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INTERVIEW OF FIRMAN H. BROWN 

OCTOBER 30, 2003 

 

Q. Today is the 30th of October, 2003.  This is the OSU Oral History Project.  My 

name is George Crepeau.  I’m a Professor Emeritus in the Department of Theatre.  

And I am very pleased and especially privileged to serve as the interviewer for 

Dr. Firman H. Brown, Professor Emeritus and former Chairman.  That would be 

Chairman Emeritus of the OSU Department of Theatre.  Dr. Brown’s date of birth 

is September 27, 1926, and I begin this oral interview with a quick thumbnail 

overview of Dr. Brown’s career in Ohio, and a brief biographical review of what 

preceded his work in Ohio.  The plan for this oral history is to do it in two parts:  

part one is to be a typical, somewhat chronological factual history, I suppose, 

tempered with anecdotes and stories to make it really interesting.  And part two 

will be a more philosophical discussion of the many aspects of the art of theatre 

and leadership and administration in the world of theatre.  This is true especially 

in a college and university educational setting.  I must say for the record here, too, 

that Dr. Brown is also better known and addressed everywhere, I believe, even by 

those who work for him in the department, as “Bo,” Bo Brown.  And that’s how I 

shall talk about him and address him from this point on.  So, Bo, welcome, and 

thank you for participating in this Oral History Project. 

A. Thank you, George.  It’s nice to be here.  Let’s see what we can say about all this. 

Q. Well, we can begin by saying a little bit about Bo Brown.  Bo, a brief a personal 

story. 
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A. I’ve lived all over the United States.  I was born in Florida.  I lived on the Navajo 

Indian Reservation as a young child.  My father was a government engineer for 

the Bureau of Indian Affairs.  And I spent a considerable amount of my early 

years there.  I went to high school in Arizona and in New Mexico and in Florida, 

and for a brief time I was at the University of Florida before I went into the Navy 

in World War II, and when the war was over, I enrolled at the University of 

Montana in 1946 as a journalism major. I had been interested in journalism for 

many, many years.  And in high school did newspaper work and all the rest of 

that.  And so while at the University of Montana, from 1946 to 1949, I was a 

journalism major, but I also became very interested in the theatre.  I had acted 

before.  And I spent most of my time, I must confess, in the Department of 

Theatre at the University of Montana in Missoula.  And I finally graduated in 

journalism in 1949.  Spent a year wandering around, went to California, played 

around with movie auditions for a bit.  That didn’t work out too well. Then I came 

back to Montana in 1950 and was a sports reporter for a year on The Havre Daily 

News, way up in north central Montana.  And while I was there, the junior college 

there, the Northern Montana College, now a four-year institution, asked, they had 

heard that I had acted and worked in the theatre, and they asked if I would come 

and direct plays in my spare time in the evenings, which I did.  And the rest, I 

guess they say, is history. 

Q. And how old were you then? 

A. Let’s see. I must have been about 26 years old.  Roughly that.  And during the 

years in Haver, the first year, ‘50-’51, I spent as newspaper reporter doing sports 
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primarily and directing plays in the evening at Northern Montana College.  Then I 

went on the college staff full-time, but in the summers I went back to the 

University of Montana and worked on a master’s degree in journalism.  And 

which I did receive in 1953.  And then, I came back to Northern Montana College 

and worked there full-time for about four years and decided I wanted to get a 

Ph.D. in Theatre.  And so I went off first to Columbia University and then 

transferred to the University of Wisconsin at Madison and finished there.  And 

suddenly I was invited back to the University of Montana, to come and direct 

plays. 

Q. Wonderful, wonderful. 

A. Quick story. 

Q. Yes, it is a quick story.  It’s not an unusual story except in one way.  Those of us 

who did the same sort of thing, when we got to the theatre, we got into the 

department, we took all those courses, we did all those things, and then we 

became what we were in this educational theatre world.  You were a journalism 

major and you were a journalism major through the degrees and, although you 

were a sports reporter and director at night, your theatre interest was inside of 

you. 

A. Yes, and I think I wanted to be an actor.  That was the whole game.  Then I 

became more and more interested in directing and in production.  In the 

meantime, the game of publicity and promotion and all of that stuff, that interest 

in that helped a lot for what I was trying to do.   
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Q. That’s the route you got to the theatre.  But the theatre was very, very early.  You 

said when you went to the first place in Montana, right away you were acting and 

getting into the plays. 

A. Yes, and years ago when I was a child of the Navajo, whenever they did plays 

there at the agency, they turned all the maids into butlers so that I could play, so I 

could get on stage. 

Q. Well, that’s an interesting part of your life, too.  You have this Navajo thing, 

which had some impact on you. 

A. I think it gave me a great love for the land and a great love of minority people, I 

think, in many, many ways.  I still find that the Southwest is so, so enchanting and 

so rare and so lonely and empty and just has wonderful ideas and magnitude about 

it.  And although I was raised in Florida for the first years, and I have lived in 

upstate New York as we’ll talk about later and all around the country, I still find 

that the Southwest is the enchanting part of the dream. 

Q. And the dream, hey, that word dream.  I think that I can remember as a faculty 

member in the department hearing that word from Bo Brown.  You stuck with the 

dream. “You’ve got to have a dream,” or something like that, you used to say.   

A. I still believe and I think that’s fair, that everybody needs to have a dream about 

what they want to do, and they have to have a goal that they want to reach.  And it 

seemed to me, in the theatre departments that I have chaired over all these years 

and tried in some ways to lead, that the whole emphasis is on, what do we really 

want to do here, and we have to make that dream work. And finding people who 
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would join with you in making it work has been very, very difficult at times, of 

course. 

Q. That’s part of the administrative life that you led.  And you were into this very 

early.  You really got into the administrative things quite early. 

A. George, this is what’s so funny.  To me it is, and I think to many other people it’s 

kind of amazed them.  I don’t know what it’s like to be a faculty member with a 

chair person in charge of you.  And that’s probably been a very grave error in my 

upbringing.  But I began as a chair person of a department of theatre.  First, I 

directed plays as a temporary employee at Northern Montana College. But then 

when I came back from the University of Montana, I came back as the chair 

person.  The other chair had been a very good instructor of mine and had gone 

away, and then he didn’t return.  So I had gone to fill one year. And he didn’t 

come back and they asked if I would stay, and so ever since then we’ve just been 

chairing the Theatre Department. 

Q. You’ve been chairing and administering here also.  So leadership is a part of your 

life.  A real strong part of your life. 

A. Yes.  It has been. 

Q. We’ll talk about that, leadership things, especially in a kind of personal 

relationships that do develop in the Department of Theatre that may be different 

in some other ways from professor and chairman to professor in discipline.  And 

to chairman, professor, do the performances, get into the soul and everything else 

of the people, a very different thing.  Wonderful.  We’ll have a good time talking 

about those kinds of things.  So then, you then went to Columbia. 
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A. Yes, I was at Columbia for just one quarter, in the fall of 1956 I think it was.  And 

then I had a chance to go to Wisconsin with an assistantship.  I wasn’t particularly 

happy about New York City, the big city, far from the west was not exactly 

conducive to a lot of things.  And so I transferred to Wisconsin.  And that made 

very good sense. 

Q. Who was at Wisconsin in those days? 

A. Well, let’s see.  There was [Robert] Buerki, who was a technical director of 

considerable significance.   

Q. I didn’t mean to put you on the spot. I remember something about Wisconsin, as 

being most active in films like extension theatre work in the State of Wisconsin. 

A. Yes, that’s right.  A fellow named Robert Gard ran that.  And that was separate.  

That was an extension division.  And I worked there, in fact, as a clerk, as I recall, 

for a while, and they reported community activities in theatre all over the state.   

Q. But the Ph.D. at Wisconsin was in Speech and Drama? 

A. Yes, in those days that’s what it was.  You could not separate them. 

Q. Speech and Drama. 

A. You really struggled through some of the speech therapy classes.  They gave you 

students that you were supposed to have helped them include their abilities at 

correcting their speech defects.  It was a fascinating course.  But I primarily 

focused on the theatre courses. 

Q. Here at Ohio State in those days, before you came to Ohio State, it was the 

Department of Speech and Drama. And the emphasis was pretty much speech and 
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drama, although they had a good-going theatre program and many good people 

that were here before you. 

