
MAUREEN STAPLETON, AMERICAN ACTRESS.

Item Type text; Thesis-Reproduction (electronic)

Authors Rosen, Esther.

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 20:27:26

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/274791

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/274791


INFORMATION TO USERS 

This reproduction was made from a copy of a document sent to us for microfilming. 
While the most advanced technology has been used to photograph and reproduce 
this document, the quality of the reproduction is heavily dependent upon the 
quality of the material submitted. 

The following explanation of techniques is provided to help clarify markings or 
notations which may appear on this reproduction. 

1.The sign or "target" for pages apparently lacking from the document 
photographed is "Missing Page(s)". If it was possible to obtain the missing 
page(s) or section, they are spliced into the film along with adjacent pages. This 
may have necessitated cutting through an image and duplicating adjacent pages 
to assure complete continuity. 

2. When an image on the film is obliterated with a round black mark, it is an 
indication of either blurred copy because of movement during exposure, 
duplicate copy, or copyrighted materials that should not have been filmed. For 
blurred pages, a good image of the page can be found in the adjacent frame. If 
copyrighted materials were deleted, a target note will appear listing the pages in 
the adjacent frame. 

3. When a map, drawing or chart, etc., is part of the material being photographed, 
a definite method of "sectioning" the material has been followed. It is 
customary to begin filming at the upper left hand corner of a large sheet and to 
continue from left to right in equal sections with small overlaps. If necessary, 
sectioning is continued again—beginning below the first row and continuing on 
until complete. 

4. For illustrations that cannot be satisfactorily reproduced by xerographic 
means, photographic prints can be purchased at additional cost and inserted 
into your xerographic copy. These prints are available upon request from the 
Dissertations Customer Services Department. 

5. Some pages in any document may have indistinct print. In all cases the best 
available copy has been filmed. 

University 
Microilms 

International 
300 N. Zeeb Road 
Ann Arbor, Ml 48106 





ROSEN, ESTHER M. 

MAUREEN STAPLETON, AMERICAN ACTRESS 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

University 
Microfilms 

International 300 N. Zeeb Road, Ann Arbor, MI 48106 





PLEASE NOTE: 

In all cases this material has been filmed in the best possible way from the available copy. 
Problems encountered with this document have been identified here with a check mark V . 

1. Glossy photographs or pages 

2. Colored illustrations, paper or print 

3. Photographs with dark background. 

4. Illustrations are poor copy 

5. Pages with black marks, not original copy 

6. Print shows through as there is text on both sides of page 

7. Indistinct, broken or small print on several pages 

8. Print exceeds margin requirements 

9. Tightly bound copy with print lost in spine 

10. Computer printout pages with indistinct print 

11. Page(s) lacking when material received, and not available from school or 
author. 

12. Page(s) seem to be missing in numbering only as text follows. 

13. Two pages n u mbered . Text fol lows. 

14. Curling and wrinkled pages 

15. Other 

University 
Microfilms 

International 





MAUREEN STAPLETON, AMERICAN ACTRESS 

by 

Esther Rosen 

A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of the 

DEPARTMENT OF DRAMA 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
For the Degree of 

MASTER OF ARTS 

In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

19 8 3 



STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

This thesis has been submitted in partial ful
fillment of requirements for an advanced degree at The 
University of Arizona and is deposited in the University 
Library to be made available to borrowers under rules of 
the Library. 

Brief quotations from this thesis are allowable 
without special permission, provided that accurate acknow
ledgement of source is made. Requests for permission for 
extended quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript 
in whole or in part may be granted by the head of the 
major department or the Dean of the Graduate College when 
in his judgment the proposed use of the material is in the 
interests of scholarship. In all other instances, however, 
permission must be obtained from the author. 

SIGNED: on) /ZiraMvO 

APPROVAL BY THESIS DIRECTOR 

This thesis has been approved on the date shown below: 

ff. 

WILLIAM A. LANG V/<** 
Associate Professor of Drama 

AS, 
Date 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I wish to express my gratitude to Dr. William 

Lang, Director of this thesis, for his inspiration in 

the undertaking of this study, as well as for his help

ful suggestions and arduous editing. I am also deeply 

indebted to the subject of this study, Maureen Stapleton, 

for the time she spent with me and for allowing me to 

record our conversation which became the basis for this 

work. 

