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ABSTRACT 

The oral transmi ss i on of hi story dates back to the Greeks as 

does the history of the subject of oral interpretation of literature. 

In the twentieth century the deliberate collection of oral histories has 

become popular as an adjunct to written documents. With the assumption 

that oral hist0ry can add to written documents in any field, this 

dissertation tests the tool of oral history as a means of contributing 

to the history of the field of oral interpretation of literature. 

The research consists of four formally collected oral histories 

with prominent, retired, and long-time teachers of oral interpretation 

of literature in universities. Interviewed were Dr. Alethea Mattingly, 

professor of speech on the faculty of the University of Arizona until 

1974; Dr. Isabel Crouch, Professor at New Mexico State University until 

1986; Dr. Charlotte Lee, Professor at Northwestern Uni vers ity unti 1 

1974; Dr. Wall ace A. Bacon, Professor and head of the department of 

interpretation at Northwestern University until 1979. 

The review of 1 iterature was drawn from the history of oral 

interpretation of literature, the history of the use of oral history, 

and the current materi a 1 on oral hi story methodology as well as 

discussion on the uses and products of oral history work in other 

fields. 

A description of the arrangements made for and used in the 

actual interviews is included with observations on the transcription and 

the transactional nature of the interviews. An evaluation of the range 

vii 
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and kinds of i nformat ion deri ved from exami nat i on of these collected 

oral history transcripts is made in the final chapter for findings and 

conclusions. 

Information of corroboration and new information from the inter

views did add to written histories in oral interpretation. Conclusions 

point to facts and ideas a historian might find of use, particularly 

future biographical studies. Suggestion is made that students with 

interviewing skills be encouraged to continue collection of oral 

hi stori es to add to the storehouse of data for primary resource 

material. Oral history also proves to be a fine source for the rich 

portrayal of a human personality. As \lJell as collecting data, oral 

history proves to be a unique and irreplaceable document. 



CHAPTER 1 

THE PROBLEM 

The more reliable and varied the sources the historian has to 

draw upon in the pursuit of history, the richer, more accurate, and 

r eli a b 1 e, \'d 1 1 be the his tory. I nth e w r i tin g 0 f hi s tory and i n 

preserving ·the history of a discipline, every possible authentic and 

available resource is necessary in establishing such a history. The 

modern historian now has an additional source to draw upon in the 

compilation and assessment of history, one that often provides a richer 

and more accurate primary resource: the oral hi story. Today, formal 

history and oral history often complement and supplement each other for 

a fuller record, II ••• with the one offering objective interpretation 

based upon sound evidence, and the other giving a personalized 

immediacy, a sense of being there, and of participation ll {Allen and 

Montell 1981, p. 3}. 

Si nce Horld ~Jar II the tool of oral history has been added to 

the historian's possible resources. Oral history material has been 

i ncreasi ngly recogni zed as another primary I"esource to be used for 

expansion, richness, verification, and teaching material that provide 

II ••• firsthand recollections that have been reproduced to reveal in a 

readily accessible form, fresh perspectives" (Johnson 1986, po 2). Oral 

history is immediate history but it is also deliberately created 

history. Unlike the other primary source materials normally found in 

1 
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diaries, letters, journals, or documents, the oral history is obtained 

by planned interview and done, generally, by prearranged appointment. 

"Oral history is primary source material obtained by recording (and 

transcri bi ng) the spoken \'lOrds--generally by means of pl anned, tape

recorded i ntervi ews--of persons deemed to harbor hi therto unavai 1 abl e 

information worth preserving" (Stal'r 1977, p. 440). 

Because oral history methodology can collect the kind of 

information that people generally do not write do"m about themselves, 

oral history transcripts have the possibility of providing a resource of 

additi onal i nformati on and tangenti al facts pl us an immedi ate sense of 

the individual human personality that cannot be found only through 

traditional primary resource material. The words, language usage, 

stories, and recollections of individuals, have already added 

immeasurably to the depth~ range, and scope of our written history. As 

oral histories have already proven to be an invaluable tool, and have 

gained a respected and valued place in the writing of modern history, it 

can be assumed that future hi stori ans wi 11 reach back into these 

resou rces as we 11. At the format i on of the nat i ona lOra 1 Hi story 

Association (OHA) in 1969, it \'Jas stated as part of policy and belief 

that, " ••• if histol~y of the future is to be enriched by all sources 

available, systematic recorded interviews are also a necessary basis for 

schol,arship" (Oral Histor'y Association 1969, pp. 1-2). 

While recognizing that oral histories can be a contribution to 

individual and more human insights, and expand upon the past, we must 

al so recogni ze that oral hi story can never be the "/hol e hi story out of 

context. However, "Ora1 hi story converts somethi ng peri shab1 e--one 
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person I s memory--i nto a permanent taped record" (Bernhardt 1980, p. 5). 

Oral history call, therefore, never be recaptured by any other historical 

method. But, the qualification must remain that, liAs a research 

technique, oral history can be, and should never be regarded as more 

than, one modestly useful way of gain"ing access to a distinctive but 

fallible historical source, the human memory" (Davis, Back, Maclean 

1977, p. 3). However, when carefully planned and transcribed and made 

available to scholars and students, oral history should be collected 

whenever possible as another tool of the historian's repertoire. 

Allowing for the limitations of oral history and acknowledging that it 

can never be the "whol e story," neverthel ess it cannot be ignored as a 

branch of research. It must be reiterated that the more rel iable and 

varied the sources of the historian, the richer, more accurate, and 

reliable will be the histof'y of the future in any area of historical 

study. 

The preservation of the history of an educational discipline and 

its theoretical development is an important part of intellectual 

history. And although, lilt is tempting in a future-oriented society to 

regard \l/hat happened yesterday as remote and unrel ated to the present" 

(Braden and McBath 1982, p. 108), we cannot neglect to collect today as 

much i nformati on and assembl e as many sources as \lIe can for the use of 

the future. Usually, academic history has been examined only retrospec

tively, if at all. And when any such histories have been \'Iritten it has 

been to mount an achievement, collectively or individually, by recall, 

by speculation, or with sparse and accidentally assembled leftover 

records and, usually, ~'Jith no resources to assess the ci rcumstances of 
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accomplishment. In the histories of academic disciplines, "He are 

accustomed to viewing institutions and events as completed acts, 

independent of the formative processes that necessarily occurred." And, 

we are accustomed " ••• to accept the presence of an academic field or 

profess i on wi thout reference to its comi ng into bei ng and [thus] to 

diminish its potential II (Braden and McBath, 1982, p. 108). 

I n Mary Margaret Robb I s book The Hi story of Oral Interpretati on 

in-American Colleges and Universities (first ed., 1941) it was noted in 

her foreword that, " ••• the field of research in the history of speech 

education is a relatively new oneil (Robb 1941, n.p.). And in the last 

part of the 1968 edition of this same volume, she assesses the little 

progress made in exploring the historical background of the teaching of 

oral interpretation of literature and in attempting to establish it as 

an important subject in the liberal arts curriculum: 

It will always be important for teachers and students to be 
aware of the historical background of the subject they are 
studyi ng. ~Jithout knowl edge of the hi story, they often cl ai m as 
new, techniques or concepts so 01 d and worn as to have been 
discarded. It is impossible to see clearly where we are going 
unless we know where we have been, and we can often adjust or 
add to that v/hich pedagogically speaking, is old as the hills 
(Robb 1968, p. 1). 

In the 1983 collection of articles Performance of Literature in 

Historical Perspectives, editor David H. Thompson reiterates a need for 

history in oral interpretation of literature: 

The history of this ~Jestern tradition of 1 iterature in perfor
mance • exists mainly in remotely connected sources 
containing partial viev/s of the tradition. Parts of it are 
touched upon in histories of literature and theatre, or rhetoric 
and oratory, or religion and ritual, of folklore and 
ethnography. Even if all the~'ie parts of the history were 
brought together there \'1ou1d still remain much to be learned 



about Hestern culture's many forms of imaginative literature in 
their respective patterns of oral performance (Thompson 1983, po 
xi). 
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Oddly enough, the discipline of speech communication which might 

have been expected to be among the leaders in the field of collecting 

oral history, has only recently become aware of the need to collect that 

information that might be useful for, preserving the background and the 

teachers in its own discipline. Every president since Harry Truman has 

an archive of taped interviews in a presidential library. Historians 

from Allan Nevins of Columbia University to Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., 

have successfully collected and used oral history. The disciplines of 

art and music have been amassing oral history interviews for four 

decades and constantly provide scholars in those areas with rich and 

varied primary resources. [See Chapter 2.J 
In 1982 Dr. Waldo Braden (now Professor Emeritus in Speech 

Communication from Louisiana State University) wrote in an introduction 

to the published version of a symposium he organized entitled, "A 

Symposium on Liberal'izing Influences: Great Teachers": "Most disci

plines do not get around to \-/riting their history until seventy-five or 

a hundred years have f10'lJn by, and by then much human detail is lost" 

(Braden 1982, p. I). In 1984 Dr. Braden reiterated his concern with the 

speech discipline acting now to preserve its 0'110 history: 

Although in its present structure our discipline is only about 
seventy-five years old, our beginnings are already becoming 
obscured. Our youngest colleagues have little idea about 'the 
old days.' Hhat are \-/e doing in a systematic \-Jay to preserve 
our past? No national archive in speech communication exists. 
Is it too late, or too burdensome to try? ••• old records are 
discarded, and retirees move away or slip into the background. 
Departments should foster departmental histories and written and 

I 
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to be done] • • • in order to make a start to\'/ard keepi ng in 
touch with the past (Braden 1984, pp. 121-122). 

6 

With Dr. Braden's suggestion that we " ••• not let retirees 

move away or slip into the background," and " ••• that \tIe foster taped 

interviews with older colleagues," came the question and the idea that 

formed the basis for this dissertation. To bolster the idea that 

perhaps the collection of oral histories of retired teachers might prove 

useful was a quotati on from Loren Rei d who was attempting to wri te a 

recollection of the noted scholar James A. l~inans (1872-1956) for Dr. 

Braden's symposium: 

Already many people are not sure whether to pronounce the name 
of the subject of thi s paper ~Ji ne-ans (v.,Ihi ch is correct) or 
Wi n -nans. Hence I do not so much want to write about Wi nans r 

ideas and phil osophy, which can be gl eaned from hi s sl ender 
shelf of books and articles, and which has already been 
attempted anyway, as to offer a personal reflection of a man. A 
man who was widely admired. Already, the hour is late and 
perhaps fewer than fifty people can tell you anything substan
tive about him (Braden, Reid 1982, ppo 115-116). 

One can only speculate on how having had information or comment from the 

man on himself and his life might h3ve been more vivid had an oral 

history of Dr. Winans (and scholars like him) been available. The 

question arose, would the opportunity personally to interview, using the 

formal methodology of oral history, those now retired teachers and 

scholars in the field of speech really yield any kind of additional 

source for checking, enlarging upon, and linking experience, ideas and 

theories, that might otherv/ise fade and be lost to future scholars in 

the fi el d? The fi rst-person account of a 1 ife story mi ght be a person 

speaking for history. "Memory is perishable, but in an oral history 
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intervie\'l, the memorist speaks about his story for the sake of future 

historians" (Morrissey 1982-1983, p. 48). 

Because it is a ne\'11y acceptable tool within the history 

discipline, oral history, though old as a technique, remains a new 

frontier in modern use with much yet to be learned about its potential. 

"As long as innovative techniques continue to be developed by those who 

believe in the scholarly value of oral history, there will be a need for 

all to compare procedural methods and theories" (Curtiss, Shumway, 

Stephenson 1973, p. v). We cannot be certain that any information that 

might be of value can be gleaned from the oral history but the question 

of what mi ghi: be yi e1 ded can only be answered through an effort to 

collect a number of oral histories that might prove to be an indication 

of the efficaciousness of the undertaking. This dissertation, then, was 

undertaken in the effort to coll ect oral hi stori es wi th the vi ew of 

determining the value of such an undertaking to the history of oral 

interpretation. Only after assembling a number of oral histories might 

it be possible to assess and evaluate them for ideas and information and 

the many possi bil iti es inherent in the oral hi story. As surmned up by 

Louis Starr: 

The verbat i m record of \'Jhat oral hi stori ans obt ai n is in one 
respect unique, in comparison with other forms of primary source 
materials. It can capture and preserve life stories that other
wise would be lost, by eliciting oral lautobiographies l •••• 
It can convey personality, explain motivations, reveal inner 
thoughts and perceptions, serving scholars in much the same way 
as private letters and diaries. An oral history memoir is based 
on reca 11, and thus 1 acks the i rmnedi acy of these, but it can be 
fully as intimate, more reflective and, if the questioner knows 
what to ask, quite as useful to the researcher •••• yet 
probl ems of eval uati on are not markedly di fferent from those 
inherent in the use of letters, diaries, and other primary 
sources (Starr 1977, pp. 440-41). 
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The history now extant on the academic discipline of speech 

conununication is, as Dr. Braden suggests, sparse. However, oral history 

material can be collected nO\,1 in an effort to leave fewer gaps when a 

more general history may be written. ~Iithin the discipline of speech 

communication is an area that does have a long history--the area of oral 

interpretation of literature. The history of the oral performance of 

literature has one of the longest histories of any discipline or 

subject. Oral i nterpretati on, or performance of 1 iterature, has a 

history and tradition that reaches back for over three thousand years. 

But although oral interpretation can be traced back to the Greek culture 

(Bahn and Bahn 1971), it is an area that has risen and fallen in 

academic importance and regard. Through time and with changing social 

and intellectual influences and ideologies within the academic curricula 

of speech corrununication departments, oral interpretation as a major 

focus of speech education has had a varying position of importance. 

Nevertheless, its roots are so old and so deep that we cannot lose sight 

of the subject, nor lose hold of any threads in such a long continuum of 

practice. 

Currently, oral interpretation of literature has shifted in 

title and emphasis and even within schools and departments and, in some 

cases, is being phased out of graduate school speech curricula 

altogether. The title of "oral interpretation" has been changed in some 

school s to "Performance" and in other school s the subject area has been 

shifted totally into the drama departments. Thi s di ssertati on is not 

meant to examine the shifts and changes in oral interpretation but does 

acknowledge the relegation of the subject, dlrrent1y, to one of minor 
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emphasis. Hm'lever, this shift and change perhaps makes all the more 

relevant the attempt to preserve the words and lives of selected 

teachers in that field during those years when oral interpretation was a 

respected and integral area within the discipline of speech communica

tion. 

The years from 1930 to 1970 have been referred to as, lithe 

golden years of interpretation" (Robb 1968). In this period, oral 

interpretation was an integral and significant area in most speech 

programs and its teachers ~/ere schol ars and performers with a uni que 

combination of talents. That a discipline can fade temporarily or, 

possibly, disappear into other departments or altogether, is all the 

more reason to preserve as much of its peak period as is still possible~ 

Current trends have often proven to be but temporary aberrations. 

Should oral interpretation of literature exper'ience a resurgence, a 

satisfactory historical resource \',i11 be invaluable. 

With these considerations in mind, the purpose of this 

dissertation is to collect oral histories from selected teachers in the 

field of oral interpretation of literature. These oral histories are 

collected ~'Jith the vie\-J and intent of discovering IJJhether or not they 

will yield or indicate substantive knowledge or useful information that 

might contribute material for future teachers, students, or speech 

historians, seeking primary resource material in historical \-lOrk or in 

biographical studies of prominent teachers and scholars. In fine, this 

di ssertat i on and the research in con ected oral hi story transcri pts, is 

done as a means of fi ndi ng out ltJhat kind of 'j nformat ion is g'l eaned in 

this process and of assessing the usefulness of this information. 
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Perhaps the major question to be considered in oral interviewing 

is how much will a person1s life, as told in his or her 0\'10 words, 

possibly be able to reduce later speculation or misjudgment; will words 

and ideas come forth to implement historica'i accuracy and/or relevance? 

In surveyi ng the extant works on the hi story of oral i nterpretati on of 

literature, it became apparent that most articles and dissertations were 

done as biographical studies tracing the life and accomplishments of 

significant performers, scholars or teachers. All of those studies were 

done after the death of the subject. It seems evident that such 

biographical studies will continue to be pursued. This probability 

makes 'it all the more sensible to test the hypothesis of the assertion, 

brought out by Dr. Braden, that we II not let our retirees slip away.1I 

Perhaps we shou1 d be gather.i ng the words, experi ences, theori es, and 

general life histories of teachers now and give them a chance, in their 

lifetime, to add to their own possible biographical studies. How many 

times has a Shakespearean scholar longed to have even a few words from 

the playwright himself? How often in a research project has the 

researcher longed to find a shred of personal evidence to give a sense 

of the real person to his/her writing? Wilfrid Sheed closes his 

introduction to the fourth Writers At Work (the Paris Review Interviews, 

1976) with the comment: IIS peaking for my frivolous self, I would trade 

half of Childe Harold for such an intervie\1J with Byron and all of Adam 

Bede for the same with George El i ot. And if that is not preci se1y 

literature, it ~'Iill doll (Hriters, Sheed 1976, p. xv). 

This dissertation then "las born out of simple curiosity. The 

curiosity is based in wanting to know how and why those people prominent 
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in oral interpretation, \'/riting and performing and teaching in that 

field, came to be so involved in a subject that was at once so old, and 

yet so contemporary and so specialized. What made them good at what 

they taught? Where di d they come from, and di d they have any speci al 

kind of upbri ngi ng or early i nfl uences to make them so adept at the 

understandi ng and performance of 1 iterature? Hhy di d they choose thi s 

particular field? Those with reputations as good teachers must have 

evolved methods and principles about teaching; could they articulate 

thei r own personal phil osophy and techni ques or teachi ng? Woul d they 

have anything to tell their followers about the teaching ideologies they 

had evolved for themselves? The people whose articles and textbooks we, 

as students of oral interpretation have studied and consulted, and whom 

we have seen on the performance platform or behind the lectern at 

convention; what kind of people are they? And, finally, would knowing 

them, and about them, add in any way to thei r al ready impressi ve 

statu re? l~oul d knowi ng about the 1 He and background as tol d by the 

person who 1 i ved it, contri bute anythi ng at all to a study of oral 

interpretation? If research can really be defined as simply a 

concentrated effort to kno\,1 more, then an oral hi story meets the central 

criterion. In addition, the teachers proposed for these interviews are 

people whose area and discipline include both the use of memory and 

language skills in oral expression. Thus, it may be assumed they would 

be prime candidates for an oral history project as they have spent their 

career life working with oral history's blo major elements. Genuine 

curiosity can be a driving force, and one can only find out the value of 
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an idea by testing that idea. This dissertation then, born of curio

s ity, really had to be done in order to fi nd out if it was \'wrth the 

doing. 

Limitations 

There are numerous possibilities in the undertaking of any oral 

history in terms of focus, direction and intent. Obviously the 

interviewer must know and care about the field being pursued in the 

interview. She/he must have some background familiarity with the 

i ntervi ewee IS 1 i fe and work before any i ntervi e\,1 project can even begi n. 

Also, the oral history interview must be differentiated from the 

question-answer social science interview survey type of tool and, even 

more, from the "get a quote that \,/ill fill-in somewhere" journalistic 

interview. Contrary to the social science survey interview using 

questions whose answers are to be tested according to their support of 

some conclusion, the oral history interview is open and, thus, not a 

controllable situation. IIAn intervie\'/er must settle for just so much as 

an interviewee is willing to provide. An archaeological site does not 

\'/illfully withhold or distort evidence, but an intervie\'/ee can" (Moss 

1974, p. 10). Knowledge and information can only be elicited and there 

is a limitation imposed on the intervie\,1 by the very fact that, until 

the interviews take place, it is not always possible to I<now what may 

become known. Oral history is a subjective procedure. 

Certainly, there are basic directions to be taken. in the oral 

history interview and, in the case of the interviews for this project, 

focus is on the lives and backgrounds of these people in terms of their 
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careers as scholars, and as teachers committed to a specialized field. 

There is the basic oral history technique (in the biographical sense) of 

producing some kind of chronological record. There should emerge from 

an oral history the sense of the social and economic time in which that 

human life was formed and how it was affected by that time. But, the 

kind of information that might be expected is not always exactly the 

information one \':111 get; it must be admitted that there is the taking 

of chances along with taking an oral history. Again, there is no 

possible assurance that an oral history is worth recording until results 

are produced, but there is no other way to prove the worth of the doing 

than by doi ng it. Insi ght is hard-won and certai nly must be vlei ghed 

with as much tangential information as possible, whether it should prove 

later to be useful or not. 

Selection of Subjects 

The title of this dissertation, Oral Histories of Selected 

Twentieth Century Teachers of Oral Interpretation of Literature, rel ies 

heavily on the word IIselected. 1I Interviews with four retired, or nearly 

retired, teachers are collected in this work, but their selection in no 

way is meant to imply that they are the only teachers whose oral 

histories might be significant. As will be detailed in a later chapter, 

the selection of intervie\,1 subjects \'.Jas based on a number of factors. 

There are many fi ne schol ars and noted teachers in the time peri od 

covered here. The small selection of people used in this research 

project is not only in recognition of their possible future importance 

for study but to assess, through their interviews, the efficaciousness 
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of going on to collect oral histories from the many other possible 

subjects involved in this field. 

The four teachers who were interviewed for this project are, 

certainly, outstanding in their field, but it must be added that their 

selection was not meant to be judgmental nor was it competitive. Other 

outstanding figures in the field were not interviewed simply because 

ci rcumstances di d not permit a broader range of i ntervi ewees at thi s 

time. The teachers intervie\'/ed for this oral history project met the 

following criteria: All four of them are retired or near ret'jrement. 

All were influential in the field through their writings in textbooks, 

or articles, or both. All have achieved respect and admiration as 

performers and/or directors. All were considered innovative and 

respected teachers, and each has 1 eft a 1 egacy of students who went on 

to achieve leadership in the field. Each, in other words, had a long 

and productive career as teacher, performer, director, and scholar 

throughout his or her long career. Individually, each of these teachers 

has already left distinctive marks on various aspects of the field of 

oral interpretation of literature. 

In doing oral history intervie\'Js and in selecting the inter

vi ewees, or narrators, for thi s ki nd of undertaki n9 a few factors are 

necessary to achieve a result. Not the last of these is the interest 

and willingness on the part of the participants to share their lives and 

thoughts in such a personal situation. There are the factors also of 

the i ntervi e\t/ees' health, memory, interest and understandi ng and bel i ef 

in the project, [llus their own willingness to give of their time and 

energy to another person's project. There is also expense involved, not 
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only in time and effort!) but there is financial expense in materials, 

machinery, tape, transcription assistance, and, above all, the expenses 

that go with travel. 

Therefore, the four teachers finally chosen to interview had to 

be, and were, willing to participate in the project and they also 

supported the endeavor as being \'lOrth the doing. Fortunately, four of 

the leading figures in the field lived within a manageable geographic 

~istance. Further, all four teachers were \,/illing to sign releases and 

to participate in the final editing of their own transcripts. The four 

teachers included in this oral history study are: Dr. Alethea Smith 

Mattingly, Dr. Charlotte Lee, Dr. Isabel Crouch, and Dr. ~/allace A. 

Bacon. All but Dr. Crouch are now retired and Dr. Crouch \'/as in her 

last teaching year at the time of her interview (expecting to retire in 

the Spri ng of 1987). All four subjects kne~'l each other and each 

expressed pride in being included with the other participants. Each of 

these teachers has a long, varied, and distinguished academic career. 

Dr. Alethea Smith r4atti ngly \'las i ntervi ewed fi rst because she 

has gone into retirement in the city in which she taught (Tucson, 

Arizona) and because this dissertation is written in the department she 

had so much to do with founding, and because she was instrumental in the 

establishment of the Ph.D. program in Speech Communication through which 

this dissertation is written. The opportunity to go to the source of 

one's own department is surely following the first precept of Dr. 

Braden' s suggest i on that \'Ie do not 1 et such ri ch human resou rces fade 

into oblivion simply because they have aged and retired. 
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F or several decades, undergraduate and graduate students have 

been reading her textbook (Interpretation: Hriter, Reader, Audience, 

with ~Jilma Grimes), studying her articles--knowing her name--but never 

knowing that she still lived less than six blocks from the University of 

Arizona campus and indeed has been regularly attending classes herself. 

Born May 27,1904, in Chicago, Illinois, Dr. Mattingly is still alert, 

lively, intellectuaily challenged by the world, and despite failing 

eyesight, actively involved in campus and city musical events and 

philanthropic causes. 

Her distinguished career began as a performer and extended into 

a body of respected scholarly work in aesthetics and Shakespeare 

studies. Her dissertation (from Northwestern University) on the 

Mechanical School and her articles on eighteenth century studies, are 

requi red readi ng for every student of the hi story of oral i nterpreta

tiona 

Her teaching and performing extended far beyond Arizona. But it 

was due to Dr. Mattingly that so many performers came together in 

Ari zona, as she i nst ituted the annual Desert Inter'pretat i on Fest iva 1 

still held at the University of Arizona each March. She has been 

visiting professor in numerous universities from Hisconsin to Hav/aii. 

She served in many offices for national speech associations, is a past 

vice-president of Hestern Speech Association and has served on almost 

every committee of the interpretation division of the Speech Communica

tion Association. She has been sought after as guest critic and 

especi ally as guest performer. A 1 though she has not performed si nce 

1979, those people who had the privilege of hearing her still discuss 
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Or. Mattingly in glov/ing terms and refer to her as lithe best reader live 

ever heard." Dr. Mattingly has published articles in all the major 

speech journals and has served on the editori al boards of every major 

speech journal. 

She was, and is, known and respected for her high academic and 

artistic standards, and she may have been the first person to perform 

literature in the readers theatre format. Above all, she is identified 

with her firm belief that the oral interpretation of literature is an 

art and not just a subject. This standard and belief was echoed many 

years ago in the words of another revered teacher, C. C. Cunningham, who 

wrote to Dr. Mattingly from Stanford University in 1949: uYou have been 

referred to a number of times by people in the field of Interpretation 

as one teacher who sti 11 regards that speech acti vity as an ART --not a 

pseudo-scientific exercise in the deciphering of phonetic symbols, as it 

has come to be regarded •••• Therefore, I salute yoU!" 

Dr. Charlotte Lee retired from Northwestern Uni versity in 1975 

to the home she had built in Taos, New Mexico. Dr. Lee was born August 

13, 1909 in Denver, Coloradoo She has recei ved numerous honors and 

aV/ards and her teachi ng ski 11 s have been honored by the Speech Communi

cation Association as she was one of the first five teachers chosen to 

be interviewed for preservation on video tape for the project "Teachers 

on Teaching" (conducted by Jody Nyquist in 1984 and novi available for 

purchase). Or. Lee's book, regarded by many as one of the classic texts 

in the field (Oral Interpretation, Houghton ~1ifflin), first printed in 

1952, has now gone through seven editions. 
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Dr. Lee's teaching emphasized the relationship of the writer and 

the reader and she is cl assed by Robb as bei ng ". • • a representati ve 

of the literary approach" (Robb 1971, p. 223). She was, herself, known 

as a powerful performer of poetry. Her sensitive and understanding work 

on American poets (Lee 1963) became a guideline for later generations of 

readers. Dr. Lee was very active in academic societies and was in 

evidence on the programs of many major conventions and festivals for 

which she was a sought after critic and performer. Dr. Lee's definition 

of oral interpretation is one that thousands of students have spent time 

committing to memory over the years and remains the classic definition: 

"Interpretation is the art of communicating to an audience a work of 

literary art in its intellectual, emotional and aesthetic entirety." 

At the Southern California Oral Interpretation Festival held at 

Saddleback College May 17, 18, 1974, the Festival was dedicated to both 

Dr. Mattingly and Dr. Lee on the occasion of their retirements in that 

year with the following tribute: 

T\>/o giants in the oral interpretation arena have elected to 
withdraw from contractual battle. Flourishes of limited 
duration \'Ii11 continue, hO\>Jever, from coast to coast and from 
border to border. The election made by these towering leaders 
must give us pause: They have, essentially, passed the 
responsibility of research, exploration and missionary endeavors 
to us. The accountability is challenging and appalling. 

Each (in their textbooks) has recorded frameworks which give 
us assurance. For these we are thankful. For their wit and 
wisdom; for their scholarship and leadership; for their 
laughter; for most of all, I suspect: because we love them ••• 
The Southern California Oral Interpretation Festival is dedi
cated to Charlotte l.ee and Alethea Mattingly. (Program, 1974, 
n.p.) 

Dr. Isabel Crouch was Professor of Speech at Ne\>J Mexi co State 

University in Las Cruces, Ne\>J Mexico, for her entire teaching career 
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and, although still teaching at the time of her interviews, was 

scheduled to retire in the Spring of 1987. Though quiet about her own 

accomplishments, Dr. Crouch became highly respected through the creative 

work of her students whose work at festivals and conventions made 

evident her original approach and her high standards. Through her many 

originally scripted readers theatre presentations in Las Cruces, she 

brought that form of performance of 1 iterature to the city itsel f, 

succeeding as few have in making readers theatre a part of the local 

culture. Her fine scripts and sensitive directing also brought the art 

of oral interpretation out to meet the literature and the authors 

di rect ly. For her efforts in performi ng the 1 iterature of New Mexi co 

authors and poets by bringing their work before the public and fostering 

the knowledge and appreciation of local writers, she ~/as honored as a 

Distinguished Citizen of New Mexico. 

On her own campus Dr. Crouch was the second woman to receive the 

Westhafer Award for Distinguished Teaching. It was through her efforts 

alone that a readers theatre building now exists on that campus. Dr. 

Crouch has written numerous articles in the field of oral interpretation 

and, beyond her fi e 1 d, has done many art i cl es on the study of gender 

communication. Always an original thinker, she organized the first 

Conference on the Oral Tradition in Literature (1983). She also edited 

the published Proceedings of that highly successful conference. 

In 1982 an introduction to an article ~/ritten by Dr. Crouch 

referred to her as, "A specialist in the field, she has earned the 

reputation of 'traveling critic,' as she participates in festivals and 

conventions across the country" (RTN, 1982, po 15). The \'1ork, scripts, 
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and thi nki ng of Dr. Ci-\)uch brought many i nnovat ions to the performance 

of literature and the theory of readers theatre. Dr. Crouch entered the 

field of oral interpretation late in her life and was the only faculty 

member in that field on her campus. She held numerous offices in 

professional organizations: Speech Communication Association, Hestern 

Speech Communication Association (for which she was the chair for the 

oral interpretation division in 1977-1978), the Neill Mexico Communication 

Association (President, 1976-1977), and, in addition, was a member of 

many theatre group associations and held membership in the International 

Association for Applied Linguistics and the World Communication 

Association. 

Dr. Crouch dei1vered at least 16 convention papers and has 

served in a referee or editorial capacity for every major speech 

journal. None of the 26 sCf'i pts she created \.,ras publ i shed but each 

represents all the research that is rarely acknowledged in conventional 

academic channels. In addition, she sought and received many grants 

that benefited her programs at New Mexico State University. Her 

reputation for personal integrity, her quiet but firm honesty, and 

personal vlOrks of altrui sm and support for her students, made Isabel 

Crouch a respected person among her peers, and a teacher who refused to 

accept anything but the best from her students. 

In 1983, when Dr. Wallace A. Bacon was awarded the Speech 

Communication Association Distinguished Service AVJard, he was referred 

to in the presentati on address as lIa great teacher and a producti ve 

scholar v/ho has been called liThe Dean of Oral Interpretation" (Braden 

1983, n.p.). Though retired since 1979 as Chair of the Department of 
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Oral Interpretation, School of Speech, Northwestern University, Dr. 

Bacon is still highly visible at meetings and conventions and is sought 

after as keynote speaker and as guest scholar throughout the country. 

Born January 27, 1914, in Bad Axe, Michigan, Dr. Bacon had an 

academic career that spanned the years from 1947 to 1979. During that 

peri od (and even today) hi s i nfl uence and hi gil standards were wi dely 

acknowledged. Even though in retirement, Dr. Bacon is still ~onsidered 

the leading figure in oral interpretation. As well as having numerous 

guest lectureships in the United States, he has also taught in Hawaii, 

Japan, and the Philippines. Dr. Bacon is known as a Shakespeare scholar 

and his teaching, research, and writing in that field have brought him 

high respect. In the preface to an article by Dr. Bacon in Readers 

Theatre N~ws (Spring, 1978) his extensive accomplishments were summed 

up: 

His career has included so many honors, books, articles, and 
other distinctions, they are too numerous to mention. He is one 
of the major spokesmen for interpretation, and his book The Art 
of Interpretation, is the most influential in the field. 
Acclaimed for his work as teacher and Shakespeare scholar, he 
has 1 ectured throughout the United States. He has served as 
as soci ate editor of both The Quarterly Journal of Speech and 
SpeeCh Monographs. He is past President of the Speech Communi
cation Association (1977-78) and served on the advisory board of 
The Institute for Readers Theatre. (p. 1) 

This only partial listing of some of the accomplishments of 

these four distinguished teachers is impressive, yet what more could be 

1 earned of these peopl e? A lthough these are not the only teacher/ 

scholars who could have been chosen for interviews, they are, assuredly 

outstanding. This dissertation attempts to determine whether their 
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al ready di sti ngui shed pasts can be enri ched and expanded upon through 

their own recorded discussion of their lives: 

Whatever its errors, an oral history memoir remains the closest 
thing to pure, unadulterated human memory. How someone recalls 
the past can provide revealing insights even if the story is of 
dou bt ful veraci ty. In such instances, the memoi r becomes 
another kind of historical source that sophisticated researchers 
can put to good use. Finally, there are instances in which oral 
[Ii story has proven more rel iable and accurate than standard 
pri nted or manuscri pt sources. • • • Human memory, fragil e and 
biased as it can be, can also be an extraordinary faculty 
(Davis, Back, Maclean 1977, p~ 5). 

So, with the ability and willingness of these four teachers to 

participate in oral history as research, this dissertation will use the 

methodology of the modern oral hi story i ntervi ew to datermi ne if the 

i nformati on gathered by the process wi 11 make more vi vi d the 1 i ves of 

these oral interpretation scholars and, thus, the history of oral 

interpretation of literature. Should this research prove to be useful, 

it is hoped that further work will be done with oral history with those 

still living significant members of this discipline. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Introduction 

The history of spoken literature and the history of spoken 

history both reach back as far as history itself. They may even be said 

to spring from the same root; the desire of man to remember and record. 

Up to the appearance of the pri nt i ng press in the fi fteenth century, 

spoken history \'/as depended upon to maintain and pass on the stories of 

men and nations. 

In the preservation of literature, the speaking of that 

literature is traceable back to the Greek Rhapsodes who brought 

1 iterature al ive by passing it on through recitation. After Caxton l s 

printing press the performer was slowly eliminated, as stories could be 

printed and dispersed in book form, even the human memory was no longer 

50 important. ~Jith the printing press, it also became more usual for 

historians to depend on the written word; published chronicles, rolls, 

records of the church, surveys, etc. Tellers of literature and tellers 

of history became dispensable and unreliable. 

Yet, through the centuries that followed, the threads of both 

historical traditions of telling literature and telling history were 

never entirely lost. Now, in the twentieth century, through the 

inventions of modern technology, many documents are no longer created. 

But, also due to modern technology, recording devices became available 

23 
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and the speaking of history was resurrected for possible use in creating 

primary resource material. 

The literature in the two areas, history of oral history, and 

history of oral interpretation of literature, proved to be out of 

balance in quantity in terms of their equal origins in time. So, 

although the history of oral literature reviewed for this project falls 

into two categories, it is unequal both in quality and quantity. It 

falls under two major headings: one dealing with the history of oral 

interpretation of literature, and works that deal with oral history. 

The second area, oral history, is subdivided into bw sections: one 

dealing \'1ith the history of oral history and its placement in history, 

and the second examining work dealing VJith the methodology of taking 

oral histories. 

The problems in this literature review were twofold. First, to 

track the literature where there seemed to be a dearth of information 

and to try to judge just how sparse or fragmentary the history of oral 

interpretation might be, and second, to explore the quite extensive 

1 i terature on the many aspects of oral hi story itsel f. The 1 i terature 

in and on oral hi story proved to be so extensive and \-,i de-rangi ng that 

keeping within the framework of this project was difficult. The first 

section, then, is inclusive and the second section is exclusive. 

Oral Interpretation of Literature Histo~x 

The story of the oral interpretation of 1 iterature, although 

dati ng back to the Greeks, has produced only scattered fragments of 

historical vmrk. The tracing of oral interpretation history has to be 
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done in small segments: a few books or book chapters, articles, 

di ssertat ions, chapters in works on speech conununi cati on or theatre 

hi story. The extant fragments of oral interpretation 1 iterature that 

deal with its history have yet to be totally pieced together. Most of 

the writing done in this discipline--like the discipline itself-

embraces many aspects of all the concerns that make up the subject of 

interpretation: techniques, literary analysis, language studies, 

biographical studies, audience studies, etc. The practice of oral 

interpretation and influences on it have been of a major concern to its 

schoiars rather than a significant focus on its history. 

Although patchy, the history that has been written does cover 

ground from ancient periods to present problems. Yet, compared to such 

recent arts as photography, the literature on the ancient art of 

performing literature is fragmentary enough to be judged sparse. People 

dedicated to the art of oral interpretation of literature are well aware 

of the need for a comprehensive history. Dr. David W. Thompson notes in 

the introduction to the book edited by him (published in 1983) that, "In 

December, 1975, members of the Speech Conununication Association voted to 

establ ish a project for the hi story of i nterpretat i on. The aim was to 

stimulate interest in interpretation's history and to explore the 

possibility of publishing the results of the project" (Thompson 1983, p. 

ix). The resulting publication is entitled Performance of Literature in 

Historical Perspectives and is, instead of a comprehensive history, a 

collection of 30 essays by 33 authors. Among the authors contributing 

to this book were Dr. Alethea Mattingly, Dr. Isabel Crouch, and Dr. 

Wallace Bacon (with Drs. Mattingly and Bacon serving as Associate 
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Editors). This collection of articles does not deal, in any way, with 

chronological history but is, instead, divided into areas of language, 

culture, teaching, theory, entertainment. Although this was meant to be 

a volume that would IIstimulate interest in interpretation's history,1I it 

did not intend to be, and is not, a comprehensive chronological history 

in any sense. As Thompson hi msel f states, IIL~ith, in fact, so much 

history of performance waiting to be discovered and reported, the 

present effort has been limited ll (1983, p. xi). And, in his conclusion 

to the preface to what should have been a much needed history, Thompson 

comments on the need for a wider ranging history to carryon the 

tradition: 

Beyond the present essays, other historical studies are needed 
to describe adequately the \'/hole Hestern tradition ••• 0 The 
greatest value in having someday a world history of literature 
in performance would be its function as a supporting if awesome 
context for our personal acts of performing literature for 
others. The vast history of the ancient and universal need of 
mankind to share literature publicly can strengthen us to endure 
in our endless exploration of literature in performance 
(Thompson 1983, xiv). 

As Thompson confirms, books with a broad overview of oral 

interpretation history are rare. One, and probably the only book 

specific to this field with a concentration on its history with a 

completely chronological overview, is A Histor'y of Oral Interpretation. 

This brief history by Eugene and Margaret L. Bahn (1970 and 1971) covers 

the period from Classical Greece to the middle of the t\'/entieth century, 

yet is only 176 pages long (including bibliography). Despite the 

brevity of the Bahns' \'Iork, it is i ndi spensabl e to the hi stori an of oral 

interpretation both for its precise pinpointing of major periods and 
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figures of its history, and for the fact that it is the only work of its 

kind .. As the Bahn's note in their forward to their second edition: 

It is indeed strange that the history of oral interpretation of 
literature has not attracted more attention than it has over its 
three thousand or more years of exi stence. Certai nly very bri ef 
po rt ions are found ina few i sol ated passages in ni neteenth 
century books, and less is found in eighteenth century writings. 
In the twentieth century, articles, theses and dissertations 
have been written on certai n peri ods and persons. There has 
been, however, no attempt, so far as the writers know, to give a 
somewhat conti nuous pi cture through some twenty-fi ve or more 
centuries. (1971, po v) 

Bahn and Bahn's first edition (1970) ends 't/ith the nineteenth 

century in America.. The second edition (1971) of the Bahns' work 

concludes with small mention of current phenomena that affected oral 

interpretation. The first was the j"adio, " ••• when the scientific 

world exploded into prominence with the advent of radio in the twentieth 

century, it gave rise to another use of reading aloud" (1971, p. 173) .. 

Second, there is mention of the beginnings of the phenomenon that would 

become an important part of the teaching and practice of oral 

interpretation--readers theatre. The Bahns' statement on its origins 

deserves to be quoted in full for future consideration: 

Another term, Readers Theatre, evolved in the t\,/entieth century, 
although thi s form of presentati on had been used for along 
time. • • • In the fi rst part of the t~'/enti eth century thi s form 
of presentation It/as referred to as a library reading' used 
frequently by club groups, it was very successful for the 
presentation of literature. Hhen Sir Cedric Hardwicke, Agnes 
Moorehead, Char1 es Laughton, and Char1 es Boyer presented Don 
Juan in Hell in 1951, it brought this form into the realm of 
professional theatre where it was given enthllsiastic acclaim. 
Thi s ~'Jas foll owed by other professi ona1 producti ons, and the 
term Readers Theatre gradually came into general use. This form 
of expression is still used extensively in colleges and 
universities It/here it is very popular. There has been great 
latitude in the definition and in the actual techniques used. 
Some prefer the use of costumes; others object to such a literal 
element because it lessens the imaginative activity that should 



be demanded of the spectator. Some mai ntai n that the enti re 
production, including the lIinteraction" of the characters, be 
projected into the realm of the audience, while others do not 
demand this projection •••• The fluidity of this form of 
presentation is often regarded as a major asset. (p. 174). 
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The Bahns' also cite the affinity of oral interpretation to the 

study of literature and a freedom in technique. 

In the latter half of the century there has been a close 
alliance with the study of literature and literary criticism. 
The schools of criticism based on a knowledge of the author, on 
what the literature is saying, on the rhetoric of literature, 
and on psychological implications have assumed increasing 
importance. There have also been studies in imagery, prosody, 
figures of speech, and reading as a communicative art. At the 
same time there seems to be increasing latitude in the methods 
of oral presentation. (1971, p. 173). 

Only two figures or teachers in interpretation are mentioned in 

Bahn's brief ~ummation of the twentieth century. Gert rude Johnson 

(University of Wisconsin) and C. C. Cunningham (Stanford and 

Northwestern) figure in their assessment with the comments that: 

She [Gertrude Johnson] regarded compl ete impersonati on to be 
acti ng and suitable only for monologues or material with one 
character. She agreed with Ta 11 cott in proceedi ng from the 
literal elements of impersonation to the suggestive nature of 
interpretation. In all of her own public programs she used the 
interpretative approach. (1971, p. 1972). 

There was a growing interest in the application of the 
principles of aesthetics to reading in this century. One of the 
major exponents of the aesthe~ics to reading was C. C. 
Cunningham, whose Literature as a Fine Art was the first book to 
treat interpretation primarily from the aesthetics vie\'/point. 
(1971, p. 172). 

Finally, the Bahns' do note the affect of the popular Chautauqua 

shows on the field of interpretation: 

Public reading and recitation were popular in the b/entieth 
century and often attracted relatively large numbers of people. 
In the early part of the century reciters and readers appeared 
in Chautauqua programs at Chautauqua, Ne\,1 Yorl<, and throughout 
the country as they had done in the nineteenth century •••• By 



moving from place to place they brought theatre and culture to 
areas which otherwise must have been denied these opportunities. 
{1971, p. 172}. 
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This short six-page epilogue {pp. 169-174} entitled liThe Twentieth 

Century, II concl udes with sl i ght reference to the two major additions to 

oral interpretation in the twentieth century, readers theatre and 

chamber theatre. In closing, the Bahns note a hope for the future of 

oral interpretation: 

It is, of course, impossible to prophesy the nature, practice 
and trends in the oral interpretation of literature in future 
centuries. The fact, however, that it has survived, and 
thri ved j in some form or other for three thousand years gi ves 
considerable hope for it in the next comparable space of 
time. {Bahn and Bahn 1971, p. 1974}. 

A valuable, though more precisely focused work, on history of interpre

tation is the dissertation by Martha Ann Yhomson Barclay, Major American 

Emphases in Theories of Oral Interpretation From 1890 to 1950 (1968). 

This is a detailed but very specialized study concentrating on a sixty-

year time span. It is divided into three parts with a brief summary of 

background up to 1890. The d1scussion is divided into three twenty-year 

time periods and concentrates on three major figures in the teaching of 

interpretation It'Jithin each time period. Although a rich resource in 

history, the dissertation's real focus is on the three basic considera

tions in the teaching of oral interpretation of those periods, including 

comparisons and contrasts of changes in teaching direction: the reader, 

the material, and the audience. Her vantage points are from the shifts 

in theories and teaching among these three divisions. Barclay ends her 

dissertation at 1950 with the comment that, " ••• by then, there ~Jas 

wide acceptance of Oral Interpretation as a subject as generally 
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understood and taught in Ameri can coll eges and uni vers it i es today" 

(Barclay 1968, p. 2). 

The book by Mary Margar'et Robb, Oral Interpretation of Litera

ture in American Colleges and Universities (1941, 1968), traces the 

history of the discipline in the academic world, ending, however, in the 

year in which the Barclay dissertation was written. Robbls bool< is 

invaluable in tracing the place of the subject of oral interpretation 

within the academic community and was published at a propitious time for 

this subject, at a time when " ••• oral interpretation widened its base 

and increased its influence in the liberal arts curriculum" (Robb 1968, 

p. 229). Robb di vi des the second edi t i on of her book into peri ods and 

notes that the period from 1940-1965 (when the people interviewed in the 

present project were most active) was a peak period for oral inter

pretat i on and entitles that chapter, "Oral Interpretati on Improves Its 

Academi c Status. II Robb states that duri ng that peri od " ••• the 

methods used in teaching put an emphasis upon the careful, analytical 

study of the 1 iteratu re to be read. The textbooks shi fted from 

preparing entertainers to stimulating interpreters of literature" (1968, 

p. 232). 

When the first edition of Robbls book appeared in 1941, it was 

cited as a "milestone in the historical study of the oral interpretation 

of literature" (Bahn and Bahn 1971, pp. 170-71). In that 1941 edition 

Dr. Robb wrote in the preface: 

It is hoped that the continuity of the history will give 
readers, especia11y teachers, a feeling of pride and security. 
This is not a new o~ untried field of study but one with a 



history. [And she hoped that her book would] ••• open up the 
field and encourage the writing of many more chapters of the as 
yet un\'/ritten history of speech (Robb 1941, n.p.). 
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An attempt to bri ng together a hi story of speech teachi ng was 

undertaken by Dr. Karl ~Ja 11 ace. Dr. lIla 11 ace • s compi 1 at i on, Speech 

Education in America chronicles the field of speech study in this 

country and was pub1 i shed in 1954. Thi s book is nO\'I such a c1 assi c that 

it is kept in the reference section of the University of Arizona 

1 i brary. 

Wa 11 ace' s book covers the development of speech educat i on from 

Colonial times to 1925. Wallace also says of the modest scope of his 

work that: 

Readers, however, should not regard the chronological pro
gression as an attempt to \'/rite definitive history. Before a 
Ifina1" history of speech education can be prepared, we need the 
work of many future scho1 ars \,/ho \'Ji 11 furni sh the facts as to 
who taught what, and where, and how. We believe, nevertheless, 
that the studies included here supply significant information 
and afford i nterp retat ions whi ch must be reckoned wi th by future 
historians of the subject. (1954, p. v). 

Wallace comments on how rhetoric, defined here as the art of verbal 

conununication, "gave rise to a number of branches of study." Among 

these branches he adds, "it gave consi derabl e impetus, al so, to the art 

of composition and delivery in the theatre" (1954, p. vi). Oral 

interpretation is also noted in this work: 

o •• by the 1920's the basic lines of speech instruction had -
been recognized academically, at least in the American college. 
The study of phonetics and speech correction, both in course and 
in cl-inic, had taken root; dramatics had found its niche; oral 
interpretation had its ally in literature; ••• (p. vi). 

It is interesting to note that, according to ~Jallace, oral interpreta-

tion \'Jas already put side by side \'Jith literature study and not 
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mentioned in terms of elocutionary study. In the section on "Rhetoric, 

Elocution, and Speechll (pp. 129-490) are several historically 

significant chapters dealing with the elocutionary movement, the 

Delsartian Tradition and the Intercollegiate Debate, plus an article 

liThe Literary Societyll (David Potter, pp. 238-258) that might well bn 

looked to in the academic and social context, as a source for the 

practice of the group oral study of literature in this country. Another 

article in Wallace's compendium traces the alliance of literature and 

oral readi ng in the speech department, 1I0ri gi nand Development of 

Departments of Speechll by Donal d K. Smith (pp. 447-470) reiterates that. 

"A number of forces doubt 1 ess i nfl uenced the 1 i nk i ng of 1 iterature 

writing and speaking. Most important, perhaps, was the fact that the 

study of English literature appeared in the curriculum as the protege of 

the venerable study of rhetoric" O~allace 1954, p. 450). 

The chapter on "College and University Theatre Instruction" 

(Wallace 1954, pp. 572-594) discusses early offerings in dramatic 

reading. The subject is referred to as dramatic interpretation and the 

author notes that: lithe subject appears to have been introduced into a 

wide variety of types of institutions, the small coeducational colleges 

of the IIJest and South ~Jere especi ally well represented ll (p. 577). Thi s 

article also points out the early "ora l reading or declamation of 

passages from Shakespeare" (p. 575) and that "Northwestern for example, 

unquestionably offered the (Shakespeare) course well before 1900." (p. 

576). Finally, this articles sets the stage for later development of 

oral interpretation: 



•• e the trend after 1910 was toward group performance in play 
presentation and play production courses. Attention to 
De1sartean theory and method virtually ceased by 1915, but 
Curry's philosophy of "Imagination and Dramatic Instinct" 
exe rted a strong i nf1 uence upon content and methodology 
throughout the first two decades of the century. (p. 592). 

Other Oral Interpretation Sources 
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The Yearbook of the Speech Communication Association for 1984, 

lists no available oral history interviews per se, either on tape or in 

transcript form. There is a list of taped speeches available--primarily 

conventi on addresses--some of whi ch are by guest speakers from outsi de 

the field of speech. In 1984 a video project was begun entitled 

"Teachers on Teaching" (by Jody Nyquist) that signified the new interest 

in preserving the words and images of speech teachers. The teacher of 

oral interpretation interviewed for this series is Dr. Charlotte Lee. 

These tapes are for sale now but do not exist (as far as is presently 

known) in a transcript form. The ~/estern Speech Communi cat ion 

Association does have an archive that is now maintained by Gertrude 

Bacchus (in her home) but only recently has there been an effort toward 

organized collecting of oral histories. The call to begin collecting 

oral histories was made during a conference session on oral history held 

at the Western Speech Communication Association meeting in Tucson, 

Arizona, in February of 1986. 

Severa 1 out standi ng bi b 1 i ographi es exi st for speech research. 

For speech communication as a whole the index by Ronald and Irene 

Matlon, Index to Journals in Communication Studies Through 1974 (Falls 

Church, VA: SCA, 1975) is of use, as is the updated index by Ronald 

Matlon, Index to Journals in Communication Studies Through 1979, because 
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oral interpretation articles appeared in those journals. Especially 

valuable to an historian or researcher in the more limited field of oral 

interpretation are two other indexes or bibliographies. In 1976, "The 

Interpretation Division of SCA funded the Index to Studies in Oral 

Interpretation 1911-1976, edited by Lee Hudson. The Index served as a 

source for additional entries as did the Supplement to the Index 

published a few years later" (Doll 1982, p. vii). 

The most i nval uabl e resource for thi s project was the recent 

bibliography by Howard D. Doll, Oral Interpretation of Literature: An 

Annotated Bibliography with Multimedia Listings. (1982). This compre

hensive bibliography was begun in 1970 when, according to Doll, " ••• I 

met two oral interpretation scholars, David Hilliams and Richard Haas. 

Haas and Hilliams had compiled an annotated bibliography of oral 

interpretation articles contained in the major Speech Communications 

journals from 1911 to the late 1960's. I obtained a copy" (1982, po 

vii). Doll's work also includes the Hudson Index. This most comprehen

sive of bibliographies has sections listing videotapes, filmstrips and 

recordings, but makes no reference to any kind of oral history tapes or 

transcripts. 

These bibliographies, plus the Readers Theatre News and Litera

ture in Performance, are excellent sources of articles dealing with the 

biographies of noted teachers in the field of speech and of oral inter

pretation in particular. A partial listing of articles on teachers is 

appended to give some idea of their range and to indicate that the idea 

of writing about teachers does have a place in the literature of oral 

interpretation. To date, no articles exist concerning any of the four 
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teachers intervie\\led for the present study. But, a master's thesis by 

I. E. Nellson of the University of Georgia (1966) included Charlotte Lee 

(A Comparable Analysis and Practical Application of the Theories of 

Samuel Curry, Charlotte Lee and Martin Cobin). There is also an 

intervie\,1 with Charlotte Lee in a trade journal of Scott, Foresman 

(Glenview, IL) done in 1975 by C. A. l~ilkinson and Bud Beyer. 

Dr. Lee, however, has wri tten on her 0\,1n teacher and mentor 

Cornel ius Carmen Cunningham (Speech Teacher, XI, November 1962, pp. 

297-99). Dr. Bacon stated that he had been interviewed for a possible 

Master's thesis from a school in Ohio but could not recall the school 

and calls to several schools in Ohio produced no further information. 

In 1974 the journal Readers Theatre News instigated a series of 

interviews with teachers of oral interpretation who had special interest 

in readers theatre productions. This series, entitled "Informal 

Conversations with the Leaders of Readers Theatre" was publ ished until 

1980. To determine who these leaders were, the staff chose sixty names 

of people who most frequently appeared in articles, at festivals or 

workshops~ as article reviewers, or took part in various national 

organ i zat ions, and each ~'Jas asked to submit ten names as persons who 

should be interviewed. The purpose of these interviews was to provide 

close-up portraits of leaders who were known for their accomplishments 

but were not so well known to their colleagues as people. Among those 

interviewed were Frank Galati, Elbert Bowen, Mel White, Marion Kleinau, 

James Pearse, and Charlotte Lee. These interviews focused primarily on 

the subject of readers theatre but did contain some questions and 

answers that fall into the format of an oral history. They are, however, 
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very brief flashes and were not done in depth. This series, neverthe-

1 ess, is, in some cases, perhaps as close to oral hi stori es of these 

teachers as now exist. Readers Theatre News ceased publication in 1980. 

Literature in Performance has published interviews on a regular 

basi s but usually with noted performers or writers. The newsl etter 

Issues in Interpretation (1976-1979) used the survey interview instru

ment to pursue technical questions in oral interpretation. The question 

of concern in the No.3 (1978) issue was close to an oral history 

question and one that was considered for use in this project: "Hhat are 

the values of your endeavor, those personal and public benefits which 

dri ve you to keep doi ng what you do?" None of the teachers in the 

current author1s set of interviews were included in that survey. 

The early speech journal Speech Teacher undertook the publica

tion of a series of articles entitled liThe Great Teachers" that appeared 

intermittently between 1955 and 1973. In none of these articles was the 

teacher still living at the time of writing. These articles, usually 

written by followers or students of the subject, are very brief and fall 

more into the category of eulogy or memoir than historical essay. These 

"Great Teacher" articles were not devoted to oral interpretation 

teachers but to speech teachers i n general. The fi rst oral 

interpretation teacher to be memorialized was Frank Rarig (by D. H. 

Thompson, Nov. 1962). In November of 1963 J. F. Smith wrote about Maude 

Mae Babcock and in March of 1965 E. Ray Skinner wrote about Gertrude 

Johnson. Similar short articles have appeared in all of the major 

speech journals but usually are student appreciation memoirs or 
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assessments of various personal theories. None of these, again, was 

done in the lifetime of the teacher being written about. 

Dr. Waldo Braden, whose article of 1985 called for the taking of 

ora 1 hi story i ntervi ews from ret i red teachers {Braden 1985}, expressed 

his concern for the preservation of the lives and theories of prominent 

teachers in an article reprinted from a symposium organized by Dr. 

Braden in 1982. The article IIA Symposium on Liberalizing Influences: 

Great Teachers ll {Braden 1982, pp. 107-134} is a group of speeches/ 

articles by four scholars in the speech field about their own teachers. 

These biographical essays were prompted, according to Braden, IIwhen 

Ralph Eubanks suggested that I assemble a program centering around the 

liberal arts through example; great teachers who practiced humane 

traditions ll (Braden 1982, p. 107). Braden invited four teachers to 

write about their own teachers or IIfour giants of our past. 1I These 

wri ters and subjects were Lor'en Rei d on James L~i nans, James McBath on 

Milton OINeill, Carroll C. Arnold on Her'bert August ~Jichelns, Owen 

Peterson on A. Craig Baird. Each of these accounts of the life and 

theories of an outstanding teacher is done with more or less similar 

asides that the writers were attempting to write of the man as he was as 

a person-- II • • • more than bi ographi ca 1 sketches, each presentat ion 

gives us an intimate vie\lJ of our professional roots. II (Braden 1982, p. 

107) • 

In his article on Hichelns, Carroll Arnold makes the comment 

that it is difficult to catch the true nature of his subject. lilt is 

posterity1s loss that we can1t catch the qualities of Hichelns l mind and 

method from his writings •••• As is true of the original Socrates, we 
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must depend on anecdotal accounts of associates to know Herbert Wichelns 

as scholar and teacher of the first order" (Braden and Arnold 1982, pp. 

129-30). All of these article/speeches used some remembered conversa

tion and information gathered through letters from their friends and 

students. This article, although excellent of its kind, serves to point 

up the fact that more than a teacher's formal academi c writ i ngs are 

needed to portray the whole person~ What is interesting to note is that 

while bemoaning the loss of personal color about the subject, no one had 

ever interviewed the subject directly and as Winans was still alive in 

1956 and the other three subjects 1 ived to 1970, 1973, and 1979, it 

would have been possible to have interviewed them personally. 

The study of speci fi c i nfl uent i al teachers has often been the 

focus of doctoral dissertations and master's theses. A listing of these 

\'lOrks is found in the Doll (1982) bibliography. It would appear that 

none of these biographical studies was attempted in the lifetime of its 

subject. It should be noted also that the first dissertation (although 

not about a teacher) in ,the field of oral interpretation of literature 

was that of Dr. Charlotte Lee (Northwestern University~ 1945). A search 

was also made of theses and di ssertat ions done at the Uni vers ity of 

Arizona; none of them employ, or are about, oral history. 

Several books in the interpretation field have very fine 

chapters deal i ng with the hi story and these shoul d be noted as well. 

The collection of articles by E. M. Doyle and Virginia Floyd, Studies in 

Interpretation I contains chapters on the Chautauqua Institution 

(Hadley, D. S. ), liThe r~echanical School in England" (A. S. Mattingly). 

"Socrates and the Rhapsode: Plato's Ion" by D. E. Hargis is among the 
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history articles in the second volume of the Doyle, Floyd Studies in 

Interpretation II (1977). The collection of articles in the 1975 book 

by Richard Haas and David A. Williams, The Study of Oral Interpretation, 

also contains several seminal works that contribute to interpretation1s 

history. Among them are liThe Children of Change" (Virginia Floyd), liThe 

Dangerous Shores: From Elocution to Interpretation ll (Wallace A. Bacon), 

with other writings of peripheral historical importance. 

As these collections of articles and essays and the Thompson 

collection illustrate, scholarly articles that do exist are solid, 

in-depth, and thorough works but, in a historical chronological sense, 

large gaps exist and whole civilizations are never noted. Indeed, if 

the history of oral performance of literature were done to include the 

Orient, the Near East and Africa, the volume would be staggering. 

An oral interpretation history does not exist in one major work. 

Yet, like those antique Indian vessels now exhibited with so many sherds 

not yet set in place, we can see the shape of the whole, the design, and 

the color. 110 fine antique pot is discarded simply because it is not 

yet a whole, for those parts now put together permit us to know at least 

the shape, size, and purpose. 

In 1949 Wallace Bacon wrote that "interpretation is still badly 

in need of a series of historical studies which will make clear the line 

of development \'Jhich oral reading has fall owed II (Bacon 1.949, p. 317-

318). In 1983 Thompson reiterated that lithe history of this Western 

tradition of literature in performance exists mainly in remotely 

connected sources containing partial views of the tradition ll (Thompson 

1983, p. xi). In those years between no complete history has been 
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produced, but work in small sections has been produced. The history of 

oral interpretation has yet to be \'/ritten and, along the way, scholars 

in this field must feel constrained to add to the store of materials in 

any way they possibly can to keep the spirit and tradition alive. 

Hi story of Oral Hi story 

Just as the name of Homer is given to the early Greek compilers/ 

speakers of oral literature, so the name IIFather of Historyll was given 

to Herodotus. Thi s early hi story in Greece was spoken hi story. IISi nce 

humankind began to use speech, knowledge has been passed from one 

generation to the next by word of mouth. The ancient Greek historian, 

Herodotus, used oral history more than two thousand years ago, recorded 

by court scribes who were trained for the \/Iork" (Bernhardt 1980, p. 3). 

the Greek hi stori an Thucydi des (4th century, B.C.) began to gather 

history from eyewitness accounts: 

Much more than Herodotus, he (Thucydides) really tried to find 
out what in fact did happen, to be, as we say lIobjective li

• 

Thucydides is quoted as having stated about his history, " ••• 
either I \'/as present mysel f at the events which I have described 
or else I heard of them from eyewitnesses whose reports I have 
checked with as much thoroughness as possible. (Warner, 
Kronenberger 1971, p. 781-82). 

Thus, the practice of oral history to document events, lives, and 

contributions, though a newly accepted form of historical tool in the 

twentieth century, actually reaches as far back as the earliest 

collectors of history. Oral history collection is, in fact, nothing ne\IJ 

and its use does not date only to the invention and availability of the 

lightweight tape-recorder after World War II: 



Oral history is nothing more than a branch of historical 
research. In that context it is the offspring of history's most 
ancient technique and of its most modern technology. Its 
technique is the collection of eyewitness accounts to history. 
The anci ent Greek hi stori ans di d thi s more than two thousand 
years ago. But today its technology, the compact tape recorder, 
is as modern as the space age (David, Back, Maclean 1977, p. 1). 
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The earliest method of accounting for history was the recitation 

of myths and epic poems; recounting heroic adventures of mythical 

characters and gods. After Thucydi des tri ed to report hi story from 

accounts and actual speeches, without moral messages or the writer's own 

i nterpretat i on the di vi si on came between spoken 1 iterature and spoken 

history. The reciters of stories and the tellers of history split into 

the speakers of fact and of fiction: 

Mythology personifies history. • in Clio and Calliope, 
daughters of the awesome Zeus and Mnemosyne, goddess of memory. 
As muses, these spri ghtly and somewhat saucy sisters promoted 
epic poetry and oratory. In classical mythology they resembled 
identical twins, but in the departmentalized "mrld of today, 
they represent separate disciplines. Yet there is still an 
important similarity •• both must pry beneath the surface of 
events to discover the social, psychological, and economic 
forces motivating behavior. (Gunderson 1986, p. 408). 

However, for several centuries oral history was considered 

ins i gni fi cant or unre'l i ab 1 e and "Jent unused and unrespected due to 

changes in att itude toward what const ituted hi stori cal research 

material. In Germany the historian Otto Van Ranke, in the early 

nineteenth century, developed and taught the systematic method of 

research for collection of history and is considered the first trainer 

of professional historians. Van Ranke's major belief was that documents 

were the only source of facts and that there was no subst itute for 

wri tten records. The German attitude tOlJlard schal arly hi story 

collection became the model. There were still historians who believed 
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that both oral materi a 1 s and documents were necessary, yet those who 

\'JOrked on with oral history materials tended to do so outside of the 

field of academic history. Then, documents began to disappear. Hith 

the advent of the telephone , tel egraph, fast t rave 1, more and more 

communication (both on high levels and familial), was occurring orally; 

written documentation was becoming a thing of the past. Then, 

recordings began to replace the document. 

Once again, in this century, oral history has achieved some 

status of respect, especi ally among schol ars and hi stori ans. Works in 

this century have proved of merit and resource use; organizat-ions have 

been formed, publications and collections in many areas have already 

proven invaluable to researchers. In this century, however, the 

methodology and questions about oral history have been minutely 

questioned and examined and debated. And, although of relatively recent 

proven effectiveness, the practice and use of oral history has produced 

a plethora of literature in a variety and quantity that is almost 

bewildering in size and scope. The oral history has, in this century, 

been the basis for whole libraries, and has been the basis for ne\'J 

genres in literature. 

For thi s project, it di d seem necessary to come to understand 

just hO\'J oral history has fit into the discipline of history in the 

past, and to what uses it has been put and with what effect. Grasping 

the history and literature from that history seemed crucial to be able 

to assess its effective use in history and in other fields. 

A fine book documenting all the history of oral history is The 

Voice of the Past: Oral History by the British historian Paul Thompson. 
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Published in 1978, it does not cover the most recent works but does give 

a thorough overvi e\rl of oral hi story, even though tendi ng to be more 

specifi c on events \'Iithi n Engl and. Thompson traces oral hi story use 

through such writers as John Aubrey's del i ghtful seventeenth century 

stories, to Samuel Pepys Diaries to James Boswell's great work on The 

Life of Dr. Johnson. Boswell's work is often mentioned as a precursor 

of the kind of works produced with the help of tape recorder as Boswell 

wrote his Life by written recording of Dr. Johnson's conversation. As 

Boswell wrote in an introduction: 

What I consider as the peculiar value of the following work is, 
the quantity it contains of Johnson's conversation •••• That 
conversation of a celebrated man, if his talents have been 
exerted in conversation, will best display his character, is, I 
trust, too well established in the judgment of mankind to be at 
all shaken (Boswell 1960, p. 17). 

Sir Walter Scott is the first cited nineteenth century writer to 

incorporate oral history with his collection of popular Scotch ballads, 

Minstrely of the Scottish Border. He also used oral histories in novels 

such as Waverly and Rob Roy and for these he is noted as the fi rst 

nineteenth century \'Jriter to incorporate oral history into the novel. 

(Thompson 1978, p. 28). In 1825, in Germany, Van Ranke put down Scott's 

work and novels as unreliable and continued to maintain that only 

documents could produce history. (Thompson 1978, p. 4~). 

In France, Emile Zola took his material for Germinal from 

interviews ~'Jith the coal miners of Mons, France. Also in France, the 

historian Jules Michelet began interviewing farmers and did much to 

cross class barriers in Itlriting about influences on history. Michelet 

also introduced the idea that the effect of the landscape and the land 
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on people should be taken into consideration. Hith ~1arc Bloch stu.dies 

of folklore were als ... done. He referred to the farmers intervie~/ed as 

"living documents" (Thompson 1978, p. 40). 

The barrier in the nineteenth century came out of rising status 

and class consciousness and did not permit historians to rise out of--or 

lower themselves from--their class in order to take oral histories from 

the common people. The move toward romanticism at the end of the 

century moved to the use of oral hi story in the di scovery of fol kl ore 

and the widespread collection of national folklores. In England the 

collection of folklore was separate from history but in France and Italy 

it was a respected field, and in Germany and Scandinavia oral history 

collection of folklore became a respected occupation. From this 

Romantic movement came the idea of history as a cultural study. 

In England Dr. David Davies did the first set of questionnaire 

intervie\'/s with farm laborers and in the same period (1840's) Henry 

Mayhe~'1 developed perhaps the fi rst theori es about the techni que of 

i ntervi e\'Ji ng. Mayhe\,1 found that bei ng readi ly accepted as a uni que 

being was more apt to put the subject in a position to talk about true 

feelings as opposed to simply being asked a question from a standard 

list. Mayhe\'J \'/as also one of the first to put stock in exact \'/ords of 

his sources. "In Mayhew's pages, as nowhere else, one can hear the 

ordinary people of Mid-Victorian England speaking" (Thompson 1978, pp. 

35-36). 

From this English oral history tradition has grown a respect and 

use for the oral history and this has produced such classics in oral 

history as Akenfield: Portrait of an English Village by Ronald Blythe 
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(Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1969). In the introduction to this unusual 

book is a review from the Guardian attesting to the use of this book 

made up entirely of personal life stories of long-time residents of this 

tiny village: 

With the aid of a tape recorder, which is not the born writer1s 
best friend, Ronald Blythe has produced perhaps the finest 
English social document •••• Like [Richard] Gough, he has 
dredged up the minutiae of a rural community, the unconsidered 
tri fl es from which history is made. A hundred years from now, 
anyone wanting to know how things wer~ on the land in 1969 will 
turn more profitably to Akenfield: Portrait of an English 
Village than to a sheaf of anemically professional social 
surveys. (Blythe 1969, n.p.). 

In the United States, as far back as the 1830 1s, the California 

publisher H. H. Bancroft decided to gather oral history materials on a 

scale never before tried. This oral history project was meant to II ••• 

preserve a picture of the life, lore, and legends of the youthful Golden 

State by interviewing scores of pioneers and getting their dictated 

reminiscences down on paper ll (Nevins 1976, p. 290). Hith 600 

assistants, interviews were conducted with people recently settled along 

the Pacific coast. This project took over 50 years and thousands of 

interviews were done. This massive material is now in the famed 

Bancroft Library in Berkeley, California. 

As early as 1902 the Ameri can magazi ne Independent began to 

gather and publish a series of life stories of what were referred to as 

lIundistinguished Americans,1I people such as newly arrived immigrants or 

isolated farmers. These articles were published in the book, flain 

Folk: The Life Stories of Undistinguished Americans (Katzman and 

Tuttle, 1982). In an introduction to the collection of interviews their 

methodology is explained: 



Between 1902 and 1906, the Independent, under the editorship of 
Hami 1 ton Holt, pub 1 i shed seventy -fi ve aut obi ographi es , or 
"lifelets." Holt explained that his purpose was lito typify the 
life of the average \'lOrker in some particular 'ioc<Atian and to 
make each story the genuine experience of a real person." ••• 
These were ordinary people telling their own stories. The 
United States in 1900 was a semi-literate country composed of 
mil lions of people for whom English was, at best, a second 
lanfluage. But Holt had a solution to this problem. In 
procuring these stories, two methods were used: first and 
preferably, to the life written upon his own initiative by the 
person who lived it; second, in the case of one too ignorant or 
too impatient to write, to have the story written from inter
views, and then read to and approved by the person telling it. 
(Plain Folk, 198, p. xii). 
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In the 1930's oral history began to come into its own under the 

~JPA Federal Wri ters Project. Many projects empl oyi ng i ntervi e\,/i ng and 

oral histories were done at this time with those in musicology and Black 

History to remain invaluable contributions to our cultural history. 

Among these project s was one to coll ect the 1 i fe stori es of former 

slaves (Done by Lawrence Reddick in 1934-35). These were manually 

recorded i ntervi ews and were set asi de only to be di scovered 1 ater, \l-/ith 

the interest in Black Studies, at which time these extant interviews 

were a great contribution. (Thompson 1978, p. 54). 

Although the actual term "oral history" did not come into usage 

until the 1940's, many projects were under "lay or completed and many 

major contributions had already been made. The term "oral history" has 

often been noted as not quite an accurate name for the process. Louis 

Starr, in his excellent summation of the history of oral history in the 

Encyclopedia of Library Science, talks about the probable origin of the 

term: 

As for the term oral history, it appears to have been coined by 
a di sso 1 ute member of the Greenwi ch Vi 11 age 1 iterat i named Joe 
Gould, Harvard graduate, and self-styled "Professor Sea Gul1." 



Gould claimed to be compiling "An Oral History of Our Time," 
according to a New Yorker "Profile" in 1942; a sequel proved 
this apocryphal. Gould named an activity he mayor may not have 
pursued, giving the world a misnomer now firmly embedded in the 
language. Suggested alternatives like "oral documentation" and 
111 i vi ng hi story" have not survi ved the hour (Starr 1977, p. 
440). (See also Mitchell 1942, 1964.) 
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The fi rst formal oral history program was undertaken, with the 

leadership of Dr. Allan Nevins, at Columbia University in 1948. The 

name Allan Nevins is nO\f1 respected and revered for his work with and 

promot i on of oral hi story projects and gai ni ng acceptance for it in 

academic circles. Louis Starr, as Nevins' assistant in the Columbia 

undertaking, is most qualified to write on the development of the growth 

of oral history in the United States. Starr states that Allan Nevins, 

in the preface to hi s book The Gate\'1ay to Hi story in 1938, made the 

fi rst formal call for the establ i shment of an oral hi story program. 

Nevins continued to support the idea of oral history usage until 

finally, with the financial assistance of R. H. Bancroft, the Columbia 

Oral History Collection became a reality: 

It is equally true that from the grave no letters are sent out 
to even the most anxious inquirers into old history and old 
mysteries. ~Je can take a fe\'J precautions to prevent Time from 
putting too much as alms for oblivion into the monstrous wallet 
on his back; that is all. Oral history is one of the latest and 
most promising of these precautions, and already it has saved 
from death's dateless (and undatable) night much that the future 
will rejoice over and cherish (Nevins 1938, p. 289). 

