford, considered by many to be the best director in the 

business at that time, and ran 248 performances. 

The Deep and Tangled Wildwood in 1923 was the first 

failure for the young dramatists. The last of their plays 
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produced by Tyler and directed by Hugh Ford ran only sixteen 

performances. Tyler theorized the play's message, the un

fortunate pseudo-sophistication of small towns, offended 

audiences who came from small towns to Broadway for their 

entertainment (Meredith 1974, p. 113). 

Rufus LeMaire produced the next Kaufman and Connelly 

effort, Helen of Troy, New York, later in 1923. With music 

and lyrics by Harry Ruby and Bert Kalmar, the play ran 191 

performances. 

Beggar on Horseback in 1924 was considered by many 

to be Kaufman and Connelly's most successful collaboration. 

Winthrop Ames directed and produced the play based on a 

German play by Paul Apel. Billed as a "fantastic comedy" 

(Meredith 1974, p. 30) on the theme of art vs. commercialism, 

the play used elements of expressionism to heighten and 

clarify the satire. Also included in the play was a ballet 

with music written by Deems Taylor. Beggar on Horseback ran 

a successful 144 performances. 

The final Kaufman-Connelly collaboration was actually 

a dusting off of their first manuscript written together. 

Produced in 1924, Be Yourself, originally called Miss Moon

shine, lasted only ninety-three performances. The two 

writers had reached a friendly parting, both expecting to 

write together again, but both needing an opportunity to 

write on their own. 
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Kaufman next turned to a new collaborator, Edna 

Ferber. In a letter to Ferber, Kaufman expressed his 

interest in developing a play from one of Ferber's short 

stories, "Old Man Minick." Ferber later said: "If George 

had approached me with the idea of dramatizing McGuffy's 

First Reader, I'd have been enchanted to talk about it" 

(Meredith 1974, p. 220). The play opened September 24, 1924, 

and was a moderate success, running 141 performances. 

Although he was to collaborate with twenty-two other 

writers in his lifetime, Kaufman wrote The Butter and Egg 

Man alone in late 1924 and early 1925. A satire on the 

fortunes of a hapless but lucky theatrical producer, The 

Butter and Egg Man opened September 23, 1925. Produced by 

Crosby Gaige, the play ran 243 performances, was the first 

American play to be published in book form in France, and 

was revived successfully in New York in 1966. Gaige be

lieved Kaufman had the qualities at that time to direct the 

show. Kaufman directed for a short time but, being shy 

about giving orders to the actors, asked to be relieved of 

those duties. Gaige turned the show over to Jimmy Gleason, 

an actor who had appeared in the road show of Dulcy. 

Kaufman's solo effort as a playwright had been a success, 

but he felt more comfortable writing with a collaborator. 

Other opportunities to direct would become available when 

he was ready. 



Kaufman next teamed with Morrie Ryskind on a script 

for the Marx Brothers. Their script, The Cocoanuts, was pro

duced by Sam H. Harris at the Lyric Theatre, December 8, 1925. 

Kaufman's association with Ryskind, Harris, and the Marx 

Brothers would continue into the 1930's. 

The Good Fellow, written with Herman J. Mankiewicz, 

was Kaufman's greatest failure on Broadway. Produced by 

Crosby Gaige on October 5, 1926, the show lasted only seven 

performances. Kaufman, however, endured long enough to earn 

credit as co-director with Howard Lindsey. 

Kaufman worked much of the next year with Ferber on 

The Royal Family, a play with characters based on the 

Barrymores. Produced by Jed Harris, successful Broadway pro

ducer, The Royal Family opened December 28, 1927, and became 

a solid hit, playing 345 performances. 

Jed Harris presented Kaufman another opportunity to 

direct. Opening August 14, 1928, The Front Page by Ben Hecht 

and Charles MacArthur was a triumph for Kaufman and the co

authors, running 276 performances. Kaufman was also given the 

option to direct his next creation, Animal Crackers, written 

again with Morrie Ryskind for the Marx Brothers, but Kaufman 

declined, turning the duties over to Oscar Engle. Opening on 

October 23, 1928, at the 44th Street Theatre, Sam Harris pro

duced the 191 performance hit. 

Ring Lardner and Kaufman then wrote June Moon, a 

satire of the music publishing business. The play, based on 
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a story by Lardner, "Some Like Them Cold," was also directed 

by Kaufman and produced by Sam H. Harris. Opening October 9, 

1929, June Moon ran 273 performances. Another Kaufman collab

oration opened eight days later at the Plymouth Theatre. With 

Alexander Woollcott, Kaufman had adapted Guy de Mauppassant's 

short story "Boule de Suif" into The Channel Road. Produced 

and directed by Arthur Hopkins, the play was loathed by 

critics as a mismatch of authorial styles. Kaufman's terse, 

lean use of language didn't mesh with Woollcott's florid prose. 

In spite of the disparity of styles and a run of only sixty 

performances, the two men would attempt another collaboration 

in the 1930's. 

Kaufman once again collaborated with Morrie Ryskind 

on a new version of Strike Up the Band with music and lyrics 

by George and Ira Gershwin. The authors had previously col

laborated in 1927 on the anti-war musical, but the satire 

seemed too bitter to appeal to a Broadway audience. The com

promise script toned down the satire and became a big hit. 

Opening on Broadway January 14, 1930, Strike Up the Band may 

be considered a prelude to an even more successful collabora

tion by these authors, the prize-winning Of Thee I Sing. 

Kaufman worked as director on Bertram Bloch's Joseph, 

the play opening on February 12, 1930. Bloch's play was 

panned by the critics and the production only lasted thirteen 

performances. 
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Once in a Lifetime, Kaufman's first collaboration with 

Moss Hart, opened on September 24, 1930. Besides directing 

and writing the show, Kaufman made his first and only appear

ance on Broadway as an actor, playing the disillusioned play

wright, Lawrence Vail. While acting in Once in a Lifetime, 

Kaufman combined with Howard Dietz on the musical The Band 

Wagon with music by Arthur Schwartz. Essentially a musical 

revue with sketches staged by Hassard Short, The Band Wagon 

featured the initial use of revolving stages on Broadway and 

the dancing of Fred Astaire and his sister Adele. 

Kaufman attempted to repeat his success with a new 

collaborator, Lawrence Stallings, the co-author of What Price 

Glory?. Their efforts on Eldorado, however, ended with the 

production closing out of town. Although Kaufman admired 

Stallings* work, the two men never collaborated again. 

The renewed collaboration of Ryskind, Kaufman, and the 

Gershwins produced a triumph. Opening December 26, 1933, Of 

Thee I Sing, a musical satire on the follies of party politics, 

received the Pulitzer Prize in 1932. 

Kaufman next directed the book for Moss Hart and 

Irving Berlin's Face the Music. Working with Hassard Short, 

the general director, Kaufman confined his attention to the 

dialogue. The show opened on February 2, 1932, and ran 165 

performances, closing only when Mary Boland, the leading 

actress, had to honor a previous Hollywood commitment. 



On October 8, 1932, George Oppenheimer's comedy Here 

Today opened at the Ethel Barrymore Theatre with Kaufman 

directing. While in rehearsal with Here Today/ Kaufman had 

been planning another collaboration with Edna Ferber. Dinner 

at Eight, also directed by Kaufman, opened two weeks later at 

the Music Box Theatre, running 232 performances. 

A sequel to Of Thee I Sing, Let 'Em Eat Cake dis

appointed audiences one year later. Using the same characters 

and many of the same actors, Kaufman, Ryskind, and the 

Gershwins were unable to recapture the charm of the first 

production. Again directed by Kaufman, Let 'Em Eat Cake only 

ran ninety performances. 

Kaufman joined with Alexander Woollcott for the second 

and last time on The Dark Tower. The play opened November 25, 

1933 at the Music Box Theatre. Directed by both the authors, 

the murder mystery pleased neither audiences nor critics, the 

incompatibility of writing styles once again the problem. 

A film script, Roman Scandals, for Eddie Cantor 

occupied some of Kaufman's writing time in 1933. The collab

oration with Robert E. Sherwood, George Oppenheimer, Arthur 

Sheekman, Nat Perrin, and W. A. McGuire was only a brief dis

traction and Kaufman was soon back on Broadway writing and 

directing. 

Moss Hart and Kaufman's second collaboration, Merrily 

We Roll Along, a drama written in reverse chronological order, 
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enjoyed moderate success. Opening September 29, 1934, and 

directed by Kaufman, Merrily We Roll Along lasted 155 per

formances . 

The next collaboration, however, was a disaster. 

Written with Morrie Ryskind, Bring on the Girls, an inept 

comedy with a title promising more than the play delivered, 

starred a new radio comedian, Jack Benny. The casting coup 

could not offset the weak script, and Bring on the Girls, 

again directed by Kaufman, closed out of town in November, 

1934. 

Kaufman then joined Katharine Dayton to write First 

Lady, a comedy about the behind-the-scenes maneuvering of 

politician's wives. Produced by Sam Harris and directed by 

Kaufman, First Lady proved quite popular at the box office, 

running 238 performances. 

Tomorrow's a Holiday was a directing credit Kaufman 

preferred not to claim. When produced on Broadway, Kaufman's 

name did not appear in the program. Although Burns Mantle 

corrected that oversight in his book Best Plays of 1935-36, 

few people saw the production after opening night (Mantle 

1936, p. 456). The play ran eight performances. Kaufman with 

Morrie Ryskind and James Kevin McGuinness also wrote another 

film script for the Marx Brothers, in 1935, the famous A Night 

at the Opera. 
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After assisting Robert C. Sinclair in February as a 

consulting director on The Postman Always Rings Twice, 

Kaufman wrote and directed two major hits in the 1936-37 

season. Stage Door, written with Edna Ferber, opened on 

October 22, 1936, and ran for 169 performances. The second 

production, You Can't Take It With You, written with Moss 

Hart, played 837 performances and won Kaufman his second 

Pulitzer Prize. 

Kaufman again collaborated with Hart on I'd Rather Be 

Right in 1937. Opening November 2, 1937, I'd Rather Be Right 

presented a fanciful spoof on the personality and politics 

of Franklin D. Roosevelt as played by George M. Cohan. The 

novelty of seeing current politicians and the president 

caricatured amused audiences for 266 performances. Later that 

month, Of Mice and Men by John Steinbeck opened at the Music 

Box Theatre under Kaufman's direction. Totally different in 

tone and style from what he had previously attempted, Of Mice 

and Men garnered Kaufman some of his most enthusiastic 

accolades as a director. 

As a tribute to the indefatigable spirit of the Broad

way theatre, Kaufman and Hart composed The Fabulous Invalid in 

1938. The spectacle provided by scenic designer Donald 

Oenslager, however, overwhelmed the Kaufman and Hart dialogue. 

The Fabulous Invalid closed after only sixty-five performances. 

Opening October 16, 1939, The Man Who Came to Dinner 

was one of the most successful Kaufman and Hart collaborations. 
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The authors created a long-running hit by basing the main 

character on the personality quirks of their friend, Alexander 

Woollcott. The Man Who Came to Dinner delighted audiences 

for 739 performances and closed out a triumphant decade for 

Kaufman. 

In a Time .article that summarized Kaufman's career to 

1939, the following facts were noted. Kaufman had one show 

on Broadway every year since 1921. Fifteen plays that he 

authored or collaborated on were included in Burns Mantle's 

Best Plays series. When the article was written, You Can't 

Take It With You had had the fifth longest run in the history 

of Broadway. Fourteen other plays had run close to 200 per

formances or better, and two had won Pulitzer Prizes. 

Twenty scripts had been sold to the movies for over one and 

one-half million dollars. Of the thirty-four productions with 

which Kaufman was associated, only eleven lost money ("Past 

Master" Nov. 20, 1939, p. 65). As he continued to work during 

the next twenty-one years, Kaufman would have occasional 

successes, but nothing to compare to his accomplishments dur

ing his first nineteen years in the theatre. 

Kaufman wrote his last play with Moss Hart in 1940. 

George Washington Slept Here did not equal their previous 

triumphs but did manage a respectable 173 performances. In 

December of 1940 Kaufman directed Fields and Chodorov's My 

Sister Eileen, a smash hit which ran 865 performances. The 



17 

next year Kaufman again collaborated with Ferber on The Land 

is Bright with less box office success, a mere seventy-nine 

performances. 

For the next three years Kaufman would spend most of 

his time directing rather than writing. He directed Joseph A. 

Fields' The Doughgirls in 1942. A sketch, Dream on, Soldier, 

written with Moss Hart, helped raise money for the Red Cross 

in 1943. In October of 1943 Kaufman directed The Naked Genius 

by Gypsy Rose Lee for an obligatory run of thirty-six per

formances. Kaufman wanted to close the show out of town, but 

the producer felt a run on Broadway would improve the sale 

price of the play to the movies. Kaufman's next effort, 

Franklin Street, written by Ruth and Augustus Goetz, closed 

out of town in November, 1943. 

Ruth Gordon's Over 21 proved to be a more successful 

enterprise, opening June 8, 1944, and running 197'performances. 

In September, Kaufman attempted Terrance Rattigan's While the 

Sun Shines. Although the play had previously been a hit in 

London, Broadway audiences were not interested in the slight 

plot based on mistaken identity. The next venture, however, 

would once again successfully combine Kaufman's talents as 

playwright and director. 

With John P. Marquand, Kaufman adapted and directed 

The Late George Apley into a successful Broadway play running 

357 performances. In November, 1944, Kaufman's use of William 

S. Gilbert's rhyme and basic plot in Hollywood Pinafore had 
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little appeal; the production ran only fifty-two performances. 

While Kaufman was directing Mary Chase's The Next Half Hour 

in October, 1945, he received the news that his wife had 

suddenly died. 

For the rest of the decade Kaufman would have nothing 

of merit on Broadway. Directing seven plays and collaborating 

with writing two of the seven, the productions totalled a 

dismal 137 performances. Included in the output was Park 

Avenue, written with Nunnally Johnson in 1946, the most 

successful of the seven, running only seventy-two performances. 

In 1947 after directing a film, The Senator was Indiscrete, 

in Hollywood for Nunnally Johnson, Kaufman returned briefly to 

writing a sketch, "School for Waiters," for Inside USA in 

April, 194 8. He directed Town House by Gertrude Tonkonogy in 

September which ran for twelve performances. The last Ferber 

collaboration, Bravo, only ran forty-four performances in 

November, 1948. The next year Pretty Penny by Harold Rome 

and Jerome Chodorov closed out of town in June. William 

Walden's Metropole ran only two performances in December, and 

Giradoux's The Enchanted belied its title, lasting only forty-

five performances in January, 1950. 

Kaufman had also become involved as a panel member of 

a radio talk show, "This is Broadway," later picked up and put 

on television by CBS as "This is Show Business." At the age 

of sixty, Kaufman became a television star. 
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The 1950's provided Kaufman, now in the twilight of 

his career, some of his largest triumphs. First, he directed 

Guys and Dolls, a hugely successful musical, written by Abe 

Burrows and Jo Swerling with songs by Frank Loesser. Opening 

November 24, 1950, Guys and Dolls ran 1200 performances. In 

1952 and 1953, two collaborations The Small Hours and Fancy 

Meeting You Here with his second wife, Lueen McGrath, were 

both disappointments. In 1953, however, Howard Teichman 

approached Kaufman with his idea for The Solid Gold Cadillac. 

The comedy opened November 5, 1953, and ran an impressive 526 

performances. 

The final two major projects also were successful. 

Silk Stockings, written with his wife with music by Cole 

Porter, ran 478 performances. Kaufman was replaced as direc

tor of the production before the play reached Broadway in 

February, 1953. In his final directing credit, Romanoff and 

Juliet by Peter Ustinov, Kaufman suffered through rehearsals 

with failing health but remained with the play through open

ing night, October 10, 1957. Ustinov's play ran 398 per

formances . 

Although he would continue to write short articles 

for various magazines and newspapers, Kaufman had completed 

his career as a playwright and director. Numerous projects 

were started but few were finished and none were produced. 

George S. Kaufman died at the age of seventy in his New York 

apartment on June 2, 1961. 
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Kaufman's career on Broadway spanned nearly forty 

years. After an apprenticeship as a student, journalist, and 

playwright before 1920, Kaufman's collaboration with Marc 

Connelly in the early 1920's and his early attempts at direc

tion led to the most active and productive period of his 

career. With the exception of My Sister Eileen, The Late 

George Apley in the 1940's and Guys and Dolls, The Solid Gold 

Cadillac, and Silk Stockings in the 1950's, Kaufman's greatest 

success as a dramatist and a director was achieved during the 

1930's. During the thirties he wrote prolifically and direct

ed more long-running productions than at any.other time during 

his career. By virtue of the quality and quantity of play-

wrighting and direction during the 1930's, Kaufman established 

himself as one of the most important figures in the American 

theatre. 



CHAPTER 2 

KAUFMAN'S BACKGROUND, TRAINING, AND EXPERIENCE 
AS A DIRECTOR PRIOR TO 1930 

Kaufman's early experiences with theatre in Pittsburgh 

were as playgoer, actor, and playwright. He and his friends 

would attend Saturday matinees of various road shows playing 

the popular melodramas of the day. What insights Kaufman 

gained from these experiences to apply to his direction are 

not certain, but the Saturday afternoon melodramas probably in

spired his first play, The Failure, written with Irving Pichel 

in 1905 (Meredith 1974, p. 14). Also, Rabbi J. Leonard Levy's 

Dramatics Club as well as Kaufman's first experiences as an 

actor in A Pair of Glasses and The Queen's Messenger provided 

additional early experience for Kaufman. 

Acting rather than directing seemed to be the initial 

theatrical goal for Kaufman. He enrolled in an acting school, 

the Aleive School of Dramatic Art in New Jersey, and tried 

out for a role. About the same time he bought the position 

of manager of a stock company in Troy, New York, a position 

he declined once he had assessed the circumstances of the 

company. In both instances, Kaufman had experienced the 

problems of poorly organized and inadequately financed theatre. 

21 
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Kaufman's only formal dramatic training consisted of 

two courses at Columbia University. By course title, 

"Dramatic Composition" and "Contemporary Dramatic Literature," 

the content of each appears more designed for a playwright 

than a director. However, each course could have been valu

able to Kaufman as a theoretical basis as he moved from writ

ing to directing. 

Both of Kaufman's instructors were practicing play

wrights and theatre scholars. Harvey Hatcher Hughes, in

structor of the "Dramatic Composition" course, had previously 

taught English at the University of North Carolina. Only 

seven years older than Kaufman, Hughes had his first play, 

A Marriage Made in Heaven, published in 1918. Hughes later 

collaborated with Elmer Rice in 1921 on Wake Up Jonathan and 

wrote Hell Bent for Heaven, a Pulitzer Prize winning play in 

1924 (Who Was Who In America 1966, p. 269). Kaufman's other 

instructor, Clayton Hamilton, was a prolific playwright, 

scholar, and editor. Hamilton had written The Stranger at the 

Inn for Tyrone Power in 1913 as well as several plays with 

A. E. Thomas, including The Big Idea for George M. Cohan and 

Sam Harris in 1914. Kaufman's texts for "Contemporary 

Dramatic Literature" might have included some of Hamilton's 

own books on dramatic theory, such as The Theory of Theatre 

(1910) and Studies in Stagecraft (1914), as well as further 

studies of the contemporary well-made play. While not having 
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extensive university training as a director, Kaufman's studies 

with Hughes and Hamilton provided theoretical knowledge of 

the playwright's craft. 