A. The interesting thing about the dissertation at Montana.  The thing I wanted to say  

[about the] Ph.D. is, you see, as an undergraduate and also as a graduate student, 

my emphasis was on journalism and all the requirements needed to support that 

kind of education.  So that the formal kind of philosophy English major rode 

toward theatre, was not the one I took.  So that suddenly here I was deciding to 

get a Ph.D. in theatre and I had to scramble in many ways at first to go back to 

create the right foundation in terms of years and years and years of dramatic 

literature study and that kind of humanities liberal arts education that isn’t so 

essential in the world of journalism. So I had a great time.  When I finished there, 

finished the course work, then I was asked to come to Montana.  I had not written 

the dissertation.  But it was agreed that I could present a dissertation on the 

history of theatre in Montana.  I had asked to write a dissertation on the history of 

theatre in a selected city in Montana.  But my professor Mitchell said, “Oh no, we 

have to do the whole state.” Well, this now seems nuts to me because we do 

different kinds of dissertations.  We have reduced their scope, I think, 

enormously.  But anyway, so for the next seven years, while I was teaching at the 

University of Montana in Missoula, I spent hundreds of hours in the basements in 

the newspapers of the seven major cities in Montana paging through original 

copies of their newspapers. They had been stored away in these dusty rooms 

downstairs.  This was before they microfilmed anything.  And it went on and on 

and on.  And so you sat there copying on a little portable typewriter.  Anyway, the 
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dissertation was finished.  I don’t think anybody’s ever tried to do that again.  

That was in ’63.  And I finished it with the great help of my wife, Marjorie, and 

we sent it off a few days before the deadline, and all went well.   

Q. Seven years.  That’s not unusual, is it? 

A. No.  I was fascinated, though, when I went back for the defense, they were 

primarily interested in Leslie Fiedler, the people on the committee. And so we 

drove all the way back, Marjorie and I, to Madison.  And Leslie Fiedler had just 

become a very great name, of course, in American literature criticism.  And he 

was a faculty member at the University of Montana.  And so the questions, for 

half around the time around the table, were about Leslie.  Which I enjoyed.  It 

helped a lot.   

Q. Those Ph.D.’s sometimes run ___________ as we thought they might be when we 

got in there.  Then you went back and again, here now is the administrative thing, 

which is going to go through this entire oral history, as an administrator.  But you 

had been doing other things as well in administrating with theatre companies, or 

am I ahead of myself here?   

A. I think it really is somewhat later on when I started.  I did get married in those 

years.  My wife, Marjorie, and I had gone to the University of Montana together.  

And we got married in 1953.  And she taught with me at Northern Montana 

College in Wisconsin, of course, and worked in the historical society there.  And 

then we moved back to Missoula and we had two daughters, Sarah and Blakely. 

They now live in Montana.  Marjorie died in 1998 but we had a wonderful time 

and a wonderful life together.   
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Q. The daughters? 

A. There is Sarah, with her husband, [who] lives in Helena, Montana.  They have 

three children.  Sarah now works for the State Library of Montana and she is the 

online librarian for the state library online catalog.  And has put all that together.  

And my daughter, Blakely, now teaches at the University of Montana.  She is 

married, two children, and she has a Ph.D. from Minnesota in Nutrition Science.  

And so she is a nutritionist.  So she’s back where we all were once upon a time. 

Q. You do go back there. 

A. Yes, and it’s great fun to walk the campus with her.  Her mother also taught.  

Q. And then the grandchildren, too, there. 

A. Yes.   

Q. And then through Ohio State you were a country traveler.  You were an 

administrator in Florida.  You were an administrator in Montana, and in New 

York at Ithaca.  And those must have been interesting years because those are 

very different places.   

A. The Montana years were very formative for me.  When I went back to the 

University of Montana, let’s see, how old was I?  About 30.  Yes, about 30 years 

old. And I went back, and Marjorie and I went back with young Sarah, and 

Blakely was born a few years later.  But we went back and this was a little tiny 

department.  There was me and a technical director.  Two people, like there were 

in many of those departments that came together right after the war.  And then we 

were in a funny old building.  It had to have been World War I barracks, that they 
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made a little theatre, 200-seat theatre out of the downstairs room.  Upstairs, once 

upon a time I assume were bunks and so forth, were the offices.  It was crazy. 

Q. I can tell you that the University of Michigan had exactly the same thing in those 

years. 

A. They were no great beautiful theatre plans.  There was a great big student union 

that had a 3,000-seat theatre.  If you ever tried to produce in a house that size.  

Anyway, we were there for a while and then we finally did move to a better 

structure.  This student union when another one was built.  And during the 

Montana years, we added additional faculty, couple of more people, and also 

began to create a summer theatre.  The first one.  The Master Summer Theatre at 

the University of Montana.  And we designed a little room, made a kind of arena 

theatre, two-sided arena theatre.  Convinced the president at that time that he 

should fund the remodeling of this little space.  It was just like a little tiny room.  

And he did that very graciously.  And it became very, very popular, which was 

quite wonderful.  And then while we were in Montana, and in the meantime other 

friends of ours who had taught there, who had gone to school with us, a couple of 

them came back.  Not in theatre but in history.  And so it was kind of fascinating, 

all of these former students, and remember that these were veteran students as we 

all know.  And so we were somewhat older when we were at the university as 

undergraduates.  But anyway, in northern Montana, up near Glacier [National] 

Park, northwestern Montana, there’s a place called Flathead Lake, which is the 

largest body of fresh water west of the Great Lakes that nobody knows anything 

about.  And there was this lovely little fishing village on the northeastern edge of 
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that, northeastern shore called Bigfork, where I had been many times and had 

some friends that lived there. And it seemed like it was an ideal place to start a 

summer theatre.  And so off we go, Marjorie and Bo, and our children, and the 

technical director from the University of Montana, Richard James, who is now 

retired and lives in California.  He was at the University of Montana throughout 

his career.  And we went up there, and we rented this Rebecca Legion Hall, which 

looked like an old JC Penney Store.  And created an arena theatre there, three-

sided arena this time, with about 135 seats as I recall.  Seats taken from torn-down 

high school auditoriums, wooden seats that we painted bright green every year.  

And we had to put everything in there.  We did risers.  It’s sort of like, let’s just 

do a play game.  Anyway, it was highly successful, the Bigfork Summer 

Playhouse.  The trouble was that Marjorie and I were not very good at finance.  

We didn’t want to charge the people too much money, which was probably an 

error.  The seats were $1.49.  Yes.  But now, of course, but this story goes on and 

on and on.  And we ran this playhouse in the summer for seven years. 

Q. In the beginning years, what sort of plays did you do in there? 

A. The first year we did regular plays.  And for a couple of years on, we continued in 

that tradition.  The first year that we did, let me see if I can remember this.  We 

did, where is this long list of mine?  I have it here. The first year we did “Blythe 

Spirit,” “Papa Is All,” “Sabrina Fair.”  At separate tables. I directed all the plays, 

all the seven years.   

Q. All the plays, all the seven years.   

A. And acted in some of them.  And Marjorie acted in some of them. 
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Q. Were these mainly in the summer? 

A. Yes, this was in the summertime.  I did direct in University of Montana but not 

everything.  And I finally turned the directing over to somebody else at Bigfork.  

But we had a small company the first year of about eight actors.  We found 

housing for them.  We cooked for them, we fed them.  There was a kitchen in this 

Rebecca Legion Hall.  It was a family affair, so to speak.  But it was a splendid 

time, and we happened to have very good people.  And the other thing we had 

fortunately done, the following year, at the end of the first year, we found a place 

on Flathead Lake that we bought right on the lake, a cabin.  And that provided 

enormous relief for everybody and it worked out very, very well.  So it was kind 

of a magic time.   

Q. And that was not unusual at that particular time.  There were people doing these 

kinds of things and got to know the people who were 60 miles away doing the 

same kinds of things.  My experience was similar in Ann Arbor and around Ann 

Arbor.  Suddenly there were 16 people of us going out 30 miles to this little town 

and somebody, not me, but somebody was the administrator, was the leader, was 

the one who was supposed to do all the things you need to do to put it on.  But 

those were wonderful magic years. 