Archi vi st Charl es T. Morri ssey (\'Jho worked with both the Truman 

and Kennedy 1 i brari es in thei r estab 1 i shment) notes that it \'/as modern 

technology that took a\,/ay much of the sources of traditional 

documentation for the historian but that: 



• • • the loss of hi stori ca 1 documentat i on caused by long 
distance telephone conversations and speedy air travel is at 
least partially repaired by devices which invite the easy recall 
of reminiscences. Technology restores what it takes away. 
Indeed, we can now choose whom to i ntervi e\'J, and what to ask 
about, and thus create documents on topics previously neglected 
by historical research from witnesses who have either been 
silent or ignored by interpreters of history. In ways probably 
beyond the comprehension of many orthodox historians, oral 
history can influence historical consciousness about what 
historians Idol when they Idol history. Oral history may be 
more subversive than either its critics or proponents have 
acknowledged (Morrissey 1982-83, p. 48). 
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The tape recorder made a great difference in the uses and means 

of collection of oral histories but 'was not the reason for oral history. 

IIThis is not a modern contribution. It is ancient and its modern 

employment is one answer to the increased appreciation for where 

evi dence may be found. The only thi ng new is the tape recorder ll (Moss 

1974, p. 12). In 1948 Allan Nevins had done four formal oral histories 

with handwritten notes bei ng taken by graduate students. Then the 

methodology of oral hi story was changed by the very technology it was 

trying to replace. In 1948 (April 1), at the time of these first formal 

interviews, the first two American-made tape recorders modeled on a 

captured German Magnetophon, came out from the Ampex factory in 

California (Dexter 1970, p. 19). Thus, tape recorders existed before 

oral history was launched but the first scholarly practitioners of oral 

hi story di d not kno\'J about them. Chroni cl es Loui s Starr on the tape 

recorder: 

Toward the end of 1948 three more memoirs had been obtained in 
this laborious fashion, \'1hen the pioneers of oral history got 
wind of an electronic device that would enable them to capture 
every \,/ord--the \,/i re recorder. Judge Learned Hand was the fi rst 
to speak (to Allan Nevins) in the presence of one of these on 
January 21, 1949 (Starr 1977, p. 445). 
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Therefore, ". • • credi t for the techni que of gatheri ng eye~1i tness 

accounts \'/ith a tape recorder is given to the historian Allan Nevins, 

who founded the Oral History Program at Columbia University in 1948" 

(Bernhardt 1980, p. 3). Then, with the availability of the (chiefly 

Japanese manufactured) portable, reasonably priced cassette recorder, 

projects in oral history began to flourish \,/ith projects of incredible 

diversity, " ••• \,/ith people out taping Presidents, statesmen, cowboys, 

coal miners, Indians, immigrants--just about everyone who had a story to 

tell and the willingness to tell it" (Bernhardt 1980, p. 4). 

The development of the lighh/eight cassette recorder combined 

with the increasing recognition of its value, and the literature being 

produced, \'Jhen combined \,/ith the formation of the Oral History Associa

tion to be a clearinghouse of methodological and ethical problems, came 

together to contribute to the rising status of oral history. The 1960's 

\'/as a decade of great grO\rlth for oral hi story" 

The Oral History Association (OHA) held its first conference at 

Lake Arrowhead, UCLA's conference facility in the San Bernardino 

mountains, in September, 1966. They now are responsible for some of the 

major and more reliable publications in this field. They also publish 

an i nval uab 1 e Ne~/s 1 etter and provi de a cl eari nghouse for awareness of 

the many projects being II/orked on today. The Ne\'Jsletter is published 

quarterly and The Oral History ReviellJ is published annually. Their 

Bibliography of Oral History is n01l1 in its fourth edition; they publish 

a membershi p di rectory and the grO\'Jth in membershi pis extraordi nary. 

There is nO\'/ a yearly conference of the OHA; each year ina nellJ and 

often unusual location, and the group attracts a membership from a wide 
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array of professions and goals. Their meetings are a chance for \'1orkers 

and scholars in many fields to meet and exchange ideas and provides very 

fresh vi ewpoi nts. They have II. • • achi eved an ambi ance uncommon to 

academic gatherings, emanating in part from a sense of creative 

pioneering shared by all in the field ll (Starr 1977, pp. 450-451). 

The OHA is especially important to scholars working in oral 

history today and, in publishing their works, as the OHA deals as well 

with problems of legality, ethics, interviewing conduct, and problems of 

access and control. This group's literature has been quicl< to address 

almost any problem that has arisen in the conducting of oral histories 

and their publications can be relied on. They are brief and often 

incomplete but also, at the moment, are rare works trying to deal with 

possible problems, especially legal and ethical concerns. 

Besides the incorporation of oral history into historical 

writing, the use of oral history has produced new genres of 1 iterature 

that are neither straight history nor traditional journalism; works such 

as Truman Capote's In Cold Blood and Norman Mailer's Executioner's Song. 

The best knmm of \fJriters \flOrki ng in thi s new genre is probably Studs 

Terkel (whose brand of interviewing and publishing is sometimes referred 

to now as IITerkelism ll
). Terl<el's books have, despite the controversies 

they have often stirred in both the academic and literary fields, proved 

not only popular but enriching, and his interviews \'Jith people on the 

topic of their jobs, Working, has been made into a musical and a tele

vision play. Terkel's very American subjects and subject matter and his 

own vie\'/s on intervie\'Jing (as recorded in f1urders and Other Friendly 

People (Denis 1971) are an enrichment both to the general population and 
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to the interviewer, not because they solve specific problems but for the 

humanistic insights provided. 

Oral history has been practiced by people of all ages, ranks, 

and educations. Local historical societies are operating throughout the 

country with varying degrees of success and expertise. Some of the most 

important oral hi story \10rks have not been produced by hi stori ans or 

scholars. One of the most impressive achievements through oral history 

i ncorporat ion have been the famed Foxfi re 8001<s produced in Rabun, 

Georgi a, by hi gh school students under the di recti on of thei r teacher 

Elliot Wigginton. These books or magazines are compilations of 

folklore, craft instructions, stories, biographies, and events of the 

peop 1 e in the Appa 1 achi an mounta ins of Georgi a 0 These book s preserve 

umJritten lore, medicine and herbal practices, the passing on of craft 

skills and building practices, that would never have been knmm to 

others than those in a direct family line. The Foxfire books are models 

of oral history's successful practice and the ninth book is now in 

print, plus Higginton's account of his b/enty years of teaching in 

Georgia and the production, theory, and events, that led up to Foxfire's 

publication. (Sometimes a Shining ~10ment: The Foxfi re Experi ence 

1985). The book is especi ally hel pful and i nformat i ve in terms of 

designing the oral history project to meet specific circumstances. 

Wigginton writes of the first time he realized that some of the stories 

he and hi s students "/ere heari ng coul d not simply be transcri bed or 

paraphrased: 

Th e re \lIas no "lay I coul d write it dm"Jn, though, the way he "las 
telling it. Any version I might write would sound pale and flat 
beside his own. Though I had never tape-recorded anyone before, 



I k ne\'1 that the only \t/ay to do the Luther Ri ckman story, to do 
the tale justice, was to tape it. Likewise, he had never been 
tape-recorded, but he was enough of a showman to be intrigued by 
the pro.ject. {~Iigginton 1985, p. 53'. 
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Oral histories are now being published seemingly on a daily basis and 

there is no way to assess the plethora of work being published. 

However, there are now several very fine collections employing oral 

history resources that have already proven invaluable as primary 

resources in research and in preservation of a discipline. 

In the United States oral history had to prove itself outside of 

the academic fields and outside of history departments. Perhaps it was 

the absence of academic restraints that ultimately worked in the favor 

of oral history's development into so many fields and such var'ied uses. 

This lack of restriction has also permitted explorations into oral 

hi story co1l ecti ons from nonpromi nent peop1 e and "/ork in arraas such as 

minority studies, ethnic histories, worl<ing class studies, the 

preservation of music and folklore studies, and the collection of this 

country's own oral tradition; the collection of history that was not 

under the academi c constrai nts of testi ng and proof. As Morri ssey 

noted, "Oral history, by contrast, has developed largely outside the 

"/alls of departments of history at American colleges and universities" 

(1982-83, p. 48). And as Louis Starr wrote in 1977: 

In the range of subject matter, parti cu1 ar1y as it had been 
developing in the United States in recent years, oral history 
appears to know no bounds. Familiar published examples of the 
genre run from Theodore Rosengarten's moving evocation of a 
Black Alabama sharecropper's life story, All God's Dangers, to 
Studs Terke1's interviewees talking about their jobs in Working 
to Merle Miller's version of his taped sessions with Harry 
Truman in Plain Speaking; from quotations in Hilliam Lynwood 
Montel1's minor classic in folklore, The Saga of Coe Ridge. If 



the or'al hi story components of these books have a common bond, 
it is the authenticity of their first hand testimony, delivered 
with spontaneity. (1977, p. 442). 
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Fi na lly, however, Starr traces the use of oral hi story to its 

status in the last decade stating that now: 

It is not journalists but academics who now account for the bulk 
of the interviewing that is carried out with books in view, the 
very academics who would have been loath to risk their reputa
tions by so much as citing oral sources a decade or so back, 
assumi ng a turnabout 1 itt 1 e noted. The impact of oral hi story 
extends beyond work dra\'ling upon established collections, 
insofar as these have inspired individual scholars to sally 
forth to do it for themselves. (1977, p. 458). 

Perhaps the Presidential libraries that have grown to such vast holdings 

and that have already proven so rich in research material since the 

1950's have done the most to ensure the efficacy of the addition of oral 

history intervie\'/s to deliberately created research holdings. In an 

assessment of the current holdings and uses of materials in Presidential 

libraries, Kathleen J. Turner lists 42,983 pages 'of oral history inter-

views now in the Truman Library, and 35,625 pages in the Kennedy Library 

(1986, p. 246). In a recent announcement on the availability of 

resources in the Johnson Library in Austin, Texas, Johnson Administra-

tion Oral Histories, Parts I and II, lists "over seven hundred oral 

histories are being published in their entirety, forming one of~he 

richest and most revealing research collections ever assembled on the 

political career of Lyndon Johnson" (Johnson 1986, n.p.). 

In the visual arts, the Archives of American Art collection must 

be noted. This vast collection of material on American artists includes 

the project of the deliberate collection of oral history interviet'/s \'/ith 

contemporary artists. Founded in Detroit, ~1ichigan5 in 1954 j it was 
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begun to gather written, oral, and visual documents on American artists. 

The Archives gre\,1 so rapidly that its materials had to be housed in 

three separate cities and in 1970 was moved to the Smithsonian Institu

tion. Their reputation is now so trusted and reputable that, without 

even soliciting material, they now have become the recipient of artists' 

letters, diaries, sketches, notes and other memorabilia that are freely 

donated by artist's families and friends. The founders of the Archives 

of Ameri can Art bel i eved that II. • • such an endeavor coul d reduce 

enormously the time and money scholars had to use in searching for basic 

source material across the vast expanse of the United States and should 

ultimately serve as a stimulus to further study. (Archives 1979, p. 1). 

The world of music was enriched from oral history music collec

tions begun in the 1930's under the WPA. The work of Allan Lomax, the 

musicologist, in the collection of American jazz and of western (or 

cowboy) music, is now housed in the Library of Congress and provides a 

rich resource in American folk music that could not be reduplicated 

today. 

In the field of literature itself, one of the most interesting 

set of works using oral interviews is the ?aris Review, Writers at Work 

series. Begun in Paris under the aegis of publisher George Plimpton, 

the series now has six volumes. In her introduction to the fifth volume 

in 1981, Francine du Plessix Gray wrote: 

The series began in 1953 with an ingenuous ne\,1 literary genre 
that is informally called the revlritten intervievi. The author 
is sent the tape transcript of his or her conversation and has 
the freedom to correct, del ete, annotate, expand, restructure, 
or even totally rewrite it. The interviewer, on the other hand, 
is not a reporter eager to entrap hi s subject into scandai ous 



remarks •••• He or she has traditionally been a quietly ques
tioning listener ••• solely interested in the craft of fiction • 
• • • The success of Writers at Work is in part due to the great 
elasticity of its form, its remarkable hybrid of portrait and 
self-portrait. Its freedom is so seductive to even the most 
ret i cent authors • • • and may 1 eave to posteri ty the ri chest 
document available on the craft of fiction in our time. 
(Writers 1981, p. xiii). 
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Oral history has proven effective nO\,1 in so many disciplines 

that not only have scholarly resources been enriched to provide primary 

resources for future history study, but also we have come to understand 

better individual human lives. In the introduction to the illuminating 

interview studi es with Mexi can famil i es, the Chi 1 dren of Sanchez by 

Oscar Lewis, Oliver La Farge wrote: 

The longer we study human beings in their infinite variety, the 
more apparent it becomes that they cannot in real ity be encom
passed within the specified rigidities of the kinds of data that 
can be manipulated mathematically, even given the staggering 
range of present-day computers. Somewhere along the line there 
must be an interpretation arising from the individual's observa
tion with all its weaknesses of emotion and bias. (1962, p. 
viii). 

Oral History Methodology Literature 

The methodology followed in conducting these oral history 

intervie\'Js was based on an amalgamation of directions, observations, 

experiences and philosophies of the many practitioners in the field over 

the past twenty years. Examination of the numerous bibliographies on 

oral history indicated that almost everyone who undertook an oral 

history project also was impelled to \'/rite on hOtJ he/she did it. There 

are innumerable books, pamphlets, monographs, chapters, articles, 

handbooks, guides, journals, and newsletters involved with the produc-

tion of orai history and the many facets and problems inherent in it. 
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Oral history literature covers an incredible range of topics from asking 

questions (Payne 1951), conversation and hermeneutics (McMahan 1983), 

folklore interviewing (Ives 1980) projects of high school students 

(Wigginton 1985, Hoopes 1979), transcript procedures (Deering and 

Pomeroy 1976), historical societies (Baum 1971), local historical 

research (Allan and Montell 1981), interview process (Bingham, Moore and 

Gustad 1958, Dexter 1970, Denis 1971, Douglas 1985), presidential 

libraries (Moss 1974, Turner 1986), to editing and punctuation (Baum 

1977, Allen 1982), historiography (Henige 1982), interview analysis 

(Grele 1975), and legal considerations (Neuenschwander 1985). 

There were so many opi ni ons and such di verse advi ce that the 

choice of sources for this project finally had to be limited to fit the 

parameters of the present effort. In fact, vari ous readi ng di d prove 

that the true oral history project is so subjective that if there is 

agreement on anything among its practitioners, it is that the methods 

had to be suited to the subject, purpose, and circumstances of a 

particular project. 

The writings of Louis Starr, who worked closely with Allan 

Nevins on the Columbia University Oral History project, were used as the 

best bas is for foundati ons and hi story and resource for oral hi story 

work in this country. His sources and bibliography \'/ere solid leads to 

the serious practitioners and thinkers in the field (Starr 1977, 1971). 

Starr1s seminal articles address technical problems of oral history as 

\'/e11 as giving general background and philosophy, and he indicates 

concern for high standards: 



• • 0 should a transcript show changes made by the oral author 
when he reviewed it, for example, 6r should the final product be 
a smoothly edited, chaptered, comp1 ete1y retyped MS? Scho1 ars 
worth thei r salt know the former is preferab1 e. Yet they have 
been mute, with the result that some centers follow one 
procedure whi 1 e others, more anxi ous to \'/i n the approval of 
their oral authors, follow another •••• Yet they must own that 
standards of quality have been slow in developing, again for 
want of informed cri t i ci sm by scho1 ars for whom the work is 
intended. (1977, p. 457). 
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Starr also notes that Ilfor all of the literature devoted to interviewing 

of various kinds, there was no suitable guide to the mysteries of oral 

history work for two decades [from 1948J. The need was parti ally met 

after the founding of the Oral History Association" (1977, pp. 452-53). 

The publications of the Oral History Association, which was 
() 

founded in 1967, are increasingly extensive. The Goals and Guidelines 

of the Oral History Association, unanimously adopted in November, 1968, 

are simple, clear and precise and still provide the basic underpinning 

for any oral history procedure. The preamble states: 

The Oral History Association recognizes oral history as a method 
of gathering and preserving historical information in spoken 
form and encourages those \-/ho produce and use oral history to 
recognize certain principles, rights, and obligations for the 
creation of source material that is authentic, useful, and 
reliable. (1968, n. p.). 

Of particular interest to any oral historian are the articles in 

the annual The Oral History Revie\,1 and the Oral History Association 

Newsletter as they keep up to date on this rapidly expanding and 

improving field. The early and significant proceedings of the first 

meeting of the Oral History Association are found in Oral History at 

Arro\,/head edited by Dixon and Mink (1967) along \tJith significant and 

useful standards on the collection of oral history by such prime 

practitioners as Charles T. Morrissey. (Dexter 1970, pp. 40-60). 
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Morri ssey, \,/ho vlorked on both the oral hi story projects of the Kennedy 

and the Truman libraries, consistently provides both ethical and 

practical insights for an intervievler and evaluator. (1970, 1982-83). 

Morri ssey notes of another early oral hi story practi t i oner, Wi 11 a K. 

Baum (Baum 1977, 1971) that she is". • • of the regi ona lOra 1 Hi story 

office at the Berkeley campus of the University of California, [and] is 

widely known among her colleagues as 'the Mother Spock' of oral history 

because of the wide influence of her two booklets about 'doing' oral 

hi story" (~10rri ssey 1982-83, p. 49). Though among the fi rst formal 

writing done as instruction for oral history practitioners, these modest 

little books are clear, precise and provide at least a large conceptual 

answer when a specific answer is not possible. It is Baum who suggests 

that there is no one methodology, that "there are no cut and dried rules 

for how to do oral history at any step. Oral history is an art, not an 

exact science. It is important that each program (or interviewer) work 

out their [sic] own goals and methods" (1977, p. 6). Baum goes on to 

make the guidelines decision on how the basic plan is formulated, "How 

you handle every step of the oral history process, from the interviewing 

session dm'm to the presentation of the completed manuscript, v/ill 

depend on whether you put primary emphasis on authenticating the 

interview session or on events described in the interview" (1977, p. 6). 

A handbook by Richard Curtiss, Gary L. Shumway and Shirley E. 

Stephenson (1973) contains samples of forms, guidelines, and procedures 

for vari ous projects. These three members of the Oral Hi story Program 

at California State University in Fullerton are part of the oral history 

program considered one of the best organized in the country. Their 
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approach is moderate and they maintain that oral history "utilizes and 

adds to existing information; it is not a substitute for more tra

ditional forms of inquiry" (1973, p. 59). Shumway, along with ~Jilliam 

G. Hartley, also wrote a small guidebook for general practitioners. 

(1973). An extremely useful guidebook for problems of transcription and 

transmitting it to the public is Oral History: From Tape to Type. 

(Davis, Back, Maclean 1977). Transcribing advice and discussion of 

prob 1 ems and attitudes encountered in transcri bi ng and editi ng from 

tapes is also found in several other works (Baum 1977, Curtiss, Shumway 

and Stephenson 1973, Bernhardt 1980, Moss 1974, Allen and Montell 1982, 

and All en 1982). 

One of the more important and all-inclusive books on oral 

hi story is by Hi 11 i am ~J. Moss who was the i ntervi ewer and di rector of 

the Kennedy Li brary Oral Hi story Program. Thi s book descri bes the 

concepts and practices used in setting up this library "by presenting 

some of the lessons learned by one intervielt/er" (1974, p. v). Moss' 

substantial work deals in some detail with the ethical and legal 

considerations inherent in the collection of oral history interviews. 

Also included in this bool< are a transcribing manual i the Goals and 

guidelines of the Oral History Association and a glossary of oral 

history terminology. Moss, in addition to the strict standards of Allen 

(1982) also writes (1985) on the oral history and the looser standards 

of journalistic interviewing. (1985, p. 131). Discussing the popular 

use of oral history in literature Mehaffy (l985) discusses the term 

"cul tu ra l-journa 1 i sm. II 
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Many books and articles also discuss some of the pitfalls of 

working with memory. Among them are Aaron (1966), Caras (1984), Allen 

and Montell (1981). Most of the material also contains lists of 

questions or question guides. (Braden 1984, Bernhardt 1980, Moss 1974). 

The production of the transcri pt is stressed in Transcri bi ng Hithout 

Tears: A Guide to Transcribing and Editing Oral History Interviews 

(Deering and Pomeroy 1976) and Davis, Back and Maclean (1977) point out 

the need for the transcript production as a crucial part of the 

interview taping: II At Columbia University's Oral History Research 

Offi ce, patrons' requests for transcri pts reportedly exceed those for 

tapes by a rat i 0 of one thousand to one. The serious oral historian 

must confront this stark fact and sooner or later assume the burden of 

transcribing" (1977, p. 4). These three authors also note the need for 

ethical and legal considerations noting that "legal consider'ations and 

ethi cal practices have not been addressed as often as the methodology 

has. A lot of problems have not yet arisen" (1977, p. 4). 

Both Starr and Moss stress the necessity for cooperat i on from 

the interviewee as vital and that their wishes must be taken into 

account: liThe prevail ing practice is to persuade the oral author to 

verify the result, correct i ng the text for cl arity and accuracy rather 

than for styl e. The edited transcri pt--compl etely retyped by some 

programs, by others 1 eft with its handwritten changes--then becomes the 

true end product" (p. 443). Moss also notes that interviewee coopera

tion gives a better interview: "Oral history is valuable to the extent 

that people are willing to speak openly and frankly. This can be 

accomplished if it is continually kept in mind that the interviews are 
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for the benefit of future schol ars and that the use of the tapes and 

transcripts may be restricted for as long as the donor wishes" (1974, p. 

96). Dexter (1970, p. 213) also mentions the advantages of assurance of 

confidentiality, "Bars to spontaneity can usually be reduced by 

assurances to the informant that his remarks are confidential." 

Over and over, in this literature, it is noted that there is a 

vital distinction between the traditional social science survey tool and 

the intensive personal interview that is the basis of oral history. The 

social science or poll interviews and questionnaires are different in 

planning, method, and aim. However, the one writer whose book was the 

most influential and valuable in this project, is a social scientist. 

Lewis Anthony Dexter's book Elite and Specialized Interviewing became 

the keystone of reference for the interview process and philosophy used 

for this project. James A. Robinson, in the introduction to Dexter's 

book, states that this book is: 

••• a manual of wisdom, full of humane counsel. He sees the 
respondent as a human being. Whatever value the scholar may 
attach to the enlightenment he hopes to acquire through informa
tion obtained in the interview, he also ought to place a value 
on the dignity, privacy, and courtesy of the person who has 
granted him the interview. Dexter's concern with the moral 
limits of interviewing deserves the reader's thoughtful atten
tion every bit as much as his examples of craftily successful 
questioning. (1970, n. p.). 

Dexter defines the interviewing of highly respected and 

important people as an "elite" intervie\'J to differentiate this kind of 

interview from the social science predetermined question survey tool. 

Dexter states: 

In elite interviewing, as here defined, however, the investiga
tor is wi 11 i ng, and often eager, to 1 et the i ntervi e~/ee teach 
him what the problem, the question, the situation, is--to the 



1 imits, of course, of the interviewer's ability to perceive 
relationships to his basic problems, whatever these may be. 
(1970, p. 5). 
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Dexter's unique discussion of interviewing draws on many other 

disciplines and notes the interdisciplinary nature of the process. In 

his opening, Dexter stresses the range of his intentions and notes his 

own sources: 

This book was initially designed for political scientists, and 
sociologists, and also for professional journalists and other 
reporters engaged in the collection of information and 
i ntell igence for immediate use. As I worked on it, I came to 
see that it has especial relevance for oral historians. My 
ideas about el ite i ntervi ewi ng and the use of informants have 
come more from anthropologists and applied anthropologists than 
from any other professional group. (p. 3). 

Among the anthropology studies that Dexter recommends as 

valuable is the book Stranger and Friend: The ~Jay of the Anthropologist 

by field anthropologist Hortense Powdermaker (1966). In his excellent 

bibliography Dexter writes this annotation on Powdermaker's book of 

essays: "No other schol ar to my knowl edge has shown how, in several 

different studies, her relationships with informants and interviewees 

affected the way the study \o.Jas conducted; thereby, Pmo.Jdermaker makes it 

possible to evaluate and~ allowing for changing ~ituation, to replicate 

her procedures and her inquiries. (po 184). 

The interview situation itself, as opposed to the structure of 

the question and answer interviewing, is also receiving more attention 

in recent writings in both communication and social science, focusing on 

the transactional nature of the interview. Dexter notes this as well on 

the advantages of the el ite interview: " •• 0 the great advantage of 

the el He and special ized interview technique is that the intervie\'Jer 
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can adapt his comments and questions to the unfolding interaction 

between himself and the interviewee ll (p. 50). Dexter sees the 

interviewer in a stance other than one of only a person with a set of 

questions to be answered: 

It is my experience and impression ••• that many elite inter
viewees dislike a steady flow of questions, they would prefer a 
discussion, or still more, perhaps, something which sounds like 
a discussion but is really a quasi-monologue stimulated by 
understanding comments ••• two reflective people trying to 
find out how things happen, but the less informed and 
experienced one (the interviewer) deferring to the wise one and 
learning from him. (p. 56). 

In a recent book by another social scientist the nature of the 

interview process is examined in a situational and interpersonal 

context. In Creative Interviewing (Sage Library of Social Research, 

1985) Jack D. Douglas claims that: 

Rather than denying or failing to see the situation of the 
interview as a determinant of \',hat goes on in the questioning 
and answering process, creative interviewing embraces the 
immediate, concrete situation; tries to understand how it is 
affecting what is communicated; and by understanding these 
effects, changes the i ntervi ewer's communi cat i on processes to 
increase the di scovery of the truth about human bei ngs. The 
structured intervie\'Jer is like tile ignorant swimmer who fights 
against a powerful r'ip tide and finally succumbs to the tide 
because of exhaustion. Creative interviewers try to divine the 
flow of the rip and swim with it in order to eventually gain 
control of the outcome •••• Understanding those general 
communication processes and then working with them more 
effectively to discover truth is \'Jhat this book is all about. 
(1985, po 22). 

Douglas' advice is not the kind of prescriptive instruction 

often found in the earlier guides to interviewing for oral histories and 

it could be argued that the unstructured interview is not reliable» 

dependable, and certainly not scientific. Douglas discusses the 
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creat i ve and uncreat he i ntervi e\'J and notes the di fferences are in 

preparation: 

•• the uncreative researcher assumes that the human 
experience is or can be made into (by his miraculous methods) an 
abstract, absolutist, non-situated hard datum that he can 
capture by pre-programmed questions. The creati ve researcher 
believes on the basis of all that we have learned from empirical 
research and analysi s over the aeons, and certai nly from the 
failures of all absolutist prediction about human life, that our 
lives are necessarily partially situated, uncertain, and 
unpredictable. (1985, p. 88) • 

. The concerns of Dougl as are echoed recently by some writ i ng in 

communication studies. An example is the article by Eva McMahan 

(Communication Quarterly, 1983) entitled "Communicative Dynamics of 

Hermeneutical Conversation in Oral History Interviews." In this article 

McMahan di scusses the i ncreasi ng change of focus in the study of the 

interviaw process: 

The level of popularity which oral history enjoys, however, does 
not indicate an absence of controversies among its practitioners 
and cri tics. One such cont roversy concerns the conceptual and 
methodological problems inherent in using the interview method 
for gathering historical data. A central issue in that dispute 
is whether the analytical focus of oral historians should be the 
text (transcript) or the interview itself. (1983, p. 3). 

The purpose of this project was not centrally concerned with the 

affect of the i ntervi elr/er nor \'Jas it concerned with the study of the 

ramifications of the intervie\rJ situation; however, no interview could 

possibly be entered into or assessed without having these factors always 

in mind. It has been noted that the problems and considerations of the 

interview process are so many that perhaps the realistic first step to 

take in understanding the interview would be to find the perfect or most 

successful i ntervi ewer and i ntervi e\'J that person. Author Bri an Deni s 

tried to do just that and his resulting book, Murderers and Other 
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Friendly People: The Public and Private Lives of Interviewers (1971), 

is an illuminating and important addition to the literature in any 

di scuss i on of the transact'j ona1 nature of the i ntervi ew process. The 

interviews for this project were entered into with the rather daunting 

list of what the good interviewer must be able to do: 

Intervie\'1ing, in conclusion, is very difficult when you think 
that the good interviewer must know his stuff; he must be 
1 istening to what the man is sayfng; he must think of more 
questions to ask; he must be thinking of what the question was 
he just asked; to make sure the man is answering it. He must 
know what's already been covered; knm'l \'1hat he has yet to cover. 
He must anticipate where he's going to go if the man, while he's 
talking indicates he's about through with the subject; and in 
anticipating where the conversation is going to go, he must in 
his mind be beginning to try to formulate the next questions so 
it will come out well-phrased. It's a very difficult business. 
Anyone who does it successfully is probably so successful that 
he should, himself, be interviewed. (Morrissey in Dexter 1970, 
p. 118). 

In addition, several books in the area of teachers and te~ching, 

and \,/ritings by historians whose thinking has gone beyond the tra-

dit i onal boundari es on hi stori cal methodology were consulted. Among 

these books is one that is an oral history of teachers: Mortals in the 

Immortal Profession (Rinehart, 1983) and Dr. Loren Reid's autobiography, 

Finally, It's Friday: School and l~ork in ~1id-America, 1921-1933 (1981) 

recording his early studies in speech. Among the historians consulted 

\'Jere Hoodward (1986), ~Jinks (1968), Gittings (1978), Carr (1961), and 

A1tick (1960). Those writing on the art of teaching whose books "Jere 

important are Barzun (1954) and Highet (1950). 



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Oral history, like photography, has had problems in definition 

of genre. Both processes have been criticized as well as being nothing 

more than snapping a shutter or turning on a tape machine and, thus, the 

process is one of pure chance and fleeting impressions. Both, however, 

have also been praised for their ability to capture reality with a 

vividness and accuracy that is possible through no other medium. There 

is st ill debate as to whether oral hi story, as we 11 as photography, 

should be classified as an art or a science. Also, in the process of 

producing both oral histories and photographs, the methodology is 

analogous because the moment of taking can only be achieved by careful 

preparation, experience, and solid knowledge or feeling for the subject. 

And, finally, the developing or transcription steps, done after the 

moment of taking, is crucial to the look or usefulness of the product. 

The analogy between ol~al hi story and photography can be extended 

also in terms of a descriptive methodology. Both media are, by their 

very nature, subjective and controllable only up to a point. Both 

requi re preparatory work before the moment of exposure to the subject, 

and both require a personal perspective and decision on purpose in 

developmel1t, editing and final presentation. Both processes involve a 

mixture of precision, preparation, expertise and equipment and, most of 

all, a regard for and sensitivity to their subjects. Hhi1e both 
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procedures can be described step by step for anyone project, it would 

still not be possible to produce an Ansel Adams photograph simply by 

following his procedure. Thus, the description of the methodology used 

in this particular oral history project, while a mixture of prescribed 

oral history procedures, and steps taken in the subjective situations 

that cannot be avoi ded in "el ite" (Dexter 1970) i ntervi ew, must be seen 

as a combination of proper steps, preparation, and planning, plus being 

open to individual human beings and the transactional nature of the 

i ntervi e\,l. 

There are several steps in collecting oral histories: prepara

tion and the pre-intervie\'l, the interview, processing of the tapes, 

editing and checking of the transcripts, and making the interviews 

usable and available. This dissertation project proceeds through all 

steps with the completion and availability of the dissertation to be 

considered the last step. Under each of the other steps the process is 

subdi vi ded into areas of concern 0 The methodology employed for thi s 

dissertation is subdivided into the following sections: 

--Selection of narrators 

--Pre-i ntervi e\,1 

--Interview preparation and theme questions 

--The i ntervi e~'1 

--Post-interview checking 

--Transcription and editing 

--Ethical, legal considerations 

Al though it has been frequently noted that the "el ite" 

interview, by its definition, cannot be reduced to a formula or a 
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precise duplicable methodology, nevertheless, the description of hO\'J an 

interview was conducted is an integral part of any published oral 

history. This description is considered essential to the assessment of 

the oral history by later scholars. Repeatedly, in critical writing or 

book reviews of oral histories, one of the major weaknesses pointed out 

is that the methodological description was not included. A typical 

example, as noted in a review by David Dunaway, is as follows: "this 

book would be enhanced by • the methodological information scholars 

of oral hi story seek, such as, knowl edge of how the i ntervi ewees were 

selected and interviewed, and a discussion of the author's editing 

practice" (1985, p. 172). It must be considered that, mundane as some 

of these descriptions may be, the context and manner of an oral history 

interview might be germane to assessment of its effectiveness or 

usefulness. It is becoming increasingly evident that an interview must 

be assessed as the subjective and interactive situation that it truly 

is. As Morrissey states: 

Memoirists are not alone in documenting the past for the future. 
This new awareness of the oral historian's role as co-creator of 
recorded memoirs is more than nervous introspection. It 
suggests that oral history in the USA is steadily developing the 
maturity to deal confi dent ly with methodol ogi cal issues whi ch 
are profound as well as unavoidable. (1982-83, p. 50). 

Arrangements with Narrators 

The fi rst i ntervi ewee (i ntervi ewees to be here referred to as 

"narrators ll
) to be approached after the thesis for this dissertation was 

determined ~'1as Dr. ~Jallace Bacon. Appropriately enough, this first 

encounter \'Jas at the first IIConference on the Oral Tradition ll at Ne~'J 

Mexico State University in 1983. Dr. Bacon agreed to meet for a 
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pre-interview in Taos, New Mexico, in the early spring of 1984. Shortly 

t he rea fter the request for an i nte rvi eIJI was made to Dr. Alethea 

Mattingly in Tucson, Arizona, who agreed to begin interviewing in the 

spring of 1984. After the pre-intervieIJ/ meeting in Taos, New Mexico, 

with Dr. Bacon, he suggested that Dr. Charlotte Lee might be interested 

in the project and after a phone call to Dr. Lee she agreed to a meeting 

to have the project explained to her. Arrangements were then made to 

conduct the actual oral history interviews in the late summer of 1984 in 

Taos, New Mexico. Dr. Isabel Crouch was approached and agreed to 

participate and a pre-interview was done with her in the fall of 1984. 

Her interviews were taken in the early spring of 1985. Other teachers 

were considered for this project but considerations of time, distance, 

physical length of a dissertation, and money, precluded additional 

intervie~'1s. Also, a prime consideration in any intervie\'J situation is 

that the narrators have the time, interest in the project, and are 

willing to give their time and energy. All these narrators met that 

measure. 

The Pre-Interview 

After the initial contact and agreement is made, the pre

interview is vital, for then the procedure can be explained, any legal 

or physical arrangements can be discussed and, above all, any questions, 

doubts or fears the narrator may have can be di scussed. Hith these 

issues settled in a pre-interview, the actual intervie\,1 itself is then 

the total focus of the next meeting. The time interval bet\'/een the 

pre-i ntervi e\'J and the actual tapi ng sessi on is al so necessary in order 
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to exami ne any i IJformat ion 1 eads that were noted duri ng the 

pre-interview and also to go through the books, letters, bibliographies, 

and resumes that might be given to the interviewer ahead of time. 

At the pre-interviews the following arrangements were made: 

--The narrator chose the time and place for the interviews. 

--The narrator coul d have the tape machi ne turned off at any 

time he or she wished to continue talking but did not wish to 

be recorded. 

--The first transcribed transcript would be seen _only by the 

narrator and he or she would have full editing rights in terms 

of deletions and corrections. 

--The narrators could stipulate the disposition of the original 

tapes after the interviews were completed. 

--The narrators would sign an agreement releasing the interviews 

for publication as a dissertation. 

- -The i ntervi ews with each narrator we re to be cons i dered and 

printed as separate entities and compared only in broad 

context; not for strictly internal comparison. 

--There would be an understanding of strict confidentiality 

bebJeen the i ntervi ewer and the narrators as far as anythi ng 

said that would not be in the final transcript. 

Preparation of Questions and Themes 

The oral history interviews were approached with a certain 

amount of careful readi ng and preparati on but with no preconcei ved 

notions of forcing or expecting certain information. In other \'Jords, 
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there must be knowledgeable preparation but room left to have a sense of 

discovery. Further, it is the certain advice from other interviewers 

that it is rather dangerous to know too much and to come across in the 

i ntervi ew as bei ng the expert on the subject or the narrator. It must 

be kept in mir.d constantly that the narrator is the expert. The 

moderate course was elected, to know enough about the narrator to show 

interest but not so much that any answers could not be fresh and 

unrestri cted. 

In preparation, the textbooks of each narrator were read, as 

were articles. Bibliographies were checked, former students were talked 

to informally, and materials such as scrapbooks or letters, were 

examined. Out of this material particular questions were formulated 

that would be specific for each narrator. In addition, a general set of 

questions or themes to be pursued was put together. It was determined 

that each narrator woul d be asked the same theme quest ions but it was 

not expected that each and everyone of them would be asked or answered 

in any precise order. But, if the narrators chose to talk on other 

themes or brought out other areas of discussion, those were allowed to 

be brought out and the i ntervi ews coul d not be restri cted only to the 

prepared themes. 

it was determi ned that the foll O\'Ji ng questions or themes woul d 

be pur'sued: 

--Biographical background, qualities in early make-up and early 

experiences with literature 

--Education and career choices 

--Entry into the field of interpretation 
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--Personal teaching practices or philosophy 

--Students and experiences 

--Attitudes toward o;Jl interpretation today 

--Literature emphasis 

--Scholarly pursuits and writing 

--Performance preparation 

--Performance experiences 

--Predictions or comments on the field 

--Ambitions and satisfactions 

--Teachers and influences 

It was also determined that the first questions had to be both 

personal and open so that the beginning of the interviews might provide 

a sense of freedom and of conversation that would set the tone for the 

ent ire i ntervi ew. The quest ions, however, were never gi ven to the 

narrator ahead of time. Only the essential feel of the point of the 

dissertation focus was stated to the narrator before the actual 

interviews commenced. 

The Interviews 

I n each case the narrator chose hi s or her own home for the 

interviews. Also, each narrator chose the time of day. Each interview 

lasted approximately two hours at a time. All of the interviews 1I/ere 

conducted in as similar a fashion as possible in sense of time and 

place. As Jack Douglas stated in Creative Interviewing, so were the 

opening statements made before the first interview: 



I commonly tell them that I shall proceed in a roughly 
chronological order, from beginning to end, but that when 
anything particularly important comes up I think it very 
valuable in many instances to go ahead and tell everything about 
that, then we can go back to the original experience and resume 
the chronological trail. This weaving back and forth becomes 
the domi nant heuri sti c program as we get into probi ng and the 
cooperative search for general understanding. (1985, p. 91). 
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The points to be followed in these interviews were memorized by 

the interviewer to give the feeling of having a conversation and not of 

conducting a question and answer session. Also, with the exception of 

the interviews with Dr. Mattingly, the interviews were taken on 

consecuti ve days. Thi s was done on the suppositi on that work; ng with 

memory, the narrator is more apt to be put into that reminiscent state 

of mind that is better sustained in a short time frame. This proved to 

be true, as the second day's interviews were the more spontaneous in 

terms of comfort and of having remembered information points brought up 

by the previous day's discussion. 

As stated, an or21 history is valuable only to the extent that 

the narrator has the energy, the interest, the time, and feels 

comfortable enough with, and during, the process. The time and place 

for the interviews was arranged months ahead of time and also a 

confirming phone call was made just before the interviews. Before the 

interviews, the equipment (a Sony CFS-43 tape recorder with a built-in 

mi crophone \'Jith 90-mi nutes tapes) was checked carefully. The 

"permission to publish release sheet" was signed just prior to the first 

intervie\'J taping and remains in possession of the intervie\'/er. 

The interviews were taken as follows: Dr. Alethea Mattingly was 

interviewed in the living room of her home on the afternoons of June 22 
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and June 25,1984, with a follow-up intervie\'/ done on May 10,1985. Dr. 

Wallace Bacon was interviewed at his home, Windhover (north of El Prado 

near Taos, New Mexico) on August 7, 8, and 9, 1984, in the early 

morning. Dr. Charlotte Lee was interviewed in her home just north of 

Taos, New Mexico, in the late mornings of August 7 and 8, 1984. Dr. 

I sabe 1 Crouch was i ntervi ewed in her home over the weekend of April 6 

and 7, 1985, both in the mornings and late afternoons. 

During these interviews the following tape hours were recorded: 

Dr. Mattingly, 7 1/2 hours; Dr. Bacon, 7 1/2 hours; Oro Lee, 4 1/2 

hours; Dr. Crouch, 6 hours. In addition, photographs were taken during 

the interviews (with the narrators' permission). 

It must be noted that the narrators had taken the time and 

trouble to arrange time periods so that there would be no interruptions. 

Therefore, each interview was conducted with no breaks, with the 

narrator's total concentration, and (except for the noncooperation of 

Dr. Bacon's dog) no noise or disturbances of any kind. In other words, 

these narrators gave their complete time and attention to each 

interview. 

At the conclusion of each intervie\'l, upon arrival back at home 

or hotel, the tapes were checl<ed compl etely, notes were made on names 

and dates that were uncl ear and notes about questions to be asked the 

next day and a check of themes or questions not yet addressed. After 

the final interview, assurances and arrangements were made again about 

the narrator's part in reviewing and editing the written transcript. 
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Transcription 

The desired products of this project were transcripts as 

faithful to the interviews as possible, yet conforming to the editing 

wi shes of the narrators. It vias dete rmi ned ahead of time that the 

interviewer would also be the person to transcribe from the tape. This 

seemed necessary and advantageous because it is the i ntervi ewer who 

understands the themes and the fi el d bei ng di scussed and the names 

stated (or, at least has access to the proper reference books for names 

and titles). Also, it is assumed that because of going through the 

interview, the interviewer becomes sensitive to the speech patterns and 

inflections of the narrator and can better discern difficult passages. 

The first rough transcript was made and marked or partially 

edited by the interviewer. Questions about names and dates were noted. 

However, it was determined not to rearrange or change the transcript 

except to incorporate some questions into responses where appropriate, 

in addition to deletions to suit the narrator's editorial wishes. Then, 

appoi ntments were made with the narrators to go over the transcri pts 

with them (in person) before the second typing. 

The transcript was checked with Dr. Mattingly in the spring of 

1985. The manuscripts were gone over with Dr. Bacon and with Dr. Lee in 

August of 1985 in Taos, New Mexico. Dr. Crouch's transcript was checked 

by and \'/i th her in March of 1986 in Las Cruces, New Mexi co. The retyped 

transcripts were sent for any final additions or corrections to each of 

the participants (except Dr. Crouch) in December of 1986. 

As Hilla Baum (1977) noted on the considerations necessary in 

the preparation of the oral history transcript: 



One must be sensitive to the possible effects of preparing oral 
history transcripts for publication or public view. It is at 
the processing step (transcription and editing final copy) that 
substantial questions arise in oral history circles as to the 
facts of the historical events being discussed in the interview 
itself. •• And questions arise as to whether, in the interests 
ofaccessi bil ity and usabil ity, you can reorder the i nformati on 
given if it is seriously out of place and, therefore, hard to 
find or to follow. You may also wonder if you can alter the 
work i ng sl i ght1y to make the statements more understandab1 e. 
(p. 2). 
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These and other questions did, of course, arise in the continuing 

preparation of the transcript for this project. Except for stri ct 

purists (Allen 1982) \>/ho believe that every "uh" and sniffle should be 

transcribed, the moderate course, of making the transcript readable and 

usable for information, was the mode chosen for an interview project 

where the information is of primary importance. As this was neither a 

linguistic study nor a study of personal speech patterns and, as the 

narrators had deletion rights, the transcripts used in this project are 

not set down with faithful precision in terms of printing every word or 

sound recorded. They are, however, kept in precisely the same order as 

they were given. Information has not been moved (except in Dr. 

Mattingly's interview where small additions v/ere inserted at a later 

date) but, many of the lead questions that were extraneous to the reply 

were eliminated in the interest of easier readability and of space. 

To continue the analogy to photography, the transcription 

process and the choices made along the way are very much like the 

photographers' process of printing from their own negatives which often 

facilitates direct intent and emphasis, while at the same time 

endeavoring not to distort the original image. In many cases, the tape 

itself has become the end product of an oral history and it is the tape 
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itself that is deposited for future study. However, the majority of 

oral historians find that only when the transcript is available is the 

interview of readily usable worth, and it is often because of the 

editing and arranging process that the taped information is usable at 

all. The transcri pts that appear as Chapter 4 of thi s di ssertat ion 

appear in their fourth typed and edited version. 

Legal Arrangements 

As stated in the pre-interview section, the narrators were to 

have, and did have, complete control over their transcripts and editing. 

Each narrator signed a release form for publication as a dissertation 

and each designated the disposition of the original tapes. The tapes of 

Dr. Bacon, Dr. Mattingly and Dr. Lee will be returned to them for their 

disposition and Dr. Crouch's tapes \'/i11 be given to her family. The 

Human Resources Committee of the Uni versity of Ari zona approved thi s 

project. 



CHAPTER 4 

INTERVIEWS 

Dr. Wallace Bacon 
Born. January 27, 1914. Bad Axe, Michigan. 

INT: Somebody has written, and I believe it was when you 

retired from Northwestern, about listening to a reading that you did 

there by a Japanese novelist, [YukioJ Mishima. 

BACON: Oh, yes, yes • • • 

I NT: • and he sai d that he was so moved that he ei ther 

became ill, or fainted, or fell off his chair! 

BACON: Yes. I don't know who that may have been (1 aughter), 

but I remember the i nci dent. It \'1as a story by Mishima called, in 

English, "Patriotism," and it is a story of ritual suicide, a pact 

between a young lieutenant and his wife because the young naval 

lieutenant thinks he has lost face. Hara-kiri is the only answer. It's 

a story that has moved me a lot. I like ~1ishima in general, but this 

story moved me a great deal, and I thought one year I'd like to do it 

for a faculty reading hour. I worked at it for a month, and I couldn't 

get through it. It's very graphic--a description of suicide. I tried 

and tried and finally I gave up. I thought, "No, I really can't do 

that." So, I waited for a year and I still wanted to do the story. So, 

I started rehearsing it again. And again, I spent about a month on it, 
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although this was a twenty-minute reading, and I got over the reaction I 

had had at the graphic details the year before. I got to what I really 

thought was the point of the story--the sense of ritual that runs 

through it. Well, the diffi culty for the 1 i eutenant was keepi ng hi s 

mind on the ritual and not on the pain, you see, of committing suicide. 

And he does go all the way through and then, after he kills himself, his 

wife kills herself--not by the usual Hara-kiri but by plunging a knife 

in her throat which is the way Japanese women do it as opposed to men. 

So, I decided I was ready to read the story now. I thought that if lid 

arrived at that point, the audience would arrive there, too. So, I 

started and I hadnlt got too far into the story before a graduate 

student of mine down in the second row fainted! Fell forward! Bumped 

his head on the chair! Well, I \'/as so concerned about him, but there 

were two women, one on either side of him, and they simply held and 

lowered his head so he would be all right and kept him there. 

INT: You were still reading and saw this happen? 

BACON: Yes, I was still reading. I saw that he was going to be 

all right and I thought, "No, 1111 go on." I hadnlt gone much farther 

when someone in the audience farther back fainted! Well, by this time 

it began to affect the whole auditorium. 

INT: Hundreds of people? 

BACON: Oh, yes. So, I \'Jent on and a man that was standi ng 

(there \lIas "standing room only" that night), a man that \'Jas standing \AJay 

back by the door, fainted and fell to the floor! He could have gotten 

out and \,/hy he stayed there until he fainted, I donlt knm'l. He was 

right at the door. Then I saw a woman and, obviously, her husband, 
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sitting beside her (on the right side of the auditorium) and her husband 

was moppi ng hi s brow and sai d somethi ng to hi s wi fe. I know he \'1as 

sayi ng "1 et I s go" and hi s wi fe shook her head. She was just as intent 

as she could be. Then, one more person ••• 

INT: That's four? And youlre still reading? 

BACON: That's four. After the third person (1 1m still reading) 

and aft~r the third person fainted I had a sensation I have never had 

before or since. I thought, "Ilve just got to get farther away from 

this aUdience." I felt as though lid picked up my book and stepped back 

about two paces! I didn't, but that's the very strong feeling I had, 

that I had done that. And then I went on and finished it. Well, there 

was a terrible uproar, of course, after I had finished. 

INT: Uproar? In what way? 

BACON: Oh, people who just thought it was wonderful and people 

who just were angry. What made ~ angry was there \'Iere some people who 

apparently thought I had done this del iberate1y so that people would 

faint away. ~Jell, the public relations department called the next day 

and said, IIHe heard that five people fainted last night. 1I I said, IIThat 

isn't true. There l'Jere four!" They said, "Hhat did you do? Did you 

use gestures?" Hell, that's a stupid question, but I said, "I just 

opened my mouth and read. II Oh, I was so concerned that I went to the 

dean and I said, "Have you had complaints about me this morning?" He 

said, IINo, what do you mean?" So, I described this to him and he said, 

"Gee, I \'/ish lid been there! t~ell," he said, "Il ve had no complaints, 

but don It \'JOrry about that. II 

INT: Who was the dean then? 
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BACON: Hell, at that point it \'/as James McBurney. ~/ell, then 

people who had missed it began coming and saying, "\-Ji11 you do it 

again?" And I said I would never, never read that story again. And I 

never have. But, it was a very, very excruciating experience. 

INT: But you had never thought of it was a daring thing to do? 

BACON: No, no, D£. I knew lid gone through some bad--I suppose 

I shoul d have thought about, oh, more about \'/hat mi ght happen. But I 

was so sure of the ritual sense by now, you know, that I thought it was 

just fine. 

INT: You said you had just prepared this for a reading. 

BACON: I worked on that for a month and then waited a year, and 

I just di dn I t want to gi ve it up. That story was such a movi ng one to 

me. Of course, ~1ishima himself later committed suicide. It was written 

quite awhile before the end. But, he also made a movie of this story 

and played the lead in it himself--directed it and played the lead. But 

I never saw that. 

INT: I guess one could say that might be the pinnacle of moving 

an audience. 

BACON: ~Jell (laughter), it was that. But, oh my, it \'1as really 

an agonizing affair. And, oh yes, the one \'/ho fainted first \'1as a 

student of mine. He came up aften/ard to apologize. I said, "Oh, 11m 

so sorry for what happened." And he said, "Itls not your fault, itls 

mine. Donlt you worry about that at all." As I said, that story is 

graphic although itls a little hard to explain it by simply saying "itls 

graphic." One of my graduate students \'/ho liked it very much, I was 

talking with him about some of the details (well, as a matter of fact, I 
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cut some of the most graphi c thi ngs as thi s \'/as begi nni ng to happen, 

because I thought, well, I've just got to be careful) and this graduate 

student said it was a detail that most moved him. It was very near the 

end, when the wife was with her husband just before he died. And the 

story says somethi ng 1 ike, II a drop of blood f1 ew over and 1 anded 1 ike a 

red bird on the wife's white kimono." And he said that was the detail 

that most hit him and not some of the more physical things. 

INT: When you prepare for something like that, how do you 

prepare? 

BACON: Oh, I always work aloud, almost from the beginning. Oh, 

I've gone through it at least once but almost from the beginning, I work 

aloud. I never use a tape recorder because I don't really like to 

listen to myself. So, I just work and work. I'll keep going through 

the whole thing. I don't work on individual lines. 

INT: To sense the form of the whole? 

BACON: Yes, yes, because that's what matters most. And, until 

I've got very strong feelings of comfort within myself about the 

progress of the \'Jho1e form, I just don't feel right. So I just keep 

going and going and going. I don't walk around. I usually stack up 

pillo\'JS and things to mal<e a lectern on a chair, and I like to look 

outside when I read. I like the sense of distance. 

INT: Do you set yourself a schedule? Like a \'Jriter \'/ho says, 

II I wri te every morni ng for h/o or three hours "? 

BACON: loJell, I do it every day. It isn't ah/ays the same time 

every day, but I do it every day. And some days go very badly and it's 
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really very .discouraging. But I just have to get beyond that point 

until it really feels good. 

INT: So, for a performer there ~ a personal discipline 

involved? You don't just do it when somebody has asked you to read? 

BACON: No, no. But, I don't do it every day now [that I've 

retired]. Now I'd like to have time to read more. 

INT: You've been here in Taos now for five years? Do you miss 

anything? 

BACON: No, no, I don't because I've wanted so long to be here, 

where I love everything, everything about the country and the people. 

So, I really don't miss it [teaching]. I \'JOndered whethe r I mi ght 

because I never got tired of teaching. Retirement didn't scare me, but 

I just wondered whether I might miss it except that for forty-five years 

I've been waiting to get up here to Taos! 

INT: You bought land or chose Taos that many years ago? 

BACON: Oh, in 1949. I came first to visit friends in Taos. I 

didn't really want to come here because I knevJ nothing about NevI Mexico 

but thought, you know, it was just sand and cactus, and I didn't like 

all that very much. And I came for tVJO v/eeks and stayed for five. I've 

been back every year since then. 

INT: Did that "certain something" (as I've heard it called 

here) happen to you ri ght aVJay? 

BACON: Yes, right aVJay! I don't knovi hotll to describe what it 

vias. It \'Jasn't just the mountains because mountains by themselves, I 

guess, don't mean that much to me. But it's, somehow, a presence that 

the mountains have here that struck me. I tell people that Taos is not 
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a place to retire if you want some place restful. I don't think Taos is 

restful. I think it is something bound in with the Spanish and Indian 

[Taos Pueblo Indi ans] and Anglo cul tures--what happens with that mi x. 

But there's a kind of violence, that D.H. Lawrence writes about, in 

Taos. And that seems very much to be here. It's not threatening, but 

neither is it restful. I can't even think of it as danger. It's just a 

terrible kind of strength, a strength in the air. It could become 

dangerous except that I donlt have a feeling it is dangerous. 

INT: I've heard that this place is, well, mystic. 

BACON: It is. ~Iell, apparently there are \flitches. Mora [a 

small town in the mountai ns south of Taos] whi ch is not too far from 

here, is supposed to be the witch center of the United States. When I 

taught Macbeth I--the students and I--talked about whether the witches 

were human or not, and I used to say to the students, "00 you know any 

witches?" They never kne\'1 ~/hether I \'/aS being serious or not. lid look 

at someone and say that and they 'd say, "00 yoU?1I "0h, yes, II I I d say. 

IIYes, I do. 1I Certainly there are people here ~/ho still believe in 

wi tches, no doubt about that (I I m not one of them). Hell, and the 

Kach i nas [Hopi Indi an fi gu res, of ~/hi ch there was a very 1 a rge 

collection in glass cases in the room in which this interview was 

conducted] have a kind of presence about them, too. A student of mine 

once rented my house in Illinois for a year v/hile I \'las teaching in the 

Philippines, and he had decided that he would turn the one bedroom where 

my Kachinas VJere into his study. He vlorked there one day and said, III 

never could vlork there again.1I He said there vias something about those 
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Kachinas. He said, "I couldn1t concentrate on \',hat I was dOing and I 

stopped trying to work there." 

INT: Do you think that kind of thing is a part of Taos? 

BACON: Oh, yes. I have never been so aware anyplace else of 

the presence of the earth i tsel f. And it is very movi ng to me. And, 

somehow, the clash of cultures fits in with that. 

INT: So, when you retired five years ago, you just moved 

directly to Taos? 

BACON: Yes, I did. I never changed my mind [about TaosJ. 

INT: And you already had this house here? 

BACON: No, it was new when I came out. The year before (well, 

actually, t\,/O years, because my year before reti ri ng was actually a 

year1s terminal leave) I decided that instead of building \l/hich I always· 

thought I would do, I \'/ould look for a house ready built. So, I went 

around to a real estate agent and we looked at many. Oh, my, the choice 

got lower and lower as nothing I could afford to buy pleased me at all. 

And then, finally, Charlotte Lee said, "I think I kno\l1 where there1s a 

house for sale and maybe you1d like to see that." So she told me where 

it 'lIas and I drove out, and from the road I coul d see thi shouse. I 

asked the real estate agent \'/hether the house was for sale, and he 

thought it wasn1t on the market, but he would find out. He called that 

evening and said, "Yes, would you like to go out?" Hell, the minute I 

walked in I said, "This is the house I want. 1I NO\lJ, Charlotte Lee 

retired before I did, so she has been here in Taos, oh, maybe ten years. 

She had come out first to visit me and she [alsoJ had said she didn1t 

want to come out to Taos, but she didn1t want to say no. I had invited 
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her out for summer vacat i on and she came, and she had very much the 

response that I had. I used to o\'1n a house in Talpa [a small area 

adjacent to Taos on the southJ. I don't know if Charlotte Lee would 

describe Taos the same way I do, though. I think in some ways the best 

description you get of that feeling is the one you get from D.H. 

Lawrence in liSt. Mawr.1I In that story, the heroine's farm is really the 

Lawrence ranch IILobo ll over here in San Cri stoba1 Vall ey [now the 

property of the University of New MexicoJ. 

INT: If you have been coming here for so 10ng 5 did you know any 

people 1 i vi ng here who were connected with D.H. Lawrence? 

BACON: Yes, I knew Frieda [Lawrence] and Dorothy [Lady Dorothy 

BrettJ both. Yes, I kne\tl both, together and separately. 

I NT: So, you are not missing anything about university 1 He and 

teaching? 

BACON: He 11, I taught in Japan one summer si nce I've been here 

and I'm going to teach a course on Shakespeare's tragedies at the 

University of North Carolina [1985J. Also, I've gone to North Carolina 

[Chapel Hill] once or twice to lecture and things like that., I do that 

sort of thing if I want to, and I don't feel left out at all 0 

INT: I'm sure you've been interviewed many times. How do you 

feel about this? 

BACON: I know that often you hear thi ngs p1 ayed back and you 

are discouraged. 

INT: Oh, some people listen and say, that's good. 
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BACON: No, I don't often feel that way when I hear a recording 

of something live performed. I donlt think it should have been better, 

but I ah/ays feel it could have been better. 

INT: Maybe this is how an artist should feel? 

BACON: Hell, I suppose, yes. Yes. But lid rather feel that 

way than feel that everythi ng is just fi ne. But I don I t know that 

anythi ng has sounded to me exactly the \'say it shoul d have been. 

INT: Have you ever had any disasters, when you say, oh my,. this 

is the wrong thing for the wrong audience? 

BACON: Oh my, yes, live had that! Hell, often it is 

individuals in the audience, I think. I did an Ovid story at Huntington 

College [Pennsylvania] and there was a man in the audience who~~ell, [ 

di dn I t fi nd out just \'Jhat it \'Jas--but had had some experi ence that made 

him very, very responsive, negatively, to stories of violence. ~Jel1 It 

again, this was a rather violent story I was reading from Ovid and I 

could see that this \r/as bothering him terribly, and he finally, \t/ith 

great energy, got up and left the room. I ~'1as glad he did. Hell, he 

was bothering me, but I knew that I was bothering him and I donlt like 

that, so I was glad that he got up and left. 

INT: You are that aware of the audience? 

BACON: Yes, I donlt kno\<J hmo, you can't be aV/are. For some 

reason, by the time 11m really ready to perform, that awareness of the 

audience does not seem to get in the way of the piece I am performing. 

INT: Hm'l do you knml \'Jhen you are that ready? 

BACON: Hell, as I say, until I get to the point that I am 

completely comfortable with the whole progress of the piece and 
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comfortable enough so I can do it more than once, until I get to that 

point, I just won't. I simply cannot read anything cold. Even 

something that I have performed a number of times. There's always, for 

me, this process. I may have read it a hundred times before, but 

there's al ways thi s process of getti ng that into the body so that it 

really, physically, becomes a part of me. I just \'lOn't read until I get 

that \,/ay. 

INT: But there is still a little edge, a little risk involved? 

BACON: Well, yes, I suppose there is. Yes, especially if you 

are doing something that is very complicated. You never can say, well, 

I don't have to \'1orry; I've got that. No, it is a little like getting 

ready to run. You have to have your heart, car, whatever in shape! But 

it really is a kind of "bodying" thing. Hell, it's the mind and the 

body, of course. It really is something that works through your \'/hole 

body. And I just am not comfortable until I get to that spot. 

INT: Do you ever try things out on other people? 

BACON: The only person who gets things tried out on is my dog. 

Every dog I've had has suffered through that. ~1y dachshund used to, 

sometimes, just get up and ya\,1n and walk out of the room! I've had a 

number of dogs. 

INT: Before you rehearse, when you prepare, do you sort of let 

the material find you, just keep reading? 

BACON: Usually I \'Jill read and then something seems to me like 

the kind of thing I want to do. Although there are certain other times 

when I do look for material. 
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INT: Were there phases in your life when some material appealed 

to you more than another? A humor phase? 

BACON: . Oh, nothing that marked. My favorite writers changed a . 
1 itt 1 e over the yea rs I suppose. When I was in hi gh school the two 

poets I first liked most were Burns and Byron and now I don't read them. 

Things like that have changed. And there are some writers, like Donne 

and Shakespeare and Japanese things, my feelings about them don't 

change. 

INT: I notice that your house is named II~Jindhover.1I Is there a 

story behind that? 

BACON: Well, it's named after Gerard Manley Hopkins' sonnet and 

it is just because the house is sort of perched up on a ridge and 

Wi ndhover seemed 1 ike a good name. Somet imes the wi nds here are very 

strong. 

INT: When you read now, do you kind of go backwards or 

fon/ards? 

BACON: 11m interested in the new wri ters, and I have had time 

to read more of the new writers, especially in fiction, than I did when 

I was teaching. So I enjoy that. And live been reading autobio-

graphies, not so much poetry. 

INT: Isn't prose your main interest? 

BACON: No, I read a lot of prose, but I suppose I read more 

poetry. 

INT: You have been in oral interpretation for a long time and 

that must mean constant contact with literature, that you see movements, 
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changes in writ i ng, and that you are ina perfect pos it i on to make 

observations on new writers and changes. 

BACON: Yes, and there are lots of changes because it is al so 

true, I guess, when you are teaching interpretation, at least the way I 

taught (I taught more Shakespeare than anything else, so that was just a 

constant thi ng), but, even the changes and shi fts to\'Jards Shakespeare 

you know. Well, I guess there's a lot more experimentation in 

performance than there used to be when I first started teaching. 

INT: More physical? Learning through performing? 

BACON: Yes, but I was talking about professional productions of 

Shakespeare. Some of it has been very good and some of it hasn't been 

so good. But, it is interesting to see. And there's a lot more 

psychological criticism of Shakespeare than there used to be. In the 

student performances though, over the years, there certainly has been a 

lot more physical action in performance. Then, in the last fe\'J years, 

it was very difficult to get students to use texts, that is, they just 

didn't want to carry the text •. And I said, "That's okay with me. I 

don't care whether you carry one or not. I just don't want you not to 

use a script because you don't know how to use one. That's the worst 

reason for not using one. 

INT: Did the Royal Shakespeare Company class visits affect the 

teaching of Shakespeare for you? 

BACON: No, they really didn't, no. I found that the people \'Jho 

came to my c1 ass to work wi th the students, on the whol e, thei r poi nts 

of vie\'J and mine seemed very compatible. The class sessions \'Jere very 

enjoyable. In my own classes I work first straight out of the text and 



91 

then go into performance. ~/e always start \,/ith the reading of the text 

and we discuss the text, and they do critical kinds of \'lOrk and they 

write papers and their performance comes out of that work. 

INT: You don't perform right from the start? 

BACON: Oh, no. Oh, the fi rst year I taught at Northwestern I 

had a terrible time. Alvina Krause had been teaching a course in 

i nterpretati on, a course in Shakespeare, and her approach was very 

di fferent from mi ne. And students at fi rst sai d just what you sai d 

students say, 1I0h, do \'1e have to read the whol e pl ay if we are only 

going to do scenes?1I Hell, that seemed to me like a stupid question. 

And I said, II~Jell, I don't see how you can do the scene unless you know 

what the context is and what the scene is all about!1I So, they stopped 

saying that to me at any rate. And they didn't see why they had to do 

criticism or why they had to read or write papers, and the attitude in 

the class got to be just terrible. This was all during the first 

quarter and this was a year's course. So, a few weeks into the quarter, 

I just stopped and I said, IISomething is terribly wrong in the class and 

I just don't want to go on this way. Do you? Be very frank with me. 

Tell me ItJhat it is you don't like and let me try and respond. 1I ~Je11, 

they \'/ere a little hesitant, but finally they began to talk and out came 

a 11 of these thi ngs about all of thi s work they were havi ng to do and 

they just wanted to perform. 

INT: But this was an interpretation class? 

BACON: Yes, yes. But the class was largely made up of theatre 

maj ors • So, at the end of the hou r they went out and I went out and Itle 

were all, I think, despondent. So, I \-/ent to the dean and I said, 
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"You'll probably be getti ng a vi si tati on from members of my Shakespeare 

class." And he said, IIt~hat's the problem?" And I told him and he said, 

"~Jall ace, do you ~/ant to change the way you are teachi ng the cl ass?" 

And I said, "No, I really don't. I think this is the right way to do 

it!" "SO, well, then they are not going to get any sympathy from me 

[Dean J. H. McBurney]." Well, they never did go in to see him. I felt 

badly because I knew that in this atmosphere the plays \'/eren't getting 

to them and that's what matters after all! They apparently met outside 

of class and talked \'Jith one another and just decided, fine, \>Ie are 

stuck with this class and that they'd better do what I wanted. \ole never 

had that kind of problem again. The air cleared. They turned out to be 

a very good class. A few of them dropped at the end of the first 

quarter~ but others took thei r places and most of them stayed through 

the whole year. By the end of that year everything \lIas fine. Never, 

after that year, did I ever have that problem again. 

INT: Were you a tough teacher? 

BACON: ~Jell, well, yes, I guess so. They \llOuld say it~me 

and about me. But, they always said, and I think in a very positive 

kind of way, this ~/as a class they didn't have to take, and it got so 

~'Ihen they took the cl ass, they knew \\Ihat they \lJere in for because the 

students took pride in telling others how tough this course was. But, 

it meant, I think, that I really got students \'Iho really did \lJant to 

work. I used to have just fine classes. And I never, never thought 

that the toughness was in any way unfair to them or unsympathetic. We 

always thought that we were all there to get as much out of Shakespeare 

as we could. It is a subject that has some difficulty built into it; a 
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lot of work had to be done. As a matter of fact, a few years before I 

retired (I'd always taught that class four hours a week) students came 

and said, IIHe're not getting enough time with each play. Can we meet 

fi ve hours a week?1I I sai dyes, and after that I met the c1 ass five 

hou rs a \,/eek. I taught the corned; es and the romances in the fi rst 

quarter, the histories and problem plays in the second quarter, and the 

tragedies in the third quarter. I'm going to do ALL the tragedies in a 

month, in February, at North Carolina [Chapel Hill]. They wanted me to 

come for a semester and I just didn't want to be gone that long. So, 

they said, would you do a concentrated course and I agreed to that. The 

class is going to meet nine hours a week. The students will get the 

syll abus well before I arri ve so I hope that they wi 11 read. And I 

ah/ays make them read certain of Granville-Barl<er's essays. Some of 

those don't seem to be terribly good, but others are awfully good. In 

the tragedies they'll also read Bradley's book. That's dated in some 

ways, but I still think it is still the single best book on the subject. 

I gather these will be seniors and graduate students. At Northwestern I 

wou1 d have some juni ors but mostly seni ors and graduate students, so 

that all had had a fair amount of \'wrk in performance. Oh well, of 

course you worry about technique, but they did have several courses 

fi rst. 

INT: Did you have any outstanding students in Shakespeare? 

BACON: Oh, I had a lot of students. Paul a Prenti ss \'Jas one of 

my students; she's a stage and movi e actress. l'lhen she fi rst performed 

in class, I think she came in in the tragedies quarter, a drama 

student. (Theatre majors had to take the basic interpretation course, 
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and I think the sophomore courses were also required.) She took the 

tragedies course, and I remember the first time she performed. She got 

up and got a 1 ittl e way into the performance and burst into tears and 

put her head down on the lectern and just stopped. Well, everybody was 

very sympathetic, you know, and kept saying, "You will be all right." 

The next time she got up she did the same thing. Well, the class 

started being sympathetic again and I was angry. I said, "I don't want 

you to be sympathetic with her at all e" I said, "She doesn't care a 

thi ng about Shakespeare ! All she cares about is her own emot ion. II I 

said, "She's having a good time and you're being very sympathetic." 

Well, they thought that what I had said was terrible. But, that 

afternoon there was a rap at my offi ce door and I sai d, come in, and 

there \oJas Paula and she said, "~'Jould you mind saying again what you said 

about my performance in cl ass thi s morni ng?" So, I sai d it agai nand 

she said, "You know, no one has ever said anything like that to me. I 

think that's right." So I said, "I don't \'/ant you to get up again 

unless you can get through a reading." No, that was not fear; she liked 

being emotional. The next performance she got all the way through and 

it was a very good performance and she never \'Jent through that ki nd of 

tantrum again. 

INT: Of course that meant you had the sense to know which 

student could take criticism when another student might have been 

dest royed. 

BACON: Oh, yes, that's ri ght. There ~Jere students to \oJhom I 

would never do anything like that, but Paula was a pretty tough girl. 

Yes, I was proud of her. 
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INT: But what a cost there often is to be a teacher. 

BACON: Yes, and I think that's one of the most challenging 

things in teaching interpretation or any kind of performance. It is so 

easy to do something that's damaging. And yes, there aren1t any rules 

to follow. Another student, a rather recent student, a girl named Mary 

Bartlett, [her professional name is Lizabeth Bartlett] and her first 

Broadway role was in The Dresser with Tom Courtenay. She did the Ramona 

part. Then she did Juliet at the Connecticut Shakespeare Festival with 

Christopher Walken, and then she did a small part in the movie Amadeus 

and a number of other thi ngs around New York. She \'/as very i nteresti ng 

because when she came into class I would never have dreamed that she had 

that kind of possibility. She was an undergraduate, I guess it was her 

senior year, and she was a theatre major but hadn't had any roles in 

theatre. Frank Galati has said since that, somehow, that Shakespeare 

cl ass just made a tremendous di fference in her. She certai nly feel s 

that. No one had ever paid any particular attention to her and somehow, 

somethi ng about that cl ass just really cl i cked with her. Shakespeare? 

It certainly could have been. She thinks it was the \'1ay the class was 

taught, but she began with a love for literature and you certainly have 

to have that. And I think that was part of the thing, you know, often 

I think that the theatre departments pay too little attention to text 

and have too much emphasis on the performer. For her, that was just the 

wrong way. So when the emphas is cou 1 d be on the text and the 

performance ah/ays rel ated to that, then, somehow, she really just 

blossomed. So live been very proud of hero 
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INT: So, you could see the study of Shakespeare as being 

enriching? 

BACON: Oh, yes. It was wonderful to see what would happen [to 

the students] over the year, watchi ng them from the begi nni ng of the 

year to the end of the year. Enriching, yes. You could see changes in 

people, and they themselves could feel it, and they would talk about it. 

INT: Would it be changes in their approach to comprehension, or 

in their poise, or where? 

BACON: Oh, it was just change in their whole attitude towards 

literature! Which included a change in their attitude toward themselves 

and their fellow students! Hell, the range of the human experience in 

Shakespeare is just incredible, and they come in contact with things 

they'd never really seriously thought about! 

INT: Don't you think that a truly fine interpreter has to have 

humility [toward the literature]? 

BACON: Oh, yes, I do. I tend to feel that more and more. And 

it isn't just as an interpreter, it is as an artist in any of the 

performi ng arts. I thi nk the great ones really do have humil ity. One 

of the pianists (I think it was Claudio Arrau), said that that was the 

hardest thing for him to learn, this humility toward the piece that he 

was playing. Unhappily, I think there are too many people about \'/ho'd 

be just delighted if they could only be on a commercial! I mean, that 

they \'JOuld find that a satisfying kind of life. It just seems to me 

that you have to be, that that is part of entertainment. 

INT: Or, maybe it is what permits one to do more or better 

things because you think you haven't achieved. 
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BACON: Yes, I think that is true. There's always something yet 

t 0 do. Stu den t s ... , 0 u 1 d tall< abo u t Kin 9 Lea r ( t hat's my f a v 0 r i t e 

play--for me, the greatest of all pieces of literature) and then I would 

criticize it, and then the students would say, II~Jell, you're still 

criticizing something and you think this is the greatest play that ever 

was written!1I And I'd say, IIWell, you wouldn't want anything to be 

perfect, vlOuld yoU?1I In sculpture I like the unfinished pieces better 

than those that are finished, like Michelangelo, the little David that 

is still not entirely out of the rock. I love that, the feel i ng of 

things being in progress. And that's part of the whole attitude of 

humility. You are always in progress until you come to the end. 

