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INTRODUCTION

On April 2, 2003, the Friends of the Alexander M. Bracken Library gathered at the Ball State
Alumni Center for their annual meeting. Dr. Michael M. O’Hara, Assistant Professor of Theatre and
Dance at Ball State, delivered the third annual Kirkham Lecture. He presented a talk and multi-media

presentation on “Bernard Shaw, Theatre, and Pedagogy: A Backward Glance into the Future.”

Dr. O’Hara joined the Ball State faculty in 1997. Previously, he held positions at the University
of Maryland - College Park and Mary Washington College. He earned his Ph.D. in Theatre History,
Theory, and Criticism from the University of Maryland. Among his many honors and awards, Dr.
O’Hara received the Outstanding Junior Faculty Award in 2002, the Lawhead Teaching Award in
University Core Curriculum, University College, in 2001, and the University Excellence in Teaching
Award in 1999. He was a Virginia B. Ball Center for Creative Inquiry Fellow in 2002. In addition to
serving as faculty advisor of student directors and working with a wide variety of students on a volunteer
basis, Dr. O’Hara has directed plays at the Muncie Civic Theatre and the University Theatre. He recently
received an iComm/Center for Media Design grant for “From Project to Classroom: Developing Creative

Teaching Tools and Technologies for Acting and Theatre.”

I am pleased to provide the friends who were unable to attend the annual meeting the opportunity
to enjoy Dr. O’Hara’s remarks through this publication. Due to the “advanced technological” nature of
the second half of the presentation, we are not able to reproduce it in print form. However, it is available

with the complete text of the talk on the Friends’ Web site at www.bsu.edu/library/thelibraries/friends/

fambl.html. I encourage you to visit the site to see Dr. O’Hara’s presentation in its entirety.

John B. Straw

Executive Secretary


http://www.bsu.edu/library/thelibraries/friends/ fambl.html
http://www.bsu.edu/library/thelibraries/friends/ fambl.html
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Bernard Shaw, Theatre, and Pedagogy:
A Backward Glance into the Future

By Dr. Michael M. O’Hara

First, thank you for inviting me to speak and allowing me to share with you some of the passions that
occupy my time and energies. Second, I'd like to thank the Provost for her support of me and my department,
for much of what I am about to share with you would have been impossible for me to develop without such
assistance and support. Third, [ plan to tease you a bit, as [ will be brief and then leave. I am co-producing
COMPANY at Muncie Civic Theatre and it opens Friday night. I hope that I will see you all there because
proceeds from all single ticket sales will go to our department's Foundation account to support student
scholarships.

Since 1988, much of my scholarly attention has been focused on George Bernard Shaw and the Federal
Theatre Project of the 1930s. Since I arrived here at BSU in 1997, I have developed a significant interest in
technology and pedagogy. What I hope to show you tonight is that not only are the two areas related, but also
that GBS might have approved of my efforts, even though he had few good things to say about universities in
general and academics in particular. That is another talk, however.

While GBS is fairly well known to most adults, the Federal Theatre Project is not. During the Great
Depression of the 1930s, President Franklin D. Roosevelt appointed Hallie Flanagan, a little known professor
of drama at Vassar College, to direct the Federal Theatre Project (FTP), which became one of the largest
theatrical enterprises the world has ever not remembered." The FTP was, and remains, the only national theatre
effort ever supported by the U.S. government. If you saw the movie "Cradle Will Rock" a few years back, then
you'll remember that the FTP made some members of Congress uncomfortable.

For example, Harry Hopkins, the head of the Works Progress Administration (WPA), championed the
uncomfortable idea of work-relief, rather than the dole, and more uncomfortable still, “that workers in the
arts—painters, musicians, writers, actors, and other artists—were as deserving of support as workers with other
skills.”” The Federal Arts Projects, or Federal No. 1, as the Arts Projects were known were funded by less than
one percent of the five billion dollars allocated over the life of the WPA.?

The FTP produced several plays by Bernard Shaw, one of the most prolific and controversial
playwrights of the modern era. Shaw has been variously called brilliant, kind, flippant, impudent, abrasive, and
insightful; he has also been hailed as a genius, and condemned as a lunatic. He's my hero.*

So is Hallie Flanagan! And for the past sixty years, scholars have studied the cultural, social, eco-

nomic, political, and artistic forces that surrounded her FTP and the forces that created, sustained, and subse-
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quently destroyed it. My task, however, has been to reconstruct and analyze the special relationship between
Bernard Shaw and the FTP.

I attempted to answer such questions as: Which plays by Shaw did the FTP produce and why? How
did they produce the plays? How were these productions received by their various audiences (public, political,
critical, and internal)? And, what were the results of the productions? The data—found in both the Library of
Congress and the National Archives and Records Administration—included production posters, playbills, play
scripts, prompt books, photographs, design plates and sketches, light plots, costume and set designs, technical
plans, casting memos and reports, personal files of many administrators within the Project, and production
reports filed with the national office.’

Shaw and the Federal Theatre were a good fit for several reasons.