A. Yes, they really were.  And everybody still remembers them.  And the playhouse 

is still in operation today.  That is what is amazing. 

Q. What a tribute that you were able to in seven years build it into something. 

A. We sold it to a corporation, the people at Bigfork Farm, because they didn’t want 

it to stop.  And so they bought the rights from us and went on.  And then they 
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hired one of my former students to direct it.  And he is still there.  He now owns 

it.  He took it over and made it into a wonderful operation.  But they primarily do 

musicals there now.  Traditional, old-fashioned, traditional famous American 

musicals.  And we started that.  Some days I’m very sorry about that.  That I wish 

sometimes that we had held onto the regular straight plays, and maybe even 

moved into Shakespeare.  But I don’t know that that would have sold sufficiently, 

then, to even maintain it.  But at the same time, the Utah Shakespeare Festival 

was just beginning, and we watched that very carefully, but there were more 

people nearby.  The population gains illustrate that.  But the Bigfork Summer 

Playhouse is now in a million-dollar plant in Bigfork, which has now been 

discovered, as a resort town and has million-dollar homes all around it and golf 

courses and boutiques, and many, many restaurants on this street that, when we 

first went there, wasn’t even paved.  The dogs slept at noontime out in the warm 

sands of the street.  So, that was a wonderful experience.  In the meantime, we 

were still doing all this stuff at the University of Montana. 

Q. Right.  I was going to go back now to the University because the University is 

another strong thread in your life. Very strong thread in your life.  And so you 

were still in Montana. 

A. This was when the rise of regional theatre was becoming extremely important in 

America.  The National Endowment for the Arts, the National Endowment for the 

Humanities were just being formed, as you well remember.  I was on the board of 

the group of people that wanted to create the Montana Arts Council.  And we did 

that.  And we applied for grants and got enough money to at least begin that 
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operation.  Today, the Montana Arts Council still exists and it’s funded by the 

state.  And as we well know they’ve all grown.  The one in Ohio is one of the 

greatest examples of all, of course.   

Q. So you were a founder, a producer, a director, all right after your Ph.D.? 

A. Don’t forget, I’m down in the basement of these newspapers trying to get this 

research done. 

Q. What was your favorite sport? 

A. And I would get fascinated by the news articles rather than digging for research.  

The other thing we founded at Montana was the Montana Repertory Theatre 

Company.  Near the end of the Bigfork experience, which basically was coming 

to a close in my mind in ‘66-’67.  But anyway, I wanted us to create a resident 

professional theatre company in Montana.  There was none anywhere.  And the 

closest I think was the Seattle Rep.  Long, far away.  So I created the Montana 

Repertory Theatre Company in Missoula, using graduate students and some 

seniors.  And we toured Montana.  But it basically was the best actors in the 

University of Montana touring the State of Montana for three to four weeks in 

March each year, and playing in those little tiny towns all over Montana on the 

great plains as well as the mountains.  The Montana Repertory Theatre Company 

continues today.  It is now a professional company, and it tours throughout the 

United States.  It’s played in Ohio and it has been, I think, fairly successful.  But 

it had a difficult time after I left and it still struggles.  But it represents an effort to 

follow in this great American growth of regional theatre.  And it is the only 

professional theatre company in Montana.  And it doesn’t operate year-round 
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even now. But it was a beginning and we did get federal funding.  In fact, 

probably the first grant to see if this might work in a regional area came to us 

from the National Endowment for the Arts, and they sent out a representative to 

tour with us.  The report, if you read it, is very funny, very encouraging.  This 

man, this fellow, wondering what in the world he was doing way up in Glasgow, 

Montana, in the wilds of Montana while this show went on.  So that the interest in 

that sort of took me further away from Bigfork.  Also, Bigfork was costing us 

personal money.  The finances simply didn’t.  We were not strong enough to 

demand equitable admission at the box office.  Very honestly, we were not very 

good business people, and probably never have been. 

Q. Well $1.49 in those days might have been more than it seems to be now.  Let me 

ask another kind of question.  In seven years you produced what, four or five 

plays a year up at Bigfork.  And then you worked on four or five plays at the 

University.  How did you build your ________ plays, playwrights, dramatic 

movement, your understanding of playwright, Shakespeare, and so on.  How did 

that build with all of these things that you were doing?  How did you find time to 

read a play?  How did you find time to say, “I want to direct this play because I 

have great feeling for it, great compassion for the people.” 

A. I think that is a very fair question and I’m not sure that I know how that happened.  

But partly because of the small size of the department, one was forced to teach 

courses in all kinds of dramatic literature.  So therefore, as I indicated earlier, 

because I had not spent a lifetime reading dramatic literature, as I taught more of 

those courses, I became much more fascinated with certain playwrights.  And then 
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that led me to read more of their works.  And there also, as you well know, 

George, you’ve done this too, is that in terms of creating a balanced season for a 

theatre department, so that it’s an educational experience for the students as well 

as for hopefully the University students [who] do or do not attend.  So therefore 

you try to do a broad kind of spread of things. 

Q. Yes.  You’ve got to get the different people into the theatres and so on. So you 

were actually a student while you were a teacher, producer, which is wonderful in 

this work and especially in theatre work.  We are students all of our lives because 

a new play comes along.  And we, like everybody else, become a student. 

A. Yes, and as far as the contemporary work was concerned, you just simply tried to 

keep abreast and you read and read and read and read.  And then in terms of 

selections for Bigfork, those things were fairly popular pieces all the way through.  

Things we thought would attract people to the box office.   

Q. So then now have we talked about Montana pretty much?  Are you leaving 

Montana now? 

A. Yeah, the one other thing I wanted to say was, while we were at Montana the 

USO was sending companies overseas.  And I don’t know if we want to talk about 

that now, but we did do some of that from Montana.  We did some for Montana 

and I’ll talk about this later on.  But we took a production of “The Fantastics” to 

the Far East in the fall of 1963.  And we arrived in Japan and we played there and 

then we went to Korea and we played there.  And the small little company, I think 

there were 10 of us.  And then we flew to Okinawa.  And that was on the eve of 

Kennedy’s assassination.  And they shut down everything.  So for that week 
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following his death, 10 days, I can’t remember how long, we were there and we 

walked the beaches of Okinawa.  And those are black sand beaches and there is 

this vivid memory of all of us stretched out, not walking beside each other, just 

alone, this company of the members of this gloriously happy musical, “The 

Fantastics,” walking alone across these dark beaches of Okinawa. It’s a vivid 

memory.  From there we flew to the Philippines and they said we could perform 

again.  So we did that and then came home.  But those few USO tours were really 

wonderful experiences for everybody. 

Q. They most certainly were.  I was fortunate to have done something here in those 

years, in the ’60s. 

A. I also wrote a column for The Missoulian, the daily newspaper in Missoula, for 

about three years, during the time I was there.  And it was a column I called “In 

the Arts.”  I went down to the editor who had come recently into the city and we 

talked.  I said, “I’d like to do this.”  So he took a chance on it.  And it became 

very popular.  It was the Sunday column and it was just basically announcements 

about what was coming on.  Once in a while I would try to do a little editorial 

comments about, this was good or this was bad.  But you were very careful, as I 

had found out earlier in reviewing high school plays, about you simply have to 

say everybody’s wonderful.  But I didn’t once.  But anyway, in Missoula, I did 

manage to write this weekly column on the arts, and I talked about what was 

coming up, films, movies, as well as what was on television, as well as live 

performances, and all of the arts, and all of the various art shows.  And that 

proved highly successful. 
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Q. It must have taken a lot of your time.  When did you sleep by the way? 

A. Well, we wrote the column on Thursday night.  It was due at 10:00 p.m. on 

Thursday night for Sunday’s paper.  So there was this terrible rush to write it.   

Q. There was one thing that I’m sort of remembering from discussions in earlier 

years, in the war years your father was involved with what? 