INT: Isn't that hard in writing? There you have to have a 

form? You can't get an ana logy in \,/rit i ng. 

BACON: Well, you can. Really, you can. I thi nk there are 

always little ends that aren't quite in place, signs of the struggle. 

INT: Well, there are paintings that aren't quite precise. 

BACON: Yes. One of the things I like about Japanese painting 

is the sense that there is always something that isn't there on the 

paper. 

INT: Could that sort of attitude, or philosophy, be what 

attracted you to interpretation and drama--that it is always open? 

BACON: I suppose. When I was in college, as a student, I never 

had any i nterpretat ion, and I di d a lot of worl< in drama, and I thi nk I 

fe 1 t much the same way toward pl ays that I felt tm'Jard other kinds of 

1 iterature. ~Jhen I finally discovered "'hat interpretation "'/as, it had 

for me a certain charm. 
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INT: Yes, I remember you telling me that at some point you 

didn't even know what interpretation was! 

BACON: Yes, I didn't! Well, I really didn't know until I 

became chairman of the Department of Oral Interpretation at 

Northwestern! lid never even had a class in interpretation. 

INT: Is that okay to print? 

BACON: Oh, yes, live said it before. 

INT: So how did this come about? 

BACON: Well, I went to high school and what I really wanted to 

do was to be a writer. And in college, to be a debater. I went to 

Albion College in Michigan because they had a fine debate team. I 

debated in high school and loved it. Oh, no, I wasn't outspoken, not in 

normal circumstances. As a matter of fact, I was shy. But, speaking in 

public--oh, I would get butterflies, as anybody else does--but I really 

liked to speak in public. So, all during my four years as an under

graduate, I did debate and oratory. There was one class in interpreta

tion, but I didn't know anything about it. I didn't even realize there 

was a class at that time. It vias taught by the woman from whom I had 

modern drama and stage production. Her name was Beulah Champ, and she 

was a marvelous teacher! I thi nk she vias the best teacher I I ve ever 

had. But, I didn't even knO\'J about this interpretation kind of thing. 

She would do public readings once in awhile and I would go to those. 

~Je 11, that was a l\oJays drama and I always thought of that in connecti on 

\,/ith the di rector of the pl ays in coll ege. It never occurred to me that 

this [reading] \lIas s.omething a little different. 

INT: Did you perform in drama or just take classes? 
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BACON: Oh, yes, I did. And, I wrote three plays that the 

college did because I was expecting to be a playwright. 

INT: Do you remember what those plays were? 

BACON: Oh, yes. One was, the first one was, about Lord 

Byron--a full-length play and researched. Then, the second one was a 

play with a Renaissance setting. 

INT: And your play Savanarola, was that one of those? 

BACON: No, that's the next to the last play I wrote. But I was 

really, seriously, interested in playwriting~ 

INT: And the school put them all on so you were encouraged? 

BACON: Oh, yes, by Beulah Champ and by the Dean of Women who 

taught Shakespeare (she sent one of my plays to Katharine Cornell 

without telling me). And Katharine Cornell was going to appear in Romeo 

and Juliet in Detroit, so we went to see the play--the drama coach, the 

Dean of ~Jomen, and I--and, on the way, the Dean of Women said, "After 

the play we are going to go backstage and meet Miss Cornell. 1I Well, I 

was just beside myself. I was about 19 then, I guess. So, we went 

backstage afterward, and I met her, and she had read my play! ~Ie talked 

about the play, and she said she would like to see all three of the 

plays I wrote. So, she was simply marvelous! I kept in touch with her 

almost the rest of her life until the last play she did. During the 

war, when I was stationed in Washington, D.C., she did a production of 

Three Sisters there, and I wrote and said I was going to come. l'Jell, 

some friends of mine on the army post, who knew that I knew her, went to 

the theatre and, of course, you couldn't get tickets--they were sold 

out--they went backstage and sai d that they were fri ends of mi ne and 
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coul d they get ti ckets. Hell, I \'Jas just furi ous that they di d that! 

And they got tickets and they got in! I apologized to her and she said, 

very seri ously, well, it was qui te all ri ght and she was very happy to 

give them tickets. So, the relationship with her was always very nice. 

She read whatever I wrote and always wrote back about it and she was 

always very nice. I always admired her very much as an actress and 

furthermore, as a company manager. Apparently, she was just wonderful 

to her crew and to the actors in her cast. 

INT: Did she give you back good comments? 

BACON: Yes, yes, she did. She was always very brief with what 

she had to say about the plays. But, those early plays all won a 

Hopwood award at the University of Michigan. 

INT: ~~hy, Arthur Mi ller won that! The Avery Hop\'JOod award [the 

University of Michigan]. 

BACON: Yes. And the fi rst award he got, well, he got a mi nor 

award the year I got a major award. Then, he kept at it! 

INT: What was the major award for? 

BACON: My award was for the Byron play and for two Renaissance 

plays: The Mad Byrons, To Sleep Before Evening, and Strange Lotus. 

(That was from the line, 1I~'Jear home lilies, 'ere strange lotus in your 

hair.1I Is that Browning? Pater?) 

INT: But none of those plays were published? 

BACON: Not until Savanarola. 

INT: Did that discourage you? I mean, did you send them to 

publishers and get rejection slips? 
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BACON: No, no, I didn't even think of publication! I was 

interested in producti on. And Edith Isaacs, who used to be editor of 

Theatre Arts, was one of the judges for that year, and she was very much 

interested in one play and tried to get a performance of it in England, 

of To Sleep Before Evening, and almost did! It was done, actually, 

later by Arizona State University. I didn't see it. Oh, that was years 

ago, and they sent me pictures of the production, and it looked very 

good. About two years ago I got a letter here from a woman who (let me 

sees did she say she had been in tha.t production), well, had something 

to do with it. She wanted to do the pl ay and had been hunti ng it all 

over and finally tracked me down here in Taos. She wanted to do a 

production someplace in California and wanted to know if I could send 

her a copy of the scri pt. ~~e 11, I don't even have one! 

INT: Where would one be? 

BACON: At the University of Michigan. So, I told her to look 

back ther\~. The other two plays are there. 

INT: Did they, all three, get the award? 

BACON: ~Je11, they \'Jere submitted as a group. 

INT: Did they get other a\'Jards, too? 

BACON: No. Savanarola, though, got the award of the National 

Catholic Theatre Conference. 

INT: I know the Hopwood award is prestigious. Is it also 

financially rewarding? 

BACON: Yes, there was money. 

INT: Have you \'/ritten any other plays? 
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BACON: Yes, I did one called The Bean and the Cod and that was 

done at Albion. Bean, yes, it was set in Boston. Then I started one 

that never got finished. But, it \lIas really at the point where 

Savanarola won that award I guess was where I made my serious decision. 

Well, now it seems like a really serious decision although at the time I 

didn't see it quite as serious. Maxwell Anderson was interested in 

Savanarola as I'd submitted that to what used to be the Maxwell Anderson 

(playwriting) contest at Stanford. The play got second place and 

Margery Bail ey thought it shaul d have had fi rst pl ace so she sent it to 

Anderson and said, "I think you'll like this." Well, he kept it a long 

time and finally I thought, you know, \l/ell, this is just a bother for 

him. So I wrote to him that he didn't have to read it and would he just 

send it bacl<. Well, hi s wi fe \'/rote back and she sai d, "No, I've read 

it, and Max ;s very busy on a play of his that is on in New York, and I 

want to keep it until he is free to read it. So, please let me I<eep 

it." Well, he read it and he obviously liked it a lot. And he said, 

"If you are coming to Ne\l/ Yorl<, I'd like to see you. \~ell, it just 

happened that I was going to New York and I was going to see Key Largo 

starring Paul Munio "So," he said, "come backstage ~'Jhen you are there." 

So I went backstage into a dressing room and we had a wonderful talk. 

Anderson tried to persuade Paul Muni to do my play and he said, "Paul, 

that's just the role for you." And then, Anderson invited me out to his 

home for a \lJeekend. So, I went and was with his \'/hole family, and \'Je 

had just a marvelous time. We played a Shakespeare game. He was 

wonderful at Shakespeare. There \lIas one scene he thought the pl ay (my 

play) didn't have. I don't kno\lJ if you have read Anderson's little 
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essay liThe Essence of Tragedy?" Hell, I had read that, and he was great 

on the recognition scene. There must be a recognition scene in 

Savanarola! Well, I was persuaded by his idea, so I wrote an additional 

scene and that pleased him very much. "Well ," he said, "if the New York 

theatres werenlt in its swaddling clothes, there would be a production 

of this play in New York, but we canlt do it now." He said, "If you are 

going to write, you have to come to New York. 1111 promise you a job as 

assi stant stage manager in any of my productions so that you III have 

something to live on." His wife was listening to this and weld talked a 

lot about Shakespeare and my teaching and she said, "You really like to 

teach, donlt yoU?1I I 'lIas a teaching fello ... J then, and I said, "Yes, I 

really do." "SO," she said, "donlt come." This was before my Ph.D. 

INT: l~e11, teaching must have been pretty attractive to you, I 

mean, Maxwell Anderson even wants to give you a job. 

BACON: Yes. Well, I really decided that if I had to make a 

choice I would teach, so I didnlt go to New York. 

INT: Did you always know you liked teaching? 

BACON: Oh, yes, I knew from the very beginning. I knew when I 

did my practice teaching as an undergraduate. I just loved it. You 

see, you had to take education courses if you were going to get a 

teachi ng cert ifi cate. That was goi ng to be in Engl i sh. L~e 11, as a 

matter of fact, when I first went I thought lid be a Latin teacher. So, 

I majored also in Latin and Greek--a double major. But languages in 

general were interesting to me. I also took French and German. 

IN: And you speak Japanese? 
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BACON: Hell, I di d speak Japanese; I don I t anymore. I di dread 

it because for three years I did more reading in Japanese than in 

English, I guess, when I was in the Army. That's what I learned it for. 

And since then, I haven't used it. Well, I go to Japan [now] and I know 

a few phrases and I look at characters and signs and I think II~Jell, I 

used to know what those characters meant, but I don't any more!1I 

INT: So, you were in your 20 ' s, didn't have your Ph.D. yet, and 

you were offered this incredible opportunity, and you love the theater 

and . . . 
BACON: Oh, yes, and I still do! 

INT: But teaching won. Was that a struggle? A big decision? 

BACON: Well, no. It wasn't that hard, no. No, I thought about 

it quite a bit, and I certainly was tempted, but I thought, no. 

INT: Do you know why it was teaching, what it was about 

teaching? 

BACON: I never have really tried to form any views about thato 

I just always had a love of the classroom. You know, I think you ought 

to be able to work within something that gives you a deep satisfaction. 

INT: An energizer? 

BACON: Yes. I think that if I \!Jere only doing this for myself, 

that is being selfish. 

INT: But then it often isn't like work at all, not just a job. 

BACON: No, it isn't, that's right. Although there are things 

about teaching that are like a job (laughter). On the whole, it is just 

hard to thi nk of anythi ng that has ever been more sat; sfyi ng to me. 

Once in a\,/hile I think, 1I0h, I wished lid kept on \'Jith the plays.1I And 
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once in a\'1hile I think, "Maybe I should try again?" I do write poetry 

still. 

I NT: I read one of your poems. It was a war poem ("Bradl ey 

Upon Bikini"). 

BACON: Yes, I published some, not a lot (individual poems). 

There aren't many that have been published. For a while I had a 

correspondence that went on for two years, \,/ith the Ne\'J Yorker, and I 

felt as though I had become great friends with some of the staff 

members v They kept sayi ng» "We want to see more, ~Je want to see more, II 

and a couple of poems came within an inch of being published. That was 

a fascinating correspondence. 

INT: You had just decided to submit an unsolicited manuscript 

("Bradley Upon Bikini")? 

BACON: Yes, and the response to the first one was so 

encouraging that I kept on. I sent them stories, too. We had a 

wonderful correspondence. Oh, their criticisms are very strange. Once 

in awhile it would just be like, oh, "this is not for us." Then with 

some of the poems, they were concerned that the readers wouldn't get the 

allusions. And one I wrote that was--well, I sent them a series--based 

on Robert Graves l book The White Goddess. That book made a great 

impression on me. So, I sent them poems based on this book, and they 

were especially fascinated with those, but they said, we just really 

wonder if people are going to Igetl them. Those were the ones that came 

closest to being publ ished. And my short stories are not really that 

kind of New Yorker short story. loJhen they say, "Thi sis really not for 

US," that is really what they mean. But, they \'1ere very good about 
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expressing their liking for things whether they felt it was for them or 

not. So, it was very encouraging and I just, finally, had enough to do 

and I just stopped it. Occasionally I write now, but I just do it for 

mysel f. 

INT: Not on a schedule? You are not writing now? 

BACON: I really feel quite guilty because I had promised myself 

that I was goi ng to do some wri t i ng on Shakespeare. And I I d thought 

about it a lot, but I have not sat down to start it. I really wanted to 

write something that could be used in the classroom; it \r'lOuld be for 

interpreters and actors and for directors. 

INT: Could we go back again to where you said that you didn't 

know \'/hat interpretation was? You were in a college with a course in 

interpretation, but you didn't take it? 

BACON: Yes, there was one class in interpretation, but I didn't 

even know the class was there! So, I was startled when I got a letter 

(well, fi rst of all I got a telephone call) from Kenneth Hance who was 

then Associate Dean of the School of Speech at Northwestern. I was then 

teaching in the English Department at Michigan (this was after the war). 

And Kenneth Hance called and said, IIYoulll be getting a letter from 

Dean McBurney of the School of Speech, and I know that you'll be 

puzzled. But, please come down and have a talk \'/ith us. 1I Hance was a 

teacher at Albion when I was an undergraduate. I never had a class from 

him, blAt he said they \'/ere looking for a Chairman for the Department of 

Interpretation. C. C. Cunningham was leaving. Ralph Dennis was the 

dean there, before McBurneYg Hell, Dennis was in interpretation, but 

Dennis was the Dean of the School of Speech and McBurney replaced him. 
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Cunningham was the chairman of the department. So, I went down to talk 

to them, and I really was puzzled! Before I went down I did go and get 

Charlotte Lee's dissertation of which we had a copy at Michigan. It was 

the first, no, the second dissertation that had ever been done in 

interpretation. I can't remember if Hance told me about that, but I 

thought I ought to find out something about this. And, the dissertation 

didn't really answer any of my questions. I \'1ent do\'m and talked with 

the dean, and he had invited the heads of the other departments to come 

in and talk to me, and people from the English Department talked to me. 

And I enjoyed the talking, and finally he just offered me the jobo He 

said, "\~e would like to have you come and help us develop our graduate 

program in interpretation." I said, "Dean McBurney, what is that 

(laughter)?" He said, "I would like lQ.!! to come and tell us!" 

INT: You mean he didn't know either? 

BACON: Well, he knew but he didn't know where this field was 

going. At least, if there were others up for this job, I didn't know 

anything about ito This must have come through Kenneth Hance. He knew 

me very \'Je 11, and he knew my interest in speech work and drama and 

writingo He knew all of that. Finally, Lew Sarette who was in the 

room sai d, "~Ja 11 ace, wou1 d you 1 ike to come do\'m to my offi ce and \'/e III 

talk there for a few minutes?" I knew who Lew Sarette was, but I didn't 

know him. But, Lew knew how to talk to me because his own work had been 

in English. So, he started to talk to me about what he saw in 

interpretationo Hell, I understood him. So when \'Je \'Jent back to Dean 

McBurney, the dean said, "~Jeld like to offer you a joint appointment in 

Speech and Engl ish. II And it tu rned out 1 ater that the pres i dent of the 
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university, who had been a professor of English, had said, \'1ell, you 

better offer him a joint appointment with English or he won't come. 

INT: What was the tactic that Sarette used? 

BACON: He just really talked literature itself and performing 

the literature. So, I \'Ient back to the dean's office and he said, we 

would like to offer you this appointment. He told me what the salary 

was, and it was more than twice as much as what I was getting at 

Michigan. He said that I could come as an assistant professor or as an 

associate professor; it would be the same salary but I could choose 

ei ther rank. 

INT: Why? Anyone would choose associate. 

BACON: ~~ell, no, I didn't. See, I wasn't sure, if I were to 

come, how that wou1 d work out. I thought, well, if for any reason it 

didn't It/ork out it would be easier to leave as an assistant professor 

than as an associate professor. 

INT: You were going to look it over? 

BACON: ~Je 11, I wasn't even sure at that poi nt what I thought. 

I said, "~Jell, I can't give you any decision now. I promised the 

English Department at Michigan that I wouldn't make any decision without 

talking \'Jith them first.1I And he (the dean) said, "Well, you can call 

them," and he handed me the telephone! And I said no, I really COUldn't 

give an answer right then. 

INT: You mean they wanted an answer on the spot? 

BACON: Yes, yes, ri ght there! I thi nk he had the appoi ntment 

he wanted and the President of the university had seen my 

credentials--they were mostly in English, you knolt/--and they had just 



109 

said, sure, weill give him a joint appointment. So I went back and 

talked to the chairman (at Michigan). ~Jell, meanwhile the graduate 

facul ty at Mi chi gan had met and deci ded to (I was an instructor then) 

raise me to an assistant professor and to raise my salaryo They wanted 

to keep me. Well, I kept thinking about this job and I talked with a 

number of peopl e and fi nally deci ded that I woul d accept the job with 

Northwestern as an assistant professor. 

INT: What made you decide? 

BACON: Well, 'it just sounded exciting to me. Yes, there was a 

man who taught literary criticism at Michigan, Norman Nelson, who came 

into my offi ce to see me one day and he sai d, II~Jell, I hear you are 

going to gO.1I And I said, "Yes, I am. 1I And he said, IIArenlt you making 

a terrible mistake?1I I said, "I donlt think SO." 1I~'Jell," he said, 

"tell me a little about this." So I tall<ed with him and explained what 

I had been told and so he said, III donlt see how you can turn that 

down. II But I kept the j oi nt appoi ntment at Northwestern for, oh, fi ve 

years and taught both in the English and the Speech Departments. 

INT: And you were head of the department. Did that reduce your 

teaching load? 

BACON: No, I taught two courses in i nterpretat i on and one 

course in English. 

INT: But interpretation was, for you, a new country. You \'Jere 

then, what, in your 201S? 

BACON: No, because lid been in the war. By that time I was 33. 

INT: So, how did you feel? At first, with the interpretation 

classes, were you scared? 
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BACON: I felt rather nervous. Yes, I was a little scared, and I 

do remember the fi rst classes. I had a Shakespeare c1 ass and a modern 

poetry class that first quarter. I never taught a beginners class, not 

ever in my whole career, never in a university ,program. And, I've 

always resented that. 

INT: Did you think you'd missed something? 

BACON: Yes. Once I got to teach a sophomore class because we had 

an extra session. I just loved it! But, otherwise, I always taught 

advanced or graduate students. 

INT: So, you went in to teach students who'd had more experience 

than you had. Did you tell them? 

BACON: No! (laughter) I didn't tell them. Charlotte [Lee] and 

Bob [B raen], of cou rse, bot h knew it. They had been there [at 

Northwestern], and Bob had gone through as an undergraduate and 

Charlotte had done her graduate work there. Both Bob and Charlotte were 

older, and I think they wondered just \'/hat this was going to be like, 

this upstart coming into the department. But, they couldn't have been 

nicer. Oh, there could have been dissension, there could have been. 

They made me feel absolutely welcome. They couldn't have been better. 

INT: Were they your whole faculty? 

BACON: We had two instructors and then there was Alvina Krause who 

was t\'JO-thi rd i nterp courses and one-thi rd drama. But they certai n1y 

were good to me. The fi rst readi ng I heard there \'/as in Shakespeare 

c1 ass and I thought, well, that's just wonderful, what wi 11 I say about 

thi s? I didn't knO\'/. I just enjoyed it! I went through a great deal 

of that first year just thinking, how wonderful to get paid for this! 
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Because, it seemed to me, that the students were very bright. Despite 

the little trouble with the atmosphere at first, things went very well. 

And I just couldn't believe it; I was enjoying myself! And live never 

stopped enjoying it! 

INT: Are there any other students that you remember? 

BACON: Oh my, yes. I remember Alethea Mattingly! I was a little 

concerned about that. She was my senior and here she was in my classes. 

Oh, I talked with her because, you know, she looked at this very 

seriously before she decided to come. Gertrude Johnson said to her, 

"No, don't go. Don't go get a Ph.D." Why? I don't know \'/hy, whether 

it was because Gertrude thought women shouldn't have Ph.D.s, or whether 

it \'/as because Gertrude didn't have her Ph.D., or what it was. But, 

Alethea came anyway. Oh dear, I thought, I don't know what this is 

going to be like because she did have a lot more experience than I had. 

Well, she was just the way that Charlotte and Bob and Alvina had been; 

she was just wonderful! I said to her, more than once, that I so 

admired her, you know, sitting in class and listening to things that you 

know she knew for a long time and never, never, never once did she give 

anybody the impression that, well, I know that. Never. She said, "~Jel1 

"1 a 11 ace, I came to learn, and 11m 1earning." So, she was just mar

vel ous. I I ve been very 1 ucky in that ki nd of support and the general 

support that I have always felt. The deans of North\'/estern could not 

have been more supportive than they always were, even when, sometimes, 

they di dn It kno\'J qui te what we were doi ng! They never asked. ~/hen Dean 

McBurney retired as dean he wrote up a report for the president and 

descri bed each of the departments. ~Jhen he came to i nterpretati on he 
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sai d, "Thi sis probably the best and the 1 east understood department. II 

It has always been a bit mysterious \'/hy interpretation is so difficult 

to comprehend, but somehow it always seems to be! 

I NT: Well, I remember that you tol d me once about a bi g choral 

reading you directed that really impressed a dean. 

BACON: Oh, that was at the University of the Philippines. Carlos 

Romulo, who was President of the University of the Philippines then and 

had just retired as foreign minister of the country, had written a thing 

called~ "I am a Filipino .. " (Though he al'tJays claimed to be the author, 

I now understand that he had not \'/ritten it.) Hell, we deci ded to-

well, I didn't decide--it was the Department of the University of the 

Philippines who decided that they wanted a choral reading and they asked 

me if I would arrange it for the choir. 

INT: Has that a poem? 

BACON: Yes. So, I did that. I arranged it, and oh, I don't knoVi 

hoVi many voi ces there \'/ere--a hundred or more--and all ages from young 

children to faculty. And this was done as one of their speech projects. 

Well, Carlos Romulo wept and there was such excitement. It was a great 

success. I didn't actually direct them, I made the arrangement and then 

another faculty member di rected them. I must say, it was very excit i ngo 

Oh, they tape recorded it, but some of those tapes are not around. 

INT: Did you ever make recordings yourself? 

BACON: I did. Oh, many years ago I made a recording for the 

Dartmouth Recordings album. I don't know nm'/ if they are in existence. 

It is not a good recording. I was very unhappy with it. Then, I did a 
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recording of just a small bit of reading from Chaucer in a series that 

Bob Breen did, and otherwise it has just been tapes. 

INT: If I were to interview your students, which ones would you , 

direct me to? Or, those students you are proud of and you think carry 

your own phil osophy, teachi ng bel i efs, or 1 iterary interests, 

approaches • 

BACON: There are so many who must be included. I canlt say right 

now. But Lilla Heston certainly wo~ld have been one because she was my 

student. She did her M.A. and Ph.D. at Northwestern. She had done her 

undergraduate \'lOrk in theatre so I really did'nlt know her until she 

started as a graduate. 

INT: Did you recognize something in her right away? 

BACON: Oh, yes. There was a certain something in her that you 

would recognize right away: determination above all, right away. Well, 

it \'Jas just that she was goi ng to do whatever she di d. Never, as a 

student (well, not at first anyway), did she have much confidence in 

herself. She was shy. She was shy and she was always hard on herself. 

11m not sure that it was that she felt she was not good enough, but her 

standards were always very high, and I think she knell' she could compete 

with other students and it seems to me that that was obviouso Charlton 

Heston was older. Lilla was 56 when she died [suddenly in 1984J, and 

11m not sure what Charltonls age is. 

INT: I read something (by someone teaching at North\'Jestern) II/ho 

had Charlton Heston in a class and didnlt really notice him except that 

his legs were ahJays out in the aisle. 
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BACON: Yes, apparently he was very sk i nny \'1hen he \'/as a student at 

North\'1estern. Charlotte always remembers hi m as bei ng very th in. She 

did costumes in the theatre department while she worked on her graduate 

degree and she talks about doing costumes for Charlton where his pants 

had to be padded because his legs were so skinny. 

INT: Did Lilla also have talent? 

BACON: Oh, yes, she did. Yes, she did. 

INT: Did you have to encourage her a lot? 

BACON: Yes. I remember when she took her M.A. exams. We used to 

talk with the students after the examinations. And I remember I sa\,1 

Lilla's lips start to tremble and then I told her that she had passed. 

She was sure she was the student who had done the worst, that she was 

the student who had made all those terrible mistakes. 

INT: Were you on her dissertation committee, too? 

BACON: Yes, but I di dn' t fi ni sh it because I started to work with 

other dissertations and then I went to the Philippines for a year, so 

Charlotte finished it. It \'/as on the late novels of Henry James. But, 

she was a marvelous student. I was telling her mother, at the memorial 

services, about the occasion when I had given a blue book exam in a 

Shakespeare cl ass and I thought that the cl ass had mi S1 nterpreted one 

question although the question had seemed clear to me. So, (I ahJays 

talked about the examination before I gave the papers back) I talked 

about their anS\'1ers. I said I thought that they had misinterpreted this 

question. But then I said, "Hell, in reading your ansvlers I can see VJhy 

you di d that, and so some of the faul t vias mi ne and I am taki ng that 

into account in the gradi ng." And then I passed the papers back. Hell, 
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Lilla came up after clas~--1 had given her an A--and she said, "1 don't 

deserve this." And 1 said, "~'Ihat do you mean?" "Hell, clearly 1 

misinterpreted that question," she said. 1 said, "Yes, but as 1 

expl ai ned, 1 understand \'1hy and so 1 thi nk that was partly my fault." 

"Well, no," she said, "1 see nO\'1 that that question was perfectly clear 

and so 1 don't deserve this grade." "l~ell," 1 said, "Lilla, this is my 

c1 ass and 1 gi ve the grades and you got an A whether you want one or 

not! " (l aughter) She was good at both schol arshi p and performance; she 

was very good at both. She was al ways, both as a schol ar and as a 

performer, maybe a little rigid. That was the only complaint 1 ever 

had. 

1NT: Would you go back now and talk about your family and growing 

up? 

BACON: 1 was born in Bad Axe, Michigan, on January 27, 1914. 1 

had two sisters, both older than myself, and a brother ten years 

younger. My sisters are both gone nO\'1 and my brother now lives in 

Detroit. 

1NT: Did your family foster reading? 

BACON: Oh, my parents read and there were ah/ays books around the 

house, of course. And 1 \'/aS allowed to read anythi n9 they read. So, 1 

read books from the time 1 \'/as a small child. And my older sister liked 

to read. ~1y other sister never cared very much about it and my brother 

didn't care very much about reading. My father used to write poems for 

a ne\'1spaper. Hi s father had been a newspaper editor in Mi chi gan, in 

Sandusky which is up in the thumb of Michigan. So 1 suppose the Bacon 

side of the family were interested in writing and reading. 
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INT: What did your father do? 

BACON: He did a variety of things: wholesaler, retailer in Bad 

Axe, and then he worked for chain stores in Detroit. 

I NT: ~Jere you a good student, and di d you always thi nk you woul d 

be a teacher? 

BACON: Yes, I always was a good student. Well, I wanted to be a 

teacher and a wri ter. Those were the bw thi ngs, but I ah/ays wanted to 

be a teacher. 

INT: When did you start performing? 

BACON: Heavens! I performed almost from birth, starting as the 

baby Jesus in a Christmas play and \'1riting and performing plays at the 

age of ei ght or so. Along story! ~Jhen I was in hi gh school I read 

poetry for groups around town. I don't know holtl that got started, but I 

enjoyed doing it and I got invitations to read. And I remember one 

year a woman from some woman's club in Detroit heard me and came up to 

talk to my mother about performing. ~Jell, my mother didn't take it 

seriously and neither did I. This was in high school. The woman didn't 

rea lly want me to go anypl ace; she just thought that I shoul d have 

tl~aining. 

I NT: Your parents encouraged you in \'1hatever you wanted to do? 

Your father didn't say that boys shouldn't be reading poetry for 

example? 

BACON: Oh no, no. I can't remember ever being told by my parents 

what I ought to be thinking or what I ought to be doing. There was a 

town library, but my books were ah/ays books that my parents bought. I 

didn't go to a library until I "las ten years old. 
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INT: You \'1ere in Detroit by then? Did your mother \'lOrk, too? 

BACON: Yes. My father managed a chain of grocery stores and my 

mother ran a grocery store and I helped out--shelving, cleaning, 

everythi ng. He di d all of it in those days. You had to get everythi ng 

for customers, put up potatoes and the beans and the lard and the brown 

sugar and the cheese. All of that had to be done. And we worked long 

hours. The store would open at 7:00 a.m. and close at 8:00 at night. 

INT: Did you ever go to a theatre as a child? 

BACON: Oh, I was brought up at a time when the Chautauqua was 

st ill a great thi ng. Every summer the Chautauqua used to come to Bad 

Axe. A big tent, yes, and we always went to it, the whole family. Yes, 

I remember it. He all went, everybody ~'/ent to it because it was the bi g 

thing of the summer! And we kids all belonged to a kind of young 

people's group. They \'Iould pile us into cars and we \'lOuld go out to all 

the to\'ms in the county si ngi ng songs about Chautauqua. It \'IaS just 

advertising, but for us it was just great fun! And the Chautauqua 

always had these classes for children, so I jOined those as soon as I 

could. ~Je just all went. They did plays and they did lectures and they 

read, oh, all sorts of things. Now I don't remember any of those songs. 

But, we would just drive to a town and pile out of the cars and stand 

and sing on a street corner (laughter). We didn't dress up. Of course, 

at the Chautauquas \'Ie sa\,1 all sorts of things. There \'1ould be formal 

lectures, there would be vaudeville acts, there would be readers, there 

would be plays at night. I don't remember much about \'/hat the plays 

\,/ere; occasionally they \'lOuld be mysteries. I don't knml whether they 

were very good plays or not. I didn't go to the lectures; big people 
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went to lectures. Also, my parents had bought an army quartermaster's 

tent, a good-sized tent. We used to go camping. But, when we weren't 

camping, Dad would set up the tent in the back yard for me and I would 

write little plays and \'/e would do plays out there. In grade school and 

after we went to Detroit I still did a lot of that. 

INT: ~~ere you in plays in high school? 

BACON: Oh, in high school the class play was The Importance of 

Being Ernest and I was Algernon. So I guess, yes, from the very 

beginning. Oh, yes, we also had a player piano and we had lots of rolls 

of music, and my sister and I would play that--well, now, instead of a 

player piano--we just watch the television. 

INT: After grade school which you finished in Detroit, you \'/ent 

to • 

BACON: I went to Detroit Northeastern High School which was at the 

time a very lucky thing for me (although at the time I didn't think much 

about it). My parents didn't want me to go to that school. It '.'/as in 

what was then a black ghetto. There were many blacks and a large 

mixture of immigrant families. He had t\'/enty-six nationalities in our 

school. The principal of our school \"/as Polish and my Latin teacher \'/as 

a Polish Ph.D. and there \'/ere teachers \'/ho '.'/ere German. I think the 

school board in Detroit did a very good thing. They put their best 

teachers in that hi gh school because they thought, you kno\,l, they had a 

particular kind of problem. Well, I had just incredibly good teaching 

in high school. So, I've always been very grateful for that. And the 

racial problem, you know, that has caused so many problems since--~'Jell, 

as far as I know--there \'/aS none of that in that school then. We all 
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got along together very \·/ell. I remember, \.'/hile I \.'/as teaching at 

Michigan, a girl vias in my freshman English class who had come from the 

South. She wrote a paper in whi ch she used the phrase, lithe arrogant , 

Northern Negro. II So, when we had our conference I poi nted that out. 

She started to talk about blacks and there was the traditional Southern 

views that the blacks ought to stay in their place. But then she said, 

UYou wouldn't sit down and eat with them?" I said, "I would." She 

said, "You would?" I said, "Oh, yes, and I often have!" t'/ell, you know 

that changed her whol e atti tude toward me. That seemed to her very 

peculiar. So, I always think of that high school as a very good 

experience. 

I NT: You sai d that your parents hadn't wanted you to go to that 

high school. Had you chosen it yourself? 

BACON: I 1 i ved in the part of the ci ty where that was the hi gh 

school to go to and the kids I had gone to grammar school with were 

going there. So I said, "I'm going there, toO." They agreed. 

INT: What was your parents' education? 

BACON: My father went only through the fourth grade and my mother 

went through the eleventh. ~1y father's family background was largely 

English. My mother's vias Scotch-Irish and her maiden name \'Jas Hallace. 

My middle name is my father's middle name and he didn't like it so I 

asked him one day, "\~hy did you give it to me?" He said he really 

didn't I<novl! It is Alger. There \lIas a Michigan family named Alger, a 

distinguished Michigan family, and my grandmother had great admiration 

for them so she decided that her son should have the name. 

INT: Were they long-lived, your parents? 
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BACON: ~1y father died at 79 and my mother at 86. But my father 

had three si sters who 1 i ved to be in thei r 90 I S and my grandmother 

Wallace was 99 when she died. 

INT: When did you graduate from high school? 

BACON: In January of 1931, and I had four years of A's. So, I won 

the Harvard Prize at graduation (which was a book). 

INT: Did you know that you would go to college when you graduated? 

BACON: My parents had never tal ked about it, whether I ~lOul d go to 

coll ege or not. It \'1as never a subject of conversati on. But I just 

assumed that I would. 

I NT: If you we re a st ra i ght A student, were you r teache rs 

supportive? 

BACON: You know, this was in the Depression so people didn't 

really talk much about going to college and I don't remember whether any 

of my teachers ever brought it up or not. But, I just decided that I 

would. So, on my own I handwrote letters to colleges. I don't know 

where I got the idea to go on to college. I think my older sister 

talked about it. She alv/ays vlanted to go to college and, as a matter of 

fact, she did go for a year to a teacher's college in Detroit. But, she 

couldn't afford to go on. No, oh, the times \'Jere hard in the 

Depression. Well, then, Albion College gave me a small scholarship. I 

remember saying to my mother and father one night at dinner, "Ilm going 

to college." And my mother said, "Hell, how are you going to gO?" And 

I handed the letter from Albion College and my mother laughed and said, 

"Well, if youlve done that on your o~m, well then, ~/e'l1 help you." But 

it was difficult for them. Albion is about 100 miles west of Ann Arbor 
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and Detroit. Hell, they \'/ere both \'Jorking, but of course \-/ages \-/ere 

very lot" and I reallY--\'/ell, after the first year at schoo1--things \'/ere 

very difficult. I wrote home and said to my father, III just think itls 

not fai r for me to take so much of the family i ncome. 1I They were 

sending me $8.00 a week and I boarded in a rooming house. So, I said, 

III'm going to come home. 1I Well, my father \'Irote and said, IIYour mother 

is working very hard to keep you there and if you don't have any more 

gratitude than to come home •••• We don't want you to come home!1I I 

used to hitchhike the 100 miles from Albion on weekends to work in the 

grocery store. Everybody hitch;"iiked then. There was ah/ays plenty of 

time to study and I di d drama and oratory and \'/as a good student. My 

majors were English and Latin, a double major. I really wanted to be a 

Latin teacher. I had had Latin in high school and I loved it so. 

Languages seemed to be where I belonged. 

INT: So, did you go all through college under the same circum-

stances, scholarships and help from home? 

BACON: Yes, and prizes that paid for books. Albion had all kinds 

of prizes: debate prizes, composition prizes, and a lot of competi

tions. There was the Greek prize--that was the biggest prize the 

college offered at that time. That \-/as $50.00 which seemed like a lot 

of money because tuition ",as $100.00 a semester! So, $50.00 \'Jas a lot! 

Oh no, I don't know Greek nm'l. Now if everybody talks in Japanese, I 

understand "Jhat they're talking about. So, it's a good feeling. I \-/ish 

the languages themselves \'/ou1d stay \·,ith me better. 

INT: And how did you graduate from college? 
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BACON: I got one B in college--a B+! It was a year's course so I 

had to take the second semester from the same man who then gave me an A. 

Albion didn't have Phi Beta Kappa so I got my Phi Beta Kappa the first 

year I was at Michigan. 

INT: Did you know what you would be doing then? 

BACON: Oh, yes, I expected to teach high school. Then I almost 

won, the fo11o\,/ing year,. a scholarship. I was a representative and 

chosen to represent the State of Mi chi gan and went to di stri ct fi na1 s 

held at Chicago. There were six of us in the finals and, well, I didn't 

want it at all. I wouldn't have gone except that Albion sent me to the 

competition. 

INT: Why didn't you want it? 

BACON: I just didn't, and I didn't get it. 

INT: Had you ever been out of Michigan at that time? 

BACON: Not very much, no, not very much. He had traveled all over 

the State of Michigan. 

INT: Did you have any urges to see the rest of the world? 

BACON: No, no, I really didn't. I was just interested in starting 

to teach. So that \'Jhen--\'/ell, I did not apply for the scholarship at 

~1ichigan--and had no intention of going to graduate school. So the 

president of the college called me in one day and said, "He have \'/hat is 

called a State College Scholarship that the University of Michigan gives 

to each of a number of small colleges." The Albion faculty had met and 

had nominated me. So, the president called me in to congratulate me and 

tell me I had the scholarship to the University of Michigan for the next 

year. Oh, I \'Jasn't pleased at all! I didn't \'Jant it. I really didn't 
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want to go. But he made me feel as if this was what I had to do. He 

told me this and I thought, \'/ell, this makes sense. So, I went to 

Michigan for one year and at the end of that year I was offered a job 

teaching English and directing plays at Albion High School. 

INT: When you went to Ann Arbor were your parents still helping 

you or were you working, too? 

BACON: I think they probably still \'/ere. I didn't enjoy that M.A. 

year terribly. I never felt I couldn't do it because, obviously I \'/as 

doing it~ but I never felt comfortablee It removed you, in some \,/ay, 

and I didn't feel comfortable. There was so much emphasis on the 

history of ideas, and I've felt very grateful for that period since but 

at the time I really didn't like it mucho So, I \'/as anxious to get 

through the end of the year and to take this job at Albion. So I went 

to Paul ~1ueschke who was my Shakespeare teacher (my Master's \'Jas in 

English, not Latin), and I told him about this job at Albion and said I 

would like to take it. And he said, "Hait a minute," and he reached for 

the telephone and call ed Loui s Bredvol d who was the Chai rman of the 

English Department and said, "I'm talking to Hally Bacon and he has been 

offered a job teaching English and directing plays at Albion High School 

and he says he is goi ng to take it. II Then there \'/as along si 1 ence and 

then he sa i d, "That' s \'Jhat I thought. I'll tell hi m. II Then he sai d, 

"You are not going to take that job." "But," I said, "I've got to take 

that job. That is just exactly what I want to do! II That was the high 

school I'd done my practice teaching in. So he said, "You're being 

given a fellowship for next year to \'lOrk on a Ph.D." I said, "I really 

don't want to go on for a Ph.D." "~Jell ," he said, "you may not know it 
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nm'l, but you do. And you III be gl ad you deci ded to stay. II 1 thought, 

well, first I didnlt want to go for my Masterls and then I didnlt want 

to go for a doctorate, but I just felt, somehow, as though I had to do 

what he said. 

INT: Did you also admire this man? 

BACON: Oh, yes. He was blind and he had been blind since he was 

in the third grade, I think. Just an incredible person and he was 

teaching Shakespeare and he was a wonderful teacher. Yes, he was stern 

but I wasnlt afraid of him. It wasnlt that sort of thing, but he was 

just determined. But, I must say I really didnlt want to go on, and at 

the end of the first year he called me in and said, IIYour fellm'lship is 

being renewed. 1I 1I0h,1I I said, III really was hoping I could get a 

teaching fellowship so I could get some teaching experience. 1I 1I0h,1I he 

sai d, lIyou probably coul d get that next year. II So, the next year I went 

in and I said, III donlt want another fellowship. I want to be teaching 

and not have a straight fellowship.1I So, rather grudgingly he said yes 

and 1 did get to teach. And at the end of that year he called me in 

and said, IINow youlve had your teaching experience, the graduate school 

just has a nel;J pre-doctoral fe11o\'Jship.1I (I think there were four of 

them in the university.) IIAnd,1I he said, lithe department has nominated 

you." I said I really \'Janted to do more teaching, and he said, IIHhen 

you fi ni sh thi s (degree) there wi 11 be a job here for you. II The head of 

the department had sai d that, too. l'Jell, I fi ni shed my degree in 1940 

. and they extended the instructorship. So, I went in to tall< to Bredvold 

about that i nstructorshi p and he sai d, II~Jell, I I ve very good ne\'JS for 

yoU!1I And I said, IIHhat ls that?1I 1I1'lell,1I he said, lithe graduate school 
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has just inaugurated a post-doctoral fe11o\'/ship." (And there were, I 

think, only blo or three in the whole university.) "And," he said, "you 

\'Ii 11 be getting one. II 

INT: And you didn't want that? 

BACON: I didn't! (laughter) I didn't. I really didn't! I said, 

"I don't want to do this!" I said, "I finished my degree. You said 

there would be a teaching job here for me." ~Jell, he looked at me as if 

he could have hit me. He said, "You are going to have a wonderful year. 

YOll can go anyplace you want with the money you're getting." I don't 

remember what it was, but at that time it seemed enormous to me. And he 

sai d, "Your job wi 11 be here when you come back. You don't have to 

worry about that. II Well, I decided to spend the fall at the Hi dener 

Library at Harvard, and I spent part of the spring at the Folger 

(Shakespeare) Library in Washington, D.C. and the rest of the spring and 

the summer at the Huntington Library in California. So, I had a really 

marvelous year doing Shakespeare studies. My dissertation was on 

Shakespeare's dramatic romances and so I kept on. I had been 

encouraged, really, to do a book from the dissertation. And during that 

year I found in an Elizabethan novel, the source of an Elizabethan play 

and work that I could publish. So, I felt very good about it. I 

certainly, by this point, "Jas interested in research. Research seemed 

comforting to me. My attitude toward it had changed. At first I think 

I had misunderstood research, but now I was comfortable with it. 

I NT: So, it was not until the 1 ater part of your doctorate that 

you discovered research. 
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BACON: Yes, yes, and I got so much encouragement from professors, 

you know, on papers and things, so I guess I began thinking, oh, this 

must be scholarship and I enjoyed doing it! I thought, \'/e11 , if this is 

it, I enjoy this! 

INT: Did reading other scholars convince you? 

BACON: Well, sometimes. My teachers were Louis Paul and Louis 

Bredvo1d. I took a course in Dryden from him and I didn't think I'd 

like it. I'd had very little work in 18th century, but he really opened 

up the 18th century. Then there was the man who taught Chaucer and 

Medieval literature; his name as John Reinhard. He was feared; he was 

the terror of all graduate students. He was a terror. But I had more 

classes with him than \,/ith anybody else at Michigan and, while I \\Ias 

frightened of him, I learned a tremendous amount from him. He, in his 

way, was very good to me. He always just pushed me terribly but, well, 

he would not permit questions in the classroom and you dared not 

question anything he said. He was enormously literate and I don't know 

how many 1 anguages he had. Then he taught a course in Tudor fi ct i on. 

So, these three men were the most influential to me. 

INT: Did you ever find anything \'1as too difficult? 

BACON: Oh, the only time I ever got despondent vias in--\'/e11, all 

graduate students had to take a course, a year's course, in the English 

1anguage--one semester of morphology and one semester of phonology. And 

most of the fi rst semester I 1 i ked very much but the phonology was a 

great bore really to all graduate students. And J more than bei ng a 

bore, I just, didn't knm'/ half the time \tJhat we \'lere doing! Charts, 

charts, counting vov/e1s, consonants, and oh, yes, sound changes. For 
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that course to be required, well! The teacher was the same teacher I 

had had for Anglo-Saxon and a man I admired, Albert Marckwardt, who was 

a distinguished man. But, that course was just horrible! So I must say 

that that course was uncomfortable. 

INT: In a way, you make graduate school sound easy. 

BACON: Well, it was a lot of work, a lot of work. We wrote lots 

of papers, cl ass papers, and it was a lot of work. I wou1 d appear at 

the library when it opened in the morning and I would be there when it 

closed at 10:00 at nighte I spent an awful lot of time in the library. 

But, I liked it. Yes, I was learning just an awful lot of new things. 

INT: And with all this, you really taught only one year? 

BACON: Yes, I taught composition and I also taught a course that 

was called Introduction to Drama. It was a sophomore course to teach , 
the structure of drama. But I loved the teaching of that and then I had 

done practice teaching in high school earlier, in 1934. Then I was 

1 ucky when I was at A1 bi on. Dean Mari on Gray was rather seri ous1y ill 

for a while and I taught her class in 19th century nonfiction. Then the 

woman who was the drama coach was seriously ill and I taught her class 

in modern drama (that \lIas Beulah Champ). So, I got quite a bit of 

teaching experience. And also, when I was at Albion, I taught a 

remedial class for students in English composition (this was part of an 

education course), and after the course \'/as over, the man who \'las in 

charge of the course asked me to come back and make some 

recommendations. So I made some recommendations for the freshman 

English course which were adopted by the faculty. 

INT: From a student teacher? 
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BACON: Yes. So 1 really always loved the teaching and 1 used to 

also get the remedial classes. Hhen I taught freshman English classes 

at Ann Arbor 1 used to get those classes, or if there was a class made 

up of public health nurses, 1 would get that. People that had problems 

were always rewards to teach because you coul d see thi ngs happen so 

dramatically. Most of the kids in remedial classes had been told all of 

their life that they were dumbbells when it came to writing and they had 

come to believe that. So, 1 always tried to make them feel that grammar 

was a game. I loved ·it! 1 tried to make them feel that they could do 

it, and once they got that, then they would no longer feel that it was 

just that terrible burden thrust upon them and writing became, at least, 

pleasant. So 1 just really enjoyed those classes. Then, of course, 

nobody else wanted to teach that. 

INT: It was beneath them? 

BACON: Well, 1 guess it just seemed like too heavy a load. So when 

the department saw that I liked that class, well then, of course, 1 got 

them. 

INT: Do you think the theory of helping people learn writing 

carries over into speech, too? 

BACON: Oh, I do! 1 do. Hhen 1 fi rst went to Northwestern and had 

this joint appointment in English and Speech, 1 taught a creative 

\l/riting course and 1 began to feel that the kind of thing 1 was saying 

in that class was just the kind of thing I was saying in speech classes. 

I was impressed \'/ith the similarity of the tvlO processes. Yes, there 

are many, many resemblances. Hhen 1 finished my post-doctoral year, and 

after the war when 1 went back to teach (I taught in the Hopwood Program 
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in part--playv'lriting and short story), I felt that very much, too. As a 

matter of fact, that was one of the reasons why, finally, I was willing 

to give up the English course because it seemed to me I was doing much 

the same thing in interpretation. Well, when I went to Northwestern to 

help develop the graduate program that is certainly where my emphasis 

went. 

INT: Had it been that way before? 

BACON: Not really. C. C. Cunningham really, certainly, was 

interested in literature but not in the same way. Do you know his book 

Literature As a Fine Art? I think Charlotte would say that he was 

strongly interested in literary studies. So, we did a lot, \"Iell, 

graduate stUdents especially who were in the English department. We had 

examinations and tested them out for literature and scholarship, and I 

remember that the man who was in charge of advising graduate stUdents at 

Northwestern called me in and sai d, IIWa 11 ace, I thi nk you are really 

asking too much of your students. You want them to be performers and 

you want them to be scholars, toO!1I And I said, IIYes, I do. 1I He said, 

II~Jell, I just think that's asking too much!1I And I said, IIV/ell, they 

don't have to be graduate students, and they don't have to do this. If 

they do it they progress, it strengthens their discipline. And one year 

when I \'/as tryi ng to fi nd a nevI instructor for the department and havi ng 

a hard time (because I vJanted somebody with a strong literary 

background), I went to English departments in a number of universities 

across the country, including USC. I talked to the chairman of the 

department there \'1ho \OIaS himsel f a pretty good performer, and he did 

understand, but he said, lIyou just can't find that kind of person. 
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Hell, it \'Jas very difficult I must say. There were lots of people who 

just had degrees in speech. 

INT: Could this lack of literary knowledge be weakening 

interpretation? 

BACON: Certainly. In some places it is weakening, yes. I think 

the shift recently from interest in text to interest in reader which I 

understand--and, I must say, I have shi fted in some \'Jays along with i t-

but, I thi nk there is a danger that it is goi ng to become too simply 

performance-centered. I thi nk both the performer and thl::: text can 

suffer from that. In some places I know that is what's happening. So, 

the change of department name at Northwestern whi ch I understand and 

which I supported is nO\'I "performance." I understand that. The 

Department of Interpretation has changed its name now to Department of 

Performance Studies. 

INT: Do you know how this happened, or did it just evolve? 

BACON: ~Iell, finally, I think all of them [at Northwestern] began 

to feel that perfol'mance studi es \'/ere more what they were doi ng. Dwi ght 

Conquergood was interested in change. Lilla [Heston, head of the 

department after Bacon] was interested in change. 

all felt that interpretation somehow was changing. 

Lee Roloff, oh, they 

And when I talked to 

Lilla, well, somehow she must have thought that I was just going to have 

a fit! 

INT: Was she afraid to tell you? 

BACON: Hell, yes, she \,/as; she \'/ouldn't tell me. At the 

convention in November she said, "There's a letter for you in your 

mailbox." So I looked and no letter. So I said, II No , there isn't a 
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letter. Hho's the letter from?" "Oh, it's a letter I wrote," she said. 

IIHell, I'll go down and check. II She went do\'1n and checked and she 

called my room and said, liThe letter is nO\,1 here." l~ell, the letter , 

explained in great detail about the department name change. And I could 

tell she was very nervous about my response. I had not heard about this 

at all so then vie met, and we talked about it, and I said, IIIf that's 

what you want to do then I think that's what you should do. 1I Hell, she 

was so relieved. He were very good friends, and she had been my student 

and my colleague, and we were very close friends. But, I think she just 

fe 1 t that we had gone under that name for so long that thi s [changi ng 

the department's title] ~lOuld be a terrible shock. Well, it was a 

terrible shock! But she was determined to keep literature at the center 

and I said, IIHell, fine. I think that is what you should do. 1I But I 

must say that I was a 1 itt 1 e concerned that she woul d be able to do 

that. 

INT: Northwestern has long been considered a leader in the speech 

field so that was really a historic move. 

BACON: Yes, it was. And I have the feeling that we are going to 

see lots of changes. Hell, when ~/e ~/ere trying to decide on the title 

for this history that the Interpretation Division did, first it was 

going to be a History of Interpretation and then finally there \'1as some 

rumbling about the \'lOrd interpretation at that time. Then when David 

Thompson wrote to me about it [the title], I said I really would rather 

see lIinterpretation. 1I And David said, IIl-/ell, don't you think perfor-

mance is a broader vlOrd?1I And I said, no. For me it isn't; it's a 

narrower word. That really puzzled him. But it is a narrower word! 
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INT: Do you think we will see major changes? 

BACON: Oh, I do thinl< interpretation programs are probably going 

to adopt performance rather than interpretation as titles. And then I 

don't know what will happen. It could be perfectly all right but the 

danger is, always I think, when interest becomes the kind of interest 

that theatre takes in the actor and their performance. And I think you 

always get farthest by keeping a centered interest in the thing 

performed, not that you can ignore the performer (you certainly can't), 

but to have the performer centering in on the text. At least that has 

always been the most effective. 

INT: Don't you think that is certainly true in other arts? 

Rudolph Serkin playing Beethoven, for example? 

BACON: Oh, I think so, I think so. You get the performance (you 

are not bypass; ng that at all), but you get the better performance by 

not centeri ng on the performer. I mean, a pi ani st has to know how to 

play the piano, yes. 

INT: I guess drama students often come in (to interpretation 

classes) and expect to be stars and go over everybody. 

INT: Yes, I l<no\,J. He used to get a lot of our majors in 

interpretation at Northwestern from people who came to the school 

expecting to go into theatre and then somehow learned that that wasn't 

as satisfying as ~'/hat they got in interpretation. 

INT: To go back to teaching again, were you teaching when the war 

began? 

BACON: 1940, well, I guess it was during the next year really, the 

'40-41 year, when I had my postdoctoral fello\'Jship that it became clear 
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that there would be war. Then I taught from 141-42 and went into the 

Army in 1942. I was drafted but, of course, knew I was going to be. 

So, during the year I taught, I was also studying Japanese because there 

was a great cry for Japanese translators. So, since languages were easy 

for me and I 1 i ked them, I thought, I III take thi s course and see what 

happens. I took the course at the University of Michigan. There was a 

Japanese instructor there. He was writing (we used the manuscript of 

hi s textbook in our course); it was the fi rst Japanese grammar ever 

written in the country. He himself was Japanese~ and he was a good 

teacher, and I 1 i ked the study although I must say that 1 earni ng the 

characters was never easy for me. But, during the year, representatives 

from the Army and Navy went around to the various Japanese classes 

looking for men for the services. So, a man named Colonel Dowd from the 

Army came to Michigan and interviewed the men in this class and then I 

~'1as the only one offered a job. The Army pi cked on1 y one. The Navy 

came 1 ater and they took a number of peopl e out of that cl ass. The 

story at the Army post where I ended up was that, when he came back from 

this trip looking for people, they asked him hO\'J many people he had from 

Michigan and he said, "one." 

INT: Did he interview the whole class? 

BACON: Yes, he did. And when they kidded him about getting 

one--well, years later, after Iid been there on the post--he said, 

"Hell, just look at the lone l I got!" So, I kne\1/ that when I got into 

the Army that I as goi ng to end up in Japanese \'Jork. 

INT: Exactly when did you join? 
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BACON: June of 1942. Hell, they called you, of course, so at the 

end of the school year (I was deferred until then because I was 

teaching--a number of us were deferred because we were teaching) then I 

di d my basi c t rai ni n9 at Camp Crowder in r,1i ssouri • Then I v/ent to 

cryptography school at Fort Monmouth, New Jersey, and from there I went 

to the Japanese language school in Washington. 

INT: l~ere you pretty proficient by that time? 

BACON: Oh, no, no. The program I went to in Washington was where 

I really learned the language. At Michigan it was just a course in 

basic Japanese. The course in Washington was very intensive work. Yes, 

we worked from early morning until late at night, up into the wee hours. 

INT: Did you have Japanese instructors there? 

BACON: No, because the Japanese were not allowed. Japanese 

were not just suspect, it was worse than that. No, we were not allowed 

to have ~ Japanese, so our teachers, all men, were mostly children of 

missionaries who were brought up in Japan. And, you see, we didn't have 

dictionaries, we didn't have anything! All this stuff had to be 

written. It vias very intense; we read and 1 earned the characters. We 

were di vi ded up into small cl asses. The other men \'Jho were students 

came largely from Harvard and Columbia, scholars, yes. Most of them had 

studied, well, I guess all of them, had studied Japanese. This \'Ias part 

of the Army Security Agency. 

INT: And when you finished that? 

BACON: Hhen I finished that I VJent into actual translation. I 

worked with the translation of the different diplomatic codes so it was 

fascinating. Then I was made head of the diplomatic section. 
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INT: It seems that wherever you \'Ient they put you in charge! 

BACON: Oh, I felt terrible! The responsibility! You knm1, \'Ie 

were dealing with things that meant life or death and here I \,/as--\,/hy 

lid just barely begun to--we11, I \'las not as young as most of the 

others, but the sense of responsibility was overwhelming. I was, as the 

officer in charge, I was responsible for everything that went on in that 

section. ~Jell, fortunately, we had working in this section not only 

enlisted men but a number of older people that had lived most of their 

lives in Japan, mostly as missionaries, and they were wonderful. So, I 

certainly leaned on them a lot. But, nevertheless, \'1hen a translation 

went out of that section, I was the one responsible. 

INT: So, if you got even one word wrong 0 

BACON: Yes, yes, of course. Of course, if we had questions--we 

worked \'1ith mil itary intell igence--and we got questions constantly from 

them. 

INT: What was your rank? 

BACON: Oh, first I \'lent in the Army as a private, became a 

corporal, and then got a direct commission to second lieutenant and then 

first lieutenant and pretty soon captain. Then at the end of the war I 

got the Legion of Merit. 

INT: And you were in until the war was over? 

BACON: Yes, I was in until, well, I actually left in January of 

1946. Then I was in the Army Reserves after that. 

INT: So you never left Washington? 

BACON: No, and that \'las a little frustrating. TO\'/ard the end of 

the \'/ar, when our traffic had slackened, many of the people in my 
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section were being sent to Japan and I desperately wanted to go and they 

said, no, you can1t. 

INT: How did the study of Japanese affect you? 

BACON:· The language itself did a great deal to me and for me. It 

is a language unlike any other language. There is a real indefiniteness 

about it that was very appealing to me. It drove G-2 crazy. They would 

want to know, does it say this or that? Does it say this? Well, yes, 

it could say that. Or, does it say this? Hell, yes, it could mean 

that, too. Well, which? Well, it is even. It was just so frustrating 

to them. So, finally, when they would send questions over to us they 

would ask the girl who came up with the questions to ask me whether I 

was very happy about this translation, moderately happy about the 

translation, or unhappy about the translation. They finally learned 

that those \oJere meaningful ways of talking about translation rather than 

simply saying, is it right or wrong? Oh, of course, you could certainly 

be wrong, but there \'lere times when you could be right more than one 

way! But I got to be very comfortable with that and I like the, oh, the 

kind of lingering sense of so many possibilities that seems to be in the 

Japanese language. So, it was very appealing to me. I knew nothing 

about the Far East unti 1 I started thi 5 work. I I d never been remotely 

interested in it. And now, of course, it is the part of the world that 

I most love. 

INT: Did you then become interested in Zen? 

BACON: Oh, I read Zen, yes. l'Jhy, \'Jhen the fi rst edi t i on of my 

textbook \lIas published, Bill McCoaro, \tJho used to teach at USC, \tJaS 

teaching as a guest professor at the University of Hawaii, and he sent 
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me a revi ew of the book that appeared ina Honol ul u paper. Hhy thi s 

text was being reviewed in a Honolulu paper I don't know, but he said, 

"I think you'll be amused by this." ~Jell, I read it and the review-

poi nt of the revi ew--was that there was a great deal of Zen in thi s 

textbook! So, I wrote back to Bill, and I said I certainly was 

interested, and apparently you think this is a kind of joke. And I 

said, there's not in any conscious spnse any Zen in that book, but I 

certainly understand what this reviewer is saying. And I said that I 

was rather glad to have them say it! 

INT: Did you go back and reread it then? 

BACON: Well, I didn't because he pointed out in the review what he 

meant by that. But I do think that what he was talking about was 

something that had grown through all three editions of the text and that 

is, well, it is really this whole business of matching, you knO\I/, the 

way in which the performer and text match is very much like what they 

talk about {in Zen}. The way, well, the archer and the bO\'J, [the Zen 

treatise on archery]. It was like the feeling I was trying to get at 

yesterday [in the interview] about my feelings about trying to get ready 

to read. It is this bodily matching up of reader/text that I think is 

really the idea. And it is one that Zen is very much interested in. 

And it is always a kind of, \lJell, not denial of the self {though they 

might say that, but I don't think it is really that}, but it is a 

playing down of the self in the interest of matching the text. It just 

feels right, yes. That's the kind of thing I kept trying each time to 

do. 

I NT: So, you 1 eft the Army and you \lJere decorated. 
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BACON: Yes. I didn't know that I was going to be decorated. As a 

matter of fact, I got it after I got back to Michigan. I got a letter 

from the Secretary of War sayi ng thi s medal was bei ng forwarded to 

Mi chi gan and that it woul d be presented to me there. I was very much 

surprised. 

INT: But it was those years that fired your desire to go to Japan? 

BACON: Oh, yes. As a matter of fact, right at the end of the war 

the American Council of Learned Societies was giving a group of fellow

shi ps for study to veterans who were nm'l goi ng back to teachi ng. I 

forget how I heard about them, but I called to ask about them and they 

said, come in for an interview, and I did. I talked with the man who 

was there, the head of the American Council of Learned Societies, and he 

said, II~Jell, you sound like a natural for one of these." So I applied 

and got one. It \'/as for study in Japan. I was goi ng to study Japanese 

drama. The fell owshi p came, as I remember, through the Rockefell er 

Foundation. But the Army said, no, we don't want anyone in Japan yet, 

it I S too early! It was too early for that ki nd of project. It \'JOul d 

have started, I guess, in the fall of 1946. So the Foun~3tion said, you 

can use it to go on with your study of Shal<espeare. So, that's what I 

did. As a matter of fact, I used the fellowship in 1948 because I went 

to North\'Jestern in 1947. One of the conditions on starting at 

Northwestern was that I would be allowed to take the following year off. 

lid had one full faculty year at Michigan before the war. 

INT: And what did you teach at Michigan? 

BACON: I taught Shakespeare. As a matter of fact, there had 

always been t~'JO sections of the complete Shakespeare. One taught by 
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Paul Mueschke and another taught by Hereward Price. They both had been 

there for a long time. Well, there \'/as such a cro\'/d of veterans coming 

back after the \'Iar that they needed a third section and they gave that 

to me. Then I taught writing courses and served also as an advisor to 

veterans. And, I expected to spend the rest of my life there! 

INT: So you were perfectly happy. 

BACON: Oh, yes, very happy. That offer from Northwestern came as 

a total surprise. And that offer came at the end of 1946 so I went to 

Northwestern in 1947. As I said, I didn't know what I was being 

interviewed for. I had no other hopes. I was perfectly happy at 

Michigan and expected to stay. So, it was a very sudden change for me. 

INT: Were you scared when you first went to Northwestern? 

BACON: No, no, I really wasn't. I was a little mystified, but not 

frightened. I have said many times since that it would be crazy to do 

\'/hat McBurney di d. You know, to pi ck somebody who had had no trai ni ng 

in this field, only lots of things related to it. But he could see 

possibilities there, I guess, that I doubt I would have been able to 

see. ~Jel1, Charlotte (Lee) has said that she and Bob (Breen) talked 

about it and she sai d, II~Jell, he better be good. II But I tell you, as I 

said before, she couldn't have been more supportive because if she ever 

differed, she certainly never gave me a sign of it. 

INT: l~ell, I guess after all these years of your close friendship 

she coul d have 1 eve 1 ed \'1ith you by now. 

BACON: ~'Je both have said many times, and Bob Breen I think feels 

the same way, that we were very lucky to have met together at that time. 

It just turned out to be a wonderful working relationship, and it always 
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was, right up to the end. Bob didn't have his degree at that time. He 

was my second doctoral di ssertat ion. But he \l/asn' t young then. He was 

01 der than I; both Charlotte and he were 01 der than I. Breen was an 

instructor and he was working on his dissertation. Bob hates to write 

so the dissertation was a kind of agony for him. It \'>/as a kind of 

performance analysis of Robinson Jeffers' IIRoan Stallion. 1I Jeffers was 

very popular at that time. ~~ell, I guess in my whole life there has 

been an awful lot of luck. And I always ended up with something that I 

have liked~ It's a terrible thing to say of a war experience, you know, 

that it was a wonderful experience, but it was. It was. I wouldn't 

have given that up for anything. That Oriental experience really made a 

great deal of difference to me. 

INT: When did you finally go to Japan? 

BACON: I didn't go to Japan until 1960. The first year I went 

overseas to teach was at the University of the Philippines. 

INT: How did that come about? 

BACON: Well, the woman who founded the speech and drama department 

over there had been a student [Consuelo Fonacier] of ours at 

Northwestern. She went back and founded the department at the 

University of the Philippines. I \'/as corresponding VJith her (at that 

point I was teaching for a semester at Berkeley) and I said, IIIf there 

is anything I can do to help, be sure to let me know. 1I Well, a letter 

came ri ght back, liMy dear, II she sai d, IIcan you come out ri ght now? He 

need you to come." So I said, IIWell, I can't come this year, but I'll 

try to work it out. 1I I applied for a Fulbright and got it in 1960-1961. 

Then, a fe~'1 years 1 ater, I went back for another year to teach (1964-
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1965}. I stayed more than an academic year and took vacation time. 

Well, it was a brand new department and filled with young people (most 

of whom had just gotten their undergraduate degree) so they needed help. 

INT: What did you do? 

BACON: I taught a course in acting and directing, a course in 

interpretation of drama and another in interpretation of poetry. The 

second time there I taught voice and diction and interpretation of 

children's literature. I taught anything that they didn't have that 

they wanted. They would say, "l1ell, \'/ill, you teach this or that?" l~hen 

first they asked me to teach children's literature I said, "I don't know 

anything about children's literature." "Oh, my dear," Mrs. Fonacier 

woul d say, "you kno\,1 more than we do! II And about t\'JO weeks 1 ater she 

came in in great excitement and said, "Oh, we've arranged a conference 

on children's literature, and you are going to be the guest speaker!" 

(l aughter) They were always doi ng thi ngs 1 ike that. I got used to 

surprises of that sort. Then, when I was in the Philippines the second 

time, Mrs. Fonacier said, liMy dear, you must write a textbook." And I 

said, "Boss, I don't think I want to write a textbook." "But," she 

said, "\,/e need a textbook here in the Philippines." So, I wrote it for 

the Philippines and her name and mine are on it, although I did all the 

writing. But, she got all the permissions for the literature and helped 

me choose the Filipino literature. "But," I said, "since I'm going to 

do all this work, I would (also) like to publish the text, without the 

Filipino material, in the United States, too. "And," I said, "if it is 

all right with you, I'd like to publish that under my own name." Well, 

that was all right with her since, in fact, she hadn't done any of the 
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writing. So, the text [Art of Interpretation, Holt, Rinehart and 

Winston] was published first in the Philippines [Phoenix Press, Manila, 

under the title The Art of Oral Interpretation]. And it was the first 

time, so far as I know, that the classes in interpretation there had had 

attention called to Filipino literature. Why, I knew more contemporary 

Fi 1 i pi no 1 i terature than any of the students in my cl asses! They just 

didn't read it and I thought that was a great shame. Then whsn I did my 

own text here I included a couple of those Filipino pieces. 

INT: Did you feel that Filipino literature had a direction? 

BACON: Oh, dear, I don't know how to answer that. The big problem 

then and still is, I guess (and quite a problem), was what language 

shoul d they write in? Shoul d they write in Engl i sh or, nO\,1 that the 

United Sates was no longer in charge, should they write in Tagalog or in 

one of their own dialects? And the difficulty is that, while they feel 

more comfortable in a dialect, it cut their audience down. So, English 

was the 1 anguage that most of them coul d read and speak in common. 

That's why some writers wrote in English although they preferred not to. 

But, at any rate, I thought that they ought to knO\'/ somethi ng about 

their own literature. And I encouraged them to read it even though it 

had to be in English because I couldn't read Tagalog and only speak a 

few words. But now the students are performing their own literature in 

Pilipino. I am delighted at that. There is a real interest in their 

own literature now. 

INT: You say Pilipino, and what is that? 

BACON: Well, what used to be Tagalog, Pilipino is based on a 

Tagalog dialect which is the dialect of the Manila area. It is rather 
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new; it has only been called Pilipino, well, since I first went there. 

They still called it Tagalog then, but it is Pilipino nO~/. There are 

some made-up words, but it is based essentially on Tagalog. 
/ 

INT: Did you feel as comfortable in the Philippines as in Japan? 

BACON: Oh, yes. They are marvelous people, but they must have the 

world's worst climate. Oh, it is humid. Humid in the day and humid in 

the ni ght, it never cool s off. I never got used to that cl imate. You 

are wringing wet all of the time. Consuelo Fonacier is still living. 

She was older than I, and she is retired now. Oh, a wonderful person. 

They had a special performance for her in March, the twenty-fifth 

anniversary of the founding of their speech department. So, both 

Charlotte (Lee) and I tape-recorded a message to send to her. She got 

her M.A. at Northwestern in interpretation but not a Ph.D. 

INT: Do you prefer Japan or the Philippines? 

BACON: Oh, they are quite different, quite different. I, of 

course, know the Philippines much better than Japan, but I have strong 

attachments to both, and fri ends. I taught in Japan agai n in 1981 for 

two weeks in the summer at Nihon University. I taught in English; I 

couldn't teach in Japanese. And I was delighted to be there. One night 

the facul ty of the Engl i sh department gave a di nner for me at a 

restaurant. "Hell ," they said, "can you sit on the floor?" "Oh, sure, 

I can sit on the floor." "Can you use chopsticks?" "Yes, I can use 

chopsticks." Then they would converse in English to me and then talk 

and chat in Japanese to one another. Finally the chairman of the 

department \,/ho was sitting next to me said, "00 you understand what they 

are talking about?" I said, II~Jell, I think SO." And I told him \'Jhat I 
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thought the subject \'/as and he s~id, IIYes, that is entirely right. 1I So 

I was pleased that I could still catch something of Japanese. 

INT: Could we go back to when you went to Northwestern? You are 

now in a nevo/ field and are tangentially related to it through English, 

but where did you go to learn theories and philosophy of interpretation 

itself? Were you self-taught? 

BACON: Yes. I didn't go to, well, the books that I read in 

interpretation (at that time) just seemed to me dreadful. I hate to say 

which books~ but they were the current texts theno I just didn't find 

any of them speaking to me. I did try to read everything as I thought I 

shouldn't remain ignorant. I think I learned more by watching Charlotte 

Lee and Bob Breen and Alvina Krause. 

INT: Would you visit their classes? 

BACON: No, I didn't visit their classes at all because I didn't 

think I ought to. But I, you know, listened to them talking with 

students and, at that point, all the faculty members in the School of 

Speech had to lecture or to perform at our school assembly. There were 

assemblies every Tuesday. Hell, I heard Alvina do cuttings from plays; 

I heard Charlotte read cuttings of plays and poetry. I heard Bob do a 

number of thingsn So, I saw them performing, and I listened a great 

deal because I admi red all three of them as performers as \'Jell as 

teachers. And then, with the students' performances I saw the students 

perform. But then I guess I learned most of all just from the students 

in my cl asses. You knoll', with Shakespeare and modern poetry, the bw 

subjects I was teachi ng that fi rst year. ~Jell, I knew those subjects 

pretty "Jell and felt very comfortable v/ith them. So, I could see pretty 
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soon that thei r performances weren't getting where they ought to go. 

So, a lot of it I just learned through trial and error. 

INT: Did you feel that you had that sense, as most artists do, of 

knowing quality when you saw or heard it? 

BACON: Yes. And I had done a lot of performi ng mysel fin 

plays--oh, I had been in plays for years--so it wasn't that I was 

totally ignorant. 

INT: So you didn't use textbooks at that time? 

BACON: No~ I preferred, really, to get right at the text and talk 

about that. I always talked about the performance in terms of hO\,I it 

matched or didn't match the text. 

INT: Do you have the feeling that with a text you can't just keep 

it to yourself and you have to perform, that performing is part of that? 

BACON: A man who was once a student of mine said something like 

that in revie\'Jing a manuscript. I think it was for the second edition 

of my textbook he said that. He said that, but said I didn't care for 

the audience. And he said that using that L~allace Stevens I poem as a 

frontispiece to the text showed that, for me, interpretation was a 

solitary thing. Hell, that isn't true. Yet, I think I understand what 

he \lJas sayi ng. There is a way in \'Jhi ch I don It object to hi s sayi 119 

that. I do care about the audi ence and am teachi ng what amounts to 

public performance. But, I think what matters more to me than the 

publ ic performance is the relationship between the performer and the 

thing being performed. Because I think \'Jithout that, you really don't 

get the good part of the performance. And, as a teacher, I care not so 

much about audience response as I do about what that literature means to 
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a student. Thatls \'/hat I really care about. And that is, in part, a 

private thing. You will never knm.., what, well, there are just some 

things you never know. But, of course, when a student does perform in 

public, then I do care about audience response. I do want the audience 

to like it just as much as I want the student to like the piece he is 

performing. I canlt imagine anything worse than performing a thing you 

hate! 

INT: Do you think there is anything that shouldnlt be performed? 

BACON: No, I donlt. I do think there are questions about what 

should be performed for a given audience. But aside from that, no. 

Anything can be performed that is worth performing. 

INT: Do you still see the solo interpreter as the heart of the 

discipline? 

BACON: Oh, yes. I do, I do. And I have been concerned over the 

years about the great interest in readers theatre and chamber theatre 

simply because they seem to me to cloud out, sometimes, the solo inter

preter. And I guess I believe that the solo interpreter is the center 

simply because what I most believe about interpretation is the process 

of bringing the performer and the text together. So, in that sense, it 

is a kind of private thing. 

INT: ~Jere there any actors or performers you saw or heard who 

changed you or gave you direction? 