The journalistic work as a writer and editor in the 

drama departments of the New York Tribune and the New York 

Times also brought Kaufman in contact with numerous theatre 

people. Working for Heywood Broun at the New York Tribune, 

Kaufman gathered newsworthy items from producers' offices and 

complimentary tickets to the plays. When Broun went overseas 

to serve as a correspondent for the Tribune in France, Kaufman 

hoped to be promoted to Broun's job as reviewer. The Tribune, 

however, hired Ralph Block, and Kaufman began to look for work 

at another paper. 

At the Times, Kaufman took Brock Pemberton's job as 

drama editor and retained the position until 1930. While 

editor, Kaufman worked with chief reviewers like Alexander 

Woollcott (1919 to 1922),John Corbin (1922 to 1924), Stark 

Young (1924 to 1925), and finally Brooks Atkinson. Herman J. 

Mankiewicz also served as Kaufman's assistant from 1923 to 

1926. At a time of heavy theatrical activity, Kaufman was 

fortunate to work with intelligent and perceptive critics and 

reviewers who enhanced his understanding of contemporary 

theatre. In his position as editor, Kaufman had a unique 

perspective on Broadway theatre. 

One incident, related by John Corbin, illustrates 

how Kaufman utilized his journalistic work for his future 
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artistic purposes. Corbin encountered Kaufman at the back of 

a theatre one evening and inquired why Kaufman was seeing the 

Chariot revue again. "Kaufman replied that he ran in almost 

every night to see the final chorus of the first act. 'I 

want to find out how Beatrice Lillie manages to spoof national 

flag-waving with the flag itself in her hand, and gets away 

with it'" (Corbin 1933, p. 385). The incident happened prior 

to Kaufman's own political spoof, Of Thee I Sing. From his 

repeated observations of the Broadway stage, Kaufman was able 

to study the effect of the staging and gauge the abilities of 

the performers to move an audience. 

As his activities as a playwright increased, Kaufman 

came in more direct contact with producers and directors who 

would be responsible for the staging of his plays. Three men 

in particular may have influenced Kaufman's ideas about stage 

direction. Howard Lindsey, Winthrop Ames, and Jed Harris 

were responsible for staging some of Kaufman's most successful 

plays during the 1920's. Their approach and style were un

doubtedly evaluated and remembered by Kaufman when he made his 

first attempts at direction. 

Howard Lindsey was hired by George Tyler to direct 

Dulcy. Lindsey, who would later write and star in Life with 

Father, had worked with Margaret Anglin's company for five 

years, during which time he directed as well as acted. 

Lindsey commented on his experience saying, "It was a great 
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education. She knew the theatre thoroughly, everything from 

the business end to the natural playing" (Block 1942, p. 517). 

After having his career interrupted by the war, Lindsey 

returned and worked briefly again for Anglin until the 

struggle for Equity recognition severed their relationship. 

In 1921, Dulcy was Lindsey's first major directing triumph. 

He mounted a production that enhanced Kaufman and Connelly's 

script, allowing the words of the authors, later referred to 

as "wisecrack," to reveal the characters without distracting 

stage business (Goldstein 1979, p. 62). 

Winthrop Ames, the director and producer of Beggar On 

Horseback and Minick, also was influential in Kaufman's pre-

directing experience. Ames was a graduate of Harvard and was 

esteemed as one of the most scholarly of the directors working 

at that time. He had built his own theatres, the Little and 

the Booth, and had had many artistic as well as commercial 

successes. For Minick, Ames authorized the building of sets 

to be ready for rehearsals, thinking the play would jell 

better if the actors could rehearse in the actual setting they 

would use throughout the run. Kaufman would later adopt the 

same practice when rehearsing many of his own plays. 

In comparing Ames with George Tyler, Kaufman's pre

vious producer, Malcolm Goldstein noted that "Though Tyler 

was not the least venturesome of producers, Ames took more 

risks than he with artistic drama, — that is, with plays 
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having pronounced intellectual content and settings that lent 

themselves to striking theatrical design. And his offerings 

could be counted on, as Tyler's could not, to live up to their 

author's expectations in the way of such design" (Goldstein 

1979, p. 98). Unlike Tyler, Ames was more willing to give a 

production his full financial backing once he recognized the 

artistic value of the venture. Kaufman would later discover 

a similar commitment to excellence when he teamed with 

producer Sam Harris. 

Jed Harris, another director role model for Kaufman, 

had had enormous success on Broadway in a very short time. 

Dubbed "the Boy Wonder," Harris had four successive smash 

hits, Broadway, Coquette, The Royal Family, and The Front 

Page, in less than two years. At twenty-eight he had seven 

productions playing at once and an income of forty thousand 

dollars per week ("The Theatre," Time Feb. 19, 1945, p. 69). 

George Jean Nathan debunked the Harris wunderkind myth in a 

Vanity Fair article. Nathan acknowledged Harris as a 

"shrewd and very skillful theatre personage" but pointed out 

that Harris did not direct some of his more successful produc

tions (Nathan Oct. 1934, p. 45). In spite of this, Harris 

established a reputation which permeated any commentary on 

his productions, whether he was directing or producing. 

Harris' approach to actors was almost the antithesis 

of the approach Kaufman would take in his own rehearsals. 
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In one account, Harris is said to have been extremely rude 

and abusive to actors. 

He never stopped insulting the performers who worked 
for him, calling them every name which came to his 
mind, sneezing at their abilities, and shouting ob
scenities at them. He insulted them in person and in 
print, once stating in an article that intelligence 
was a handicap to an actor, and that one actor he 
knew was so dumb that he never understood a line he 
spoke, which made him one of the best actors around 
because he took direction without resisting it 
(Meredith 1974, p. 238). 

Reports of Kaufman as a director at rehearsal emphasize his 

dignity and calm (Goldstein 1979, p. 250), possibly a reaction 

to his observation of Harris1 antics. 

John Anderson, emphasizing the ends rather than the 

means, noted the artistic effects achieved by Harris. In 

Theatre Arts Monthly, Anderson acknowledged Harris' craftsman

ship but noted an added dimension in his work 

It encompasses the energy and intuition and 
thoughtful penetration with which he approaches any 
production, whether he hires a director or directs 
himself. In either case it is ultimately a dramatic 
thing of his own. 

It encompasses his feeling for living dialogue, 
his conscious manipulation of the players across the 
stage, and the injection of subtleties which apparent
ly mean nothing, but which take on, in his general 
scheme, the strength and body of large design 
(Anderson Jan. 1931, pp. 29-30). 

Harris' sensitivity to the subtle details and vocal rhythms 

that enhanced his productions had to be noticed by Kaufman 

as he watched Harris produce and direct. 
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Kaufman's experience as a director prior to 1930 

began in 1925 when Crosby Gaige suggested to Kaufman that he 

direct his own script, The Butter and Egg Man. Kaufman 

started to direct the production but found giving orders to 

actors, professionals who should know how to do their jobs, 

very embarrassing and difficult. Because of his initial shy

ness, Kaufman went to Gaige after a few days of rehearsal and 

asked to be relieved of the assignment (Meredith 1974, p. 

265). Kaufman remained at rehearsals and was on call as 

director, but the quality that Gaige had recognized in Kaufman 

would surface once Kaufman had more faith in himself. 

Other producers were willing to engage Kaufman's 

emerging talents, however. Remembering his experience working 

with Kaufman on Cocoanuts, Grocho Marx insisted Kaufman had 

already established a reputation by 1927. Marx recalled: 

But George was the boss. Even Sam Harris didn't 
interfere with George. He had confidence in both 
George and Morrie. Sam would come over and watch a 
rehearsal but he wouldn't make a comment on it. Sam 
was a wise showman and he knew that when you had 
Kaufman you had the best (Marx and Anobile 1974, p. 
74) . 

Oscar Engle was credited with directing both Cocoanuts 

and Animal Crackers for the Marx Brothers. However, during 

the previews of Cocoanuts, Kaufman claimed to have learned a 

valuable lesson. In a speech delivered at Yale, he recalled 

the incident. 
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In the beginning, if people did not laugh at 
something I had intended to be funny, I blamed it on 
the audience or the weather or the day of the week or 
the town. "Just wait until we get to New York," I'd 
say. "They'll laugh then." But often they didn't. 

Four years after we had written Dulcy, I was 
working with the Marx Brothers on the Cocoanuts. 
We were trying it out. Groucho would try for a laugh 
with a line and it would fall flat. So the next 
night he would try something else, and he kept on 
trying until he found something they would laugh at. 
It was as simple as that but it took me four years 
to learn it (Chapman Jan. 1, 1938, p. 34). 

Groucho remembered the anecdote but in a slightly more 

personal way. According to Groucho, Kaufman had told him 

that Groucho was the only actor Kaufman would allow to ad lib 

in his shows. The incident illustrates Kaufman's flexibility 

and willingness to search for solutions through collabora

tions with fellow artists. Said Groucho, "It was goddam 

lucky for him that I was an ad libber, because I was very 

good. I was as good as Kaufman when it came to making up 

lines" (Marx and Anobile 1974, p. 72). 

The advantages of collaboration, Kaufman's frequently 

used method of writing, were noted in a letter to Howard 

Teichman. 

A thought on collaboration. It is marriage without 
sex, and subject to many vexations. But pay no 
attention to them, because in one respect at least it 
is wonderful. The total result is frequently far more 
than combined abilities of two people might give you— 
one person feeds the other, and in some way something 
absolutely great comes out of it—much better than the 
two talents added together. . . . The two people fly 
far above their talents, and if I don't know about 
collaboration, who the hell does (Meredith 1974, p. 
477) . 
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Kaufman's ideas on collaboration applied as well to his 

evolving methods of direction. 

The Good Fellow, written with Herman J. Mankiewicz, 

was Kaufman's first directing credit. Again, Crosby Gaige 

had encouraged Kaufman to direct. Kaufman and his co-

director, Howard Lindsey, were ignored in the reviews, but 

the writers were not so fortunate. 

George S. Kaufman once more demonstrated at the Play
house that he has talent as a sketch writer but as a 
maker of drama he has much to learn. In collabora
tion with Herman J. Mankiewicz he concocted The Good 
Fellow, a nondescript play in three acts, utilizing 
much old material rather clumsily and developing 
little that is new ("Mr. Hornblow Goes to the Play" 
1926, p. 18). 

The review went on to describe the plot as "pure burlesque, 

in bad taste and not funny" ("Mr. Hornblow Goes to the Play" 

1926, p. 18). The Good Fellow opened October 5, 1926, and 

closed seven performances later. Kaufman's first credited 

attempt at directing was anything but a triumph. 

Kaufman's next directing opportunity came in 1928 

when Jed Harris called to ask him to direct a new play by 

Charles McArthur and Ben Hecht, The Front Page. According to 

Scott Meredith, a Kaufman biographer, Harris made the offer 

in typical Harris fashion. '"It's time,' Harris said with 

his customary elegance, 'that you stopped crapping yourself 

up that you're no director. I've got a new play I want you 

to direct for me'" (Meredith 1974, p. 342). 
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Because of these previous failures, Kaufman was not 

sure that he should try to direct again. His wife thought 

otherwise, however, and encouraged Kaufman to accept Harris* 

offer. She reasoned Kaufman should become involved in direct

ing so he could direct all his own plays, keeping less quali

fied directors from ruining his work. She also was convinced 

Kaufman would become an excellent director once he understood 

directing as well as he had come to understand play writing 

(Meredith 1974, p. 350). Kaufman called back Harris and told 

him, "'If you really want me to take a shot at it, I'll take 

a shot at it'" (Meredith 1974, p. 350). 

Recognizing The Front Page as essentially a comic 

melodrama with little philosophical implication and minimal 

plot, Kaufman chose to emphasize characterization and the 

comic lines, an emphasis that he would continue to develop in 

his later work. He worked with the authors to achieve a 

correct tempo by cutting the dialogue, "taking out the fat" 

as he put it (Goldstein 1979, p. 149). According to Malcolm 

Goldstein, Kaufman's sense of timing was so keen by now that 

"he knew not only where the laughs would appear, but how long 

each would last to the second." Goldstein called Kaufman's 

ability to gauge audience response to the lines of the play 

one of "the bare essentials" of his techniques as a director 

(Goldstein 1979, p. 149). 
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The critical response to Kaufman's direction of The 

Front Page was highly complimentary. Brooks Atkinson review

ed the production in the New York Times. "As a director, 

George S. Kaufman has set it spinning across the stage in a 

perfectly timed and spaced performance" (Atkinson Aug. 26, 

1928, sec. 7, p. 1). Atkinson also noticed the actors "all 

welded into seamless performance" (Atkinson Aug. 15, 1928, 

p. 19). Expanding on that idea in a piece written after the 

review, Atkinson commented on Kaufman's ability to blend all 

elements to achieve the proper expression of the play's tempo 

and tone. "Resilient, stinging, it exploits every lurking 

gibe and excitement in the script; and if the direction has 

been patently domineering it has kept the play and acting in 

perfect balance" (Atkinson Aug. 26, 1928, sec. 7, p. 1). A 

review in New Republic also applauded Kaufman's contribution 

to the play's success. "The chief credit for the production, 

after the author's and the always lucky Mr. Jed Harris, goes 

to the stage management of Mr. Kaufman. His stage is a 

complicated instrument like an orchestration, and he plays it 

with the perfection of a mechanism" (Lovett Sept. 5, 1928, p. 

73) . 

Although Kaufman's efforts were duly noted in the 

reviews, a close reading indicates the reviewers questioned 

the extent of Harris' involvement in the production. Atkinson 

in one passage in his review noted that "Authors and directors 
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have accounted for every moment. . (Atkinson Aug. 15, 1928, 

p. 19) and also pointed out Harris' sensitivity to plays as 

acted performances (Atkinson Aug. 26, 1928, sec. 7, p. 1). 

In a later evaluation, Howard Taubman believed that "the con

trolled madcap direction was supplied by Jed Harris (Taubman 

1965, p. 188). Whether Harris did aid Kaufman in the direc

tion of The Front Page is not clear, but because of Harris1 

reputation, the critics imply as much. 

Kaufman's final directing credit before 1930 was June 

Moon, written with Ring Lardner and produced by Sam Harris (no 

relation to Jed Harris). Kaufman by this time was clearly on 

his own as a director. Opening on October 1, 1929, the play 

received warm reviews. Brooks Atkinson applauded the play as 

a pleasing farce, noting the good casting as "a fine balance 

in the variety of its personnel and praising Lardner's ability 

to capture colloquial speech to reveal character" (Atkinson 

Oct. 11, 1929, sec. 36, p. 3). Although nothing was said 

about the direction in any of the reviews, Kaufman had re

solved to continue to direct the shows that he would write. 

Commenting to Morrie Ryskind after directing June Moon, 

Kaufman said, "'You lose the flavor of what you write if you 

don't direct it'" (Meredith 1974, p. 573). 

A variety of factors and influences provided the back

ground, training, and experience for George S. Kaufman as a 

director prior to 1930. His initial experiences as a playgoer, 



actor, and playwright in Pittsburgh undoubtedly shaped 

Kaufman's early attitudes about theatrical direction. His 

only formal dramatic training was as a student at Columbia 

University. While working as a drama reporter for the New 

York Tribune and the New York Times, Kaufman gathered .addi

tional insights and his training as a director was completed 

by working with noted directors on the shows he had written. 

By the end of the 1920's Kaufman had successfully directed 

three productions, The Good Fellow, The Front Page, and June 

Moon, providing a basis for his work as a director in the 

1930's. 



CHAPTER 3 

KAUFMAN'S DIRECTION DURING 1930-40 

George S. Kaufman was most active as a playwright and 

as a director during the 1930's. Since he had resolved to 

direct his own plays after directing June Moon, each new play 

meant another directing job. During the decade Kaufman 

collaborated on writing fifteen plays, directing all of them, 

as well as directing five other productions and assisting 

unofficially on one other. The third chapter of the thesis 

will examine Kaufman's direction during 1930-40, including 

explication of his directorial methods, play by play, for each 

of the twenty plays he directed. Each play has been research

ed for the following information: a) pre-production planning 

and work; b) collaboration with the playwright; c) relation

ships with the production staffs; d) rehearsal techniques and 

relationships with the actors; and e) critical reaction to 

Kaufman as a director. Because of the large number of plays 

researched, not all areas of information were available for 

every play. 

Joseph by Bertram Bloch opened at the Liberty Theatre 

February 12, 1930. Bloch had been head of the Eastern story 

department for M-G-M since 1928, and he had collaborated 

previously in 1926 with Thomas Mitchell, the actor, on Glory 
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Hallelujah (Meredith 1974, p. 584). The play concerned the 

biblical Joseph, told in the style of David Ogden Skinner's 

Parody Outline of History and O'Neill's Marco Millions. 

Produced by John Golden, Joseph starred George Jessel, who 

also substantially backed the production. 

The critics noted Kaufman's work on the production 

less than they mentioned the uneven acting and weak script. 

Brooks Atkinson called the play "thin to the point of 

transparency." He commented about the acting performances. 

Ara Gerald plays that part (Neris) with a sufficient 
sense of travesty to make it amusing. The rest of 
the acting is mixed and various. Douglas Dumbrille 
is a pharaoh too much on the heavy side. But 
Ferdinand Gottschalk is there with a fussy, petty 
Potiphar in the spirit of a dry farce and a constant 
pleasure in his scenes. If the other actors in the 
cast had as light a touch the comedy might be better 
filled out and George S. Kaufman's direction more 
evident (Atkinson Feb. 13, 1930, p. 25). 

Atkinson seemed to imply Kaufman was unable to achieve the 

proper overall tone for the play because of some of the 

actors' performances. Atkinson also observed George Jessel 

bearing the burden of a weak script. Noting "a Joseph with 

all the racial blandishments of a ticket speculator and all 

the ingratiating qualities of Mr. Jessel's unctuous fooling, 

Atkinson asserted that Joseph "is in fact no better than 

Mr. Jessel makes it. Being nimble-witted, light and dex

terous, he needs only a firmer script to make the evening 

altogether delightful" (Atkinson Feb. 13, 1930, p. 25). 

Richard Dana Skinner also singled out Jessel's performance 
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as the "chief redeeming note" but said nothing about Kaufman's 

direction (Skinner Feb. 26, 1930, p. 479). Francis R. 

Bellamy reviewing in Outlook called Joseph a "one laugh show" 

and "amusing so far as it goes but lacking the variety which 

keeps boredom away." In the conclusion of the review Bellamy 

stated a general reaction to the show: "We emerged dis

satisfied and wondering if we could explain why" (Bellamy 

Feb. 26, 1930, p. 353). 

Kaufman, as he often did, took a financial piece of 

the show rather than salary or royalties for his work. Since 

Joseph ran only thirteen performances, Kaufman had nothing 

to show for his efforts (Meredith 1977, p. 584). 

Kaufman's next play proved to be much more profitable. 

Once in a Lifetime, written by Kaufman and Moss Hart, was 

the beginning of a collaboration that would span the thirties 

and prove enormously successful and profitable for both men. 

Moss Hart chronicled their collaboration on Once in a Life-

Time in detail in his autobiography Act One. A clear picture 

of Kaufman's method emerges from Hart's descriptions of the 

early rehearsals. 

In the morning at the first rehearsal, Kaufman 

listened to the actors and took notes on the script, but no 

attempt was made at acting and none was encouraged. Hart 

had expected elaborate discussions "on characterization, 

motivation and the level of performance that would best 



express the tone of the play itself" but Kaufman had other 

plans. In the afternoon Kaufman staged the first scene in 

less than one hour. He then ran the scene again so he could 

see it from the front (Hart 1959, p. 317). Hart watched 

the rehearsal hoping to hear words of wisdom from the master 

director, but Kaufman's approach was talking individually 

with actors in whispered tones. "Even in the third row I 

could not hear one word of what was being said. It would 

not have done me any good, either, to move up onto the stage 

itself, for he spoke so quietly that not a word of what he 

was saying could be overheard even at arm's length away" 

(Hart 1959, p. 314). Although unable to hear the exact 

comments Kaufman made to his actors, Hart was able to gen

eralize about Kaufman's relationship with these artists. 