Flanagan intended that the FTP would be more than a relief program; she hoped that it would become a broadly
based, non-commercial, uniquely American expression of culture,” that was “national in scope, regional in em-
phasis, and democratic in allowing each local unit freedom.”” The FTP not only provided relief work but also
performed before one-third of the nation before Congress ended its funding in 1939. At its peak, the it
employed “over 12,000 persons” who were “working in 158 theatres in twenty-eight states, and playing to a
combined weekly audience of a half-million.” It was America's largest single producer of theatre.’

One of the first, and most persistent, problems Flanagan faced was to find “such plays as the
government can stand proudly behind,”'’ plays that were “worthy of [the] audience . . . [and had] some vital
connection with their own lives and their own immediate problems.”"' Such plays were either hard to find or
demanded royalties too high for government rules; therefore, Flanagan found herself in a never-ending search
for plays.'* The vast majority of all productions ever done (over 60%) were free performances of circus,
vaudeville, and children’s productions.”> Even among the plays the FTP did produce, ones that were socially
or artistically significant were relatively rare."

In late 1935, the FTP made its first attempt to secure a play by Shaw for production, but the Theatre
Guild, Shaw's American agents, objected to WPA guidelines for royalty payments —seven copies, typed, and
paid only after being called for and signed for, in person.”” The Guild complained that

you make it so hard to secure payment, we prefer not to have you do the plays. We therefore cancel

the permission we gave you to produce R.U.R. and we will not lease any of our plays to the W.P.A. in

the future.'®

Thus apparently ended a major source of quality plays for the FTP to produce.
The 1930s, oddly enough like today, was a time not only of economic turmoil but also of international
belligerence. Benito Mussolini invaded Ethiopia; Adolf Hitler moved troops into the Rhineland, and Francisco

Franco, assisted by these fascist allies, embroiled Spain in a civil war; and the Japanese bombed an American
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gunboat. Congress, prompted by the growing threat of war, passed a series of neutrality acts in 1935, 1936,
and 1937 and even proposed a constitutional amendment requiring a national referendum before war could be
declared. Nothing, however, pacified the country's fears.'’

Conservatives feared Roosevelt was creating a socialist state with little regard for traditional American
values, liberals feared Roosevelt intended to institute a corporate state in command of a capitalist/fascist
economy, and nearly everyone feared a new war in Europe.'® Passions blazed on both sides, and Flanagan
hoped that the FTP would find and produce important plays that could contribute to the national dialogue.

Flanagan and her advisors agreed, “the matter of new plays is a very serious problem,” but they could
not agree on a solution.'” Flanagan shared her despair with Irwin Rubinstein, the FTP’s legal counsel, and they
came up with a novel idea. Perhaps authors might be willing to meet the FTP’s price restrictions if substantial
royalties could be promised through multiple performances of a single play. But which authors would be best,
she wondered. Rubinstein suggested Shaw and O’Neill, and Flanagan responded, “Let’s do it.”?°

Hiram Motherwell, head of the Play Policy Board, therefore contacted the Theatre Guild a second time.
The Guild responded that they “didn’t think Mr. Shaw would want to give a blanket release for all of his
plays.””' They were against such a release because they wanted to produce several new titles themselves.*
But the Guild, perhaps mindful of previous experiences with the government's paperwork, simply forwarded all
the correspondence to Shaw.*

Shaw responded enthusiastically informing Motherwell that if the FTP could meet his conditions of a
maximum ticket price of fifty cents and continued power to “suspend a play for a few months . . .  am quite
prepared to let Broadway go hang.”** The only obstacles Shaw foresaw to a total blanket release was “the
possibility of my plays being filmed; but I presume you are up against that with plays all the time.”* We will
return to Shaw's mention of movies in a moment, but let's continue with the FTP.

Flanagan bravely invited Shaw to America to see his plays performed by “your kind of theatre.””® She
warned him, however, that the FTP was not the best and brightest actors “touched with the divine fire of
Congress and appointed to produce great plays in a magnificent theatre.”” She also asked Shaw about his
feelings towards Negro, Yiddish, and Spanish actors, assuring him that “only groups where we have a high
degree of skill in action and direction” would be allowed to stage his plays.*®

Shaw must have understood her fears because he told Flanagan “to start with, put clean out of your
head all the silly legends that the American newspapers keep repeating about me, and regard me, if you
possibly can, as a fellow creature.”” He further told Flanagan that

it is quite useless to hope that you will find groups with a high degree of skill in acting and direction

everywhere. You may not be able to find them anywhere. The plays will be murdered more or less

barbarically all the time. That happens on Broadway too; and you must take what you can get . . . just

as if you were a fashionable manager. So far from avoiding negro casts you will be lucky if you can
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get them; for negroes act with a delicacy and sweetness that make white actors look like a gang of

roughnecks in comparison.™

Shaw warned, however, “if Government ways are not my ways, the Government must mend its ways.”™' In the
great battle between art and bureaucracy, Shaw won.*>

Shaw's generosity was hailed as “one of the most important steps yet taken in our effort to create a
peoples’ theatre for America.” One wonders if the former Fabian radical took any perverse pleasure in being
named a vital factor in the efforts of a foreign country to establish their own national theatre.** In fact, news of
Shaw’s faith in the project could not have come at a better time. The FTP had been shaken by “a combination
of censorship and financial [cuts].”*> Shaw’s announcement was a welcome distraction from recent setbacks.*®
Everyone in the project wanted to do a Shaw play.”’