BACON: Oh, I suppose you have to say that since live learned most 

of \'/hat I know about performance technique simply by trial and error, 

watching students, yes, live learned a lot from them. Oh, I think there 

are a lot of people, lots of people. Someone like Alethea Mattingly, 
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oh, have you ever heard her read? Well,. she is an absolutely marvelous 

reader. I learned from watching her read, from listening to her read. 

As I said, I learned from Charlotte Lee, Alvina Krause, Bob Breen. Yes, 

from all the good teachers I know. I was always very much interested in 

what they did as performers. So, I learned, I think, by always being a 

good watcher and a good listener. 

INT: Dr. Mattingly has said that the very last time she gave a 

readi ng was at your SCA retirement program. She sai d she read The 

Winter's Tale because you especially like that. [The Mattingly reading 

was on a program hel d at the Fol ger Library as part of the SCA 

convention during his year as president of SCA.] 

BACON: Oh, yes! Well, she is, oh, physically she seems frail, you 

know, but she has great powers! 

INT: Then, it was as if you were her student at the same time that 

she was your student. 

BACON: Oh, yes. She wasn It just a student, she was already a 

teacher when she came to Northwestern to work on her Ph.D. Oh, for me, 

it was always so exciting to have such students. 

INT: Did you ever have a student who just couldn't perform at all? 

BACON: Oh, I had a graduate student from Ni geri a at Northwestern. 

He was a theatre major and he ~/as working on his doctorate, but he 

wanted to take the course in Shakespeare 0 I have never seen anyone so 

terri fi ed of performance in my 1 i fe 0 He ~Jas a grown man. He \'/as not a 

youngster at all. And he came to me and wanted to take my cl ass and 

said, "I \'/ant to take the course in Shakespeare but I canlt, I just 

can't perform. He was hoping to become a play\'Jright back in Nigeria. 
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And I said, Ill-Jell, if you take- this course, you really \,/ill have to 

perform. II Hell, he swallowed hard and took the course anyway. For his 

fi rst performance he went to the front of the cl ass and then he just 

stood there. He was absol utely paralyzed! Well, I just, oh, my heart 

went out to him. Finally, he just said, III can It." So, I had him come 

in and read for me in my office and then, while he was frightened, 

nevertheless, he got through the reading. It wasn't good, but he got 

through. So, after awhile he tried to perform in class, and he could 

get through a little, but he was just absolutely terrified of 

performing. 

INT: Hhere do you think emphasis should be in a university--on 

teaching or publishing? 

BACON: At Northwestern they say teaching is their number one 

priority. Nobody ever said to me you have to publish. live always 

published because I had things I wanted to say. But, promotions go to 

the one who has published. 

INT: When did you get tenure? 

BACON: I don't even know. I paid no attention. Again, tenure was 

never ment i oned; I di dn It asl< about it. There di dn I t used to be such 

concern about tenure then as there is now. When jobs became more 

uncertai n, then the question of tenure became very important. But \'Je 

never talked about tenure then. In the School of Speech they always 

paid attention to the quality of the teaching. 

INT: What do you think about things being published lately? 

BACON: Now, I thi nk the qual i ty of the manuscri pts you get v/hen 

reading for journals is just appalling, and you feel that often the 
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writer's heart just isn't in \'/hat's being said at all. Oh, I've read 

for Quarterly Journal of Speech and 5peech Monographs, etc., and I've 

done so for years. 

INT: Are there articles you still want to write? 

BACON: Well, I want to do thi s book on the performi ng of 

Shakespeare. Well, every once in awhile things come to me and I think, 

oh, I'd really like to do that. When I have something in my head, I 

like to work it out and to work it out on paper. 

INT: Is that hm', IIDangerous Shores ll came about? 

BACON: Yes, there are just feel ings that I have that I have to 

work out. And then I try to see historically whether the same problems 

have occurred or are something new. I enjoy writing. I always feel so 

much joy. It must be terrible not to like writing. No, I don't have 

t r 0 u b 1 e get tin g my s elf tot he t y p e \\1 r i t e r, no, not i fIr e a 11 y get 

excited about what I'm going to say. Oh, I suppose, the first day is 

always hard. You knm'l, just getting up and putting a fresh sheet of 

paper in. But, once I get started it always comes easily. Oh, I've 

done little articles lately. I keep on doing it. 

INT: Do you still go to and like conventions? 

BACON: I can't say that I've ever liked conventions, but I always 

go. I'm ah/ays interested in \>'Jhat's coming along. And I'm interested 

in seeing students' performances. I \>'lOndered if I would still like 

them. Charlotte used to just love conventions, and she would go to all 

the conventions. I wished I felt that way. 

INT: How important is publishing? 
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BACON: Hell, it is importanto It is the IIlay one moves ahead. I 

wish it were possible to let the people who like to do certain things 

and are good at them make their own priorities and allow others to have 

other priorities. But, I suppose, the theory is that you are qualified 

to do research, and therefore you ought to do it. 

INT: Do you think that there are people who go into interpretation 

because they can and like to perform and then they are told that they 

have to become scholars and find that those t\'10 kinds of abilities in 

one person are very rare? 

BACON: Yes, that's right, and they often don't mix very well. And 

we just assume everybody shoul d be abl e to do both well. In fact, it 

just isn't al\'lays true. It used to be very discouraging to me that the 

peopl e who fi ni shed thei r doctorates, \'/ell, very few, went on to do 

anythi ng in the way of research. And ita 1 ways seemed to me, ina 'i/ay, 

a kind of waste because part of the preparation for the degree was the 

coursework and the research papers that requi red research. And then 

once the degree was there, that's the end! Well, it is a kind of waste 

of time and money. I don I t know how many of them go on to perform. A 

lot of them do, but hOIl! much performance they do I have no idea. 

INT: Have you been pleased with your own students ' writing? 

BACON: Yes, live been pleased with my students ' writing. If \'!e 

accept the notion of the Ph.D. as it has been defined, I think there is 

an obligation to do research. I wish it were possible to define things 

a little differently, and there have been attempts, of course, but not 

very successful. Every a 1 ternat i ve gets to be second rate for the 

university, and who wants that? 
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INT: How much does one really need a Ph.D.? 

BACON: Oh, I don't think you need one, but, except to get a job 

you certai n1y need one to teach. Gertrude Johnson never had a Ph .0., 

and I don't think she would have been any better a teacher if she'd had 

one! 

INT: Did you know Gertrude Johnson well? 

BACON: I didn't know her well but I did kno\,1 her. Of course, she 

had retired by the time I came to Northwestern, and she was quite 

skept i ca 1 of what \lIe \'1ere doi ng \'/hen I fi rst \'1ent there. I kno\,1 that by 

the first national program I appeared on (Sara Lowrey had invited me) 

and I read John Donne, and Gertrude Johnson thought that that was, well, 

a very peculiar thing to do. 

INT: Hhy? 

BACON: Well, John Donne, I guess, just seemed too high falutin' to 

her, so that she was quite critical and I, well, I had a number of her 

remarks passed on to me. But then she changed her mind, and \lIe became 

quite close friends. She finally said to one of her students, IIIf you 

want to get a Ph.D. in interpretation, you must go to North\'1estern." 

And then I \'/oul d get a very \'/arm 1 etter from her about what \lIe were 

doing. So, I was pleased because I respected hero Yes~ she was a 

gr'ande dame. She terrified people! Oh, my, she could really "let you 

have it." I've never forgotten the meeting (a Central States meeting, I 

think) and Bob Breen was in charge of a panel, and he did something with 

Edith Sitwell's Facade, and he played one of Sitwel1 's recordings as an 

illustration for his talk. And, when the record was finished, a voice 

in the back of the room, a great strong voice, said, "I \'/ant to know hmJ 
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many people understood the words?" Well, Bob tried to make a joke of 

that, you know, and she said again, "I \'1ant to know hO\,I many people 

understood the words?" And Bob made some rather f1 i P remark whereupon 

she, and the woman who was wi th her, got up and wa1 ked out! Afterv/ards 

I said to Bob, I said, 1100 you know who walked out of the room?1I And he 

said, IINo, who was it?1I And I said, IIThat was Gertrude Johnson (and 

Wilma Grimes). You really got to Gertrude!" My, she could really make 

her presence felt. One year two students of mine and I did Henry James I 

"Beast in the Jungl e" and we di d it in readers theatre. And afterwards 

Ge rtrude came up and there were tears in her eyes! She had been very 

much moved by that. "But,1I she said, "\,/hy do you call it theatre?" She 

said, "It is not theatre; it is interpretation." She made a strong 

distinction between those two things, and she was offended by the title 

readers theatre. That was in the early 150s, I think. 

INT: I think you wrote something once about hearing, seeing 

Charles Laughton read the parts of Puck and Ariel and ••• 

BACON: Oh, yes. I thought his readings were just marvelous! Oh, 

held come in (onstage) with this great pack of books and plop them down 

on the reading stand and then just sort of pick up a book. Oh, yes, the 

sense in which he could make you believe in this diminutive fairy in 

Midsummer Nightls Dream! And here was this great chunky Charles 

Laughton! 

INT: A great argument that a good reader can be anything? 

BACON: Oh, yes. Yes, there was an article submitted to Literature 

in Performance recently that I think just fai led on this very ground. 

It \'las attacking certa";n theories of readers theatre--attacking Leslie 



153 

Coger's definition of readers theatre as "theatre of the mind"--and they 

said, you know, there is no way of escaping what the eye sees on stage. 

Well, in one way that's true, but in another way it isn't true, and it 

seemed to me they missed the point. 

INT: I guess readers theatre first started just about the time you 

went to Northwestern. 

BACON: Yes. I remember when we fi rst started doi ng that, and a 

student, Al Martin, wanted to do a readers theatre version of, oh, yes, 

it was Rostand's Chanticleer. And he asked me whether I would sponsor 

it and come to rehearsals and help him. So I said, yes, I would. Well, 

I got to rehearsal, and they were all on the stage. ~/ell, most of them, 

of course, were theatre majors and they'd done a fair amount of acting. 

They were sitt i ng on the stage and wi th scri pts and readi ng to one 

another in a kind of circle. Well, I sat there in the audience and I 

thought, I just don't knmrJ what's the matter. It's cl ear that they are 

readi ng well. They know what they are readi ng--they are accompl i shed 

people. And I just, oh, felt one hundred miles away! So I said to Al, 

"Why don't you just all turn your chai rs out thi s way and instead of 

reading to one another. Read to me! II l~ell, they did! And I tell you, 

immediately I was just caught up in it. And that is what persuaded me 

of the val ue of off-stage focus. That was the fi rst time they'd had 

anythi ng 1 ike that. I don't knm'l what prompted him to want to do it 

that way, but he didn't have any notion of techniques. So, then we 

s ta rted. My fi rst reade rs theat re wa s Shakespea re' s Troil us and 

Cressida. That \lIas a fascinating experience and I became very much 

interested in its possibilities. But then, I never made up my mind how 
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far certain things could go before they turned into any usual 

theatrical. And I really tried the whole range of things, right up to 

the end. ~Jell, the last play I did (we called it readers theatre) I 

said to the cast, "If people ask you why this is readers theatre, tell 

them you don't knm'l." Because, well really, it was a fully-staged play. 

There was minimal movement, but certainly movement, and I made no 

deliberate attempt to cut down on it. That was Ibsen's Ghosts and was 

done with no scripts. This last time it was the last production I was 

going to do at Northwestern, and I said, "We'll do it without scripts 

thi s ti me .11 ~Je 11, it \'Jas as a benefit for the new theatre buil di ng. 

Lilla Heston did Mrs. Albee, Frank Galati did Manders, Bob Breen did the 

father. It was a marvelous cast, and I thought a marvelous production. 

INT: What do you think now about what you see at conventions. 

BACON: Well, I remember going to a convention one time and there 

was a performance, a readers theatre performance, and it seemed to me 

rather odd. I was the critic and I was talking about it afterwards, and 

finally the director made a statement. He said, "Hell, in readers 

theatre you don't do that!1I And I said, II~Jell, obviously you have 

access to some information that I don't. How do you know that readers 

theatre doesn't do that?" And he said, lIyou kno\'J, I really don't kno\'1 

that.1I So he said, IIYou're the authority. You're supposed to tell us. 1I 

So I said, 1I~~ell, I bel ieve in trying almost anything and see what 

happens. And if something good comes out of it that doesn't come out of 

another method, then it's fine, no matter what you call it. 1I We didn't 

have much questioning at Northwestern because the Interpretation Depart

ment always was pretty strong, and \'/hatever the theatre people felt, 
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they \'1oul dn I t say anythi ng to us. They mi ght say somethi ng to students 

and \'/e woul d get it back, but they were not openly criti cal. So \'/e 

just, we just really di dn It care \'/hat they thought. He \'/ent ahead and 

did what we wanted to do. A lot of the theatre staff had been students 

of mine, too. The chairman of the department, most of the directors, 

had been in my class. 

INT: Did you ever have any flops? 

BACON: Yes, I did. The \'lOrst was--the one that hurt the most 

was--Antony and Cleopatra. It just didn't do \'Je11 in readers theatre 

and I was never sure why. It is difficult. I had a good cast although 

I had t\,/O Cl eopatras because I coul dn I t make up my mi nd between these 

two gi rl s. They each had somethi ng that the other di dn I t have, and I 

couldn't get it all in one body. So, that \'/as interesting, but it 

didn't work out too well. Some of the other actors did wonderful 

scenes, but I sti 11 remember some they di d that just seemed i ntermi

nable. And those certainly must have seemed so to the audience. So 

that was, well, the only real flop. 

INT: I have heard and read several sources who were credited with 

originating readers theatre. 

BACON: Oh, really? l'Je 11, readers theat re, dependi ng on hovi you 

define it, I think, goes \'Jay back in history. I do think that Alethea 

Mattingly was doing readers theatre in Arizona before we were doing it 

at North\'Jestern. I don't kno\,1 exactly when she first did it. But, my 

impression is that she did it long before anybody_ Now, 11m not sure of 

this, so 11m not claiming it. But, I think I .!!@l. have had the first 

course in readers theatre. It was call ed, I thi nk, "Shakespeare Through 
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Readers Theatre. 1I I did this in summer, Shakespeare in readers theatre. 

Somehow I didnlt think it was fu11bodied enough to go into the regular 

curriculum. That was in the 150s. That \'Ias a lot of fun. IIllm not 

sure,1I I said to the class, IIwhat is going to happen.1I But, ~/eld just 

try thi ngs, and then fi nally we put together a c1 ass performance of a 

large portion of the scenes from Corio1anous and had a good time doing 

it. So, I was excited by all the possibilities and thatls when I 

started doing a little directing myself. Then Robert Breen did the 

chamber theatre and that course \'/ent into the curriculum before the 

readers theatre course did. 

INT: Also, there is something called, lIa sense of the other ll and 

this comes from you. Did that idea come from you? 

BACON: The sense of the other? ~Jell, I thi nk that Dwi ght 

Conquergood thinks it did because I talked to him about that ver~ thing. 

He found very exciting an essay that I did. ~Jell, first I did it as a 

speech for the Southern Speech Association when I was president of SCA, 

and it was published in the Southern Journal, and it was called, IIA 

Sense of Being: Interpretation and the Humanities. 1I In that article I 

talked about a "sense of the other," and it vias out of that that the 

title for the Shakespeare film came, "A Sense of the Other." And that 

idea, well, it has caught on to a degree thatls, well, that astounds me! 

I go to a convention and I hear that in every other paper at the 

convention. One colleague came up to me at a convention and said to me, 

"Hhere did you start this? I must, somehow, find out about this. 

Everyone is talking about it!" t'Jell, it has led to an interest in lots 

of things that you wouldnlt ordinarily think of as interpretation like 



157 

OV/ight's interest in the Laotians--he's very much interested in their 

myths and tales and performs them--you heard him at Las Cruces. I think 

those thi ngs are all very well, but the noti on of the "sense of the 

other" which I talked about is in relation to a text, meaning, going out 

to the text. My notion is that the way that you become educated is by 

going out of yourself to the "othern and really get to kno\,1 the nother.1I 

Hhy, then you become educated! He 11, Owi ght Conquergood sees thi s 

spreading into lots of fields, and, of course, it can spread into all of 

life as far as that goes. So, I do think that the boundaries of 

i nterpretati on are really spreadi ng out. My fear is that i nterpreta

tion, as a discipline, can get lost by losing its limits. That's the 

fear I have. And I approve of reaching out. I do think that inter

pretation in the past has been too narrowly defined so that it operated 

ina ki nd of vacuum. I thi nk the reachi ng out is necessary, but it is 

al so important where your roots are, that you can come back there. I 

thi nk there is a datlger of goi ng too far and fail i ng to recogni ze its 

limits. 

INT: Do you ever feel that, \'1hatever you say, people just take off 

from it? 

BACON: (laughter) ~~el1, I do feel peculiar sometimes, you knm'l, 

when I'm told what I think. Then I think, well, I certainly don't think 

that! That happens often. 

INT: Does that upset you? 

BACON: Oh, normally not. Once in aV/hile, yes, it does upset me 

but normally, not. Because I know that if you write that is bound to 
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happen. There is no way, through language, of being absolutely certain 

that you are being understood. 

INT: People are always searching for something? 

BACON: Well, you read a writer and something the writer says 

strikes a chord in you and you take off from that, you know? The thing 

is, you mustn't attribute all that l.Q.!! take off on to the writer who 

started you off. But, there is nothing wrong with starting off with a 

statement that somebody has made and then 1 ett i ng it become somethi ng 

quite different for you. 

INT: t·Jhat do you think about all students taking interpretation 

courses? 

BACON: Oh, I think it is good for everyone. Obviously not often, 

at Northwestern, would we get nonspeech majors. They were always 

frightened. They ~Jere afraid they \'lOuld come into these speech courses 

and here would be all these performers. So, we would get a brave soul 

occasionally but not as often as I \'/ould have liked. I enjoyed the 

opportunities of going away to teach where I would get people who were 

non speech majors. The semester I taught at Berkel ey I was gi ven two 

classes for English majors and people who were going to teach and were 

required to take an interpretation class so that the class was made up 

of people who most ly had never read aloud. They di dn It \'Jant to take it 

because this was just a requirement that had been foisted upon them. 

But I had just a great time v/ith both these classes, and by the end of 

the semester they \1Jere readi ng \1Jith enjoyment. And, oh, about a year 

later, I got a letter from one of the members of one of the classes who 
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said that a group from his class still got together every week and read. 

So I was delighted with that. 

INT: Does Shakespeare and your interest in oriental religions ever 

come together for you? 

BACON: They are really very different. Like Shakespeare and 

Donne. Donne is very di fferent from Shakespeare and he speaks from 

something else. 

INT: Did you have favorite courses? 

BACON: Well, I always liked to teach courses where I could teach 

all and if not all, at least a major part of a writer's work. So, at 

Northwestern we were very fortunate, and we were allowed to teach 

whatever we wanted to 0 Somet imes I thought they were shi rki ng thei r 

responsibility and they should look at our courses more closely. I 

taught Joyce, Stein, Fitzgerald, Wallace Stevens, Conrad, James, 

Hemingway, Donne, Jonson, Herbert, O'Neill, Lawrence. I taught them all 

in courses where you could either teach one writer or two writers. And 

I always had that course in individual literary styles, and I taught 

that in two quarters--premodern and modern. 

INT: How did you come to make that film on Shakespeare study and 

hO\AJ is it used? 

BACON: Oh, yes, and that has been the most successful fil m that 

the film department at Northwestern has ever done. It has been used a 

great deal, but live had no report on it in the last year. But, I 

didn't propose it. Sandra Si nger, one of our students, had radi 0/ 

television and film as her second field, and she, I believe, proposed to 

the fi 1 m department that they do thi s fil m. As a matter of fact, she 
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proposed. that they do three fi lms: one on Shal<espeare, one on 

interpretation of prose fiction, and one on poetry. They decided to do 

the fiction one first, as I remember, and somehow they had trouble 

getting it under \"/ay so that they decided to do the Shakespeare f"ilm 

first. It was done, really, very quickly. 

INT: Who wrote the script? 

BACON: There was no script at all. I said, what I would like to 

get (in the film) was some sense of what the whole year's work in the 

Shakespeare course was like. 

INT: In one half hour? 

BACON: Yes, and that's what they did. And I must say, they did it 

very well. 

INT: How was it structured? 

BACON: Well, there were class discussions. There was an interview 

with me in my office. There were interviews with students in the class, 

their performances in the class; there were rehearsals, students talking 

about the papers they \'Jrote. So, I thought it really got a very good 

sense of \'Jhat went on. The bulk of the filming was done on a Saturday 

when we had all agreed to spend the day doing it. Then, they did 

individual scenes with students after that. But, the bulk of it, all 

the cl ass room work, was really done on one Saturday. I vIas amazed. 

Frank Galati \.,ras responsible for getting it on film, for getting some 

notion of the whole year's work. And it was his notion to do the 

interviewing of students and talking with them about the vJOrk they did 

and so on. They filmed a lot more than they used. 

INT: By the way, at your reti rement program, \'Jhat ViaS done? 
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BACON: Oh, also students did a marvelous IIspoofll on me and 

Shakespeare that \'/as very funny. It was a mixture of kind of 

bi ographi ca 1 elements of Shakespeare and bi ographi ca 1 elements of me. 

Then Bob Breen and Charlotte Lee (this was at a dinner party the 

University gave at the Ritz) did a skit and Bob Breen did a kind of 

Jul i a Chil ds cooking thi ng that was just so funny! It had everybody 

practically falling off their chairs. He had a rubber chicken and what 

he did with that rubber chicken was just incredible! Oh, the party went 

on for several hours. (This program was in 1979, at Northwestern, the 

year I actually left N.U.) And then, the last year that I taught--well, 

there had always been great pressure to get into the Shakespeare classes 

as they were 1 imited to tVlenty students and there \'/as always a wai ti ng 

list. So, the last year I taught I thought, vie 11 , 1111 teach two 

sect ions of Shakespeare. So, I di d that, ten hours of Shakespeare a 

week. And I must say, that by the end of that year I was a little tired 

of that many students. But I a h/ays had, on the very 1 ast day of cl ass, 

a lecture in which I tried to sum up the whole yearls work. The last 

year I deci ded that I caul dn I t go through that \t/ith both cl asses so I 

got them together to do that all at once. That was fi ne with them. 

Well, it also brought in I donlt know how many other people who hadn't 

been in the class at all! It was, \'1ell, it was a very moving hour. 

But, it VJas very difficult, too. That was my last lecture. I vias 

broken up that day. I got through the summary of the year IS \'JOrk, but 

when I finally got to the end, oh, I was a little fearful of the end of 

that hour. It was very di ffi cult and I choked up. Oh, I used to read 

stories to my v/riting class, stories that could be models for vlriting. 
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There was a Stephen Vincent Benet story, "Freedom's A Hard Bought 

Thing," that I used to read to them as an illustration of how you could 

accomplish a feeling of dialect without a lot of misspelling that is 

very hard to read. And I always found that story very moving. This one 

year I read that story and got to the end and thought, "oh dear, I'm 

going to cry," and I knew I would and there was nothing I could do about 

it. And it was like that then. 

INT: Could you pick one thing that you have written that really 

achieved what you wanted it to achieve? 

BACON: No, I can't do that. I think of things as all of a piece. 

INT: I have a quote here from Richard Haas that says, "Oral 

interpretation does not exist outside academics. We have no role models 

lout there'." What do you think? 

BACON: Yes, I think that in a way that is true. When I talk about 

interpretation 11m almost always talking about it as an academic subject 

and that is where my interests lie, though I do think there are role 

model s outside. But, I have never seen my job as one of prepari ng 

students for that outside. Now, I always hoped that when they were 

th rough that they woul d really be capable of doi ng that. But, I don't 

take my job as really that kind of preparation. I take it as my job 

that the course is a juxtaposition, as getting as close to reader and 

text as I can get. Then, I thi nl<, if they have that, they can do these 

other things and indeed they do. 

INT: Hould you comment on something a student has said of you, "He 

learned much from him about the subjects he taught, but we were also 

exposed to an attitude, a perspective, a philosophy." 
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BACON: Yes, I understand \'/hat they are sayi ng. And I guess it is 

something that came from me that was other than the Shakespeare course 

itself. It is really a view of how a human being is and what he is here 

for. That, I guess, really, really did stretch out into other areas. 

Of course, Shakespeare and Donne were the two that I most 1 i ked to 

teach. I think I \'/as talking, or at least, I thought I was talking, 

about the text that we were reading. But, I think that students often 

thought that it \'Jas me talking. ~Jell, in a sense we do talk about 

ourselves, but I certainly was not trying to express a vie\'l of my 0\,1n at 

the expense of the text. That is always a difficult choice. But, you 

know, when you start talking about text and then you start talking about 

suggestions that are made for living, it does get together so that it is 

his text but it is also your text. The writer then is speaking to you 

and for you. 

INT: Finally, here is my favorite quote from you. "I fit 

literature into my scheme of presences just as I fit my dog, my garden, 

my mother and father and my friends, so I learn things about my life by 

being a careful observer of literature." 

BACON: Yes, yes, I feel that very strongly. Literature is a part 

of the world for me, just as everything else is. And, while there are 

things very special about it, nevertheless I think you experience it 

just as you experience anything else around you. And you don't 

experience it unless you go out to it or else it just sits there. Well, 

a tree just sits there. But the world itself has a wonderful sense of 

presence about it and 1 iterature is a part of that presence ina very 

special way. 
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Dr. Isabel Crouch 
Born. March 17, 1922. Carterville, Illinois. 
Died. December 26, 1986. Seattle, Washington. 

INT: We can start almost anywhere, but the focus for this 

interview is on the field of oral interpretation of literature and how 

your life led you into that particular speech discipline and your 

interest in it. Could you describe how you got into teaching and this 

field? 

CROUCH: live been a teacher since I was twenty years old. At 

the time I started teaching I thought I knew a lot of things even though 

I was very young. Actually, I was very ignorant. This was near the end 

of Worl d ~Jar II and, even though I was teach; ng hi gh school seni ors, 

many of my students were return; ng servi cemen who were 01 der and far 

more experienced than I was. So, it was a very interesting situation. 

I think I grew up very quickly in that first year of teaching. At that 

time, I was teaching English, and since I had an undergraduate degree in 

economics, I was also teaching one course in economics. Also, I was 

directing the school play and having a thoroughly delightful time 

learning how to be a teacher. 

INT: That was very young to be teaching already. Could you 

back up to before that? 

CROUCH: Well, I grew up in a small mining community in southern 

Illinois. It was named, officially, Hafer, but 'lIe called it Punl<in, 

PUNKIN, as in 'shaking the punkin'. Oh, that's the title of a Native 

American book that's out and if you haven't read it, you might like to 

because it's done \',ith the rhythm and the intonation of the Native 

American (by Jerome Rothenberg). So, I was born in a town called Punkin 
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or Hafer. It's halfway between Carterville and Herrin, Illinois. I 

went to a two-room school and only walked a mile down a dirt road 

(laughter), but it was an interesting walk! My father worked in the 

mine. The only people who lived in this community were people who 

worked at the mi ne, peop1 e connected with coal in one way or another. 

Southern Illinois was, at that time, a very impoverished area. I had 

one brother and one sister, both of whom were younger than I was (my 

sister four years and my brother eight years). They are still living in 

Illinois. Oh, Punkin is still there. It is now, mostly, a strip mine 

area which means they have taken off the top soil and they have lots of 

little pits. It was not a company town. It was Simply a town that grew 

up around the coal mine and it wasn't really even a town. It had one 

church, whi ch my grandfather bu i1 t, a nondenomi nat i ona 1 church where a 

minister from a different denomination would come in each week and do a 

service. So, I grew up knowing the different religions. We had a good 

time. Part of the time there was a small neighborhood grocery store but 

practically everyone who lived there had a half acre or an acre of land 

and grew their own vegetables, had their own chickens and eggs, and most 

of them had a cow for milk. I know that we had the only telephone in 

town! Of course we cou1dn ' t call anyone in town; we lived so close you 

didn't need to call anyone in town. All the neighbors used our phone 

and we cranked it--like this--so we had lots of company from neighbors 

calling one of the neighboring towns. It was a good place for a child 

to gro\,1 up because you knew everyone. Never had a baby sitter in my 

life; we slept at the neighbors. But, we had this little two-room 

school with a pot-bell i ed stove. A wi fe taught the fi rst three grades 
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and her husband taught the rest of them. It was so small that not every 

grade could be taken every year! I took the eighth grade, for instance, 

before I took the seventh grade! Now, that's an interesting situation. 

Now, I was born in 1922 and I graduated at the top of our class, which 

is not really remarkable because that means I was ahead of eight people; 

you see, there were eight in my graduating class. Of course, I think I 

developed an interest in teachi ng at that age because there was very 

little else to do. I just played sandlot baseball with the boys and 

read books. That was my life. 

INT: Were your parents readers, too? 

C ROUCH: My pa rent s were not rea 11 y reade rs but they we re 

chi 1 dren-ori ented and so when chi 1 dren demanded books, the books got 

there some way or another. Of course 11m not sure everything I read was 

good reading. 

INT: Do you remember any of the books you read as a child? 

CROUCH: I read Five Little Peppers and How They Grew, and I 

read all of the Hardy boys, and I read Horatio Alger, and I read a lot 

of trash down in nei ghbors I basements! You know, you I d go do\tJn in 

basements and just read, I don't know, things like corny love stories 

and true confessions. Oh, I read anything available. Yes, I was on the 

prm'!l for reading matter; anything that came along, I read. I \'Jas 

reading even before I started to school. I was not taught at home, but 

eventually, you just pick it up if you read enough books. I mean, if 

you look at enough books and that's all there is, I think you can learn 

to read by yourself and I think I did. Although, my mother was a 
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story tell er and so \'/as my grandfather and so was my uncl e \,/ho used to 

come to visit us. 

INT: Do you remember any of the stories? And, what were your 

family ori gi ns? 

CROUCH: Oh, I doubt if there is any ethnic origin but my 

motherls maiden name was Mason. My fatherls name was Marshall. Mason, 

lid always thought, is a kind of Welsh name and I suspect that because 

of the mining influence. Marshall, lid always thought of as being 

English, but actually itls Scottish, and I had to go to Scotland to 

di scover that! The stori es \'/ere just stori es that had been repeated 

over and over and over. My uncl e, who came into town every once in 

awhile, used to tell fabulous stories. l'Jell, he was a sailor and he 

came in once a year, and usually he would arrive drunk and stay for six 

months or so (during which time he would never touch a drop). He would 

cook for us because he was a good cook--first man I ever knew who knew 

how to cook. He \/las my motherls brother, and held just tell stories of 

things that had happened at sea and adventures of various kinds. Yes, 

those stories made me want to travel and I still like to travel. So it 

was, basically, a good life for a child in lots of ways because I knew a 

lot. But, I knew it all through books--had not experienced it--only 

experienced it through 1 iterature (or nonl iterature, as the case may 

be), but I did read. I can remember, when I was four years old, being 

asked what I wanted for Christmas. I said, III want books.1I II~Jell, what 

else do you \'Jant?1I III want books.1I IIBut, donlt you want a doll, donlt 

you want clothes?1I IINo, I \'Jant books.1I And I can still remember 

sitting there on Christmas morning and counting my 22 books! Yes, I got 
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22 books \'/hen I \'1as four, and I cou1 d read by then. I started to school 

when I was five and I started Southern Illinois University when, oh, I 

guess I was 17 the March before I began. 

INT: Did you go to high school in that little town? 

CROUCH: Oh, no. There wasn't any. I went through the eighth 

grade there and then I went to Herrin Township high school, and I walked 

or stayed--oh, I had an aunt who taught at that hi gh schoo1--with my 

aunt in town. There are no big cities in southern Illinois. There are 

towns about every seven mi 1 es, ina square, so a tm-In here and a town 

there, at seven-mile intervals. They were all about the same size, or 

were at that time--some have grown since then, Carbondale of course--so, 

Herrin had 9700 people. Punkin was only maybe 150, maybe 200, very, 

very small, just a little community built up around that coal mine 

which, of course, shut down during the Depression. At the time it 

closed my father had a little trucking industry and that, of course, 

folded during the bepression, too. We moved to a farm, a fruit orchard 

farm, and grew peaches and apples. Oh yes, I ate during the Depression, 

probably better than I eat today (laughter). We closed up our house in 

town and lived four or five years on that farm. 

INT: What was your father like? 

CROUCH: My father was a very ki nd man. Both my parents were 

uneducated as far as school i ng goes. He was a hard \'Jorker and very 

kind. My mother was ni ce and p1 ump and a good cook and very motherly 

and a good storyteller. Yes, she sang to me and read to me. I thi nk 

that a 11 was so early that I don I t remember any favorite story. Before 

the end of ei ghth grade \'Je had pageants and school theatri cal s, and I 
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participated in all of them. But, I canlt tell you anything we did. 

Hhy, I can remember the first moment I felt stage fright, which was very 

interesting. I was in the eighth grade, which would have made me, what, 

about eleven? Well, not very old, and I had never felt any qualms 

whatsoever about performing in front of anyone. And, all of a sudden, 

in the middle of this play we were doing,· I suddenly got very shaky and 

that, I thi nl<, was prob~bly the begi nni ng of puberty for me because-

self-confidence--thatls it. After that I didnlt want to do anything for 

a number of years; I just quit for a while. I think I was a junior in 

high school before I ever did anything else, just because that moment 

was so fri ghteni ng. It was ri di cul ous. No one had ever tol d me about 

stage fright and I had never felt any of that before; I didnlt know what 

it was! Well, it was an interesting experience, and so live always been 

appreciative of early teenagers who were worried about what was going to 

happen to them. 

INT: Do you ever tell your students that story? 

CROUCH: Oh, yes. live told that story many times. It took me 

a long time to work out of it really. Oh, 11m not sure if 11m out of it 

still (laughter). But, at least, 11m not so frightened anymore that I 

run away from it. 

INT: How would you describe yourself as a child? 

CROUCH: I \'Jas a Ihide in the corner and read l child, not shy, 

just quiet. I preferred to be by myself and I preferred to read, 

although I \'/as called Dizzy Izzy (laughter). Those were the days of 

Di zzy Dean. Do you remember Di zzy Dean? So, Di zzy rhymed 1I,i th Izzy, so 

Dizzy Izzy it was! I was the pitcher. 
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INT: You still do love baseball? I mean, you did name your 

children after baseball players, didn't you? 

CROUCH: Yes, I did. There's Peggy Leo, after Leo Durocher, and 

Eddie, that's Eddie Stanke, and Roy, after Roy Campanella, and ~Iillie 

for ~~illie Maes. Hell, those are all very common ordinary boys' names, 

but my children all happened to be girls! 

INT: Oh, my. To go back in time again, what about the radio? 

CROUCH: I remember when we got a radio. It was on a table, but 

it was large, a large thing, and in order to hear it, you stuck this 

horn into your ear. So, only one person at a time could listen to it. 

At first, it was always my grandfather who listened, and then he'd tell 

us about it (laughter). So, we'd just sit around and watch my grand

father listen, and then he'd tell us about it. But, sometimes he would 

be generous and he'd pass it around. 

INT: So, the radio was no competition for reading? 

CROUCH: No, there weren't that many programs then, and they 

weren't that interesting. That was in the very early days of radio. 

There were some farm programs, and Fibber McGhee and Molly, and later we 

1 i stened to Franl<l in D. Roosevelt's "Fi resi de Chats II and news of vari ous 

kinds. 

INT: What about movies then? 

CROUCH: Oh, they had none, not in that little town. There were 

movies over in Herrin, and I used to go to the movies occasionally, used 

to go to the silent films. 

INT: Were you impressed? 
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CROUCH: Oh, yes. I 1 i ked them better than anythi ng I see nO\'I. 

~~hen my father \'Jas running this little trucking industry and \'Je \'Jere up 

near Chicago, I used to go to the movies every Saturday afternoon. Oh, 

my, weld get a whole dime to go to the movies and get a bag of candy or 

popcorn, both. I don't remember any of the movies, but I distinctly 

remember that before the movie came on there was always a serial, and I 

would get so involved in it that I hated to miss the movies. So, lid 

wait for that next Saturday. 

INT: And what about high school? 

CROUCH: Hell, I went to high school in Herrin. That was only 

three miles away and that's no big deal. Part of the time I stayed in 

town during the week with this aunt who taught there. She taught 

English and drama at the high school. She was my mother's sister. She 

was the only one in the family, on either si de, who had a uni versity 

degree. She had a Master's degree in English, very unusual at that 

tim e • I t h ink i twa s be c a use she \,1 a s you n g e r • I k now t hat my 

grandfather believed in edur.ation, but he never had any money. And 

then, of course, it wasn't quite as customary to educate females. But I 

can remember quite well that my grandfather--after I had had bronchial 

pneumoni a and was out of school for two weeks when I was fi ve years 

old--put me on his back and carried me to school the first day I \'/ent 

back. In fact, he carried me to school on several occasions. It \'Jas 

extremely important to him to be educated, but my aunt was the only one 

who did get a college degree. She married but she never had any 

chil dren. She taught ina 1 ittl e hi gh school away from home for some 

time, and then she came back and finished her degree. She had taught 
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Latin at that little school, but she did her Master's at the University 

of Illinois in English and later took a number of courses in theatre. 

Her name is Myrtle Magnolia Millicant Mason, and then she married a man 

named Carey. She was always embarrassed by that long handl e they gave 

her. I remember because I inherited some of her books; her books would 

always just say "Myrtle June." She's now in a nursing home in Herrin, 

and she's about 85 years old. She taught at that high school in Herrin, 

Illinois, for 50 years, 50 years she taught there! 

INT: Were you especially close to her, too? 

CROUCH: Yes, I was close to her, and she was very encouragi ng 

to me. When I graduated from high school she turned to me and said, 

"Are you starting the university this summer, or are you waiting until 

fal1?" 

INT: Were you ever in your aunt's classes? 

CROUCH: Oh, yes, I was indeed. Oh, I worked harder for her 

than for anyone else. She was tough on me. She was a big influence on 

my later interests. She directed the school plays, and I participated 

in those plays. I remember playing Mrs. March in Little Women and, oh, 

things typical of that period. There was a little bit of play activity 

but not really a lot. We did a junior play and a senior play, and we 

did a bit of debate. I was still always reading, reading, reading. 

INT: By high school, did you envision any kind of future? How 

did you see your life? 

CROUCH: I had no idea 0 I ViaS just barely 16 when I 1 eft home. 

I don't think I was seeing it at all. I remember that, in high school, 

I took all the typing courses and all the shorthand, and I was deter-
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mined to use them. As it turned out, they were very valuable to me, and 

I worked my way through college "'ith those. 

INT: So, in high school, were you still quiet? 

CROUCH: Yes, I was still quiet, still playing baseball in the 

summer. I'd go back to my parents' house in the summers and work in the 

garden. There weren't any jobs in those days. It was still the 

aftermath of the Depressi on in 1939 when I graduated from hi gh school 

and it lasted, essentially, until World Har II began. There were no 

jobs to speak of. 

I NT: So when you graduated from hi gh school, your aunt 

encouraged you to go to college. Had you any idea that that was what 

you wanted to do? 

CROUCH: I certainly knew that I wanted to go to college, but I 

didn't see how I could possibly afford it. But, it all worked out. I 

went to--it was then called Southern Illinois State Normal and now is 

call ed Southern III i noi s Uni versity--and the fi rst summer I commuted 

there from home. It \'las only 15 miles away to Carbondale. My aunt paid 

my tuition, and my parents did encourage me. Then, in the fall, I got a 

job. I worked for some time with the person who was the speech 

department; her name \'Jas Dorothy Magnus. Hell, really, there \'1as no 

speech department; she was the person in the Engl ish department \'/ho 

taught speech. At that time there was a beginning of a radio station 

nearby, and Southern III i noi s Uni versity had a \'/eekly program, and I \'/as 

the secretary for that weekly program. That meant, and I really don't 

kno\'J the regul at ions, but I know that ",e were requi red to furni sh a 

script; in other words, what was said on the air had to be also said on 



174 

paper. And it \'/as my responsibility, for those people who came in 

without a scri pt, to take down in shorthand what they sai d. i-Jell , 

college didn't require too much money at that time, and when I finished 

the uni vers ity I was $21. 00 indebt. I thought that was a tremendous 

indebtedness! My aunt pai d my tuition for the fi rst year, and then 

after that, her husband became ill so they had medical expenses, and 

after that, I had to earn my tuition also. In the last two years I had 

a room a step or two a\,/ay from campus because, by that time, I was 

involved in so many activities; I didn't have time to go home. I was in 

plays, I was on the debate team, and I was news editor for the campus 

newspaper--I sort of changed a 1 ittle bit--I had a good time! I was 

still the reader, but I was also always active, always busy in 

activities of various kinds. 

INT: Did you have a major or a focus in college? 

CROUCH: Well, at that time, Southern Illinois \'Jas a teachers 

college. Everyone got a teaching degree, which meant you had to have 24 

hours of education courses. But, my major was in economics and my minor 

was in speech. Had there been a speech major, I would have done that, 

but there wasn't one at that particular time. Yes, I was interested in 

speech early on. And I enjoyed college thoroughly. Yes, I did, really 

enjoyed it! 

INT: When you graduated from college then, you knew you were 

going into high school teaching? What happened? 

C R 0 U C H : Yes, I tho ugh t I was. l·J ell, i n my 1 a stye a r i n 

college--1942 was my last year and a good part of that time, after Horld 

War II had been declared--teachers were at a premium because male 
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teachers had all gone to war. So, a principal came by in the spring and 

said, "l~ell, how \A/ould you 1 ike to teach for a semester (everyone 

thought the war was going to be over in a hurry!)? How would you like 

to teach at El Dorado Township High School for one semester?" So I said 

fine, and then that semester became another semester, and I guess I was 

there for two years. 

INT: How did you take to teaching? Were you nervous at first? 

CROUCH: Oh, yes, very much so. Then I got accustomed to it. 

The high school wasn't quite as big as in Herrin, maybe four or five 

hundred students. I taught one course in economi cs, I taught Engl ish 

three peri ods, and I taught one cl ass in drama and di rected a school 

play. The first play, oh, I can still see it and hear that voice. That 

was a role created by Tugboat Annie (Marie Dressler?), but I can't 

remember the name of the pl aye I di rected it, and my aunt came to see 

it. She was very impressed with everything except she said, finally, 

"You've got to put makeup on the neck, too." 

INT: Did you take to directing easily? 

CROUCH: Yes, I've ahoJays enjoyed directing--more than 

performanceo I think you like what you're good at. I think I'm a 

better director than a performer. I don't know \'Jhere bei ng a good 

director comes from. I think it might come from a lot of reading, for 

one thing, and out of a way of thinking because I don't just read. I 

don't really lose myself in reading. I read, but I read as a director. 

This means, as I read I think, oh, this person moves here, and this 

person moves there. It's much more visual than it is just eye contact 

with the page. I mean, the words translate into movement for me, and I 
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can see it all and visualize it. And I dream in that same way. Yes, 

sometimes I'm reading a book and it translates to my sitting in a movie 

theatre or sitting in an audience, watching a show come to life. 

INT: Do you think this visual sense comes from experience or is 

it inborn? 

reader. 

CROUCH: Oh, I think it's experience to a large degree. 

INT: But your experience was as a quiet, sit-in-one-place 

CROUCH: Then, not consciously, but I do it consciously now. 

INT: What if you hit some literature that doesn't translate? 

Is there such literature? Does all literature do that for you? 

CROUCH: Unless someone tells me I have to read something, I 

don't read it; I put it do\'1n. You can tell very quickly and so, if it 

doesn't work in my mind, I don't finish it. Oh, sometimes I get halfway 

through, sometimes itls just language. That's why I enjoy readers 

theatre so much, because there are so many di fferent ways to do readers 

theatre, and if the language is there, even if there is nothing else, 

you can still perform it. 

I NT: The re is no di chot omy for you bet\'1een theat re and 

1 iterature? 

CROUCH: No, there is not a di chotomy, but it has to take a 

different form. 

INT: Would you talk more about what happened, and why directing 

attracted you? 

CROUCH: ~/ell, 11m not sure what happens, but in one way, I 

think that reading as a director is a kind of curse! You donlt lose--I 
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think a lot of people lose themselves in a plot that is particularly 

impelling--and I can't do that anymore. I can't read for escape as I 

used to be able to. There \'Jas a period when I went through, probably, 

every murder mystery that had been written up to that point. But, once 

I got very involved in directing, and particularly of thinking of 

everything I read as a potential script if done in a slightly different 

fashion, then I lost the ability to read for escape. This is a horrible 

thing to happen to you in one sense. Yes, that is still going on, but I 

haven't stopped reading. Occasionally, if I make up my mind early, in a 

book that I have to read, that it can't possi bly be a decent readers 

theatre script, then, at that point, I can go ahead and lose myself 

happily. 

INT: So, when you read as a director, can you hear voices? 

That is, you hear certain people talking? 

CROUCH: Yes, yes, I hear voices except that, well, I used to do 

that, but now I've sort of gotten out of it. Now that is mostly because 

I'm so accustomed to letting females play male roles that I've sort of 

gotten out of the habit of hearing voices. Oh, sometimes, maybe a voice 

goes along \'>/;th it. That's a difficult thing to do, too, because that 

means you will never have a perfect performance because no performance, 

or performer, regardless of how talented people are, can equal your 

imagination! 

INT: ~Jhen you read like this, do you start making notes right 

away or does it just stay with you? 

CROUCH: No, no, I do not make notes and a lot of times I never 

script it, but I still read in that fashion. If I'm going to script it, 
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then I go back and read it again to be sure live not lost a lot of my 

original ideas. But, if I made notes for everything live read in that 

particular fashion, lid never get through the reading. Some of it will 

come back. 11m a last minute worker, I guess, (like most people) so, 

usually, when I know I need a script I pull it out from what I know from 

what live read. So, that script comes from out of the occasion plus the 

types of people that I have performing at that particular time. 

Sometimes I know that a particular student would do well with a work. 

I NT: I n a way thi sis 1 ike some \'1ri ters who say that when they 

write they can hear the people, can see them. 

CROUCH: Yes, and thatls particularly true of poets. live read 

a lot of statements by poets \,/ho say they hear voi ces. 

INT: So, maybe there are people like you who are translators 

because that was how it was put down on the page in the first place; ~ 

have the ability to draw those words or voices out again. It may not be 

a curse but a special talent. 

CROUCH: Oh, I donlt know what it is, but live frequently 

thought--well, I kno\'/ it is insane--but I have dreams and if I donlt 

\'1ake up and immedi ately "'Jrite dm'Jn thi s pl ay that I dreamed, I forget 

it. A few years ago I t ri ed to \'/rite \'/hat I had dreamed and it was 

sheer nonsense, but what a beautiful performance. Maybe that is what is 

happening when I read. 

INT: When youlve scripted and performed, have you had the 

writer there on any occasions? 

CROUCH: Oh, live had several and several different reactions. 

I know quite well that it is different, that performance takes a 
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diff~rent form, and that it surprises the writers because it is a vocal 

and performance form rather than on the page. And it is di fferent 

and--oh, I know you can get the intent of the writer--but, can you ever 
I 

get exactly what the wri ter sees? I don e t thi nk you can because they 

are two different medi urns. As the medi urn becomes different, maybe a 

part of the meaning changes--oh, not the full meaning but a part. What 

11m doing right nO\,1 is a show with Keith l~i1son's poetry. This is 

different from prose because there you do not use the work in its 

entirety. 11m nOl."/ doing poetry, and 11m using work in its entirety, and 

I am fi rmly convi nced that every word ina 1 i ne of a poem, in poetry, is 

there for a reason! One thi ng that makes me nervous about havi ng him 

(Keith Wilson, the poet) around is that students do what they tend to do 

when they are dramati zi ng prose; if they can It thi nk of the exact word, 

they just substi tute another one! Thi s happened 1 ast week in perfor

mance and this student said 'tiny' instead of I small I. And after, I 

said, liThe word is not 'tiny', the word is 'lsmall ' • 11 Then Keith Wilson 

said, "Oh, I think 'tiny' is a better "lord! II 

INT: How has this affliction, or whatever you want to call it, 

affected your own taste in 1 iterature? Do you tend to gravitate to 

certain kinds of writers? 

CROUCH: No, I don't thinl< so, but then, maybe I do. I tend to 

gravitate toward writers who use a lot of imagery or who use action that 

can be put on a stage. But, I also have in mind my audience, all the 

time. I use a lot of New Mexico writers and have done that all along. 

I don't think that the very sophisticated aimed-at-New-York-City type of 

writing appeals very much to the people who will be in my audience. 
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INT: Which writers do you personally admire? 

CROUCH: ~Jell, I certai n1y admi re Rudo1 fo Anaya and I admi re a 

great many of the Southern writers and always have. \'Jel1, you know my 

fondness for Lillian Hellman and I also like Eudora Welty, although I 

have never done any of their work. I like most, almost all modern 

poetry. I donlt read much drama anymore. Strangely enough, I think 

live concluded that drama doesnlt belong in readers theatre. 

INT: Would you expand on that? 

CROUCH: I know that a lot of people do drama because it is easy 

and, part i cul ar1y now, when you have to be so careful about copyri ght 

laws, because it is already scripted for you. But, I think something 

that was meant for the stage deserves stage treatment, and I donlt think 

it needs to be done in readers theatre sty1 e. The only drama that I 

have ever done is poetic drama, and I think I wou1dn lt even attempt that 

again. I did J.B. (Archibald MacLeish) and I did The Dog Under the Skin 

(Auden and Isherwood). Those are the only two dramas live ever done in 

readers theatre, and I would not say that they were the most successful 

things live done, nor would I attempt them again. If they are written 

for the stage, thatls where they deserve to be, with the production a 

play deserves. 

INT: Did something occur that led you to that conclusion or did 

you always think so? 

CROUCH: I think doing those two shows led me to that 

conclusion! They were the most unsuccessful shows live ever done. They 

both had talented people in them and were very well done but , nO\,I , I 

think there are a few things that are readers theatre rather than stage 
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productions. I think that Under Milk\'lOod is far more effective in 

readers theatre and I think the Belle of Amherst is pure readers 

theatre. I think the most successful things I have done have been, for 

the most part, locally oriented. I think "Voices of New Mexico" was 

good and featu red New Mexi can writers. I've done a lot of New Mexi co 

things. I enjoy doing compiled scripts, I really do. 

INT: There hasn't been much writing on scripting for readers 

theatre. It does seem to be an area so important to interpretation and 

it i sad e s e rt • 

CROUCH: I don't know that I've ever read an article on that. 

You're right, it is a desert. You see, scripting is, well, you have to 

enjoy it in order to be able to do it, or you have to have lots of 

energy and lots of time. Maybe you have to have both. It is my 

impression right now that scripting is in the hand of graduate students. 

I'm not talking about arranging short stories, or adapting short 

stories, or maybe even a novel, but actual scripting from a number of 

sources. I think most of the work in the field right now is being done 

by graduate students who have not had the years and years of pressure. 

They can think about a script over a longer period of time. They don't 

have to put on a show this semester, and then another next semester. 

They can thi nk about it for along time and keep work i n9 on it and, 

finally, go to a major professor and say, "I have a script, would you 

like to look at it?" You look at, the kinds of sho\.'JS that people are 

doing now and the ones that are more original or compiled, rather than 

adaptations--oh, people send me programs from allover with the names of 

things that look original to me--and they are always by names I don't 
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recognize. The reason for that is that scripting takes as much time as 

writing an article for a journal. Professors are pushed into writing 

arti cl es for journal s rather than doi ng scri pti ng because scri pti ng 

doesn't get you much credit. Isn't that strange? 

INT: ~~ell, I don't understand it because, to me, scripting 

requires--or is--more difficult; requires more research time. 

CROUCH: And far more creativity. A research paper is one small 

area you focus on. You don't have to be creative or imaginative, just 

spit out the facts. So, we are discouraged from doing it (scripting), 

but if you don't ever do it you don't understand how to do it. That's 

true. It's one of the things I try to tell these committees that are 

requesting information about people who are up for tenure or promotion 

that scriptwriting (putting together a script) is far more demanding in 

research time. But they can't recognize that because it doesn't get 

disseminated to their peers. It is not something that appears allover 

the country; it is just local most of the time. 

INT: That is true for painters and sculptors in academia, too. 

Maybe this is not going to change, but isn't this limitation hurting the 

field of interpretation because the creative area is \'Jhere the real 

possibilities are? 

CROUCH: Yes, it 'j s hurti ng. That I s one of the probl ems with 

i nterpretat i on and it is one of the reasons that \'Je, at the present 

time, are in a state that is causing interpretation to be removed from a 

number of departments, or is made 1 ess important ina number of 

departments, becaus·e peopl e spend thei r research time putti ng together a 

show (which everyone expects them to do, by the way) but no one expects 
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them to have any credit for it. Hell, for instance, right noVl, 11m 

Associ ate Editor for Western Speech. About two months ago I had a 

letter from the editor that said, "We have accepted 8 out of 107 papers 

that have been submitted." They kept sending me articles to read, oh, 

on some rhetorician named Day in the 19th century whom lid never heard 

of, and things like that, but none in interpretation! 

INT: So youlre saying, not that articles are weak in interpre

tation but that they aren't being written? 

CROUCH: Right, they are not being written. 

INT: Someone has said that one of the reasons that interpreta

tion is fading into oblivion (or whatever) is that we need to have 

peop 1 e who are both performers and researcher/scholars and that hardly 

anyone is both. 

CROUCH: I would agree, yes. There are not too many people in 

thi s fi e 1 d who are both. Even among the names that you know in the 

fi e1 d, thi nk about why you kno\ll them and what they have written that is 

important, as far as research is concerned. There isn't time! 

are right, something needs to be written about scriptwriting. 

But, you 

Something 

needs to be written that will gi ve some perspect i ve on it, but I I m not 

sure hoVi you would go about it. We are letting people pile things on us 

in order to get those thi ngs done that have to be done to survi ve in 

academe. 

INT: Well, you should do something to contribute to your field. 

CROUCH: Well, it~contributing to your fiE'ld. I think that 

oral interpretation is one of the primary reasons that young people are 

drawn to the field of speech communication in the first place. They are 
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not dra\'m to organizational communication, except in so far as someone 

can convi nce them that they can get a job. And, to me, goi ng into a 

field in order to be sure of having a job when you graduate is self

defeating. To work at a job that you don't love is the worst fate that 

can happen to any human bei ng! And, not all of us can be oral i nter

preters, and a lot of people find that out eventually, that we can't 

necessarily make a living. But, most of us are still interested in the 

fringe areas of interpretation. I mean, I could teach public speaking 

the rest of my life because I think it has a place in society because I 

think it is, in a way, a different way, to teach people to be creative, 

to be imaginative, to be persuasive. I prefer to teach oral interpreta

tion, but I could be happy teaching almost any area of speech communica

t ion. ~~e see t rends come and go and we'll see what happens. When 

people discover that if you want to be a social scientist, there are 

better ways to be a social scientist than in speech communication. 

I NT: I n your memory, were there teachers who stand out, who 

were particularly admirable or memorable? 

CROUCH: First of all, there ~/as my aunt. She was very influen

tial both in the matter of what I studied and in my continuing through 

school. Strangely enough, one teacher whom I greatly admired was a man 

in government whose name was Dr. Alexander. 

I think I learned a great deal from him. 

coach, probably the best I have ever known. 

He was a debate· coach, and 

He \'/aS an excel 1 ent debate 

He knew practically nothing 

about speech communication, but he certainly knew hovl to organize a 

speech! I think that is one of the talents that I've always had, that 

I've had si nce then, an abil ity to organi ze a speech even when I ~JaS 



185 

short on other abilities. I greatly admired him. Big portions of my 

life have been, I think, chaotic at times, but since that time, I've 

a h/ays had the abil i ty to look at what \."as goi ng on and to put some sort 

of order into teaching, and script\'Jriting and directing. It is 

somethi ng that just happens, that abil i ty to focus the order in whi ch 

things should be done--issues relating to what is important and 

unimportant--like outlining, except that there is no formality to it and 

nothing boring about it. He was a good teacher. 

INT: Did you do well in terms of grades in college? 

CROUCH: I did very well in the things in which I was 

interested, particularly in all the humanities and, probably, very 

poorly in the sciences. ~Jhen I had one semester left to go, one of my 

professors called me in and said, "I know you are a good student and are 

on the honor roll year after year, but unfortunately, you are making a 0 

in statistics, and since you are a good student, I would hate to give 

you a D. Why don't I give you an incomplete and you take statistics 

over?" I said, "Sorry , I don't think I want to repeat statistics again. 

I don't have time." But 7 I was a good student if interested.. I didn't 

kno\lJ \'/hat economi cs vias \'/hen I went to the uni vers i ty but I became 

interested, and also in the social sciences. But I knevi that I had a 

love for literature and was interested in the speech areas before I even 

entered; there were no big changes there. 

INT: Would you talk about your first teaching? 

CROUCH: The first teaching I did, coming from a teaching 

institution of course, was practice teaching. I vias 19 years old and 

assigned to assist, to teach an eight-v/eek summer session to high school 
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seniors. I went to my first class and the principal of the school came 

in and handed me a note that said, "I 1m very, very sorry, but the 

teacher just had an emergency appendectomy and thi s c1 ass is yours. 1I 

This note was from the master teacher who was supposed to supervise me! 

The note went on, "I would like you to do a unit on (oh, I don't 

remember what). I don't want you just to tell the students we are going 

to do a uni t of thi s; I want you to get them to bri ng up ideas, to 

brainstorm and lead them." I don't remember what the unit was supposed 

to be about, but at any rate, \'Ie di d that. Well, I had one idea, and 

they had another idea, and so, for eight \'Ieeks, we studied the ten great 

religions of the world (laughter)! It was fun. 11m sure I learned a 

great deal more than they did. I think I enjoyed teaching--no, I know I 

did--right from the beginning. I did have a few problems as well, 

because of a lack of maturity. I had another problem because, because, 

well, women back then were supposed to be teachers or nurses, and I was 

goi ng to become an economi st. But, of course, no one wanted to hi re a 

19-year-old economist who didn't really kno\'/ anything about it! So, I 

became a teacher in order to earn ali vi ng, and so I di scovered very 

quickly, that being a teacher, being in the classroom, was If,here I 

really belonged. 

INT: Is that when you went to El Dorado? 

CROUCH: Ed Dor-A-do, although it is probably El-do-ah-do 

any\'Jhere else, but this \'Jas in southern Illinois, near little Egypt, 

where all names are peculiar and where Vienna is Vll-enna. That's just 

the way people talk in southern Illinois. It was twenty or thirty miles 

away from the tm'ln where I grew up. I enjoyed it there. Yes, I was 
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secure and confident, and I rather enjoyed teaching high school. But I 

knew thi s town was not \'1here I wanted to be for the rest of my 1 i fee I 

did want to teach but not in that town. The biggest entertainment there 

was to go bowling! The big event was a high school football game. That 

was in 1942 and I taught there for two years u Duri ng my second year 

there I got married. He was a math teacher there. That's how I came to 

Las Cruces. My husband had asthma. I was 25 then and with one chi 1 d. 

He had asthma and so did my daughter. He came here (to Las Cruces) with 

a position, and I didn't have a position \'1hen we came. But, I began 

teaching in January of that year at Court Junior High, and since then, 

live never really officially applied for a position! Then I simply 

walked into the City Superintendent and said, "I need a job and this is 

what I can do." He called me in January and said, "Can you teach 

physical education?" And I said, "Of course I can." (laughter) So, I 

taught physical education for one semester. I had three seventh-grade 

classes, three eighth-grade classes, three ninth-grade classes, and one 

of the ninth-grade classes had 105 girls in it! The smallest class was 

52. The first unit I taught was on folk dancing, and what they expected 

I would teach were the local dances. So, I was going over to a friends ' 

house at night and learning the Mexican Hat Dance and then teaching it 

the next day! But, I 1 earned a lot very, very qui ckly, and I waul d have 

enjoyed it except for the impossibility of the situation. No one can 

teach 105 students physical education in 50 minutes! The best you can 

do is organize. So I would organize a baseball game over here, archery 

over there, tennis over there. I didn't even know where they all \l/ere 
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half the time, and in addition, I was expected to see that they all took 

a shm\ler! 

INT: Maybe you could say that having that debate teacher helped 

you teach physical education, in terms of organizing activities. 

CROUCH: Oh, yes, it did! I was organized to a T! And what 

does thi s all have to do with i nterpretat i on you may want to know? 

Well, eventually, you are going to put on a show a~d when you have 105 

people, oh yes, you get to know how to direct the traffic, you certainly 

do. 

I NT: About the fo1 k danc i ng, I know you are very interested in 

the State of New Mexico and its culture. Do you think your interest in 

New Mexi co culture started through that? It must have been very a1 ien 

to you here, coming from Illinois. 

CROUCH: Yes, 11m sure it did although I didn't see it at the 

time. At that time I was just doing a job and earning a living, but 11m 

sure that much of my interest started then. Actually, when I first came 

here I did not like the State of New Mexico, not when I first came. 

INT: Do you remember why? 

CROUCH: I do remember that we stopped in a rest area outside of 

El Paso to count our money, and if ~/e'd had fifty dollars, v/e'd have 

gone back! And my husband didn1t like it. Oh, it had no trees, it It/as 

dirty, rocky, and it certainly wasn't green; it was such unfamiliar 

territory. It \'/as the fi rst time lid been \'/est of the Mississippi. It 

took me a year to learn to like it, and I think that being with people 

who taught me things was one of the reasons I did learn to like it. But 

there were many, many things so foreign to me. The first thing we both 



189 

did was to take some conversational Spanish; we knew we had to know some 

Spani sh. That was very good for me because that was at a ti me \'/hen the 

town was 80% Spani sh, and the Anglos were sti 11 tryi ng to control the 

Spani sh. There ~-'las no great di ssensi on, just that the Anglos were the 

boss and the Spanish were the inferiors. That was so much so that the 

school board sai d that there wi 11 be no more Spani sh spoken on the 

playgrounds, and here 1 was directing the playgrounds and most of them 

were Spanish! Well, 1 only taught physical education for one semester. 

1 went back to the office and said, "lld like to teach here, and 1 like 

to teach, but 1 wi 11 not teach phys i ca 1 educat ion agai n under these 

ci rcumstances. If you want me as a teacher next year, you gi ve me 

somethi ng el se to teach, somethi ng that can reasonably be done! II And 

they did. They gave me a position teaching English and government and 

drama and speech and whatever else they had a tag-end of. One of the 

courses they gave me was in English and one into which they piled all 

the problem students--23 p rob1 em students--a 1 itt 1 e bit of everythi ng 

(discipline, etc.) About half of them were out of Springer which is the 

local boys correctional institute. Oh, there were emotional problems, 

learning problems; you name it and 1 had them! 1 survived that 

(although sometimes 1 wonder how) and 11m not sure what anyone learned. 

But, 1- learned h01:1 to handle a great many situations. 1 remember one 

boy \'/ho cou1dn lt sit still and he was disturbing me and the rest of the 

class. He would roam, get up and look out the vlindow, his mind 

wandered, not a bad boy, just had no business in a traditional 

classroom. So, eventually, 1 \'JOuld sit him dovln in the front row, put 

my spike heel on top of his toes and say, "Sit still while we learn." 
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He did and \'Je got by! But, of course, you can't deal \'/ith 23 problems 

at one time. The need for discipline in a classroom, to me, comes from 

one of two sources: ei ther you have chi 1 dren who are very, very 

difficult and need special help, or there are discipline problems 

because the teacher is so boring. Bored students don't bother to listen 

and, yes, you can't blame them. 

myse 1 f under those ci rcumstances. 

problems. 

As a matter of fact, I've been one 

Di sci p 1 i ne has not been one of my 

INT: Did you get into -speech and dramatics in that junior high 

school? 

CROUCH: Yes, but there 'lias very 1 ittl e. Mostly I was teachi ng 

language arts, and I did a lot of reading to students, particularly to 

those in the problem classes. I remember, that year, I read all of 

Huckleberry Finn to the problem classes. They really liked it. I also 

remember reading Poe and they liked that, so I did some reading. I did 

have one cl ass of students they put ina speech cl ass (i n juni or hi gh 

school, quite frequently, they put students in a speech class who don't 

have any interests). They put them there because it is supposed to be 

'easy' (anyone can do speech!). I had one class in drama for the eighth 

grade and most of them were a little slow, students that, today, would 

be called 'underachievers '. I learned puppetry that semester because 

that was the limit of their ability. But some of them had real 

homemak i ng sk ills, 1 ike se\'Ji ng, so they 1 earned hO\'J to make costumes. 

And, you remember me talking about understanding about being 'shy' about 

speech, and I kne\ll that that was \lJhere these students \l/ere at that 

particular time. But, if I put them behind puppets and a puppetry 
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stage, then they coul d ta 11< because they di dn' t have to face anyone. He 

had a great deal of fun and even di d some mari onettes. That \'/as all 

somethi ng I 1 earned just from a book and then taught, and I 1 earned, 

too, just to satisfy me. But, most of the time, I vias just simply 

teaching either writing, grammar elements, and literature. Most of the 

chil dren came out of Spani sh-speak i ng backgrounds and thei r readi ng 

skills were not as good in English, but it wasn't that bad really. They 

were much better than juni or hi gh students are today, as I see them, 

because they, at least, had work habits and knew that they were expected 

to do something. But, I thoroughly enjoyed it. I taught there for five 

years, and then I quit teaching in order to have my second child. Of 

course, there were strict regulations then about how, once you looked 

1 ike you were pregnant, you had to quit. But, my daughter \lIas born in 

June and that was some kind of precedent because I was very, very 

pregnant and I was ready to leave, but they just didn't replace me. 

Now, while I was teaching there, we would go back to southern Illinois 

every summer, and I "las studyi ng here for my Master's and my husband for 

his Ph.D. I did my Master's in four summers. l'Jell, \'Je enjoyed it and 

it was a good experi ence. I got my Master's in speech in 1951. 

INT: ~Jhat was \'JOrking on your Master's like? Hho did you study 

with and what courses did you take? 

CROUCH: Hell, I had some interpretation. Parrish was teaching 

that. 

INT: You don't mean Wayland Maxfield Parrish!? 

CROUCH: Oh, yes. And we studied right out of his book Reading 

Aloud. I had two courses from Parrish and I can't remember exactly what 
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they \'/ere called. Oh, one of them was called "Advanced Oral Reading," 

and I don't remember what the other viaS called. He was a very good 

teacher, oh, a handsome distinguished looking man with a goatee. 

INT: Would you talk about what he was like in the classroom? 

CROUCH: We were still "thinking the thought" mostly (laughter). 

If anything was wrong with what you read, it was because you weren't 

"thinking the thought." But, he was a fine reader. He had a beautiful 

voice. Oh, we read the classics mostly. I can remember reading 

Wordsworth and Shelley; he liked the romantic poets. It was very 

stilted and formal in the sense that, oh, you opened your book and began 

to read and you didn't move or anything of that kind. But, you "thought 

the thought! II And we used to wri te a lot! It was fun; I enjoyed it. 

INT: Was there any special time or place when you became 

particularly interested in interpretation? 

CROUCH: I think that the interest was there all along because, 

as I was teaching literature, I was already teaching an oral approach to 

the teaching of literature all along. But, I didn't really give that 

subject any serious consideration until I went back for my doctorate. I 

thi nk I tol d you that I woul d have gotten an undergraduate degree in 

speech if there had been one. As it was, I did take 36 hours of speech 

as an undergraduate--vJhi ch was every hour that was offered--pl us 

everythi ng that was offered in speech pathology. We di d have a ve ry 

fine teacher that came in in the last year I was there and you may have 

heard of her. Her name was Ota Thomas, no\'! Ota Reynol ds, and she vias 

A. Craig Baird's student at IO\,/a. She \r/as a really fine teacher and I 

thoroughly enjoyed her. She \'Jas only there for one year while I was 
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there. She taught for years (she is now retired) but she taught in New 

York, Hunter College, I think. At the Master's level I did all the 

classical work in rhetoric. I did that under Marie Nichols (her name at 

that time was only Marie Hochmuth as she was not married to Nichols 

yet) • Then she was a young woman in her 1 ate 20 IS, and she \'/as a very 

fine teacher, and I was really impressed with her. 

INT: Can you remember her classes? She sounded like someone 

very dedicated to teaching. 

CROUCH: She was, yes. She was a young teacher then, and 

look i ng back, I am sure she was only an assi stant professor with very 

little stature. But, she was a marvelous lecturer and a great 

discussion leader. She did cover rhetoric very, very thoroughly, and 

that was long before her work \'/ith Burke. Oh, that was even before 

Burke's work, I guess. 

INT: Well, you certainly walked right into the big ones. 

CROUCH: Yes, and those are the only teachers I remember from 

that period who made an impression. I remember taking voice science, 

but no one else made an impression on me. 

INT: Did Parrish read for you or do programs? 

CROUCH: Yes. He \'Jas a wonderful reader. He had a very big, 

deep voice. But, he \'/ou1d be considered old-fashioned now (classical 

1 iterature and very stationary), and you had to 1 i sten .Q!!.ll to the 

voice, that was all you got. You didn't get anything from the body. 

But, he was good, and he \'/rote a very good text for that parti cul ar 

period. Yes, he always had his necktie properly tied. Of course, all 

professors \'JOre coats and ties in those days. 
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INT: I have read about Marie Hochmuth Nichols that as a 

memorial to her, the door to her office is never closed, because her 

office door was always open to students. 

CROUCH: Yes, it was always open and you could always talk to 

her. I think then she was close to ten years older than I am and I was 

29 or 30 when I finished there. But she looked very, very young and I 

always thought of her as being very young. I didn't know anything about 

her personally, but she certainly deserved that memorial, and I was very 

fortunate to have had her--very, very fortunate. At that time this \'/as 

a Master's in teaching of speech and I did not have to write a thesis, 

but I had orals. Uh, it lasted for two hours. I went in saying, liMy 

name is Isabel Crouch, my name is Isabel Crouch, my name is Isabel 

Crouch," and, after that, it \'/as very simple. They asked me things I 

knew, I guess. But I remember that, afterwards, Marie Hochmuth took me 

out for a Coke. Then we were at the University of Kansas from 1952 to 

1954 and my husband did his Ph.D. there. There was no Ph.D. in speech 

there at all. I di d go to school for one semester. I remember I took 

some courses in speech pathology (hearing, deafness and stuttering, and 

this and that). I really \'Jasn't particularly interested. I really 

wanted to go to school, and I had thought at the time, what a shame that 

we didn't go somewhere where I could get a degree in something in which 

I was interested. 

INT: Living must have been pretty tight then with little 

children and a doctoral candidate. 

CROUCH: It has been a little 'tight ' most of my life! 

(laughter) But, not bad, we didn't suffer. So, I v/ent to school one 
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semester and gave it up and forgot it compl etely. I \<las juggl i ng a 

child on one arm and a child on another and he was doing his 

dissertation at night. Oh, I felt that it was a very, very lonely time, 

except for the children. I really didn't have a lot of friends there, 

didn't have time, and there \'Jere not a lot of activities in which I 

could be interested. Besides, I didn't like Kansas. This was Lawrence, 

Kansas. 

INT: Did you have ambitions of your own that you felt you had 

to put aside? 

CROUCH: Yes, yes, I did, teaching mostly. At that time I had 

not thought about an advanced degree. So, at any rate, we came back to 

New Mexico. My husband was on educational leave, so he was expected to 

return, and we did. We came back and he, almost immediately, became 

head of the math department. I hadn't planned to teach; the chil dren 

were still little. But they needed someone (the junior high school 

again), and they called and asked if I would teach. I got a 

housekeeper, who also had little children and who needed a job 

desperately~ and I did go back to teach. 

INT: When did you have the fourth child? 

CROUCH: Oh, she's five years younger than the one that was born 

in Kansas, so that was in 1958. Then, in 1963, I was divorced. I was 

doing this and that, and teaching here and there, and the public schools 

kept calling me back to teach. Then I decided that, if I were going to 

support a family, I had to do somethi ng besi des teach school because I 

wasn't going to earn a living for four children by teaching school. 

INT: You must have been very frightened. 
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CROUCH: Oh, yes, I was very frightened. Oh, I had gone back to 

school to take literature, here at Ne\,1 Mexico State, just because I 

wanted to. And it was something I could do and still be with the 

children because I could study with them. 

INT: So, you \'/ere teaching, taking literature courses, and 

taking care of four children. 

CROUCH: And building a house. It was a nice house, but I 

wouldn1t do it again. At first I was still married, but you always do 

somethi ng 1 ike that ri ght before you get a di vorce--you thi nk that \'Ji 11 

make things better. So, here I was in this big house with four 

chil dren, a house with ei ght doors. 

that the doors were locked at night. 

Oh, it kept me busy making sure 

And so, I decided to go into real 

estate and I did that in a couple of weeks. You had to study and take a 

test, but it wasn1t that big a deal. So, I was selling real estate but 

I knew I wasn1t going to do that very long; it was just to make money. 