"The sovereign motif of his direction seemed to be an artful 

mixture of allowing actors the freedom to follow their own 

instinctive intelligence and taste, and then trusting his 

own ear for comedic values—an ear that had the unerring 

exactness of a tuning fork. With no directorial vanity or 

ego of his own, he was able to indulge the actors in theirs 

. . ." (Hart 1959, p. 315). Hart elaborated on how Kaufman' 

lack of directorial ego evolved into an effective collabora

tion of actor and director. 

He gave no lessons in acting nor did he use the power 
some directors wield to hold a cast helpless before 
him while he discusses his own interpretation of the 
playwright's meaning, or with becoming modesty 
performs each part for each actor in turn to show 
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how easily it might be played to perfection with just 
a modicum of his own talent. Instead, he seemed 
to allow the actors to use him as a sounding board. 
He watched and listened and without seeming to impose 
his own preconceived ideas on how a scene should be 
played, he let each actor find a way of his own 
that was best for him; and slowly, with no more than 
a whispered word here and there, the scenes began to 
take on a directorial quality and flavor that was 
unmistakably his (Hart 1959, p. 315). 

Hart's picture of Kaufman's early rehearsals is perhaps 

colored with an example of hero worship, but since most of 

Kaufman's rehearsals were closed, the account is one of the 

few commentaries available. 

Kaufman spent very little time with Hart, his fellow 

playwright, during the rehearsals. As Hart noticed, Kaufman 

"was too busily engaged with all the many details of produc

tion that engulf a director from that moment onward to give 

much time to the business of reassuring an increasingly 

nervous collaborator" (Hart 1959, p. 317). Following the 

afternoon rehearsals Kaufman would spend time in conference 

with the scenic designer, the costume designer, the prop man 

or the electrician. These conferences would also take place 

again after the evening rehearsal (Hart 1959, p. 317). 

On the evening of the eighth day Kaufman was ready 

for the first complete run-through. No friends of the cast 

or personal friends were invited. Hart noticed: 

Mr. Kaufman did not hold with the theory or practice 
of having run-throughs for his friends or friends of 
the cast or even for people whose judgment he respect
ed and trusted. He held firmly to the idea that no 
one person or collection of persons, no matter how 
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wise in the ways of the theatre, could ever be as 
sound in their reactions as a regulation audience 
that had plunked down their money at the box-office 
window (Hart 1959, p. 316). 

During the previews the audiences enjoyed the first act of 

Once in a Lifetime but were less enthusiastic about the second 

act and unresponsive to the third. Kaufman and Hart worked 

evenings rewriting and rewriting, hoping to arrive at a ver

sion of the third act that would mesh with the other two. 

During the last preview in Philadelphia before moving the play 

to New York, Kaufman told Hart that they should settle on 

what they had. 

We must give the company a chance to play the same 
show four nights in a row before we open in New York 
and I've got to have a good crack at getting back the 
performance of the first two acts to where it was 
when we opened here or we'll stand no chance at all. 
I'm going to freeze the show as it stands on Thursday 
night—no more changes—that's it (Hart 1959, p. 389). 

But Hart suggested one major change to the third act and 

Kaufman, recognizing that Hart's suggestion would be good for 

the show, agreed. The revision scrapped all of the third 

act, substituting a calmer, more coherent and funnier conclu

sion to the show. Kaufman's willingness to listen to his 

collaborators and his instinct for what would be best for the 

show in spite of what problems might result are well illu

strated in this anecdote. 

Once in a Lifetime opened September 24, 1930, at the 

Music Box Theatre. Kaufman's direction was all but ignored 



41 

as critics paid most attention to his acting and writing. 

Brooks Atkinson mentioned his direction with a slight conunent 

then turned his attention to Kaufman the actor. 

Mr. Kaufman has not only directed the performance 
skillfully, but he also makes his stage debut as 
Lawrence Vail, the transplanted playwright. It is 
a part written less fantastically than the play, and 
Mr. Kaufman, who was doubtless unnerved last evening 
by the long salute of applause that greeted his 
appearance, had little fantasy to give them. By 
the time of his second appearance in the last act 
he had recovered (Atkinson Sept. 25, 1930, p. 22). 

Heywood Broun thought Kaufman was "just swell" (Broun Oct. 8, 

1930, p. 386) and Skinner called his performance "whimsically 

delightful" (Skinner Oct. 8, 1930, p. 584) but little mention 

was made of Kaufman's direction., Audiences enjoyed the pro

duction, however, and Once in a Lifetime ran 401 performances. 

Kaufman was already working on his next production 

before Once in a Lifetime had opened. The impetus for Of 

Thee I Sing came from a 1927 Kaufman and Ryskind failure, a 

biting political satire called Strike Up the Band. When the 

producer, Edgar Selwyn, observed that Strike Up the Band 

could not have filled a Broadway theatre, Kaufman took his 

remark as a challenge. "Let's do one just for ourselves," 

Kaufman said to Ryskind. "We'll get it produced somehow" 

(Goldstein 1979, p. 194). Throughout 1930 Kaufman and 

Ryskind met to develop their ideas for a satirical musical 

on American politics. At first they worked with a plot 

idea that focused on a political campaign in which the major 
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issue was the choice of the national anthem. Eventually re

jecting their original plan for its lack of romantic interest, 

Ryskind and Kaufman settled on the solution of a campaign 

that would be based on romance with the presidential candi

date promoted as a man in love (Goldstein 1979, p. 195). 

The authors gave the Gershwins and Sam Harris a scenario 

that fall. 

The script was completed while Kaufman was acting in 

Once in a Lifetime, writing The Band Wagon with Howard Dietz, 

and attempting to revise Hot Pan, a play satirizing American 

greed while using the context of the California gold rush. 

Hot Pan had been written by Edward J. Eustance, a young 

writer using the pseudonym Michael Swift, and produced 

originally by the Provincetown Playhouse in 1928. To help 

him with the revision, Kaufman chose Laurence Stallings in

stead of the original author. The play, retitled Eldorado, 

went into rehearsal in September with Kaufman and Stallings 

sharing the direction. After previews in New Haven, Hart

ford and Newark, the project was abandoned. Reviewers called 

the play formless and the production static in spite of the 

help of able actors like Osgood Perkins and young Will Geer 

and settings designed by Cleon Throckmorton (Goldstein 1979, 

p. 199). Kaufman was ready, however, to begin rehearsals on 

Of Thee I Sing as soon as Eldorado closed. 

Kaufman and Ryskind had completed the book for Of Thee 

I Sing by working over five separate weekends. Once the 
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script was completed, the Gershwins added music and lyrics. 

To Kaufman's dismay, he kept hearing the words and music to 

the new play before he had officially heard them from his 

collaborators. George Gershwin entertained friends at 

parties with his new compositions so frequently that fall, 

that Kaufirr.n warned Gershwin the audience might think they 

are seeing a revival instead of a new play if the composer 

didn't desist (Goldstein 1979, p. 200). After the show had 

opened, Kaufman, knowing that Gershwin would undoubtedly con

tinue his pre-premiere auditions, proposed a solution for 

keeping composers from the piano: hiring strong men to 

physically remove the instrument. According to Isaac Goldberg, 

Kaufman 

Gave it up, . . . when he found that he would require 
at least eight sturdies to man the contraption. Later 
the thought occurred to him that perhaps these hear
ings served a useful purpose; on the first night the 
audience would contain some fifty persons who were 
familiar with the music, and who thus formed a sort 
of wedge into popularity" (Goldberg June, 1932, p. 47). 

In designing the sets for Of Thee I Sing, Jo Mielziner 

used an approach he had used for Dwight Dee Wiman's Little 

Show in 1929. Instead of using the realistic box set, 

Mielziner tried a more sophisticated use of light and color 

in addition to painted backdrops, curtains and screens "to 

reveal the comment of the artist of the particular scene." 

Although simplified abstract settings were difficult to 

create, Mielziner believed it was not necessary to "embroider 

the stage; fragments of color and line were enough as 'visual 
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Kaufman, usually more engrossed in the dialogue while direct

ing a production than the visual details, must have given 

Mielziner the latitude to try these design ideas. 

The rehearsals for Of Thee I Sing were calm in com

parison to most Broadway musicals. Alfred Simon, rehearsal 

pianist for the original production, recalled Kaufman's 

direction when the play was revived for television in 1972. 

According to Simon, "The trials and storms that attend prac

tically every Broadway musical during its preparation.were 

notably absent in Of Thee I Sing. Rehearsals during the first 

five weeks always ended before midnight and it was only dur

ing the final week that they sometimes went an hour or two 

beyond that" (Simon 1972, col. 5). As pianist, another 

feature Simon noticed was the tight interaction of the script 

with the score. Instead of adding, dropping, or shifting 

songs from one scene to another, as was often done during 

tryouts, Simon believed "this show was so beautifally con

structed that, except for some minor changes within the musi

cal sequences, the score was virtually intact when I heard it 

on the opening night" (Simon 1972, col. 5). 

Of Thee I Sing opened December 26, 1931 at the Music 

Box Theatre. Kaufman directed only the book, leaving the 

musical numbers and all the choreography to an assistant, 

Georgie Hale. The reviewers generally ignored Kaufman's 

direction of the book, but heaped praise on the cast, 
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particularly Victor Moore as the Vice President Throttlebottom, 

and on the composer, George Gershwin. Brooks Atkinson thought 

"Of Thee I Sing is richest and ruddiest when Mr. Moore, full 

of goodwill and bewildered innocence, teeters through the 

halls of statesmanship and tries to discover what place a 

Vice President has in the scheme of national affairs" 

(Atkinson Dec. 28, 1932, p. 20). Atkinson singled Gershwin 

out for his most lavish praise. "Best of all there is Mr. 

Gershwin's score. Whether it is satire, wit, doggeral or 

fantasy, Mr. Gershwin pours music out in full measure, and 

in many voices. Although the book is lively, Mr. Gershwin 

is exuberant" (Atkinson Dec. 28, 1932, p. 20). Atkinson 

noticed the tempo of the production after the opening when 

he said, "It is written and produced in a nerve-twanging key. 

It a,ttacks with the rapier and the club indescriminately" 

(Atkinson Jan. 1, 1932, p. 30). Other critics praised the 

casting, calling it "no less felicitious than the writing 

and staging" (Chatfield-Taylor Jan. 13, 1932, p. 55). Some 

reviewers had reservations about the authors' attempts to 

integrate the love story, the satire of the book, and the 

satire of the music. Fergusson called the show "uneven" and 

lacking in consistent form (Gerfusson Jan. 1932, p. 561). 

The New Republic thought "The Gilber and Sullivan type of 
1 

humor somehow fails to adapt itself to the burlesque tradi

tions that underlie the American musical comedy" (M. C. Jan. 

13, 1932, p. 243). Atkinson dissented, claiming "Of Thee I 
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comedy stage from the mawkish and feeble-minded formula that 

has long been considered inevitable" (Atkinson Jan. 1, 1932, 

p. 30). The debate continued even after the authors and the 

lyricist were awarded the Pulitzer Prize in the spring of 

1932. The production ran 441 performances. 

Kaufman next agreed to direct another musical, Face 

the Music, written by Moss Hart and Irving Berlin. An inci

dent that happened during the initial rehearsal reveals 

Kaufman's relationship to his musical collaborators. Irving 

Berlin stopped talking to Kaufman for weeks because Kaufman 

gave his total attention to the first reading of the book and 

then walked out of the theatre as Berlin started to play the 

music. Kaufman apologized, pointing out that he had been 

hired to direct only the book, that Hassard Short would direct 

the musical numbers, and that he, Kaufman, was no expert on 

music. Berlin was not quick to forgive him (Meredith 1974, 

p. 75) . 

The action of Face the Music mainly concerned the 

staging of Rhinestone Review, a parody of all the movie house 

stage shows ever seen. No one had money to back the show 

because of the depression except the police. The policemen 

with their tin boxes full of money, like the politicians in 

Of Thee I Sing, were untouched by hard times, and eager to 

become Broadway producers. 
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Kaufman limited his direction to the book, and was in 

fact credited only.as dialogue director in a Philadelphia 

preview (New York Times Feb. 4, 1932, p. 25). Hassard Short 

staged the musical numbers and Albert R. Johnson designed 

skyscraper sets of tin boxes. 

Face the Music opened February 17, 1932, at the New 

Amsterdam. In reviewing the production, Joseph Wood Krutch 

detected too many similarities with Of Thee I Sing, and Face 

the Music suffered by comparison. Krutch said: 

There are a couple of good tunes, several well-
conceived spectacular scenes and a dash of satire. 
But if the truth be told, it is not nearly so good 
as Of Thee I Sing which it obviously imitates. The 
first scene outside the automat, and the opening 
chorus which explains 

Times are not so sweet 
But the blue-bloods have to eat 
So the best of families meet 

In the Automat 
is highly diverting, but the show does not keep the 
pace it sets, and lapses repeatedly into the conven
tional style of the revue in the manner which not 
only breaks the continuity but lends color to the 
suspicion that it was written after the success of 
the Kaufman-Gershwin extravaganza (Krutch March 9, 
1932, p. 24). 

Brooks Atkinson was more positive, praising Hassard Short, the 

technical elements, and once again noticing what had become a 

Kaufman directorial trait, a brisk tempo in the dialogue. 

Atkinson said, "George S. Kaufman, whose brisk finger is in 

nearly every satire pie these days, has staged the book at an 

ebullient pace" (Atkinson Feb. 18, 1932, p. 24). 
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Produced by Sam Harris, Face the Music ran 165 perfor

mances, had a successful fall tour, and returned for another 

thirty-two performances on a return engagement. 

Kaufman next approached Sam Harris with a script by 

George Oppenheimer, Here Today. The comedy's main character 

was patterned after Dorothy Parker and the wise-cracking 

style of humor seemed ideally suited to Kaufman's direction. 

Oppenheimer and Kaufman worked on the script together to the 

extent Oppenheimer thought Kaufman should receive a percentage 

of the royalties. Kaufman declined but Oppenheimer acknow

ledged his debt by dedicating the play to Kaufman when the 

script was published (Goldstein 1979, p. 208). 

Oppenheimer sat in on the rehearsals for Here Today. 

As he watched Kaufman direct, Oppenheimer was impressed by 

Kaufman's animation, authority, and contentment, qualities 

that Kaufman lacked at social gatherings (Goldstein 1979, p. 

209). Rehearsals also produced a laugh line for the produc

tion. One of the players during rehearsal read from his 

script, "I've never been to Boston." Kaufman added the line, 

"I went through once but it was closed" (Meredith 1974, 

p. 585). Another wisecrack from the script indicated the 

level of the humor. The dowager in the play complains of not 

feeling well enough to eat breakfast. "I think it must have 

been that lobster we had for dinner. I love lobster, but 

I'm afraid it doesn't like me." To which Mary, the Dorothy 
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Parker character, replies, "You're just modest" (Oppenheimer 

1940, p. 65). 

Opening early in the season, September 6, 1932, at 

the Barrymore Theatre, Here Today received faint praise from 

the critics. Ruth Gordon's performance as Mary Hilliard drew 

most notice while Kaufman's direction was mentioned in passing. 

Atkinson acknowledged "wicked George Kaufman staged it" and 

speculated correctly that he "may have tampered with the 

lines" (Atkinson Sept. 7, 1932, p. 14). In applauding Gordon, 

Carmer, in Theatre Arts Monthly, stated that "Practically 

unaided she succeeded in keeping the play alive by creating a 

well-rounded, consistently interesting character" (Carmer 

Nov. 1932, p. 867). Stage said Gordon "creates out of lines 

that are vaporous a conceivable image of a cynical, never-

quite-disillusioned poetess. By its insubstantiality, this 

offers a challenge to Miss Gordon's technique. And she meets 

it completely" ("Please Turn Off the Sun on this Cuckoo World" 

Oct., 1932, p. 18). 

Joseph Wood Krutch found more problems with the script 

than with the direction, although he didn't praise Kaufman, 

either. "The trouble can hardly be with the direction of 

George S. Kaufman," said Krutch, "even though that direction 

does sometimes seem to lack accent and variety" (Krutch Sept. 

21, 1932, p. 265). Stark Young found fault with the casting 

of a number of the characters, as did several other reviewers, 
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and singled outgone particular scene as offensive. In the 

scene two characters "stand rambling over the books and the 

dowager is left fainting on the sofa. It could be played 

three or four ways, all entertaining; as played now it is only 

embarassing" (Young Oct. 5, 1932, p. 206). 

Ruth Gordon summarized both her own experience and the 

public's reaction to the play in her autobiography My Side. 

"Here Today I loved," Gordon said, "but the public didn't" 

(Gordon 1976, p. 276). The play lasted only five weeks for 

thirty-nine performances. Gordon and Kaufman would work again • 

in 1944 on Gordon's comedy Over 21, another look at the 

Dorothy Parker character. During these rehearsals Gordon 

asked Kaufman if he ever complimented his actors, something 

Gordon hadn't noticed during Here Today, either. Kaufman 

replied, "No. You're supposed to know when you are good. 

I'll tell you when you are not" (Gordon 1976, p. 276). Gordon 

compared Kaufman to Tyrone Guthrie in that they both "worked 

in this spartan method: do it; don't look for encouragement" 

(Gordon 1976, p. 448). 

Before Face the Music had opened, Kaufman had begun 

to work with Edna Ferber again on the idea for another produc

tion, Dinner at Eight. The writers met again after the open

ing of Of Thee I Sing to discuss the plot for a series of 

episodes showing a hostess making plans for an evening dinner 

party while her guests went about their business during the 
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day (Goldstein 1979, p. 206). An article appearing in the 

drama section of the New York Times discussed the nine weeks 

the two authors had spent in collaboration. 

Dinner at Eight was written by both authors in actual 
consultation. Miss Ferber did most of the typing. 
Mr. Kaufman wandering hither, thither and yon or 
draping himself over and under or around such pieces 
of defenseless furniture that happened to be in the 
room. Each speech was discussed in detail before 
being set down. 

"Most of them were acted out," confided Miss 
Ferber. "We'd wander all over the room deciding 
upon positions and we'd experiment with the spoken 
lines. I might add we didn't spare our voices in 
the dramatic scenes" ("Dinner at Eight-Thirty" Oct. 
30, 1932, sec. 9, p. 3). 

One of the problems the authors encountered was find

ing a producer who would back their episodic script. Ferber 

approached Winthrop Ames during the early stages of writing 

with her idea, but Ames didn't believe the show could be pro

duced (Goldstein 1979, p. 206). Kaufman found Sam Harris much 

more sympathetic once the script had been completed. 

Livingston Piatt was hired to design the production, incor

porating turntable settings like those used in an earlier 

production, The Band Wagon, for rapid scenery changes. 

Planning to open in October, 1932, Kaufman began 

casting in August. The authors and Sam Harris interviewed 

hundreds of actors before the final selections were made. 

One role, Carlotte Vance, the retired actress of a previous 

period, was difficult to cast. The English actress, Constance 

Collier, was the unanimous choice of the production team, but 
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she was already engaged in London in a production of Hay 

Fever. Hassard Short approached Collier in London with the 

offer of the role, and after a phone call by Sam Harris to her 

producer, Collier was released from her acting obligation 

("Dinner at Eight-Thirty" Oct. 30, 1932, sec. 9, p. 3). Of 

particular concern for Ferber was her niece, Janet Fox, who 

had been cast as a maid in the production. Kaufman praised 

Fox grudgingly. "You're pretty good for a niece," Kaufman 

said, after she had performed well in the role (Meredith 1974, 

p. 579). 