I wish to thank playwright Neil Simon who took 

the interest and time to correspond with me, and director 

Austin Pendleton who granted me an interview. To my bro

ther Fred Baker and his family, and to Drs. Milton W. and 

Blanche R. Brown particular thanks for allowing me to live 

in their New York City homes while I was conducting re

search at the Lincoln Center Library for the Performing 

Arts. I thank the Drs. Brown, too, for sharing their 

thoughts with me about Maureen Stapleton, although I was 

not able to incorporate their comments in the body of this 

study. 

Last, I want to thank my husband Hy for his pa

tience, help in editing, and constant encouragement, and 

without whose support this study would never have been 

begun or completed. 

iii 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Page 
ABSTRACT V 

CHAPTER 

1. INTRODUCTION 1 

2. BIOGRAPHY 5 

3. MAUREEN STAPLETON PERFORMS TENNESSEE 
WILLIAMS 17 

4. MAUREEN STAPLETON PERFORMS LILLIAN HELLMAN. . 33 

5. MAUREEN STAPLETON PERFORMS NEIL SIMON .... 42 

6. MAUREEN STAPLETON PERFORMS OTHER AMERICAN 
PLAYWRIGHTS AND CLASSICAL WORKS 53 

7. MAUREEN STAPLETON PERFORMS IN FILMS AND ON 
TELEVISION 67 

8. MAUREEN STAPLETON SPEAKS HER MIND 78 

9. CONCLUSION 85 

APPENDIX A. Correspondence 90 

APPENDIX B. Reprint of photograph of Maureen Staple-
ton 95 
Print of painting of Maureen Stapleton 
by Rafael Soyer from the artist's col
lection 96 

APPENDIX C. Chronology of Important Dates 97 

LIST OF REFERENCES 99 

iv 



ABSTRACT 

This thesis traces the life and career of the 

American actress Maureen Stapleton. During the course 

of a career that has spanned nearly forty years, the 

actress has performed almost exclusively in the works 

of major American playwrights. She has performed on 

the stage, in films, and on television, and is perhaps 

best known for her portrayal of the contemporary tragic 

American heroine. Consideration is given in this study 

to Miss Stapleton*s training and education, to the pre

paration and performance of the roles she has created on 

the American stage, screen, and television, as well as an 

examination of critical reception to her work. Comments 

identifying her contribution and significance to the Am

erican stage and screen conclude this study. 

v 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Maureen Stapleton first appeared on the Broadway 

stage in 1946. From then to the present day her work has 

been represented on the American stage, in American films, 

and in American television productions. She has built a 

reputation as a leading American actress and has established 

herself as an interpreter and originator of roles in the 

works of major American playwrights. 

Miss Stapleton might be considered the foremost 

delineator of more roles in plays by Tennessee Williams 

than any other actress on the American stage. In 1951, 

the actress's performance as the widow Serafina delle Rose 

in Williams' The Rose Tattoo established Maureen Stapleton 

as a Broadway star. In addition to creating Serafina, 

Miss Stapleton also created the role of Flora Meighan in 

27 Wagons Full of Cotton in 1955, Lady Torrance in Orpheus 

Descending in 1957, and played Amanda Wingfield in The 

Glass Menagerie in two Broadway revivals, one in 1965 and 

again in 1975. Miss Stapleton also played Big Mama in 

Cat on a Hot Tin Roof in a 1976 television production of 

1 



2 

that play, and appeared in The Fugitive Kind, the filmed 

version of Orpheus Descending. 

Miss Stapleton's abilities as an actress have 

been noted for the sensitivity and vulnerability of her 

character portrayals. Vernon Rice wrote of her work, 

"a sense of deep human vulnerability, a sense of bone 

and soul-weariness gives such poignancy to so many of 

Miss Stapleton's memorable characterizations."^" This 

assessment is apparent in those roles for which the 

actress has become widely known—the tragic American 

heroine. Austin Pendleton director of the 1981 revival 

of Lillian Hellman's The Little Foxes commented, "I think 

2 Maureen is a very American actress." Tennessee Williams 

said, "Maureen Stapleton, I think is an absolute genius 

and one of the total innocents of the world. She's a 

genius because her talent doesn't seem to come from any

where. It just comes out of her fingertips and her toes 

3 and her kneecaps." 

Maureen Stapleton's acting talents have won her 

numerous American acting awards. During the 1950's she 

1. "Curtain Cues," New York Post, June 8, 1951. 