A. Let’s see. Yes.  In 1942, right after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, Franklin 

Roosevelt announced that he was going to move all the Japanese off the west 

coast. Terrible order, order number such and such, which is just a blot on 

American history.  But anyway, my father, who had been working, he was a civil 

engineer, an irrigation engineer, had been working on the Navajo [reservation] for 

many years helping them build projects and so forth.  He wanted to do something 

for the war effort.  One of the opportunities was to go and build one of those 

relocation centers, as they were called, in southern Arizona.  And so, he went 

down there, we moved to Coolidge, Arizona, which is about 50 miles east of 

Phoenix.  This relocation center was located about 15 miles out of Coolidge and it 

was just barracks, with huge barbwire fences and great guard posts all around it 

and great spotlights.  Anyway, I was there on the first day that they brought the 

first train load of Japanese.  And it was just devastating, as I recall.  They came by 

bus from the _____ camp, and then I was just one of the few people to lead the 

families to whatever barracks.  These one-room, four big rooms to a barracks.  

One family or two families in each room.  Then there were community showers 

and all the rest of that, community eating place.  And it was barren and it was just 

awful.  This was in the fall of, I think, 1942.  The junior prom, this is what’s so 
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fascinating for me and just breaks my heart, the junior prom at Coolidge Union 

High School was in the spring of ’43 and we were decorating. And I was helping 

to do some of that.  And suddenly a truckload of flowers came from the Japanese 

gardeners who had planted their flower gardens in the Arizona desert.  And they 

sent a truckload of flowers to us.  My father stayed there a very brief time. He left.  

We moved away. Then he went with the international foreign service world and 

went to South America and did things there. But it was an amazing year.   

Q. The absolute reality, that glorious moment in a way of the flowers, a playwright’s 

dream, to come up with something like that.  And the director’s problem, because 

the compassion and all those things that enter into it, you have to make it work 

not only for yourself but for all those other people, the way you want it to work.  

Look how simple it is.  Just bring those flowers in. 

A. There they were.  Of course, I’ve followed all of that history since then.  And I 

find it very, very difficult still.  And there’s been some glorious books written.  

Very honestly, that’s [what’s] so scary about the Patriot Act.  Terrified.  And 

there have been recent articles in the past few days about the similarity between 

the orders of Franklin [Roosevelt] and those people to get them off the coast. 

Q. The forgotten _________ Bay.  Right now it’s there and we don’t read about it, 

we don’t hear about it except maybe one little thing. 

A. And it’s fascinating.  Well, we could go on and on about this.  It’s fascinating.  

You don’t see the coffins coming home anymore.  That’s an order.  I don’t 

understand why the journalists aren’t yelling about this. 

Q. They do find a lot to talk about. 
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A. But not about, how dare you _________ airforce base.  If I was still a journalist 

you know where I’d be now. 

Q. I think you still have a lot of journalist in you, of course.  On that, we might move 

to your move from Montana.  

A. In 1969, by 1969 I had become frustrated about Montana’s funding of the arts and 

it seemed that it just wasn’t going to work to go any further than where we were. 

And so in 1969 I applied for various positions around the country as a 

chairperson.  And I was invited to come for an interview at Ithaca College in 

Ithaca, New York.  And I think I was a compromise candidate. I think I’ve always 

been a compromise candidate, which is okay.  But I know the other people.  The 

other people who applied for this job somehow couldn’t bring all the forces 

together.  And I know those people and I understand why, and they’ve gone on to 

very successful careers as chairs at other places.  But it didn’t work there.  So I 

think I was asked to come as a compromise candidate.  They had never heard of 

anybody from Montana.  What is this guy doing?  So they asked me to come and I 

met the faculty.  It was a department of theatre and speech communication.  And 

Ithaca College had a long, long history of theatre training, major, primarily for 

professionals in the theatre.  In fact, it was created as a music and theatre college 

originally.  But it just moved into a huge, multi-million-dollar new campus.  You 

know.  You know where it is.  You were at Cornell.   

Q. It was downtown. 

A. Yes, it was in the downtown city square in rented buildings.  And then along 

came Nelson Rockefeller in the ’60s, as governor of New York, and gave all this 
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money.  We were building universities and colleges everywhere in America after 

the war, of course.  Just all over.  And Ithaca College applied for and received an 

enormous amount of money to build a brand-new campus on a hill that 

overlooked Cornell I should tell you.  That’s what they keep saying.  It’s a higher 

hill.  And high Cuyahoga waters and so forth.  So there was this gorgeous multi-

million-dollar Dillingham Center, which included radio, television and speech and 

theatre.  Beautiful building.  And a lovely campus, really.  Very modern, modern 

architecture.  And I was asked to come and chair that department.   

Q. When you read about Ithaca College and were applying there, what appealed to 

you about program, about the past, about what you could bring to that college and 

make it go forward? 

A. Well, I was fascinated by the courses that they offered and the number of staff 

that they had, the faculty that they had.  They had considerably more faculty than 

we did at the University of Montana, to be nice about it.  And they had a long 

history of professional theatre education, which I find rather interesting now in 

reviewing it all.  They wanted to train people to work in the New York theatre.  

And that fascinated me.  I also just felt that I couldn’t do anything else in 

Montana.  So part of the attraction was what they did, but part of it was the 

hopeless frustration.  And I have to say that.  That there just was not going to be 

enough money that I could possibly see.  And I’m not a good fund raiser.  I 

should say that from the beginning, and never have been, and not interested in 

that.  And there just didn’t seem to be the opportunities I thought.  I thought we 

had done everything we could.  And looking back I think that’s probably true 
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except that they have a beautiful new theatre plant there. But we already knew 

that was going to happen before I left.  Anyway, so I went to Ithaca and they 

offered an undergraduate program. That’s what it was.  And that’s what it still is.  

I think that’s correct.  I was kind of interested in working with undergraduate 

students.  We had started graduate programs at the University of Montana, but 

they were not particularly strong.  They were new.  They were just beginning.  

Master’s and an MFA, eventually.  And there were about 200 majors.  Compared 

with about 35 or 40 at Montana.  I also wanted to live in New York State.  So I 

went.  And Marjorie chose to remain in Montana.   

Q. I was at Cornell in those ’60s years.  In those late ’50s and early ’60s.  And we 

were probably very complacently unaware of really what Ithaca College was 

doing.  We at Cornell University, in the department, graduate, selfish graduate 

students, we were looking at our own programs and probably the blinders were on 

to anything else.  We were blissfully unaware of that professional bent of Ithaca 

College.  I was saying that I was blissfully unaware of what was going on at 

Ithaca College. And you said you could understand. 

A. Well, I could. I could certainly understand.  I can still understand and it may well 

be happening still.  I don’t know.  I don’t think so.  But Cornell University is one 

of the great universities in the world.  And it’s a member of the Ivy League. It has 

a culture of superiority that’s it had forever.  And justifiably so.  Its theatre 

department was known throughout the country for its brilliant professors.  It had 

its own appeal as an Ivy League school would. It also is a great institution and it 

utterly dominated the city of Ithaca.  It just was there.  Ithaca College, on the 
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other hand, was a kind of fly-by-night little school that began downtown as a 

music conservatory and an acting conservatory.  A school with elocution, as I 

recall.  And so why pay any attention to it.  It happened to get a very good 

president in Dillingham, and he went forward and created an amazing board of 

trustees, and in the atmosphere of the building of physical plants for campuses, he 

took great advantage of the money that he could get.  And so, in effect, New York 

State underwrote the new Ithaca College campus. And they capitalized on the two 

things that they had done well for 50 to 75 years, I don’t know how long. And 

they built a beautiful performing arts center and they plunked a splendid music 

school building right down in the middle of the campus, in the center, the biggest 

building there.  And then they built all this other stuff, which of course has grown 

and grown and grown and grown.  They also had a Department of Radio and 

Television, which Cornell probably didn’t want to have anything to do with. 

Q. That’s changed over the years now. 

A. Yes.  In effect they kind of capitalized on what their strengths were.  The 

interesting thing about Cornell when I went there, I was intimidated by Cornell’s 

reputation in theatre.  I knew who those people were.  Cornell had a very superior 

attitude about all things, and particularly in the world of theatre. But somehow I 

got through a couple of faculty members at Ithaca who knew a couple faculty 

members at Cornell. I met the people at Cornell.  And I proposed again, that we 

should join forces in the summertime to create a summer theatre together, which 

at first seemed weird to everybody.  But again, here we go back to this regional 

theatre growth.  There had been a drive in Ithaca itself, among its artistic 
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community, to try to create a professional company in Ithaca, New York.  That 

had not gone well, financially.  So here was this opportunity.  The Center for the 

Arts at Ithaca, which this group of people downtown, with great support from the 

Cornell faculty and somewhat from the Ithaca faculty, I understand.  What are we 

going to do? So I went to see Jim Clancey, who was the chair of the theatre 

department at Cornell, and I suggested that perhaps we should join forces to fill 

this gap.  And he agreed.  And so off we went.  And we created the Hanger 

Theatre in the old airport, which was at the end of Cuyahoga Lake.  And we 

remodeled it.  We got some money from the New York State Council of the Arts 

and other monies, and the Center for the Arts at Ithaca.  Between the Center for 

the Arts at Ithaca, Tom Deercorn running that wonderfully well, and Ithaca 

College and Cornell, we created this kind of three-part summer theatre company. 