Rehearsals began at the Music Box and after the first 

week, the sets were available for use. Kaufman and Ferber had 

also discussed the costuming of the show as they wrote the 

script, and clothes were ordered in the first week of rehear

sals (Ferber 1960, p. 354). Ferber attended the rehearsals 

of Dinner at Eight, sitting in the back of the theatre, as 

Kaufman directed the actors. Her observation of Kaufman 

directing one particular scene of the production once again 

revealed Kaufman's ability to point and highlight the dialogue. 

There were sixteen people on stage at one time in the 
scene; all talking at once in the before-dinner gabble 
of cocktail time. Watching George as he conducted 
this scene, I discovered one day at rehearsal that 
there was something familiar about his gestures as he 
quieted this group on the left, brought up that group 
on the right, held in abeyance a third group upstage, 
brought out this single character down front. Uncon
sciously, he was using exactly the gestures of a leader 
who is conducting a symphony orchestra (Ferber 1960, 
p. 354). 
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manner, allowing the dialogue to continue while achieving the 

sought after effects. 

Kaufman was called on again to direct one of the 

actors on opening night. George Adison, the actor who played 

the role of the hotel manager, was missing, according to the 

stage manager, when the play began. Since Adison usually 

reported at eight, Kaufman and Harris called his hotel and 

other places he might be found. Getting no response, Kaufman 

then drilled the recently hired understudy in the essentials 

of the last act scene. Another small part player stood by 

to give the appropriate cues. The probable crisis was averted, 

however, when the stage manager announced that Adison was in 

his dressing room. He had reported at eight as usual but 

nobody had noticed him and then he went out for a walk 

("Dinner at Eight-Thirty" Oct. 30, 1932, sec. 9., p. 3). The 

play continued with the audience unaware of the resolved 

backstage crisis. 

Opening on Saturday, October 22, 1932, Monday reviews 

were generally enthusiastic. Kaufman and Ferber had another 

hit with the press and the public. While slightly dissatis

fied with the ending, "an incomplete conclusion," Brooks 

Atkinson thought the play was "written with a great relish of 

t h e  v a g a r i o u s  h u m a n i t y  i n v o l v e d  i n  s u c h  a  c y c l e  . . . .  

Brilliantly directed by Mr. Kaufman," continued Atkinson, "and 
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acted by an unexceptional company." Kaufman's contribution 

was hinted at as Atkinson said "Both the acting and the pro

duction have a modern splendor that gives the play vitality 

in the theatre. There is not a slovenly stroke in the acting. 

Some of it has a noble spirit and beauty" (Atkinson Oct. 24, 

1932, p. 18). 

Other favorable reviews followed in the theatre maga

zines, stressing the technical contributions of the production. 

Hiram Motherwell, writing for The Stage singled out the bed

room scene to illustrate the contribution of the scenic design 

to the meaning of the play. 

all fluffy white satin hangings and billows of lace. 
You have the feeling that some fashionable interior 
decorator had started it, but that Kitty Packard had 
finished it. And when, at the second rise of curtain 
on this set, the enormous billowy bed is revealed 
with this big pink-cheeked doll reposing on it, the i 
of meaning is dotted and the t completely crossed 
(Motherwell January, 1933, p. 17). 

The reviewer for The Stage described Dinner at Eight as 

"bravura theatre, produced by a virtuoso and acted to the 

hilt. You will not find a smoother exemplar of efficient 

theatrics, neither in Broadway nor in your more recent recol

lections" ("Guess your Neighbor's Secrets" Dec. 1932, p. 16). 

The writer also analyzed Kaufman's contribution as a 

director to the production. Noting the use of lighting and 

the revolving stage as mere mechanical devices that had finally 

been used as effectively as in European theatre, the reviewer 

concluded that Kaufman's direction had given the production 

unity. 



Second in the factors of production is the immaterial 
cohesion which Mr. Kaufman has given to the perfor
mance. There is no need to invite the playgoer to 
notice this or that. It is all so skillfully done 
that nothing is noticeable save the external dash and 
glitter of the performances. Decidedly this is a 
performance which sets a standard to which the shrewd 
and crafty can repair—especially we hope, when they 
bear in their hands a script to move our hearts and 
inform our mindS/ rather than merely to provide a 
show ("Guess Your Neighbor's Secrets" Dec. 1932, 
p. 16). 

Kaufman was given credit for integrating all the facets of 

the production without calling attention to his own contribu

tions as a director. 

As laudatory as most of the reviewers were, Joseph 

Wood Krutch and George Jean Nathan, two notable dissenters, 

wrote minority opinions for their periodicals describing flaws 

in Kaufman's direction. Nathan, in an article for Vanity Fair 

titled "Not So Good," explained his disappointment in the 

play's lack of originality. In the article he called Kaufman 

"one of the higher-grade men involved in American drama; he 

stands for something better than the general run of his con

temporaries ; he has wit and viewpoint, an originality and 

resolution superior to nine-tenths of them." With these 

expectations, Nathan continued by attacking the play as a poor 

imitation of Grand Hotel by Vick Baum, a play that had appear

ed a few years earlier using a multitude of characters within 

an episodic plot structure. Dinner at Eight, for Nathan, had 

the same stock characters, structure, cliche lines and offen

sive stage business such as "the harrassed man of affairs who 
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(actually) clutches at his breast periodically, indicating 

that he is doomed to die of a heart attack" (Nathan Nov. 1932, 

p. 25). Thoroughly disdainful, Nathan dismissed the audi

ence's enthusiam for the production noting that simply because 

"it plays" doesn't necessarily make it good. 

Joseph Wood Krutch also found the production shallow, 

cliche-ridden, and trite. Like Nathan, Krutch noted that the 

play had moments, but not enough of them to merit any great 

enthusiasm. 

I grant the action is lively. I grant in addition a 
remarkable dexterity in the management of the various 
episodes and some flashes of smart dialogue. But if 
anyone should ask me what more, in God's name, I 
expect from a play, I should reply that I expect at 
least one of several other possible things—such as, 
for example, some evidence of emotion really felt, 
some characterization deeper than the minimum required 
for a dramatic puppet, or failing that, then some 
recognizable individuality of style. In Dinner at 
Eight I found none (Krutch Nov. 9, 1932, p. 465). 

Krutch faulted Kaufman's direction for not achieving signifi

cant performances from the actors or a discernible style for 

the production. Krutch concluded by describing Dinner at 

Eight as "a plate of cold cuts" (Krutch Nov. 9, 1932, p. 465). 

Dinner at Eight was produced again on Broadway in 1966, 

directed by Tyrone Guthrie, a director Ruth Gordon had pre

viously compared to Kaufman. Upset by the rehearsals for the 

new production, Edna Ferber analyzed the differences in the 

two productions and the directors to Elliot Martin, the pro

ducer of the new production. "I'll tell you what's wrong 

with the play. When we did the original the dialogue went 
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like wildfire. The tone of the day was brittle, bright, and 

unsentimental. The way Sir Tyrone is orchestrating it, it 

goes like a swamp. The solution is not to cut but to pick 

up the pace. It's too mannered, too heavy, and the audience 

won't like it" (Gilbert 1978, p. 49). Kaufman, like Ferber, 

knew the era of the thirties and was sensitive to verbal 

rhythms. In contrast, Guthrie was unable to successfully cap

ture the tone of the period, so important to the production. 

Guthrie's version played a respectable 127 performances, but 

production costs forced a closing after losing one hundred 

thousand dollars. The 1932 production played 242 perform

ances, had a successful production in London also directed 

by Kaufman, and the script was made into a film directed by 

George Cukor. 

After Dinner at Eight Kaufman returned to the satire 

of Of Thee I Sing by writing a sequel with Morrie Ryskind. 

Again, the Gershwins would provide the music and Sam Harris 

the production. As soon as he had returned from London in 

January of 1933, Kaufman began working with Ryskind on ideas 

for a new production. Kaufman's wife suggested a sequel to 

Of Thee I Sing, showing President Wintergreen at the end of 

his first term and using many of the same actors. By the end 

of May the collaborators had chosen a title, Let 'Em Eat Cake, 

and by mid-August the musical was ready for rehearsal (Gold

stein 1979, p. 220). 
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Casting the production was simple since the lead 

characters from Of Thee I Sing, Victor Moore, Lois Moran and 

William Gaxton, would once again play their roles. Rehearsals 

were painful for Kaufman, however, as revealed in this descrip

tion by Scott Meredith. 

He was as glum as ever as he sat in the third row 
.watching his characters come to life on the re
hearsal stage. He smiled occasionally, but he never 
laughed. He would sometimes laugh uproariously at a 
particularly good line during the writing of a play; 
all of his collaborators testified to that. But at 
rehearsals, as Sam Harris once put it, "He watched 
the actors like a hawk—or perhaps even like a 
vulture," and he seemed more funereal than ever this 
time (Meredith 1947, p. 461). 

Although Kaufman was rarely optimistic about the productions 

he directed, his misgivings about Let 'Em Eat Cake were well-

grounded. The satire was darker, more biting than most of 

his and inappropriate given the political climate of the 

1930*s. Revolution, guns, and guillotines, the action and 

props of the burlesque, were not to be laughed at easily. As 

in the previous musicals on which he had worked, Kaufman 

directed the book while Von Grona and Ned McGurn staged the 

dances and ensembles, and Albert R. Johnson designed the 

settings. 

The critics, having enjoyed Of Thee I Sing, were ready 

to welcome the sequel with similar enthusiasm. Their expecta

tions were much too high and their disappointment almost 

unanimous. Brooks Atkinson described the production as 
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A wild, witty, pessimistic bludgeoning of knavish 
politics. After a hilarious first act it becomes 
merciless and mirthless, and considerably less amus
ing than Of Thee I Sing. When Let 'Em Eat Cake 
plunges into dictatorship and mob rule and drags a 
guillotine down toward the footlights, the authors 
are too overwrought to be funny. Their hatreds have 
triumphed over their sense of humor (Atkinson Oct. 
25, 1933, p'. 18) . 

While praising the chorus, costumes and dancing, Atkinson 

said nothing about Kaufman's direction, summarizing the 

evening as "rowdy improvisation in bitter, hysterical mood 

rather than a stage entertainment" (Atkinson Oct. 25, 1933, 

p. 18). Cy Caldwell, writing for New Outlook, echoed 

Atkinson's reaction by describing Let 'Em Eat Cake as "bitter, 

cheerless, and annoying" (Caldwell Dec. 1933, p. 47). 

One positive review came from a critic who had pre

viously been uncomplimentary of Kaufman's work. Joseph Wood 

Krutch pointed to Let 'Em Eat Cake as a "worthy successor to 

Of Thee I Sing." While disappointed with the ending of the 

play, Krutch maintained, "These further adventures of Winter-

green and Throttlebottom are vastly amusing during many 

moments even if they are occasionally dull. The music seems 

to me to be better than in the previous installment of this 

epic and the general smartness beyond criticism" (Krutch Nov. 

8, 1933, p. 550). In spite of Krutch's endorsement, Let 'Em 

Eat Cake was unable to recoup its production expenses, running 

only ninety performances. 

While working with Ryskind on Let 'Em Eat Cake, 

Kaufman also found time to meet with Alexander Woollcott for 
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what was to be their final collaboration. The Dark Tower was 

no more successful, however, than their first effort, The 

Channal Road. Using an unsolved murder as the basis for the 

action, Kaufman and Woollcott were again reminded of the in

compatibility of their writing styles. The Dark Tower for 

Kaufman biographer Malcolm Goldstein "contains some of the 

dullest pages in the Kaufman repertory" (Goldstein 1979, 

p. 117). 

The play did not fail, however, for lack of careful 

attention to preproduction details and casting. Woollcott 

described the early stages of the production in a letter to 

Lily Bonner on September 13, 1933. 

The play, at the moment of writing, is called The Dark 
Tower, and should go into rehearsals on October 23 
with George (Kaufman) and me directing jointly. I do 
not know who will be in it, but there is talk of 
Margalo Gillmore, Louis Calhern, Ernest Lawford, 
Margaret Dale and others you wouldn't know. The 
leading part which is yet uncast, presents unusual 
requirements, and during the next six weeks I suppose 
we will try a lot of people in it. My own candidate 
is Henry Clapp Smith, and on Saturday night he and 
George and I are meeting secretly at the Music Box 
and rehearsing one or two scenes as a sample. This 
is heavily confidential and should not be mentioned 
in any letter you may be dashing off to the folks at 
home (Kaufman and Hennessey ed. 1944, p. 123). 

Woollcott's secrecy might be related to the unusual pre-

casting methods the directors were using. Henry Clapp 

Smith's covert Saturday evening audition didn't impress 

Kaufman. Of all the actors mentioned by Woollcott in the 

letter, only Margalo Gillmore was eventually cast. 
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Woollcott wrote an article for the New York Times once 

The Dark Tower had opened to promote the play as well as 

comment on his working relationship with Kaufman. In the 

article "That Benign Demon George S. Kaufman," Woollcott 

described Kaufman during rehearsals. 

In the theatre he is the most considerate and the most 
courteous worker I have ever known. He emanates a 
benign radiance. He treats all the players after his 
own honor and dignity. When they are rehearsing a 
scene he prowls quietly among them, weaving in and 
out, a helpful stimulating and kindly presence. Even 
when he must pause to take up one of the harrassing 
technical details—perhaps it will be Jo Mielziner 
asking whether the baby spots should be bastard 
amber—his manner is affable (Woollcott Dec. 3, 1933, 
p. 5) . 

Woollcott and Kaufman supposedly co-directed The Dark 

Tower, but Woollcott's article also described the extent of 

this part of their collaboration. Woollcott asserted: "I 

will not pretend that in the preparation of our melodrama at 

the Morosco (which I see in the programs was directed by the 

authors) I was continuously consulted. Indeed my advise was 

really sought only on the psychology of several characters 

during the moment when, in the skullduggery of our plot, they 

were supposed to be unconscious" (Woollcott, 1933, p. 5). 

While the intention of these comments was humor, the author 

probably was also telling the truth. 

On one occasion during the rehearsals, Kaufman enjoyed 

a joke at the expense of his co-author. Before the New York 

opening, Basil Sydney, the actor who ended up playing the role 
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for which Henry Clapp Smith auditioned, complained about his 

costume's padding during the dress rehearsal. "'I hate like 

blazes to walk out on that stage opening night with a big 

paunch.' There was a moment of embarrassed silence. Kaufman 

looked at his rotund co-author and then said, 'You have 

grossly insulted Alexander Woollcott. Woollcott was both 

startled and touched. 'And for that,' continued Kaufman, 

after a short pause, 'You will receive a gold medal'" (Bronner 

1980, p. 177). 

Two innovations accompanied the opening night of The 

Dark Tower. In order to not reveal the surprise ending of 

their play, the two authors listed Max Sarnoff, the disguised 

murderer, under a different name, Anton Stengel, in the pro

gram booklet. Stengel was given a complete biography, includ

ing mention that he had been a member of Max Reinhart's 

companies in Berlin and Vienna. The authors of Sleuth used 

similar tactics many years later, running biographies of non-

existant actors in the program (Meredith 1974, p. 317). 

The second new approach may have affected critical 

reaction to the play. Sam Harris threw out the old list for 

first-night tickets. Harris, irritated by the bad manners of 

the opening-night audience, drew up a new list of five hundred 

names, a move that deviated so sharply from the norm it was 

regarded almost as heresy. In addition, Harris put the seats 

not reserved for the reviewers and the special list on open 
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sale at the box office on a first-come, first-served basis 

(Meredith 1974, p. 317). George Jean Nathan assumed George 

Kaufman was responsible for these changes. 

The result, as might have been anticipated, was an 
audience whose excessive and self-conscious friendli
ness for Mr. Kaufman and his collaborator (who was 
apparently the innocent victim of Mr. Kaufman's 
ruthless Broadway Nazi-ism) not only caused it to 
lean so far backwards that the play, whether it 
deserved it or not, didn't get half the applause it 
would ordinarily have got from a house of the usual 
indiscriminately exuberant and strange bums (Nathan 
Feb. 1934, p. 42). 

Nathan's criticism of Kaufman was heavily implied by his 

phrase "ruthless Broadway Nazi-ism," an emotional but in

accurate charge. Although in a later comment Nathan tried to 

give evidence of his ability to judge the play fairly in spite 

of Kaufman's breech of etiquette, the critic's irritation with 

Kaufman's "hand-picked" audience was obvious. Nathan asserted, 

"It remained for the theoretically unfriendly reviewers, who 

doubtlessly were let in by Mr. Kaufman reluctantly, seeing 

what they did to his Let 'Em Eat Cake, to persuade Mr. Kaufman's 

handpicked audience of friends to feel the following day that 

they had seen a more entertaining play than they had the night 

before allowed to themselves" (Nathan Feb. 1934, p. 42). 

The other critics had greater difficulty trying to be 

kind. Kaufman's direction generally went unmentioned in the 

reviews while Woollcott's contributions to the script took the 

brunt of criticism. Brooks Atkinson generally enjoyed all the 

performances, calling the actors "good company" but found the 



script more suitable as a short story than as a play. "Mr. 

Woollcott could tell the gist of it more vigorously in his 

New Yorker series without having to stir away from his desk. 

Dark doings in gloomy towers can lie down more comfortably in 

those columns than in the three capacious acts of a loosely-

woven drama" (Atkinson Nov. 27, 1933, p. 20). 

Richard Danna Skinner and Joseph Wood Krutch were 

even more pointed in their attacks on the writing. Skinner 

believed the "joint authors, in their excessive efforts to be 

sophisticated, have given the play a dose of degenerate 

verbiage and implication which has nothing to do with the 

plot" (Skinner Dec. 8, 1933, p. 160). Skinner called the play 

a waste of talent and questioned the morality of making one 

character so bad it was acceptable to kill him off. Kaufman 

and Woollcott handled the problem of morality by comparing 

evils in the script: 

Weston: Tell me, how does it feel to be a murderer? 
Damon: Feels fine. 
Weston: Ten commandments don't bother you? "Thou shalt 

not kill?" 
Damon: How about "Thou shalt not commit adultery?" 

That ever bother you? 
Weston: Well, that's so (Woollcott and Kaufman 1937, pp. 

105-6). 

Skinner thoroughly damned the play in his concluding comment, 

"For my part, I wondered just why the play had been written at 

all" (Skinner Dec. 8, 1933, p. 160). Joseph Wood Krutch also 

found the play unpalatable, noting that the authors had 

"pooled without exactly combining their talents," and 
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concluding that, "as a whole The Dark Tower remains thorough

ly—though eloquently—phoney" (Krutch Dec. 13, 1933, p. 690). 

The only mention of Kaufman's direction was made by 

George Jean Nathan. In a backhanded compliment Nathan praised 

Kaufman's staging but condemned the overacting of one of the 

characters, also one of Kaufman's responsibilities. Nathan 

said, 

The show was expertly staged and save in the instance 
of Ernest Milton in the rCle of a hypnotic hermaphro
dite (at least such is the impression of the r£>le), 
nicely performed. Mr. Milton is perhaps the greatest 
over-actor in today's English-speaking theatre. Give 
him a single simple line to the effect, say, that it 
is raining outdoors and he not only goes promptly 
into an aria di bravura but so comports himself 
physically that the audience isn't certain whether he 
is in a dramatic theatre or at the Olympic games 
(Nathan Feb. 1934, p. 42). 