That worked and I was investing myself so any money that I have 

accumulated was from that. Actually, I did it for a long time but also 

I could not stand it by itself so I only did it for a few months at a 

time. Then someone called and said, we need you desperately at the high 

school to teach the cl asses in 1 i terature that are for the I gi fted 

students I. SO I went to Las Cruces Hi gh School to teach and taught 

there for fi ve years. I enjoyed teachi ng there and that I s where I had 

Charles (Lewis) and Lynda (McCarrell), during that period. 

INT: I was going to ask, because I kno\!1 several of your 

students, and they said that you were very tough as a teacher. t~ere 

you? 
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CROUCH: I think so. But I don't know that that \t/as my 

intention. My intention was not to be tough but it ~ to see that they 

learned something. 

INT: Oh, I don't mean Imean l but hard, difficult. 

CROUCH: I hope so! I meant them to learn something. But I had 

some very good students, and I had some students from that peri od of 

whom I am very proud, like Charles and Lynda, and some followed me into 

the university. Now there are two high schools, but then there was only 

one. I really had some very talented students and I really enjoyed it. 

I was also very active, during that time, in the community theatre. 

That began the year before I started working with it. My children and I 

used to spend weekends building sets and whatever needed to be done. I 

also did some performing and directing. During that period I think it 

was my social life. I didn't want to \t/Ork the rest of my life for so 

little money and high school teaching is very, very difficult. You 

really don't have preparation time with every day five periods in front 

of the classroom and one period off. You can't do all the preparation 

that is necessary and I ~'Ias beginning to feel tense. And that's when I 

went over to Ne\tJ Mexi co State Uni versity, wal ked into the head of the 

speech department's office and said, "If I go get a Ph.D., \'Iill you hire 

me?" And he sai dyes. I had had hi s chi 1 dren in school and so I knew 

him and he kne\tl what kind of a teacher I \'1as and so he said, "Yes, 1111 

hire you." So, I applied for assistantships. My mother still lived in 

southern Illinois and she had become ill, and so I thought lid spend 

that time in southern Illinois and I went there without even an 

assistantship. 



198 

INT: You were taking a big chance. 

CROUCH: Oh, yes, I was. I was 46 then and I had one chi 1 d who 

was 19 or 20, almost finished at the university, two were in high 

school, and one in el ementary school. I tal ked it over with them and 

they, of course, didnlt want to leave (high school students never do). 

You should never try to transplant high school students. I finally 

said, "Look, weill go for just one year (oh, I \'/as ambitious). 1111 do 

my coursework in one year, and at the end of that time, weill come home. 

I promise you that we can come home for Christmas. Now, you have to do 

this and 1111 promise you that." And they did. There were very good 

about it--not completely happy--but they were lovely kids. So, we went! 

INT: At the age of 46, did anyone discourage you? 

CROUCH: Only the one man who was head of the graduate program 

at Southern Illinois University. He wasnlt going to give me a graduate 

assi stantshi p (1 aughter) • It was my age, ~ the fact that I was a 

woman! As he said, "Homen donlt contribute much, and after all, you are 

getting up in years and you donlt have that long to contribute and we 

canlt anticipate any great contribution from you." But, they gave me a 

job because they had classes they couldnlt fill with teachers, and so I 

did go to \'lOrk right a\'Jay as a TA in speech communication. I taught 

regular beginning speech courses. 

INT: Who was teaching there at that time? 

CROUCH: Oh, most of the people who are there now. Marion 

Kleinau is there, of course. She was a person who was influential and 

she was a great teacher. She was the reason I went into interpretation. 
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But, oh, I probably had it in the back of my mi nd all along because I 

wanted to do anything connected with literature. 

INT: Was there anyone who encouraged you? 

CROUCH: No, no, not particularly. It \<las my idea and I did it. 

INT: Didn't you have doubts, moments when you said, oh, I don't 

know if I can do this? 

CROUCH: No, I 1 i ked goi ng to school. I enjoyed it. I thi nk I 

could have been a lifelong student. I really enjoy going to classes and 

I enjoy doi ng the work, I enjoy ~ part of educati on. It never 

bothered me that I didn't get any encouragement. Oh, I think I did have 

encouragement from Marion K1einau and there was another woman who 

encouraged me, too. Her name as Dorothy Higginbotham, in speech educa

tion. She is now at the University of Oklahoma; I trust her completely. 

I was older than most of the people there, older than Marion and 

Dorothy. But, I had the great fortune to have A. Craig Baird there one 

year. He had come back to teach, from his seventeenth retirement, and 

he was ma rve 1 ous! He was teachi ng phi 1 osophy of rhetori c and, whi 1 e I 

had no great interest in the phi 1 osophy of rhetori c, I hild interest in 

that c1 ass! We wrote a paper, a rather long paper, every week! He was 

a marvelous man, just marvelous. Baird was one of the blessings of our 

profession. He turned out so many people \'Jho were so well trained. 

And, of course, he was so old then--I think he was 87 years old the year 

I knew him--and he did not have a Ph.D. because there had been no one to 

gi ve him one! But yet, he \'Jas the teacher of most of our ancestors 

(laughter) who have Ph.D.s, and they got them from him \'/ho never had 

one! He was a marvelous man. I don't kno\,1 how many times he retired, 
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but there \\las a joke \'Ihen he \\las there that that was hi s seventeenth 

time. Oh, he \'Ias an experience in itself! l~ell, by that time he was 

just a teacher. He did not have the pep or the energy he must have had 

when he was a young man. Oh, he knew so much; he was so wise! So, he 

sat there in his little chair rubbing his right leg--to keep the 

circulation going--and kept on talking and talking, and it was just a 

pleasure to listen. He read all our papers and made extensive notes. I 

still have some of those papers. You haven't lived until youlve had 

Bai rd red mark a paper for you. He was great! I I ve not had a lot of 

great teachers, but live certainly been fortunate in having at least one 

every place I was and sometimes more than one. 

INT: Are there any of them that you have tried to emulate or 

wanted to emulate, or are they all mixed? 

CROUCH: Oh, it's sort of a conglomeration of a great many 

people. And, oh, one of them, that I haven't mentioned, who was not at 

any of those schools but who was at New Mexi co State Uni vers i ty, was 

Marion Hardman. She was the first winner of the Westhafer Award here. 

All the time I was teaching the publ ic school s here, I used to go and 

sit in on her classes (literature classes). She kne\1/ a great many 

things and she spouted it to you in poetry, I mean, this lady talked 

poetry, her lectures \'Iere poetic. She had a poetic "Jay of talking but 

she did not write and, as far as I know, she never wrote anything. She 

was not a \'/ri ter, she was not a researcher, but she was a teacher. She 

reminded me a lot of my aunt--\,/hy, she even looked like my aunt--she 'lIas 

a great teacher and I really admired her. As many times as I could I 

took courses from her. I have her granddaughter as a student now. She 
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came into my chil dren I s 1 iterature cl ass two years ago and I looked at 

that name and sa; d, "Are you rel ated to Mar; on Hardman?" "Oh, yes, 

she's my grandmother and she's the reason 11m here. She told me to come 

in and take the course. II She is still there and is goi ng to be one of 

our graduate assistants next semester. 

INT: To go back a bit, you said you thought you had an interest 

in interpretation but that it was with. Marion Kleinau that the interest 

solidified. How did that happen? 

CROUCH: I took a course from her and liked it immediately. I 

think it was in the oral interpretation of prose. She was very 

difficult as a teacher; she really makes you do a lot of work. But, she 

is very open and above-board and she tal ked very well. She 1 ectures 

well and is very interesting to listen to. There, and I think for the 

first time, I realized that interpretation may not be that static kind 

of experience that I had had as an undergraduate, that it could, indeed, 

be somethi ng that was movi ng and meani ngful rather than simply 1 ooki ng 

at a book and playing with your voice. It was a very structured class 

although you could pretty well choose what you wanted in prose. She was 

a very tough critic. I \'JOrked hard and was not afraid of the critiques. 

I just liked her and enjoyed the course and took several more. Hell, I 

stayed there for one year and finished the coursework in one year, 

except for eight hours v/hich I finished the next summer. See, I had 

taken so much--I went in the fall and all the academic year and the 

foll owi ng summer--and had pil ed up so many hours. Then I \'1ent back in 

December and took my \'1rittens and then took another year after that to 
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finish my dissertation. I wrote that back here as I was already 

teaching at New Mexico State. 

INT: So, \'Jhen the chairman said he would hire you he really 

meant that. 

CROUCH: Oh, yes, he did. His name was Ed Garrett, and there 

was a job open. Now, I don't know whether he made it for me or not. 

And he said, lIyou are, of course, going to begin a readers theatre?1I 

And I said, 1I0f course. 1I Nm'J, this was in 1969, and when I walked in 

here there was one beginning interp course with seven or eight students 

in it and that was the interp program! This was one class, taught once 

a year, as long as there had been a department, probably. But, 

immediately, once they got someone there with an interest in the field, 

the program began to grow. 

INT: Were you excited? 

CROUCH: Oh, yes, I was! Yes, I could walk right in and do 

whatever I had wanted to do. So, I organized a readers theatre for that 

fall. Readers theatre then \'Jas still relatively new. lid never seen 

but t\'JO readers theatres in my life, both at Southern Illinois. One of 

them was a play, Da rk of the Moon, and the other \'/as somethi ng about 

Charlie Bro\'Jn at Christmas. My first script here ViaS called Indian 

Rhythm, a very nat; ve ki nd of scri pt. It tri ed to accompl ish too much 

and I didn't know what I was doing, but it turned out all right, as it 

happened, because we worked hard on it. Thi s scri pt was New Mexi can 

Indian lore and poetry, and I brought in 25 Indian dancers. This \lIas 

very ambitious, particularly when all you have to perform in is a big 

classroom. 
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INT: Oh, right, you wouldn't have had the new readers theatre 

building at that time. 

CROUCH: No, my facilities were usually whatever I could find. 

For years I was in Gutherie 100 (a classroom building) and it was just a 

1 arge cl assroom with a space dm'ln in front. There was no stage and 

raked seating for about 125 people. There were doors on either side of 

the playing space, and here were the students down in front doing their 

performances, and everyone listening intently, and the doors would open 

and someone would walk in. They'd come right through the stage area 

into the audience (laughter)! Then we moved to Hardman 106 (a building 

named after the teacher I told you about) and that was too large, a 

lecture hall, long and narrow, and it did have a stage and seated about 

350 people which meant it was too big. But at least no one could walk 

across the stage. Hell, by that time we had some portable lights and 

we'd set those up about two-thirds of the way back and have no seating 

behi nd them. Thi s meant we caul d seat about 250 peopl e and we usually 

did. 

INT: So, you were getting audiences at the start? 

CROUCH: Oh, yes. ~~ell, not ri ght from the start, but pretty 

soon. We did advertise in newspapers on campus and off, and we also did 

some spots on radio. We also, well, I took a lot of students out to a 

lot of cl ubs and organi zati ons in tmm to show peopl e ~Jhat we were 

doing. Oh, yes, ~Je did 'spots' all over town. It \'1as a conscious 

effort to go out and get this to the public, and it worked. They, the 

public, \flere cautious at first. They didn't know what readers theatre 
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was. I didnlt have a lot of questions though I think the public got 

into it very quickly--just as soon as they found out what it was. 

INT: live heard it said that one of the reasons that 

interpretation is dwindling is because we donlt go out and show people 

what it is. So, you did that very deliberately and very consciously. 

You were doi ng a kind of commun ity serv i ce, too. Did that ra i se any 

money for the school? 

CROUCH: Yes, I did. But raising money, no, not a lot and the 

performances on our campus have always been free. Occas iona 11y, from 

some clubs, there might be a check for this or that, but not a lot. We 

did one show for a big group in El Paso and got a standing ovation and 

they said, "How do you earn money?" And we said, "\'Je donlt." And she 

said, "Well, I propose we give you some." Immediately they had a hat 

being passed around and wound up with $120 or so. People do give us 

money, occasionally, but not a great deal and certainly not enough for 

scholarships. Also, when I first came, I taught public speaking, speech 

communication for the classroom teacher, tricultural communication, and 

vo i ce and d i ct ion, and whatever else needed to be taught, plus oral 

interpretation. Now I am teaching, well, next fall for example, I \,/i11 

be teaching beginning oral interpretation, beginning readers theatre, 

one class in speech for the classroom, and a graduate seminar in poetry. 

So, I have a full load full-time. Now we have two courses in readers 

theatre and about six courses in oral interpretation. Then, it was just 

me. Well, we had been planning, ever since lid been in the department, 

for the new building. And it was, this year we will get it--then 

no~-then, this year we will get it--then no--and on and on and, finally, 
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in 1978, it \'/as approved as an English/Speech building. In 1980 we 

moved into it. One of the things that was going to be built was an 

elaborate readers theatre space; Mark Medoff from the theatre department 

even came over to help me plan it. Then they broke the news to me that 

we didn't have enough money for that elaborate a plan and sop the next 

thing I was told was that we had to cut the readers theatre building 

completely! So I said, 

building, then you cut me. 

"Fine. When you cut the readers theatre 

I'm ret i ri ng! " And I meant it! I cou1 d go 

on without that building, but I just wasn't going to. At any rate, they 

did build the readers theatre building, but it was just bare bones. 

There is just a plain straight floor, but it is space and I appreciate 

it. I've had a good time there but still don't have a stage. The stage 

is platforms and blocks and we move them wherever we wish. It wasn't 

1 ack of support for readers theatre then, it was 1 ack of funds, and I 

st ill feel fortunate that we got any space at all. It's there and we 

love it, even if it is inadequate. There are things that can be done. 

I got a piano this year, and we asked for a portable stage, and I asked 

for a viewing screen to go across one entire end, and I asked for more 

electrical outlets. I think you have to fight for any program. But, 

I've had some marvelous backing and the Uni vers ity has al so been very 

good to me as far as travel funds are concerned. 

INT: You've been able to take kids to a lot of places, and 

you've attracted a lot of interest among the students in oral 

interpretation. What do you think attracted them? Energy? Was it the 

creativity? 
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CROUCH: I think it was the opportunity to be creative. And a 

lot of them who were not speech mdjors thought that, well, this is my 

one opportunity to have fun, to ~njoy myself, and to create something. 

No~ to me it is more than just having fun, but I do a lot of that, too 

(laughter). No, I like what I do. 

INT: I think you said something (in Readers Theatre News) about 

when you first began, everybody had a stand and a stool and you said, we 

don't even own stools anymore. Was that it? 

CROUCH: I think I said, "I have some if I can find them 

(laughter) ." 

INT: That was a big change in a short time. 

CROUCH: A very short time! That happened very quickly. Yes, I 

think it was something that happened with everyone and I don't know how 

or why. But I think that over the years, gradually, that people in 

theatre have moved closer to readers theatre and peop1 e in readers 

theatre have moved closer to theatre. 

INT: What do you think caused that? I mean, it is a very short 

time for the crossover. Was it TV, because people travel more, changing 

schools, particular teachers? 

CROUCH: Oh, I think it is some of all of that, plus, I think 

some of it can be credited, as far as theatre is concerned, to the avant 

garde style of writing; playwrights had something to do with it. 

Directors, too, yes. All of it had an influence, and I think that 

everyone who is in my position, in that what we were doing was striving 

for whatever worked, was influenced. I think it came immediately after 

a lot of things had been happening during the '60s and '70s with a lot 



207 

of people. I th.ink things even as remote as the Viet Nam Har had an 

effect. Rebell ion was a big part of it. It was the same with pl ay

wrights, directors, even with student performers. We do what works. 

Oh, I've tried something new just for the sake of trying something new 

and it didn't work (laughter), and I have done it when it did work! So, 

it has been an interesting time period to be involved with readers 

theatre and interpretation. 

INT: Then, too, you've seen in your life as a reader as well as 

your years as a director or working with literature, you've seen a lot 

of changes in writing. 

CROUCH: In writing styles, yes. Well, I have to take the 

1 iterature itsel f and start from there. And I know that when I was a 

beginning director in readers theatre I would never have tackled poetry, 

to use poetry as theatre. It was too static. But over the years I've 

tried more and more and now my favorite thing is poetry! I prefer to do 

poetry to anything else. I don't know why, but I do. 

INT: Do you think a lot of the movement, moving and more 

theatrical attempts or possibilities, were found in the literature 

itsel f? 

CROUCH: Yes, I do think the writing is inching more in that 

direction. And, recently, my students have become interested in this 

very means of writing a script. 

INT: This--you mean, oral histories? 

CROUCH: Yes, and I think it has great potential. 

INT: You are also considered a scholar and have constantly kept 

up research and writing. Was that a very conscious effort on your part? 
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CROUCH: No, I just took a chunk out of something I was doing or 

enjoyed doing or wanted to do. I think that you have to do some 

research, and I really think that you have to do research in order to be 

an effective teacher. You have to do a lot of research, and you have to 

do a lot of research in order to write a script. And, things being what 

they are, if you research, why not write it? 

INT: Do you feel that obligation as a scholar? 

CROUCH: Yes, I do. And I try to impress that on my graduate 

students. Most of my students are undergraduates, but I have some 

Master's students. 

INT: Do you think it is possible to be both a performer and a 

scholar? 

CROUCH: Yes, although that depends on what you call a scholar, 

but, yes, I think it's possible. I do think you have to emphasize one 

or the other. I mean that one has to take precedence over the other. I 

don't think you can't be both, but I think all true artists are 

scholars, and I sincerely believe that. 

INT: I know you don't have any lists of shows you've done right 

here at the moment, but of anyone I've met in this field, it seems that 

you are always directing a show or you have something coming up. You 

really do a show, what, every semester? 

CROUCH: Every semester I do a show, since 1969, for 16 years. 

So, I must be doing, oh, at least my 32nd show this spring. 

INT: Without a list here and without having the time right now 

to think back much, which shows, to you, came closest to what you have 
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envisioned? Or where you took a risk and it worked, which were the most 

satisfactory? 

CROUCH: I don't really know. There have been so many of them. 

I probably spent more time on the Chautauqua show than all the rest of 

them. It was much like your history script, probably, a little bit of 

everything. I went to the Chautauqua Library, and I read through all 

the books they had, and I read through all their scrapbooks which was 

very, very interesting. I had a good time with it. I really, really 

did, mainly because it was one of the early shows. Finally, when I did 

it, the cast had 22 people in it, if you can imagine a cast of 22! 

INT: Did you try to simulate a sort of real Chautauqua show? 

CROUCH: No. I sort of did a history of it, of the tent 

Chautauqua, not the whole Chautauqua. I enjoyed that show because it 

was fun and so many people came out of the woodwork to tell me things 

that they had experienced with Chautauqua. These were townspeople, and, 

oh, I discovered that there actually was a tent pitched here in Las 

Cruces on the ban ks of the Rio Grande. Yes, Chautauqua came that far 

south! They used to come here every summer for a long time, well up 

into the 1920s. Then, the show that I did that I got the most mi 1 eage 

out of was the show I wrote for our 200th anniversary (1976) called The 

Revolutionary ~/oman. That played all over the state and in E1 Paso, 

Texas. It wen t to Albuquerque a couple of times and to Los Alamos. 

That sho\'l got a lot of mil eage because so many peop1 e were interested. 

We did it for the Bicentennial celebration here in Las Cruces, and we 

did it then in the downtown mall in an abandoned store building that we 

sort of resurrected for that purpose. There were a number of important 
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people who came to see it and who were, I think, really impressed by it, 

not important people in interpretation but in poiitics. I did a lot of 

research on what women were 1 ike then, at the time of the Revo1 ution. 
, 

It was in three phases, about the revolutionary woman at the time of the 

Revolution for the first part. Then, the revolutionary woman in the 

process of winn ing the vote and, fina 11y, the modern woman. So, it was 

interesting and fun. There was a lot of reading, a lot of interesting 

reading, and I went into it with some kind of an idea of what I was 

looking for. It took probably a year or more. I think a script like 

that has to sort of simmer in your mind for awhile before you can 

actually get anything done with it. And I had done a script on women 

before, not in anywise similar to this one, but at least I had already 

done some research before I went into this one. 

INT: When you have an idea for a script like this and you have 

to go on with your other duties at the same time, does the script take 

over part of your life, your thoughts? 

CROUCH: No. There are times you work on it and times to forget 

it, otherwise, you'd go insane. Oh, I've done some funny shows and I've 

performed in a lot of kinds of places. I think one of the most unusual 

shows I have ever done was in the New Mexico State University 

natatorium. That was done at the swimming pool, and we did a show with 

the synchronized swimming team. It was a long time ago. I can't 

remember what the scri pt was, but there was a poem, a Carl Sandburg 

poem, II From the four corners of the earth, from corners 1 ashed in wind, 

and bitten with rain and fire, from places where the winds begin. II 
• • J 

(liThe People, Yes") and as we would say these lines, the swimmers would 
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come in, If From the four corners •• If (laughter). And it \-/as really a 

fun thing to do; it was so different. 

INT: Well that certainly combines your physical education 

background! 

CROUCH: Well, I don't know what it combined, but I swore, after 

it was over, I'd never do another one 1 ike that. We had stands, 1 ike 

football bleachers, and we had microphones. I didn't really have the 

idea for that. Actually, the director of the synchronized swimming team 

ca 11 ed me and said, lit-Ie need an announcer for the swim event. II I sa id, 

II~Jhat do you mean, an announcer?1I And he said, 1I~'Jell, just someone to 

explain what they're doing. 1I So I said, 1I\Olhy don't we do a show? II 

(laughter) I don't know why I said that, I just don't know. Maybe I'd 

just finished reading something that reminded me of swimming. They 

don't even have that synchronized swimming team anymore, but at one time 

they were very interesting to watch. \-le had a big audience for that; 

the bleachers were full. ~Jho wouldn't come out to see a combination 

readers theatre-swimming team, and we worked in the modern dance group, 

too! \oJho wouldn't come out? They had audiences; all three perfonnances 

had audiences. People had a hard time finding a seat! No, not everyone 

just goes to cowboy bars here in Las Cruces. You get a different I<ind 

of audience. I do have certain people who show up no matter what. Then 

I have peopl e who show up for two or three semesters and they wi 11 1001< 

at me and say, II Oh, why don't you do something funny for a change. 1I 

INT: Hhat other strange places have you done perfonnances in? 

CROUCH: That show, The Revolutionary Homan that I was talking 

about, for example, we performed in a great many places and different 
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kinds of pl aces. He did it for the wives of the members of the state 

Bar Association and they were meeting at the Hol iday Inn. There is a 

little stage and a dance hall that opens up into a fonnal dining room 

and we used the little stage. They sat there, some in the bar, and some 

in the dining room, and all the time we were perfonning there was a 

fashion shO\'l going on at the same time. People in clothes just kept 

parading around. Oh, that was a bit frustrating. Another time we did a 

show on Billy the Kid. We have a Billy the Kid bar h~re in Las Cruces. 

He grew up in this area and was in jail here in Mesilla, and a great 

many of his relics were in La Posta (now a restaurant) at one time. 

But, at any rate, the owner of the Billy the Kid bar heard about the 

show and he said, II Fi ne, so why don't you do a show here at the bar? II 

So, we did! And most of the audience were people who had come to see 

the show. It was just a bar with seats scattered around here and there, 

and we had the audience with us, but there were also a couple of 

out-of-town businessmen who were sitting in one corner and just 

drinking. Our show proceeded and then, about halfway through the show, 

one of them turned and yelled, "Hhat the hell is going on here anyway?" 

I've become a little more careful about where I perfonn. 

INT: \oJel1, some people think that using alternate spaces is a 

new idea, but you've been doing that for a long time. 

CROUCH: Oh, I'm still doing it, somewhat. I've used school 

cafeterias, living rooms, hotels, banquet halls, wherever there is space 

I have been. I wan ted to perform in the art museum, and I have 

perfonned in the park and in churches, even from the pulpit. I thought 

people were always performing in various areas. I've been doing it for 
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a long time. Once we went up to Glorietta (Ne\'l ~1exico). It 'was a kind 

of retreat, religious and otherwise. There were a lot of people there 

with hearing problems and the students had to shout before they got 

through because of the people with hearing problems. We didn't realize 

that before we went. 

INT: Was the Chautauqua show your biggest cast? 

CROUCH: Oh, I've had casts of 22, 23, 24--well, because I truly 

do educational readers theatre and while I might start out with ten or 

twelve in mind, and I rarely start with fewer than that for a production 

here on campus--if someone comes around who is really interested, who 

really wants to perform, I can usually make room for them. 

INT: By rewriting? 

CROUCH: Oh, I jut usually rearrange. It depends on if it is a 

compiled script or where people are playing many roles, then we just 

divide some. The more people I can get to have this experience, that's 

what is more important. For instance, Bosque Redondo I've scripted for 

ten voices. I thought that would be a nice number. I had in mind five 

men and five women and, as it turned out when I got through casting, I 

had ten women and six men. The men dropped like flies when I told them 

they would have to read poetry (1 aughter) • So, I \'Jent with what I had. 

And now I'm down to ten people again, which is fine, right where I want 

it, except now the division is seven women and three men. So, you 

rework and rework the script according to voices. 

INT: Do you have general auditions for everything? 

CROUCH: Yes, for each thing I do, each major production. If 

I'm doing something \·,ith two or three people, I'll hold auditions. Yes, 
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I worry more about letting the student have this chance than that they 

might not do it right. I worry more about the student. And people who 

really want to perform usually can be made something out of. Usually 

mote people turn out that I can use. I always have some good drama 

people. Rapport with the drama department is very good on this campus. 

INT: Any other shows? 

CROUCH: I've done a lot of New Mexico scripts. I did one 

called My Mother the Earth, My Father the Sky which was a compiled 

script also of both New Mexican and Indian writers. Sometimes I sort of 

forget unless someone reminds me exactly what scripts I've done. 

INT: Do you always have several scripts going at the same t'ime, 

in your mind I mean, because I know you read all the time. 

CROUCH: Oh, sometimes I do and sometimes I don't. I frequently 

keep folders and when I have an idea, then I'll start putting material 

in a folder. I think this is a good way to do it for a compiled script. 

Now the compiled script is getting more and more difficult because of 

the copyright 1 aWe But, it is easy to do as long as I stay in New 

Mexico and that's partly why I have so many compiled New Mexico scripts. 

The writers in New Mexico have some very strong organizations, and most 

of them know me and they know what I do, and they have seen my work and 

so they are quite willing for me to use their work. I don't have to go 

to the publishers; I go right to the writer. And p I've certainly given 

their work some publicity, yes. 

INT: Have you ever won any awards for your \'1ork for the State 

of New Mexico? 
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CROUCH: I had an award as Distinguished Woman of New Mexico. 

That was for work with New Mexican literature. And then, I have won the 

Westhafer Award for Excellence in Teaching--that is a New Mexico state 

University award. It is an award that is given to one person in the 

Un ivers i ty every other year for teachi ng and the other year for 

research. I won it for teach i ng. 

INT: How did you feel about that? 

CROUCH: Oh, very complimented, very rewarded. It is a very 

dignified affair where many guests come--the Board of Regents and 

whoever happens to be around--and it is a great honor. It has always 

been a very dignified ceremony until the year I won it (laughter)! The 

way it normally is, you write an address and del iver the address and 

then the President of the University presents you an award. It is an 

opportunity (and a lot of people have used it as an opportunity) to say 

anything you want to, and you can! So, some of those speeches have been 

downright slanderous. And some people have just simply talked about 

their ideas about education, about the University in general, whatever. 

At any rate, I gave my speech and everything was going along smoothly 

and then the head of the committee announced that we had one more item 

to add to the agenda! Some of my students had requested the opportunity 

to present a readers theatre! (laughter) ~Je11, there went the dignity! 

The Uestha fer award wi 11 never be the same aga in. 

INT: What did they do? 

CROUCH: Oh, they just did a little skit and it was about me, 

and it was all very silly and foolish and funny, and ev'eryone had a 

great time. But (laughter) it was something that had never been done 
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before. It was fun. I received a check and a plaque plus my name 

permanently engraved in the library. 

INT: Do you regard yourself first and foremost as a teacher and 
, 

would you rather have received that award for teaching or research? 

CROUCH: A teacher. Yes, I do. lid rather have gotten that for 

teaching, thank you (laughter). Oh, they have been giving that award 

since 1957 I think. The first award was won by the teacher I told you 

about that I admired, Marion Hardman. After that there had not been an 

award to another woman until I came along! That' s right--they were all 

men for 22 years. 

INT: ~Jhile we are near that subject, has being a woman proved 

difficult? Have things been harder, or is getting recognition, getting 

things done, been more difficult for you? 

CROUCH: No, I don't think so. I think that a woman on any 

campus still has to work harder than most men work. The only thing, as 

far as I am concerned, that's been difficult is that with the pressure 

for women to be represented in every area there have been times that I 

have been the token woman on as many as fi fteen different un ivers ity 

committees at one time! You sure get numb in a hurry that way. 

INT: Youlve never felt discriminated against or underpaid or 

not taken seriously? 

CROUCH: No, I don't think so. 

INT: What about outside associations and affiliations? Youlve 

held offices in SCA and • ? . .. 
CROUCH: In SCA, Interpretation Division, there are more It/omen 

than men. I think if you are in interpretation you are a majority; no 
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problem there. Men may have it difficult. And I have not had it 

difficult on this campus, although some women feel that they have. If 

you average out and compare women's sal aries on campus, you will find 

that they are lower, but I feel, right now, that that is due to the fact 

that women are still in the lower ranks of the teaching profession. We 

have few women who are scientists. I think here we have one engineer, 

but most of the women on our campus are either in the humanities area of 

arts and sciences or are in education. 

INT: Are there any shows that you've always wanted to do but 

have never done, or writers you have wanted to script but have not? 

CROUCH: I think that if there are any for whom I have a great 

urge to do something, I would have already done it. There is nothing 

I'm looking forward to getting in before I leave. I don't think so. 

I NT: In your own fi eld, have there been peopl e whom you have 

admired enormously or learned from, not as a student, but people whose 

work you found exciting or inspiring? 

CROUCH: I think there are a number of people whom I find 

interesting and exciting. I admire Kristin Valentine immensely. I 

admire Joanna McClay. I've always admired \'Jallace Bacon. There are a 

number of other people that I admire in the field, too. I see people at 

festivals I admire and then my own students, too. 

INT: Do you think there is hope for a future in oral interpre-

tat ion? 

CROUCH: Oh, yes, I think there is hope for the future. I 

think, more and more, oral interpretation \'1111 be pushed out of speech 

departments and into theatre departments. But, I thi nl< it wi 11 go 
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through a cycle. I think oral interpretation will be rejuvenated. I'm 

not say i ng it wi 11 not go bac k to speech. I' th ink speech \'ii 11 go 

through cycles, too. I think we will fill this world with people who 

know how to go into organizations and communicate, and they will 

communicate so well that advertising will be bigger and better, and 

sales will be bigger and better, and the world will get worse and worse, 

and eventually people will turn back to poetry (laughter). You know, we 

have to let them have what they want! 

INT: 00 you have a lot of students come into oral interpreta

tion without really knowing what it is? 

CROUCH: Right. I've had students who came into oral interpre

tation having no idea what they were doing in it. Oral' interpretation 

on this campus is not a requirement. Some people come in thinking they 

are coming into a reading course. I don't have as many problems with 

people coming into interp as I do with people coming into readers 

theatre. Quite frequently they think that they are coming into a 

remedial reading clinic. They have no idea what they are getting into. 

Students who find they might have to memorize lines disappear just like 

the boys did when they found out that they were going to read poetry 

(1 aughter) . 

INT: For those who stay, what value do you think oral 

interpretation is to their lives? 

CROUCH: For one thing, some of them come in knowing practically 

nothing of literature and they learn to like and appreciate literature. 

Some of them come in liking to read but disliking poetry and some of 

them go on to appreciate it. I think it changes them in many ways, not 
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only \,/ith their familiarity with literature and their appreciation of 

literature, but it also gives them a great deal of poise and confidence 

that they didn't have when they came in. It gives them, in readers 

theatre, the ability to work with other people, to do something 

creative. I am not one of those directors who goes in and says, "You 

move here, and you move there, and you move here, you make this gesture, 

you do that." I'm much more inclined to listen to all their ideas and 

so I think, many times, what I have is not something I've really 

directed--although in the final analysis I do--but something we have put 

together--a composite of everyone's ideas. And, quHe frequently, the 

students come up with much better ideas than I have. Yes, working with 

young people excites me, it really does. Now I don't have the energy I 

used to have, the physical energy. And I'm always glad when a show is 

over, and I have been for the last few years simply because that gives 

me some hours to do something else. But, I'm still glad I did it and I 

still like doing it. One of the nice things I've been doing lately is 

that I've videotaped every show since we've been in the new building. 

We tape the night before, at dress rehearsals. I show them in classes 

as examples and I also loan them out so that other people can see them. 

Do you remember the show \tIe brought to Tucson, Merry Medieval Christmas? 

That was simply a medieval play and we set it in Las Cruces--scenes that 

would be famil iar to Las Cruces--and then \oJe brought it to Tucson and 

substituted Ari zona. At any rate, that is one shmoJ that is used every 

Christmas here in Las Cruces and some organization puts on the play. 

So, that is used every Christmas, and it is a good script. Tom Erhard 
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scripted that and it is published now with Dramatists Play Service. 

That is a very workable script. 

INT: Do students often come to you with scripts? 

CROUCH: Sometimes, but usually only students \,/ho have worked 

with me. 

INT: I know you have a big coll ection of material. What has 

been your experience with copyright permissions? 

CROUCH: It has been relatively good. I think people are 

usually willing to give permission, but that is one reason why I don't 

charge for performances as that would just complicate the issue. I just 

write or call them and tell them exactly what I'm doing and I've never 

been denied permission, just charged a small fee a few times. I 

remember once I wanted to include a twelve-line poem and it wasn't the 

greatest poem on earth, but it fit the script and was a transition 

between two things--a perfect fit for what I wanted. The author was 

dead and I had not heard of him before and the publishing company wrote 

back and said, yes, we could have permission for a fee of $50 for the 

twelve lines for each performance. So, one of my talented students, who 

just happened to be in the room at the time, looked at that poem and 

said, "ls that worth $50? I think I can \'Jrite one better." And he did. 

INT: I wish you would talk a little more about actually 

scripting a show. 

CROUCH: \1e 11, a show is never scri pted unti 1 you are through 

with it! And you don't just write a show, you perform a show. You put 

something on paper and it is not necessarily what you want and you don't 

kno\'J that unt i 1 you see it. You have to look at it wi th performers! 
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Shows are continually changed. You just keep working on it until you 

are through working on it. That's all I know about shows. And if 

someone thro\,/s you a piece of paper and says, "write this show," you 

throw it back to them. I think scripting for performance is similar to 

writing a play--you have to see the people. And you keep changing it, 

maybe not as much as a playwright does, but you still keep changing it 

until it sounds right, until it's there. Of course you have to have the 

theme or the idea or a collection of material together first. I think I 

have a specific way of working, but I'm not that sure what the specific 

way is. I think I work at it. \'Jell, I begin by reading material, and 

I'm taking someone else's material to make it into a script, and I'm not 

really sure where I start. Oh, maybe with this part should be done by 

someone and that part by someone else. I sort of do hear it in my mind 

so I'll frequently change things during rehearsals. I have six weeks 

for every rehearsal for every show and most of the time that is adequate 

for the changing I want to do. When you are doing a student final, a 

compiled script, I don't think you are really telling them to do a 

script. Then you simply say, take a theme of some sort and build around 

it and start with something you really enjoy. 

INT: Do you think that the real basis for scripting is that you 

have to have read a lot for a long time? 

CROUCH: Yes, I do. That's right, you read a lot of material 

and, somehm-/, it all fall s together. But most beginning students come 

in with very little literature so it is not something you can ask a 

beginning student to do. 
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INT: Could you just talk about your approach to teaching, your 

objectives, how you set up a class. Do you have theories? 

CROUCH: I don't think it matters to me what I'm teaching. It 

matters to me who I'm teaching. That's why I have so much difficulty 

with courses such as public speaking. There is that mass lecture where 

I don't know the students' names! I think you have to begin with the 

student and go from there, and I don't think that can be done in mass or 

large classes. You have to know who students are, you have to know what 

they know, before you can teach them anything. Sometimes they know far 

more than you think they do. So, my view of teaching is that you 

proceed from where the students are. I think it would be nice if we had 

tests that would show where students are coming from, but we don't. 

INT: How do you do it? How do you find out? 

C ROUe H: I don't knm·l. Samet imes it is the end of the semester 

before I knO\'J it, and in the meantime, I stumble along just as in 

scriptwriting! But, you have to regard students as people, as human 

beings, as someone to whom you can tal k and with whom you have 

meaningful relationships, although they do have to be formal kinds of 

relationships. But, sometimes I come out of a class not knowing that 

and then I think I haven't taught my students anything. I'm just not 

sure how you go about it, you just do! If you care about \'Ihat students 

are and what they need to know, somehow you find a way to do it. Hhen I 

have a class of 150, I feel very frustrated. We have 25 cards cut for 

interp, but I've had as many as 45 in a class. Those are Monday

ltJednesday-Friday classes and \l/hat I do in a situation like that is 

simply teach an extra session. I say, how many of you can be here on 
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Tuesday and Thursday. Then I do a general discussion on Monday and take 

half the class on Tuesday-Thursday and half on Hednesday and Friday. 

INT: Do you have a standard opening lecture, and do you feel 

students should be up and performing as soon as possible? 

CROUCH: First, I talk about oral interpretation generally, not 

history. Somewhere I do talk about history. Yes, they should start 

perfonning early, very definitely. The students in my classes do a lot 

of performing and they receive a lot of encouragement. I have a theory 

that you always say something good before you say something negative. I 

try to treat students equally, but I think you say something nice before 

you critique. 

INT: \~hat are the qualities you think a teacher of interpreta

tion needs to have? 

CROUCH: I don't think there are any differences between a 

teacher of interpretat ion and a teacher of 1 iterature, a teacher of 

history, or a teacher of anything else. First of all, you have to like 

students. You have to be wi 11 ing to accept them for what they know and 

for what they don't kno\-I. I don't think there are any differences. 

I've taught a lot of different subjects (laughter), but I don't think 

there are differences. I do know that there are certain things you have 

to have within you, certain qualities. For interpretation, you have to 

have a love of literature and you have to know good literature and know 

when 1 iterature is not good. t~y students frequently take me to task for 

saying, "that's not good literature." They very quickly say that, but I 

don't accept some things. But, I really don't think there are any 

differences. A good teacher can teach any subj ect the teacher knows. 
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l~hy shoul~ a teacher be a psychologist? That might do more harm than 

good. I think you have to have understanding, but I think you can go 

too far \'Jith it. I don't know. It is one of the unexplained things of 

the world, I guess, how you teach someone else. And there are tons and 

tons written on it but it tells you very little. 

INT: As you came out of one school of education, you probably 

got a lot of theory of how to teach. 

CROUCH: Oh, I had some courses that were completely useless, I 

really did. I guess I think that the worst thing that ever happened to 

teaching was peopl e who try to tell you how to teach. You can tell 

peopl e how to campi 1 e a test, how to put together a syll abus, but you 

can It tell peopl e hovi to teach. We would be doing the \'Iorl d a favor if 

all the colleges of education were abolished. Because the important 

thing about what you teach is the subject matter, and the way in which 

you approach it is not how you do it, but what you do in teaching. Does 

that sound like nonsense? I don't know, it probably is. But, there is 

no right 'lt/ay to teach. I think people in education have gradually come 

to realize that and, after all these years of telling people this is the 

way you do it, no \,1 the books that are coming out at least say, well, 

under these circumstances you 1 ecture and under these circumstances, 

etc., etc., v/hich is nonsense! There is not a right vJay to teach. You 

have to meet situations and that's about all you can do and that is with 

both teaching and scripts. Neither one is prescriptive from my point of 

view. 
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INT: Could that be part of why, in the compl aint you often 

hear, that there i sn' t any good schol arly research in interpretation, 

that there are few specifics; it's so loose and so personal. 

CROUCH: ~/ell ,oral interpretation of literature is an art. 

Teaching is also an art, and when you start being prescriptive about any 

kind of art, then you destroy the art. 

INT: But the scholarly world has other demands. Maybe that is 

why oral interpretation is fading. 

CROUCH: No, the research i sn' t there and the few attempts at 

it, in my opinion, fail. But, no, I don't think that is part of the 

reason it is fading. I'm not sure why it is fading. ~/ell, I think it 

might very well be temporary and because peopl e demand that you say, 

this is how you do it. But, I think that every artist does something 

different, and when you attempt to tell people how to be an artist, 

'liell, you teach certain skills and you can be very prescriptive about 

certain skills. But, you can't teach people how to turn out an artistic 

product. They know the skills and then the imagination \l/ill be the 

limit, whatever it is. So, after a time, you turn the student loose and 

guide them as the situation demands. Then I say, "Did you enjoy it? 

Did you get something out of it?" Yes, you do need to be told this 

works or it doesn't. And sometimes I just don't know what they ought to 

try. Ultimately it is the audience (\l/hich is what any \'Iriter or 

artistic person does); you try it out on a great number of people. If 

it works, fine. If it doesn't work, you change it. 

INT: Do you think that young people have changed in the years 

of your teaching? 
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CROUCH: No. Oh, different clothes, they do their hair 

differently, but they are not much different on the inside. I think 

their attention span is shorter. Hhen I do mass lectures I go in and 

say to myself, "Well, are they going to show up today?" I don't know. 

They still come in to talk one on one and, generally, are the same 

students as they were 40 years ago. I th ink that students no longer 

accept everything that they used to. In one sense, that's good. At one 

point, maybe when I first started teaching, you had a captive audience 

and they \'lOuld listen to anything like this is what you're supposed to 

kno\,l, now learn it. You can't get by with authoritarianism anymore 

(laughter) • You tell them things that they need to know now, or that 

you think they need to know, and sometimes that's the furthest thing 

from their thoughts. But I don't think that learning is done by rote 

anymore and I do think it used to be. I grew up in a public school 

system where I learned to spell because I got one smack--a blow with a 

paddle--for every missed spelling word, and that's not necessarily the 

way to 1 earn. You 1 earn, yes, but I'm not sure you 1 earn anyth i ng 

interesting! Oh, I learned hO\,I to spell and if that's what life's 

about, well maybe I don't want to participate (laughter). Oh, it is a 

different world now. 

INT: Which literary form do you have the most difficulty 

teaching and how do you approach someone who is sort of resistant? 

CROUCH: Poetry, probably, but I enjoy teaching that the most 

because so many times, even at my advanced age, I think I'm telling 

these students things they already know. They already have more 

experience and it took me so long to get there. But, most of them know 
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absolutely nothing about poetry and so I'm not starting on their biases 

or prejudices, except as poetry is something they shy away from. I 

enjoy teaching poetry. All I do is just expose them to it. I don't 

think there are certain poets they relate to better early. I think they 

come in thinking that poetry is something that rhymes. I think there 

are some poets that are very difficult, and I wouldn't begin with those. 

I think they relate best to poets who talk about experiences that they 

have had themselves. Oh, I enjoy teaching poetry. There are many fine 

New Mexican poets and that' s one ~Jay "Ie begin--a way to relate them to 

their own landscape, their 0\>," culture. So I begin with contemporary 

poets. It never occurred to me to give them some ancient poets. Oh, it 

depends on whether I'm teaching a graduate seminar, but in the beginning 

course I don't go back to older poets. Of course, sometimes they do. I 

have never Q'Jade an assignment in my life that says, go and read this 

certain poet, in any course. They have to go find something they like. 

Well sometimes I say, you know, dig a book out of the shelf and say, 

1I~/ou1d you like to look at this for a\,/hi1e?1I Or, IIDoes this have anjl 

interest value for yoU?1I But I don't ever say, lIyou read this.1I And, I 

detest most of our beginning course textbooks. 

INT: Do you ever use a textbook? 

CROUCH: Sometimes, yes. Sometimes, no. I never use a textbook 

that is primarily an anthology. That's an easy way to do a course. The 

kids don't go any further, just here's the book, I'll use that. live 

tried about every textbook on the market and I think I don't really 

know. I think Charlotte Lee has a good textbook. Unfortunately, it is 

a little bit difficult for beginning students and far too expensive for 
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most of my students, but it is a good basic text. I have used that. 

NO\,1 I'm more prone to use nothing or to use a paperback. I don't use 

anthologies because they might not fit all the students in the class. 

If they come in and just haven't read much, I give them things to read 

(1 aughter) • I have a big pi 1 e of books on my desk for them and, of 

course, that gets expensive. They don't steal them, they just forget 

about them. This works, but it's a terribly expensive way to go. There 

are some books I th ink I've bought 20 times. In a sense I sort of 

operate a library! 

I NT: Hhen you beg in, you say they can bring in whatever they 

want to, anything? 

CROUCH: Yes, well, except I do have certain things I will not 

pennit. Oh, I just tell them, these are on my list and don't you DARE 

read them (laughter). Rod ~1cKuen is definitely on the list. That is 

not literature, not poetry. In the advanced interpretation course, if 

they accuse me of being prejudiced against a certain writer, I say, 

II~Jell, I just don't want to hear this.1I I am a snob about literature. 

I'm not the world's big critic but I won't listen to it. I turn it off. 

Oh, usually students are very quick and usually recognize that this is a 

class in literature. What does bother me about students though, is that 

instead of using their 0\'1n taste, they are much more prone to take 

something that is a classic--that they have heard about, that they know 

is a cl ass i c--and that they kno\'J someone wi 11 have to approve of. That 

bothers me almost as much as Rod McKuen (laughter). It is obvious they 

don't really have an affinity with the literature or care for it 

particularly, just something someone said they should read. 
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INT: Hith the beginn ing students, hm·, much do you emphasi ze 

their freedom of movement? 

CROUCH: I don't hint that they can do what they like; I tell 

them they can do what they wish. I say, "For this performance this 

space is yours. You arrange the audience any way you wish. You do what 

you wish." At first they are very tentative. You can usually tell, 

right at the first performance, who is going to be interested in 

performance. I'm not sure how you can tell, but I can. And, in my 

opinion, if you can have the (and the first day's performance grade is 

somet imes a fl un k) first day's performances that are really, really 

good, then the rest of them are apt to be above par. Have you ever 

tried that? You try to get those people you sense are truly creative to 

perform first. You begin on an upbeat if you can pick students right. 

For me, that just sort of evolved. 

INT: Hhat about demonstrations and reading for them yourself? 

CROUCH: Yes, I have demonstrat ions and I read for them mysel f. 

I know there are two different sides about that, but I am not really a 

very fine reader mysel f and I never have felt that ~/ay. I think, when I 

read, the students get the sense of my feel for the literature, but I'm 

not an innovative performer. Also, I find that if I don't read for 

students, sooner or later they demand it. It is curiosity, they want to 

know. My students are very disappointed if I don't read, but you don't 

do that at the beginning of the semester. And I also bring in graduate 

students or people I know are good readers. 

INT: Do you work in genres or throw it open? 
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CROUCH: I work in genres but that's the only limitation I have. 

I usually start with prose and I do do drama: one prose, one drama, one 

poetry, and one compiled script. I also do a written examination and it 

is always an essay. Sometimes I simply take a small poem and say, 

analyze this poem as you would analyze it if you were going to read it 

for us. I've tried having journals kept in interpersonal communication 

and I've tried journals in various courses, but I've never tried 

journals in oral interpretation. 

INT: Are there things that you used to do and \'/eren't 

effective? Have you evolved techniques or exercises? How has your 

teaching changed? 

CROUCH: I'ln not sure. My teaching changes with the students I 

have. There are things I've pulled out, things that I maybe used 20 

years ago. Oh, I'm sure that teaching changes but there are not things 

I permanently discard or things I keep in every single semester. I 

think the classroom atmosphere is very free, and I think we develop a 

support system which rewards creativity. 

INT: Would you talk a bit more about readers theatre and your 

approach to it? 

CROUCH: Actually, I teach by putting students in situations and 

letting them learn as they \'JOrk. In readers theatre I think you learn 

by doing. First, I start by having them talk about what interests them. 

And I say, II~Jell, is there some way that is more interesting, more 

valuable? How can you make people listen to what you \'/ant them to hear? 

How do you do that by dramatizing it?" So, we start with very mundane 

things. In readers theatre classes you are going to have people with a 
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wide range of performance experience. I have j un iors, drama majors, 

biology majors, and people who did a little bit in high school, and 

people who never did anything, people who are shy, and those who are 

outgoing. Also, and I agree with you, often it is the people you sit 

next to, because I think students teach each other better than a teacher 

can. I work on that principle. Hhen we've spent, oh, a month on a 

topic, talking about how do you do this and how do you do that-

techniques of various kinds--eventually, when they really learn, they 

learn by doing. I think the first assignment for readers theatre is to 

take a short story, any short story you like, get together with a group 

of people, and script it. Then you perform it. I don't think they 

learn anything until they start performing. 

I NT: Do you en c 0 u rag e them tog e tin top r 0 p s 0 r h a v i n g 

costumes? 

CROUCH: No. They may start out by thinking they have to have 

props, that they have to be there, then they draw back grad ua lly. A 

minimal ist? Yes, I guess I am. I never thought about it in those 

terms. I believe your performance can come through with voice and body 

and you don't need all those other trappings. I think we are becoming 

less and less literal. It's happening less and less in theatre and it 

may be because we don't have the extravaganzas and the high budgets \'Je 

used to have. Everything is very expensive. Plus, I think things are 

being dramati zed nO\l/ that would have been very d i ffi cul t to dramati ze 

1 iterally. 

INT: New writing techniques? 
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CROUCH: Yes, and if you think about Shakespeare, for instance 

a 11 the action that takes pl ace in Shakespeare because Shakespeare is 

great on action, and at that time, they didn't attempt to make it 

literal because they couldn't possibly. Imagination is far more 

pO\'Ierful than reality and I think directors are recognizing that more 

and more. For instance, thinl< about the stilted plays of the 19th 

century, where everything had a fourth wall and everything was very, 

very--oh, if there was a pull for call ing the butler for 

instance--something was hanging down from the ceiling the whole time and 

you walked over and pulled. That, to me, is very distracting. I mean, 

to have that hang there for the whole play and you keep looking and 

looking and wondering when someone is going over to pull it! Well, 

that's not essential, and I don't know whether I'm a minimalist or not 

but I guess I really don't care. I've always advocated, do what works 

AND been criticized for it occasionally, too! Oh, a lot of people have 

criticized me in convention but when someone asks me how I do things, 

I'll say, "~Jell, I do what works. But, you have to have rules! t4hy, if 

you don't have rules and regulations, then you don't know what oral 

interpretation is!" And the truth of the matter is that I don't, and I 

don't care whether I do or not. I can tell students what it is. They 

have to have some guidel ines to get started, and then the sky's the 

1 imit! I just tell them that it is the corranunication of 1 iterature 

orally. It is very simple. The Speech Communication Association 

decided that oral interpretation had to be defined. t·/ell, by the time 

we got through working on this ••• oh, have you ever read that 

definition? Yes, there are twelve paragraphs and long, long paragraphs. 
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This \'Ias not a compilation; this was a committee! But, it was a long, 

long paragraph. And I sa id, "Well, I thought I knew what interpretation 

was before I had to define it. And now that it's been defined, I have 

no idea what it is." That was very confusing to me. That was maybe 15 

years ago, and I think that was when people were still arguing about the 

differences between interpretation and theatre. 

INT: Are there any readers theatre performances you have seen 

that really stand out in your memory? 

CROUCH: Yes, live seen some good performances, some very fine 

performances. I saw a Shaw performance outs ide of Buffalo, New York, 

done by a theatre company that I thought was very effective readers 

theatre. But, no one called it that except me (laughter). The narrator 

there was Sha\'J himself, and I really enjoyed it. Yes, with readers 

theatre you always wonder what someone will come up with, but not with a 

play. With a play you know what's going to happen; I have a difficult 

time with very sl ick performances, using technique to the ultimate 

I"a ther than us i ng fee 1 i ng and emot ion. 

INT: What about the time when everything had to be done with 

off-stage focus? 

CROUCH: There was that time, yes, and some people still adhere 

to it but not too many people. I don't have any theories about that. I 

use off-stage focus sometimes and on-stage focus sometimes. It depends 

on the 1 iterature and \'Ihat I want to accompl ish with it. Samet imes I 

forget about it completely. For instance, early last \'/eek one of the 

performers said to me, "Are we doing on-stage or off-stage focus?" 

(laughter) I said, "I hadn ' t thought about it and \\Ihat are you doing?" 
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(laughter) Of course, with poetry, it's mostly to the air or the 

audience. To the air is not a good way to put it, but you understand 

what I mean. But I do think one should be consistent with the focus, 
, 

whatever it might be. And I'm not sure that is the point of 

differentiation from theatre. 

INT: Do you give any supervision, or how far can creativity go? 

Or, do you just talk to them later? On the one hand you are saying, use 

your imag inati on, be creative, and whatever works works, and they may 

think that something does work when it is going too far. 

CROUCH: First of all, you have to be taught to respect the 

literature and not pay so much attention to the trappings. Then I think 

it comes from experience, the experience of what you can do to make 

people forget about the trappings. 

INT: How do you teach Shakespeare? 

CROUCH: I don't teach Shakespeare. 

INT: But I saw your students performing scenes from 

Shakespeare. 

CROUCH: Oh, yes. Yes, I guess I thought you were still talking 

about the beginning course. I don't teach Shakespeare in that I don't 

give a course in Shakespeare. Occasionally, \'/hen we come to drama, one 

of my students will perform Shakespeare and those are usually the better 

students. I think that performing Shakespeare is very difficul t and 

very easy at the same time. ~Jell, the \';/ords are so marvelous that you 

can't go \'Jrong. At the same time I think that it is very difficult to 

do. I enjoy Shakespeare mysel f and have been reading him since 1 \lIas 

eight years old. But I don't try to teach it, and I think it is taught, 
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most of the time, in all the wrong ways. I mean, just as analysis of a 

play, and then I think people approach it with horror most of the time. 

They have learned to be afraid of it, afraid to play with it. I think 

that literature instructors are afraid to play with it most of the time. 

I know that Shakespeare is taught in the English department here and I 

usually try to encourage whoever is teaching it to teach it in the 

readers theatre room and through performance. It scares the Engl ish 

teachers but they all have the attitude, oh, yes, we can do that. Oh, 

yes, we will do that. The last one who taught in the readers theatre, 

she and her students, spent the semester complaining about the fact that 

they didn l t have desks to write their exams on! I do think you demon

strate what you know about Shakespeare by performing it. I think 

Shakespeare is much more specialized than the majority of my students 

are ready for. 

INT: Well, the quality and variety of scenes I saw your kids do 

was astounding. 

CROUCH: About those, I picked the plays myself and just handed 

them to them and sa id, II Here they are, do them. II So they worked on 

those just for that performance. Usually, though, I have a drama 

seminar in which we do some Shakespeare. 

INT: In your graduate seminar, do you incl ude hi story and any 

kind of theory? 

CROUCH: Usually I work more on the genre itself than I do on 

performance. I think thatl s the difference betwee!1 the graduate and the 

undergraduate course. In the undergraduate courses I work more on 

performance and in graduate seminars 11m working more on the literature 
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itself. By the time they come to graduate seminars they are already 

very adept at performance, but they don't have to be proven performers; 

it's not a matter of taking or discarding anyone. In a state institu

tion if you have a 3.0 average, you can get into graduate school. And 

my students never have to do a recital and I've never done one in my 

1 i fe either. 

INT: Not for your Ph.D.? And also, what was your dissertation? 

CROUCH: No. My dissertation was A Rhetorical Analysis of Joan 

of Arc in Dramas. I worked with Shakespeare, Shaw, Anderson, and 

Annouilh. 

INT: Also, do you think that any actor can do interpretation or 

readers theatre, or is it the other way around? 

CROUCH: Oh, I think it is more nearly true that an interpreter 

can act than that an actor can do interpretation. Maybe that's just my 

bias speaking, but I think that's true. I believe a lot of people can 

perform one role, but cannot do the many roles that are required in 

interpretation. A lot of people can be hams and can do things broadly 

and perform a role. But, it takes a very special type of performer to 

be able to do things solid and stress the literature rather than 

themse 1 ves. I don't know if they are recommended to do it or not, but I 

do get a number of drama and theatre majors. 

I NT: Hhat \'Jould you say to someone going into the teaching of 

interpretation today? 

CROUCH: Right now, I'd say you'd better have something up your 

sleeve besides interpretation. You should be prepared to teach a number 
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of courses, even theatre and speech communication because there are not 

too many new openings. 

INT: It sounds discouraging. 

CROUCH: Oh, I'm not discouraged. Of course, I came into it at 

the right time so I'm not discouraged at all. And maybe I've been 

lucky, but I've never known an interpreter who was a bad teacher. It is 

both the literature and the performance and they knm·J how to maintain 

the interest of the students. Have you ever known a bad teacher in 

interpretation? I haven't. I really haven't met anyone in interpreta

t i on that I d idn' t 1 ike for one reason or another. But, I've kno\'m a 

lot of people who have taught literature, who have spent their lives 

with literature, that I really don't respect. So, I don't think it is 

completely due to 1 iving with 1 iterature. I do think it's the perfor

mance of literature that humanizes. I don't think that people who teach 

literature, simply by talking about it, come to the same understandings. 

Yes, when you get on the inside of something, that's when it affects 

you. 

INT: Are there other things you haven't done. 00 you have 

plans for any scholarly work ",hen you retire? 

CROUCH: Oh, I'm sure there are many things that I could have 

done better, but I don't know what they are because if I had known what 

I coul d have done better, I woul d have done it better (1 aughter)! Hhen 

I retire I ",ould like to edit a journal and encourage other people to 

write rather than to write mysel f. Most of my own \'Jriting has not been 

in interpretation. And I have a monograph coming out this month 
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sometime which is, centrally, on language analysis. But, no, there is 

really nothing that I've wanted to do that I have not been able to do. 

Dr. Charlotte Lee 
Born. August 13, 1909. Denver, Colorado. 

INT: I have read that you went to the Royal Academy of Dramatic 

Art in London. ~Jould you talk about that experience? How old were you? 

How did you get there? Who did you study with? What did you 1earn? 

LEE: One summer, yes. Well, as a matter of fact, I'm ashamed 

of that because I hardly ever went! (1 aughter) It interfered with my 

sight-seeing! \~ell, I just decided that I was going to London. That 

was in the summer of 1939 and in the summer of 1939 nobody was going to 

Europe--except me! I'd never been abroad. So, here I go, bwnbling 

around with a war running right behind me. But it was very exciting 

studying there. But, I found they weren't doing what I wanted to do. 

That is, oh, they were, of course, doing drama. I mean, that's what 

they're there for. But I did study under Marjorie Gullan (interpreta

tion). She called it choral speaking. But I didn't go very often. I 

was having too much fun seeing London, you know. I went [to England] by 

myself with American Express leading me everylt,here and taking me by the 

hand and getting me my hotel, etc. But I went by mysel f, and I got bacl< 

to Montreal on the day that England declared war on Germany. 

INT: How long ",ere you there? 

LEE: I was in Lo nd on a month. I went expressly to go to 

Europe, but I thought while I was there, I thought it would be 

worthwh il e, so I enrolled in the Royal Academy. It was fun and it was 

exciting. The courses were every day--two-hour sessions at a time and 
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some of them three-hour sessions. A great deal of voice \'lOrk \,/hich was 

good. The professional handling of your voice, you know, for stage work 

which interested me, but (laughter) I decided, okay I'll get the 

principles and then I'll practice! ~/ell, I didn't. Anyway, I had a 

fine time, just a fine time! No, I can't say I just went to go to the 

Royal Academy. I went because I decided I \lIas going to Europe. I had 

saved my money and I was going! My goodness, the money went a lot 

farther in those days than it does now. I had an awfully good time. I 

had a wonderful time! But, I'm afraid I d idn' t get much of value from 

the Royal Academy. It \lIas entirely my fault. You have to go there to 

really go to the classes and work, and that really isn't what I went 

for. But I had a good time! (laughter) 

INT: Exactly what did you do? 

LEE: Hell, I'd start to class and I had to go past the British 

Museum and the Tate Gallery, and I'd think, "Oh, I'll just stop in for a 

minute." ~Jell, the first thing I kne\,1 I was an hour late for class. So 

I'd think, "Hell, I won't go to that. I'll go tomorrow." ~Jell, then 

I'd go the next day and then I'd wander around down in the heart of 

London and see pl aces 1 ike Trafalgar Square or Berkel ey Square and that 

was all, well, mUCh, much too tempting. I didn't really work very hard. 

INT: Did you knm·J anyone el se who was studying there? 

LEE: Yes. ~/ell, there were some acquaintances. \~e had a very 

pl easant time, but most of the time I was by mysel f. That was all 

right; I just wandered around and had a wonderful time. I I d get lost 

and I'd have to ask the bobby hm·J to get to \'/hat I thought \lIas Tottenham 

Court Road. And I'd asked him how to get there, and he looked at me and 
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he said, IILuv, it's 'terten'am curtyrd. 1I IIHell,1I I said, IIho\\! do I get 

there?II--because where I was staying was right off that--so then I 

learned how to get there. But, everybody was very nice. Everybody was 
, 

very interested--part icul arly since I was travel i ng a 1 one-- in what we 

were going to do if Engl and went to war with Germany. They'd say t II If 

we go to war with Gennany, will you come in?1I ~Jell, how did I know 

whether we would? I'd reply, II Hell , I really don't know. 1I I was in 

London for their first trial blackout and that was scary. I mean, 

you're in a foreign country and all of a sudden the whole city is 

totally IIbl acked outll and you're, well, fortunately, we knew it was 

coming. So, I got to my room and stayed there. But, during a blackout 

there's nothing! The zeppel ins were up already and I began to get a 

little quaky. But, I got out in time. Nobody knew then what bombs 

could really do. And, of course, the British government was saying, 

IIThey won't come, but then, of course, we ought to be ready.1I Then, as 

they did come much later, it was scary. But, really, I was so naive and 

I was so self-centered on what 1. wanted to do that, truly, I wasn't 

payi ng too much attent ion. I mean, there \'/ere all these things to 

see--Kew Gardens, the chang ing of the guard, all those th i ngs-- I just 

kept thinking there is not going to be a \'/ar right now any\'Jay. And 

there wasn't, not right then, but it was mighty close. Oh, my family 

was frantic. 

INT: They didn't want you to go? 

LEE: ~Jell, my father said (in imitation), IIShe's not going by 

herself.1I And ~10m said, 1I0h, yes, she is!1I So I retired up to my room 

and was not going to discuss that. You see, I wasn't very old and I 
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hadn't traveled very much. I had traveled a great deal in United states 

(my father was a railroad man), but I had not ever traveled abroad. And 

here I was going flying off by my little Kansas self. But I met some 

charming people. They were so nice to me, traveling alone. Everybody 

took good care of me, saw that I had a porter to carry my bags, and 

everybody was nice. I enjoyed it. The Lord does take care of fools and 

children, yes, He does. People just think, well, the poor little thing, 

I'd better take care of her. Oh, I wouldn't do it now. When I got back 

I had thirty-five cents! I had to wire or cable for some money when it 

occurred to me I had to have some money for tips on the trip back. I 

th ink that was the nicest th i ng that ever happened to my father. He 

never did say, "I told you SO," but all of a sudden his little girl 

needed him. I was being so smart and independent, you know. 

INT: You were born in Denver? 

LEE: Yes, and 1 ived there until I \'/as five. 

INT: What did your father do with the railroad? 

LEE: He wa s a freight agent so hi s job was stat ionary. My 

mother didn't work. I have one brother, six years younger than I, and 

that's all there is of us. 

INT: And your brother is in .? 

LEE: Gulfport, .Mississippi. He's retired nO\,I , but he was in 

personnel and replacement with the Army, and he worked for several years 

at the big hospital in Biloxi. He's retired now, and he's a cute guy. 

He's fun. \~e always had a lot of fun. But, there were just the two of 

us and I have the idea that we were enough! 

INT: You were pretty rambunctious kids? 
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LEE: No, we werenlt. Jimmy is a very sensitive guy; he always 

was. I never was that sensitive. I learned very early in life, well, I 

used to go with my father (every year I was allowed to go once, every 

school year, take a day) and go traveling with Dad when he went down to 

see about wheat shi pments or something 1 ike that. It would be a day' s 

trip and we I d be back in the even ing. And I remember stopping at a 

hotel somewhere in Missouri where they ate family style. There was 

another little girl there and she wasn't acting very nice, and her 

mother said, "Look at the nice 1 ittle girl over there" (meaning me). 

And I thought, "That's me. Aren't I nice!" And I learned early that if 

you were a "good little girl" that you got lots more attention than if 

you were naughty. So I really was, I think, a "good little girl" 

because I found it paid off! (laughter) But, no, we weren l t really 

rambunctious, although I don't know how parents allow teenagers to grow 

up! I doni t know how they allow them to 1 ive because I was, well, I was 

only fifteen when I graduated from high school. And I went, bang, into 

college •. And, again, I didn't have the vaguest notion what life was 

about! This was in Kansas City; when I was five we went to Kansas City. 

My brother was born in Kansas City. I started ki ndergarten in Kansas 

City that fall and then, oh, I can't remember how old I was when we 

moved to Hichita. I think I was in the sixth grade when we moved to 

Hi chita. I 1 ived there the rest of the 1 ife I 1 ived at home, then I 

went to Tulsa. And Missouri had seven grades and Kansas had eight, and 

I was halfway between them so I skipped. I skipped a whole year, 

although it \'IaS only a half year of learning. I suspect that that \'Jas 
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the hal f year that geography was taught in because my geography is 

shaky! 

INT: Were you always a good student? 

LEE: Yes! And, you know, it didn't occur tome that I was. I 

just did what I was told to do and kind of enjoyed it! I remember when 

I first started teaching. I could not understand--or, I guess it was 

when I was in college--could not understand how you could fail a course! 

If you ever went to college, how could you fail it? I mean, you know 

what you were supposed to do. I was an A student all through high 

school, but I got quite socially busy in college, and I suppose my 

average would have been a high B. But, it was easy for me--not because 

I was so smart--but because I loved to read and I loved to fi nd out 

things. So, it was easy! 

INT: Do you think the love of reading and the curiosity came 

from your mother? 

LEE: Oh, a great deal, a great deal! fJiy mother read to me ever 

since I can remember. She read to me and she read very well. I I<no\'/ 

now that she did. But Dad, Dad had very little education. He was a 

first generation American. His father came from Ireland and so did his 

mother during the potato famine. Gramp was, I think, nine and Grandma 

was tlJ/elve \-/hen she came over. Gramp was a landscape gardener, and I 

loved him dearly. I thought he was marvelous! But, let's face the 

fact--he \'Jas my "drinkin'" Irish Grandfather. Every once in awhile, 

about t,,/ice a year, held decide to go back to the "auld country" and off 

he ' d go! And he ' d say to hi s wi fe, II Mary, I' m off to the I auld countryl 

day after tomorrow. Can you be ready?" Of course they had three 
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children and, of course, she couldn't be ready. So Dad had to leave 

school at the end of the fourth grade and he had a marvelous mind! This 

has nothing to do with what you want to know, but he could add eight 

columns of figures, right straight up! Not just one column at a time 

but ••• bluuup .•• and I often think of him now with computers. He 

would have had no patience with a computer whatsoever. So, always, I 

\oJas encouraged (in school). And I remember the first time I brought 

home a C from college; it was in geology. And they both just looked at 

me and said, IIHhat's this?1I I said, IIHell, that's a C. That's an all 

right grade for college." And Dad said, II Well , it is not an all right 

grade for you! II So that took care of me right then and there. 

INT: What kind of education did your mother have? 

LEE: She finished high school. She was a great reader. Yes j 

she loved to read. 

INT: t·lhen you were 1 ittle would she read to you? What would 

she read to you? 

LEE: Oh, fairy tales. And one thing I remember that I hated! 

She read the whole book to me. I have no idea \l/ho wrote it; I think I 

blocked it out of my mind--Tom the Waterbaby. Boy, I hated that story! 

But I was sick in bed, and she read me that whole book, and I just hated 

it, and I didn't want to tell her I hated it Icause she had bought the 

book just to read it to me. So I just kind of closed my eyes and 

gritted my teeth and 1 istened to Tom the ~/aterbaby. I hated that story! 

And then, oh, from when I was real little, she read me a lot of poetry. 

She liked poetry very much. ~/ell, 11m not sure it was all poetry but 

"How Do You Like To Go Up In A Swing" and things like that that were fun 



245 

to say. Mostly she read all the classic fairy tales and adventure 

books. There were books about people, like the Bobbsey Twins and Five 

Little Peppers and How They Grew and all those family, people, kinds of 

things, which I think helped increase my interest in people. 

INT: Reading was a part of your family life then? 

LEE: Yes, reading had always been there. It was the way you 

1 ived. 

INT: Now, women at that time were not especially encouraged to 

do things. \~ere you encouraged or did you just expect to get married 

and have children? 

LEE: No, my mother, may she rest in peace, never once sa id to 

me "when are you going to get married." Never once, never once. I 

think that that was just my mother primarily. I think my mother was a 

frustrated career woman, and I think she would have loved to have had a 

career. And Dad, Dad was proud of me, but I don't think Dad ever quite 

understood what in the world I was doing, going to school for all those 

degrees. And if he questioned it, he didn't question me. He questioned 

Mom and got her answer, I guess. That's one of the things that I 

remember. I got my Ph .0. degree in 1945 and I was so glad because Dad 

died in 1946. I've a h/ays been so gl ad I got it before he died. He 

came up for corrunencement and he just nearly burst off his buttons, he 

was so proud of me. And I'm sure, for a long time, he didn't really see 

why we were doing all this, especially with a boy coming up. But, it 

never was said and it never was mentioned; it was just assumed that I'd 

go to college. 
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INT: When you got out of high school how did you choose a 

LEE: Ha, that was interesting! I wanted to go to Smith and why 

I wanted to go to Smith I will never knm'l. I mean, Smith's a fine 

college, but I don't know. I must have read about it or something. So, 

I wanted to go to Smith so I applied and was accepted, and a representa

tive came to visit the family (and see if I was properly trained to go 

to Smith), and I was accepted. And that year Fairmont College, in 

Wichita, was becoming or had just become a municipal university, and Dad 

had gone around ringing doorbells for months and months because he was a 

member of the committee to take over the college after it went bankrupt. 

And he said to me, "Honey, I'm afraid you're going to have to go there." 

He just had been such an active member of the committee that he thought 

it looked peculiar if his own daughter went away somewhere else. So, I 

went to Wi chita Un ivers ity. And I had such a good time and I did well! 

I was on the student senate and all those things. So, when it came time 

for my sophomore year, I just d idn' t want to go away then. I just 

stayed right there. I'm glad I did. I'm glad I did because at that 

point Smith had no speech whatsoever. 

INT: Were you then in speech or languages? 

LEE: I was in languages. Of course \~ichita U. only had two 

speech courses, but there were plays and things to do, so live always 

been glad I stayed there. I got a good education there. 

INT: Do you remember any teachers specifically? 

LEE: Oh, yes! Of course the drama teacher was George \oJi 1 ner 

who is a love. My French teacher was a tyrant but, boy, was she a good 
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teacher. Her name was Jacqueline Downing. To this day I can read 

French without a dictionary. And that was a long time ago. Oh, she was 

a brilliant teacher! Oh, there were lots of them, just lots of them. I 

had some good, good teachers. 

INT: \~ere you always encouraged, made to feel capable? 

LEE: 14ell, yes, but it never occurred to me that everybody 

wasn't capable. No, I just assumed you could learn, and I don't think 

that anybody ever told me, well, I also assumed that you were expected 

(if you 1 ived in our house) not to bring home another C. And I don't 

think anybody ever told me that I had a good mind. It never occurred to 

me--I mean, it was functioning--it simply never occurred to me. I just 

went ahead and did what I was supposed to do in the classes and I 

enjoyed it! It never occurred to me it was hard because it wasn't 

really. And when Dean Dennis said, "I think you should get your Ph.D." 

Well, I almost flipped! I thought, a Ph.D.? I can't do a Ph.D. Well, 

I thought to mysel f, I might as well take the year and take a try at 

it--well, not take a try at it--just take the year and enjoy it. There 

I was with a bear by the tail! (1 aughter) But it really never occurred 

to me to quest i on» one way or the other, \,/hether I had a good mind or 

\,/hether I didn't. I was getting good grades and doing all right, and 

that's what I was there for, I thought. 

INT: Did you ever want to be an actress? 

LEE: No, I never did. I did a lot of acting but always, I 

guess, in the back of my mind it was an extracurricular thing I did. 

No, it never occurred to me. 

INT: But you were in a lot of plays. Do you remember them? 
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LEE: Oh, yes. ~/ell, the Shakespeare shows, in my freshman 

year, I played Audrey in As You Like It. And then I played in Hamlet. 

I played the Queen Mother in my sophomore year. My junior year we did 

As You Like It again and I played Celia. And, my senior year I got to 

play Portia. I look back on that now and I'm not at all sure I knew 

where that role was going, but I loved it. Oh, I loved every minute of 

it! 