And we did plays at Cornell and at Ithaca and also downtown at the park.  They 

took that airport, as you know now, and turned it into a great big park with boat 

docks and everything.  But that’s where the superior super professional theatre 

was going to be.  And unfortunately that never materialized, although after I left, 

the Hanger Theatre became a professional theatre run by various people from 

New York.  But Ithaca College and Cornell withdrew from that operation.  But we 

ran the Ithaca Rep from 1970 to 1979 each summer.  It was quite successful.   But 

the wonderful part about it was that Cornell had remarkable graduate students.  

And it had an MFA in acting then, by then.  It had had a Ph.D., as you well know, 

for some time.  

Q. I have one of those. 
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A. And their actors helped ours a great deal in terms of more maturity and so forth.  

We also used some local people.  And it worked well. 

Q. Another thing I remember about the New York experience was that New York too 

had this huge extension operation going all over the state, and they would 

occasionally bring those people to Cornell.  I don’t think about Ithaca College, but 

they would bring those people because of the land-grant section of Cornell 

University.  They would bring those people there and they would take us from the 

endowed college up to a different place, where the cows are, way up there.  And 

we would do our thing, the graduate students or instructors or whatever.  

Whatever the big weekend was going to be.  And I really enjoyed those.  But 

when I came here and saw the same sort of thing, I expected that there was great 

extension theatre but there wasn’t.  

A. It was a good experience and I loved the time there.  We increased the number of 

faculty.  We increased the number of students.  We had auditions.  Can you 

imagine?  We had auditions for undergraduate admission to the theatre program.  

And they were held. They were held in New York City in major hotels, three 

times a year, or you could come to Ithaca and audition.  You had to [do] two 

pieces, one serious and one comic.  You had to be interviewed.  The parents could 

come but you did not talk to them until the audition was over.  I can’t believe it. 

We got hundreds of applications.  And most of our students came from New York 

City.  And they therefore were quite sophisticated in terms of big city life.  And 

they knew what they wanted to do.  There was no doubt.  They wanted to be 

professional performers.   
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Q. And they had seen a lot. 

A. Yes, they had seen a lot.  Their parents had taken them to theatre from when they 

were four years old.  And I just found them fascinating.  They were perfectly 

wonderful people and they challenged everything you said in class and you had to 

prove it all.  It was a wonderful time in that building and everybody was just 

wonderful.  I liked the time there. The other thing I should also say, is that one has 

to understand the thing about Columbus or many other places in the middle of 

wherever, the major industry in Ithaca, New York, is higher education. So that 

even though there are some companies around there, the focus, the atmosphere 

relates to intellectual ideas and creative ideas all the way through. 

Q. That was also the time when you went to classes in jacket and tie.  And all of 

those wonderful … 

A. But I was also there at the time of the riots.  And you were there, when they came 

into Cornell as you know, and really created havoc.  At Ithaca College there was 

this sad moment when the destruction was nothing compared to what happened at 

Cornell in terms of mess and riots, but I was going over to the administration one 

afternoon during this time, and they had overturned all kinds of plants and pots 

and it was a mess when you entered the doors.  And there was Howard 

Dillingham, the man who had built this campus, who by then was becoming an 

elderly gentleman.  And he was utterly devastated about human behavior.  He was 

also a minister. So there is a connection with Ithaca College and the church.  Not 

the Catholic church.  Anyway, we had a good time there.  It was fine.  Ten years 

there.  And during that time I became involved in getting the Ithaca College 
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accredited.  And this was the beginning of the second part of a long story.  But I 

won’t continue it all right now. When I was at Montana, the theatres around 

America decided that they had to have some kind of guidelines to determine 

whether or not their quality of education made sense. So they created the National 

Association of Schools of Theatre, which became the accrediting agency for 

theatre and higher education. I volunteered the University of Montana in 1965 to 

be a guinea pig for the beginnings of that kind of accreditation.  John Walker, 

who was chair of the theatre here, somewhat later but here, before I came, was 

one of those people on that accreditation team who came to Missoula to look over 

the program at Montana.  We were accredited.  And so then when I went to Ithaca 

I announced to the faculty that we were going to apply again and do accreditation 

for this department, which created considerable amount or disagreement because 

they didn’t necessarily want somebody outside telling them what they should do 

and what the qualifications ought to be.  But they finally agreed.  And again, I 

think we were one of the very first, we were, we got accredited and that was really 

quite wonderful.  And then, of course, when I came to Ohio State, we did the 

same thing.  But we’ll talk about that a little later.   

Q. That’s when you get into the OSU years.  __________ thought about Cornell and 

the theatre, this young man from the Midwest went to Cornell, and most of the 

students there came from one section of Brooklyn and they spoke that language. 

And the first play I was assigned to do was “Romeo and Juliet,” and the auditions 

came, and I sat through auditions and I was astounded. “I can’t do this.  With all 

the beautiful language in Shakespeare, I cannot do this with these people.”  I had 
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to learn.  By the end of my time there, I wasn’t aware of that language much 

anymore because it became part of the whole existence.  It really was.  And the 

business of training actors and getting them away from regionalisms like that, I’ve 

always had an ear for beautiful language and I can understand the regionalisms.   

But those wonderful words coming out of Shakespeare’s play in “Romeo and 

Juliet” were just shocking to me.   

A. One of the things that impressed me about Ithaca College, in coming from 

Montana, was that I really had not, and Arizona, I did not know very many Jewish 

people. I didn’t grow up knowing many Jewish people. And then here were all of 

these students, a number of them were Jewish.  Their parents were very interested 

in them, as wonderful good parents.  And they were full of energy and 

questioning as I said earlier.  And I found them absolutely splendid.  I’m surprised 

that I didn’t retreat.  But I just found the energy and interest so fantastic. 

Q. Even the entering freshmen in the college were just overwhelming.  They were 

the entering graduate students that I knew.  That sort of thing was happening to 

me. And I treasure those years. 

A. And I came to understand very strongly how the Jewish world has supported the 

arts so powerfully in our country, for so long, forever, and around the world.  

Until there’s just unbelievable deep, deep.  But it was wonderful for me because I 

had just lived in these desert landscapes and didn’t know anybody but my folks 

practically.   

Q. We’re talking about the New York years.  And you’ve got it accredited and 

you’ve done 10 years there, of work in Ithaca.  And there comes another call. 
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A. Again, 10 years is long enough for anybody.  Remember, I’m the chair of this 

department.   

Q. The days of the 10 ½ years as chairman are gone. 

A. I think that chairs last probably now five to 10 years.  The president’s last 

hopefully no more than five or six, seven.  That’s long enough.  And it seemed 

that after 10 years, again I had done whatever there was to be done.  We had 

created new professional degrees. We had reorganized the curriculum.  We’ll talk 

about those kinds of things later.  The Hanger Theatre Company was sailing 

along.  And all this stuff.  I had become president of the Faculty Council and did 

all that committee work and stuff.  Anyway, I’m from Florida you have to 

remember, and I kept thinking after 10 years of the snows of upstate New York, 

and I did live on the lake.  I had a kind of cabin that was remodeled that was on 

the shores of Cuyahoga Lake, which was wonderful.  It had 110 steps down to it.  