While Atkinson disagreed, saying that Milton "plays the part 

of the villain with horrible virtuosity (Atkinson Nov. 27, 

1933, p. 20), Nathan dismissed the performance as over-acting 

and implied poor casting and direction. 

Woollcott had mixed feelings about his collaboration 

with Kaufman. In a letter, Woollcott acknowledged that The 

Dark Tower might be inferior to Macbeth in some respects; 

nevertheless, "it was a tremendous success except for the 

minor detail that people wouldn't come and see it. Yet it 

really was a kind of success at that. I mean that we enjoyed 

it enormously and it seemed to be attended with great relish 

by all the people (without exception) whose good opinion I 
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would respect and therefore want" (Adams 1945, p. 155). In 

spite of his brave evaluation, Woollcott's disappointment with 

the production caused him to omit The Dark Tower from his 

biographical sketch in Who's Who in America, his only public 

activity not listed there (Adams 1945, p. 155). The Dark 

Tower closed after fifty-seven performances. 

Kaufman, after his recent debacles, was ready to 

collaborate again with Moss Hart for his next production. Hart 

had tried various ideas for a play that would show a family's 

reaction to or participation in various historical events dur

ing a recent period in American history. Disregarding the 

idea as too similar to Noel Coward's Cavalcade, Hart decided 

to focus on one successful individual and present the scenes 

in reverse chronological order ("On Hart and Its Beat" Oct. 

14, 1934, sec. 10, p. 3). Hart met with Kaufman three times 

a week in the winter of 1934 to discuss the plot. After dis

regarding All Our Yesterdays and Career as possible titles 

for their work, they arrived at Merrily We Roll Along, an 

ironic comment on the content and reverse plot progression of 

the play. Kaufman accompanied Hart to Hollywood on March 15 

where for five weeks the two authors continued to develop the 

Merrily We Roll Along script and ideas for another play 

(Goldstein 1979, p. 230). 

Merrily We Roll Along opened at the Music Box on 

September 29, 1934. The multi-scene drama dealt with the 
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moral disintegration of a successful playwright haunted by 

the betrayal of his talent. The cast included Kenneth 

MacKenna, a former silent star whose last name was formerly 

Mielziner. His brother, Jo, was the scenic designer of the 

show. MacKenna later left acting and became an M-G-M execu

tive (Meredith 1974, p. 468). Besides the other leading 

actors, Mary Phillips, Jessie Royce Landis, and Arthur 

Kennedy in his Broadway debut, Kaufman had cast Connie 

Madison Broun, Heywood's new wife, in a small role. Bennett 

Cerf explained her inclusion in the cast and her husband's 

review of her performance. "Heywood's friends accepted Connie 

without qualification the first time they met her. George 

Kaufman gave her a part in Merrily We Roll Along. She crossed 

the stage once and had a single line which read, 'I wouldn't 

dare bob my hair. My father would throw me out.' Broun in 

his review remarked, 'Miss Madison was adequate'" (Cerf 1944, 

p. 73). Much like the casting of Ferber's niece in Dinner at 

Eight, Kaufman selected a friend rather than the best actor. 

The parts that these friends played, however, were always 

minor roles. 

Brooks Atkinson was highly enthusiastic about the pro

duction and about Kaufman's direction. Of special importance 

for Atkinson was Kaufman's ability to elicite strong per

formances from the cast. After writing that "There is not a 

slovenly stroke in the acting," in his review (Atkinson 



Oct. 1, 1934, p. 14) , Atkinson elaborated in his Sunday 

article. 

Under Mr. Kaufman's meticulous direction, the staging 
is perfect in detail, pace and tone, and the acting 
has bite and brilliance. As the play pushes back 
ruthlessly into the years, you are ready to swear that 
Mary Phillips, Jessie Royce Landis, Walter Abel and 
Kenneth MacKenna were never such vivid actors before 
Mr. Kaufman took hold of them and fitted them into a 
pungent production. The show is overwhelming 
(Atkinson Oct. 7, 1934, sec. 9, p. 1). 

Atkinson concluded his review with an unqualified endorsement 

for the production. "Although the cast is enormous and the 

production complicated, the performance is vigorous, resilient 

and impeccable. Mr. Kaufman and Mr. Hart have written a drama 

of which they may be proud. It restores the reviewer's pride 

to be able to say so" (Atkinson Oct. 1, 1934, p. 14). 

George Jean Nathan found the production much less re

markable. Offended by what he considered overpraise, like 

Atkinson's, of a fair play in a dramatic drought, Nathan re

marked, "What they mistake for exceptional drama is actually 

exceptional showmanship" (Nathan Oct. 1934, p. 45). Respons

ible for a great amount of that showmanship, Nathan acknow

ledged, was George Kaufman's direction. "Mr. Kaufman's direc

tion, staging, and casting are remarkably good; the per

formances he has adroitly got out of a lot of hitherto run-of-

the-pack actors are surprising;" but Nathan dismissed the 

script as "third-rate stuff" (Nathan Oct. 1934, p. 45). The 

main character, for Nathan, never seemed important enough to 
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be truly tragic. Intolerant of stage hokum, Nathan dismissed 

the reverse-order plot device as dramatic irony that didn't 

work, pointed out the feeble use of gay music to counterpoint 

sober action on stage, condemned the mentioning of prominent 

community figures by name in the script and mocked the inclu

sion of a salty mother character, straight out of Dion 

Boucicault-type dramas. Nathan concluded that the direction 

Kaufman provided was better than his script. "Read it now in 

the published book form and you'll discern at once and clearly 

how the reviewers confounded adroit staging and smooth acting 

with reputable drama" (Nathan Dec. 1934,.p. 68). Atkinson 

had come to agree with Nathan when he wrote his survey of 

Broadway theatre. "Although Merrily We Roll Along ran 155 per

formances, it was not," said Atkinson, "a contribution to 

thought or literature, and it came with ill-grace from two of 

Broadway's most successful playwrights" (Atkinson 1974, p. 239) ̂ 

Atkinson had initially been so overwhelmed by Kaufman's 

direction he had ignored flaws in the script. Herman Manie-

wiez, however, identified the script's problem when he com

mented: "Here's this wealthy playwright who has repeated 

successes and earned enormous sums of money, has mistresses 

as well as family, an expensive town house, a luxurious beach 

house, and a yacht. The problem is: How did the son of a 

bitch get into this jam?" (Atkinson 1974, p. 239). 

Kaufman's next effort for the 1934-35 season was 

another collaboration with Morrie Ryskind. Instead of 
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attempting another musical, their sixth effort together was 

a farcical spoof of the policies of the New Deal and the men 

who administered them. Bring on the Girls built audience 

expectations for another musical production with plenty of 

dancing and pretty girls. Only one song, however, "Down on 

the Farm," was included in the production. 

The story centered around two ex-convict bankers, 

fresh out of the Atlanta penitentiary who decide to acquire a 

railroad so they can get a Reconstruction Finance Corporation 

(RFC) loan and keep most of the money themselves. They obtain 

the loan, but they are unable to buy the railroad which has 

already been seized for back taxes. To avoid being arrested 

for fraud and sent to Atlanta again, the ex-cons turn their 

penthouse into a farm by stocking it with chickens, turkeys, 

and a cow in hopes of receiving a RFC loan. Along with the 

various livestock on stage, were two good-looking, out-of-work 

chorus girls whom the con men had hired, hoping to convince 

the RFC investigators of the validity of the loan request. 

Love and larceny eventually conquer all. 

In casting the two con men, Kaufman, Ryskind, and pro

ducer Sam Harris hired Jack Benny and Porter Hall. Benny was 

becoming popular as a radio comedian and his presence in the 

cast was considered a coup for the producer and authors. In 

spite of Benny, however, the play never made it to Broadway. 

Bring on the Girls opened on October 22, 1935 in 

Washington, D.C. to poor reviews. E. DeS. Melcher in the 
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and Messrs. Kaufman and Ryskind at the National, the RFC 

probably won out." The Washington Post, anticipating music 

and chorus lines, described the presentation as "awful," and 

the Washington News noticed this declension: "The first act 

is fair, the second act is worse, and the third is terrible" 

(Meredith 1974, p. 467). 

While Bring on the Girls was wavering between rewrites 

and oblivion, Kaufman had another play, First Lady, written 

and in rehearsal. Katharine Dayton, a Washington journalist 

and sometime playwright, had numerous frustrations collaborat

ing with Kaufman on the script. Involved in a variety of 

different projects, Kaufman could only meet with Dayton infre

quently. Describing Kaufman at work in an article for the 

New York Times, Dayton said, "The truth is that George Kaufman 

does his best writing walking around and his best cutting 

sitting down. Don't ask me why—he just does, that's all. 

And the thing is contagious." In addition, Dayton mentioned 

Kaufman's constant coming and going, and his great amount of 

self-doubt in the project as he frequently asked her, "Do you 

think we've got a play?" (Dayton Dec. 8, 1935, sec. 10, p. 3). 

Dismissing these annoyances, Dayton concluded her article by 

expressing her regard for her one-time collaborator. 

Taking him by and large, which is the way you have to 
take him whether you like it or not, George Kaufman is 
my ideal collaborator—not because of his great gifts, 
his tremendous intellectual honesty, the rare quality 
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of 'sweet reasonableness' which he possesses in such a 
marked degree, but because he hates head colds as much 
as I do and will go to any lengths to taking one or 
giving one. But I shouldn't dream of doing another 
play with him for anything in the world—not, that is, 
unless he asked me (Dayton Dec. 8, 1935, sec. 10, p. 
3) . 

The play dealt with the rivalry between two Washington 

hostesses, each of whom has aspirations of residing in the 

White House. Playing the hostesses based loosely on the real-

life Washington hostesses Eleanor Medill ("Cissy") Patterson 

and Alice Roosevelt Longworth were Lily Cahill and Jane Cowl 

(Bronner 1980, p. 158). After Broadway hits like The Garden 

of Lies and Smilin' Through, Cowl was considered a great lady 

of the stage, entitled to certain idiosyncrasies during re

hearsal. Kaufman's manner and ability were well-suited to 

handle Cowl during the rehearsals of First Lady. Kaufman did 

not object to Miss Cowl's interpretation until the time during 

one scene in which, after delivering a long speech, she paused, 

held attention to herself during a long dull silence, while 

she slowly put on her gloves, put a number of small props 

into her purse, and finally made her exit. 

Kaufman took her aside and suggested that it might be 

better if she picked up the props and filled her purse during 

her speech, since the pause, for Kaufman, was nothing but 

dead time. Glaring at him, the actress told Kaufman his 

request was impossible. When Kaufman asked why, she told him, 

"It can't be done!" Again Kaufman asked why in a contrastingly 
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controlled tone. "Are you suggesting I do this?" she asked, 

speaking her lines and picking up her props simultaneously. 

Cowl quickly realized she had done exactly what she had 

characterized as impossible. For the run of the play she 

played the scene Kaufman's way (Meredith 1974, p. 517). 

After the play had opened, Cowl wrote Kaufman a letter ex

pressing her gratitude for his direction. She told him, 

I know you hate sentiment brazenly expressed, but I 
have to tell you that I have never worked with any
one so close to my affection, or who commanded in my 
funny mind such respect and admiration—and not in
considerable devotion. You're a grand guy and I 
would obey you blindly, even if you were wrong, which 
you are so seldom, if ever, that it's practically 
disgusting (Meredith 1974, p. 518). 

Kaufman had made his point by suggesting rather than demanding 

the change. Cowl's later response revealed her respect for 

Kaufman's ability to direct without alienating his actors and 

for Kaufman's authority as a director. 

The reviews of First Lady also were highly compliment

ary of Kaufman's direction. Brooks Atkinson heralded Kaufman 

as "the Moliere of Broadway" and referred to the play as "one 

of the best comedies stamped with the Kaufman trademark 

(Atkinson Nov. 27, 1935, p. 17). 

Joseph Wood Krutch gave Kaufman a grudging compliment, 

mainly referring to the quality of the production. "A writer 

as consistently successful as Mr. Kaufman usually gets a pro

duction at least as fine as money freely paid into a sure-fire 

investment can buy, and in this case that means a well-nigh 
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enthusiastic about the script, Krutch criticized Kaufman's 

wit as "colloquial" and lacking "compression, unexpectedness, 

and a core of sound comment" (Krutch Dec. 11, 1935, p. 694). 

Ruth Sedgwick disagreed, finding the show "witty, wise, and 

handsome" and concluding that "to this shimmering writing has 

been added the steel and polish of George Kaufman's direction" 

(Sedgwick Jan. 19, 1936, p. 24). 

Of the two main performances, Atkinson was extremely 

complimentary. Of Jane Cowl, Atkinson said that she "has 

brought to the comedy by the way of personal beauty, impecca

bility of manners. Humorous vitality and simple command of 

the art of acting is of inestimable value to the pleasure of 

the evening." Atkinson then gave Kaufman unstated credit for 

Lily Cahill's performance. Atkinson thought "she plays with 

regal malice and fishwife anger—quite the most flexible act

ing of her career" (Atkinson Nov. 27, 1935, p. 17). Stark 

Young agreed with Atkinson, calling the script "packed with 

line after line of sure fire cracks" and noticing Kaufman's 

contribution. "Under Mr. Kaufman's direction it all keeps 

going, with no role slipping and with Miss Jane Cowl and Miss 

Lily Cahill, as the two ladies, playing their parts to the 

hilt" (Young Dec. 18, 1935, p. 175). 

In a later article, Brooks Atkinson noticed how 

Kaufman had relaxed the pacing of the comedy. In a New York 
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Times review he said: 

Trust Kaufman to set a high pace for the wry frivolity 
of a backstairs Washington charade. He is a brisk man 
and he has no time for slovenly casting or clumsy 
playing. Senators, statesmen, emissaries and tourists 
go spinning through the comedy in a considerable 
hurry about their own business. In the galvanic days 
of The Front Page and Once in a Lifetime, Mr. Kaufman 
used to direct as though his actors had a firecracker 
in their pants and even at Dinner at Eight the command 
was forward and brittle. But now there is in his 
style a little relaxation for emotions that are not 
always taut and shrill. Not enough relaxation, you 
understand, to wipe the smile off the face of comedy 
(Atkinson Dec. 8, 1935, sec. 10, p. 3). 

Atkinson's observation not only summarized Kaufman's style but 

indicated a development in the director. Kaufman now allowed 

the script to play more naturally, without imposing his patent 

quick tempo on every scene. 

Fresh from the directorial success of First Lady, 

Kaufman engaged his talents on a play for which he chose to 

take no credit. When Tomorrow's a Holiday opened on December 

30, 1935, the program indicated no director. Kaufman's contri

bution was ignored by the New York Times, and the play was 

not reviewed by the usual periodicals. The oversight was 

understandable; Tomorrow's a Holiday ran only eight perform

ances. 

The plot summary supplied by Brooks Atkinson in his 

review indicates why the play by Romney Brent, based on a play 

in German by Leo Perutz and Hans Adler, had such a short life. 

The play is about the man who has to borrow eight 
thousand (currency unspecified) before 9 o'clock 
tomorrow morning or go to jail. Tomorrow's a holiday, 
which makes it awkward. The banker to whom he applies 
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first is himself insolvent. Boran Traising (oughtn't 
it be. Baron?) succeeds in winning eight thousand at 
poker at 6 in the morning, but loses the whole wad in 
a double-or-nothing epilogue. Just before 9 o'clock 
Traising delivers the required amount in an envelope, 
which is mislaid by an absent-minded colonel, fumbled 
and overlooked and then opened in the nick of time— 
at the psychological moment in fact, to exhume a 
period phrase. Tableau and curtain! (Atkinson Dec. 
31, 1935, p. 10). 

Atkinson's review concentrated mainly on the quality of the 

writing, comparing it to the formula melodramas of Scribe. 

"It is an antique," said Atkinson, "and should be attended 

by smart gentlemen in dickies" (Atkinson Dec. 31, 1935, p. 

10) . 

After being called in to direct, Kaufman had recogniz

ed the play was hopeless before the production arrived at the 

Golden Theatre in New York and withdrew (Meredith 1974, p. 

587). Kaufman's name, however, had been announced as director 

prior to the opening and Burns Mantle credited Kaufman in the 

appendix to The Best Plays of 1935-36, in the roster of the 

plays produced that season (Mantle 1937, p. 467). 

Kaufman next aided Robert Sinclair in directing The 

Postman Always Rings Twice. Sinclair had worked as a stage 

manager for Kaufman on some earlier plays and had taken the 

Lawrence Vail role in Once in a Lifetime when Kaufman got 

tired of playing the part. Although Kaufman received no 

formal credit for his contributions to The Postman Always 

Rings Twice, his work on the production anticipated his later 
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work on material that was neither humorously satirical or 

self-written. 

When the play opened on February 25, 1936, at the 

Lyceum, the cast and scene designer Jo Mielziner received most 

of the critical attention. The cast included Mary Phillips, 

Joseph Greenward, film star Richard Barthelmess and Joseph 

Cotton. Atkinson called Miss Phillips "an agressive actress 

who knows how to extract the juice from a scene" (Atkinson 

Feb. 26, 1936, p. 17). Kaufman would later cast Phillips in 

The Man Who Came to Dinner. Atkinson complained of Richard 

Barthelmess1 literal acting and noted Barthelmess' "misfortune 

that his colleagues have had more training in that incisive 

medium of expression" (Atkinson Feb. 26, 1936, p. 17). The 

Time reviewer quoted Barthelmess saying he accepted "as a 

dare" the challenge of his first stage appearance since he 

was an infant after his years as a screen actor. The same 

reviewer then noted that Barthelmess "looks, talks and acts 

too much like Rear Admiral Richard Evelyn Byrd to impersonate 

fully the formidable Frank Chambers of the novel" (Time Mar. 

9, 1936, p. 42). 

Atkinson noted the work of Jo Mielziner while adding 

a comment about Sinclair's (and Kaufman's) direction. "For 

the stage version Jo Mielziner has designed a slatternly 

lunchroom, a wrecked car under the shoulder of an aloof 

mountain, a beach vignette and some scenes that are vigorous 
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and also easily changed, and Robert Sinclair has presided 

over the proceedings with some of his crispest direction" 

(Atkinson Feb. 26, 1936, p. 17). Kaufman's collaboration may 

have contributed to the tempo of the production, also noted 

by Isaacs in her review when she said, "The play glides 

smoothly, as directed by Robert Sinclair, but it fails to 

project the brutal animalism that the plot inherently 

possesses" (Issacs April 1936, p. 262). Isaacs also complain

ed of the play's unfulfilled potential but grudgingly admitted 

the production "is often tense melodrama" (Isaacs April 1936, 

p. 262). The critics' praise was faint and the production 

lasted only seventy-one performances. 

For his next production, Stage Door, written with 

Edna Ferber, Kaufman returned to the familiar production team 

of Sam Harris and scene designer Donald Oenslager. Produced 

once again at the Music Box, Stage Door told of the progress 

of a typical young ingenue from hardship and disappointment 

to eventual success on Broadway. Ferber had recognized the 

possibility for a play after a visit a few years earlier to a 

boarding house for young actresses. As in both Kaufman's 

and Ferber's earlier work, Stage Door values thorough training 

in legitimate theatre over the superficiality of a career in 

the movies. Included in the script is a cutting satire on a 

young playwright modeled after Clifford Odets and in ways 

similar to Richard Niles in Merrily We Roll Along, who sells 
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out to Hollywood. For Stage Door Kaufman turned over the 

duties of casting director to his private secretary, Myra 

Hampton. Hampton had worked for Kaufman since 1932 and would 

earn another credit as casting director for The Late George 

Apley in 1944 (Meredith 1974, p. 504). 