2. Personal interview conducted at the American 
Theatre Association Convention in New York Citv, August 
18, 1982. 

3. Rex Reed, People Are Crazy Here, (New York: 
Delacorte Press, 1976), p. 37. 
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was twice nominated for the Antoinette Perry "Tony" 

award in theatre achievement, and she won that prize in 

1951 for her work in The Rose Tattoo. She was also nomi

nated for an Academy Award in the film Lonelyhearts and 

for a television achievement award in a production of 

l 
All the King's Men. During the 1960's the actress was 

again nominated for work on the stage in Lillian Hell-

man's Toys in the Attic and for her performance in Neil 

2 Simon's Plaza Suite. She received an "Emmy" for Best 

Actress in the television play Among the Paths to Eden. 

In the 1970's she was twice nominated for Academy Awards 

for her film work, once in Airport and then in Woody 

Allen's Interiors. She was also twice nominated for an 

"Emmy" for Queen of the Stardust Ballroom and The Gather

ing. For her interpretation and outstanding performance 

of Evy Meara in Neil Simon's play The Gingerbread Lady, 

Miss Stapleton was nominated for and won the 1971 "Tony" 

award. The year 1981 saw the actress nominated for her 

stage work in the revival of The Little Foxes and she won 

an "Oscar" for Best Supporting Actress for her portrayal 

3 
of Emma Goldman in Warren Beatty's film Reds. 

1. Mike Kaplan, ed., Variety Major U.S. Show 
business Awards, (New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 
(1982), pp. 236, 47, 102. 

2. Ibid., pp. 243, 251, 125. 

3. Ibid., pp. 68, 82, 91, 167, 192, 253, 260. 
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Maureen Stapleton has made a mark in the Ameri

can theatre, and the critical reception to her work has 

indicated a significant popularity and talent. Harold 

Clurman, noted theatre critic and director, and Maureen 

Stapleton's director in four Broadway productions said: 

Among the actresses I have directed, Maureen is 
a favorite . . . Maureen must have been a vic
tim in her early life of some nameless wound, 
to bear it she requires the escape of acting 
and the solace of close embrace . . ̂  she de
serves at least a chapter in a book. 

1. All People Are Famous, (New York: Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovich, 1974), pp. 244-245. 



CHAPTER 2 

BIOGRAPHY 

Maureen Stapleton was the first of two children 

born to John P. and Irene Walsh Stapleton in Troy, New 

York. She was born on June 21, 1925, and both her par

ents were of Irish-American descent and practicing Roman 

Catholics. 

The actress's earliest memories of her childhood 

are of wanting to escape the 11 squalor and squabbling" of 

her environment."^" She describes herself as having "a 

fat, fearful, unhappy childhood," and says of her father 

that he was a "severe drunk" who left her mother, her 

young brother, and herself about the time she was five 

* 2 years of age. 

When her father deserted the family they were 

forced through economic necessity to move in with Miss 

Stapleton's maternal grandmother, three aunts, and two 

uncles. Her mother took a civil service job in Albany 

1. Hal Boyle, "America's Reply to Magnani," N.Y. 
World Telegram and The Sun, February 13, 1959, p. 18. 

2. Suzanne Adelson, "After Winning a 'Reds' Os
car, Fearful Flier Maureen Stapleton takes a Slow Train 
to Texas," People Magazine, May 3, 1982, p. 52. 

5 



6 
as a clerk with the New York State Department of Un

employment Insurance to support herself and her two young 

children. Miss Stapleton says, of having to live with 

her relatives, "I always felt like the poor relation."''' 

Of the economic privation she commented, "When I was a kid 

it was the depression and there was a lot of sweat, pain 

and hard work. I thought nothing can be much worse than 

2 this—nothing was." 

In spite of difficult times, she built strong ties 

with the relatives with whom she lived. The actress re

flects : 

There's a certain time in your life when you have 
one friend who sheds some light on life. For me, 
that one friend was my uncle Vincent. When I told 
him that I wanted to become an actress he encour
aged me. I could tell him anything in the world. 
I wasn't afraid to say anything to him. When I 
was around him, I always forgot, for some reason, 
to feel that I was the kid who was fat. He al
ways told me the truth, no matter how shattering 
it was. 3 

Miss Stapleton*s early schooling was at St. Mary's 

Catholic grammar school where she was taught by the Sis

ters of Charity. The actress recalls how a Sister in 

talking with a group of girls once asked if any of them 

ever thought of becoming a nun. Miss Stapleton earnestly 

1. Ibid., p. 26. 

2. Personal interview with Maureen Stapleton con
ducted at the actress's home in New York City, July 21, 
1982. 

3. Lillian Ross, "Profiles-Player II," New Yor
ker, October 28, 1961, p. 125. 
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told the Sister, "Yes, but not until I do everything there 

is to do in the whole wide world." The Sister skeptically 

asked Maureen if she thought that God would still want 

her then. The actress reflected for awhile and explained 

with seeming youthful assurance, "Sure, sure he would. He 

knows just how I am."''" 