So you can imagine what it was like, off into the winter, you just slid down.  You 

didn’t even try to shovel the steps.  It was wonderful.  I had a good time.  And 

then I decided I would like to have to a swimming pool, I suppose.  So, I applied 

for several positions, though.  I applied for a job at Rollins College in Winterpark, 

Florida, as Director of Theatre and chair of the department.  Here we are, going 

on in private high education, which is what Ithaca College was.  Remember I had 

come from public.  And I applied for a position at the University of New Mexico 

in Albuquerque as chair of the department.  Two very different institutions.  Both 

in locations I knew something about.  So I flew to New Mexico for an interview, 

had a very good interview there and enjoyed it very much and the people that 
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interviewed me and so forth, and the faculty.  And then I flew from Albuquerque 

to Orlando to go to Winterpark to be interviewed there.  This is all in one long 

trip.  And when I finished the interview at Rollins, I went back to my hotel room 

and there was a call from New Mexico, asking if I wanted to come there.  The 

next morning there was an offer from Rollins College, asking if I wanted to come 

there, [for] which I was very honored.  It’s just one of those rolling of the dice 

things.  But for various personal reasons, we decided that it would probably be 

more sensible to go to Rollins. Now this is an enormous difference, not necessary 

in salary, but in scope of program.  Rollins is a little, tiny school.  And again, it’s 

very private and lots of money and all that stuff.  And here’s this big institution in 

New Mexico.  But anyway, I went to Rollins.  And I was there for two years and I 

found a house with a swimming pool and settled in and the palm trees, and all my 

relatives were nearby, my aunts and uncles and cousins and all.  And I was back 

in the land of ease, as far as the sunshine, where it rains for 10 minutes in the 

afternoon and the sun comes back out and all that stuff.  And I had a good time.  

We revised the curriculum.  We did all that.  We created a repertory theatre 

company in the summertime that was fairly successful.  I thought, “Well, this is 

it.”  And then I guess I became restless.  This is strange.  Two years.  Just two 

years.  And at the end of the first year, I thought, “Oh, I don’t know.”  But I didn’t 

regret not going to New Mexico, which I found very interesting.  I mean, I was 

very content there.  And the sun was always out.  Anyway, there was this notice 

of a job at Ohio State.  And I had known Andy Broekema, who was the dean of 

the College of the Arts at Ohio State University.  I had met him when I was at 
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Ithaca College and we had had a nice visit, but that was about all.  But anyway, I 

applied for this job at Ohio State.  And I don’t really know why, except I decided 

I couldn’t spend the rest of my life in this small department in this little school 

where the sun was always shining.  Although it was nice being there, very 

strange. 

Q. Then what I just heard you say is that you almost did the same thing there in two 

years that you had been doing in these other places over six, seven and ten years.   

A. Yes.  It was all done.  

Q. And restlessness would come on, even though it was Florida. 

A. Even though it was Florida and it was peaceful and everybody loved what I was 

doing and it was a happy time.  So off we went.  Then this possibility of being 

interviewed at Ohio State came up.  So I said, “What do I do?”  And I came for an 

interview and met you.  You met me at the airport. And Andy came for this 

interview.  And then a little while later I went back to Florida and here comes this 

offer for a compromise candidate. 

Q. Did it say that? 

A. No, it didn’t say that.  But I also know who the other candidates were.  And I 

thought, “Okay, I understand where they’re coming from.”  And so in 1981 I 

came to Ohio State University.  Sold the house with the swimming pool, bought a 

great Queen Ann in Columbus, and here we are.   

Q. Then you had the business of that house which you also re-did as well as other 

things.  So we’ve got you now into Ohio. 

A. Finally. 
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Q. I don’t think finally.  It’s going to tell us a lot about what went on here because of 

your presence here.  I’d like to go back though, again, to the plays business. Were 

there differences in the way you chose a play or what the plays were in the small 

Rollins College and the more professional Ithaca College.  Were there things 

about the plays, where they gave you something to do with them?  For instance, at 

Cornell the plays are always classics. There were always classic plays of some 

sort.  They almost always followed, to some degree, even what was being done in 

the seminars, the graduate seminars and the different courses there.  

A. If you’re asking me as a producer, not as a director right now, this is the producer.  

The person that has to figure out what the season’s going to be.  It seems to be 

that over the years I basically have tried to balance it.  But box offices primarily, 

I’m sad to say in higher education theatre, it simply has to make enough money to 

support what you’re doing.  So the box office is always in the back of your mind.  

But the attempt to balance a season made good sense.  So that’s what I tried to do.  

I also asked faculty to submit what they would like to do and so forth.  But then, 

as a director, I am not a classic theatre director.  I don’t do that.  I mean, I have 

done that.  But I’m primarily interested I think in American realism.  That’s me, I 

think.  And I have done a lot of that.  I’m not particularly interested in the avant 

garde, primarily because I’m not sure I understand what I’m supposed to be doing 

with this.  And I readily admit that.  And other people on the faculty do it better 

than I, and they should do that.  I don’t know if that answers the question or not. 
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Q. I think there were some students that knew more about the avant garde than I did.  

I learned from them whenever we got involved in all of that. I learned more from 

the students in the doing than I could bring to it. 

A. Well good for you.  That’s good.  In Montana they believed we should do some 

avant garde stuff.  I was trying to find out what this piece was.  And I read a 

review of it the other day.  Somebody just revised it.  “The Lesson.”  And I did 

that when I was at the University of Montana.  I’m not sure I knew what in the 

world it was all about.  I did it, did fairly well. And then I read somewhere 

recently, somebody’s just done it and it got a devastating review.   

Q. In the past two or three weeks it’s just been done. 

A. Yes, and they thought “What in the world is this stinker?”  And I thought, “Oh, 

this is being done in New York City, finally.”  That doesn’t mean that I was right, 

but I just had real trouble.   

Q. I see in Rollins College here there is “Twelfth Night.”   

A. Yes.  And I had done “Twelfth Night” before in Montana.  I had done “Twelfth 

Night” before. 

Q. And you did the “Man of La Mancha” kind of thing.  You got into those things 

which are a little different than American realism, straight American realism.  But 

they are in here.   

A. And I do like [Anton] Chekhov.  I’ve done quite a bit of Chekhov.  I am very fond 

of Arthur Miller, [Tennessee] Williams. I’ve done everything I think that 

Thornton Wilder ever wrote, probably a number of times.   

Q. In the early years, in our formative years Thornton Wilder was always there. 
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A. He was there.  He is just splendid. 

Q. I just read in last Sunday’s [Columbus] Dispatch that the column was the coming 

year in high school theatre department, in high school theatre.  And it’s a long 

full, full page of the different high schools in town with their bills coming up.  

And the American stand-bys are all there.  Those plays of 30 years ago are back.   

A. What do you mean?  Like “Our Town?”   

Q. A little more than “Our Town.”  Up into the Arthur Miller plays, the very popular 

plays of ’30s, ’40s, ’50s.  They are back and the students are doing them.   

A. The other thing I’ve tried to do, I find in reviewing this record of recent years, 

when I was at Ithaca College I wanted very, very much, because we had a resident 

playwright on the faculty, to create a play-writing major.  There are not very 

many of those in America. They are very costly because you have to have a full-

time resident good playwright.  And you can’t [?] very many students, nor are 

there very much that wish to apply.  It probably belongs on the graduate level.  

But we at least, at Ithaca College, we had a resident playwright.  And so he agreed 

that we would do his pieces as he wrote them.  And we did.  And his name was 

John Weldon.  He also later on, we gave him a grant to write a play that we did at 

Ohio State University” “Grant at Mt. McGregor.” And “The Liberals.”  When we 

did a summer season of the early years, the Roosevelt years.  And so I have tried, 

in the first probably 20 years of my work as a chairperson, to encourage new 

plays.  They do not sell at the box office.  So we have to balance that then, as a 

producer, with something else. 
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Q. One of the big things that happened here with new plays was the Durham, 

[Jerome] Lawrence and [Robert E.] Lee years of the Playwrights Living Theatre, 

was it called?   

A. American Playwrights Theatre.   

Q. Okay.   

A. Which is wonderful.  And Ohio State obviously was a leader in trying to make 

that work.  Again, it had real trouble.  But Lawrence and Lee supporting it very, 

very powerfully in terms of their own contributions to it.  And I joined that group 

from Ithaca College as soon as it was announced.  In fact, in Montana when it was 

first announced.  It’s very, very hard to let a University to become the beginner or 

the laboratory for new plays.  Unless that’s what you dedicate everything to. 