INT: Is that when you began to like Shakespeare? 

LEE: Yes, with As You Like It. I didn't take a course in 

Shakespeare in college, but work in the plays helped a lot, and we did 

some scenes from Shakespeare. \4e did some modern pl ays, too, but I 

can't remember what they were, come to think of it. There was one 

called Enter Madame and I haven't the faintest idea what it was about or 

who wrote it, but oh, yes, if there was a pl ay I was there for the 

tryouts--to the last minute of tryouts--because it was fun! I had the 

goal of teaching and that's what I was going to do. 

INT: And you taught a long time. 

LEE: Gosh, yes! I guess I started teaching--well, I was a 

graduate assistant in 1930--oh, that's been 54 years ago now. I retired 

in 1975. That's a long time to have deadl ines to meet and commitments 

and committees to serve on and things. 

INT: ~Jasn' t it C. C. Cunningham who said something like "I've 

been in the trenches for 40 years." 

LEE: Yes. (laughter) He was a dear man! 
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INT: I kno\,1 you have written about him, but maybe fi rst we 

could go back to when you got your B.A. You must have been rather young 

if you started college at 15. 

LEE: Yes, I was just 19 when I graduated. 

INT: But you still liked college, the age difference didn't 

matter? 

LEE: Oh, yes, I had a fine time. You know the Lord helps with 

fools and children. I had a fine time. 

INT: So you got your B.A. with a teaching certificate. 

LEE: Yes, but with a major in French. 

INT: And then? 

LEE: Yes, then I went back to Wichita U. because I couldn't get 

a job. I went back to ~~ichita U. and got my Master's degree in French. 

INT: Was that because of the depression? 

LEE: Yes. You see, I graduated in 1930 and couldn't get a job~ 

so I went back to school in 1931. I was 1 i vi ng at home and so in 1931 

and 1932 I did my Master's on a graduate assistantship teaching French. 

~'Jell, of course, in those days an assistantship didn't pay you very much 

at all so it was good to be able to 1 i ve at home. And then I \'Jent out 

teaching and then came back to Northwestern for summer school. 

INT: So, your M.A. was done in 1932. 

LEE: In French, yes, in 1932. 

INT: Did you have to write a thesis? 

LEE: Oh, yes, I did everything because, you see, I was the 

first M.A. candidate in French. And I had orals and comprehensives and 



250 

\'/rote a thesis; they wanted to be sure I did everything so it \'/ould all 

be quite legal. 

INT: So you set the precedent for them. What was your thesis? 

LEE: The thesis was a comparison of Marivaux ' Le Jeux de 

L'Amour et du Hazard and Goldsmith's She Stoops to Conquer. It was fun! 

It was fun to do, you know, dealing with a couple of plays. But since I 

read Marivaux first--I read it in French first--and then I read She 

Stoops to Conquer and then I thought, these sure are a lot al ike! So 

then I got to rummaging around and found out that Goldsmith had been in 

France and had seen a production of Le Jeux and had met some of the 

cast. Then, three years later, he wrote She Stoops To Conquer. I read 

also an interesting sentence in a book and quick wrote to that man at 

the University of ~'Jiscons;n and said, "You say on page (diddydum) so and 

so. Can you please tell me the source of your authority for that?" And 

he wrote back and said, "You embarrass me. I haven't any source. It 

has just always seemed to me that that was true!" So, that didn't 

rea lly gi ve me a very good footnote! So, I thi nk I got into schol arshi p 

because I really wanted to know. Writing came easily to me, yes. lid 

had Dean Denni s I course whi ch entai 1 ed \'Jri ti ng along paper whi ch he 

called a lime II paper. Well, I didn't think there \'/as anything inter

esting about me so I kind of made part of it up! And he liked the 

paper, yes. He had everyone write a paper ent it 1 ed "Who I Am and How I 

Got That Way." Yes, I made part of it up because I couldn't figure out 

anything very interesting about me. lid just been chugging along, you 

know. And then I had Lew Sarrett for two courses and discovered I could 

write--informally, casually. And then I started the dissertation (mine 
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was the first one in interpretation) at Northwestern, yes, ever, I 

guess. Hell, C. Co Cunningham said, IIGo to the library and read all the 

Ph.D. dissertations in speech.1I l~el1, there "Jere some in public address 

and that sort of thi ng so I read them all. ~Jell, fi rst I wrote a 

chapter for him, and he gave it back to me and said, IICharlotte, this 

style simply won't do.. NO"J, go read those dissertations. 1I And then I 

faithfully wrote in dissertation style. So I gave it to him and then 

three days 1 ater he gave it back to me and sai d, IIt~ell, I coul d only 

read the first three pages. I kept going to sleep. For God's sake, 

can't you strike a happy medium?1I (laughter) And I enjoyed writing it. 

I enjoy writing. I haven't done much lately. I got myself some co

authors [for later editions of textbook] and it's good for them. 

They're young and they need the professional push; I don't need it 

anymore. 

INT: But you wrote that textbook. 

LEE: t~ell, that is so typical of me. I don't know why I 

believed everything everybody told me I ought to do. I wrote a chapter 

for a book Cunningham did called Making ~Jords Come Alive (chapter, liOn 

Chari c Interpretat i on ll
). It has been out of pri nt for ages and ages, 

and it was never a very good sell i ng bool<. Now, hi s fi rst book was 

excellent, but that one, he just, oh, well, it wasn't quite right. And 

he sent it to Houghton Miffl in, and they di dn' t want it. But, some 

months later, the Houghton Mifflin salesman and representative came to 

North\'Jestern and invited me to 1 unch and they sai d, II In Cunni ngham' s 

book 'lIe like your chapter on choric interp. I'Jould you like to do an 

interpretation book for US?II And I said, 1I0h, I can't, for heaven's 
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sake. 1I And I thought about it and then I said, uNo, because Cunningham 

has just done one and I donlt want to do that.1I 

INT: You thought it would be infringing? 
, 

LEE: l~ell, yes. You see I didnlt know he had been refused by 

them and so they said, IIWell, come on, try it because welre not 

accepting that book, but we like your chapter. 1I So, I thought, all 

right, 1111 try it but 1111 never be able to do it. 1111 try it. So I 

tried it and I plugged along, and I sent in three chapters and got a 

contract. Scared me out of my wits! I thought, oh, thatls all I know. 

live said all I know! There is no IIrest of the book.1I Thatls the 

extent of it. But, it wasnlt, of course. Of course when I got into it 

there was much more, far more, to say and that I coul d say. So then, 

after the fourth edition, I had gotten very tired of, as I always say, 

my own deathl ess prose. There are some thi ngs I wanted to say that I 

always want to say and it is very difficult to think of a new way to say 

it, you know, for a revision without watering it down or changing your 

focus or your value system. Then I got tired of reading--particularly 

in drama--because that was in the peri od of the 1 ate 160s (about the 

fifth edition) and at that point drama was all this--well, no climax, no 

real hero--oh, and you had to find one scene out of a play like that 

that woul d do for the cl assroom! There just wasn It any. They just 

unfold (or donlt unfold). So, I got Frank Galati to coauthor the fifth 

edit ion \IJi th me. 

INT: Had he then been doing a lot of readers theatre? 

LEE: Yes, and then Frank got an offer from HollY"lOod. So then 

I got in touch with Tim Gurra whom I had always considered to be a fine 
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student and a good interpreter. He was in Brooklyn [Brooklyn College] • 

. And I called him and I said, "Tim, are you the kind of guy \'/ho used to 

help little old ladies across streets?1I And he said, lIyou know I am, 

love. Hhat can I do for yoU?1I And I asked him, I said, IIWou1d you care 

to coauthor the sixth edition?1I And there was dead silence and I said, 

IlTim, are you there?1I He said, "Yes, I'm there but 1001<, you don't 

revise the New Testament!" (laughter) And I said, "Hell, we're 

revising this one, Tim, and nO\'1 get with it!" So, he's been very 

helpful. He is particularly interested in prose but well read in poetry 

and drama. 

INT: What part did he work on? A specific part? 

LEE: Well, in both cases I did the opening chapters, sent them 

to him, he added what he \'/anted and sent them back, and \'/e put them 

together. And with the prose and drama--most1y with the prose--he chose 

the materi a1, keepi ng in what he wanted to keep. So we really di d it 

all together. ~Je didn't, you kno\'/, slice it up. I don't think you 

really can tell in the book \'/ho wrote which chapter. The poetry 

chapters stood pretty much as they had been except for some new material 

because 

INT: Getting all those copyrights? 

LEE: Yes, you do that yourself, but they pay for it. The 

publishers get the permissions--well, it depends on your publisher-

Houghton Hi ff1 in does and Scott, Foresman does \,/hi ch is good because 

they kno\'J all the legal ins and outs. But, you pay for it. For 

instance, we had--now, I believe I'm right--$9,OOO of permission costs 
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You can't just use everything that's in the 

public domain; you have to have some modern things. 

INT: Were there writers who would turn you down? 

LEE: Yes, occasionally. And then there were people whose \'1ork 

was simply pri ced beyond \'/hat it was \'/orth, not what thei r work in 

general was worth, but what it was worth for us to use at the end of a 

chapter or something; it just wasn't that valuable. So you keep up with 

that material for class work, but I feel very strongly that there ought 

to be a textbook for interpretation classes. Otherwise you are going to 

get the oddest assortment of stuff, stuff that is not really worth their 

time and is not worth the listening time in the class. I used to let my 

freshmen read whatever they wanted to for thei r fi rst two readi ngs 

because I wanted them to feel easy. And besides, that let me get an 

a\'1fully good look at \'/here thei r taste \'las, \'Jhat thei r background It/as 

and that sort of thing. In the sophomore level I held them straight to 

the material in the book, except for thei r fina.l presentation (a 

fifteen-mi nute readi ng), and then they coul d choose It/hatever they It/anted 

\'Jith my approval, of course. Then, up on the C level, I selected the 

poets and gave them a list of poems from those poets that I felt were a 

pretty good cross section, that would give them enough to tackle. That 

It/orked out very ni cely that ItIaY I thi nk. But I do thi nk that if you 

just say, bri ng ina poem, heaven knolt/s It/hat you are goi ng to get! And 

you are not a good critic of something you've never read, I don't care 

hm'l good it is. I mean, it is not \'lOrth your time and it is not \'Jorth 

the student's time. Of course, you learn to admit when you don't know 

something! I remember a student saying, "For my final reading I It/ant to 
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read so and so's poems." And I almost said okay, but then I thought and 

then I said, "I don't believe I know him." And he said, "No, you don't. 

He's my roommate." ~Iell, imagine if I had said, "Yes, he writes well." 

He'd have thought I was off my rocker. I 1 earned very early not to try 

to bluff. You don't know everything, and everything you once knew you 

can't remember right off the bat! So, you simply say--as I used to say 

to a student who wanted to read, oh, something I didn't know--I'd simply 

say, "I don't remember that particular poem very well. l~ill you bring 

it in and let me look at it again." Because I didn't really remember as 

\'/ell as I ought to. And then, there were certai n ones on my "don' t you 

dare, she hates it" list!! [Modern poet's name] Yes, him. (laughter) 

But then, that's because I'm stuffy. But Poe, oh, I simply cannot stand 

Poe's poetry. I see what he is doing and I thinl< it's a neat trick, but 

by the time you read it aloud it is so obvious it bangs you on the head! 

Hell, I had a boy ~/ho was determined to read Poe for his final. And I 

said, "Okay, but it better be good because I don't like his poetry." He 

said, "I know, that's what they told me." I said, "But go ahead." 

Well, he just worked like a beaver and he did a good, good job. I also 

had a stUdent come and say, "I've discovered the most wonderful book of 

poetry! II And I thought, careful, careful, and said, "~Jhat is it?" This 

is My Beloved is what he said. Have you ever read This is My Beloved? 

Oh, you are too young to have read that but, anyway, I thought, my word, 

where did he come across that? i-Jell, I said, "Oh, my word, I'd for

gotten all about that." He said, "00 you know it?" I said, "Oh, yes, 

from years and years ago." It is love poems and all of them about the 

same. I mean, you could take the lines from one and put 'em with 
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another and it wouldn't make the slightest bit of difference. Well, he 

said he \'/aS determined to read it and I said, 1I01<ay, but remember you 

have 15 minutes, and I think youlre going to have trouble finding enough 

variety in this to hold your audience for 15 minutes. 1I 1I0h, no,1I he 

said, IItheylre wonderful. 1I I said okay, so he started his term paper 

and then he came in and said, III sure hate to say this, but you were 

right. Now, live got to have something else to read. 1I But, until a 

student begins analyzing it would never have occurred to him that since 

he adored it so, I mean, it was 1920s hot passion. (laughter) He was 

so astounded to know I had heard of it. 

INT: Has a new edition of your textbook come out? 

LEE: Welre talking about the next edition. We haven't started 

it yet, but welre talking about it. 

INT: In all your texts, your basic philosopilY is still there? 

Have you changed? 

LEE: Yes and no. I still think you are indebted to the 

literature and that's what you start with. 

INT: And textual analysis? 

LEE: Yes, because if you don't know everything that's in there 

how can you bring it out? Your audience is only going to get approxi

mate 1 y 60 to 70 percent because it goes by them and they can I t go back 

and reread a line. And if you don't know, as close as is humanly 

possible, 100 percent of what's in there, well, suppose you only know 50 

percent of v/hat lsi n there, the text, and they only get 60 percent of 50 

percent, youlve hardly given them the entire work! 
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INT: When you prepare now for your own readings what is your 

LEE: I do not look in the mi rror because I make funny faces! 

My face doesn't match. I have two sides and they don't match. And I 

get to watching myself and I think, my goodness, look at that. Isn't 

that fascinating? My eyebrows aren't mates and the first thing I know I 

go ••• (laughter) when I'm talking. No, I don't use a mirror. If I'm 

reading something I'm quite familiar with, I sit down and read it aloud 

several times, something like Frost's IIWild Grapes ll which, drop a hat, 

and I \'1111 read! Well, not quite, but you know. I love it. I just 

love that poem! And then, I stand and do it a couple of times. But, I 

remember a student asking me (it was at a workshop in San Diego, I 

thi nk) how long di d it take me to get ready for the poems that I had 

read for a reading hour. Well, that's an impossible question to answer 

because some of them I have known for years or a year or so before I 

even began working aloud on them. I think they have to grow i.!!. you 

somehow and you have to grow in them, of course. 

INT: Do you use any special kind of discipline like a writer or 

a pianist? 

LEE: No. I'm afraid, I think, I've got that coming up and I'd 

better get the program organized. And then I read it through and read 

it through, and then the next day I read it through, and then I realize 

I'm IIbobb 1 i ngll ali ne and so I go back and v/ork on that. 

INT: You don't tape record it? 

LEE: No, I don't use a tape recorder. Again, I get fascinated-

with the little light going on and off on those things--and I forget I'm 
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reaching out to people. I donlt mean I mind your little light going on 

and off, but I can hear \'/hat I 1m doi ng. I thi nk I can, any\,/ay. The 

only time I--well, live done a few recordings for places and then people 
, 

have recorded reading hours--but when we were doing the Dartmouth Series 

of recordings (the first series of recordings at Dartmouth) Al Ives 

wrote to me and said, would I read Hopkins? Well, I hadnlt used a tape 

recorder very often and I di dn I t really 1 i ke us i ng it because I get 

fascinated by the buttons and I forget to punch one or something. 

INT: You mean you would record on your own and send it to him? 

LEE: Yes. And I was reading "Lead Nickel, Gold Nicl<el" which 

is a mouthful, and I coul d not get through that poem without "bobbl i ng" 

a word. So, finally, I just went as far as I could and then went back 

and then a little farther and finally sent him three tapes and said, 

"Edit these Al. I just cannot seem to get through this poem and into 

that machine! I need an aUdience." 

INT: Were you ever shy? 

LEE: Yes. Well, sometimes 11m shy. Hhen 11m shy I show off. 

INT: Overcompensation? 

LEE: Well, I think I can do that. I think I am a little bit 

shy, or \fJas. Now I knm·J exactly who I am and where my \tleal<nesses are. 

I thi nk part of it came from my bei ng younger than most of the peopl e 

that I 'lIas in college \<lith. They all got the point of j.okes and I 

hadnlt the faintest idea what they were about, so lid laugh merrily not 

having any idea what I \flas laughing at. And, I was afraid of looking 

naive. I think it \fJas a carryover from my childhood when I just knevJ 

that if I were charming and blended into the company everything would go 
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fine. At least until lid learned a thing or t\'1O. I guess 11m really 

not shy but I do have, oh, 11m not shy \'1ith audi ences--I love audi ences. 

11m shy about peopl e whom I admi re greatly. Hhen I fi rst meet them I 

think, ohhh •••• But I guess 11m not really shy; 11m not shy anymore. 

INT: Who were some of those people you admired? 

LEE: Well I remember, I remember when I first took a course 

from Lew Sarrett. I had taught from his textbook, and I was just 

goggle-eyed! And he was such a showman, and I just was terrified that he 

would notice that I was there. 

INT: In the speech class? 

LEE: Yes. ~~ell, I took four cl asses from him. I took hi s 

prosody c1 ass, that was the fi rst. And I \'Jas shy "'ith 01 der peop1 e 

sometimes; I kind of pulled in and retired because I didnlt quite know 

what to talk to them about. Now I know what to talk to them about, but 

I donlt want to! 

INT: HO\,I did you become so close to C. C. Cunningham? Did he 

find you? 

LEE: Hell now, at first, the first time I \'1ent to Northwestern 

I took a French course, French poetry, and then I took two theatre 

courses with Ted Fuchs in lighting and Garrett Levetonls directing 

course. Hell, the second sununer, there was only a course in costuming 

and makeup and scene desi gn. They "Jere the only theatre courses that I 

hadnlt had in summer school and so I looked and here was interpretation! 

Well, I thought, that sounds like fun, and so I took that and he (C. C. 

Cunningham) and I got along very, very well. 
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INT: At that point you really didn't know \'/hat interprE:!tation 

LEE: No, I really didn't although I guess they called it that 

at ~Ji chita State but they only had one c1 ass in it. The other c1 ass was 

drama. But, I had enjoyed it and in the catalog it sounded, you know, 

it had a lot of poetry in it and thi ngs and I thought that wou1 d be 

great fun. So I took his course and it was a graduate-level course. I 

enjoyed it thoroughly and Cunningham clearly liked the way I read, and 

we just got along fine! 

INT: Did that make you feel pretty good? 

LEE: Yes. I was relieved and I thought, gee, I guess I can do 

this at Northwestern, too. You knm'l, I went to Northwestern thinking, 

boy, I'm comi ng from a school \,/ith only t\,IO speech courses and with a 

major in French, and I'm not so sure I'm going to make it up here! But 

then I got to having a good time and being so busy that I forgot 

(laughter). But I loved Cunningham. He was very good to me! 

INT: Would you say he really was your mentor? 

LEE: Yes, yes, he was. And he'd get angry about something 

and--for instance, \l/hen Dean McBurney, yes, Dean McBurney, \l/anted me to 

do costumes that one year--Cunningham wanted me to go on teaching inter

pretation. That vias \'1hen I vias a graduate assistant. Cunningham came 

flying into Dean McBurney's office--oh, he \lIas a little short guy VJith a 

round tummy and a Phi Beta Kappa key that bounced up and down off the 

round tummy--and he vias just furi ous, he \lIas so mad. But, he never got 

mad at me. ~Je ah'lays got along beautifully. He had been married v/hen 

he was very young and had two children, one of whom was named Lew 
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Sarette Cunningham. Then he married a former student of his who was a 

love and a brilliant musician. That's the Mrs. Cunningham I knew. They 

had three children who are all grown now and have children of their own. 

I saw Mrs. Cunni ngham out here (i n Taos) about three years ago. \~e 

exchange Christmas notes, but Cunningham has been dead a long time now. 

Well, everyone along the way was so nice to me and gave me a little push 

when I needed it. Sarrett was awfully ni ce to me and Dean Denni s \'/as 

very good to me. It made things very pleasant and easy, you know. But 

it was Cunni ngham who gave me that "bear by the tail;" 

INT: And then, of course, they (Northwestern) hired you as soon 

as you got your degree. 

LEE: Yes. 

INT: And you never had any desire to go anywhere else, any 

other offers? 

LEE: No, except, well, I had some offers but the more I thought 

about it the more I didn't want to go because the School of Speech (at 

Northwestern) is a very rare atmosphere and you don't find it very many 

places. Oh, incidentally, yes, I did have some moments of discontent. 

This "las because Dean McBurney wasn't very good at budgets, and I kne\,l I 

"las gett i ng far 1 ess money than the younger men that "Jere be; ng brought 

in. 

INT: The old story? 

LEE: Yes. So, three times McBurney and I crossed swords over 

that. ~Jell, he said something, well, one time I remember (vias in my 

first year on the faculty) an instructor came in and my contract for the 

next year had the same salary as hi s 0 And, I happened to I<now that a 
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man who was teaching in the department and who wasn't as good as I was 

(I knew that, even then) was making a good deal more than I was. So, I 

went in and I sai d to McBurney, II I don It thi nk I want to come back at 

that salary because J know that '\'Jhat's his name l is getting ISO and 

SOI." And McBurney said, II~Jell, now, Charlotte, he is married." And I 

said, "How nice for him. He has somebody to wash his clothes, pick his 

cleaning up, cook his meals, do his shopping, and keep his house clean! 

HO\,I nice for him." McBurney said, II~Jhy, Charlotte, I never thought of 

that. II And I sai d, "Hell, I thi nk of it, II and I went march; ng out. And 

then I had an offer from Southern Illinois and it \'1as very tempting, 

moneywise. I went and talked to him about it and he said, II We 11 , oh, 

Charlotte, you don't want to go to Carbondale." And I said, "I know I 

don't \'/ant to go to Carbondale, but this is a pretty good salary, and 

besides, this is a raise in rank." And he said, "Oh, well, nO"1 

Charlotte ••• " And I said, "Donlt I well , oh Charlotte ' me. Am I 

going to retire as an instructor or assistant professor emeritus? I am 

not ! II And the n ext yea r' I got my ass 0 cia t e, and the n I got full 

professor. 

INT: Did you have any interest in being the head of the 

department? 

LEE: No. And when ~Ja 11 ace (Bacon) came in, I "/asn I t ready for 

that anY"/ay as I had just gotten my degree. So, that was in June and 

Ha11ace came in in September, and I simply was not ready. I just was 

not ready to take on a chairmanship. 

INT: Hould administration have interested you anyltJay? 
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LEE: No. But Hallace Bacon \,/as a fine, fine administrator and 

he had done some publishing at that time and things of that sort, and I 

just \'/asn't ready for it. And then for a whil e Hall ace thought that he 

might go to Washington, the University of Washington, and that's when I 

was ready to fight because I thought, if they are going to bring in some 

young man over me, who doesn't know half as much as I do, I'm going to 

"speak from the hip." 

INT: What do you think the situation is for women in academia? 

LEE: Well, I am sure now in the School of Speech at 

Northwestern--as I say, we \'/ere pretty autonomous, we do whatever we 

please for promotions and things--I'm sure things are better. I'm sure 

things are equal nm" in the School of Speech; in the rest of the 

colleges, I don't know. 

INT: How about in treatment, in behavior toward you? 

LEE: Oh, there never was any question, never. Even McBurney 

admired my \'lOrk and so forth. I just wasn't married; I didn't have a 

wife to support. Well, that was a long time ago. But there never was 

any feeling of that among the faculty in the School of Speech, never. 

And certainly not with Wallace. Wallace was a brilliant chairman! 

INT: Was it ever intimidating to have students \'Jho \'/ere older 

than you were? 

LEE: It always rather surprised me to realize that I was 

younger than a lot of the graduate students. I \lIas teachi ng \'/hen I 

first started, teaching graduate students there [at Northwestern], but I 

ah/ays felt in a position of authority in the classroom. Oh, I ViaS 

younger, yes. But I would a1ways feel I'm in control in the classroom 
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and I know what I'm doing. That never bothered me. I had quite a few 

students who were older than I; it never made any difference. 

INT: How did you come to write your book on interpretation of 

the Bible? 

LEE: Well, that is out of print nm'l and I don't have a copy. 

But, it was so horrible, the way they were reading the Epistle and the 

Gospel. I'd had four years of Latin in high school and two more years 

in college, and I knew what they were saying (yes, I am Catholic) 

because the Mass doesn't change very much. And I sang in the choir and 

I kne\,1 exactly what they were doi ng. Then, they went from Lati n to 

English, and I was horrified at the awful job they were doing (of 

reading). It was garbled and blah dab dab, and then once, one summer, I 

taught at Catholic University for one month in a vwrkshop of "liturgical 

rene\'/al" I think they called it. I worked with, well, it was all 

priests. And I had a cl ass of priests who were bet\'/een ages forty and 

fifty (they divided them by how long it had been since they were 

ordained which I thought was a dumb idea), but that turned out to be an 

awfully good idea because they had different probl ems. You know, if 

they were ordained say thirty years before, their problems were 

di fferent from those v/ho had been ordai ned only ten years before in 

terms of accepting the English language. And I thought, something has 

got to be done about these people murdering the Bible readings; some

thing's just got to be done. Well, I read and I read and I read, and I 

worked like the dickens on it, but it was fun to write. It was a book 

that I v/anted to v/rite, that I felt was needed to be \·Iritten. It vias 

just Oral Reading of Scripture. 
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INT: Was that book then used in seminaries? 
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LEE: The book was used quite extensively. The problem with the 

books that are taught from in seminaries is that they usually buy five 

for the library and then everybody has to use them. So, you donlt make 

a fortune on a book like that one. 

INT: Did you have a hard time selling that to a publisher, of 

convincing them? 

LEE: No. Good old Houghton Mifflin. By that time lid done 

pretty v/ell for them, and I v/rote and sai d that I had thi s book in 

preparat i on and were they interested. They wrote back and sai d of 

course they VJere and theyld take it. Hell, by that time (I think it was 

my third edition and it \lIas doing pretty well) I think they felt that 

they could risk a little on the old girl if she VJants to write about the 

Bible! But, it is finally gone out of print. 

INT: If you had problems or questions while writing that book, 

you must have felt very alone. 

LEE: Completely, yes. ~Jell, I just, well, lid just buy another 

concordance or another book \l/ith good footnotes and compare them and, 

oh, but it was fun to do. And I could do it, you see, very much on the 

basis of the literature itself. For instance, one chapter in there 

compares Genesis I with the Torah, the King James version, and the 

Catholic version, and James Heldon Johnsonls liThe Creation. 1I And there 

is hardly--I bet you \'1oul dn It fi nd thi rty \llOrds--any difference in the 
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Torah, the Catholic, and the Protestant! So, it was fun. The dif

ference came--oh, I learned an awful lot writing that book--because this 

i2.. literature that we're talking about. And then I've done some writing 

about that since, but just pamphlet kind of things. 

INT: Hhere are they? 

LEE: One of them was for a 1 iturgi cal press in Chi cago. You 

probably think I'm careless as can be, but when you move, you don't move 

those things. And then there was one that I did for a press in 

Hashi ngton, D.C. But they're sort of fly-by-ni ght presses, you know, 

and nothing comes of it. But, it was fun. 

INT: Did you ever get any responses from people who were using 

that book? 

LEE: Yes, yes, I did, a lot. A lot. I think Houghton Mifflin 

didn't quite know how to market that book. That is to say, they did not 

have seminary sources. You kno"./, it wouldn't occur to them to send 

their salesmen to a seminary with the kind of texts they have. So, it 

never sold well. It sold pretty well, but it never really caught fire. 

I didn't care. I had a good time writing it. 

I NT: Last year, when \tIe met at the Taos Inn, you Vlere tal ki ng 

about the poet Theodore Roethke, and I di dn' t take any notes then. 

Would you talk a little bit again of your admiration for him and your 

relationship to him? 

LEE: Hell, I didn't ever really have a very close relationship 

to Roethke, but I like his poetry. 

INT: And you wrote to him? 
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LEE: Yes. I did an article on his poetry and that was in 

Poetry [97 (October), 35-46J, I guess. I thought if you are \'/riting 

about somebody \'/ho is still alive you donlt write criticism and then 

just hope he wonlt see it. And so I wrote to him and sent him a copy of 

the article, and then I didnlt hear from him, didnlt hear anything from 

him. Finally, one late afternoon, he called. It was during the summer 

school session and it was hot, hot! It was about 4:30 in the afternoon 

and I was ready to go home, and I di dn I t want any fancy carryi ng-ons. 

And I answered the phone and a voi ce that \'/as very fami 1 i ar (I thought) 

and sounded 1 ike a guy I kne\'/ who is just full of "fun and games, II I 

mean the kind of guy who when yould go to a place to eat would have the 

bartender come over and say, "Robert Frost is here and he wants to buy 

you a drink!" and it would be this guy. So, the voice on the telephone 

said, "Char10tte Lee?" And I said, "Yes. 1I And he said, "This is 

Theodore Roethke." And I said, "Sure it is!1I And he said, IIHell it 

is!1I As I said, "Oh, it is? Hhere are yoU?" And he said, IIWashington. 

~Jhere do you think I am?1I And I said, 1I0h, oh, 11m sorry. Uh, I 

thought you \'/ere somebody e1se. 1I He said, IIHell, never mind. I want to 

talk to you about something e1se. 1I And then he had the "niceness" to 

say, "I liked your writing. You sa\'J things, some of my surprises and 

secrets, that nobody else has seen!1I Oh, I \'/as delighted. So, I was 

walking on air. Oh, I admire his poetry so much, and I think it is a 

kind of pity that now it is getting lost. Wallace and I kind of wanted 

to do a joint thing on him, on all the things he had said and written 

about teachi ng. He taught at the Uni vers ity of ~Jashi ngton and was very 

interested in teaching, and \'/e vJrote to ask for permission to get his 
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tapes and notebooks on teaching but didn't get it (the permission). Oh, 

I think he was such a fine poet. [See also Literature in Performance, 

Vol. 1, No.1, November 1980.] 

I NT: You were tell i ng me about a poem of hi s that you 

especially liked. 

LEE: "Old Lady's Hinter Words" probably, or was it "Meditations 

of an Old Woman." There are t\'10 of them. Probably it \'1as the first, 

yes, that's a beautiful poem. It is difficult, yes, but the more you 

read it the richer it gets. 

INT: Did he ever hear you read? 

LEE: Yes. And he came for a symposium at Northwestern, and he 

was there a week. The night before the symposium he did a reading hour 

for us and he read very \'Jell, very 't/ell. He read his own things very 

well because he knew what he \'/as after. He \'Jas after those \'/onderful 

sounds. For instance, in another poem of hi s that I am very fond of, 

its called liThe Waking" and it is a villanelle, the lines are repeated, 

as you kno\'J, in a villanelle. And they are repeated exactly the way 

they shoul d be but they carry a connotation that gi ves a wonderful 

variety. And that is the poem that has the line in it that I think is 

the perfect line for an interpreter. "~Jhat falls aVJay, is ah,ays." 

Isn I t that heavenly?! Isn It that a beauty? And when you say it, it 

tastes so good. I just love that line! 

I NT: Somewhere you \'1rote that it ViaS just words that got you 

into interpretation; you love words. 

LEE: Yes, I do. Yes, I remember also reading a poem of Elinor 

Hylie's, oh, way back It,hen I \'laS in my "teardrops stagnating in 
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fountains" period (that \'las my adolescence), and she had one line that 

delighted me. She wrote, "Poets make pets of pretty docile words," and 

I remember thinking, oh, isn't that true! Isn't that true, isn't that a 

great line! And, of course, it is not a great line, but it is kind of 

true, and live always been delighted with it. 

INT: lid like to ask you about a quote from C. C. Cunningham. 

I I d better read it, "My experi ence over the years has i ntensi fi ed my 

dedi cat i on to speech as an art. The resul t, long ago, was to make me 

realize that the highest good attainable in speech art was suggested by 

the 01 d adage, I Hi tch your \'/agon to a star. I And what is that star? 

Theatre ... 

LEE: Hmmmm ••• Yes, but he meant--if that last line is 

troubling you--~ theatre. He meant, audience, listeners. He meant the 

sharing, as you do in theatre. The sharing of the experience. 11m sure 

that's what he meant! I remember he ahoJays used to say, "You may think 

you know what you like, but you LIKE what you know." ~Ihich is true. 

INT: There has to be the question, is there anything you wanted 

to do you didn't do? 

LEE: Oh, I ah/ays wanted to christen a ship! But nobody ever 

asked me to. And this is hardly the area to wish for that [Taos, New 

Mexico]. No, I don't think so. There are things that, \'Jhen I didn't 

get to do them I thought I was killed, and now I don't remember what. 

But there are things I v/ant to do. ~Je11, for instance, I vlant to go 

back allover Europe. I want to go to Chi na. I want to go to Japan 0 

Maybe I vii 11 and maybe I \'lOn It, but I have t ra ve 1 ed a great deal and 

loved every minute of it. And I kno\'J thousands of people, can't always 
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remember all thei r names any more, but I know them enough to say "hi.1I 

And that's good because the world is full of people and you might as 

well like them. But, really, no, no I don't think so. I don't think 

there have been any great gaps in my life. 

INT: And you chose to live in Taos? 

LEE: Yes, and it's not bad, not bad. 

INT: And how did you discover Taos? 

LEE: Well, we came here the first year Wallace Bacon came to 

Northwestern, about January I guess it \'/as. ~Jal1ace said, IIWhy don't 

you come to Taos for your vacati on?1I He had a house out in Tal pa at 

that time and we, that was the fall of 1945 (good lord, that's nearly 40 

years ago!), well, that was the last thing that I wanted to do. Oh, not 

because of Wallace, but I was born in Denver, I'd seen mountains, and I 

kne\,1 about I ndi ans f rom Ok 1 ahoma, and I di dn' t want to go to Taos. I 

wanted to go to New York and go to the theatre. But, so, okay I'll go 

and so I did. And I liked it, but I didn't think it was all that great. 

And the next summer I went back agai n and spent two weeks with Wall ac.e 

and then the next summer 0 • 0 and then we thought, well enough of this. 

Then I \'/ent East to the summer theatre and all the time I \'/as there I 

kept wondering, who's giving parties in Taos? What am I missing? So, 

then after about seven or eight years, I decided to buy some 1and--must 

have been drunk or crazy at the time because there was no money to start 

with. (laughter) At that time this land was amazing, just amazing. It 

was five hundred an acre then and we have five acres. Then I borrowed 

money and bui It 'thi s house and thank heaven. I'd never be abl e to 

afford this all now. Yes, Taos is a beautiful place and an interesting 
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place. It is full of interesting people, a lot of whom came from 

someplace else. They fell in love with it and just stayed, too. Just 

as I did. 

INT: And you still do a great deal of reading. 

LEE: Oh my, oh my, you can tell (indicating the bookshelves in 

the room). About once a year we go through and we take a load of books 

down to the Harwood Library because we keep on buying them and they just 

stack up on top of each other until we can't find anything. 

INT: ~Jhat do you think of the state of interpretation today? 

LEE: I believe that what we really do now is much stronger, I 

really dOD ~/e went through a period in interpretation of dissatisfac-

tion with ourselves (and with reason) and lots of people were doing 

interpretation who really weren't doing interpretation. They VJere doing 

something else. They just didn't know what else to call it. 

INT: Could you amplify on that? 

LEE: I'm thinking particularly in terms of readers theatre and 

chamber theatre. For a while the individual reader sort of kept getting 

lost. 

INT: It was getting too IIshowy?1I 

LEE: In the readers theatre and chamber theatre they lost track 

of the literature and got fascinated with the medium. And when you do 

that, v/ithout constantly going back to the literature, then you get a 

show. Sure. But, you don't really get at the heart of the literature. 

And I feel so strongly the interpreter's responsibility to the 

literature and to the audience, of course. But, if he (the interpreter) 

doesn't want to read that 1 iterature, the \fJay it was written, then do 
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something else. I think you are bound to what the author has put down 

and then, from then on, you are bound to getting it all together and out 

to an audience. But, you've ~ to start with the literature. 

INT: And you thought it wasn't? At that period? 

LEE: Probably, oh, about ten years ago it was getting all 

messed up. Nobody was paying any attention to the literature; they were 

so busy with the multimedia things--music, 1 ights, sound effects. You 

coul d have done ten scri pts the way they vlere doi ng one scri pt. That 

disturbed us. That disturbed us all at Northwestern. We had moments of 

it ourselves (laughter). But, it disturbed us because we felt strongly 

at Northvlestern that the literature is v/hat you are doing. And 

performance of literature is what you are doing. You--can't--perform-

what--you--don' t--I<now! And you can't knovi it without knowi ng what 

every word is doing in there! 

INT: So, analysis was being moved to the side? 

LEE: Yes, it was. And we'd get kids, freshmen, who hadn't the 

faintest idea what they were talking about, not the faintest. But, they 

woul d read to you what they had won a IIregi onal contest ll with. And 

you'd begin to inquire, IIHell, v/hy did you feel that 'that' was that?1I 

"Well, I just think it v/as. 1I II~Jell, where does it say that in the 

script?1I 1I~lell, it doesn't, really.1I But, I don't mean it has to say 

everythi ng ri ght out in b 1 acl< and white, but there are so many 1 ayers of 

suggestion and of turning your attention, very subtly, that if you miss 

them. • • (l aughter) Oh, I remember a gi rl who vias readi ng Robert 

Brovming's IIMeeting At Night And Parting At Morning. 1I And she only read 

IIMeet i ng At Ni ght II (they ~'Jere to read both) and then she sat down. And 
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not gonna read that. II And I sai d, IIOh, why? II 

that that's what that nice Mr. Browning meant. 
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And she said, IIHell, 11m 

She said, III don't think 

I mean, he married that 

nice Elizabeth Barrett Browning, and I don't wanna think that's what he 

meant. 1I And I said, III' m sorry but (singsong) I think it was!" "~Iell," 

she said, "I'm not gonna read ito" (laughter) "50, okay, don't read 

it. 1I That, you know, just taking a piece of a \'Iork and deciding what 

all the rest of it meant, that was a thing we were being greatly tempted 

by ten years ago. 

INT: Could it have been a whole new generation of teachers who 

were promoting ••• 

LEE: Partly, yes, partly. But also, I think it was the fun and 

the excitement, and it was fun, and it ~ exciting. 

INT: Or, were students so influenced by TV, color and motion 

pictures? 

LEE: No, no, I don't thinl< that \lIas it. I think, I think it 

was that it was such an exciting time. Mercy, we were doing things in 

i nterpretati on we I d never done--ki nds of 1 iterature--bi ographi es, 

letters, diaries, all sorts of things that the individual reader had 

never done. ~Je were moving out in so many directions, with different 

kinds of literature, that the temptation to do it--because you knew that 

your students could do it well--added some touch because it was fun to 

watcho The temptation to do a sho\ll was great. 11m not sure--it is 

astonishing how quickly you get out of active touch with what people are 

doing--but my impression is that we are turning bacl< to the literature 

now \l/hi ch makes me very happy. 



274 

INT: It is all kind of cyclical? 

LEE: Yes, and I thi nk in doi ng that we have lost some of the 

(oh, I'm not sure "lost" is the word but we'll use it) some of the 

fringe people who think, oh, I can do that (the people who are pretty 

good showmen but not very good analysts or have discipline). So I think 

that maybe we are in a state now where we are going to move onto solid 

ground. And I do thi nk there wi 11 be, perhaps, fewer "mi ckey mouse" 

courses in interpretation, more sound ones I hope. 

INT: ~Iould you define "mickey mouse" courses? 

LEE: A course you take for fun, one that is not any \'lOrk and 

you don't have to write a paper, you don't have a textbook, you don't 

have to do any of those things. 

INT: Oh, I thought you might mean a subject area. 

LEE: No, just more solid scholarship, I hope. 

INT: Do you think festivals promoted the razzle dazzle kind of 

thing, like in competition, to outshine one another? 

LEE: No, I don't think festivals did; I think contests do. 

There's a difference you know, of course you know. In a contest it is, 

what are the judges going to like? And what should I do so well? And, 

consequent 1 y, they keep getting a fi rst over and over, doi ng the same 

kind of thing he already does well and from tllhich you don't grow. I 

think festivals area a great idea if you get a good critic judge because 

then you can talks ! used to do, years and years ago, I used to do some 

contests as judge because, as a graduate student and beginning instruc

tor, I needed the money. And I was so di stressed because so many of 

them, \'/e11 , they had a rul e agai nst the judges tal ki ng to the readers 
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aft e r i tis 0 ve r \,1 h i chi sri d i c u lou s. . Nod i s c u s s ion a tall, jus t 

ridiculous, and I don't know why. I guess to keep from there being any 

influence one way or the other. Or, it is very difficult to tell a 

student, that isn't your student, what you did and did not like about 

the performance. And, it is very easy to let slip that you happen to 

1 ike such and such. That, they immedi ately take for the next contest 

they are going to be in, and don't try reading the literature fully, but 

only to pl ease the next judge who comes from the same school. Oh, I 

just happen to have a soapbox about contests--festivals I like. And I 

have been to several hundred, I guess. I like them; they're fun! 

INT: And you still go to them? 

LEE: Once in awhile I go to places where I think it would be 

fun to go anyway. I used to go everY\,/here I was asked, practically, 

because as Dean McBurney said one time, lilt is good for you and it is 

good for US," which it \'/as. But now I only go where I think it would be 

fun to go anyway. Isn't that awful? But, after all, that's what 

retirement is all about! 

INT: Have you missed anything in retirement? 

LEE: I mi ss my coll eagues. He had a great department at 

Northwestern, and we had the best time. He used to have the best time 

at each other's parties of any parties we ever \'Jent to. He ahJays met 

for lunch, and, as \'Je \'Jere several blocks a\,/ay from a restaurant, \\Ie 

brought our lunch and \'Je had more fun! ~le talked, sometimes talked 

shop, sometimes talked talk, just talk. Hell, for instance, one time-

well, l~al1 ace Bacon and I have been together for (heavens, I \'Jas just 

thinking about it this morning)--it'll be forty years next September--



276 

that we have taught together. Now, that's a long time to remain close, 

close friends! 

INT: That is remarkable. 

LEE: Hell, you see, that is, or was, partly because of our 

deans. He have a School of Speech with our own dean, not part of Fine 

Arts. \~e were a school of our own like School of Business, School of 

Education, Liberal Arts, all of those. Drama vias in Speech and still 

is. The School of Speech has been, well, we had our hundredth birthday 

I think two or three years ago--big celebration. There were fireworks 

allover the lake. Oh, it was a gala performance. But, you see, with a 

unit 1 ike a School of Speech and department heads 1 ike Chai rman of 

Interpretation, Chairman of Theatre, Chairman of Speech Education, 

Chairman of Speech Therapy, Public Address, or whatever they are calling 

themse1 ves now, at any rate, all those department heads v/ork \'/ith the 

department. And we did exactly as we pleased; that is to say, well, we 

didn't just add a course without the whole School of Speech approving 

it. But it was a speech faculty; we didn't have to go to a huge faculty 

conunittee. It was a very, very rare and wonderful situati on because we 

were absolutely autonomous, with our own courses and our own schedules. 

Fortunately there was no competitiveness in the interp department. We 

were a happy--maybe sl ap-happy--group.. ~Je di dn It a1 ways agree but each 

of us knew what he or she di d better than anybody else and everybody 

else knew that, too, and respected it. For instance, Wallace was 

magnificent with the graduate students, particularly with Ph.D. people. 

He is a real scholar. I think I could be a real scholar if I wanted to, 

but I, oh, I didn't particularly want to. I mean, live done my bit on 
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scholarship but I got excited about the students. Well, so did Wallace, 

but he was best with the Ph.D. people. I used to teach freshmen because 

they were fun to teach. We used to--and I don I t know if they sti 11 

do--take, once every two years, a quarter of freshmen. When I got up to 

associate professor and full professor I taught mostly juniors, seniors 

and graduates--the C 1 evel courses--and once every year I taught a 

quarter of sophomores. That \'1as fun because you coul d see how they gre\,1 

through the time. I was good with the M.A. people. ~Jallace and I 

worked together very well with them. But I was best ... /ith the upper

class undergraduates. I don't know \'/hy, I really don't knm'l. I think 

that for the most part they were old enough by that time to be willing 

to do some analysis. I remember one course--I taught a whol e year of 

poetry on the C level starting with about 1850 and going up to 1950--and 

they had to take the fi rst quarter before they coul d take the rest of 

it. I assigned term papers and everything the first \l/eek, and one kid 

came up and sai d, "Why do I have to write a paper on a poem?" And I 

said, "Well, you must have heard the scuttlebutt, you must have heard 

there's a term paper in here. And besides, I think it is important, and 

you'll never have to do it again if you don't want to, but you'd better 

do it this time. 1I And he said, III don't think I \lJant to. 1I And I said, 

1I0kay, you have to the end of the week to drop this course because it is 

going to be done in here." And he \l/as--that is, he turned out to be 

(and this Vlill surprise you because you probably don't vJatch this kind 

of television and I don't either)--he turned out to be Claude Akins who 

played the truck driver on some awful TV series. Anyway, Claude was a 

great bi g hunky guy, and I had the most beautiful readi ng of Emily 
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Dickinson from Claude Akins that I have ever had from a student. 

IILook,1I lid said to him, IIthis course is not a democracy; it is a 

tyranny! It is a benevolent tyranny, but it ~ a tyranny. And that IS 

what youlve got to do for the course. 1I So it was mutter, mutter, 

mutter. But he wrote a wonderful term paper and he di d a beauti ful 

final reading of Dickinson. 

INT: Did he ever talk to you about what turned him around? 

LEE: No, he just grinned at me all the rest of the semester. 

You see, in the School of Speech you have to have the first two courses 

in interpretation no matter what your major. Eventually, the therapy 

people pulled out of that, but thatls all right. But the theatre 

people, the public address people, all had to have the first courses in 

interpretation just as the interpretation people had to have the first 

two courses in public address and the first two courses in theatre and 

the radi o/TV peopl e had to have i nterpretati on so that we got a good 

cross section. 

INT: Is it still like that? 

LEE: Yes, I think so. And then they had to have a large 

share--I think it was about 40 percent of thei r courses--outside the 

School of Speech. There were courses in philosophy, science, all those 

things, so that, you see, 'lIe tried very hard, and I think we succeeded, 

in not turni ng out a bunch of Charlotte Lees and a bunch of Hall ace 

Bacons and a bunch of Lilla Hestons and a bunch of Bob Breens because 

they had to take, across the board, all these courses. So, 'lIe didnlt 

turn out peopl e who kne\-J only poetry, for exampl e, whi ch I thi nk \-Jas 

important. But we used to--oh, \-/e never had seri ous di sagreements on 
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anything--we all knew where it was we wanted to go with these kids. We 

all knew the direction that each of us wanted to take, and it worked out 

fine, and we never had any problems. 

INT: How wonderful for the students! 

LEE: Oh, yes, and I think they felt easy with us. It was a 

very happy--oh, how long was I there--thi rty years, I guess. We had a 

very rare setup, and that's why I think it is important not to separate 

a 11 these areas of speech and get them off in 1 ittl e corners by them

selves. 

INT: Could that separation be hurting speech today? 

LEE: Yes, because what do you do to earn a living in interpre

tation after you get out? I mean, you can teach but that's barely 

earning a living. It is better nOVJ than it was back then, but if you 

love performance, which interpretation people do, there's a bigger field 

in TV. There's a bigger field in theatre. And there's also a bigger 

field in politics, rhetoric, lavJ, etc., so that vie are not an area, I 

think, that you can promise that the student will be interviewed for 

twenty jobs at so many thousand a week or something. Now, there were 

important people. There were the ~1ichigan people who were very 

important. And the Wisconsin people, under Gertrude Johnson, who were 

very important 0 I thi nk Alethea Mattingly di d her undergraduate vJOrk 

with Gertrude Johnson. And then we all trained our good graduates and 

they \'Jent out to teach, and then it began to spread like a family tree" 

INT: Who would you send me to to talk about you as a teacher-

in the sense of passi ng on somethi ng--v.Jho woul d you see as passi ng on 

your own philosophies or attitudes? 
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LEE: Lilla Heston if she \'lere still alive. You know she just 

died quite suddenly. Probably Tim Gurra at Brooklyn College (he is a 

professor of interpretation there now). And, oh, I don't know ••• 

we've got so many of them. And, of course, people like Alethea 

Mattingly who did her Ph.D. with us, and Janet Bolton did her 

undergraduate wor'k at Northwestern, I bel i eve. Oh, we had peop1 e all 

over the country who were graduate students with us and then they sent 

out graduate students themselves, so it's a kind of family tree. And 

I'm sure Michigan has the same thing, and Wisconsin, and now, of course, 

the Western and Southwestern and California schools are just blossoming. 

But, you knO'.'/, I remember Cunningham saying to me, II Now, Charlotte, I 

want this to be a perfect dissertation, but I may as well tell you, it 

is not going to change the world. I don't suppose two dozen people will 

read it." And I said, "Oh, thanks." 

INT: Well, if two dozen people do read it that's kind of 

amazing. Sometimes your own committee can't stand to read it. 

LEE: Yes, that's right. Oh, I have read some and thought, oh, 

why di d I say I'd be on the committee? Of course I thi nl< that one of 

the most valuable things, both to your ego and to your sentimentality, 

is years 1 ater, you get a 1 etter from a student \'/ho says, II I was 

thinking about you the other night and I remember the time you said to 

me thus and so and so ••• " And I think, did I say that? I don't 

remember sayi ng that. One of the most important thi ngs to remember 

about teaching, I think, is that you never know when you're teaching and 

\'/hen you're not! You can say something fairly off-hand--even a little 

smart a1ecky or something--and it clicks and that's what they remember. 
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It is to be hoped that they remember the overall, but it is, oh, it is 

scary. Somebody said to me not long ago (see, they are doing this 

series of videotapes at SCA in Chicago in November, and I'm doing one of 

them for "Teachers on Teachi ng"), and when the woman who's chai rman 

wrote to me, she said, "What I want to know is your overall plan of what 

you're going to achieve that particular quarter." Well, I did have an 

overall plan, of course, but every day was different. You can't say, 

"No, today I am going to talk about rhyme schemes because a reading may 

come up that (laughter), well, just doesn't have 2.!!l. rhyme; you never 

know. So, you have to start over every day. 

INT: Would you sort of feel things out by who was in the class? 

LEE: Oh, yes, yes. With the freshmen class that was 

part i cul arly true. But then, you've got to get them beaten down by 

tyranny! (laughter) 

INT: Here you tough, tough from the fi rst day? 

LEE: No, no, I was businesslike, I hope. From the first day of 

a quarter, I gave them all the things they were go; ng to have to do. 

And, in two of the three quarters, no, all three quarters of my poetry 

class, we did selected poets and.!. selected the poets! In the third 

quarter they could read anything but by that poet. In the second 

quarter "Ie had, "Jell, let's say 'lIe Vlent through Shelley and Keats and 

Browning and Dickinson and, oh,- Tennyson. And they had a list of about 

fi ve poems by each poet that they coul d choose because I thi nk you 

cannot--a cl ass cannot--criti ci ze without reading the poem; you can't 

criticize a poem you've never read, so everybody read everything. Then 

you chose one for performance. Ty'rant? Yes, but I don't think my kids 
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were afraid of me because I was easy to talk to. I listened, and that 

is mostly \'/hat they \'/ant you to do. My colleagues used to kid me and 

call me "den mother" of the School of Speech. I had the roommate of a 
, 

kid I had in class (I remember this so clearly), and one day he appeared 

in the door and said, "Miss Lee, er, Or. Lee, I'm so and so and I'm so 

and so's roommate." And I said, "Yes, well come in. II "And my roommate 

said to come and talk to you." Well, it turned out that he'd just 

broken up with his girlfriend and she said she was pregnant and he said, 

"I didn't do it. I honestly didn't do it! He said to come and talk to 

you." And I thought, oh, fine! So, then I didn't ever see him again 

and I trust he got it straightened out. But, they \'/ant you to listen. 

And if you listen, they'll take whatever it is you say. For a class I'd 

say, lilt is important; give it a try. You 'IlCn't ever have to do this 

again in your life unless, of course, you take another course with me 

which you mayor may not." I used to close my classes at 20 which, 

agai n, you cou1 d do in those days. I usually sneaked up to 21 or 22, 

but I kept them dm'ln. And the first two courses, the freshmen and 

sophomore, were requi red, but \'Je still kept them at 20. And then, on 

the junior, senior, and graduate levels they only had to have one 

quarter of this and one quarter of that. Then, by the Ph.D. level of 

courses they could begin to specialize more clearly. So, it vias nice 

the C-1eve1 course was not a required course so, I just told them at the 

beginning of the semester what to expect and then they could drop the 

course if they didn't like it. And I had very few drops--oh, occa

sionally. But I think that if you make clear where the course is 

going--and by that I mean, \oJhat they are e)(pected to do and \'/hen--then 
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you don't find too much resentment. (laughter) I remember a girl (this 

was in a sophomore class) and she came up at the end of the class, and I 

had given her a D in the course. She cut class like a crazy woman and I 

understood that! Why, when I was in college, I did some class cutting 

mysel f! As I say, I don I t thi nk I I d ever hi re a faculty member who 

never cut a class because then you can't understand how it can get to be 

a habit; you don't go today so you don't know what you1re going to do 

tomorrow, and the fi rst thing you know, you haven't been there for so 

long. Well, anyway, she came up to talk to me about her D and she said, 

"Why did I make a D in your course?" I said, "I don't know. I wonder." 

And she said, "I well, well, I guess I did, but why did you give, oh, I 

guess because I made a D, I suppose." "Yes, so ••• " So, I never 

really had. to get nasty vJith anybody simply because, I guess, I knew 

where I was goi ng. I knew who I vIas, and they knew who I was and what 

was in the picture. So, if they didn't like it, drop the course. 

INT: When you first started teaching were you ever scared? 

LEE: Oh! Oh, heavens, yes! You see, I started teachi n9 ina 

girls' school in Oklahoma, and I taught everybody from bitsy bitsies for 

15 minutes a day (see, for 15 minutes I tool< the kindergarten class 

while the teachers were having coffee and weld read little poems and 

things) on up through high school. And that's when I had Jennifer Jones 

as a student. 

I NT: Oh, I read that C. Co Cunni ngham had her as a student as 

well. 

LEE: Yes, she came up to Northwestern. So, there I was scared 

to teach, and then I went from there to St. Mary-of-the-Woods College in 
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Indiana and got scared allover again. lid had about enough of teaching 

in girls ' schools. And, I admit 1111 never forget my first day teaching 

at Northwestern because it had occurred to me once when I was there for 

summer school that "woul dn I t it be wonderful to teach here, II and then, 

all of a sudden, I got a graduate assistantship! Then, all of a sudden 

I thought, "ahhhh ••• oh, oh, here I am, teaching at Northwestern?" 

Theoretically, I was working on my Ph.D. You see, the story of my Ph.D. 

is a weird one. I had ~ intention of getting a Ph.D. It simply never 

occurred to me. I never even had any intention of getting a Master's! 

I was going to teach. Well, I graduated from college in 1930 from 

Wichita State when I was 19 with a teacher's certificate. I was 19 with 

a major in French, and I was Catholic. In Kansas, in those days, there 

weren't many of us! ·And I couldn't get a job, I mean, who out in a 

little town in Kansas wanted a 19-year-old French major teaching in 

thei r school who was a Cathol i c? In those days you si gned a contract 

and that said you would be there on Sundays to teach Sunday School and 

there was no way • • • 

INT: Were they all religious-based schools? 

LEE: Oh, \'/ell, they just \\Ianted somebody there, you know. You 

were just expected to go there and dol e out all your time. I often 

wonder v/hat woul d have become of me if I I d gotten any of those jobs. 

So, I went back to school for my Master's. 

INT: At that time, were you ever discouraged that you didn't 

get the jobs? 
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LEE: Oh, yes. I "Jas crushed! Nm'l I think, thank you, God! 

Somebody \'Jas tak i ng care of me. So, I went back and got my Master's in 

French. 

INT: Were you determined it would be in French? 

LEE: Well, there were only two speech courses at Wi chita U. 

Oh, I'd been doi ng it! Why, every show I was ri ght there for tryouts. 

But I loved French, I dearly loved it. I took my Master's in French in 

two years. And then, well, it gets very hot in Kansas in the summers, 

and so I deci ded I'd go to Northwestern on Lake Mi chi gan for summer 

school. Oh, it was just for fun. So, I di d that and I went there [to 

Northwestern] I guess about four summers. 

INT: In speech? 

LEE: Yes. And then, the 1 ast summer I was there Dean Denni s 

\'1as sti 11 dean, and I was \'1riti ng a col umn for the school paper every 

week--twice a week, I guess--called "Ad Lib." YOll kno\,/~ it was kind of 

a gossip column about speech activities--cute stuff. And Dean Dennis 

called me in one day and said, "Charlotte, I think you ought to go on 

for your Ph.D." And I said, "You do?" He said, "Yes, if for no other 

reason than to show yourself and a few other people that you can. And 

so, we are offering you a graduate assistantship for the year after this 

one." Well, I almost fell on my face, but I thought, well, why not? 

INT: You were teaching then? 

LEE: In between those summers I was teaching in Indiana, 

Okl ahoma, and then Indi ana, and then I taught at St. Mary-of-the-~Joods 

which is in Indiana. So, I started my Ph.D. without the slightest 

intention of really doing it. Then C. C. Cunningham got his hooks in me 
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and said, "Charlotte, when are you going to pass your language exams?" 

I said, "Oh, uh, uh • 0 • I ••• I don't kno\,l. I guess whenever they 

are." So, French was first and I passed it, of ,course, with no trouble. 

Oh, I must say I was fr; ghtened out of my wits, and I thought, whe\,l, 

what if I fail after all of this? And then there was the German exam 

and I passed that. Then one day Cunningham said, "Charlotte, I want the 

title of your dissertation." And I said, "Ba ••• bu ••• bu ••• 

but I don't know, C.C. Wha ••• what do you want me to do?" And he 

said, "\~hatever you want to do, whatever you want to do." I did it on 

Paul Verlaine who is a French poet, and it was fun to do. Well, no, it 

wasn't fun to do; it was hard work. But it was all fun. And all of a 

sudden, there I was with a bear by the tailo lid passed the language 

exams, and I was taking graduate courses, and I had a graduate 

assistantship, and lid given in a title for a dissertation, and there I 

was! And so that's how I ended up with a Ph.D. 

INT: Came almost as though you weren't looking? 

LEE: I wasn't looking, yes. I got the Ph.D. in 1945. At that 

point I had a full teaching assistantship. Let's see, I taught three 

cl asses in i nterpretati on and I taught freshmen. One year I di d the 

costuming for the University Theatre shows and taught "good old" B40 

where I had to teach a \'Jhol e unit, a s; x-week unit, on costumi ng. I 

learned! I learned, I really did. I don't knm'J how come, but I just 

sort of slid into that. As you say, things do just kind of evolve. r·1y 

life has gone that way, too. 

INT: Maybe if we make rigid plans, that is not what is going to 

happen? 
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LEE: That 1 s t rue, yes. And be ready for \'/hatever is goi ng to 

happen when it happens. 

INT: Sometimes there are things to do that you don't even know 

there are to do. 

LEE: That's right, and there are things that you've done that 

you didn't know anybody was paying any attention to! It's interesting. 

I NT: On the other hand, graduate school ~ a commi tment and 

hard work, and you can't just do all that with the back of your hand. 

LEE: Oh, yes. Well, I guess I was so busy doing what it was I 

\'/as expected to do, and enjoying it, that I didn't have time to "lorry 

about what was going to come of it. There I was. lid committed myself 

for that year of teachi ng and then the next year, and I vias enjoyi ng 

myself, so I went on and did it. 

INT: Hovi did you get the feel or the love of the classroom? 

You said you were scared at first at Northwestern. 

LEE: Oh, my, from the time I was a little bitty girl I knew I 

wanted to teach. Oh, I didn't know it in those terms, but it never 

occurred to me~ as it does to every little girl, or did, that I wanted 

to be a nurse, or a nun, or a movie star; I was going to be a teacher! 

Now, it wasn't articulated in my mind, but anYVJay, in kindergarten I 

used to come home and 1 i ne up my doll sin a rovJ and teach them what I I d 

1 earned that day ink i ndergarten. So, I thi nk it was just somethi ng I 

had in me. 

INT: Did you also use your brother? 

LEE: No. (laughter) ~Jelve always been the closest of friends, 

but he vias six years younger, and by the time he \I/as old enough for me 
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to pay any attention to--you .know, to think he vias cute--I was nine and 

he vias three, and by that time I was goi ng my own way D At the age of 

nine, you know, your family is a nuisance. But I've been very lucky. 
, 

I've said a fevl times there is no combination like being a Leo and 

Irish! Things just happen! And, yes, they just happen, but you've got 

to be there and have the right qualifications. But I just thought, each 

time, my, isn't this nice? Oh, that would be nice! I was not too 

bright I think (laughter), but it turned out all right! 

INT: But you had to have been bright. 

LEE: Oh, I mean about life. You know, it never occurred to me, 

as it did to the kids in the '60s, to try to "find myself." I just 

thought, oh, I'd be coming along, whatever I was doing, well, I was 

do i n g it. I ' ve a 1 way s f e 1 t so r r y for tho s e kid s who had to" fin d 

themselves" because, well, there you are, the whole time! Well, that 

certainly is a soapbox, Charlotte! ~Jell, really life has been very good 

to me, and people have been aVJfully n"ice to me. I have nothing to 

complain about. 

INT: Nothing at all you haven't done? 

LEE: No, but the next time I come back I'm going to be a 

ballerina, but that's the next time. No, no, I'm not proud of every 

little thing I ever did; I did some "boo boos" like everybody else. But 

I did what I wanted to do. I like people, and I like to be with people, 

and I like back and forth with people. I got excited about what I was 

teaching. What more can you ask of life? 
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Dr. Alethea Smith Mattin~ 
Born. May 27, 1904. Chicago, Illinois. 

I NT: I remember a story you to1 d me about v/hen you were in 

China. They had a poem they were learning in English, and they didn't 

know that visiting them was, maybe, the finest reader in the United 

States, and they asked you to read that poem. Cou1 d you retell that 

story? 

MATTINGl Y: Certai n1y. After tal ki ng to three of the students 

who had been studying English and were interested in asking me about the 

United States and so on, and we had talked about the Brontes and about 

Huckleberry Finn and I was about to leave, a student thrust a book into 

my hand and said, "read to us. Read to us." I \'lOndered what I would 

get? It vias Robert Frost's "Stopping By Hoods on a SnovlY Evening." I 

he 1 d the book and repeated the 1 i nes, from memory, of course. Thei r 

response was wonderful! Their facial response, their chattering in 

Chinese, it was a very moving experience for me. 

I NT: Di d they know vlho you were? Maybe they thought every 

American can r2ad like that? 

MATTINGLY: They asl<ed me, the first question I was asked, was 

did I ever \'wrk? "Yes." "Hhat did you do?" "I taught." "Hhat did you 

teach? II II Interpretat i on of 1 iterature." And then that was all I sai d 

about myse1 f. I qui ck1y, after I stated what I had taught, I qui ckly 

began asking them the questions. I wanted to turn the conversation from 

me to them and so I would ask an occasional question. But they were 

enthusiastic about the reading they had been doing and then, from the 

reading, we went on to other kinds of questions. I did tell them about 



290 

the Uni versity of Ari zona ~ I sho\'led them some postal cards of the 

campus. But they didn't know that I had ever read for a listener. 

INT: Dr. ~Jil1iams asked me to ask you this question. He said, 

"Have Dr. Matt i ng1y tell you about Joseph Catmull." 

MATTINGLY: Joseph Catmull, yes, he was from the University of 

Utah. 

INT: Dr. Williams said that he was the greatest King Lear ever. 

And he said, "I won't tell you about him, have Dr. Mattingly tell you 

about him." 

MATTINGLY: I heard him give a reading from Lear at a Western 

Speech meeting as a part of a program and when I was a visiting 

professor at the University of Utah, I heard from many people that the 

greatest Lear was Joseph Catmull who had performed it in Salt Lake City. 

I hadn't heard him, but I had met him. I arranged a program with Angus 

Bo\'~an, who had founded the Shakespeare Festival in Ashland, Oregon, and 

he talked about Shylock for us. And I saw him do Shylock and had 

admired him, so I asked him. Then I asked Joseph Catmull to read from 

King Lear. 

INT: At that time you had never heard Catmull read? 

MATTINGLY: I had never heard him. He was on the faculty at the 

University of Utah, Department of Speech. Utah was interested for many, 

many years in oral interpretation. Of course, that goes back to Maude 

Mae Babcock, who \'Jas head of the department at the Uni versity of Utah 

for fi fty years. And she reti red as Chai rman of the department the 

first or second year that I was at the University of Arizona. And so, 

the first Western Speech Association convention (at Salt Lake City) that 
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I ever attended, I attended because I was invited to give the program at 

the reception honoring Maude Mae Babcock. And I chose to read "Cocks 

Must Cro\,l" by Marjori e Ki nnan Rawl i ngs, and enjoyed the whol e thi ng 

thoroughly. ~/ithin the next day or so, I was a guest in Maude Mae 

Babcock's home, along with Sara Lowrey, who was at Baylor at that time, 

but who is well kno\,1n in interpretation. And, I kept hearing from my 

friends in Utah about Dr. Catmull who was such a fine performer. He took 

his doctor's degree right there in Utah. I guess that is all I can tell 

you. He was a gentleman, and I enjoyed conversations \,/ith him. 

INT: What about the performance? You set up a performance and 

here was a performer you had never seen before. What was your reaction? 

MATTINGLY: Well, I thought it was just a top-notch reading of 

King Lear. 

INT: Do you remember what part of Lear he read? 

MATTINGLY: I can't be certain, but I think maybe the last 

scene, on to the end. 

INT: You must have seen so many performances in your lifetime 

that they all run together. 

MATTINGLY: Well, I have. After all, this was more than forty 

years ago and I have heard many performers since. 

INT: Do you have any other memories of who did Shakespeare that 

moved you? 

MATTINGLY: Well, I think Angus Bm-JJT1an ' s performance of Shylock 

\'/as just spl endi d ••• because ••• \'/ell, I felt he kne\'J that the pl ay 

is a comedy, that he di d not make the pl ay, the drama, the tragedy of 

Shylock. At the same time, he gave a very human portrayal. 
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INT: He didn't make Shylock a comic figure? 

MATTINGLY: No, he felt that he kne\'l that in Shakespeare's day 

Shylock had a big nose and red hair, as the typical comedy figure. 

Bowman didn't have that kind of makeup. But he did not ••• he did not 

make his final exit just heartrending. The Christians were as bad as 

the Jews in that play in my opinion. And so, I felt that that came out 

in his direction of the play. This was at Ashland [Oregon], at the 

Shakespeare Festival. 

INT: I'd like to get to those kinds of questions that people 

start wi th, and, if it doesn't wear you out, we can back up 1 ater and 

fi 11 in thi ngs that you feel are important. Coul d you trace your 1 i fe 

in your profession? In other words, how did it progress? When did you 

know that you were interested in this area? How did you know that that 

was ri ght for you? Or, how di d you come to real i ze what your talent 

was? Did this begin as a child, in grade school, or ••• wherever you 

would like to begin. 

MATTINGLY: The trouble is that I've been interested in so many 

thi ngs, I guess. But, r'll try to trace it for you. I just began 

gi vi ng readi ngs \'/hen I was a very young gi rl • Oh, I llJOul d say by the 

time I was ten or t\'lelve I would be called upon to read. 

INT: Was this from teachers? 

MATTINGLY: My mother. My mother \lIas a good performer. My 

mother di d a great many thi ngs in the community and "lith different 

organizations. She was really a scholarly person and she also gave her 

time and energy to different organizations. She had a college degree; 

her degree II/as from IO\I/a. I gre\'J up in Madi son, Hi scons in, and my 
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mother and my father \'Jere important in the community. I had all the 

advantages of being in a university town. 

INT: Was your father a teacher? 

MATTINGLY: No, he wasn't. He was in business. But their 

friends were limited really to university people and people interested 

in music and art. My father helped bring various artists and musicians 

to perform at the University [of Wisconsin]. First of all, they 

performed at the Armory and then the audience couldn't be accommodated 

there and they moved to the stock pavilion. The first time I ever heard 

Lily Pons • • • 

INT: Stock, you mean cows? 

MATTINGLY: Yes (laughing), yes. So, when I first heard Lily 

Pons, that was in the stock pavilion. But, occasionally, these artists 

were guests in my mother and father's home. 

INT: Were they on committees to bring these people in? 

MATTINGLY: My father was often chairman of the committee that 

brought these people. He just did it because he was interested. 

INT: Was he a musician? 

MATTINGLY: He played the piano, but not professionally at all. 

But, any\'Jay, my mother \'JOul d ask me to reci te somethi ng that she kne\'J I 

kne\,1 by hea rt. She expected me to memori ze 0 I pi cked it. I 1 i ked the 

sound and if I did I practiced, had it memorized and it stuck in my 

mind. When I was 12 or 13 years old, I had what amounted to as 

elocutionary, ••• you kno\'/, the gestures, the figure of palm up, and 

palm down, then like ••• little dancing steps. 

INT: Would your mother read to you? 
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MATTINGLY: Yes, she would read aloud to me sometimes. My 

mother began reading to me as an infant. This was evening entertainment 

and mother read to us. One vii nter mother read ri ght st ra i ght through 
, 

the set of Dickens! ~'Je heard things :from the Bible read aloud. Every 

Christmas morning she would read the Christmas story to us, but we were 

so eager to get in to that tree, we could hardly stand it! And, we had 

lively conversations, and we grew up with that sort of thing. But, she 

didn't have me imitate her. 

INT: She encouraged you? 

MATTINGLY: Yes, yes. She'd s·ay, II NO\,1 , let's hear you read 

this." And one of the last times J ever saw my mother--when she was in 

the hospita1--she asked me to read a couple of Psalms to her. 

INT: Then~ when you had guests? 

MATTINGLY: Yes! Often. Of course, I wou1dn ' t be with the 

guests all eveni ng, but I wou1 d be with them when they fi rst came to 

dinner and so, prior to dinner, often I was asked. Then, very shortly 

after that, I \flas asked to do thi ngs at the church (the Presbyteri an 

church where my family belonged). I have a clipping someplace that I 

read not too long ago when I was cleaning house. It was a clipping from 

the Wisconsin State Journal in Madison. It must have been written, oh, 

the bottom of the 1505, and the clipping was talking about how Madison 

was before World War II, and it mentioned different people and it said 

in one place II. • • and then there VJere those readi ngs A1 ethea Smith 

gave in the basement of the Unitarian church. 1I ~lel1, we weren't 

Unitari ans, but I \f/as amused by that because I \'JOndered hO\'J in the \'JOrl d 

I happened to do that! 
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INT: 00 you remember '.',hat any of those readi ngs \tlere? 

MATTINGLY: Yes. James Hhitcomb Riley, some of that, and there 

was T. A. Daley and some Italian dialect. Oh, ultra melodramatic--a\'1ful 

things--I donlt know--awful stuff, just awful! 

INT: And funny? 

MATTINGLY: Yes, very often ••• occasionally very sertous. 

the kind of things that I would just turn up--oh, turn away from, today. 

And, it went over beautifully, no worse than some stuff we get in 1985! 

But, by the time I went to high school I began trying out for plays. 

There were no speech classes then. 

INT: So, then you had this ••• wanting to perform ~you? 

MATTINGLY: Yes, yes, I did. I \tlould perform at the drop of a 

hat. Yes, and I quickly was fortunate to get a good role. And, the 

teacher who directed the plays (in high school) was a charming, 

beautiful woman who did exceptionally good work. She was a graduate of 

North\'/estern and so Mi ss [Cornel i a] Cooper became ki nd of a model I 

suppose. 

things. 

school. 

But, at the same time, I tool< academic subjects, demanding 

But, I did play Hermia in Midsurroner Nightls Dream in high 

INT: Do you remember your very first play? 

MATTINGLY: The first play I ever was in, I was the wolf in, oh, 

must have been Li tt 1 e Red Ri di n9 Hood--i n French! I was ~~! Then, 

the next thi ng I di d \lIas Fest or Feste, i'Jhi chever way you say that 0 • 0 

INT: Did you sing? 

MATTINGLY: Yes. I kne\,1 that play from the first line to the 

last, you know. I just lived the whole thing! I liked it and when lid 
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get a role, the family \'JOuld say, IIt'/ell, Hermia's going to be \f/ith us 

for a fe\'1 \'/eeks.1I I had a wonderful time. Of course, my family came to 

see me. And my brother, \,/ho was just a 1 ittl e younger than I was, \'1as 

there and when we got home after the performance I asked Albert did he 

like it? And did he think I was good? Of course, I wanted praise. He 

said, II~Jhen you jumped up on that table, I could hear your knees crack!1I 

And that was his only comment! But, that brought me down to earth and I 

had a few other family comments I imagine helped me. 

I NT: \'Jhen you fi rst started bei ng put before a real audi ence, 

when you \'/ere quite young, di d you need to be pushed and prodded and 

encouraged? Or did you just love it right from the first? 