After St. Mary's, Maureen attended Central Catho

lic High S.chool in Troy and remembers she wasn't in the 

dramatic society, but she did appear in two school plays 

in which she played old ladies. She also recalls she en

joyed going to English class, got her best grades in that 

subject, and that other subjects didn't appeal to her. 

Consequently, she received poor marks in those subjects. 

She liked to read, poetry in particular, and would reread 

2 her favorite authors and poets many times. 

Paradoxically, her home and school led the actress 

to her chosen field. Her deep need to escape both of these 

environments led her to becoming a movie addict at a very 

young age, an addiction which became the motivating force 

in Miss Stapleton's pursuit of acting as a career. Miss 

Stapleton admired the people she saw up on the screen, 

fantasized about them, idealized them, and decided that 

she would become one of them. "I thought if I got into 

1. Gilbert Millstein, "Maureen Stapleton," Theatre 
Arts, July 1960, p. 10. 

2. Ibid. 
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pictures I'd automatically look like Jean Harlow."1 

By the time she was ten, Miss Stapleton was going 

to the movies seven days a week. She would go directly 

from school at three in the afternoon and stay to see the 

pictures over and over. She didn't leave the theatre until 

closing at ten or eleven o'clock at night. The actress 
t 

says: 

It only cost five cents, some were a dime and I 
liked everything—I didn't get off too easy at 
home though—I'd get whacked; it was a question 
of whether they were going to stop me from going 
by hitting me or eventually give up and let me 
go. They gave up! I was quite in love with 
Robert Taylor, and I always assumed he'd some
day show up and we'd get married. I guess he 
must have been on another train. I fell in love 
with him only because I couldn't get Clark Gable. 
Marrying him would be like marrying the Pope. 
But Joel McCrae became my real ^dol ... I 
guess I was a pretty nutty kid. 

At twelve Miss Stapleton decided she would be

come an actress. She commented: 

When I informed my mother for the first time 
that I was going to be an actress she said, 
'Sure, sure.' She didn't know that I wasn't 
asking her, I was telling her. I wanted to 
become an actress because that was the way to 
be beautiful and rich and have all the fellows 
love you ... I always took for granted that 
if you wanted something badly enough, then you 
just are—and it only becomes a matter of en
during. 

1. May Okon, "Her Loss is Broadway's Gain," New 
York Sunday News, January 1, 1967, p. 2. 

2. Millstein, p. 10. 

3. Ross, p. 125. 
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Miss Stapleton marked time until high school grad

uation and until she had accumulated enough money for her 

trip to New York where she planned to study acting. Al

though Hollywood seemed a likely locale, the actress set 

her sights on New York. She says, "All the books I ever 

read said go to New York, it was the stepping stone . . . 

in Hollywood one would be outnumbered. New York was the 

place to get training as an actor, schools were there, so 

I decided on New York.""'' 

The actress graduated from Central Catholic High 

School in 1942 at age seventeen, and, like her mother, 

took a job in Albany in the Unemployment Insurance Depart

ment. The job paid $18.75 a week. Later she took a higher 

paying job at the Watervliet Arsenal in Schenectady, New 

York. In September of 1943, after accumulating $100.00, 

she left Troy for New York City. Weighing 17 0 pounds and 

with determination to fulfill her dream of becoming an 

actress, she arrived in Manhattan. "I looked like a 

bulging barn and when I told anyone I wanted to be an 

actress, I'd hear a grunt of dismay, sometimes disgust. 

That didn't make me too friendly, but I guess the anger I 

2 felt then was more from ignorance than hatred." 

1. Stapleton, interview. 

2. Roberta Brandes Gratz, "Balanced Actress," 
New York Post, November 4, 1966, p. 22. 
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The hundred dollars which Maureen brought with her 

to New York ran out sooner than expected and she soon was 

looking for ways of supporting herself and paying for act

ing lessons. One of her first jobs was answering phones 

for a department store. She also demonstrated war weapons 

in a window in the Chrysler Building, and later ran a 

billing machine for the Hotel New Yorker. The actress 

also worked as a model, first at the Art Student's League, 

and then for artists Rafael Soyer and Reginald Marsh. 