Q. There are few places that have the playwright residence thing. 

A. Yes, and Iowa is the greatest example. 

Q. The playwrights are there.  So we’re here and it might be a time to talk about how 

you came here.  You mentioned the Dean, Andy Broekema, as a person you had 

met before.  You knew John Walker, you had met him before.   

A. Yes, I knew him with his work as president of the American Theatre Association. 

Q. Something we haven’t talked about, which can be a bridge to this, and then we 

might end this time and do another tape on what we’re going to get into.  An 

organization man.  You were a member of the national association of this and the 

national association of that.  

A. Well, it’s very funny.  And it all started while at Ohio State University.  When I 

came here again, Ohio State University was not accredited by the National 
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Association of Schools of Theatre.  I was determined it would be.  And so we 

applied for accreditation.  Prior to that, I had gone to meetings of the American 

Theatre Association, which then became defunct, and I was very interested in the 

accrediting.  I was interested in finding ways that could support serious academic 

programs in theatre education, and I’ll talk about that a little later on.  So I 

became a member of the National Association of Schools of Theatre eventually, 

when we were accredited.  The other part that Ohio State was a member of, was 

the University Resident Theatre Association, which is a group, a consortium of 

about 35 theatres across America, educational theatres, that hold auditions for 

graduate students.  And so I went to those auditions.  They were in New York and 

Chicago.  And I went there and I eventually got on the board.  And then one 

evening, they were going to have a meeting to elect the new president, and I 

thought I knew who that was going to be.  And this person chose not to run.  So 

here we are again.   

Q. They elected you. 

A. He chose not to run.  He told me he wasn’t going to do it, so would I do that.  So I 

became the president of URTA, from 1987 to 1990. I had previously been the 

treasurer.  And I enjoyed that work very much.  And then, because of the 

relationship to the accreditation world, I became a member of the National 

Association of Schools of Theatre, and eventually moved from a member of the 

Board of Directors to Secretary to Vice President to President.  And I was 

President of the National Association of Schools of Theatre from 1990 to 1993.  

And I thoroughly enjoyed that work, because by that time, theatre accreditation 
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had become a significant element in justification for what you wanted to do to the 

administration and elsewhere.  And if you had that stamp of approval, it helped in 

your reputation nationally.  The URTA, we also, while I was President, no, a little 

earlier, we got an URTA school to agree that they would all become members of 

the National Association of Schools of Theatre, and that lasted, I think, for about 

nine years.  It is no longer there.  They don’t do it anymore.  They withdrew the 

demand that membership, because again of pressures from local institutions.  And 

I’m very sorry about that.  But I believe very strongly in those kinds of 

organizations, primarily because they represent a single voice in the struggle for 

money and recognition in academic and higher education.  I’ve been involved 

with those. 

Q. Then you also in your association work did some things for Ohio.   

A. Well, it seemed to me when I got here, I think theatre people are extremely 

suspicious of each other, which is a terrible indictment.  But I think, in a way, I 

think I know why.  Because this individual is all alone out there as an actor or 

director.  And you and you alone would have to succeed.  And I understand that 

kind of competitive nature.  But when it comes to theatre departments competing 

against each other within areas, are worrying about each other, I don’t understand 

that.  Because I think we’re all part of a greater body of theatre arts in a region.  

And when I got here I felt that the Ohio Theatre Association had done very fine 

work in the community theatre world, of bringing together people in the arts.  

They did have competitions, all of that, which I’m not sure I agree with.  So I felt 

that when I looked around Columbus, and again Columbus did not have a 
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professional theatre company when I got here, when I looked around Columbus, it 

seemed to me, because there are a number of significant nonprofessional groups, 

there were then and still are, and a number of institutions of higher education that 

had theatre programs in the area, then we ought to sit down together and look 

each other in the eye, and say this is what we’re doing.  Instead of gossiping about 

it.  So, I called them all up and I called them all up in 1986 and said, “Hi, I’ve 

been here now for about four or five years and I just think that we ought to create 

a round-table discussions.  And so could you all just come over to the Fawcett 

Center next week and we’ll all just sit around and talk and see what might work.”  

And out of that has come the Central Ohio Theatre Roundtable, which is now 

about 35 theatres strong and continues to do good work.  And I think it has 

reduced the tensions between theatre companies who I know are competing for 

the same monies and the same audience, but everybody in the arts so desperately 

needs each other, they can’t do that to each other. But again, theatre folk are 

extremely protective of their own turf, to be nice about it.  And so we created the 

Theatre Roundtable of Central Ohio.  And that’s a funny picture of a tree full of 

owls I’d say, when I look at that picture now.  And they we are all. 

Q. And then again, at the same time, you looked at Ohio and you [had] the central 

Ohio thing going, you were working at the Ohio Theatre Alliance.  Then you 

pulled together the Big Ten.   

A. For many years the Big Ten chairs, which is really kind of a wonderful weekend 

party one might say, for many years the chairs of the theatre departments in the 

Big Ten Conference have gotten together to talk about what they’re doing.  And 
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there is a conference of Big Ten Theatre Administrators.  And the chairperson of 

that rotates through the 10 years.  And I did that once.  But I had 10 years of 

going to those meetings.  And that was wonderful.  The first one I went to, I had 

just arrived in Columbus in September, and it was in the middle of October, and it 

was at Michigan State. I didn’t know anybody.  No, I think it was the University 

of Michigan.  That’s right.  So off I went.  Wandering into this place and here 

were all these famous people sitting around these tables.  Wonderful chairs of 

these major, major theatre departments in America, and here was little Bo Brown 

wandering in.  And they were just so welcoming . And it was just wonderful.  

And I wandered [into] a magnificent theatre building.  And then I came back to 

Columbus and said, “Well, someday maybe.”  

Q. Was this the Power Center in Michigan?  

A. ________ which is similar.  It’s almost exactly like the one they built at Michigan 

State or very similar. Very.   

Q. Across the street from that was the Lydia Mendelson Theatre, which is where I 

grew up.  It’s a wonderful place.  Well, Bo, I think we’ve come now to where, 

unless you have some more things to talk about for a few moments about 

administration here, or about your beginning years, maybe that’s a way to end 

this.  When you got those offers and you came and took this Ohio State thing, did 

you have a picture of other than doing what you’ve always done?  The founder, 

the person who builds and creates and so on.  Yes, we now have theatre 

companies and all this sort of thing that we can look to you about. 
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A. I think by that time, and because Ohio State University Theatre Department was 

very famous for its Ph.D. program, more for the Ph.D. program than anything 

else, and because by that time I had come to conclude that, this is where we get 

into philosophy, have come to conclude that theatre education was a little frilly 

and it needed considerably more discipline within a historical framework of the 

arts of the theatre and dramatic literature.  That was one of the fascinating things 

about coming here.  Where you would be surrounded by faculty dedicated to 

teaching graduate Ph.D. students and some people and actors, I’m not dismissing 

that, but the fundamental base of this major theatre research world, and now I see 

I’m going way back in my journalism education and all of that, and suddenly 

thinking, “Well, this just ties all of those beliefs about what you’ve got to learn 

when you’re in college and university together.”  I think that that was one of the 

challenges.  And I thought that I could come and help it maybe.  But there’s also 

the MFA program, which is very solid.  Then the undergraduate program needed 

some examination.  And I think that was also in the College of the Arts, which 

was one of the most significant colleges of the arts anywhere in the United States.  

And I was fascinated by that interplay.  And it was a major, major university.  To 

have an opportunity finally in your whole career to work at a Big Ten university, 

one of the great land-grant universities in America.  

Q. From little Rollins College. 

A. Yes. From the plains of the Navajo. 
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Q. We’re going to take that up on the next tape.  We’ll have another session and 

we’ll get into the things about liberal arts and theatre art and philosophy and those 

good things.  You can talk well about it and thank you very much. 

A. Thank you. 

Q. We’ll do it again. 

A. Thank you. 

Q. This is going to be tape 2 of the Crepeau/Bo Brown interview oral history.  (The 

rest of tape 2, side A is blank.) 

Q. Tape 2, side B.  … we mentioned a few moments ago a couple of people that Bo 

thought had done good work here. One was Beth Sullivan.  Would you mention 

again Beth, and I guess the other was Mark Shonda.  And from there, I’d like to 

move into another aspect, which was the advent of specific studies, Black Studies, 

Women’s Studies, Minority Studies. 