The reviews applauded Kaufman's direction while 

generally dismissing the script as lightweight. The director 

had made the most of his material. Atkinson called Stage Door 

"Kaufman's most vigorous piece of stage direction. None of 

the detail is wasted; every fleeting incident gives the play 

lively jolt as it wings along." Atkinson also analyzed 

Kaufman's direction by commenting that "It is an axiom of Mr. 

Kaufman's direction that every actor counts in the performance; 

he wastes none of the material at his disposal." Crediting 

Kaufman's direction for the actors' accomplishments, Atkinson 

said, "Under Mr. Kaufman's direction, Margaret Sullavan gives 

her best performance to date. In fact the whole direction is 

remarkably keen and resourceful" (Atkinson Oct. 1, 1934, 

p. 14). 

The other reviewers paid particular attention to 

Kaufman's direction. Isaacs called his direction "always 

smooth, finished, rich—but not too rich—in detail" (Isaacs 

Dec. 1936, p. 924). Stark Young felt the direction was the 

best thing about the play (Young Nov. 11, 1936, p. 50). 

Grenville Vernon called Stage Door a "skillfully staged little 

comedy" (Vernon Nov. 6, 1936, p. 51). And Time said, "As in 
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any Kaufman-directed play there is something funny going on 

most of the time" (Time Nov. 2, 1936, p. 47). 

Most of the reviewers tempered their praise for the 

direction with negative comments about the script. Atkinson 

expressed misgivings about the writing in his reaction that 

"the impression persists in this gloomy column the comedy is 

composed of expert routines. Although it is always lively, 

it is liveliness in flight. The hopeful young ladies who 

storm the stage door are entitled to better treatment" 

(Atkinson Oct. 23, 1936, p. 26). Isaacs called the production 

successful, attributing the cause to an excess of episodes 

that could be pared down to one act, but the writing "un

ambitious" (Isaacs Dec. 1936, p. 26). 

Joseph Wood Krutch identified the problem in the 

writing as the parts being better than the whole. Feeling a 

sense of resentment about the script, Krutch wrote, "the lines 

are not only much better than the play itself but also actual

ly upon a higher level of intelligence" (Krutch Nov. 7, 1936, 

p. 557). In analyzing the cause of the problem, Krutch 

believed Kaufman was best suited intellectually to write wise

cracks rather than dramatic scripts. Krutch hypothesized 

that: "Perhaps after all, the answer is that his intelligence 

and his power of criticism exhaust themselves in a phrase, 

that the part of him which speaks in epigrams cannot make any 

whole of itself" (Krutch Nov. 7, 1936, p. 557). Stark Young 



81 

agreed with Krutch as both men recognized the Kaufman style 

as an impediment to literary consistency. Young wrote, "Now 

and again Stage Door drags, seems slow, partly because it 

grows thin, refuses either to cut deeper or to remain a 

simplier delight, partly because it is punched up at times to 

the point of wisecracks and almost farce" (Young Nov. 11, 

1936, p. 50). 

Stage Door ran for a successful 169 performances. As 

both playwright and director, Kaufman's functions in combina

tion were difficult to separate as seen in this comment by 

Grenville Vernon about one incident in Stage Door. 

And the Kaufman touch in direction is everywhere 
apparent. Who but Mr. Kaufman would have ever in
vented that delicious scene in the girls' bedroom 
when they put black masks over their eyes, and then 
turning out the lights, the room is alternately 
dark and brightly illuminated by an electric sign 
which flashes across the street (Vernon Nov. 6, 
1936, p. 51)? 

Kaufman the playwright had obviously created the situation 

for the director to manipulate. Kaufman the director, how

ever, might have suggested the situation to the playwright as 

being dramatically effective. 

Once Stage Door was running on Broadway, Kaufman was 

ready to start rehearsals on perhaps his most famous play. 

You Can't Take It With You. Using an idea Moss Hart had pro

posed in 1934, Kaufman and Hart took only three days to firm

ly establish the characters when they began their discussions 

of the play in the summer of 1936 (Goldstein 1979, p. 270). 
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Once the characters were agreed upon, the authors roughed out 

the script in less than a month. 

The title of their new work was more difficult to 

arrive at than the final script. They considered Foxy Grandpa, 

Money in the Bank, They Loved Each Other, and The King's 

Naked before they agreed on Grandpa's Other Snake. Kaufman's 

wife Beatrice vetoed that idea, pointing out the negative 

connotations of the word "snake." Finally they chose You Can't 

Take It With You, receiving the enthusiastic approval of their 

producer, Sam Harris (Goldstein 1979, p. 272). 

Donald Oenslager once again designed the sets for 

Kaufman and Harris. For the production, Oenslager was free 

to make many decisions and choices because the authors had 

given him few specific instructions concerning the play's re

quirements. Oenslager's frustration was evident as he recall

ed his problems designing You Can't Take It With You. 

In the original script of You Can't Take It With You 
Moss Hart and George Kaufman contented themselves 
with this brief description of the play's single 
setting. "The room is what is customarily described 
as a living room, but in this house this term is some
thing of an understatement. The every-man-for-himself 
room would be more like it. For here, meals are eaten, 
plays are written, snakes collected, ballet steps 
practiced, xylophones played and printing presses 
operated—if there was room enough there would probably 
be ice-skating." There was no mention of essentials 
like doors, windows, and furniture (Oenslager 1978, 
p. 92). 

The characters in the play, the Sycamores, had a large part in 

determining the set design while Oenslager "merely interpreted 

the happy scene of the topsy-turvy world of moonstruck lunacy" 
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(Oenslager 1978, p. 72). Oenslager also designed and found 

the 742 props for the show, including eighty-three pictures 

(Oenslager 1978, p. 72). By supplying minimal detail in the 

script, Kaufman relied on Oenslager*s judgment and imagina

tion to enhance the sets. 

Kaufman turned his attention to other problems during 

the rehearsals. The fireworks sound effect was especially 

troublesome, and Kaufman discussed alternative solutions with 

the soundman, Otto Diehl. The sounds of the explosions were 

created by rattling beans in an old bladder and then amplify

ing the noise through a microphone. Diehl suggested that they 

get another bladder to improve the sound. "Good," Kaufman 

said, choosing a popular target in the theatre. "How about 

Lee Shubert's?" (Meredith 1974, p. 536). 

You Can't Take It With You played at the Booth Theatre 

instead of at the Music Box where Stage Door was running. In 

this different setting, Kaufman had to coordinate the timing 

of his production with Idiot's Delight which was playing at 

the adjacent Shubert Theatre. The final scene of Idiot's 

Delight represented an air raid, with the general mayhem pro

duced by gunfire, sirens screaming and planes zooming overhead. 

The shows were timed so that the noise from the Shubert would 

start well after Grampa Sycamore had finished his final prayer 

on the stage of the Booth. With one unfortunate exception 

when You Can't Take It With You ran long, the timing was per

fect (Laufe 1966, p. 162). 
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The critics were enchanted by the evening's entertain

ment. Drawing most comment was the writers' reliance on 

humorous characters and situations rather than on wisecrack

ing verbal humor. Pour reviewers were quick to note the 

change of emphasis and praised Kaufman and Hart. The Newsweek 

critic observed that "Unlike their other plays, this one does 

not depend for its humor on satire or gags, but rather on 

situations that border on the impossible. Each act is a 

three-ring circus (Newsweek Dec. 26, 1936, p. 38). Stark 

Young expressed his "delight in the substitution of humor for 

Broadway wisecracks" (Young Dec. 30, 1936, p. 273). Joseph 

Wood Krutch forgave Kaufman and Hart for an absence of original 

plot because "Even more important perhaps is the fact that 

the whole thing is pervaded by a humanity, an amiability and 

a gaiety wholly delightful" (Krutch Dec. 26, 1936, p. 770). 

Finally, Brooks Atkinson analyzed the problem with wisecrack 

humor and expressed his approval of Kaufman and Hart's new 

play. In his Sunday comment, Atkinson put some of Kaufman's 

earlier work in perspective. 

I confess to being a little weary of the Broadway 
conquest by wisecrack which treats characters like 
pins in a bowling alley and knocks them down with 
deadly shots from skillful players. For good sports
manship that game is a little too unequal to be 
totally refreshing; the characters are doomed to a 
shaft of destructive wit the instant they appear on 
stage (Atkinson Dec. 20, 1936, sec. 11, p. 3). 

By comparing the previous play to the current production, 

Atkinson observed, "What distinguishes You Can't Take It 
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With You among the Hart-Kaufman enterprises is the buoyancy 

of the humor. They do not bear down on the wisecrack. Al

though the play is good comedy, they do not exploit it like 

gag-men (Atkinson Dec. 15, 1936, p. 31). In the conclusion 

of his review, Atkinson was unrestrained in praising the play. 

"To this column, which has a fondness for amiability in the 

theatre, You Can't Take It With You is the best comedy these 

authors have written" (Atkinson Dec. 15, 1936, p. 31). 

In addition to all the praise for the script, Kaufman's 

direction also received considerable attention. Stark Young 

commented that "Without Mr. Kaufman's staging, no' small amount 

of the effect might disappear, but other directors might think 

of other things, and only a very bad one could kill the bub

bling possibilities of this play" (Young Dec. 30, 1936, p. 273). 

Young also remarked that he hoped stage directions would be 

included when the script was published so that the authors 

could provide the reader with "the fullest amount possible of 

the comment, directions and detailed invigorations that get 

into the performance" (Young Dec. 30, 1936, p. 273). 

Kaufman's work with the actors also received extensive 

comment from John Mason Brown. Kaufman's technique for direct

ing comedy is explained by Brown's analysis of why the acting 

reinforced humor in You Can't Take It With You." Brown said: 

one of the chief reasons for their being convulsing 
is that the actors who play them never let anyone 
know that they consider themselves either odd or 
funny. By being mad in the most straight-faced, 



86 

natural manner, they not only create at once the topsy 
turvey spirit essential to the well-being of the play, 
but maintain it thereafter. Their manifest goofyness 
becomes the more enjoyable because they so obviously 
assume it to be normal and commonplace. One smile, 
one burst of overplaying, one self-appreciative bit 
of exaggeration which betrayed that they thought 
themselves exceptional or humorous would detract from 
the very attributes which now makes each and all the 
deranged Sycamores so ridiculous and so ingratiating 
(Brown 1938, p. 179). 

Brown emphasized the comedic restraint that resulted in an 

ensemble unity for the production. Each actor, according to 

Brown, seemed totally committed to the reality of the char-

actor and the world of the play. As Atkinson also observed, 

"There's not a wisecracker in the cast" (Atkinson Dec. 20, 

1936, sec. 11, p. 3). 

You Can't Take It With You charmed audiences for an 

extended run of 837 performances. In addition to making a 

considerable amount of money for authors and producer, the 

script won the Pulitzer Prize. Writing a column for The 

Saturday Review of Literature, Bernard De Voto reasoned the 

play's selection for the prize was based not so much on merit 

but on lack of competition (De Voto May 8, 1937, p. 4). You 

Can't Take It With You had, however, distinguished itself as 

the most entertaining play of that season. 

I'd Rather Be Right combined the talents of Kaufman 

and Kart with Richard Rodgers and Lorenz Hart. The play was 

considered quite novel, featuring a caricature of the current 

president, Franklin D. Roosevelt. George M. Cohan portrayed 
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the leading role. Kaufman had generally avoided casting big 

name performers in leading roles in his productions. His 

experience working with Cohan must have reinforced his aversion 

to working with demanding personalities. 

Cohan was less than sympathetic about some of the 

elements of satire in the script. Certain verses by Lorenz 

Hart criticizing Alfred E. Smith were deleted by Cohan in a 

Boston preview and alternate lyrics inserted. The authors 

were furious with Cohan's revisions and demanded the original 

lyrics be reinstated. Cohan initially refused, saying, "I 

won't sing them because they were about personal friends of 

mine" ("Cohan and Friends" Oct. 25, 1937, p. 45). Kaufman 

interceded as director and insisted the show be performed as 

written, stipulating word-for-word accuracy as he had in pre

vious productions. Cohan relented and Kaufman down-played the 

incident to the press, claiming the backstage discord had been 

resolved ("Cohan and Friends" Oct. 25, 1937, p. 45). Kaufman's 

control of the production, while never in doubt, was reas

serted. 

Donald Oenslager was called on during the previews to 

provide some designs for the production. Kaufman called from 

Boston where the show was previewing to request new scenery 

for the show. Oenslager, already busy with three other produc

tions, consented to have the Harris office deliver the ground 

plan. After working that evening on the design, Oenslager 
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ideas to Moss Hart, who always had an unerring instinct for 

the visual theatre. He was understanding and seemed pleased, 

so I was pleased—and there we were off on a new theatrical 

venture in Central Park" (Oenslager 1978, p. 76). Oenslager 

had to complete his design and have the scenery ready in ten 

days when the show began previews in Baltimore. Both Kaufman 

and Hart recognized the previous design of the production was 

not working and were willing to totally revamp the show 

visually. Fortunately, Oenslager provided a workable alter

native and met his deadline. 

The reviews for I'd Rather Be Right mainly compliment

ed Kaufman's selection of Cohan for the leading role. Atkinson 

enjoyed Cohan's performance, Irene Shareff's costumes, and 

Oenslager's designs but expressed misgivings about the produc

tion as a whole. He wrote, "In fact everyone has conspired 

to make I'd Rather Be Right a clever and generally likable 

musical comedy. But it is not the keen brilliant political 

satire most of us have been fondly expecting" (Atkinson Nov. 

3, 1937, p. 28). 

Ruth Sedgwick, reviewing for Stage, praised Kaufman 

for his casting ability. 

Cheers also for the directorial gift of George Kaufman: 
his sixth casting sense—which functions as brilliantly 
here as it did in immortalizing Victor Moores Vice-
President Throttlebottom last time .... And with
out Cohan, his benign spirit, his genius for comedy, 
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the joke would have been long and flat. It is excel
lent sense too, to give George M. his head; leave him 
his old familiar mannerisms, his hand holding with 
the girls, his warming sentiment (Sedgwick Nov. 1937, 
p. 94). 

For Sedgwick, Kaufman was able to integrate Cohan's unique 

talents as performer into the concept of the production. The 

critic elaborated on Cohan's ensemble listening ability, a 

skill that probably was refined by the director. Sedgwick 

explained: 

When you get bored you can always watch him [Cohan] 
watching the show, and keep yourself amused. I found 
that particularly helpful during some of the ballets— 
particularly while a young man was dancing a mythical 
football game in a corset and pale blue tights. The 
Russians would probably have an elegant name for that 
flair of Mr. Cohan's for making any scene of which he 
is a part electric, integrated, and still clear for 
players (Sedgwick Nov. 1937, p. 94). 

Cohan's ingratiating performance negated the possibil

ity for tough political satire. Edith J. R. Isaccs in Theatre 

Arts Monthly described Cohan as "the one man in the theatrical 

profession whose kindliness toward the whole world is so 

assured, and for whom all kinds and classes of men have such 

real affection, that nothing he says or does on stage can be 

interpreted as deeply ill-natured, even when he speaks the 

words of other men and not his own" (Isaacs Dec. 1937, p. 927). 

Kaufman no doubt was aware of Cohan's attributes and cast the 

well-known trouper for those reasons. Kaufman's experiences 

with his previous political satires, the hits, The Band Wagon 

and Of Thee I Sing, and the failure, Let 'Em Eat Cake, also 
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indicate that the choice of Cohan was no accident. With the 

casting of Cohan, Kaufman had insured another hit. 

As soon as I'd Rather Be Right opened, Kaufman was 

ready to start rehearsals for Of Mice and Men, John Steinbeck's 

dramatization of his short novel. Steinbeck's play had been 

produced previously by the San Francisco Theatre Union, but 

the production lacked focus and the script needed revision. 

Margaret Shedd's review complained of the director, Florence 

Hagee, trying to "organize the play into bounds of some sort, 

with the curious result of creating time and again an unful

filled prediction that just around, the next corner the play 

will solidify, take form" (Shedd Oct. 1937, p. 778). Shedd 

believed Mrs. Hagee had tried to direct "the play as it might 

have been rather than as it is" (Shedd Oct. 1937, p. 778). 

Steinbeck had tried to write his novel in play form 

as an experiment. Acknowledging his lack of experience and 

expertise in stagecraft, Steinbeck analyzed in an article for 

Stage magazine his first attempt as a playwright. 

The timing was out, the curtains were badly chosen, 
some of the scenes got off the line and many of the 
methods ordinarily used in the novel, and which I used 
in the book, do not get over on the stage. The book 
had to be rewritten to play, and I don't know yet 
whether it will play (Steinbeck Jan. 1938, p. 51). 

In his article written prior to the November, 1937, opening 

of Of Mice and Men and published afterwards, Steinbeck in

creased speculation on the extent of Kaufman's role in revis

ing the original script for the Broadway production. 
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Kaufman had invited Steinbeck and his wife to Kaufman's 

estate in Bucks County, Pennsylvania, to put the final touches 

on the script. Steinbeck, recalling these sessions with 

Kaufman with a sense of awe, said: "Kaufman would be reading 

over the lines to me and suddenly he'd stop. He can tell 

ahead of time just when an audience is going to suppress a 

titter or when it is going to burst into a belly-laugh or 

when it will remain completely silent. The man's a marvel" 

(Valjean 1975, p. 159). While Nelson Valjean, Steinbeck's 

biographer, maintained Kaufman didn't write a line of dialogue, 

Valjean also pointed out that Kaufman's suggestions were in

valuable (Valjean 1975, p. 159). 

Kaufman had written to Steinbeck earlier suggesting 

some major revisions in the structure of the second act. 

You have the two natural scenes for it—bunkhouse and 
the negroe's room, but I think the girl should come 
into both these scenes, and that fight between Lenny 
and Curley, which will climax Act 2, must be over the 
girl. I think the girl should have a scene with Lenny 
before the scene in which he kills her. The girl, I 
think, should be drawn more fully: she is the motivat
ing force of the whole thing and should loom larger 
(Steinbeck and Wallenstein 1975, p. 136). 

Kaufman also suggested preserving the tenderness of the book 

while lightening the tone of the drama. Kaufman reasoned 

that some humor "would be extremely valuable both for its 

lightening effect and the heightening of the subsequent 

tragedy by comparison" (Steinbeck and Wallenstein 1975, p. 

136) . 
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In addition, Kaufman wanted Steinbeck to remain for 

the casting auditions, the rehearsals, and the out-of-town 

tryouts, making Steinbeck available for script revisions. 

Steinbeck, however, was anxious to return to California to 

begin writing Grapes of Wrath. Deferring to Kaufman's greater 

theatrical expertise, Steinbeck later claimed he would feel 

"like excess baggage once the production got under way" 

(Kiernan 1979, p. 221). 

In a letter to Steinbeck, Kaufman expressed reserva

tions about casting the show. In the letter he referred to a 

recent experience with Margaret Sullavan of the Stage Door 

cast, but Kaufman's recent experiences with George Cohan in 

Boston must have reinforced his uneasiness about working with 

name actors. Kaufman wrote: 

I have just had a tough experience with Margaret 
Sullavan—we have had to close her play because of an 
impending baby. Not that Victor McLaglen could have 
a baby but he could do something else just as bad. 
Once you have delivered your play into the hands of a 
star you are helpless when that star misbehaves. On 
the other hand, without a decent name we will open to 
four people when we go out of town (Steinbeck and 
Wallenstein 1975, p. 137). 