MATTINGLY: No, I loved it. I enjoyed it. And I imagine, in my 

early readings, that part of my own focus was upon myself. I hope that, 

in the years that I kept at this, I learned to forget myself and focus 

upon the literature. 

INT: But I wonder if you don't need some of that (attention) or 

you would just stay at home and read. 

MATTINGLY: Well, we all like to be the center of the stage. I 

think, basically, almost everybody has a certain urge for that. And I 

am sure I had. And, my family fostered it; my parents fostered that. 

INT: So, you had self-confidence? 

MATTINGLY: I \'IaS overly protected, but I always was told that 

there was nothing I couldn't do; whatever I wanted to do, there were no 

avenues closed. No avenues that were acceptable for the individual or 

society. 
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INT: At the time, \'1asn ' t the unusual for a \'loman to be told 

that? 

MATTINGLY: Well, live been told it \'las. But, you see, I wasn't 

aware of that and when the movement of ERA began, I often said to young 

people, "Well, I don't understand. You read this as if it belonged to 

your 1 i ves, not to the pi ece of 1 iterature. II And I had so many young 

people tell me that their mothers never could write a check and that the 

young girl in the family had been told, always, that she was a girl and 

that that made a difference. See, I never heard anything like that. 

INT: Nor your sister? Is she younger? Your brother is 

younger, so you were the oldest? 

MATTINGLY: Yes, I was the first child. ~1y brother came along; 

he played the violin. My sister came along (there \'/ere about five years 

between us); my sister played the piano. So, \lIe all did things. 

INT: Your mother, when she read, what did she do? You said she 

went out and performed for people, too. 

MATTINGLY: Oh, in a very amateur \'Jay. She was in a Madison 

Women's Club, active in the P.E.O., and they did one or tvlO plays of 

Ibsen. Homen IS cl ubs today have thei r book secti ons and thei r drama 

sections and their political sections, and so on, and my mother vias 

act i ve in the art section and the drama secti on. She eventually was 

president of her women's club. Anyway, when she was in the drama 

section, she ViaS very active there. I remember she had to try to find 

some men's clothes that she could wear so she could be the Minister in, 

well, it \'/aS either 0 •• it must have been in Ghosts (Ibsen). Anyway, 

they also, I I<now, dressed up, and each one had a role, and they read 
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Hedda Gabler and they did it for a women's club audience. How we 

laughed at that time, at mother dressed up in men's clothes! 

INT: Your father must have been a pretty liberal mano 

MATTINGLY: Oh, yes, he \'Jas generous in every way. He \lIas in 

the music business. He had music stores. 

INT: Was your mother musical? 

MATTINGLY: No. She went to concerts but didn't enjoy them as 

my father did. My grandmother- played the accordion and sang and 

whi st 1 ed and I remember my grandmother performi ng at di nner. She was 

very artistic. My mother had studied to go into medicine. Her father 

was a physician and my father's father was a physician. Both my mother 

and my father majored in zoology and expected to go into medicine. But, 

my father had fallen in love with my mother, and at that time there 

weren't scholarships, and medical education was expensive.. My father 

simply decided that he had to find some other way because he wanted to 

marry my mother. 

INT: Sounds as if they would have been very young. 

MATTINGLY: Yes, early twenties. He became associated with the 

Cab 1 e Pi ano Company in Chi cago and then from that he went to Hi scons in 

and he set up a mus i c store.. He di rected it; he had emp 1 oyees • Hi s 

store was right across the street from the Capitol in Madison, 

Hisconsin, on what's called liThe Square." He \'/as an early merchant in 

Wisconsin and, because of that connection, he knew all of the people in 

the school of music at the University of Wisconsin. And then, because 

of other organi zat ions that my mother ~'1as interested in, her fri ends 

were the wife of the dean of the law school and the wife of the head of 
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the math department, people \'/hose names are still remembered by many 

people back in Madison ••• 

INT: Your childhood sounds as if it was always very rich. 

MATTINGLY: It was. It was very rich. We just, oh, we had a 

lovely home. The chief thing that we remember, that my brother always, 

always would mention (and my sister mentions it, too), but my brother 

and I always talked about it when we'd get together as adults--he was 

1 i vi ng in Ohi 0 and I 1 i ved out here (Tucson, Ari zona), and he'd come 

visit and we could go out there and visit, and so on--so, one time or 

another somebody woul d say, "Oh, do you remember those di nner table 

conversations?" ~Je would sit around our dinner table and continue 

talking. ~Je were all just urged to give our opinions. l·le were ahlays 

asked what we'd learned that day, and we talked about those things. My 

father (and my brother ernul ated hi m) read in so many areas that it 

never, didn't ever, seem to matter. And this was true when my father 

was visiting in this home \'Jhen he \'/as in his eighties. I don't care 

what the subject was, whether it was drama or chemistry or politics, 

(oh, he wasn't very interested in politics) but, he \lIas very interested 

in arts and all the humanities. He always would remember something that 

he had read not too long ago that was interesting. 

INT: HO\lJ long did your father live? You mentioned he was in 

his eighties. 

MATTINGLY: He lived to be one hundred years and eight months, 

and he vias a\lJare of hi s surroundi ngs. He di dn' t have good eyes and he 

didn't have good ears the last years, but he still knew what was going 

on. So, he had a wonderful constitution. He didn't live with me. 
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After my mother died he had his own home and a housekeeper, and he lived 

in his own home until the last, oh, five years of his life. Then he 

moved to a retirement home. He as a raconteur, really, a marvelous 

sense of humor and often woul d be toastmaster at a banquet and was 

always known as a good storyteller. 

INT: Did your mother have a long life also? 

MATTINGLY: My mother died in a hospital. She died several 

years before he did. She was in her early eighties. So he had many 

years when he was alone. 

INT: What were their names? 

MATTINGLY: Smith. Oh, my mother was known as Mary Randall 

Smith (that was her maiden name) and my father was Albert Smith. 

INT: And your brother, where is he now? 

MATTINGLY: He died. The 170s ••• the 170s were very hard for 

me. My husband died then of a serious illness. My brother died, my 

brother1s wife died, all in that decade between 1973 and 1980. I 

retired in 1974, so there \'/ere major changes for me in that decade. ~1y 

husband di ed in the fall of 1973 and I di d not teach the rest of that 

semester. I \'Jent back' at the end of January, 1974, knm-Jing I \lIas 

retiring in June of 174. Then, two years later, my father died, and my 

brother died, and then his wife died. His \'Jife died in 1980. AnY\lJay, 

things bunch up sometimes in life. (long pause) 

INT: You really also have had an interest in art, among other 

things. 

~1ATTINGLY: \olell, I told you, my mother \lJas a head of the art 

section {of her women1s club} and we took a magazine called The Mentor 
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and it had ma~y fi ne reproducti ons in shades of brown. The paper \'IaS 

tan and the print was brown and the reproductions were well done, and so 

when my sister-in-la\"J had to dismantle my fatherls home, when he was 

going into a retirement home, we were faced with what to do with these 

brown Mentors, and with the National Geographics, for I donlt know how 

many years--from way back--and many hundreds of books. I guess my 

sister kept the Mentors, and I know when I would mention The Mentor, 

occasionally, people older than you nearly always say, "Oh, how 

wonderful to have a file of that.1I We gave a lot books to the library. 

INT: You said that your mother also taught? 

MATTINGLY: My mother taught high school Latin and I donlt know 

whether it was one or two years. That was before she marri ed. Of 

course, I had to take Latin. They taught Latin and German in all the 

hi gh school s at that time. But when I went to hi gh school, no German 

was taught. It was after World War I, and German was no longer taught. 

I actually had heard a little German spoken, but I never studied German 

until I was getting ready to take my examination for my Ph.D. 

INT: So, going through high school, did you study all the time 

or perform all the time? Or, was there ever any problem for you? 

MATTINGLY: Hell, I had to! I mean, there was never any 

conversat i on about it. I vias expected to get an A in everythi ng, and I 

guess I managed to. I di d take, in my seni or year, I took watercolor 

cl ass and I enjoyed that. And lJ/hen I entered coll ege I thought, I don It 

know, maybe 1111 be an interior decorator? But then, I never did 

anything else. I thought that by the time I \lIas ready for college, \l/hat 

I \lJanted to do was to go to Ne\lJ York to be in the Ameri can Academy of 
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Dramatic Art. I had been in many plays, and I had had a great deal of 

praise, and I thoroughly enjoyed it. Not only had I been in plays, but 

I had gone all over t~i sconsi n \'lith an accompani st to pl ay the Ri chard 

Strauss music for--that was written for "Enoch Arden"--for the poem by 

Tennyson. So, I gave this musical reading, an hour's reading. I read 

the poetry and a good pianist played, not constantly, but here and 

there. The Strauss music is one of the rare instances of music being 

written for certain poetry. 

INT: Whose idea was it that you do this? 

MATTINGLY: I guess it was the idea of the woman who played the 

piano, who knew the music, and she was very good. It was written to be 

done with the poetry. It's one of the few pieces, compositions, where 

that is true. And it was. Virginia Floyd chose to do this same thing a 

few years ago when she was receiving an honorary degree at Duane College 

in Nebraska. She was giving a performance and she knew a pianist from 

the University of Missouri who had some connection with Duane. I don't 

know just what the connections are but, anyway, Virginia is a very fine 

performer and she went down to Columbia, Missouri, and did it in 

Columbia, so I know she did it those two times. L~ell, anyway, I did it 

allover the state of Wisconsin before I was graduated from high school. 

I was about 17 or 16. And I entered college pretty young. 

INT: Who arranged that tour? 

~1ATTINGLY: Oh, it vias through an organization, PoE.O., that I 

belong to nO\,I, and my mother belonged to then. ~1y mother was a national 

officer and she had friends all through the state, and she was known in 

this women's club. I wasn't paid. 
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INT: Did people meet you in the different towns? Take you into 

thei r homes? I mean, you were taken care of, you weren It just "out on 

the road?" 

MATTINGLY: No, no. I was a guest and I was invited to read. I 

still have my copy of that; it's practically fallen apart. 

INT: Did you ever do that again at any other time in your life? 

MATTINGLY: No, I didn't go back to it. I began to like some 

things better than I liked Tennyson, I guess. (laughter) Before I went 

to the university, I took some private lessons with a woman from Boston. 

She wasn't from Curry--I expect it was from Emerson--but, anyway, like 

anybody else who got up to recite to some listeners then, I did some 

dialect--Negro and Italian. 

INT: So, we didn't quite get you out of high school yet and we 

want to get you to college ••• You \'Janted to be an actress; did you 

read about actresses? 

MATTINGLY: Yes, I wanted to be an actress. I loved it and I 

thought that was what I wanted to do. 

INT: Were there actresses you admired at that time? 

MATTINGLY: Again, I saw some of the good actors of the time. 

lid seen David ~Jarfield. The Ben Greet Players of Shakespeare, I was 

taken to those. The Ben Greet players played outside, on the shores of 

Lake Mendota and we had to burn sticks of punk to keep the mosquitoes 

from chewing us up. There were many other fine readers who influenced 

me: Edith l-Jynn Mathi e\l/ssen, a hi ghly regarded actress, and Charl es Ron 

Kennedy, her husband, he \lJas also an actor and a dramatist, and they 

went around reading. They just read from a script and read beautifully 
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and they read material that had dialogue. And Maude Scheare, she had a 

reading stand and a book. All these readers had a real influence on me. 

And I still see so many of these threads that come through Curry--his 

book, Province of Expression--that come through from Curry on down. lid 

seen Otis Skinner and then his daughter (Cornelia Otis Skinner). I had 

seen Maude Adams. At that time I knew all the names that people were 

talking about because companies traveled. Theatre companies traveled at 

that point and Madison was on the main line from Chicago to Minneapolis 

on the Northwestern rail road. So, they would come through Madison. 

They woul d have a one-ni ght stand and go on to Mi nneapol i s and so my 

mother and my father always took me to see these people. 

INT: Your parents, they loved the theatre themselves? 

MATTINGLY: They loved the theatre. Also, movies were just 

beginning to be popular. I had some idols among the movie actresses, 

like Gloria S\'Janson. And I had long hair and lid try to get my hair 

like a movie star and couldnlt. And my mother said, "Well, if you want 

to be an actress, that is fine. But, you have to go to the university 

first. You have to have a university degree first." 

I NT: ~:as that 1 ike a deal, you go to the uni vers ity and then 

you can be an actress? 

MATTINGLY: Well, I donlt think we really struck a bargain, but 

I said, "Why go to the university?" And she said, "because if you do, 

as an adult, have to wash your own dishes, I want you to have something 

to thi nk about whi 1 e you v/ash the di shes! II That I s why I went to the 

university! (laughter) 
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INT: So you wouldn't be bored washing the dishes? . (laughter) 

There was probably no questi on that you vlOul d go the Uni versity of 

~Ji scons in? 

MATTINGLY: Well, there was some talk about going to ~~esleyan. 

It may have been finances, I don't know, but it was decided that I would 

go to Wisconsin. My mother and father both had gone to Iowa; they both 

grew up in Im'la. My mother and my father had thei r fi rst tvlO years at 

little Iowa Hesleyan College. Yes, Wisconsin had a great reputation in 

speech, so that seemed to be the place to go. But, in the university I 

did not major in drama or in speech. I majored in classics. And I took 

work with Gertrude Johnson--whose name probably doesn't mean anything to 

you. 

INT: live read about her. 

MATTINGLY: Maude Mae Babcock in Utah and Gertrude Johnson in 

~~i sconsi n were regarded as heads of i nterpretati on in thi s country. They 

were the deans of interpretation! And so, I was lucky! I had courses 

\'/i th Gertrude Johnson. Gertrude Johnson was a perfecti oni st and she 

hel d her stUdents to very hi gh standards 0 She came from New Engl and, 

and I think she was a typical New Englander in that she was self

contained; she vias formal. She didn't Vlaste any "lOrds. I remember that 

we--in.the past--welve had stories about Calvin Coolidge and how laconic 

he would be and how few words he would use about something, and Gertrude 

Johnson was like him in that regard. Her words of praise were few, but 

v/hen they came they were greatly treasured. A student who di dn I t want 

to vlOrk, didn't enjoy being in her class at all 0 And, sometimes that I 

remember, that her criticism was pretty devastating. I was lucky 
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because I think Gertrude Johnson had the perception that enabled her to 

know that she had a student who could take a 'drubbing' and a student 

who cou1dn ' t. Because, if she had ever spoken to me about a reading in 

ways that I occasionally heard her speak to a student, I probably never 

would have returned to her c1asso I just would have withdrawn. 

INT: Even though you majored in classics, you went over and 

took work \,/ith Gertrude Johnson. Did you know of her before you got 

into college? 

MATTINGLY: Yes, because occasionally she \'/ou1d give a program 

in Madison and I guess my mother had heard her and knew about her and I 

wanted to go on with giving readings. I loved it! I loved the praise. 

I loved the activity. And acting, of course, I tried out immediately 

with the University of Wisconsin and, immediately, got a role! 

INT: What was that, do you remember? 

MATTINGLY: The first one I had as a university student, 11m not 

certain about, but, yes, I think I can say ••• let me think a minute. 

It was a play that Gertrude Johnson was directing and it was by StJohn 

Ervine, the Ir'ish playwright, and it was called Mixed Marriage. Any\,/ay, 

I always got the mature roles, so I was the wife and it was done at the 

Full er Opera House, on the Square. It \'Jasn I t at the theatre on the 

campus and Gertrude Johnson 'lIas ••• (long pause) • oh, chary of 

praise. She gave scant praise, very scant! But, after that performance 

I gave a reading in her class of some kind, and she always wrote a 

comment for us. And so, on her little slip of paper, \'/hich I think is 

in my safety deposit box ••• any\'Jay, I kept it through the years. She 

made a brief comment about my class reading (I don't remember that), but 
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what she added at the bottom was, and I think this is an·accurate quote, 

"By the way, your role in Mixed Marriage was a triumph." That was the 

~ time I ever knew that she was satisfied with what I had done. That 

pl ay, as far as that pl ay was concerned, I worked very hard. I di d the 

best I could and never was told that I was any good at all. Then I got 

that written comment and I prized it! 

INT: You admired her? 

MATTINGL Y: I admi red her all through the years. 

I NT: ~Jhen you fi rst went into her cl asses, and you had heard 

her read already, were you timid, frightened, or in awe? What did she 

look like at that time? 

MATTINGLY: Oh, I think I can show you pictures. I have a 

folder someplace. She was from New England and she was definitely a New 

Englander. I think that accounts for the fact that the words of praise 

were few. You \'Jere tol d what was not good and what you better do about 

it! 

INT: Was she intimidating or just frank? Did she terrify 

people and send them off in tears or just be honest? 

MATTINGL V: Yes, yes, she tore some peopl e apart, Shi rl ey, but 

she \'/as sensiti ve enough--she \'Jas very sensiti ve-,~she never di d that to 

me. Not that I was so good, no that isn't it at all, but, but ••• she 

knew she couldn't ••• I mean, I could not, oh, some people could stand 

up against it, but I was--and this tells more about myself than it does 

about Gertrude Johnson--I woul d have quit! 

apart in class, that would have been the end. 

If she had ever torn me 

INT: Do you suppose she could sense that in people? 
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MATTI NGL Y: I thi nk she l<ne\'J that 0 I thi nk that \'Jhen she \'Jas 

rough with people, she felt that the person could take it and that the 

person needed to. I will tell you one story which I have told in 

c1 asses 0 It was repeated to me just on Monday thi s week by two young 

women who took their masterls degrees here and I was their advisor, and 

one of them reminded me of this story that I will tell you about 

Gertrude Johnson. Gertrude, in her c1 assroom, she had a rocki ng chai r 

at the back of the room--and her offi ce door was ri ght there--and the 

p1 atform was up there--and there was a graduate student standi ng up 

there readi ng. And what the student was doi ng was just voi ci ng the 

words. That was it! Gertrude sat down in her rocki ng chai r and then 

she went back to her office and picked up a newspaper. She came back in 

and she sat down again and opened the newspaper and, after the newspaper 

had rattled a time or two, the student stopped and Gertrude looked up 

and said, IIGo on! Go on! Youlre not bothering me at all. 1I (laughter) 

So, you will see in my book, when 11m talking abollt performance, 11m 

sure I have said that the reading must bother the audience! The 

listener has to become involved and that word IIbother ll comes out of that 

story. 

I NT: Do you remember the titles of those cou rses, what those 

courses were called? Was it called interpretation, or recitation, or 

voice and diction? 

MATTINGLY: I kno"l. It was called lIinterpretative reading. 1I 

INT: Did she teach anything else? Did you take other courses. 

~1ATTINGLY: Well, at that time Margaret HI Doub1er was there. 

She was a graduate of the Uni versity of ~~i sconsi n in zoology and was 
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very interested in dance. When I \'/ent to the university, interpretive 

dance was taught in physical education for women and Margaret H'Doubler 

and Gertrude Johnson shared an apartment; they lived together for many 

years and they were opposites because Gertrude was very austere, and 

Margaret was the opposite. Gertrude saw that the work in interpretive 

dance was important to the reader. I always felt that all--everything-

goes through your body and I told everyone, men too, go over to 

interpretive dance. And today I can even say to a dance student, II Well , 

I had Margaret H' Doubl er as a dance teacher. II She got marri ed 

[H'Doubler] to a man named Wayne Claxton and they had a home here [in 

Tucson] in the winter. Our paths didn't cross, but I would call her up 

and talk to her in the winter. They had Orchesis [a dance club] and you 

got into that at the University of Wisconsin if you were awfully good. 

I was in Orchesis by hook or crook and it was the only exercise I ever 

really liked and worked at it. Also, at Wisconsin I had to pass the 

swimming test--six times around the pool--before you could graduate! 

INT: Any other interpretation? 

MATTINGLY: Well, eventually I took a master's degree and I have 

had interpretation of classical authors. 

INT: Was she (Gertrude Johnson) the only one teaching 

interpretation in college? 

MATTINGLY: She's the only one I ever took interpretation with. 

But, I took drama and I acted ; n the plays. As an undergraduate I 

didn't take any class called drama. 

classes when I took my master's degree. 

some other things like that. 

I don't thi nk there were such 

I took stage design and I took 
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INT: So when you got your B.A., your dream of going to New York 

and being an actress was changed around somewhat? 

MATTINGLY: Well, again, all kinds of things . . • I think that 

accident plays a role in life and so I did not go to New York, no. And 

I wasn't interested then in becoming a professional actress. My thing 

about becoming a professional actress was before I went to the 

university. I did tour one summer, in the '20s I guess, with Redpath. 

INT: Oh, with the Chautauqua? 

MATTINGLY: Yes, like that. And I found out that I didn't have 

the health to do it (one-night stands). After maybe six weeks, I don't 

remember for sure, I simply found out that I couldn't do it. 

loved. 

INT: Gertrude Johnson never married, did she? 

MATTINGLY~ No, no, she didn't. 

INT: Has she as respected by other students as by you? 

MATTINGLY: She was highly respected, but she was not always 

INT: What made you decide to get a master's and was your 

master's also in classics? 

MATTINGLY: No, no, my master's was in drama. I took, oh, I had 

to take one or two speech courses; one was phoneti cs. I don't even 

remember what year that was. But I took drama because there was a very 

fine director by that time--Bill Trautman. He is the best director I've 

ever knmm (he's no longer living). But Tom Ewell--well, my last note 

from Bill Trautman said, uYou and Tom Ewell \'/ere the great ones. 1I 

(laughter) Well, I've never seen Tom Ewell on the professional stage, 

but any\'Jay, Don Ameche and I \'/ere in pl ays together. 
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INT: Don Ameche went to Holly\'lOod. Hhy didn't they come and 

get you? 

MATTINGLY: Oh, other things in my life, I guess. I wasn't 

interested in the movies, really. I was interested in the legitimate 

theatre really. But, by that time, Shirley, and this is true, I had 

become a comedienne, and the first time. I really found out that it was 

comedy. •• Well, I'd done some serious things, too, but then I did 

Mrs. Midget in Outward Bound, and there's a real blend between pathos 

and comedy in that. But, the fi rst time that I found out what fun 

comedy was, and that I could do it, was in Shaw's Candida. And I wanted 

the role of Candida and I didn't get it. I got, you know, the 

secretary--Prosie--and I was told I just wa1 ked away \,/ith the sho\,J. 

INT: How did you feel and what did you do when you found this 

out? Look for the next comedy? 

MATTINGLY: It was such fun. I went on looking for roles like 

that and, in reading, I found •• 0 well, I read scenes from plays and I 

just liked that blend, that smile and a tear. Also, another thing with 

that idea, the i d~a of comedy, another \'Jay it affected my \'lOrk and 

career was that--and I thi nl< any of my students wi 11 tell you that--I 

used humor in my teaching. 

INT: In \'1hat sense, in being good humored and in making them 

laugh? 

~1ATTI NGL Y: Well, I hope I am always good humored, Shirley, 

though I suppose sometimes I wasn't. Anyway, I have a sense of irony 

and I'm interested in irony and I often woul d mal<e an i roni c comment. 

In my criticism I used irony. 
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INT: 00 you think that can help you get around your criticism 

being too stinging? 

MATTINGLY: Yes, definitely, I think it does. And I make fun of 

myself. And then, if I vlanted to--because we were talking about a comic 

character in a play, in Shakespeare--I would take an hour or two and I 

would treat it in a very ironic fashion and I would get laughter. I 

didn't do it and say, now imitate me, but I would, say, oh, read 

something from the Importance of Being Ernest or read a line or two of 

Mrs. Malaprop's. I used humor that way in class--to help the class find 

the character but not to imitate me. And then, I used to keep 1 ittl e 

cartoons from Saturday Review on the interpretation bulletin board. And 

then I would begin putting them on my door and then David ~Jilliams began 

putting things on his door and then Virginia [Floyd] did some of that, 

too. I think both of us did a lot of that. 

I NT: Hhen you found thi s joy in humor, di d thi s change your 

reading habits? Did you go looking for it? 

MATTINGLY: \~el1, in my programming I'd always look for a 

bal anced program. The seri ous, yes. But oh, I enjoy Robert Frost so 

much. I read a lot of Frost. And a poem 1 i ke "~Ji 1 d Grapes II you know, 

there's the real serious feeling. But I found that the best comedy is 

making a serious comment, really. Underneath, Mark Twain is saying 

something serious. And I used Hill Rogers many times as an example 

because 0 •• the only time I ever heard him speak--I savi him and I 

heard him speak--\'/as at a time when Big Bill Thompson ViaS mayor of 

Chicago. The city was full of corruption and crime and Hill Rogers 

said, "Now, I've written Big Bill Thompson, I'm going to Chicago. And 
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when 11m there, if 11m murdered, I don't \'1ant the police to make the 

slightest effort to find out who's done it--because I wouldn't want an 

exception made in my case!1I Because he used the pause 0 •• that pause. 

And I have used that story time and time agai n. You turn a seri ous 

comment into a laugh if you time it right. 

INT: Do you think that some people just have an ear for that, 

like a musical ear, for knowing how to do comedy? 

MATTINGLY: I think it is the sharpness of the mind. 

INT: Is it harder to be funny than serious? 

MATTINGLY: It is a two-edged sword, I guess, really. 

INT: To make people laugh is very difficult? 

MATTINGLY: Oh, it is very easy. If itls in the literature, 

then you just be true to the 1 iterature and then there I s the 1 augh. 

They don't just laugh at me, because I know 11m serious. 11m a serious 

person and my demeanor is serious. 

INT: But that can make you even funnier, can't it? Because it 

is unexpected? 

MATT I NGL Y: I don I t know. I don I t know. But, when I I ve read 

that little poem of Gwendolyn Brooks so many times--I've read it in 

Houston when the nat i onal convention was down there--that 1 ittl e poem 

about the end of the day, II If she don I t hurry up and 1 et me outa here, 

keeps piling up things for me to do,1I and so on and so on. And at the 

end, IIhuh, I ain't gonna l do that ironing, ah got other things on my 

mind. I got somethin ' interestin ' on my mind. 1I (laughter) Gertrude 

Johnson felt that di a1 ects were good for the interpreter to \'/ork \'Jith 

because they sharpened the ear, required vocal flexibility and change in 
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articulators. She wrote essays on how dialects should be used. 

Gert rude Johnson I s book had some Negro pi eces in it. ~Jell!, at 

Wisconsin, and when I went to Florida, I brought in a woman who did the 

Negro dialects and she didn't go over so well in Florida. Her name was 

Lucine Finch. She was born on a plantation near New Orleans and her 

mammy told her Bible stories and her mammy was an African princess. Her 

husband, as Luci ne Fi nch kne\'1 him, \'/as called Uncl e Jakes. And her 

mammy woul d say, "Massa pai d so much for me and Jake was just thro\,/ed in 

free." 

INT: To go back to your master's thesis, you wrote your thesis 

in drama. What was your thesis on? 

MATTINGLY: My master's thesis was Play Endings and the Empathic 

Response. And they were pub 1 i shed in the Pl ayers Magazi ne way back; 

they were three articles mostly out of the thesis, I guess. Gertrude 

Johnson got me interested in that. And that was really when I seriously 

became aware of 1 iterary crit i ci sm because I went way back to Ari stotl e 

and came on down to what was said about what has to be in a play, and 

how do we judge \'Jhether it is a good play or not. One of the later 

books I remember I read vias that bool< by that Engl i shman (Hami 1 ton) How 

is Your Second Act 0 no, HO\'J ' s Your Second Act. And hm"J true that 

is for the playv/right, you kno\'1! And I read the critics, I read the 

Renaissance critics, and so on. Then, lid had some psychology and I was 

interested in empathy and I read \'Jhat was avail abl e to me that I needed 

to read. 

INT: The \'Jriting of that thesis and the enjoying of doing it, 

do you think that is where your love of scholarship became clear? 
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MATTINGLY: I really think my 10ve of scholarship became clear 

when I was an undergraduate. In classics, it ~as my good fortune to get 

into an enri chment program in Engl i sh 1 iterature wi th a woman named 

Helen ~Jhite, who later became head of the English department at the 

University of Wisconsin. And the ne\,1 library at ~Jisconsin, which was 

dedicated about ten years ago, is called the Helen C. White Library. 

She was an important woman. She was in the United Nations for a while. 

She was National President of the American Association of University 

Women. She was National President of the American Association of 

University Professors, and I could go on. She was a big influence on my 

1 i fe. She was my fri end, she was my teacher and my fri end. She set 

high standards. 

INT: What was her own field of expertise? 

MATTINGLY: The seventeenth century. So, she gave me 

suggestions when I wa~ reading literary criticism. 

INT: Did your interest in Shakespeare come through her also? 

MATTINGLY: ~Jell, she taught Shakespeare, and yes, I had that 

with her. I guess it was in informal ways that I realized what you have 

to do. By the time I wrote my B.A. thesis I found that I really enjoyed 

research. My bachelor's thesis was on Leonardo Da Vinci. I really 

became so interested and he became my model. I've had models and 

Renaissance man became my goal. And, Renaissance man is still my goal. 

As a result, maybe I have been a dilettante--I hope I have not become a 

dilettante--but maybe I have. In my teaching I tried to encourage 

students to be interested in the kind of life that the Renaissance man 

1 eads. The arts--to make more 1 eaps beb/een arts and sci ence--I thi nk 
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that's terribly important. I think it is the arts that keep us human 

and every bit of scientific knowledge has led to good things for man. 

INT: And then you went to Northwestern. 

MATTINGLY: Well, while I was an undergraduate at l~isconsin my 

parents said, IIl4ell, we think it would be nice for you to go down to 

Northwestern and go to summer school.1I Which I did, and I had some fine 

teachers. I had a woman named Pearl Aiken Smith. She came from USC and 

taught there (at Northwestern). And I had one called Carol McMillan. I 

had three teachers and they were all good. And I had pri vate 1 essons 

and the third taught voice. She taught me many things that were part of 

my OVIn teachi ng. It was, stand up, and you memori zed everythi ng at that 

point. But you didn't memorize anything for Gertrude Johnson! So, it 

was different. No, it wasn't elocution, no, not at all. It was really 

identifying with what you said. It was empathizing with the material, 

but it was in a very restrained manner of delivery and I quickly--oh, by 

the time I was a master's student I really was very critical of declama

tion--I didn't like any of that (elocution). I didn't like the 

contests. I never 1 i ked contest s anyway. I 1 i ked to compete with 

mysel f and not with other people. But, there VJas a sonnet contest at 

Northwestern and I went dovin to Evanston and I parti ci pated in that. 

And I did not win it, but I did get second place, I guess it was, and I 

have a book of poetry that I was given. But, ah, Gertrude Johnson ~'lOuld 

have none of that studied behavior and I was against it, too. 

INT: At that time, that would have been considered quite 

individual thinking, wouldn't it? 
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MATTINGLY: Well, there was still some elocutionary influence, 

but Gertrude Johnson and Maude Mae Babcock were far away from it, and 

agai nst it. And thei r students were the ones who were goi ng out to 

teach in other places. Well, I began going to conventions in the '30s, 

but after World War II, when we'd have a program on interpretation, why, 

many would be from Utah attending the convention. And many would have 

taken their degree at Wisconsin. So, the contacts were wonderful. 

INT: So, you were very lucky then. 

MATTINGLY: Well, yes. And that was sheer, sheer accident, 

Shirley. And coming here (to Tucson) ••• well, I came here to study 

1 awl 

INT: You came here then right after your M.A.? 

MATTINGLY: No, not right away. I went to ••• oh, I have to 

go back a few years. I was on the faculty at Florida State College for 

Women and I was the newest person in that department., It was in the 

department of spoken English and Florida State College for Women is now 

Florida State University in Tallahassee. 

INT: You went there right after you had your master's? 

MATTINGLY: Yes, and I've left out a piece of life, but I'll go 

on and it will come out later any\l/ay. In 1934 the Depression hit 

Florida. It hadn't affected Florida so much until then, but it 

certai n1y \lIas affecti ng the rest of the country. And what happened \lIas 

that, because I was the 1 ast person (and thi sis in our newspapers 

today), I was the last person, I was the newest person with the rank of 

associate professor. I was given a leave of absence for a year which I 

di dn' t want. My father had had some seri ous losses as many men di d 
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then. My father had reti red fai rly young, I mean younger than men 

usually do. So, he had a daughter in college, he had a son in medical 

school, and here I was. I deci ded I was not goi ng to go on teachi ng 

when this kind of thing can happen to you. So, who was still able to 

meet the Depressi on? The 1 awyers. And I had once been pretty 

interested in law through a boy friend. I decided I \'lOuld study law. 

And I was going to live in my parentis home and study law and go to the 

University of Washington, and I went to the dean of the law school. 

INT: Your family had left Wisconsin? 

MATT I NGL Y: Yes, they had. They had moved to Seattl e when my 

father retired. And Dean Shepherd said, II~Jel1, here's your transcript. 

Well, of course, we have to admit you when you have the kind of record 

you have here. We have to admit you, but we don't want to because we 

don't think women have any place in law school. 1I 

INT: What did you think about that? 

MATTINGLY: I didn't like that kind of talk and my mother said, 

"l~el1, you kno\'J, you ought to let Gertrude Johnson know about this. 

Maybe she will think of someplace where you could teach, and you really 

want to teach interpretation. 1I I let Gertrude Johnson know and I got a 

te 1 egram liThe Uni vers i ty of Ari zona wants somebody who wi 11 teach one 

class." And, you see, my great uncle was dean of the la\tl school here 

(i n Ari zona) • 

INT: He was? What was his name? 

MATTINGLY: Dean Fegtly. So, I came to the University of 

Arizona to teach in the newly formed department of speech. That was in 

1934. 
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INT: Who was already here? 

MATTINGLY: Professor Cable, Arthur We Cable. 1111 have to go 

back to some of the university history I've written for the Centennial 

Committee. I had to write some of it and I·don't know how much they're 

going to use and how much they're not; I haven't seen it yet. But 

anyway, fi rst of all, there was a man in the Eng1 i sh~ department at 

Ari zona who taught pub 1 i c speak i ng, and there was a woman who taught 

drama--she was from Iowa. Arthur ~J. Cable was from the University of 

Chicago, and there was a man at Chicago who taught interpretation who 

was good ••• I can't say his name. But, anyway, the English people 

didn't think much of speech--the English people thought it was all 

e10cution--and they didn't think much of a woman in drama, and the man 

in speech, and they didn't like each other. The College of Fine Arts 

was created just before I came. It i nc1 uded drama by Margaret Morrow 

and Cable; they were from the English department. When these two people 

found out that Dr. Schantz was setting up a College of Fine Arts, 

separately, these two went to the administration and asked for a 

department in the College of Fine Arts and then Cable got a department 

of speech, and Marguerite Morrow got a department of drama. So, Cable 

had a woman named Hirt, whom I never met, who had taught the year before 

I came. She was in the Eng1 ish department, and she taught a c1 ass in 

public speaking. But, Cable wanted somebody to teach a course called 

voice and action. 

INT: Action? 

MATTINGLY: (Nod) ••• And somebody who had had phonetics who 

might later teach some phonetics. Well, I came and I taught speech 78 
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in the speech department. Immediateiy, more registration came in, and 

then would I teach two classes for the sum of $800? I did, and lived on 

it, and took six hours in the law school. And I continued working that 

way. At that time, I didn1t have any rank. I was just an instructor. 

By the time I taught ••• no, the next year--I wasn1t even an 

instructor that first year, I don1t believe--but, by the time I went on 

full-time, I was quickly an assistant professor and I was an associate 

professor just almost like this (finger snap). And I was an associate 

professor almost longer than anyone else on earth. 

INT: 50 you just came out to Tucson, Arizona, all by yourself, 

a young woman, in 1934? Did you know Dr. Harvill came here in 1934, and 

he talks about the driving and the heat and •• 0 

MATTINGLY: Yes, in the same 'year, of course. I wasn1t driving 

at that time. I didn1t have any money; I was walking. I had a room on 

Euclid. There were no sidewalks between where I roomed and the campus. 

But, I met my husband very soon after I got here and we were married one 

year later, oh, a little more than one year later. 

INT: You met him in the law school? 

MATTINGLY: I met him right here in Tucson. He had been in the 

university and he had, his family had had, some problems at the 

beginning of the Depression. They lost a lot of property. They had 

owned property and Charles had to drop out of school for a while and he 

had come back to fi ni sh because he deci ded that if he had to work at 

ni ght for ni ne cents an hour--whi ch he di d, at 5afeway, here in to\'m--he 

was going to finish. And he took a course with Professor Cable and that 

di dn It have much i nfl uence on hi s 1 i fe. But, anyway, he kne\'J that a 
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woman instructor had come here. And we ended up goi ng to the corner 

drug store, there at Park and Third, and we sat and had a Coke and, oh, 

when was it that Henry came here, I can't be sure about it ••• 

INT: Henry Koffler [now U of A President]? 

MATTINGLY: Yes. Well, anyway, Henry told me that in an old 

annual here (he was looking through some of the history I guess) and he 

said, "There's the best picture of you and Charles, sitting and having a 

Coke." And we married in October of 1935 and I had a wonderful 38 years 

as his wife. 

INT: What did he graduate in? 

MATTINGLY: Psychology. 

INT: And you decided to stay in Tucson? What did you do about 

law school? 

MATTINGLY: By then I was asked to be a full-time instructor in 

speech so I took only one class. Well, we didn't have any money, 

Shirley. Our families had suffered. My brother was in medical school 

and my sister was a pre-med, so I accepted a full-time job. But then, I 

"lent on and took one course at a time, along with my teaching, and I 

stayed in 1 a\lJ school that way, pl uggi ng a\lJay. And then Horl d Har II 

came, I guess it was about the second year of the war, it was hard to 

get any help and I simply couldn't manage everything without some help 

in my house and then Charl es joi ned the Red Cross. He was a fi el d 

director during the war. He was 4-F, so he was not in the service but 

he "las a\,/ay from Tucson for a whi 1 e. 

INT: Was it still just you and Cable in the speech department? 
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MATTINGLY: Right at the end of the war there was this big 

influx of students and, well, that happened in the 140s and George 

Sparks was brought in. Then Jim Lambert came in 1945, and then Klonda 

Lynn. 

INT: Were you in the present speech building then? 

MATTINGLY: We were in many places; we were the step-child. It 

began in the music building. My office moved from there to Old Main, 

then my offi ce moved from there to what was called chemi stry-phys i cs, 

just east of what was for a v/hile the administration building. Then, 

from there Cable and I and a third person, Mary Hike (she was the third 

person who came in when there were just three of us), and she came in to 

take charge of what vias speech 2, public speaking or whatever it was. 

~~e moved from the chemistry-physics building, and Cable, Hike, and I 

went to the third floor of the aggie building and stayed in those 

quarters. By that time the department grew, added faculty, and we moved 

from agriculture to what is now the speech building in 1950. It wasnlt 

called thE.~ speech building. It had been called, up to that year, the 

liberal arts building. It then became the education building. We went 

into that building in 1950. We shared it "lith education, bacteriology 

and a fe\'1 peopl e from zoology "/ere sti 11 there. And "/hen I woul d open 

my office door, I would first stand still in the doorway to look around 

and be certai n that no snake had escaped from the zoology 1 ab down the 

hall. I never found a snake, but I ah/ays looked for one! Then, 

finally, ... then the college of education building 'lIas built, education 

moved out but the building was not called speech until, I think, 1970. 

11m pretty sure of that. Jim Backus had become head of the department 
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and the name of the national association had become the Speech 

Communication Association. But, we couldn't get all of speech 

communication printed on the front of the building. We were still the 

department of speech anyway, so the bui 1 di ng became SPEECH. But I 

think, when I retired, there was still another department office at the 

east end on the first floor for the dean of continuing education. So, 

that's the story of our moves. 

INT: At some point in there, you went back to Northwestern for 

your doctorate. 

MATTINGLY: I plugged away, one course at a time in the law 

school. I had had a vi siti ng professorshi p at the Uni versity of Utah 

one summer, then I was invited to be a visiting professor at the 

University of Hawaii for the academic year 1948-49. And, Wallace Bacon 

had come to visit--I had met him here in Tucson, spring 1948--and he 

talked to me and I told him about everything we were doing here. 

Readers theatre people had said to me, "Alethea, you1re an associate 

professor, but you really ought to go on and get a Ph.Do" And I said, 

"Gh, I don I t know about that. II Then Charl es and I had a conversation 

and he said, "You 1re free to do anything you \'Jant to do, and if you want 

to finish law--if that's it--I want you to resign your teaching and I 

want you to go to law school full-timeo If that's what you want to do, 

but I want you to face the fact that if you want to teach you1ve got to 

get a Ph.D. or they'll make mince meat out of you. If it is going to be 

law, fine. If it is going to be teaching interp, you1ve got to have a 

Ph.D. And, if you finish your law, I want you to face the fact that you 

will be in the back office, writing the briefs for the men. Is that 



324 

what you \l/ant to do?" I said, "No, that isn't what I \'/ant to do." 

INT: Had he ever seen you perform, your husband? Did he know 

what you did? 

MATTINGLY: No. And I said, "I guess it will be interpretation 

and that means you're ri ght, I \,/i 11 have to get that degree. II So, when 

I met Wallace Bacon in 1948 I said, "I don't knm'l whether I really want 

to do that, but I am going to apply for a sabbatical in '50-51, and I 

coul d come to Northwestern because my husband wi 11 take some graduate 

work; he feels he wants to take more worke Charles could always 

rearrange his life, somehow, to fit in and I could rearrange mine to fit 

in. So, it happened that the spring of 1950 Cable, who was chairman of 

the department, wasn't a bit well and I became acting head of the 

department. So, then, what did I have to decide in June? The man who 

wa s pres i dent at that time had been my teache r of cont ract sin 1 aw 

school. He was dean of the law school after Uncle Sam \lIas gone. So, 

Dr. McCormick said, "Hell, now, Alethea, you have asked for a sabbatical 

and YOll are acting head, and you could continue." I said, "Well, it's 

more important, I think, for me to get a doctor's degree than it is to 

continue that ~·Jay." L'Jell, as it worked out, Cable resumed his position 

that fall. He got better and he resumed his position. I guess it was 

in 1953 that Klonda Lynn became chairman of the department. She already 

had the degree. By that time Harvill was the president, not McCormick. 

And Klonda had done a lot and she had the degree and I didn't. She's 

older than I am, but she had the degree from Louisiana. But I knew it 

was 1 ack of that degree that she became chai rman. It was hard for my 

family but it was not hard for me. I had the say whether she would be 
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added to the department. 1 had met her and 1 had liked her. 1 knew she 

was qualified and 1 will tell you, she is a fine teacher and she 

maintained an even keel in the department. And 1 was allowed to do what 

1 wanted to do. 

INT: So you and your husband packed up and moved together to go 

to Northwestern. How long did you work there? 

MATTINGLY: ~Je stayed a full year, that's all. 

INT: Then you wrote your dissertation back here? 

MATTINGLY: Well, 1 went back in summers because they asked me 

to teach every summer at Northwestern. And that fi rst summer--that 

would be the summer of 1951--1 had expected to do nothing but work on my 

German and pass the test for my degree. We rented Wallace Bacon's home 

in Winnetka for the summer and before--this was in May--summer school, 

Dean McBurney called me in and he said, "Alethea, we have a resignation 

and we'd 1 ike you to teach summer school, 1951 summer school. II And 1 

sa i d that I \'/as expe~t i ng to study German. And he sai d, "~/e 11, you can 

do that, but we want you to teach the i nterpretati on of drama--Ibsen s 

Chekov, and Shaw." Well, 1 did it and 1 felt 1 probably couldn't work 

on the German now. 1 hadn It taught thi s course and 1 kne\'1 1 was goi ng to 

have to really dig in and do a good job. And 1 did dig in and 1 had 

rea lly marvelous students!! Oh, so tal ented! l~hy, every cl ass coul d 

have been a reading hour for the public! They \'Jere just fine students. 

Hhen they performed the public could have been there. One of them 

became Dean of Fine Arts at Ohio University. 1 lectured, of course. 

But, any\'Jay, 1 sat in the study of Hall ace Bacon's home and studi ed my 

German at ni ght and then 1 wou1 d pull a vol ume of Japanese from the 
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shelf and I would 1001< at that and I \'lOuld say to myself, "If \'lallace 

could learn that (as he did in ~Jorld Har II), I could learn German." He 

(Wallace Bacon) was a translator for the United States Forces; he was a 

translator in Japanese and he earned, whatever the Congressional Honor 

thing is called, because of important translations he made. But, 

anyway, I passed my German test at the end of four weeks. 

INT: Do you ever 1001< back and think about what you did and how 

you did it? 

MATTINGLY: Well, you see, I had been a language student and I 

knew my Latin, and I kne\'1 my ovm language, and French vias no problem at 

all, you know. I passed the French exam easily. They required two 

foreign languages for the Ph.D. at that time--French and German. 

INT: Do you thinl< it is too bad they donlt require languages 

any more? 

MATTINGLY: Yes, I do. I know they donlt and I deplore that. 

Thi s has happened across the country. I bel i eve North\'Jestern speech 

people have to have just one foreign language now. But, the University 

of Arizona changed its requirements and the department of speech fell in 

with the university graduate school IS requirements; you could substitute 

somethi ng for one of the 1 anguages. So, the fi rst thi ng that I thi nk 

happened here--my memory is--that the first thing that happened was that 

stat i st i cs coul d be used as one of the 1 anguages. Then one 1 anguage 

would fulfill the requirement and I donlt knolt} what it is today. But it 

was the statistics thing that came about because of what the graduate 

school did. The graduate school said that the departments, if they 

wished, can put in statistics for one of the requirements because there 
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\'/ere departments that needed the training in statistics, of course. 

~Jell, I can't recreate the whole thing, but I know that it was the 

opportuni ty to reduce the 1 anguage requi rements. Anyway, I taught at , 

Northwestern and they invited me to teach for the summer of 1951, and 

1952, and 1953, and to come back just after my degree. I got my Ph.D. 

degree in 1954. 

INT: I have seen your dissertation and there is a lot of 

research. How did you have time time? 

MATTINGLY: The summer of 1951 I taught but I did research. The 

summer of 1953 I taught and I did research. I did a lot at the Newcomb 

Library where you go to the rare book room and a policeman lets you in 

and locks the door after you. And I spent hours at that. 

I NT: So, ina way it was good to be there [North~'1estern] for 

better resources. 

MATTINGLY: Oh, much better. And a woman in this library 

[Arizona] Lutie Higley, do you know her? Oh, Lutie Higley was so 

wonderful to me. She would get anything I wanted on interlibrary loan. 

I managed to teach my classes, Shirley, but I did research all the time. 

And, of course, I had done an a\'Jful lot of writing in my head, Shirley, 

which is the way I \'1ork. I get into bed and I am talking to myself, not 

in any overt fashion, but doing it in my head. I walked from here to 

the campus, and I'm worki ng on thi s chapter, and I dri ve my car, whi ch 

is bad, from herE to the campus, and I'm writing. I didn't have a car 

until about 1952, I guess, but, anyway, \'/hen I began the writing I 

talked to my dissertation. My textbook I worked on in the same ~'Jay and 

if I had not already written a bachelor's thesis and a masteris thesis, 
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I never could have written a dissertation in the time that I did. But, 

you see, I knew I could write as I had already done some other writing 

and so, lid write a chapter and mail it to Evanston, Illinois ••• 

INT: Who was on your dissertation committee? 

MATTINGLY: Wallace Bacon, he was my chairman. He was my major 

professor. 

INT: Werenlt you about the same age? 

MATTINGLY: 11m a little older than he is. 

INT: Was that any difficulty? 

MATTINGLY: No, because Wallace said to me one day--and this was 

very kind--he said, "When you first came into the department at 

Northwestern, and you didnlt know whether you were going to be a Ph.D. 

candidate or not, to begin taking a couple of classes, I was a little 

bit uneasy, you made me nervous. You knew more about i nterpretati on 

than I did." 

INT: Did you know that? 

MATTINGLY: I knew that I knew about interpretation, but I 

did not kno\'J the literature in the vJaY he kne\'J it. He's a real scholar 

and I hope, I aspire, to be a scholar. But, he said, "You made me 

nervous and I didnlt knovi hml/ it would gO." "But," he said, lithe amazing 

thing about you, Alethea, is that you, you could still learn and you 

were fl exi bl e and you had all thi s background \'Jhi ch hel ped all of us." 

Well, he paid me a great compl imellt because my husband and my parents 

and my sister and brother had moments when they felt that, well, Alethea 

needs to be more flexible! (laughter) Wallace Bacon found me, vJell, 

professionally, he said I was flexible and that was great! 
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INT: How long is it now since you've written? 

MATTINGLY: Since I've written? Well, since I've written 

anything of any moment was the revision of my book which was 1969. It 

has been fifteen years since I did any writing. Nothing since I 

retired. I acted as publications chairman for the interpretation 

interest group for SeA and no\'l serve as an edi tor for Li terature in 

Performance. So the only \'/riting I have done has been to write 

critiques of papers. I'm not doing it any more. It's true that my eye 

surgery, for my driving and general use, has been a miracle. But they 

(my eyes) are not good for close work and because of my problems I have 

to use the magnifying glass and that slows me down. 

INT: Nm'J, David vJilliams was telling us about a performance 

that he was i n--one of the earl i est performances he as i n--Hem; ngway, 

liThe Short Happy Li fe of Franci s Macomber.1I And he was tell i ng us that 

at one moment another performer stood up as if to hold a rifle, and the 

audience was just shocked! 

MATTINGLY: Yes, that performance went awfully well. 

INT: I asked him why that vias so shocking and he said, "Because 

then, nobody di d that!" I asked "/ho di rected that and he sai d that vias 

your idea. He said, "Even at that time, the convention \'Jas still that 

people didn't move. 1I Is that right? 

MATTINGLY: At that time the convention was not to do anything 

as overt as that, or as close to the actual thing. But that was not the 

first time that I directed having something done that was so overt. The 

first time I directed something that was that overt must have preceded 

Dave Williams. It was John Gabriel Bjorkman by Ibsen, a play. And I had 
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Susan Bloom and Susan Jackson (oh, maybe it was Sally Roberson instead 

of Susan Bloom) anyway, I had t\lJO very fine people reading the two 

women, sisters who have misunderstood each other for years and, at the 

very end, finally, with the death of John Gabriel Bjorkman, have 

resolved their differences. And it is very poignant and I felt it just 

wasn't coming along the way it had to. So, finally, at a rehearsal, I 

sai d to one of those gi rl s, "Turn and look at your si ster, and hol d out 

your hand." And that was the first time I ever brought the thing onto 

stage. Now, when David lifted his rifle, and he did not point it toward 

the audi ence o' • • no, he (Will i ams) di d not do that, somebody else in 

the cast held the rifl e. It was Ralph Salgado who teaches drama at 

Fresno. I think the part that David was reading was the guide, the big 

hunter, and the fellow with the rifle was Francis Macomber. 

INT: What had the teaching been like before that? Why was this 

so shocking? 

NATTINGLY: Well, because one just never brought the scene up 

before onstage. We just didn't. 

INT: No one ever discussed that? It just was accepted? 

MATTINGLY: Well, readers theatre did not begin v/ith the Drama 

Quartet--the famous group with Charles Laughton, Agnes Moorehead, 

Charl es Boyer and Si r Cedri c Hardwi cke. But, readers theatre actually 

began in the '30s, about 1938, v/hen I di rected, as one of the monthly 

readi ng hou rs, "John Brovln' s Body" by Benet (Stephen Vi ncent Benet), and 

we did it in a semi-circle, standing in front of an audience in room 106 

of the anthropology building. I used that room for years for our 

monthly reading hour's. And one of the very good performers read--
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Priscilla Mansfield Manspeaker is her full name--Prisci11a was an 

awfully good reader and 1 remember her. She did a lot in the theatre, 

both as an undergraduate, and 1 ater I'm sure Peter Marroney used her 

here and there. She'd come back to the campus and do things. And that 

as the fi rst and--that was in 1937 or 1938--1 had deci ded when I had 

read it, and I saw this character and that character, and I was going to 

cast it for performance. 

INT: So, you had visualized it? 

MATTINGLY: Yes, and I had a narrator who read the in-between 

parts, and then did the dialogue with the readers exchanging lines, but, 

facing front. You see, I think, as I say in my book and I've said it to 

classes, you just don't leave your body at home; and so the whole body 

is alive. The whole body is active, but you're not acting out detail. 

So, that was the way I taught in interpretation. That's \'/hat I expected 

from readers. That's what I worked to get from readers and we did it--a 

totally diffused bodi 1y response. Attitude. Then, when the Drama 

Quartet, a year or so after they had done Don Juan in Hell across the 

country, in NevI York they di d "John Brown I s Body, II and the New York 

Times came out with a headline, "Exciting NevI Form of Theatre as Drama 

Quartet does I John Bro\'Jn I s Body I • II 

INT: So you were about 20 years ahead of them? 

MATTINGLY: Held already done it, maybe fifteen years ahead. 

I NT: Hhen you di d your IIJohn Brovin I s Body" here, \oJhat was the 

audience reaction? 

MATTINGLY: Oh, very enthusiastic. I had a very good public 

following, I had a monthly reading hour. My students did a monthly 
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reading hour and we did it into the war, World War II, and then we had 

to discontinue for two, three years. People had their minds on going to 

the Red Cross and rolling bandages and then I didn't have the students 

because the university registration just plummeted. But, with the end 

of the war and people coming back, why, we resumed the monthly reading 

hours. 

INT: Did you go into dressing, costuming, or were you formal? 

MATTINGLY: Well, dressing nice, looking nice. ~Iell, today they 

might, call it dressing up, the then that would mean a blouse and skirt. 

But, in 1948--the Spring of 1948--~Jallace Bacon \'/as iii town (through 

friends, I met him) and we sat out on the steps in front of what is now 

the speech building. I told him about what we had just done in Herring 

Ha 11, whi ch was where I had begun havi ng some readi ng hours, and we 

required seniors who \'/ere getting bachelor's degrees to do a public 

performance of some I< i nd. I had just had a student read • • • oh, the 

name of the play may come in a minute, but anyway, she had just given 

her recital (a play called First Lady, as a monologue) and I was telling 

l~all ace about that. And, I \'Jent on to tell him what we had just done 

with a novel by Howard Fast, a novel on Altgeldt, the governor of 

Illinois, and about some political fraud. And HO\'Jard Fast, I didn't 

continue to use--he's not a great novelist--but I made a cutting of it, 

I cast it, we sat on the stage in a semi-circle of chairs and we read 

the cuttings I made of that novel. And Wallace said, "Why, Robert Breen 

does this kind of thing, but he calls it chamber theatre." And I said, 

"Well, we call it readers theatre." 
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INT: This vias ·1948? This was your first meeting \,/ith ~'Iallace 

Bacon--and you didn't know Robert Breen? 

MATTINGLY: Oh, no. This was a long time before; I never met 

Robert Breen unti 1 the fall of 1950. So, Hall ace to1 d me that and I 

thought, IIOh, how interesting. 1I At that time I was reading cuttings of 

whole plays myself sometimes, and the first recital I ever gave here on 

campus was a play called Mrs. Moonlight written by Benn Levy and it went 

awfully well. And I di d it many p1 aces and I \'Jent out to Hawai i; I \'/as 

visiting professor at the University of Hawaii from 1948 to 1949. It 

was one of those occasions when my husband just said, IIHe11 , fine,1I and 

he managed somehow. And we were there, live already spoken about 

Hawaii, 11m sure, and so Joseph Smith, who had been head of the depart

ment at Hawaii, said, well, he wanted to cast The Winslow Boy. He was 

goi ng to do it and vie were goi ng to sit ina semi -ci rc1 e on stage. They 

were doing a little, well, almost like this--Gertrude Johnson had done 

just a bit of casting--a section here with one character and that person 

stands up and reads by himself and then another. So, this is what gave 

me my idea I suppose, and so vlhen \lIe vlere goi ng to do The Hi ns1 ovl Boy, 

and there were some good readers there and their names are still known, 

two or three of them, and it just wasn't going! We were sitting in a 

semi-circle of chairs. That's the way lid done Howard Fast, and I said 

to Joe, IIHhen welre on scene, instead of sitting there \,/ith our books 

and our scripts, why don't we stand up? Why don't we project the 

scene--keep it in the realm of the audi ence--but, \l/hen we are in the 

scene, we stand up, we listen to the other lines, we answer the other 

character and when vie leave the room (as in a play) ~'Je'll sit dovln. 1I 
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And to my knowledge, that's the first time I had anything to do \'lith a 

performance when that's what we did. And I know I made the suggestion 

to Joe Smith. 

INT: What was the reaction? 

MATTINGLY: ~Jell, his reaction was, "Well, we'll try it." And 

we did. And we liked it. So, in 1950, I was asked to plan a reading 

hour for the National Association [SCA] meeting in Chicago. I said to 

l4a 11 ace Bacon and Charlotte Lee and other members, "l4e'11 do a readi ng 

hour. We'll do a readers theatre of Racine's Phaedre," which 'lIe did. 

And Kathrine Loesch, you may know that name, she's a scholar, she's well 

known in the Association today--and Kathy Loesch read one of the roles, 

and Bob Breen read, and Wallace read. I'd have to get out the program 

to see \..rho e1 se read. But, we di d the fi rst readers theatre that was 

ever done for a national convention (in 1950). And we were on the top 

floor of the hote1--what was it called, it wasn't the Hilton at that' 

time, "'hat was it called, on Michigan Avenue, right across the street 

from the B1 ackstone. And it was in December, of course, and there we 

were, up on that top floor, and there was a thunderstorm in Chicago--in 

between Christmas and New Year's--that was when the conventions used to 

be. So, I always remember that clap of thunder and ho'l' startled the 

audience was and (laughter) then we got their attention again and it 

went very 'IJe11. 

INT: Did you employ standing again? 

r·1ATTINGLY: We stood \'1hen we were in scene, and then 'tIe read 

speaking to the character who was the recipient of the line. 

INT: You mean with on-stage focus? To them? 
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~1ATT I NGL Y: No. He en vi s i oned our scene out here, and I used 

off-stage focus. I believe, along with Gertrude Johnson, that 

interpretation had to be in the realm of the audience and that's the way 

we did it. That same year, 1950-1951, was the first time I saw a 

chamber theatre production. It was directed by Robert Breen and it was 

by that Engl i sh wri ter who \f/ri tes--i t 's duri ng the war years and the 

woman comes home, she comes into the house, all by herself--but, there's 

an eerie feeling. Elizabeth Bo\'1en. Yes, of course. But, anyway, 

Wallace asked me afterward how I liked it. And I said, "Well, that was 

such a fine performance, very good people, but," I said, "I think I lost 

some of the story and became involved with the individuals in some way, 

I don't know." But Bob Breen was doing, well, she (the main character) 

had a trunk on stage, and she opened it and looked into it. Yes, he had 

some props. And then he also did, I think in the same year, "Hhy I Live 

at the PO," (Eudora Welty) and it was hilarious, but I felt that the 

implicit meaning \'1as lost. It was so over--oh, a great deal of 

action--it was farce, and I don't think that story is farce. I thinl< it 

was all in the action. That was part of the chamber theatre IJ/ay of 

doi ng it. That, for me, IJJas not as good. But then, maybe I had too 

much bias. I don't know. 

INT: But you yourself were already breaking out of a background 

that was pretty restrictive ••• 

MATTINGLY: Oh, yes. But, you see, the Drama Quartet sat on 

stool s and had readi ng stands and they di d not get off thei r stool s. 

When we di d The ~'Ji ns low Boy \lIe stood up. He had departed from stayi ng 

in one spot. There IJ/ere no rules set up. There \flere just some, yes, 
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some accepted traditions, I suppose, some accepted manners of doi ng 

things. 

INT: So, you were breaking a convention, really. 

MATTINGLY: Yes, but now the Phaedre, if my memory is correct, 

we didn't use reading stands, but lid have to ask Wallace. 

INT: What was the audience reaction? 

MATTINGLY: Oh, very enthusiastic, very enthusiastic. Within a 

year, or at least within two years, others were wanting to bring a group 

performance. And I remember the first time I savi people moving, that 

is, using the stage space. That was a production directed by Helen 

Hi cks of Hunter Coll ege. She brought a Shaw pl ay and I don't remember 

whi ch one it was, but they made entrances and exits. And Wall ace and 

Charlotte and I and Wilma Grimes and others talked about it and " • 

. did you like that?" "Well, no, that really was too much." It would 

have been so much better if they had stayed on stage and indicated, one 

way or another, that they \'Jere on or off stage. You see, I moved from 

just standing up, to seating my characters up stage and, not having as 

much light on them as I had on my reading stands, or, down stage and so, 

the persons got up and came down stage to a reading stand. And, if he 

vias going to be 'out' for a \'Jhile, he went back to the seat upstage. 

So, I began using some stage space. But, in what I did direct, I used-

oh, I never used as much stage space as began to be used--and we did 

"Under ~1i 1 k\'100d" (Oyl an Thomas). Gai 1 Jaffe di rected that (a very 

talented young woman whom I had the right to add to our staff when we 

needed somebody else) and she did a fine production. She had the girl-

who si ngs that lovely ball ad in the scri pt--come and si t on the 
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prosceni urn; on the edge of the prosceni urn and si ng that ball ad. That· 

was the most use of stage space that we'd ever used. Then we went on 

from there. Again, I did not direct some of these things but we had 

such good people! 

INT: But, it was as if all kinds of possibilities had opened 

up? 

MATTINGLY: Yes, that's right. 

INT: Did you think people went too far? 

MATTINGLY: ~Jell, I have seen productions where I have felt 

peopl~ went too far, yes. And on some occasions I have felt again that 

thi ng I saw happen to "~Jhy I Live at the PO" that there is so much 

business, so many gimmicks that take my attention away from the liter

ature. I don't draw a line between theatre and interpretation. I 

believe, and I believe that this is in the Lowrey/Johnson book, I 

believe that the interpreter, a good actor, has to be part interpreter 

and has to be part actor. I think a point similar to that is made in 

that book. It was the fi rst modern textbook on the subject of 

interpretation--a college textbook. Gertrude Johnson, of course Sarah 

Lowrey did most of the writing, but it was Gertrude Johnson's thinking 

right straight through the book. 

INT: Did you ever disagree with Gertrude Johnson on any 

principles? 

MATTINGLY: No. (laughing) She disagreed with me when ~Jilma 

Grimes and I publ i shed our book in 1962. She fel t that vie really had 

gone beyond the bounds of interpretation, that we'd got into some 

things, oh, too much literary criticism, I think. 
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INT: Of course, at that time that was where the emphasis really 

was going ••• 

MATTINGLY: Yes. The field of criticism was coming in--in big 

amounts--into interpretation and you said, one time, you wanted to know 

about the big changes in my life. And that's one of the changes! 

Certainly, my focus--well, I don't think my focus divided--but I felt 

that the who1 e busi ness of i nterpretati on coul d be enri ched in these 

ways. And so I thi nk, we 11, I kno\'J, the fi rst 1 etter I had from 

Gertrude Johnson after I published that book was a little bit 

disappointing to me because ••• well, she certainly didn't feel it was 

the greatest thing that had come (laughing) ••• across her desk. 

INT: And she was pretty much the person you admired the most? 

MATTINGLY: Oh, and Wilma Grimes did, too! 

INT: So, you had wanted praise. 

MATTINGLY: Of course we did! We had paid her a tribute in the 

introduction--in the preface--and we hoped she would be pleased. Well, 

I don't think she really was. But I think she felt V'/e were ••• we 

were just meandering a little. She didn't say that, but I think that 

was what she was feeling. 

INT: Do you think she thought you were breaking some kind of 

tradition? 

MATTINGLY: She \'/asn't so traditional. It was just "/hat she 

believed. And, anyway, there were things that were happening in 

Wi sconsin and she was upset and so ••• and she was ah/ays slo\'/ to 

praise. I told you that. 
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INT: Well, you said before that she only later wrote you 

something good. 

MATT I NGL Y: That's ri ght. And she \'las a very good reader, she 

was a very fine reader. 

INT: What kinds of things would she choose? 

MATTINGLY: She read much Robert Frost and she read poetry, and 

she read Chekov and she read good things. I don't think she ever would 

have read some of the more recent literature that I began reading. But, 

Wallace Bacon pays tribute to Gertrude Johnson for the shift in inter

pretati on from the performer to the 1 iterature. I've heard him say it 

on more than one occasion that we owe that [literary emphasis] to 

Gertrude Johnson. She published two books and then a revised edition of 

the first book \'/hich was called Modern Literature for Oral Interpreta

tion. She had some good things in that book, old and new. She 

published a revision of that with some of the newer things and left out 

some of the older things. But she still had Shakespeare and, maybe, 

Marlow and Oscar Wilde and so on--the gamut. And she published, in her 

early days, dialects for oral interpretation. You asked me what I read. 

There was then a writer, T. A. Daley, "The Sentimental Italian. 1I ~~ell, 

I did some T. A. Daley things, I did some Lawrence Dunbar--Negro 

dialect. I did Scandinavian dialect, I did Italian dialect; that was 

the thing to do in the early 1920's, and people lil<ed it and I did many_ 

In the i ntroducti on to the Modern Literature for Oral Interpretati on 

there is a short discussion--some pages of discussion about interpreta

tion and what wasn't right, declamation and all its excesses--that VJas 

rej ected. But then Gert rude went on to 1 i st a seri es of quest i o"s 



340 

for--\'1hat she called--and what \'/as called at that time "impersonative 

reading," questions the reader should ask herself about the literature. 

Well, what do we ask oursel ves today? We ask about the voi ce. And 

there she was--back before 1930--\,/rit i ng about the speaker. ~Jhose 

voice is it? Now, she didn't talk about the writing of fiction as Wayne 
, 

Booth does, but she was talking about the voice in literature. And so I 

introduced a course here--after the 36 course--I introduced a course in 

impersonative reading. We did many things, and one of the things in the 

early days that I had students do vias dra\,1 upon thei r o\'m resources and 

write their own monologues. Cornelia Otis Skinner was going around 

(touring) and she came to town a time or two and Drap2r, Ruth Draper, 

who was better than Skinner! Draper \lIas really awfully good and she 

wrote her own monologues and she really created a character up there on 

that stage all by herself--with a whole room full of people! Oh, she 

\lIas good! What she wrote was good stuff. Well, kind of following 

along, I said to the students, II~Jell, think of your character and write 

your own." Then we went on to read Sheridan and Shakespeare and so on. 

That course, called impersonative reading, was what later, in the early 

1950 IS, became the oral i nterpretati on of drama. The fi rst semester I 

taught from the Greeks to Mol iere. Of course, there were some gaps. 

And the second semester I taught Ibsen, Chekov, Shaw and Pinter and so 

on. I see that the titles have been changed but they still keep that 

division vJith what Mary ~1aher is doing; classical drama, modern and 

contemporary. I really did a lot with Ibsen. And when I did these 

thi ngs, Shi rl ey t I was drawi ng upon my undergraduate course and on my 

opportunity sometimes in the summer, wh~n we stayed through the summer 
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in the early days, lid go over and audit a class in the classics 

department or in the English department. And it happened that the head 

of the Scandi navi an 1 anguages at the Uni versi ty of l4ashi ngton was a 

close friend, he and his wife \'1ere close friends of my sister Harriet 

and her husband (Dr. Robert R. Rucker). And I would talk to Sverre 

Arestand (and his wife Peg) and others when I would go up there. And, 

oh, how weld argue about \'1hat is in the Ibsen plays! Of course, he read 

it in the original Norwegian. I made it my job to get the background 

that I had to have to work with these plays. And, my Shakespeare course 

went awfully well, Shirley, and I was asked the question the other day, 

thi s woman sai d, IIl~ell, how di d you ever become a Shakespeare schol ar?" 

And I said, "Well, 11m not a Shakespeare scholar, but I had the oppor

tunity to study with many who are Shakespeare scholars. Wallace Bacon 

was important and my debt to Hall ace Bacon shoul d be inhere, too. I 

took two quarters of his Shakespeare course. And I attended Shakespeare 

productions in other countries and in this country and the performances 

I sa\,1 greatly affected my teachi ng. And Hel en Hhite, \'/hen I was an 

undergraduate at the University of Wisconsin. She became head of the 

English department and was, I think, the first woman who ever headed a 

department at the University of Wisconsin. Well, I had her when I first 

entered the university. I didnlt have to take freshman English because 

of tests and I went in to something else and Helen White happened to be 

working for her doctorls degree at the time (from Radcliffe) but she was 

teaching at Wisconsin and I got along all right in her class. We became 

friends, all through the many years. Richness has come to me because of 

the teach~rs live had. 
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INT: In the area of Shakespeare studies, how did you continue? 

Did you just keep reading on your own? 

MATTINGLY: Oh, yes, and I read Shakespeare criticism and I read 

everything that I could read as it came out. It was an ongoing thing. 

It was by 1960 that I was teaching oral interpretation of Shakespeare. 

INT: How did you put that class together? What was your 

approach? 

MATTINGLY: I tried to include things students had not done in 

hi gh school. Fi rst I di d a romantic comedy, and not much with the 

histories. Hell, some semesters I did as many as ten plays! Well, we 

read the whol e pl ay and I tal ked about the pl ay for two or three or, 

sometimes more, class periods and then assigned scenes and I had 

individuals reading scenes. I did not have readers theatre. I had 

somebody read the conversation between Antony and Cleopatra, and I had 

somebody read the conversation between Portia and Nerissa ••• 

INT: Your emphasis was on the poetry? 

MATTINGLY: The play, what is there and vJhat is being said. 

Hhat is this play all about? Not the plot, but v/hat is it about? You 

see, that is Wallace Bacon's question, too. Now, I don't know whether I 

got that from him or whether I got it from Helen White or Walter Scott, 

who was an authority in dramatic literature. Dramatic literature is 

really what my degree is in. And, anyvJay, in my ovm way, I have been a 

student through the years. And yes, I have given a great deal of time 

to that class. 

I NT: HOVJ di d the students respond to those cl asses? Were they 

enthusiastic? 
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MATTINGLY: Hell, they \'/ere very large classes and I had some 

awfully good students, awfully good, and I am indebted to them. 

I NT: I a 1 so wou 1 d 1 ike to ask you about some of you r students. 

Who stands out in your memory? 

MATTINGLY: \~ho stands out in my memory? Well, I called the 

very early 1960 ' s the IIgolden age of interpretation. 1I I guess I 

wouldn't limit it, but it began in 1950 or so. 

INT: So, you had a whole decade or two. Do you think it was 

one of those circumstances where the students and the faculty just kind 

of fit? 

MATTINGLY: I guess so. And it was also a time when the people 

who were teaching interpretation had freedom. 

INT: In what sense--freedom? 

MATTINGLY: Oh, I could say, we1ve got to have five sections of 

this course, not two or three, or, we can't teach voice and diction and 

beginning interpretation if we don't bring in an instructor or two. And 

the head of the department gave me freedom. ~Iell, surely I was 

restricted by budgets. 0 • 

I NT: You had the sympathy of the department head? Someone \'1ho 

felt that oral interpretation was valid? 

MATTINGLY: Well, not only valid, but important! Well, I know 

\'1hat has happened, Shirley, but that \'/asn't true up until 1970. It 

began bet\'Jeen 1970 and 1972, \'/hat you run into today began in 1972, the 

fall of 1972 definitely. It began right there. And why? There are 

many ways of explaining it, I think. But, in a very small degree, and 

this does not account for all of it, but to an extent it was something 
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that \'1as happeni ng across the country. There were not i nterpretat ion 

jobs. There had always been good jobs, and where did universities go to 

get new personnel? Well, they went to USC and they went to Northwestern 

and they went to the University of Arizona. We were--we11, many people 

sa i d \lIe were--the best in the West, and maybe we were, maybe we were. 

Janet Bolton was certainly very fine, I'll speak of her professionally. 

Professionally, she·was an outstanding person across the country and by 

the National Association, and, of course, I liked her personally. Well, 

I had become that. Certainly the Northwestern people were fine. 

Virginia Floyd came to us in 1965, when we were right up to here, and I 

handed her the interpretation of drama course, which I couldn't continue 

and do Shakespeare, too. And it was in 1968 that people in our 

department began talking about the Ph.D. degree. So, the 

admi ni strati on, together with Jim Lambert, I guess was the head ri ght 

here, sai d, II We '11 have to get three or four peop1 e from good i nstitu

tions wh~ are known in the Speech Association of America who have served 

as president, have published--well, scholars who are recognized--get 

them to come and look at the department and tell us if we have the 

personnel, if \lIe have the 1 i brary, if the graduate dean 'l'/ants us to 

pursue this. And, the graduate college wants to hear how we are 

evaluated. 1I And so, \lIe found enough money in the budget, and it must 

have been Ji m Lambert who formed th1 s (commi ttee) and \lIe brought three 

peopl e here. He got Ernest Bormann from Mi nnesota, a man from 

~Jisconsin, and Jeffery Auer from Indiana. And they handed in a report. 