The FTP thus had stumbled into a relationship with the world’s most famous living playwright and had
acquired the rights to nearly fifty dramatic works some of which were among the most significant and powerful
plays in modern theatre. Moreover, Shaw’s shrewd idea apparently prompted other playwrights, most notably
Eugene O’Neill, to agree to similar releases of their plays.”® The problem of finding good scripts was solved.
They even had an anecdote about the relative status of Shaw or O’Neill as the world’s most famous playwright.
In one press release, the story of Shaw’s 1933 trip around the world is told wherein an indignant Shaw, having
been denied access to a restricted area of the ship, exclaimed to the offending sailor “Do you know that you are
talking to the world’s greatest playwright?”” “Oh,” replied the man, “I beg pardon, you may remain here, Mr.
O’Neill.”* The publicity benefited both men.

Flanagan’s success with Shaw and O’Neill prompted the New York Daily News to name her “the
biggest boss of show business the world has ever known.”*® Recognizing the importance of both authors,
Flanagan directed every project in the FTP “to do at least one O’Neill play and one Shaw play in [the] next
season.”! Once having secured these extraordinary agreements, Flanagan exhorted her staff to “give as much
time as possible to these productions” because “the excellence of these productions will have an important

bearing on plays available for . . . next year.”**

To make a long story shorter, the FTP produced nine titles by
Shaw in cities across the US. I'll get to one of those in particular, in a moment. Let me first finish with the
story of the FTP.

By spring 1939, the FTP was constantly maligned on the floor of Congress, and Flanagan herself had
been called to testify before the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC).* 1In fact, one of Shaw’s
plays performed by the FTP, On the Rocks, was cited before HUAC as evidence of un-Americanism. For
some in Congress, Shaw’s international stature could not overcome his controversial politics. But Shaw’s

decision gave the FTP access to a large body of socially and artistically significant plays at a price they could

afford, and provided them with plenty of positive press coverage.
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Taken together, the FTP’s productions of Shaw’s Great Catherine, Man of Destiny, Captain

Brassbound’s Conversion, Caesar and Cleopatra, and The Devil’s Disciple, might suggest that the relationship

between Shaw and the FTP yielded little in the way of Flanagan’s hope for socially aware, vital, national
theatre. The best that could be said of these productions was an occasional box office success and the luster of
having performed, sometimes adequately, one of the world’s most distinguished living playwrights. But the

several successful productions of Androcles and the Lion, the sold-out Pygmalion on Broadway, and the

American premiere of On The Rocks contradicts those scholars who argue that in the period following 1937,
the FTP’s efforts were marked by “nervousness, cowardice, and finally collapse.”**

The FTP did not produce Shaw’s plays with uniform success, nor did the FTP produce them as often or
in as many locations as they had originally planned. With a few notable exceptions, Shaw’s plays were
produced, directed, and acted by the FTP as traditional romantic comedies using traditional sets, costumes, and
techniques. In several instances, even the traditional techniques were employed incompetently. Shaw’s
warning to Flanagan that she would be hard pressed to find good actors was, unfortunately, prophetic.

On the other hand, productions of Shaw’s plays that were both significant and critically successful

share several traits in common. First, their productions of Shaw’s Arms and the Man, Androcles and the Lion,

and On the Rocks created meaningful connections with various forces and contexts that constituted the 1930s.
Second, the productions used theatrical tools (props, scenery, costumes, etc.) actively to confront both the
script’s message and their own political and social contexts. Third, the directors of these productions
understood that they were doing Shavian drama, rather than a stock play, and devoted the necessary time and
energy to communicate the demands of Shavian drama to their casts. Let me give you one example.

Remember that I said I would return to Shaw's mention of movies? Shaw was unique among early
modern playwrights in that he not only understood the profound effects that movies were having on drama, he
actually embraced them. He wrote all the screenplays himself, and the differences between the original stage
scripts and the film scripts suggest that Shaw was as smart as he said he was. My point is that Shaw, unlike the
history of my discipline, embraced and exploited new technologies as they arose. So, I'm going to show you
not only one of the Shavian titles produced by the FTP, I'm going to show you how I use technology in my
teaching.

I teach the large section (200+) of Introduction to Theatre, and I include my own research into how I
highlight both the centrality of performance in the understanding of theatrical arts and how technology can
enhance learning. What follows is the actual Powerpoint lesson that I use to help my students understand how
costumes and sets can change the meaning of a script, in this case Bernard Shaw's Androcles and the Lion as

produced by several different units of the Federal Theatre Project.
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[To see the Powerpoint presentation that concluded this talk, select O’Hara Powerpoint Presentation on

previous page.]

Thank you for your time and interest, and it has been my pleasure speaking with you.
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