Steinbeck remained in New York long enough for cast

ing and preliminary meetings with the designer, Donald 

Oenslager. At the production conference Oenslager observed 

that Steinbeck "had clear and definite ideas on casting, manner 

of speech, and movement. He went into considerable detail on 

scenery and costumes. At the end of the conference Steinbeck 
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rose, said he was confident the play was in good hands, and 

that his presense was no longer necessary (Oenslager 1978, p. 

78). Steinbeck returned to California and never saw the play. 

With Steinbeck's departure Kaufman interpreted the 

script without aid of the author. Scott Meredith credited 

Kaufman with a strong theatrical sense of what was needed for 

the production. In a meeting with Oenslager, Kaufman requested 

an alteration to the design for the bunkhouse set. Kaufman 

suggested the design be more than realism. "I know they are 

just shacks," said Kaufman to Oenslager, "but can't they be 

beautiful? We must get a poetic quality into them" (Meredith 

1974, p. 558). Oenslager incorporated Kaufman's interpreta

tion, describing the design as attempting to "radiate the lyric 

illusion of the essence of reality" (Oenslager 1978, p. 78). 

In describing Kaufman's rehearsal technique for the 

show, Oenslager emphasized the director's concern for the vocal 

rhythms of the script. 

George Kaufman directed Of Mice and Men with percep
tion and quiet authority. In rehearsals he always 
had a sensitive ear for actor's voices. He paced 
back and forth in the rear of the darkened auditorium, 
not looking at the actors but making frightening faces 
to himself and listening. During the course of the 
play the sounds of birds, animals, night creatures, 
and farm life were heard beneath the human voices 
(Oenslager 1978, p. 78). 

While a number of critics were annoyed by the additional sound 

effects, the reaction of the audience on opening night illus

trated the impact of the production. "After the final curtain, 
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tribute through all the curtain calls. When the house lights 

came up, a salvo of cheers burst out all over the house" 

(Oenslager 1978, p. 78). 

A great deal of critical attention was paid to Kauf

man's direction. With the exception of Joseph Wook Krutch, 

who found the play "literary in the bad sense and shamelessly 

cooked up as, let us say, the death of Little Nell" (Krutch 

Dec. 11, 1937, p. 663), and Grenville Vernon, who questioned 

the necessity of the vernacular in the play (Vernon Dec. 10, 

1937, p. 191), the critics applauded Kaufman's direction of 

Of Mice and Men as one of his greatest artistic achievements. 

Atkinson called the production "a masterpiece of the New York 

Stage" (Atkinson Nov. 24, 1937, p. 20) and later "a perfect 

piece of art" (Atkinson Dec. 12, 1937, sec. 11, p. 3). John 

Mason Brown called the play "one of the finest, most pungent, 

and most poignant realistic productions to invigorate our 

stage in many seasons" (Brown 1938, p. 185). 

Numerous critics paid attention to Kaufman's ability 

to orchestrate the tempo of the drama. John Mason Brown 

called Kaufman's direction "a joy to follow" (Brown 1938, p. 

185). In particular he noted that Kaufman achieved a sensi

tivity for the subtleties of Steinbeck's book. "His timing 

is perfect. His pausing of the episode in which Candy's dog 

is shot is as audacious as it is praiseworthy" (Brown 1938, 



p. 186). Time called Of Mice and Men "a soundly written, ex

pertly produced play, its close-knit suspense timed to the 

last held breath" (Time Dec. 6, 1937, p. 41). Calling 

Kaufman's direction "selfless," Brooks Atkinson also noted 

that the silences created by Kaufman were "as eloquent as any

thing Mr. Steinbeck has said in the play" (Atkinson Dec. 12, 

1937, sec. 11, p. 3). Edith J. R. Isaacs, in her review in 

Theatre Arts Monthly, summarized Kaufman's contribution to 

the tempo of the production. She said: "To the author's 

accomplishment George S. Kaufman has added a perfect piece of 

direction with exactly the pace, the movement, the emotional 

crescendo and the pauses to enrich the action" (Isaacs Jan. 

1938, p. 14). 

The critics, as revealed in their comments, were 

amazed to discover a dimension beyond the expected wit and 

satire in Kaufman's direction. Early in his review, Brown 

wondered, "Is George S. Kaufman, the Super-sophisticate and 

First Satirist of out Theatre, the director to do justice to 

all these materials?" (Brown 1938, p. 185). Brooks Atkinson, 

long familiar with Kaufman's work, attributed part of Kaufman' 

success to his affinity to the author. "If Mr. Steinbeck's 

talent is for pithy statement, he has met his match in the 

laconical Mr. Kaufman" (Atkinson Nov. 24, 1937, p. 20). 

Atkinson also recognized Kaufman's ability to assimilate the 

spirit of seemingly unfamiliar material. "Although Mr. 
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Kaufman is celebrated for his wit and his craftman-like facil

ity in stage direction, admit Of Mice and Men as evidence of 

the fact that he can also enter into the spirit of a fine 

play and give it the most humble sort of expression" (Atkinson 

Dec. 12, 1937, sec. 11, p. 3). George Jean Nathan, recogniz

ing the play as a candidate for the Critics' Circle award, 

described the impact of the production. "Beautifully acted, 

the play shook across the footlights and in turn sucks back 

as profoundly moving an emotion as the drama has maneuvered in 

some time" (Nathan Dec. 6, 1937, p. 32). Ruth Woodbury 

Sedwick asserted, "For the accomplishment of the tour de force 

George Kaufman has contributed easily the most important and 

inspired directorial job of his career" (Sedgwick Jan. 1938, 

p. 56). 

The critics also commended Kaufman's selection of the 

cast and his work with the actors. Atkinson believed Kaufman 

"cast the play with assurance of choice" (Atkinson Nov. 24, 

1937, p. 20). John Mason Brown described Kaufman's casting as 

"felicitous in almost every case." Seemingly recognizing 

Kaufman's preproduction concern about using a star in the cast, 

Brown continued, "His actors work together to create an 

ensemble in which nothing is allowed to detract from the driv

ing power of the play as a whole" (Brown 1938, p. 186). 

Sedgwick claimed, "I can find no flaw in what he has done. In 

a cast chosen and trained with uncanny astuteness, the most 
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spectacular singular item is Brodrick Crawford's Lennie" 

(Sedgwick Jan. 1938, p. 56). 

In addition to the critical praise, Kaufman also re

ceived and kept letters of congratulations from John Steinbeck 

and Arthur Hopkins. Steinbeck, who didn't attend any of the 

productions of the play, wrote Kaufman after the opening of 

Of Mice and Men; "As the reviews come in it becomes more and 

more apparent that you have done a great job. I knew you 

would of course but there is a curious gap between the thing 

in your hand and the thing set down and you've jumped the gap" 

(Steinbeck and Wallenstein ed. 1975, p. 144). Steinbeck's 

letter attempted to soothe Kaufman's anger at the author's 

absence. Steinbeck later claimed in another letter that he 

would have liked to have seen the play but "wouldn't go six 

thousand miles to see the opening of the second coming of 

Christ" (Steinbeck and Wallenstein 1975, p. 167). His letter 

thanked Kaufman directly and concluded: 

It doesn't matter a damn whether the show runs a 
long time. It came to life for one night anyway, and 
really to life, and that's more than anyone has any 
right to hope. 

Sometimes in working, the people in my head become 
much realler than I am. I have had letters. It seems 
that for two hours you made your play far more real 
than its audience and only the play existed (Steinbeck 
and Wallenstein 1975, p. 145-46). 

Steinbeck's final acknowledgment of gratitude to Kaufman was 

delivered in a telegram in response to the awarding of the 
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Critics' Circle award to Of Mice and Men. "I AM HIGHLY HONOR

ED BY YOUR GOOD OPINION BUT MY EGOTISTICAL GRATIFICATION IS 

RUINED BY A SNEAKING SUSPICION THAT GEORGE KAUFMAN AND THE 

CAST DESERVE THEM MORE THAN I DO" (Steinbeck and Wallenstein 

1975, p. 164). 

The letter from Arthur Hopkins revealed the respect 

Kaufman's work had achieved. Hopkins wrote: "On rare occa

sions there happens in theatre a unity of writing, acting, 

and direction which pierces levels of gratitude that are 

usually immune. To my small gallery of rare experiences has 

been added last night's play and to all concerned I feel in

debted" (Meredith 1974, p. 577). 

In spite of the acclaim, Kaufman remained modest 

about his own contributions to the production. Donald 

Oenslager recalled that months after the production Kaufman 

said, "We simply came as close as we could to living up to 

the specifications of John Steinbeck" (Oenslager 1978, p. 78). 

Kaufman and Hart combined to write the final three 

plays that Kaufman would direct during the 1930's. Moss Hart 

had approached Kaufman with his idea for a play about the 

theatre while they were in rehearsal for I'd Rather Be Right. 

Hart had conceived the idea after paging through bound volumes 

of Theatre Magazine (Oenslager 1978, p. 82). Nearly one year 

later, October 8, 1938, The Fabulous Invalid was ready to open 

at the Broadhurst Theatre. The two playwrights had transformed 
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the original idea into a highly elaborate spectacle that paid 

tribute to successful Broadway productions since 1900 and to 
V 

the enduring spirit of the performers and technicians. 

Brooks Atkinson explained the plot of The Fabulous 

Invalid in his review. 

During the first act there are innumerable tabloid 
scenes culled from the illustrious successes of the 
past time. The old Alexandria survives panic, war, 
taxes, unionization, ticket speculation, critics 
and all the thousand ills the theatre is heir to. 
But the last decade nearly destroys it. The great 
depression, the talking pictures and the debasing of 
public taste nearly write "finis" to a great career. 
But a group of youngsters, who bear a strong resem
blance to the Mercury Theatre band, save it from the 
building wreckers in the last scene (Atkinson Oct. 
10, 1938, p. 15). 

Kaufman turned many of the organizational chores over 

to his trusted producer, Sam Harris. Myra Streger was respons

ible for the casting and John Kennedy handled the many details 

of general stage manager (Goldstein 1979, p. 308). The most 

crucial member of the production team, however, was designer 

Don Oenslager. 

Oenslager reveled in the challenge of the production, 

describing The Fabulous Invalid "a designer's holiday, pure 

pleasure twenty-four hours a day" (Oenslager 1978, p. 82). 

Kaufman's directorial input into Oenslager's design is not 

clear, but the bulk of the sets and the complexity of the 

scenery changes made the show impossible to take out of town 

for previews. Oenslager*s description of the technical re

quirements explains the show's lack of portability. 
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Thirty-one scene changes were orchestrated with 
nostalgic sound and music by Harry Levant. For good 
measure, four interludes contained a parade of sixty-
five flashbacks of old songs from musicals and 
scenes from plays recalling memorable successes of 
well-loved theatre folk, from Ethel Barrymore in 
Captain Jinks (1901) to Helen Morgan in Showboat 
(1927). These passed in review with split-second 
timing, with a theatre facade incorporating two 
stages, a projection screen and musical accompani
ment (Oenslager 1978, p. 82). 

The description also suggests why the technical requirements 

became the most striking aspect of the production at the 

expense of the script and the actors. 

The critics were almost unanimous in their disappoint

ment with The Fabulous Invalid. George Jean Nathan, respond

ing to the play's loyalty to the theatre, described The 

Fabulous Invalid as "persistently naive, often ignorant, and 

for the most part a pretty bad play, but in a way I like it" 

(Nathan Oct. 24, 1938, p. 34). Like Nathan, the other critics 

gawked at the scenery and criticized the script. Rosamond 

Gilder, critic for Theatre Arts Monthly, called Oenslager's 

scenery "the active protagonist of the entire play" (Gilder 

Mar. 1939, p. 863). Ruth Woodbury Sedgwick, noting a relation

ship between the lack of written substance and the enormity 

of the spectacle, commented: "For Moss Hart and George 

Kaufman, busy with their intricate staging, have not bothered 

much about writing vibrant, closely integrated script" (Sedg

wick Nov. 1938, p. 7). 
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Oenslager's recollection of the production reveals 

the extent of his involvement in the project and perhaps the 

positive response to his efforts. 

My memory of the production of The Fabulous 
Invalid was a shared experience of care and affec
tionate dedication. It was the professional theatre 
functioning at its best that made that complicated 
production move like clock work. 

The Fabulous Invalid was a poignant and tender 
salute from two of the theatre1s eminent practitioners, 
Moss Hart and George S. Kaufman, to their successors, 
in imagination. It was the theatre's theatre—clever, 
sentimental, glamorous, and glowing with make-believe 
(Oenslager 1978, p. 83). 

While appreciating his craft, audiences failed to share 

Oenslager's enthusiasm for The Fabulous Invalid; the produc

tion ran only sixty-five performances. 

Kaufman and Hart turned from the enduring spirit of 

theatre to a chronicle of the resiliancy shown by the influx 

of immigrants at the turn of the century. Working with an 

idea suggested by Kaufman's wife, the collaborators wrote 

The American Way, a play that traces the German immigrant 

couple from their arrival at Ellis Island in 1896 to the rise 

of the Nazi movement in the United States in 1939. 

The play's thesis, democracy will survive as long as 

men are willing to die for freedom, was dramatized with an 

emphasis on eye-filling spectacle. The visual element of The 

American Way also had to be on a scale large enough to justify 

the choice of the Center Theatre, seating capacity 3,000. The 

production employed 222 actors, seven stage managers, an 
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enormous amount of scenery, and special music composed and 

arranged by Oscar Levant and performed by the orchestra seven 

stories above the stage (Bronner 1980, p. 25). Irene Sharaff 

designed 2,200 costumes for the production. Donald Oenslager 

was called on to design the sets, an assignment he found out 

about during a scenic conference for The Fabulous Invalid 

(Oenslager 1978, p. 87). Kaufman turned over the responsibil

ities for casting to Myra Stregner and John Kennedy, and 

Hassard Short was given charge of directing the crowd scenes 

and scene changes (Goldstein 1979, p. 317). 

When the play opened January 21, 1939, audiences re

sponded to the patriotic flourishes within the script. Donald 

Oenslager recalled how the last scene of the drama had captured 

the emotions of the audience. 

The finale of The American Way was pure theatre— 
tense and patriotic. When Martin Gunther's funeral 
procession moved from the church to the main square, 
"The Star Spangled Banner" was heard faintly by a few 
citizens, but it soon grew into a great crescendo 
that brought the audience to its feet too choked to 
move (Oenslager 1978, p. 88). 

Slightly more dispassionate, the critics had mixed 

opinions about The American Way and Kaufman's directorial 

contributions. Brooks Atkinson was most enthusiastic, calling 

the play "a first primer in Americanism worth the storms of 

bravos it received on opening night" (Atkinson Jan. 23, 

1939, p. 9). Atkinson also described Kaufman's staging as 

"masterly—fluent, humane, pithy in detail. Nothing in the 

gigantic Center Theatre has ever had this freedom of movement 
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and this much dramatic significance" (Atkinson Jan. 23, 1939, 

p. 9). Joseph Wood Krutch questioned the authors' and pro

ducers' commerical interest that could have tainted the show 

when he said, "Doubtless planned with one eye on the visitors 

expected at the fair, it will surely attract them when they 

come, and it will, I suspect, manage to survive until they 

arrive" (Krutch Feb. 4, 1939, p. 158). However, seemingly 

much to Mr. Krutch's amazement, the show did not fall into the 

artistic traps such as the reliance on spectacle rather than 

character or story, to which such enterprises are usually 

prone. He commented, "But there can be little doubt that the 

performance as a whole is surprisingly successful, and that 

while never aspiring to be novel or profound, it is never 

fatuous or vulgar" (Krutch Feb. 4, 1939, p. 158). George 

Jean Nathan disagreed, finding the drama "little more than an 

uninterrupted and languid parade of the most obvious stencils 

of theatredom, and it is slightly embarrassing to any American 

with dignified national pride and dramatic taste" (Nathan Feb. 

6, 1939, p. 24). Nathan, however, labeled Kaufman's staging 

as "remarkably expert" (Nathan Feb. 6, 1939). 

Both Atkinson and Heywood Broun complained about the 

lack of a strong dramatic point of view, a criticism used by 

Kaufman and Hart when revising the play. Broun wrote: "The 

lesson which the spectator is supposed to gather from The 

American Way is decidedly vague. People in opposite aisles 
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might quite possibly be whooping it up for a play for reasons 

which were mutually exclusive" (Broun Feb. 8, 1939, p. 14). 

Atkinson pointed at one of the final scenes and suggested 

the writing and the staging of the Nazi murder climax had 

weakened the production (Atkinson Jan. 23, 1939, p. 9). 

Kaufman revised the staging to show a more violent murder of 

Martin Gunther and the assailants as clearly American Nazi 

Party members (Goldstein 1979, p. 316). 

The production of The American Way was on a grand 

scale, a patriotic pageant designed for an enormous theatre. 

Hassard Short, though generally not mentioned in the reviews, 

deserved a share of the credit for coordinating the large 

crowd scenes. Kaufman and Hart had attempted another pageant 

drama in a more serious tone than The Fabulous Invalid. The 

American Way was the more successful of the two, running 244 

performances (Goldstein 1979, p. 316). 

Kaufman's final work during the thirties was based on 

the eccentricities of his friend and former collaborator, 

Alexander Woollcott. The idea for the play had originated 

after a weekend visit by Woollcott to Moss Hart's farm. After 

being a thoroughly obnoxious and ungrateful guest, Woollcott 

signed Hart's guest book when he left with "I wish to say 

that on my first visit to Moss Hart's house I had one of the 

most unpleasant evenings I can ever recall having spent" 

(Goldstein 1979, p. 318). Recalling the weekend, Hart specu

lated to Kaufman on how awful it might have 'been if Woollcott 
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had broken an ankle and had been forced to stay longer. Both 

writers recognized immediately, according to Hart, the poten

tial of a play based around the character of their friend 

(Goldstein 1979, p. 318). 

The familiar production team of Sam Harris as pro

ducer and Donald Oenslager as scene designer would once again 

mount the Kaufman-directed play at the Music Box Theatre. 

Marton Eustis, writing for Theatre Arts Monthly, re

corded Kaufman's directorial methods during a rehearsal for 

The Man Who Came To Dinner. Describing the eighth day of 

rehearsals, Eustis explained that the first four days were 

spent sitting around a table reading. During the eighth re

hearsal Kaufman attempted a run-through with the actors except 

Monty Wooly who played the Alexander Woollcott character, 

Sheridan Whiteside, off of script. Noting that Kaufman used 

the full set in place during the rehearsal, Eustis said, 

"Kaufman is such a stickler for assurance in detail that, when 

the play is not an elaborate, many-scened affair, he likes 

his actors to get the feel of the set as soon as they walk on 

in their parts" (Eustis Nov. 1939, p. 790). Like Winthrop 

Ames who had authorized the early building of sets for Minick, 

Kaufman shunned bare rehearsal stages whenever possible. 

Kaufman displayed one peculiar rehearsal technique. 

He would, except in complete run-throughs, work from the end 

of the play to the beginning, rehearsing all of the scenes in 
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reverse order, Eustis speculated, "He does this deliberately 

because he thinks this is one way to catch the dead spots— 

that each act should be able to stand on its own feet as an 

entity" (Eustis Nov. 1939, p. 790). 