I \lIas not handed that report to read and I was amazed. I<londa Lynn to1 d 

me recently, when \lIe \l/ere \llOrking together on the history committee, 
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that she never sa\'J that [report] and I can't understand \,/hy she never 

saw it. But p I \'/as tol d thi s by the dean of the graduate school, and I 

was tol d it by Jeffery Auer (\l/ho was one of the men who came out) that 

their report was favorable. These three men met and then they conferred 

1 ater and sent a report and they sai d we were qual i fi ed to gi ve the 

Ph.D. degree; the department was qualified especially in interpretation. 

Well, wherever you have people, you have politics •••• 

INT: You don't expect that in the academic world. 

MATTINGLY: The day of the scholar gentleman has been gone for 

quite a few years. I think there are occasional ones, of course. Of 

course there are. Oh, my, Wallace Bacon is so rare. You see, that's 

the thing. He's just so rare and I think anybody will tell you that. I 

mean, the people in other fields \'Iill tell you that. Here he \'Jas, 

elected president of the National Association, and why? Hell, it's 

because he is one; he is what he is. And Gertrude Johnson is what she 

was, and Magdalene Kramer (at Columbia) was what she was. And I could 

go on \I/ith people \l/ho carried on the great tradition. And there are 

some people, I am sure, who are still teaching, who have it. 

INT: You mentioned 1972, that it \'1as something not only here, 

it was all across the country. Do you thi nk somethi ng ~'1as happeni ng to 

the discipline of interpretation? 

MATTINGLY: I think one thing was that the other people in 

speech \'Jere go; ng into behavi ori sm. It was the comi ng of the \'wrd 

"communication" into the field of speech. People in speech \'1ere going 

into behavioral science. Actually just going piggy-back--there's a lot 
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that that's done--that' s publ i shed in speech journal s today, that is 

piggy-back stuff. 

INT: Do you think it's partly economics, all the emphasis on 

grants, to do scientific kinds of studies? That we have to look 

scientific? 

MATTINGLY: That's part of it. But, also, it is true that in 

the last twenty-five years man has been learning more and more about the 

human animal, hasn't he? So, here was this knowledge about how men 

behave, and people have always been interested in themselves, and \'Janted 

to know about what goes on in the head, and why does somebody act this 

way? ~Jell, psychology began setting up laboratories and trying to learn 

some things, and this was a contribution to knowledge, yes. But, the 

experiments, ••• oh, and it was a contribution. And all of the furor 

about ESP! Well, most of it was no contribution because the experiments 

~"lere ri di cul ous in the way they were set up. It was a good sci ence 

set-up and so people just got on the bandwagon. 

INT: But \'Jhy do you thi nk speech got on the bandwagon? That it 

had to push out • • • 

MATTINGLY: ••• It tended to push out other things. You 

coul dn' t--di dn' t have enough money to fund--and it \'las not only the 

funding of the teachers for interpretation, it was, what were the 

students asking about? What \'/ere they looking for? Well, here were all 

these men who had been in the Korean War and they'd come back to college 

and they want to get out and earn some money, and the \'/ay to do it vias 

to get ready for TV! Or, to get into business where you can make some 

use of this stuff that's being spoken about in communication. It's part 
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of the whole socioeconomic structure, yes. But, there still ~ people 

who think the arts are important. And what has happened, in many 

places, is that the work in interpretation--and I think it reflects 

what's happened in readers theatre really--interpretation people have 

just been lifted bodily and put into the drama department. 

INT: And they disappear? 

r~ATTINGLY: Yes, and they disappear. For more than one reason. 

In most drama departments, it isn't educational drama that's taught. 

It's getting people ready to go into the theatre and the people who 

teach sometimes don't have the higher degree themselves. And so they 

want the skills and the performance taught, but they don't care anything 

about being a scholar. Here we were, all in the speech department and 

we had all had training and experience. I was assistant director at the 

University of Minnesota Theatre for a while. My first job--that was way 

back in 1924, and I was only twenty years old--those Minnesota winters, 

oh, they were terrible! They were the worst thing that ever happened to 

me, no comparison! And I went from there to Florida and then to 

Arizona. But, over a long period of time. 

INT: Could we talk about literature as communication, too? 

MATTINGLY: ~Jell, you see, I make a difference there and 11m 

sure the people in communication don't go along with this, but see that 

chapter in my book. ~Je follow Ari stot 1 e. Language can be used for 

poetic ends and it can be used for rhetorical ends. I do not agree that 

ill utterance is rhetorical but the people \'Jho are in conununication so 

regard it. And ~1ary Strine, up in Utah, g~es along \,/ith that idea, but 

there are many who do not, and I think this is the place where the thing 
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goes this way (gesture of parting). I simply do not regard myself as a 

communicator when I stand up to share a piece of literature with 

listeners. I donlt treat it that way, and I donlt think literature is 

that. I donlt think the performer should think of himself as a 

rhetorician but as an artist. And itls interesting that the department 

of intei~pretation at Northwestern has changed its name, did you know 

that? It has become--or, is becomi ng thi s semester--the department of 

performing arts. 

INT: But they are still part of the speech department? 

MATTINGLY: School of Speech. 

INT: Do they have the same trouble there between the scientific 

part and the performing? 

MATTINGLY: There is such a strong tradition there that goes 

back to before Cunningham [Cornelius C.], to Cumnock. Cumnock [Robert], 

well, this is back in the 19th century and early 20th and everybody who 

went to Northwestern, it di dn I t make any di fference ""hat he was 

studying, had to take a course under Dr. Cumnock. He had to learn how 

to art i cul ate and have a good voi ce that coul d be heard ina bi groom 

and would be a voice that was pleasing. And what did he work on to get 

it? He read from the Bible, he read Dickens, he read Shakespeare. And 

thi sis how it all started at Northvlestern. And there is enough money, 

HiS a private institution, therels enough money for the school of 

speech. Oh, not that they don I t want gifts, but ther'e I s enough money 

for the peopl e who are in audi 01 ogy and the peopl e who are in other 

areas and therels money for interpretation. 
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INT: I sometimes get the feeling that there isn't much respect 

for the practice of interpretation right now, and I wonder if that goes 

across the country? That may be because we aren't writi ng theory to 

explain? 

MATTINGLY: I think that one of the troubles is--and this has 

been true through the years--that people who teach interpretation give 

so much energy to performance, to rehearsals, to working directly with 

the students--and that's their interest--and they don't care about 

writing. 

anything. 

And it's very true that only a few of us have ever \'Iri tten 

Gertrude Johnson began tell i ng me in the '30s that I must 

write. And I did publish in the '30s, "Play Endings and the Empathic 

Response." And for a while I gave papers. But, I was giving lots of 

time to performing an hour's program here and an hour's program there, 

and you don't do that on the spur of the moment. You have to spend time 

finding your material, arranging your material, and then rehearsing, 

working, self-d'iscipline. And people who say, 1I~~ell, why don't you 

people in interp get busy?" just don't know the demands of performance. 

INT: And then, you are supposed to stand up there and make it 

look easy. 

MATTINGLY: Yes, not let the \'wrk sho\,l, "Oh, she's so natural, 

so natural, you knm·J." 

I NT: And you want to say, "You woul d be good, too, if you 

worked on that for four months." 

~1ATTINGLY: That is v/hat they do not know. The journal 

Literature in Performance came into bei ng because of thi s truth that 

we've just been talking about, and Beverly Whitaker felt the push. She 
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\'Janted i nterpretat i on to stand on its o\'m feet and be hi ghly regarded by 

everybody. And she and I had several conversations about it at various 

times and so, it's her idea, really. She is responsible for that 

journal. Now, some other people are carrying the thing on. You see, 

Beverly is very bright and she wrote a good dissertation, and there have 

been some dissertations that weren't so good. She wrote a dissertation 

that was on the rel at i onshi ps of aesthet i cs. She thought about 

aestheti c di stance, that was her topi c, and phil osophy, and I was the 

editor for the journal at that time. And here was a paper that said 

something, that had all the words correctly spelled; I didn't have to 

correct any of the sentences. Like the gi rl who nO\'J is my fri end, but 

she came back to see me and she said, 1100 you know how many times you 

handed back to me the first chapter of my master's thesis?" And I said, 

1I0h, no, I have no idea, how many times?1I She said, IIThirteen!1I And 

that's the way I do things. 

INT: So, this field is really rather unusual because on the one 

side you need talent; to come with some talent you need to be extremely 

literate, you need to be a scholar ••• 

MATTINGLY: Yes, that's right. And, of course, some people went 

around saying, lIyou can't be a scholar and a performer!1I I do not see a 

dichotomy here. I know it is possible to be a scholar and a performer. 

It is possible. Now, Hallace Bacon, long ago, began saying in public 

that he di d not accept that either, that he kne~'J peopl e who \'Jere both. 

INT: But, it is an unusual combination of traits or abilities. 

MATTINGLY: But it is not an impossible one. Any bright person 

who wants to devote a life to it can. But then, there is the need to 
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earn a living and I recognize that, and r think that TV has been a big 

influence on the field; for one thing it has cut audiences. 

INT: So, we are now influenced by technology. As you said, 

once one had to have an orotund voice but now we have microphones. 

MATTINGLY: That's right. Now you can't have an orotund voice. 

Oh, I think ••• well, you see, we began doing a fifteen-minute weekly 

poetry program on the university radio station. I did it the first year 

and then Boyer took it over and, anyway, when TV came you couldn't get 

an audience, and people didn't want to come over to campus to a monthly 

reading hour. They could sit at home and hear plays on the radio or 

they coul d watch a pl ay on TV. So I di d thi nk it is a resul t of the 

whole society and the way society has moved and the way areas of 

information have gone. What is our learning? What is the national 

interest? Look what has happened to the live theatre in this country? 

No, the little theatre is kind of coming back today. But we went 

through a very dry period as far as theatre is concerned. We used to 

have traveling companies \.'Jith good people, big names in theatre, of 

course, that is no more. The 1 ast bi 9 show that has been here was 

Chorus Line. Of course, a musical! They are the only ones that travel 

anymore and I thi nk I really am correct when I make that statement. 

Does Hel en Hayes travel? They go to Hollywood; they mal<e a fi 1m! 

INT: There is also the article Virginia Floyd wrote, liThe 

Chil dren of Change" and that they become used to heari ng just so much, 

and then an advertisement, they want action and movement, color. 

MATTINGLY: That's right. Sure. 
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INT: \~e11, is it possible that interpretation will go under-

ground? 

MATTINGLY: I donlt know. I donlt have an idea in my head, any 

magi c mi rror • All I can say is that there ~ a hi story, since the day 

of the Rhapsode in Greece, there have been ups and downs and we still 

are reading from pieces of literature, and people are asking us to do 

it. It is the most ancient of the arts. I think it will have its ups 

and downs. 

INT: What about the idea that interpretation is only as strong 

or as valuable as the personalities of the people who are teaching it. 

In other words, it is not "here is this discipline, 1111 hand it on to 

you," but what the person brings to it--a personality. 

MATTINGLY: live heard that statement. I wonder if interpreta

tion is unique in that regard. I can think of the department of 

anthropology and I would say the same thing happens. I donlt believe 

that interpretation is any different, really, from this point. Yes, it 

takes a strong teacher. And it certainly takes bright people. People 

say, II~Jell, how di d you happen to have all these bri ght students?" 

~Jell, I just had them; they seemed to like it. 

I NT: Maybe the bri ghter they are the more they seem to 

appreciate it? 

~1ATT I NGL V: ~Jho have been the top schol ars turned out by the 

department of speech? I don I t know who they are nO\,I , but I know for a 

\'lhile the people "Jho were primarily interested in interpretation were 

graduated, one after another, with distinction. I think it is partly 

the standard that the teacher sets. Isnlt that a part of it? I expect 
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people in my classes, if they can, to all get an A and if they can, I am 

delighted. I do not count. 

INT: But, you have to know so much--psychology, history, voice 

and diction, literature, acting ••• Do you think that's true? 

MATTINGLY: That statement you make makes me think of the 

introduction to Gertrude Johnson's book Modern Literature for Oral 

Interpretation. And, what does she say the student going into this 

needs to kno'lJ? What fields does she need? Psychology, philosophy, 

1 anguages, 1 iterature • • • in other words, 1 i beral arts. He are part 

of liberal arts and it is too bad that we haven't been in liberal arts 

all these years. 

INT: Yes, we are now in fine arts [1985J. 

MATTINGL Y: But, the department of speech, they'll pr'obab 1 y 

change it one of these days. Well, I guess it requires the same things 

for a B.A. in speech that is required for the same degree in English, 

and we were the only department in fine arts to keep those general arts 

requirements as that core. People in drama got rid, right away, of 

laboratory science, foreign language, and we had lengthy faculty 

meetings in the college of fine arts, month after month, on the foreign 

language business. We kept it in speech. 

INT: I'd like to ask another question and I hope you don't get 

angry or anythi ng, but I read in an issue of Readers Theatre News, an 

issue about Norman Corwin and Edward Arlington Robinson's "Spoon River 

Anthology," and Corwin said that he did that and that he was then called 

the "father of readers theatre." 

MATTINGLY: I don't know where he did it. 
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INT: On the radio. 

MATTINGLY: Well, that's interesting. And there will be others 

who claim to be first. Well, Virginia Floyd also directed Durrenmatt 

and, to the best of our knowledge, we were the first to call it readers 

theatre. 

INT: It always seemed to me that if one were going to be in 

interpretation, one \'lou1d have to have an insatiable desire to read, 

that you want to read all the time. 

MATTINGLY: I think that you have to enjoy reading, enjoy drama, 

or enjoy reading a novel, enjoy reading poetry, or enjoy reading fiction 

or short stories. You have to have an interest in literature. True. 

I NT: If you are a reader, in that sense, that means that you 

have been reading for a long time and are aware of changes in fiction-

di fferent attitudes in writers. Wou1 d you tal k about writers that you 

felt you have discovered or that provided you v/ith particular joy, or 

about modern fiction. 

MATTINGLY: Well, oh, I can tell you what I've read. Whatever 

I've performed. I've performed lots of Robert Frost, and I am certai n 

that I was introduced to Frost by Gertrude Johnson. As a graduate 

student I often performed Frost and I owned vol umes of Frost and I'd 

discover poems that I wanted to do. I can tell you the three or four 

poems that I know I've heard Gertrude Johnson read, but I read lots of 

other poems. Frost spoke to me. And I have had a student who surprised 

me when she said one time, "You know, you really introduced all of us to 

Robert Frost." Hell, I've always been interested in poetry so I moved 

from Frost to some of the other modern Ameri can poets. I've al ways 
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loved stories, and I became interested in Eudora Welty, Katherine 

Mansfield, and Elizabeth Bowen. I became interested in Virginia Woolf 

and Flannery O'Connor. I went through a period, before I came to 

Arizona, when I was reading lots of Russian literature. So, I knew the 

stori es of Chekov pretty well, not all of them, but I read Chekov. I 

knew his plays. I also read Dostoyevsky and Gogol. There was a lot of 

talk about should we recognize Russia and there began to be talk about 

the revolution and so on. And I was interested in China and Russia and 

their relationships that went along, so I read a lot of Russian litera

ture. And I remember when I was readi ng so many short stori es and 

Southern history. I became interested in Henry James, too. I was aware 

of other thi ngs--and audi ted cl asses. So, the fi rst course I audi ted 

was astronomy. Then I read things in connection with places I expected 

to see when I traveled. There was a lot of history I didn't know. I 

took history of the Middle Ages, and the intellectual history of the 

Middle Ages. Then the art and culture of Russia and China. I also 

became interested in some French 1 iterature because I had taken, oh, 

some six years of French. 

INT: Did you still read in French? 

MATTINGLY: Not ~ French, no. But, I told you I played la loup 

in Little Red Riding Hood when I was a child, and that play was produced 

in French. I became very interested in Flaubert and Balzac and ••• I 

hadn't thought about this ••• Well, I began to be interested in some of 

the French writers. One of the things I directed in the 1960's was No 

Exit [Jean Paul SartreJ. And, oh, I had such good people! And I 

remember one time--now, Paul Cajaro was the man in that production, and 
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he was such a talented young man--and he just wasn't doing it! And I 

said, "Pau1, get off that stool and read those 1 ines as if you ~'lere in 

rehearsal over at the theatre," (University Theatre) and he did, and, of 

course, it came alive. And then I said, "that's all 11m asking. Youlre 

to give me this character in this situation." And I'll tell you a girl 

was in that production who did so well--and she's over at Saddleback 

College now--Lynn Wells (well, her names wasn't Wells then) but, she 

read and she was one of the cast. She was my undergraduate student and 

my graduate student. She had her M.A. here and I \'/rote her 1 etter of 

recommendation to help get her her job over at Saddleback. You see, I 

knew Doyle McKinney. He was from Northwestern and there was a period of 

time when, if you knew the people who were doing the most in interpreta

tion, you were either from Wisconsin or you were from Northwestern. 

INT: And what else were you reading? 

MATTINGLY: Well, for years I read Saturday Review and I was 

introduced to some writers through Saturday Revie\'l. I read current 

book reviews and they would have articles about writers and I got 

interested in Vi rgi ni a Hoo1 f because my good fri end Betsy Horrell wrote 

her dissertation on Virginia ~Joolf. And I began to read Saul Bellow, 

and I really read Joyce Cary because James Pearce wanted to use The 

Horse's Mouth for his dissertation. So, \'/hat did I have to do? He 

wrote on irony in The Horse I s Mouth 0 I had become terri bly interested 

in irony, you see. See, the most interesting thing in my dissertation, 

for me, was havi ng to fi nd out \'Jhat the word "nature" meant in the 

eighteenth century in England. So, sometimes, the most meaningful part 

of your research is what you have to go into because of what you I ve 
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started with. And that 1I agai n, is one of the ~'1hol e \'Ionderful thi ngs 

about 1 earning. ~lell, I had to read all of the 1 iterature any student 

wanted to use. I had to know about it because I always asked the 

student to tell me what he wanted to read, and if I di dn 1 t have any 

acquaintance with it at all (and didn't have time to pursue it) then I 

said, "Plan on something else. 1I Because I felt, as a critic, I had to 

know the material. I feel that that's important. So, it is a\'/fully 

hard, without my goi ng back to thi nk, what di d I read here and what di d 

I read there, to tell you about that literature. 

INT: In your personal reading, what kind of literature or 

writing do you follow? 

MATTINGLY: ~Jell, I like literature and, I told you this, I like 

literature that has the smile with the tear. I like literature that is 

talking about something that is It/orth talking about. And some short 

stories don't have anything that is worth talking about. In the last 

years of my teaching I was reading more and more in aesthetics and using 

the writers whose work I already had contact with. I belonged to a lot 

of book clubs and so, sometimes, through that, I heard about a book. 

that's how I happen to have the biography of Katherine Anne Porter on 

the table right now. I did a lot with Katherine Mansfield back in the 

'40s and into the early 1 60s. Then I turned from her to some of the 

ne\'/er women. But, in my 0\<Jn reading, I was reading The Journal of 

Aesthetics. I belonged to the Society; I went to their conventions. I 

was interested in the aesthetics of performance, in what to teach the 

student who wanted to be a good performer and I read the literary 

critics and I read some French criticism. I read some German (in 
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translation) but, in the last years that I taught, criticism and 

aesthetics were my big interests. Hell, why? I was asked to lecture 

one week to a graduate seminar at Northwestern on criticism, and I was 

asked to lecture one week at Denver University for a graduate seminar on 

prose rhythm. Hell, I got ready for those invitations. I didn't read 

materi al for my own performances. When I was asked to perform, and I 

usually did give one performance when I went to these different places, 

I usually fell back on things I knew--things I had used that I thought 

were good writing--it didn't matter if they were twenty years old. 

INT: Did you ever lose the taste for performing yourself? 

MATTINGLY: No, but I quit. I quit in Washington, D. C. 

I NT: You once to1 d me that you were 1 ike Beverly Sill s who 

said, III will not sing again." 

MATTINGLY: That's right. 

INT: ~~hy did you decide to quit? 

MATTINGLY: Well, this doesn't sound a bit modest, but I wanted 

to quit when I was at the top. l~ell, one always can improve, but ••• 

INT: I wonder how one knows that that's the time to stop. 

Ballet dancers do that and singers do that. 

MATTINGLY: Well, you just know. It is a kind of a peak, and 

you had better leave it there. 

INT: What was that last performance? 

MATTINGLY: The Winter's Tale at the National Convention, at the 

time that Hallace Bacon \'/as chairman. At the National Convention, which 

\'Jas in Houston and whi ch preceded the one at ~Jashi ngton, D. C., I vias 

asked to read with--well, there were about five of us on that program--
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Charlotte [Lee] read and Bob Breen read 0 •• in Houston. I was one of 

five or four and I read (Gwendolyn Brook5) and it just went, well, it 

went better than I'd ever hoped to have a reading go. Just ••• the 

audience response, to me, it was very touching. And I thought, well you 

better think about this now. \~ell, it \'Jas t\'10 years later, I guess, 

that ~/allace was president and I had a letter saying, "I have charge of 

the reading hour in honor of Wallace Bacon [in Washington, D. Ce]. We 

are havi ng the peopl e whom Wall ace wants to hear and, wi 11 you read?" 

Well, of course, I wouldn't turn that do\'m! So, I read from \~inter's 

Tale the defense--when she is accused--the Queen, Hermione. And I read 

the accusation, and then I read her speech and I had, well, a really 

\'lOnderful audi ence response. And I knew it. ~Jell, I kne\1/ from what 

Wa 11 ace sai d, I kne\,1 that it had gone \'1ell and everybody seemed to thi nk 

so. And, again, I knew it It/as better than I had even hoped. It was 

right at that time, that night, I think I told one of my good friends 

there that, It/ell, this is ..l!, nm/. No more! 

INT: So, it It/asn't actually said out loud that "this is the 

last time Dr. Mattingly will read"? 

MATTINGLY: Oh, it was not said. No, I think I just said it to 

a very good fri end. And I know I sai d it to my fami ly 0 Thi sis it! 

And I'm glad I did. I've been invited since but I said no. And really, 

well, I think that people It/ho are in retirement cling to the past and 

want the invitations and 0 o • 

I NT: But, if you love doi ng ; t and it coul d enri ch somebody 

else's life ••• ? 
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MATTINGLY: \~ell, everybody is expendable. He don't always feel 

that way about peopl e whom we love, and you don't feel that "lay about 

yourself sometimes, but it still is true. And those are the tlt/O last 

times that I ever read to a big group. 

INT: Here they recorded? 

MATTINGL Y: No. 

INT: Have you ever recorded? 

MATTINGLY: Not if I could help it (laughing). That sounds 

funny, but that's true (laughing). But you said that you did see 

something on tape? 

INT: Yes, you \-/ere reading Eudora Helty and it wasn't "~~hy I 

Live at the PD." It was in black and white [tape]. By the \-/ay, did you 

ever meet Robert Frost? 

MATTINGLY: Yes. Oh, I felt that he was a great person. A very 

good poet. And, as a reader, of course, he read with great under-

standing. I think many times poets don't do justice to their own 

poetry, but I still admired him very very much and I was thankful to 

have the opportunity to hear him. 

INT: Did he ever hear you? 

MATTINGLY: No, but I often read "Home Burial" for an audience 

and I asked him (I understood that he didn't read that for an audience), 

"~Jhy don't you read that for an audi ence?" And hi s reply \lIas that "it 

",as too much." And maybe he felt that hi s poem di dn' t have as much 

restraint as it needed. I didn't pursue it at all. I didn't have an 

opportunity to pursue it at all. 
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INT: What other writers have you met? Have you ever performed 

their own work in front of an author? 

MATTINGLY: No, I don't think so. 

INT: You didn't meet Eudora Welty? 

MATTINGLY: No. I have heard her recordings because she was a 

college roonunate (she went to the University of Wisconsin for a short 

time) and her roommate at ~Jisconsin \'/as a \'/oman \'/ho still lives in 

Tucson--Migs Newcomb. She had the first recording of Eudora Welty that 

I ever had in my hand and so I heard that, and heard her tal k about 

Eudora \~e lty, and I got very interested. And I got very interested in 

Flannery O'Connor and I used some of her material; I liked some of her 

work very much. 

INT: You were talking about the dramatic and the comic ••• 

MATTINGLY: You see, I want literature that has a second level 

of meani ng, impl i cit meani ng, not just all on one 1 evel. That • s the 

kind of 1 i teratu re I looked for when I was goi ng to read and, 

occasionally, you can find it. there's a poet at the University of Utah, 

a woman poet, and I remember (it \'/as just shortly after I had gone 

through Charl es' death) that I read some of that poetry and I found a 

poem that I felt \'/as very good and I used it on my last reading hour on 

the campus here; it was in 1974. I used that poem and I used some older 

things that I had. That's the last time that I ever read here. Well, 

I've tried to be eclectic. I think one has to be as an interpreter, as 

far as program arrangements are concerned. I suppose my min interest in 

programs is shovm a lot in \'/hat I say about "sources for the i nter

preter," (in her textbook, Interpretation: Writer, Reader, Audience) 
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the writers I mention, the sample programs that I put in there were put 

in there to suggest to people, to students, avenues to explore. 

INT: In your newer version (of the textbook) do you talk about 

diaries, letters, and that sort of material? 

MATTINGLY: No. It was Bob Breen who got people in the country 

interested in using that material. 

INT: Would you call, well, therels a great number of these on 

television now--impersonators or one-man shows--last week, somebody did 

John Kennedy, and they did Truman and ••• 

MATTINGLY: Yes, those one-man sho\,/s arose and created a great 

deal of interest, and it kind of arose, letls see, what year, well, in 

the 160s, I guess, beginning of the 160s. Oh, I might have occasionally 

used a 1 etter. I di d use a 1 etter! One of those 1 etters \'/as by the 

poet Marianne Moore. I became very interested in her, and there is one 

of her letters--her correspondence with the Ford Motor Company. 

INT: Oh, is that about naming the car? They wanted her to name 

a car? 

MATTINGLY: Yeso And her letters are delightful. And live 

used--another writer whom live used so much, and these are childrenls 

stories--E. Bo Hhite, Charlottels t~ebo I have read Stuart little to a 

room full of PhoD.s and had them enjoy it with me! And I have read it 

to little folks, too. Again, I think that the best of these things for 

children, are for children of all ages. And Alice in Honderland is a 

good example. One of the best readers theatre we ever had here was our 

Alice in ~Jonderland. I didnlt direct it. Oh, it was under my super-
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vision, but that was really Peter Glann. He was one of our most 

outstanding of the "golden age" students. 

INT: And the Desert Festival? 

MATTINGLY: I thought, well, it is time that we had an inter-

pretation festival, and weill have a Desert Interpretation Festival. 

Virginia (Floyd) was in favor of it, and she and I worked together very 

easily and very well, and Judy Svorre, oh, such a good teacher. And 

Dave ~'Ji 11 i ams came a bit 1 ater and we were our m'm unit. I was in 

charge; I was appointed in charge by the head of the department. And we 

agreed unanimously that we would have an interpretation festival. 

Thanks to Jim Lambert, we were gi ven money for it. And \'/e got ~Jall ace 

Bacon for the first one as the critic. There are such outstanding 

people who came down to be our critic at that festival. We had people 

come from Boston, and from the East Coast, from the West Coast, and the 

South, and Hawaii. 

INT: You must have had more money for travel in those days. 

MATTINGLY: Up to the last two years, there had been more money 

for travel. And so, the interp festivals got started then. And then, 

the summers of 166 and 167, three of us "JOrked on the application for 

this grant. I was in charge of it, But Virginia (Floyd) worked on it 

and Kennet h Di mmi ck, "/ho was in audi 01 ogy, \'JOrked on it, and ~'Je got a 

grant, a good-si zed grant. 

school teachers of Engl i sh. 

And He ran a bJO-\,/eek i nst itute for hi gh 

A National Defense Education Act (NDEA) 

grant is what it was, an Institute for High School teachers of English, 

and vie had appl i cati ons from across the country and \,/e taught a course 

in readers theatre. ~~e di d that in 1967, and then in 1968 we had an 
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interpretation festival. In 1969 I was in Europe. W~ did our festival 

in March, ah"ays. And then, we had one day of the festival when we did 

the readers theatre events; we had the use of the drama department's 

theatre all day. The second day we didn't have the theatre. So, the 

first critic for the interp festival was Wallace Bacon, and after 

Wallace we had people like Charlotte Lee, Janet Bolton, etc. I want to 

tell you, though, one more thing that I did because, again, you are 

interested in trends. The last semester I was teaching at the 

University of Arizona, just before I retired--I retired in June of 

1974--oh, it must have been along about March or Apri 1 that we were 

approved by the Speech Communi cati on Associ ati on to offer an honors 

seminar on our campus for interpretation, and we had ten or twelve 

peopl e from other campuses. They were graduate students who attended 

that, and Virginia had gone the summer before, and so the last thing of 

any importance that I did here was not the program I gave in May, but I 

conducted that honors seminar. 

INT: How long was that? 

MATTINGL Y: That vias just tvlO or three days. And I'd have to go 

back to files to see (about who attended it). But, we had somebody from 

Illinois, somebody from Northwestern, and from Louisiana; it was a group 

of ten or twelve. We set up a good program and each one had to write a 

paper. Jim Pearce must have attended. He must have, because he talked 

about it. And then I had Gordon Epperson, who is the cellist here, who 

taught the aesthetics of music. But, that was a very hard year. 

INT: Now. I want to ask you a last question. 

MATTINGLY: All right. 
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INT: Just for fun, how "hard was it to get an A from you? Were 

you a tough teacher? 

MATTINGLY: Yes, but I asked a student, who has her Ph.D. from 

the Uni vers ity of Washi ngton nm'/ and is teachi ng (not at \1ashi ngton), 

one summer, a year ago, I asked her ••• oh, I look back and I know I 

have mellowed about some things and I wonder now, occasionally--but just 

occasi onally--I wonder, "Di d I demand too much?" And her answer was, 

"No, we're all grateful to you for what you did." I hope they all are. 

They write to me and they come to see me and I still have contact with 

them. 

INT: So, you can say that your teaching was truly rewarding. 

MATT I NGL Y: Oh, that's \1/hat vias rewardi ng, that I had such good 

students, and they are still my friends. 



CHAPTER 5 

FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS 

Introduction 

Hith the thes is that the more re 1 i ab 1 e and vari ed the sou rces 

the historian has to draw upon, the richer, more accurate that history 

will be, this dissertation examines the possible contribution of the 

tool of oral history. The question \<Jas, would the gathering of oral 

hi stori es from se1 ected twent i eth century teachers of oral i nterpreta

t i on of 1 iterature provi de any i nformat i on that mi ght be of use as 

primary resource for future students or historians in the field of oral 

interpretation of literature. The four oral histories collected from 

four retired teachers of oral interpretation of literature will be 

evaluated in this chapter. Along with evaluation and conclusions will 

be discussion on considerations arising out of doing interviews and 

suggestions for further work in this area. 

The evaluation of these collected oral history interviews is 

directed to\'Jard noting the kinds of data that might be of historical 

use, as the intervie\1er sees that information, and in light of the 

statements made earl i er in thi s study on the status of the hi story of 

oral interpretation of literature. There will be an evaluation of the 

interviews for those kinds of issues or ideas that a future historian 

mi ght be ab1 e to use. Narrators I statements referred to \'Ji 11 be cited 

in the text as (Interviews and page number). 
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The situational nature of these intervie\'/s will be taken into 

consideration and discussed. Finally, there will be a conclusion on the 

value of these four oral histories. 

Oral history is a very special format and the assessment of an 

ora 1 his tory is, be c a use 0 f the ve r y un i que n e s s 0 f the form at, a 

problematical part of the process. Allen and Montell (1981) note, "A 

number of manuals have been published describing methods of setting up 

oral history programs, conducting interviews, and processing recorded 

material. No guidebook exists, however, that sets forth ways to 

evaluate the use of oral materials once they have been gathered" (p. 

ix). Because there is no prescribed methodology for assessment or 

evaluation of an oral history and because, in this case, it is being 

done by the interviewer, and because a future reader or historian may be 

looking for or finding differing results, it is not possible to foresee 

all tests to which the material may be put. Like oral history itself, 

this must be subjective discussion. Dexter describes this kind of 

evaluation as needing a very special frame of mind: "Much intervie\'/ing 

and some analysis of interviews seems to me to have some of the 

characteristics of political speechmaking or even of writing poetry, the 

frame of mind is not conducive to logical analysis or presuppositions" 

(1970, p. 133). 

In discussions on the implications of assessing oral history 

intervie\'Js, Ronald Grele refers to oral history narrators as "our 

teachers II and quotes All an Nevi n5 a~ sayi ng, liThe people who you i nter

vie\'J are going to become your teachers II (1975, p. 54). In these four 

i nterv i ews, these "teachers II tell us thei r 1 i ves as teachers, but it is 
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a 1 so cruci alto keep in mi nd that these teachers are also i nd i vi dua 1 

human beings telling their lives in their own words. As these narrators 

are human beings, we must tread lightly, in assessment, and with an 

attitude of respect when examining their responses and their memories. 

This is one of the major considerations in collecting oral history. As 

Aaron points out: 

The historian of the past is free to probe in the lives of the 
departed with the comfortable feel i ng that they are not 1 i kely 
to talk back or sue him for libel. In other words, writing 
about a man who was rather than about a man who is encourages 
candor. The historian or biographer is able toarrange his 
subject in a variety of poses, treat him cl inically or irrev
erently, psychoanalyze him, or make him a text for a sermon. 
This latitude is denied to historians who \oJrite about their 
living contemporaries, but in compensation they enjoy obvious 
advantages that historians of the past are necessarily deprived 
of--notably the chance to se and talk with many of the principal 
actors. (1966, p. 7). 

Thus, the evaluation of an oral history in the lifetime of the 

narrator is a delicate business especially when done by the person who 

did the interviews and transcriptions. Here the analogy to the 

photographer can be extended as well. The photographer knows what he is 

looking for or what struck him most forcefully while being in the 

situation of actually exposing the film. A different photographer 

developing that same film or negative might well chose to heighten a 

section, crop it, darken it, as he wishes the image to be seen. Perhaps 

an even better analogy for assessing oral history is one used by the 

popularizer of oral history, Studs Terkel, who likens himself to a gold 

prospector: 

So, it's heading out for the territory ••• an uncharted area. 
Here's the prospector digging for gold. You're talking, you're 
probing; something comes out. And there it is: the ore! And 
someone transcribes it ... sixty pages. Now then, I sift. 



Th is is the water, thi sis the dust. Out of sixty pages--the 
essence: five-six pages. I'm like a prospector. They cut out 
the dust, or the crap, or the coal, whatever it \'1as, or the 
rock. Then you weigh it and then you find a form. And finally 
it comes out. So I say it's prospecting for gold. (Grele 1975, 
pp. 32-33). 
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However, Terkel continues to note that the prospector knows exactly what 

he is looking for and the oral historian has many things to look for, 

pl us all those things that could not have been known about before the 

actual interview took place. Ii • It's more uncharted than the 

prospector because we're not dealing with a material called gold, we're 

dealing with a human being" (1975, p. 33). 

The essential significance of these collected oral histories 

lies, first of all, where the ultimate worth of any oral history lies, 

in the very uni queness of the product. These transcri pts present a 

specific situation and words that cannot ever be reproduced again in 

this exact form. Those engaged in oral history intervie~/s ~/ill never 

again be at that particular time, place, and personal situation. Should 

the same people meet again for further interviews the very fact of 

having engaged in a previous interchange \I/ill alter the next 

communication interchange. Therefore, the situational, subjective, 

transactional nature of the intervie\·J process itself has recently come 

to be taken into consideration as part of the evaluation in addition to 

intervie\'1 assessment. And, in considering any subjective experience, we 

must take into account the fact that listening and observation will tell 

us only what the world looks like to us; not what it appears to be to 

anyone el see As Le\,/i s Anthony Dexter sums up the problem of knowi ng 

whether or not an i ntervi ew has been successful: "There is, I thi nk, at 
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present no "lay of being certain that a given set of intervielt/s have 

failed, provided a fair amount has been said; for it is possible that 

future analysts might make sense out of a collection of statements which 

at the moment do not seem relevant" (1970, p. 135). 

Another factor in the problems of oral history evaluation is the 

evident randomness that occurs in oral history interviews. By the very 

nature of the process that it is not duplicable and that no two 

narrators wi 11 respond in the same way or the same amount of time or 

depth, the sifting of information of a general nature is difficult. 

However, it also happens that a form arises out of interviews that could 

not have been planed ahead of time. Sometimes the information almost 

forms itself. Often, as Dexter also notes, comparisons sometimes make 

themselves: 

Given the tendency towards the fallacy of misplaced concrete
ness, there is great value in constantly keeping in mind the 
possibility that the data we are in fact getting will serve to 
organize relevant theoretic constructs, even if it is not given 
to us in the terms in which we asked for it. (1970, p. 143). 

Although the central point of gathering these interviews was not 

to compare one narrator's response against another's but was to obtain 

information, there ItJere, in these intervie\'ls, observations, attitudes 

and statements that taken together address a number of oral interpreta-

tion issues. Further, taken together, their lives and experience span a 

great number of the significant aspects of tlt/entieth century teaching 

and learning. 
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Findings 

These four narrators all lived, studied, and worked through the 

major changes and upheavals of the twentieth century both in the world 

and in the academic community, cumulatively: the Depression, vJorld Har 

. II, the Viet Nam and Korean VIars. Also, the advent of modern technology 

affected all of their lives and careers, but in varying \'Jays. Their 

educations in terms of the growth of the field of speech, spanned the 

years from strict reading practices, through the growth of readers 

theatre until the present when performance of narrative is gaining 

attention. 

Demonstrating the incredible changes in interpretation in a 

lifetime are the stories by Dr. Mattingly and Dr. Bacon of their 

chi 1 dhood experi ence \,/ith the (to us now) hi stori c Chautauqua ci rcuit 

shm'ls (Interviews, pp. 117-118, 310). All of these narrators grew up 

before, and worked through, the rise of today·s media: the radio, the 

movies, and television and many developments in literature. These media 

i nfl uenced thei r 1 ives as well as thei r teachi ng and performance of 

literature. 

Through all of these interviews several other biographical 

similarities should be noted for what they might indicate in terms of 

background for teaching oral interpretation of literature. For example, 

through these i ntervi ews, several thi ngs are apparent 0 All of these 

narrators had families who read to them at an early age and who placed 

reading and storytelling as a part of childhood experiences (Intervie\'/s, 

pp. 115, 166-168, 244-245, 293-294). All gre\'J up in families where 

books \'/ere valued and reading was encouraged. All expressed early 
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exposure to and interest in performing for an audience (Interviews, pp. 

116, 172, 247-248, 295-296). All of them auditioned and appeared in 

plays as soon as they had the opportunity. 

It is also interesting to note that all of the narrators came to 

decide that their goal in life was to teach or that when a choice had to 

be made, teaching was that choice. All, except Dr. Mattingly, took an 

early curriculum in a school of education. In addition to a strong 

personal drive, all had the educational support of their families, even 

though it meant financial struggle during Depression years. The three 

female narrators were encouraged to obtain higher education even though 

that was a time when most women were not encouraged. Yet, whatever 

their economic or personal setbacks, decisions, or disappointments, each 

held to an unwavering desire to be a teacher and each expressed 

satisfaction with having chosen that life. 

In the discipline of oral interpretation of literature the 

question has often been raised about exactly what combination of 

qualities is necessary to make one an effective teacher of that subject. 

It has sometimes been noted that it may well be the strength and tal ent 

and personal ity of one teacher that bri ngs a part i cul ar department to 

the forefront and that when that individual retires or dies that area in 

the department vii 11 suffer or weaken accordi ngly. In other words, the 

uniqueness of and strength of an oral interpretation program is not only 

in the subject itself but in the strength of the personality ~'Jho is 

teach i ng that s ubj ect. It may be that the vari ed st rengths and 

backgrounds of these four narrators give us clues to the validity of the 

supposition. 
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In a review of oral interpretation textbooks, Lilla Heston 

deviated from that subject to comment on what goes into the make-up of a 

teacher of interpretation. In discussing the subject itself she notes 

that "oral interpretation does not teach well off the surface" and goes 

on to observe the range of abilities needed to teach interpretation: 

First, the subject itself is so vast as to intimidate all but 
the stalwart and the foolish. For it requires that the teacher 
be informed in a number of areas ranging from the major literary 
genres and literary criticism to aesthetic theory and 
performance history as well as having basic competence as a 
performer and experiential awareness of what it means to perform 
a text. (1984, pu 65). 

These questions, of what goes into the training of teachers of 

oral interpretation of literature--their backgrounds, talents, education 

and i nterests--are test i fi ed to in these i ntervi ews. Granted, there 

would have to be many other i ntervi ews with successful teachers in the 

field to confirm these qualities further but at the very least their 

several strengths are apparent in these narrators~ lives. 

What goes into the make-up of a good teacher is a question 

without adequate answer, but there has always been speculation. Gilbert 

Highet believed that teaching itself is an art and thus cannot have 

rul es, but he does note that good teachers usually had good teachers 

and, with the example of Socrates, stated, "We know that he was a good 

teacher because he had good pupils" (1950, p. 179). 

There is some evidence in these narratives that the lineage of 

students to teachers to students 1 inks the hi story of oral 

interpretation of literature. All of these narrators discuss teachers 

who impressed or influenced them including, even, each other. All had 

close contact with or cl asses with some of the noted teachers in the 
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speech field: A. Craig Baird, C. C. Cunningham, Frank Dennis, Alvina 

Krause, Marie Hochmuth Ni chol s, and Gertrude Johnson. The 1i st of the 

narrators' own students is long and were it to be assembled, woul d 

contai n the names of most of the successful i nterpretat i on teachers 

todayo Al so, these narrators were all, quick to praise teachers whose 

names never became well known but whose teaching had an impact on them 

(such names as Jacqueline Downing, Marion Hardmon, Dorothy Higginbotham, 

Magdalene Kramer, Dr. Helen C. White, Beulah Champ, Paul Mueschke, 

etc.). 

Fu rthermore, some cl ues about the narrators' success in the 

classroom do come through in these oral histories. The transcripts give 

a glimpse of distinct personalities. They show their earnestness about 

teaching and about their subject, and through their laughter, their wry 

comments, and honest self-appraisal, we can gather something of what 

their presence in a classroom must have been like. 

It would seem that the area of oral interpretation, which none 

of these people had chosen ahead of time as a special subject area when 

first in college, became that area through natural interests, expertise, 

and experience. In the very honest story by Dr. Bacon (Intervie\'J, pp. 

107-109) of hm'l he came to be head of a department of interpretation 

when he did not know what interpretation was, but into which he could 

fit so \'Jell because of his own background preparation (in English, 

languages, writing, and performing), we see some of the elements of what 

goes into an interpretation teacher. 

Due to the strength of the individual teachers in oral interpre

tation of literature (such as Gertrude Johnson--Interviews, pp. 151-152, 
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305-309), it is little wonder that so many works of an historical nature 

in the field of oral interpretation of literature turn out to be bio

graphical studies. The link between the "strong teacher" theory and the 

already extant biographical history works, leads to the supposition that 

these oral histories are already of historical value as they will 

contribute di rectly in a very advantageous way to future biographical 

works. 

An oral history can add immeasurably to biographical research. 

Usi ng an oral hi story of any extent, a schol ar can fi nd an accurate 

chronological record plus names, dates, titles, and places. Having this 

data in one source can also save a researcher a great deal of time in 

addition to being a more compact resource for data. As Aaron noted: 

"In how many instances have the keys, the essential disclosures, been 

lost or un reveal ed? And how much hi story, whether \,/ri tten by contempor

aries or by historians centuries later, has been the work of misinformed 

people relying upon incomplete data?" (1966, p. 26). 

Future bi ographers wi 11, of course, choose the paths they see as 

fitting their biographical theories, but it will be necessary, 

certainly, for a future biographer to check facts or ideas against the 

data of these intervie\'/s when dealing with any of these particular 

narrators I 1 ives. Oral histories not only save time but can prevent 

possible errors and can give a chronological superstructure that a 

biographer must have. lilt is not the mass and variety of evidence which 

counts," wrote Robert Gittings, "but its quality, reliability, and 

relevance to the subject" (1978, p. 71). 
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Also, from these interviews comes something a biographer of a 

later date could not hope to capture: the real persona of a subject. A 

biographer would have to spend a great deal of time and imagination to 

summon up the same vivid and colorful sense of a human being that an 

oral history can capture. With an oral history we have the sense of a 

living human being talking, laughing, reacting, revealing vocabulary, 

wit, and wi sdom. \~e gain memori es and stori es seen through the eyes of 

the one experi enci ng an event. Good exampl es of thi s can be found in 

each interview and especially in the stories of Dr. Bacon reading while 

people in the audience are fainting (Interview, pp. 78-82), Dr. Lee's 

description of a telephone conversation with the poet (Theodore Roethke

-Interview, pp. 266-268), Dr. Mattingly talking about a reading 

experience in China (Interview, pp. 289-290), and Dr. Crouch's 

description of performing with the swimming team (Intervie~/, pp. 210-

211) 0 \~hat can al so be transl ated from these i ntervi ews is what thei r 

lives in teaching were like--told not on a resume, but with incisive, 

colorful, penetl'ating, and often humorous examples (Interviews, pp. 93-

96, 189-190, 255-256, 312-313). 

Certai nly one of the earl i er predi ct ions, that because these 

subj ects were teachers of a subj ect that requi res and combi nes hi gh 

communication skills, literate language, and ease of performance, they 

would be natural subjects for interviewing (a situation that could 

traumatize some people) ~Jas verified by the ease of their discussions. 

The supposition that people with these skills in their teaching careers 

would prove them to be ideal subject for interviews is borne out by thp. 

language and clarity of thought evidenced in the interviews themselves. 
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Oral history can add another dimension to biography by giving 

peopl e a chance to contri bute to thei r own bi ography with thei r own 

memories, facts, and speaking personality. Gittings notes that the 

biography is coming more and more to the forefront of historical writing 

as well, and predicts that biography will continue to gain importance in 

historical writing: 

It is often said, rather loosely, that it [biography] is somehow 
like criminal detection, but the biographic detective is working 
on a different assumption from the criminal one. It is assumed 
that all life has something worth recording, and recording truly 
for all time. The search for this truth assumes that the truth 
about men and women is totally desirable, helpful, and 
important, no matter what the result of the investigation. That 
is why biography, and the exploration of human life, in all its 
strength and frailty, will continue to gro\'J, beyond its 
relatively short past history, to one of the leading features of 
the creative output of future generations. That at all events 
is finally the faith of one biographer. (1978, p. 71). 

So, in evaluating the worth or value of this oral history 

project, it must be mlintained that oral history will have use in the 

future as a basis for biographical studies. If biography is included as 

a major part of historical study, then the oral history will add to 

those bi ographi es for accuracy and ri cher human dimensi on. "Hi storical 

literature then, is clearly the richer for it [oral historyJ--richer in 

pungent quotation, in color, in anecdote, in personality and in insight" 

(Starr 1977, p. 458). 

Oral history can also add to the many layers of history or a 

biography and often can be used to account for changes in attitudes or 

events. As C. Vann Woodward stated: 

Nuances of complexity in history can apply not only to changes 
in the times, but to changes in individuals as well. None of 
\oJhich justifies errors in the writing of history or biography, 



but it· might assist in explaining why and hO\,1 they are made. 
There is history in every biography, or should be, and it is 
subject to the same hazards of error. (1986, p. 37). 
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Mary Margaret Robb wrote in the first edition of her book Oral 

Interpretation in American Colleges and Universities (1941) that in the 

peri od 1915-1940 oral i nterpretat i on improved its academi c status. In 

1945 Charlotte Lee received the first Ph.D. degree in oral inter

pretation signifying that the subject had indeed attained academic 

recognition. However, Robbls concluding statement, "there was a general 

belief that oral interpretation made a significant contribution to\'/ard 

strengthening the art and humanities in the educational program of the 

United States," (1941, p. 232) has not seemed to have held true. Ted 

Colson noted in his memorandum about a planned conference entitled liThe 

Future of Interpretation," (held in Salado, Texas, June 1-4, 1986) about 

current problems in the field: 

As a century of i nterpretat i on study dra~/s to a close we seem to 
be thriving, growing, doing well in some areas of study and in 
some geographic locations; however, we aiso seem to face some 
"dangers"--"compl ai sances" are not among them. ~Ie have, for 
some time, voiced among o~rselves some concerns about our 
status, but problems seem to be viewed differently in various 
parts of the nation. L~e do share some symptoms: d\'1indling 
offerings, declining enrollments, shrinking membership. 
(Future, 1986, po 2). 

The subjects discussed in these interviews may prove to hold a few clues 

about the weakening of oral interpretation within speech departments. 

All four narrators lived and worked through that "golden period" 

(Interviews, po 343) when oral interpretation of literature was an 

integral and valued area of the speech discipline and a period which, in 

fact, signaled the rise of oral interpretation of literature to top 

academic status. 
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There are hints in these interviews that could be pointed to as 

accounting for at least some of the separation of the oral interpreta

tion from current communication departments' foci: the belief that oral 

interpretation is an art (Interviews, pp. 132, 208, 225, 348, 352), need 

for attention to the literature, the text as the center of interpreta

tion study (Interviews, pp. 137, 145-146, 223, 256, 271, 313), the need 

for strong scholarship (Interviews, pp. 129, 225, 274, 350-351), and 

changes in the direction of speech departments (Interviews, pp. 130-131, 

217-218, 271, 274, 338, 345-347). Should the time arrive when the 

decrease of importance of interpretation in speech communication 

departments will be accounted for historically, there are points 

di scussed in these i ntervi ews that mi ght be noted as the strengths in 

the area that actually separate the area from current speech teaching 

philosophy in today's academic community. 

Recently, more and more speech departments are changing not only 

thei r focus but the actual t itl e to become "communi cati on" departments 

and the focus is less on the speech arts and more on the study of mass 

communication and media in a theoretical vein. The beliefs of these 

narrators that interpretation is an art and that the literature is the 

core may be seen as almost antithetical to today's communication studies 

focus. It is, perhaps, here that a future historian might look for some 

of the reasons for the waning of the subject of oral interpretation of 

literature as necessary in the curriculum. 

There are two recurrent themes about the subject of oral 

interpretation in all four of these interviews. First, that 

interpretation is an art and, second, that the focus of this art must be 
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on the literature, the literary text. These two centers of importance 

were predicted both by Barclay (1968) and Robb (1971) as the strongest 

points in the teaching of the 1950's and 1960's. What is stated through 

all of these interviews is each teacher's continuing belief and concern 

that oral interpretation is an art form, and must be taught as such, and 

there is concern that the focus on the literature is blurred or lost 

through attention to performance and staged effects. (Interviews, pp. 

146, 233, 271-272) 

In 1960 Wallace Bacon noted that, " ••• there has been a clear 

increase in the degree of emphasis placed upon the study of literature" 

(1960, p. 151). Thus, it could be analyzed to affect that what had 

begun in the teaching of speech by the use of selections of literature 

in speech texts for student practice (i .e. this beginning before the 

McGuffey Readers) advanced in importance in the twentieth century to 

become full-blown 1 iterary textual study. The across-the-board 

statements made in these interviews is the bel ief that close textual 

study and faithfulness to the literature is the true core of 

interpretation as a subject. If the maintaining of the beliefs that 

interpretation is an art form and that close textual study is the heart 

of interpretation as a subject, these beliefs might very well be at the 

core of what has happened to place oral interpretation into a place of 

lesser value in modern communication studies. 

The statement in Wallace (1954, p. vi) that even in the 1920's, 

"oral interpretation has its ally in literature," was reiterated by Robb 

(1968, p. 3) in her "Statement of Purpose" that the oral interpretation 

focus, by 1955, \lIas in the direction of literary textual study of the 
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material and away from the technique of performance has held only 

partially true. But, by 1968 Barclay concludes her dissertation with 

the prediction: "If the pattern established since the end of the 

nineteenth century maintains itself, then reaction to the stress upon 

materi a 1 wi 11 eventually occu r and force a reeva 1 uat ion. A ne\'l 

influence, such as the possible electronics revolution, will .arise and 

redirect the emphases" (1968, pp. 299-300). 

In the previously discussed books and articles on speech and 

oral interpretation history (Chapter 2), areas \oJere predicted as being 

of possible influence on oral interpretation. Among them were the 

emergence of radio and television and the rise of interest in group 

performance: readers theatre and chamber theatre. 

In 1944 ~Jilbert Pronovost, in an article entitled, "The 

Influence of Electronics on the Field of Speech," predicted that radio 

and television would affect the field of speech drastically and that, 

thus, "the curriculum will be expanded •••• Thus, in all phases of the 

field of speech, from fundamental courses to dramatics, the influence of 

electronics will be felt" (1944, po 268). In these interviews, however, 

the narrators do not seem to note any change in their teaching of 

literature or of performance techniques to accommodate the requirements 

of new technology. Beyond ment i oni ng a few students who \'Jent on to \'JOrk 

in television, it would seem that for these teachers no outside job 

goals for students in the media affected their approach to what or how 

they taught. Pronovost's prediction has, lately, affected the study of 

speech in terms of mass communication and media studies. The greater 
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result, in the academic world, of the importance of radio and television 

has resulted in the creation of whole new radio/television departments 

to meet the needs in those areas. 

Also predicted or noted in the earlier literature, (Robb 1961, 

Bahn and Bahn 1971, Macl ay 1982) was the ri se of interest in readers 

theatre beginning in the 1950's. This predicted significance has proved 

accurate and the rise of interest in readers theatre in the second half 

of the twentieth century may also carry with it further seeds of 

interpretation's own academic problems. 

All of the citations on the rise of readers theatre point to the 

year 1951 as when "the impetus for and acceptance of this communicative 

art form undoubtedly started \'Jith Paul Gregory' s pl~oduct i on of Don Juan 

in Hell [George Bernard Shaw] in New York's Carnegie Hall in 1951 ••• " 

(Brooks 1964, p. 288). In Joanna Maclay's article "Group Performance in 

Academic Settings," (Thompson 1982, pp. 393-417) she states that group 

performances began on college campuses before 1950, but she makes no 

mention either of the term "readers theatre" or of specific teachers or 

campuses involved in these early group performances. Bahn and Bahn also 

note that the first readers theatre, or the idea of readers theatre and 

the popularity of it, can be attributed to the First Drama Quarter 

[Agnes Moorehead, Charles Boyer, Sir Cedric Hardwicke, Charles Laughton) 

and their staged reading of Don Juan in Hell in 19510 (1971, p. 174). 

In 1964, Brooks discussed 14 readers theatre productions then on 

the New York City stage (1963-64) and descri bed them thus: "Readers 

theatre is the combining of expert readers and minimal staging with 

great literature in a manner that is theatrically stimulating" (po 302). 
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Readers theatre and its practice became extremely popular in the 

teaching of oral interpretation of literature. Dr. Bacon notes 

(Interviews, pp. 155-156) that he thinks he instituted the first class 

in readers theatre at Northwestern. However, another first may well be 

found in Dr. Mattingly's interview (pp. 333-334) statements that readers 

theatre type presentations were being done at the University of Arizona 

even before world War II (as early as 1938). 

Certain'y there is fruit here for a future historian or a 

biographer of Dr. Mattingly. Besides the early performances in readers 

theatre style done on the University of Arizona campus, Dr. Mattingly 

also describes the first staged reading done at a national convention-

the staged reading of Racine's Phaedre, done at the National Speech 

Association convention in Chicago in December of 1950 (one year before 

the presentations of Don Juan in Hell). Dr. Mattingly's early readers 

theatre work is also acknowledged by Dr. Bacon (Interviews, p. 155). 

The origin of readers theatre productions on college campuses 

has only been noted but has not been properly documented. Credit has 

never been given to Dr. Mattingly and no one seems to have pursued the 

early sources of readers theatre format or thinking before the accepted 

date of 1951. Because of Dr. Mattingly's interview, it might be possi

ble to trace the origins of campus readers theatre. Dr. Mattingly's 

early training and her own creative instincts coupled with her early 

exposure to the vwmen' s book and 1 iterary soci ety readi ngs v/oul d seem to 

be fine sources for investigation. Potter's article, liThe Literary 

Society," (Wallace 1954, pp. 238-258) alludes to the same kind of early 

group readings of literature that Dr. Mattingly describes as part of her 
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own childhood experiences. She discusses (Interview, pp. 297-298) 

women IS cl ub readi ng meet i ngs and the fact that her mother woul d even 

dress in men's clothing in order to read a part from an Ibsen play. 

Possibly, those early reading groups, complete with wearing costumes 

appropriate to the parts, could be examined as an early source for the 

idea or form of modern day readers theatre. 

As a result of the popularity of readers theatre, there are many 

comments in these interviews (pp. 130, 153, 20o, 231, 335, 337) that 

indicate some dissatisfaction among these teachers, with the influences 

readers theatre has had on the study of the literature. They comment on 

the shift away from the literature and, certainly, from the individual 

reader as well. They note thei r concern that interpretation as an art 

is being obscured by concentration on effects, props, sho\lJs, "ginunicks," 

and they repeatedly state thei r fear that the 1 i terature itsel f nO\,1 

becomes sacri fi ced for the sake of stage effects. They note that when 

literature loses its importance and the individual performer is not 

focused on for personal education benefits, the whole reason for inter

pretation studies can be lost (Interviews, pp. 146, 225, 335, 347). 

Currently, economic facts affect not only university courses but 

great costs preclude the massive and fanciful stage productions of 

several decades ago. The theatre itsel f has now come closer to the 

minimal kind of production that readers theatre has come to represent. 

A 1 so, more recent theatri cal texts have been based di rectly on prose 

1 iteratu re texts (vi z. Ni cho 1 as Ni ck 1 eb'y) • The readers theat re format 

or technique may be a cause for the shift of the actual teaching of oral 

interpretation to focus on performance. Dr. Bacon (Interview, pp. 
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130-131) discusses how this trend toward performance emphasis has led to 

the use of the word "performance" both in renaming the department he was 

formerly head of and the titling of the book on interpretation history 

edited by Thompson. 

Through these interviews a few other points are raised about the 

growth of readers theatre and its attendant problems for academic 

survival. As Dr. Crouch was still teaching at the time of her 

interview, it is evident that readers theatre was an important and 

popular part of her program. She notes (Interviews, pp. 181-183, 208), 

however, the dangers inherent in readers theatre productions as they 

take such a great deal of academic time to research, to read, and to 

write scripts, and for rehearsal; time that often is not recognized as 

equivalent to that spent in the academic research that is of prime 

importance to academic survival and approval. It has been repeatedly 

noted that the lack of academic publication (Interviews, pp. 149-150, 

183, 225, 349-350) is one of the great weaknesses of interpretation and 

one of the reasons why respect for the field has decreased in academic 

circles. As Mary Strine states in "Between Meaning and Representation: 

Dialogic Aspects of Interpretation Scholarship," (1986): 

We have also come to realize that if interpretation is to 
maintain a cohesive center, that cohesion will come less from 
solidarity of interests or uniformity of professional lives than 
from th~ shape of our scholarly discourse, our systematic 
writing and speaking that explains us to ourselves and to the 
larger academic community \,/ith conceptual clarity and purpose. 
(Renewal, p. 69). 

So, it may well be that the time spent in the writing and research of 

the popular readers theatre is taking time away from research and writ

ing the scholarship the subject so badly needs--to publish in order to 
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be accorded academic respect. As far back as 1949 Hallace Bacon had 

written, liThe exact balance of fine scholarship and fine oral skill is 

the goal toward which the work in interpretation ought to move" (1949, 

p. 218). 

Along with the problems of public performance goes the problem 

al so ment i oned by Dr. Lee and Dr. Crouch, that of the cost and 

difficulties of obtaining copyright performance and publication 

permission (Interviews, pp. 220, 253-254). The enforcement of the 

copyright laws has strongly influenced what can be performed and what is 

affordable for college situations and textbooks. This is not meant as a 

criticism by any means, but the observation of a now enforced copyright 

law has now affected the performance of literature in a very real way as 

more and more 1 it i gat i on occurs on behal f of authors who do not want 

unauthorized public performance of their writing. 

One strong thread that seems to have held through the twentieth 

century in the field of speech is the teaching of Shakespeare through 

performance. As noted earl i er (Chapter 2, p. 32), Shakespeare cou rses 

had been offered in the speech department at Northwestern as early as 

1900. That \'JOrk and scholarship continued with the teaching of Dr. 

Bacon. He is cited by Dr. Mattingly (herself a Shakespeare scholar) as 

a true scholar of Shakespeare (Interviews, p. 341) and we note in his 

interview the strong emphasis he makes on his Shakespeare classes. And, 

in Dr. Bacon's retirement, it is Shakespeare studies that he chooses or 

plans to pursue (Intervie~'Js, p. 149). The teaching of Shakespeare 

through performance still held val id, as opposed to studying the text 

only by critical literary analysis. 
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The thread of teachers influencing teachers is another strong 

historical link. The influence of their own teachers on the four 

narrators i ntervi ewed is another avenue for futu re researchers. Many 

names most prominently noted in past literature on speech are also those 

names that occur in these interviews as the narrators discuss their own 

teachers. The two most prominent names are Gertrude Johnson (Wisconsin) 

and C. C. Cunningham (Northwestern) (Interviews, pp. 151-152, 251, 

260-261, 306-309, 337). The strong i nfl uences of these teachers woul d 

certainly have to be traced in any biography on Dr. Mattingly or Dr. 

Lee. The 1 i neage of teachers to students and then to thei r students 

seems to be a strong link in the subject of oral interpretation and oral 

history could be very valuable in shedding light on this idea. 

For those people still engaged in the teaching of oral 

interpretation of literature or seeking to keep that subject viable, the 

comments by these narrators regarding teaching and instructional methods 

can also be valuable. Further, their own belief in the educational and 

humanizing value of oral interpretation comes through their words as an 

inspiration to those still working in that field for they give a clear 

view of its aims, pitfalls, and promise. 

It is agreed that the field of oral interpretation does not yet 

have a good comprehensive history and that that history, should it ever 

be \'/ritten, will be vasto These oral histories, due to the very length 

of interpretation1s history, will not playa large part in that larger 

hi story, but they wi 11 pl ay a part because of the promi nence of the 

peopl e i nvol ved in these oral hi stori es and because of the substance 

contained in the interviews. 
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As in any oral history, there is here an accumulation of facts, 

names, and observations, that might be of some importance to a 

researcher at some point for verification or as a lead to new points of 

view. For these kinds of needs it is not even possible to guess which 

of the small statements or even those comments that mi ght seem to be 

mundane right now, could possibly be useful. However, the question of 

oral history here is not of what value every statement can be, but if it 

is of value at all. To this question a loud and affirmative answer must 

be given if for no other reason than the solid background of personal 

chronology as remembered that is represented in these oral histories. 

Of course, these oral history interviews are not the whole 

story, but they are an important part of it. Primarily, the real val ue 

of these oral history interviews is the fact that they are a collection 

of data. But, in addition to providing data for a future student or an 

historian, these oral histories also provide word pictures of the 

subjects as human beings giving indications of their personalities in a 

warm and colorful fashion. So, in an academic area where the 

personality and talents of the teacher are of such paramount importance 

as it is in oral i nterp retat i on of 1 iteratu re, and where most of its 

history is traced through the individuals teaching it, these particular 

oral histories should prove valuable. 

In this light, the very strong suggestion must be made that oral 

histories of teachers of oral interpretation of literature should 

continue to be collected as data. And, because of the strong trans

actional nature of oral history interviewing, it is also suggested that 

students of those teachers be the ones to carryon the coll ect i on of 
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these interviews. It is strongly recommended that as many now retired 

teachers of oral i nterpretat i on be i ntervi ewed (and who are able and 

willing) as soon as possible by their former students where feasible. 

As Bahn and Bahn noted, "It is indeed strange that the hi story 

of oral interpretation of 1 iterature has not attracted more attenti on 

than it has over its three thousand years of exi stence" (1971, p. v). 

However, it is unlikely that any discipline that has survived so long 

will suddenly disappear. The very endurance of that discipline should 

keep us watchful for any contributions to add to the store house of 

information and insights should the day of writing that history ever 

come. As historiographer David Henige sums up the current status of 

oral history: 

At best it will be many years before it will be possible to 
provide a core of orally-derived primary sources that will 
support the pub 1 i shed work re1yi ng on them. Thi s means that 
much recent oral historiography can be accepted only 
provisionally. Meanwhile the almost complete absence of 
adequate supporting documentation will allow sceptics to thrive, 
secu re in the know1 edge that thei r doubts cannot properly be 
answered--that they can ask "where's the evidence" and know it 
will not be produced. As the first enthusiasm for oral 
hi stori ography begi ns to wear off, it is 1 i kely that both the 
number of these sceptics and the vigour of their criticism will 
increase. This disconcerting possibility should force oral 
historians to take the necessary pains to provide access to 
their sources and to teach their successors to do the same. If 
this happens, this period of infancy will eventually be regarded 
as only an epi sode--a harbi nger of greater maturity and se1 f
assurance. (1982, p. 127). 

Conclusions 

This project was begun with the firm belief that it would prove 

worth the doing. That belief has been confirmed but for very different 

reasons than understood at the outset of the project. l~hat has been 
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produced are four uni que documents that can never be reproduced nor 

replaced. These documents now exist. A belief in doing oral history 

and the uses it can have remains unchanged, but is seen now from a more 

moderate point of view. This moderate point of view came about through 

the many questions, discussions, and opinions on the subject of 

interviewing, and its transactional and highly subjective nature that 

have been put forth by those who have now had years of experi ence with 

interviewing and producing oral history works. (See Chapter 2, 

Methodology Literature.) 

Perhaps one of the major problems in doing an effective oral 

history is that it almost has to be done in order to know what is 

involved in the doing. It is an experiential kind of research. The 

interviewer may have an exact or even an approximate knowledge of what 

he/she wishes to achieve but until the exact interview has taken place, 

it often is not possible to know how it could have been done better or 

what further should have been done. 

These interviews, seen now from the vantage point of completion 

and evaluation, could have been done more completely and precisely. 

However, these interviews had to have been completed before those 

missing places could be known about. However, now that the basic 

chronology and color of the careers and 1 i ves of these narrators has 

been fix~d, it would be desirable to build further on this ~ase if that 

\'JOuld be possible. It is possible to see, only nO\lJ, the many more 

questions that might be asked or comments that should have been expanded 

upon and, with the loss of Dr. Isabel Crouch in December of 1986, th i s 

statement becomes all the more poignant. 
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In addition to coming to realize the totally subjective elements 

that an i ntervi ewer has to understand in order to effect a good 

interview, there is also the realization that collecting oral history 

carries with it a responsibility. The person who is attempting to 

produce oral histories becomes, in effect, a co-author of a transcript; 

it is a responsibility not to be taken lightly. Oral history is much 

more than simply ownership of a tape recorder and having a willing 

narrator. If there is to be useful ness and merit in an oral hi story 

product, the interviewer has to be well versed in human behavior as well 

as in the past of the narrator; he/she must be an expert 1 i stener as 

well as a meticulous recorder, transcriber, and editor. Further, it is 

not enough to simply tape-record an oral history; to be useful that oral 

history must be made available or else it exists in a vacuum and has no 

worth. 

The direction that oral history and oral historians are now 

taking is to be more careful in the process and the situational aspects 

and to take more humble responsibility for the documents to be left 

behind. As Morrissey states: 

In the near future I anticipate that oral historians in the USA 
will be more mindful that, as interviewers, they serve as 
surrogates for future historians who, in absentia rely on 
today's interrogators to provide what the future will want to 
know about the past. This obligation is impossible to fulfill. 
Nonetheless, oral historians now seem to practice more 
deliberately the art of phrasing questions in open-ended but 
detailed forms. This is an essential technique for letting 
respondents speak their own stories both fully and in their own 
\lwrds. Oral historians talk more frequently now of rapport
building skills to complement question-asking skills and they 
emphasize the pre-intervie\,1 value of launching interviews as 
collaborative ventures in which interviewer and interviewee 
jointly create documents of lasting merit. (1982-83, p. 50). 
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So, in addition to seeing oral history as a beginning, as unearthing new 

information, personal points of view, clarification of vague stories, it 

must be seen al so as a purposefully created situation relying on a 

two-person transaction in order to del iberately co-write history for 

future historians. 

The narrative process never ceases, nor do our interactions with 

each other, the world, and with the learning process. I believe this 

project could have been much richer in results but only if the 

intervie\'/er had known ahead of time all of the things that it took doing 

this project in order to learn. 

The d'irection no\'l of studies in communication toward the 

assessment of the transactional nature of all human interchange was not 

fully investigated ahead of time and had to be learned along the way. 

"History," wrote Ed\'Jard Hallett Carr, "is a constantly moving process 

with the historian moving within it" (1961, p. 177). The attempt to add 

to history changes history, and also the person attempting to do it, so 

that there is a constant interaction in the process itself. 

There is no way to predict the future by adding to the 

storehouse of the past but \'le also cannot, in knowi ng that, refuse 

collection of any data because it is neither perfected nor proven. The 

narrat i ve process of hi story never ceases, and we must contri bute to 

that process whatever we can and with that kind of humi 1 ity that makes 

no assertions. As Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., points out: 

Far from unveiling the secret of things to come, history best01:JS 
a different gift; it makes us--or should make us--understand the 
extreme difficulty, the intellectual peril, the moral arrogance, 
of supposing that the future will yield itself so easily to us. 
(Winks 1968, p. 535). 
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The question of the value of doing these oral histories remains 

a difficult one. As C. Vann Hood\'/ard said, there is " ••• that other 

satanic enemy of true history: the mania for making judgments" (1986, 

p. 61). The data coll ected here does enri ch and expand; it el aborates 

upon and enlarges the field of oral interpretation of literature through 

the living words of four dedicated teachers of that subject. These oral 

histories provide us novi \'/ith a kind of continuity, the continuity that 

makes up a tradition, that contributes to a respect for the past and for 

those teachers who assist us to follow them. 

In the story of their lives, they assist us not only by meriting 

our respect but also as models for emulation to continue the tradition 

of teaching. In reviewing the book Masters: Portraits of Great 

Teachers, H. H. Pritchard asks, "ls it possibl"e to describe convincingly 

how the great teacher teaches? Probably not," he concludes. But,"it 

is at least possible to summon up his aura" (1981, p. 35). If there i~ 

value in that aura, then this project has succeeded. If there is value 

in data for a future scholar, then this project vias worth doing. If 

there is value in keeping a living document to shore against the days 

when people who have something to tell us are no longer with us, then 

this project was worth doing. And it is strongly recommended that this 

project not stop here with only a few oral histories, but that the task 

be taken up and expanded and enlarged because, as Dexter wrote: 

That, after all, is the joy and challenge of scholarship: to 
discover such details about the important topics and to develop 
their significance. To the extent that we explore the abundance 
of the primary materials available to us, to the extent that we 
kno\'J and use (as Kenneth Burke says) "all that there is to use," 
both our field and we ourselves will inevitably benefit. (1970, 
p. 253). 
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Whether there will be a future for the discipline of oral 

interpretation of literature or not, whether a comprehensive history of 

the field will be written or not, there will still be teachers. Perhaps 

it is the worth of that subject alone that zhines through the words of 

these four dedicated teachers. Perhaps it is their lives and dedication 

as tol din these personal oral hi stori es that wi 11 be the major 

contribution to future teachers. Perhaps, ultimately, the worth of oral 

history lies not so much in additional facts for a future historian but 

in the very words, the vividness of personality, the verbal picture of a 

human bei ng. Perhaps the \'lorth of oral hi story 1 i es in a response found 

in Akenfield (Blythe, p. 23): IIIAnd what was the song, Davie?1 INever 

mind the song,1 Davie replies. lIt was the singing that counted l •1I The 

worth is, as in the Zuni Indian saying, II sometimes it is not the song, 

but the singer. 1I 
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Isabel Crouch 

On December 26, 1986, the youngest narrator of this group died 

unexpectedly, leaving a great sorrow in all of those who had the 

privilege of knowing her. Or. Isabel Crouch left neither a textbook nor 

a great number of articles, and little or nothing of her personal 

history. Or. Crouch made her dedication to literature active and 

contributed to that love by readings and performance of the authors of 

her beloved New Mexico and by bringing literature to the citizens of her 

own city, Las Cruces. Her contributions to her students and her 

colleagues, her benevolence and her many deeds of generosity and support 

to others will be her private legacy as she gave these things so 

quietly. The literature she succeeded in bringing to life through 

performance and the inspiration she put into the hearts of her students 

and colleagues \,/ill be the ongoing testimony of her life. Her life was 

full of struggle, but it was also an example to other women and to those 

now taking up the task of teaching. Her words of praise were few and 

her standards were high; she was a woman of quality in education. Her 

advice, her attitudes, her love of literature and of teaching, shine 

through the pages of her oral history. These intervie\'Js were edited by 

Or. Crouch in March of 1986 as she all the while insisted that she was 

really of no importance. But to those \'Jho knew her, her words are 

i nva 1 uab 1 e. There is nu one among us who woul c not rather have the 

presence of Isabel still with us, but, if there is nQ greater testimony 

for oral history, it is that, sometimes, it is the best we have left of 

a living presence. 
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