A. One of the things that’s happened in my lifetime and in yours, has been the rise of 

studies in those areas, the rise of the women’s movement, the rise of African-

Americans total and fair recognition and other minorities, and the Universities 

have tried, I think very honestly in their own ways, to provide studies in those 

areas.  And I was at Ohio State University when that great movement began, and 

was very fortunate to receive money from the Central Administration and the 

Dean’s Office, for funding of people in women’s studies.  And we searched and 

searched and found Beth Sullivan at the University of Washington.  Also from 

Montana, I should say, who came and instituted very strong studies in women’s 

[studies] and women in the theatre and women’s studies in the theatre.  We also 
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were very fortunate to receive funding for a position in African-American theatre 

studies, and were very lucky to get various people to come and staff that.  So that 

interdisciplinary studies, to show how the theatre reflected events of our times.  

We received additional funding for the establishment of classes in those.  Beth 

Sullivan was very helpful in establishing those interdisciplinary studies and cross-

cultural worlds.  So that was very exciting.  And those programs remain today, 

and they continue to be heavily involved.  I remember going to Beth’s class once, 

when she was teaching one of these courses, and she said, there was a history 

book, a theatre history book, and she said, “Okay, I want you to turn to page 182 

and tell me what you find there.”  And they did and there was no response.  And 

she finally said, “Do you realize that’s the first time a women’s name has been 

mentioned in this text?”  I think that was the end of the text, as I recall.  Not the 

last page, but we never saw that text again, I don’t think.  Well, things have 

changed drastically since then.  But those programs, again that kind of opening up 

of studies and understanding this strange mix we have in American society and 

culture, is very, very helpful.  The other thing that’s happened I think in women’s 

world, has been the inclusion of a number of women as professors in the 

Department of Theatre, and additionally a number of women playwrights have 

been presented.  And the department itself has been chaired by two very 

competent and strong women since I left in 1993 and I as chair.  And that has 

contributed enormously to a broadening, I think, in awareness in an inclusionary 

way.   
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Q. It also contributed to the production season.  We have had these women 

playwrights.  We have had plays which are centered on women’s issues.  We have 

not only had English, American issues, but we’re bringing foreign issues into it 

now.  It’s international as can be and that is a good thing. 

A. And I think it’s an essential for Ohio State University.  It may not be elsewhere 

but it is here.  Very much so.   

Q. Black Studies and Women’s Studies before you came here I was in the Central 

Administration.  And Black Studies was first starting, and there were some 

successful Women’s Studies.  A little anecdote here. At that time, I was an 

Associate Provost and I was put in to guide the women to the development of a 

Women’s Studies program.  But the kind of questions I would ask them, which 

were normal for the office I was in, were seen as barriers rather than help, to the 

establishment of the Women’s programs.  Finally, I went to the Provost and said, 

“Help me, I need out.  You need to get somebody else in there because now I am 

also seen as a barrier.”  But that turned around and people began to work in a way 

that both Women’s Studies grew immensely.  Black Studies grew immensely and 

minorities are important.  Playwrights Living Theatre, do you remember that?  

A. The American Playwrights Theatre.  Lawrence and Lee’s.  Created by the Theatre 

Research Institute or at least by Roy Bowen. 

Q. That brought very big-name people. 

A. And David Ayers was the Executive Director of that.  That was a remarkable 

program.  They got major professional playwrights to write a play that could be 

produced in its first year by universities and colleges anywhere in America, and it 
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was headquartered at Ohio State University.  “The Night Thoreau Spent in Jail” 

was the most famous of the pieces that the American Playwrights Theatre offered 

universities and colleges.  And I was chair and we belonged to the American 

Playwrights Theatre and we did “The Night Thoreau Spent in Jail.”  Very 

successful but it didn’t last, partly very honestly because the quality of the plays 

offered by professional playwrights often came out of the bottom of their trunk.  

But once in a while you would get a wonderful script.  And Jerry Lawrence and 

Robert E. Lee were most hopeful that this kind of offering of professional 

playwrights’ work, first across the country, would increase the emphasis on 

regional theatre in America, which the National Endowment for the Arts, and the 

National Endowment for the Humanities had established right after the Kennedy 

years.   

Q. There was a playwright that came here, right now it’s all gone.  But he came and, 

although he didn’t direct the play, he was there during its whole buildup of 

rehearsal with the director.  And so was the director and playwright conference.  

That playwright did not really talk to people on the stage.  He talked to the 

director.  And it was a good experience, a very good experience for that 

playwright because I think he came back a second time.  I don’t remember who it 

was. 

A. When I was here, you mean? 

Q. No.   

A. Oh, earlier. 

Q. Yes.  Are there any other people that you would like to mention? 
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A. You have been absolutely wonderful through the years and saw many, many 

people.  It wouldn’t have worked without the wonderful support of the faculty and 

of the staff.  I think of Sonja Kalamas-Elder who has been the Administrative 

Assistant in the Department of Theatre for many, many years, began work there 

like 40 years ago almost now.  She has just been wonderful and she is the 

information source.  She is kind of through line of this department.  And when we 

were getting ready to sort of do this interview, I called Sonja and said, “Help. I 

need some information.”  And she said, “Oh, I know where that is.”  She has been 

wonderful. The staff has been remarkable.  And we were fortunate to have a very 

good staff.  Joshare in the box office forever and ever, as we all know.  Just very 

good people. Looking back over all the years and it’s been an awfully long time, 

when I first went as an undergraduate student right out of the Navy to the 

University of Montana, Montana State University then, in Missoula, as a 

journalism major and then worked in the theatre, I worked under a man called 

Leroy Hinze, who was a graduate of the University of Wisconsin.  And another 

fellow named Ab Wallick, who came from Brooklyn College as a technical 

director.  They sort of were the first mentors for me.  And I remember them with 

great warmth and all of the things they helped me do.  From there, I went up to 

the University of Wisconsin.  We were talking about those years a little while ago.  

And in terms of support and guidance of my dissertation, which I talked about 

earlier, Ronald Mitchell, who was a long-time major professor at the University of 

Wisconsin, Madison.  And Jonathon Curvan, who was another major figure in 

theatre there.  They provided me with all kinds of information I would never have.  
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And they also startled me into knowing how little I knew, which was very, very 

helpful.  And then I came to the University of Montana, as I told you for a number 

of years, as the chair and director of theatre.  And I was fortunate enough to hire, I 

think, the third time around or the second time around, to get a technical director 

and designer named Richard James, who spent his life, his professional life in 

Missoula, and remained there until he retired.  And he really was, he was the 

cautionary one.  And was very helpful to me when I would go off on a new idea 

that didn’t make any sense at all.  But he went along with all of the general thrust 

[of] that and risks that I wanted to take and was very, very helpful.  At Ithaca 

College, there was a wonderful playwright named John Weldon, who we brought 

here and did a couple of his original plays  He taught playwriting.  He was a 

young man and very helpful and extremely supportive throughout all of those 

years.  There were also deans and presidents who believed in what I was trying to 

do.  And I was just very lucky.  Really amazing.  And when I came to Ohio State 

University, the same thing happened with Andy as the Dean.  And there was Ann 

Reynolds as the Provost, who believed so strongly in what I was doing.  It was 

just very helpful.  I guess I’ve been very lucky in terms of finding a world in 

which people gave me an opportunity to try to do what I thought we needed to do 

and were supportive.  And if I went way out of bounds, they were quick to tell me 

so, and that also was very, very helpful.  So it’s been a long adventurous time for 

all these years, and I really look back on all of it with great pleasure. There were 

some rough times.  Some faculty absolutely could not stand me.  And they 

probably had their position, which I’ve had confusion about.  But nevertheless, 
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there were people who disagreed with me violently.  There were professional 

people in our instructional world and in our student body, who could not tolerate 

the idea of liberal arts being infused in these programs.  So there have been strong 

disapprovements.  Maybe that’s the healthy way to make it work. 

Q. “And it goes with the territory” is the cliché, but yes.  You’ve had an amazing 

career and I think this tape and the transcript of it is going to be read with great 

delight.  Thank you, Bo. 

A. Well, thank you, and I wish you the very best. 

Q. Thanks.  