Describing the director's manner during the rehearsal, 

Eustis observed what many others noticed, that Kaufman con

ducted himself in a very business-like way. Eustis commented 

about Kaufman: "He is not like Noel Coward, a whole show in 

himself at rehearsals. He is quiet, unobtrusive; he never 

raises his voice, even at the most exasperating moments; he 

is kindly, sympathetic, quizzical. There is nothing of the 

human dynamo hammering the beat of a speedy perfectly-timed 

charade" (Eustis Nov. 1959, p. 791). Kaufman worked with 

actors as a sympathetic listener and guide rather than as a 

rigid taskmaster. Later in the article Eustis observed that 

Kaufman "rarely plays out a part for an actor, though some

times he will illustrate a bit of business. He works mostly 

by a kind of suggestion, an encouragement of the actors' 

own feelings" (Eustis Nov. 1939, p. 796). As Hart had observ

ed earlier during the rehearsals of Once in a Lifetime, 

Kaufman trusted the actors to follow their acting instincts 

and training. 

During rehearsal, Kaufman was also open to suggestions 

from his collaborator, Moss Hart. Noticing a problem with 

Whiteside's recognition of Harriet Sedley., the Lizzie Bordon 
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type, Hart proposed having Whiteside "snap his fingers as he 

looks at the picture—and I'd even go so far as to have him 

say: 'I knew I'd seen that face before'" (Eustis Nov. 1939, 

p. 793). Reluctant to incorporate actions that seemed too 

obvious, Kaufman did agree to try Hart's suggestion (Eustis 

Nov. 1939, p. 794), but followed his, own instincts when the 

play was produced. The final script indicates Whiteside's 

response as "(a flash recollection has come to him as he 

takes HARRIET'S photograph in his hand, but he contrives to 

smother his excitement)" (Kaufman and Hart 1942, p. 502). 

As the rehearsals continued Eustis was impressed with 

how Kaufman had synthesized the job of directing with his work 

as a playwright. For Kaufman, play writing and directing "are 

two parts of the same thing; that gesture, the movement of 

the actors, singly and together, are as much a part of the 

play as the words. This accounts for the way he rewrites as 

he goes along, shifting a phrase, a line, sometimes a whole 

speech to suit the tempo and the rhythm of movement he wants 

to secure. He is nothing if not thorough" (Eustis Nov. 1939, 

p. 791). 

Eustis also noted that Kaufman would change some of 

the rehearsed elements of the play once performed. "Once 

the play opens before an audience it will have to be retimed, 

reset, because, as Kaufman says, 'You can never be sure where 

the laugh will come,' and a long laugh requires re-spacing 
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and lengthening of all the business that surrounds the words" 

(Eustis Nov. 1939, p. 798). Kaufman made sure the action on 

stage was complete and natural enough to be played through 

the interrupting laughter without stopping or covering any 

6f the lines with the laughter. 

Kaufman's greatest strength, and perhaps his greatest 

weakness as well, according to Eustis, was his sense of rhythm. 

He would anticipate how a play should sound and would make 

changes if his expectations were not met once the play.was 

performed. Describing Kaufman's sense of rhythm as "uncanny," 

Eustis said: 

Even when he appears to be paying no attention to 
the goings-on, he can tell instantly if, by accident,' 
an actor inserts a word into his lines. His sense 
of timing is so acute that it may lead him, occasion
ally, to overlook details of characterization, pro
viding only the time clock is clicking as he wants it 
to. People who have worked with him claim that some
times he lets his ear control his mind (Eustis Nov. 
1939, p. 797). 

From his observations of The Man Who Came to Dinner rehearsals, 

Eustis concluded that Kaufman's genius as a director "lies as 

much in his infinite capacity for taking pains as in a natural 

theatrical flair" (Eustis Nov. 1939, p. 791). 

The Man Who Came to Dinner opened on October 16, 1939, 

at the Music Box. The critical response was mostly favorable. 

Joseph Wood Krutch, never overly fond of Kaufman's work, des

cribed the play as laughable but not merry and "the best 

comedies are somehow merry" (Krutch Oct. 28, 1939, p. 475). 
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For Krutch, the play was somehow "too bright, too hard, too 

competent," and the "well-disciplined performances" lacked a 

human quality. Brooks Atkinson disagreed, calling the play "a 

fantastic piece of nonsense, with enough plot to serve and a 

succession of witty rejoinders to keep it hilarious" (Atkinson 

Oct. 17, 1939, p. 31). In his conclusion Atkinson hailed The 

Man Who Came to Dinner as "American in its comic tone, Broad

way in craftsmanship, and a roaring evening of literate 

hilarity into the bargain" (Atkinson Oct. 17, 1939, p. 31). 

Stark Young paid most attention to Monty Wooly's por

trayal of Sheridan Whiteside. Young's comments also clarify 

Kaufman's presentational approach to Whiteside's character. 

About Wooly, Young said: 

He reads with faultless attack, not a shading lost, 
so far as I can tell in the entire role, lengthy as 
it is. He has the whole sum and conception of the 
part so completely in hand as to redouble the zest 
and quick of it, both for himself and for us. And 
meanwhile it is interesting to see the extent to which 
he follows the presentational method at times, 
straight out-and-out presentation, as contrasted with 
the representational that most of our acting nowadays 
is set to follow—a technical matter that Broadway 
sadly needs to think about (Young Nov. 1939, p. 368). 

By choosing to have Whiteside played in a presentational 

manner in contrast to the representational method used by the 

rest of the cast, Kaufman had mixed acting styles with maximum 

effectiveness. Brooks Atkinson also praised Kaufman's direc

tion saying that "under Mr. Kaufman's direction, the comedy 

goes rollicking across the stage in the wake of some excellent 
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actors" (Atkinson Oct. 17, 1939, p. 31). Rosamond Gilder 

called Kaufman's direction the most significant contribution 

to the production. She said, "Diverting as his and Moss 

Hart's script may be, it is George Kaufman, the director, who 

scores in The Man Who Came to Dinner. His adept showmanship 

turned this notorious cartoon of America's screen-and-air-

lined celebrities into a rich evening's entertainment" (Gilder 

Dec. 1939, p. 851). Gilder was also impressed with Kaufman's 

solution to the problem of having the main character immobile, 

his ability to select the cast, and his flair for telling 

details (Gilder Dec. 1939, p. 851). 

The Man Who Came to Dinner easily became another major 

hit for Kaufman and Hart. Second only in number of perform

ances to You Can't Take It With You, their final collaboration 

of the thirties played 739 performances. 



CHAPTER 4 

CONCLUSIONS ON KAUFMAN'S CONTRIBUTIONS AS A DIRECTOR 

George S. Kaufman has received more critical atten

tion as a dramatist than as a director because his words have 

outlived his directorial efforts. The Kaufman plays of the 

thirties, however, were all directed by the author. The pur

pose of this thesis has been to examine Kaufman's directing 

methods during the 1930's and the subsequent criticism of his 

work. The concluding remarks will analyze Kaufman's dual 

role of playwright and director, examine his influence as a 

director on the success of his productions during the 1930's, 

and identify his contributions as a director to the Broadway 

theatre. 

Moss Hart called combining directing and play writing 

"a fool's game" (Hart 1959, p. 339). In Act One Hart described 

the many late nights he and Kaufman had worked rewriting Once 

in a Lifetime. The next morning Kaufman would take the re

writes to an early rehearsal, perform in the evening, watch the 

audience response when he was offstage, deliver notes to the 

actors after the final curtain, and finally return to the hotel 

room to rewrite some more that evening. Hart concluded that 

111 
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although the schedule was inhuman and perhaps not always to 

the advantage of the play, Kaufman, like other writer-directors, 

persisted because of vanity, "part of a writer's weakness" 

(Hart 1959, p. 340) . 

By vanity, Hart meant that an author believed he best 

understood how his words should be interpreted. A Time article 

gave a similar reason for Kaufman's start as a director: 

It was perfectionism which turned Kaufman into a 
director. He used to be driven half-crazy seeing 
other directors maul his lines, twist their meanings, 
spot a laugh when there was none ("Past Master" Nov. 
20, 1939, p. 65). 

Kaufman down-played the contribution of the director in the 

success of a production. In "What is Direction Anyhow?," a 

short essay written for John Gassner's Producing the Play, 

Kaufman asserted that "there is a natural tendency to confuse 

the direction with the script, Good plays have a way of being 

well directed" (Gassner 1941, p. 70). In Kaufman's case the 

confusion was understandable since the director was usually 

also responsible for the script. John Chapman described 

Kaufman in both capacities. 

When a production reaches the try out stage, there are 
two Kaufmans at work—the director and playwright. 
The director stands mournfully at the rear of the 
house listening to every line and watching the audience 
reaction. When he senses something wrong, he puts the 
playwright to work (Chapman Jan. 1, 1938, p. 16-17). 

When director Kaufman engaged the services of playwright 

Kaufman, the resulting revisions might accomodate the direc

tor's needs while changing the playwright's original vision. 
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Stark Young in a commentary on Of Thee I Sing argued 

that Kaufman's dual capacity represented an artistic conflict 

of interests. 

This instinct, for trying out with an eye on the 
moment's stage success, for registering the horror of 
going flat, belongs to a good sound child of the 
theatre, who knows what the dangers are and its curious 
hard discipline and what the upbubbling response means 
as it draws out the lively heart of the audience and 
the stage event. But it can also bring timidity and 
insignificant fright, and prevent the playwright's 
saying what he may most want to say. Important drama
tists run in both directions; the right terror lest 
the things fail to come off as theatre and the will 
to make the point or burst (Young March 9, 1932, p. 97). 

Young suspected Kaufman of being more concerned about audience 

acceptance than with expressing significant ideas. 

A similar criticism of Kaufman was repeated by John 

Gassner in Masters of Modern Drama. Gassner wrote that "Fadiman 

has launched the most telling charge against the Kaufman clan 

when he wrote that when they put on their thinking caps, 'the 

caps assume a vaguely conical shape.' Perhaps they actually 

want this transformation for the 'show business' to which they 

are unapologetically wedded" (Gassner 1940, p. 666). 

Gassner and Young charged that Kaufman's artistic in

tegrity as a writer had to be sacrificed to Kaufman the director 

in order to attain commerical success. Kaufman, however, had 

to be aware of the times his satiric thrusts had gone unblunted 

and the production had either offended (Let 'Em Eat Cake) or 

confused (Bring on the Girls) the audience. While not indif

ferent to the artistic challenges of play writing, Kaufman's 
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primary goal as director and playwright was to have a success

ful production, a goal he often achieved during the 1930's by 

directing all of his own plays. As writer and director, 

Kaufman was in an ideal position to see his vision realized. 

Although some writers have had great difficulty directing their 

oym dialogue, Kaufman seemed ideally suited because of his 

training and temperament. Journalistic objectivity gained as 

a drama editor and writer enabled Kaufman to edit not only 

collaborators like Steinbeck and Ferber, but also to evaluate 

the stage-worthiness of his own words. 

Part of Kaufman's success as a director must be attri

buted to his control over all aspects of the production. In 

The Season, a description of the 1967 Broadway season, William 

Goldman identified "the muscle" as the major ingredient for 

commercial theatrical success. Goldman defined the muscle as 

"that person who is in charge of Armageddon. The muscle is 

chiefly responsible for what finally does or does not get done 

on stage" (Goldman 1969, p. 285). According to Goldman, the 

muscle can be a star, writer director, producer or even the set 

designer. By the late 1920's and throughout the thirties, 

Kaufman was clearly the muscle of each of his productions. 

Kaufman's control came initially from his combination 

of duties as playwright and director. Kaufman's reputation as 

an astute theatre man was well established before he started 

directing. Kaufman, however, only asserted his authority in 
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those areas he felt most competent, delegating the musical, 

visual and major crowd scenes' choreography to his co-workers. 

And although Gerschwin, Oenslager, Harris, Hart, and the rest 

of Kaufman's collaborators made significant input to various 

productions, Kaufman's single vision and theatrical instinct 

was what shaped what the audience eventually saw on stage. As 

each directorial triumph was recorded by audiences and critics, 

his control over subsequent productions was assured. 

Kaufman's control also stemmed from his devastating 

verbal wit. Only a very clever individual could match Kaufman's 

sarcasm. Before he began directing, Kaufman had established 

his reputation as a member of "The Algonquin Circle," an elite 

group of show business and literary friends whose witty lunch-

time conversational quips were often quoted. Anecdotes like 

Kaufman's curt reply to the "method" actor who requested motiva

tion for a stage movement had become folklore. Kaufman simply 

indicated to the actor that his job would be adequate motiva

tion. Direct questioning and opposition to Kaufman's direction 

were very rare, but examples of Kaufman's willingness to listen 

to suggestions that might improve the production were numerous. 

The advantage of Kaufman's dominant role can also be 

seen in the continuity of his production staff. Sam Harris 

and Donald Oenslager produced and designed nearly every Kaufman-

directed production. With a familiar staff, Kaufman's control 

over the production was assumed, and the work implementing the 

director's vision proceeded efficiently. 
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Although Kaufman directed a variety of types of pro

ductions, his own role as director-playwright remained con

sistent from production to production. Kaufman preferred to 

work with individual actors rather than large groups of actors 

all at the same time. For musicals, Kaufman was satisfied 

directing the book, allowing competent assistants to do 

choreography, vocal coaching, and work with large crowd scenes. 

Kaufman also compensated for his lack of musical exper

tise by working with talented musical collaborators. Harry 

Ruby who composed music for Kaufman's early Helen of Troy, New 

York and Animal Crackers said that playing a song for Kaufman 

"was like playing to a deadman. There was no difference between 

playing it for George and playing it for the wall. There was 

never any reaction." Putting the issue bluntly, Ruby said, 

"When it came to music he (Kaufman) was awful" (Marx and 

Anovile ed. 1974, p. 153). Kaufman never denied the deficiency, 

acknowledging his good fortune to work with Irving Berlin, 

George Gershwin, and Richard Rodgers. Kaufman's lack of musical 

sensitivity made him difficult to work with, a fact he freely 

acknowledged (Kaufman Aug. 1938, p. 29), but he compensated 

effectively by delegating authority to those with greater exper

tise. 

Besides having excellent musical collaboration, Kaufman 

utilized talented scenic designers of the period. Jo Mielziner 

and Donald Oenslager contributed to all of Kaufman's successful 
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productions. Both designers agreed Kaufman had little inter

est or desire to become overly involved in the visual design 

of a production. Jo Mielziner recalled: "Brilliant as he 

was as an oral director, Kaufman had little or no visual sense 

and was rather literal in discussions with stage designers" 

(Mielziner 1965, p. 587). Donald Oenslager, remembering his 

frustrations during You Can't Take It With You, resented 

Kaufman's lack of guidance. 

George Kaufman as a director was always more than 
ready to delegate authority in those areas in which 
he was unsure of himself. Despite his extraordinary 
instinct for the theatre he had little sense of the 
visual. He could not read a ground plan. He could 
not understand a sketch. A scale model confused him. 
He had full confidence in a few favorite designers 
and placed complete responsibility for settings on 
them (Oenslager 1978, p. 72). 

While probably not as visually inept as Oenslager claimed, 

Kaufman was shrewd enough to utilize the talents of Mielziner 

and Oenslager. Also, by delegating both musical and visual 

responsibilities, Kaufman was free to concentrate on his own 

area of expertise, coordination of the tempo of the production. 

In many of the early reviews, critics identified a 

brisk tempo as the chief characteristic of Kaufman's direc

tion. Early in the thirties Kaufman moved the action along 

at a rapid-fire clip, never allowing the audience to stop and 

consider what they were viewing. The dialogue Kaufman wrote 

for the Marx Brothers probably approximated the effect he 

achieved on stage. Although acknowledging the witty effect, 
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the critics tired of the rapid but eventually monotonous pace 

and prodded Kaufman into slowing down. 

The success of You Can't Take It With You was partially 

due to a relaxed tempo and revealed Kaufman's growth and 

maturity as a director. By easing the tempo, Kaufman allowed 

the Sycamores, the zany family in You Can't Take It With You, 

to become lovable as well as humorous. The audience could 

relax and enjoy their antics while laughing with them. Kaufman 

varied the tempo even further in Stage Door, First Lady, and 

especially in Of Mice and Men. Kaufman's triumph with Stein

beck's play illustrated the degree to which he had mastered 

the craft of directing. 

In his essay on direction Kaufman revealed his phil

osophy on direction. His words illustrate his approach to 

tempo, actors, and script. Kaufman said: "Personally I am 

always a little bit suspicious when the director is too highly 

praised. A play is supposed to simulate life, and the best 

direction is that which is so effortless and natural that it 

simply isn't noticed at all. Once it begins to call attention 

to itself, something is wrong" (Gassner 1941, p. 70-71). The 

frantic tempo of Kaufman's early direction had drawn critical 

attention. By easing the pace, Kaufman was able to achieve 

his goal of natural but anonymous direction. 

Kaufman worked unobtrusively with actors to achieve 

his vision of the play. Both Hart and Eustis, reporting on 
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rehearsals at the beginning and end of the decade, noted 

Kaufman's approach during rehearsals. By casting mainly 

veterans who knew their craft, Kaufman could quietly guide 

their performance toward his conception. He rarely spoke or 

interrupted while a scene was in progress (Meredith 1974, p. 

356). Various writers have pictured Kaufman focusing on his 

own dialogue, oblivious to the action on stage. As both play

wright and director, he was able to make immediate adjustments 

on lines that didn't play or to correct actors who altered 

the desired rhythms of his dialogue. 

During rehearsals Kaufman conducted himself with 

dignity and decorum. Woollcott mentioned Kaufman's considera

tion of the actors during the rehearsals for The Dark Tower. 

Malcolm Goldstein remarked on Kaufman's ability to maintain 

his composure throughout the rehearsal period. Goldstein 

wrote: 

That he never subjected the cast to a tantrum made 
him something of marvel on Broadway, where the 
director quite often went into a rage. His way of 
achieving the necessary improvements was either by 
means of the onstage whisper, when that was appro
priate, or if more than the whisper was required, to 
take the actor aside and outline his suggestions 
(Goldstein 1979, p. 250). 

While not necessarily unique, Kaufman's low-key method of 

working with actors established a proper creative rehearsal 

atmosphere. 

Finally, Kaufman's achievements as a director may be 

viewed from a larger historical perspective. Directing as he 
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did in the mainstream of commercial theatre, Kaufman's work 

in the 1930's elevated the contributions of the director to a 

level similar to that achieved by Phillip Moeller at the 

Theatre Guild during the 1920's. Influenced at the beginning 

of his career by three successful commercial directors, 

Winthrop Ames, Howard Lindsey, and Jed Harris, Kaufman ex

tended and solidified the director's control in commercial 

theatre. 

Kaufman's directing style was most frequently noticed 

within the pacing and tempo of the production. Low comedy 

was invigorated by Kaufman, Abbott, and Lindsey as Gassner 

suggests (Gassner 1940, p. 663), and Kaufman's attention to 

the details of pacing was one of the most easily identifiable 

features of his direction. Those writers familiar with the 

inner workings of the theatre also recognized Kaufman's 

"strong controlling hand and shrewd instinct for the stage" 

(Taubman 1965, p. 354) as contributing to the evolution from 

an actor's to a director's theatre on Broadway. Because of 

his enormous success, Kaufman's methods became a model for 

the directors like Elia Kazan, Hal Prince and even Mike 

Nichols who followed. 

An incident during the run of one of Kaufman's plays 

revealed the director's first priority. A doorman who didn't 

recognize Kaufman asked, "Excuse me, sir, are you with the 

show?" "Well," Kaufman replied, "let's just say I'm not against 
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it" (Meredith 1974, p. 558). Kaufman as both playwright and 

director focused the production for the audience's enjoyment. 

He exemplified a controlling director who, together with 

talented actors and an efficient production team, made a 

script come alive. Because of his commercial and artistic 

successes during the 1930's, George S. Kaufman's contribution 

to the American theatre as a director was as significant as 

his contribution as a playwright. 

I 
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