Because of her 170 pound girth, she was terribly self-

conscious about her body. In desperation, and determined 

to overcome these self-conscious feelings, she offered to 

model nude for a class at the League. She recounts: 

When the first day was over, I rushed home in a 
fever. I saw a doctor who told me I was really 
sick. I knew I wasn't. I went back and posed 
again the next day and sweated out posing for 
the whole week. I wasn't sick but doing it 
nearly killed me. It a^so killed the fear and 
hate I had for my body. 

While still in Troy, Miss Stapleton had read an 

article in a magazine about an acting teacher in New York, 

Frances Robinson Duff. She went to Duff and began to 

study with her. According to Miss Stapleton, Duff was 

an advocate of the Delsarte system of acting. The actress 

1. Millstein, p. 12. 
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comments: 

I never could learn all that business about divid
ing all the body parts. That business about the 
eyes and the hands, I never really understood it, 
but I thought maybe you had to study for a long 
time and then you'd get it. I just didn't get it! 
It totally eluded me. I was one of six students, 
all girls. I think the other five were rich kids 
who had nothing else to do. After paying Duff 
$500 for lessons, I left. I wanted to find a 
school with pure motives. Pure motives for me con
sisted of low tuition and no dilettantes. I think 
they spoil a school. You know, people taking les
sons for fun instead of being there because they 
have to or want to learn . 1 

After leaving Duff, the actress began to study with 

Herbert Berghof who was then teaching at the New School for 

Social Research. Of Berghof's methods and classes she says: 

Things were so different there. I was so happy 
to be there because I was grateful to find some
thing different. Herbert also taught at the 
Neighborhood Playhouse. I had never even heard 
of it until I took his classes. It was supposed 
to be the best school around at the time. You 
had to go full-time and it was a two-year course. 
There was no way I could pay for such a course or 
attend. I had to work in the daytime, so I took 
Herbert's classes at night at the New School . . . 
Herbert left the New School and started a school 
of his own. He held classes at the Charles Weid-
man studios. He got another teacher. Her name 
was Mira Restova. When I started to work with 
her everything came together for me. She was 
the best teacher I ever had. She didn't talk 
much, but what she said, instantly made every
thing clear . . . she was so good . . . Even2 
then I knew, and I didn't know too much then. 

1. 

2 .  

Stapleton, interview. 

Ibid. 
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Miss Stapleton continued to take lessons at Ber

ghof' s school, and in the summer of 1945 she became part 

of a cooperative theatre group at Blauvelt, New York. 

Problems befell the group. A shortage of money for food, 

poor plumbing, and a leaky roof where they were lodged 

caused difficulties they had not bargained for. Instead 

of lasting ten weeks as originally planned, most of the 

young actors decided to go home before the eighth week 

concluded, leaving Miss Stapleton without a job. She 

prevailed upon Berghof to let her work in his office as 

secretary in exchange for lessons. From this office S-he 

made her first real contact with a Broadway producer-

director, Guthrie McClintic. The actress placed a 

call to the McClintic offices who were in the process 

of casting The Playboy of the Western World for the 1946 

Broadway season. Burgess Meredith was to be the male star. 

Miss Stapleton describes the telephone call: 

It was very odd how it happened. He (McClintic) 
answered the phone himself. I'd been up to that 
office, God knows how many times. It was just a 
fortuitous set of circumstances. He didn't know 
me from Adam, but after we talked he told me he 
would get in touch with me by the end of the week. 
I never left my phone all week and you know, he 
did call as he promised. He told me to come to 
such and such a place at 10 o'clock the next morn
ing. The funny thing was that I had never even 
read or anything and when I showed up the next 
morning it was the first rehearsal and he gave me 
a small part . . . Julie Harris was there too, it 
was the first time that I had met Julie ... I 



just love Guthrie dearly, he was a heavenly 
man, and especially since he gave me my first 
job. My first three jobs! He was married to 
Katherine Cornell, so my early training was 
with some pretty nifty people . . . Miss Cor
nell was a wonderful woman, just darling and 
Guthrie was a great storyteller—a walking 
history of the theatre. Could he tell stories. 
Both of them were very considerate, kind, and 
always sj concerned with the welfare of the 
company. 

Both Miss Stapleton and Julie Harris were cast 

in small roles and Miss Stapleton was also understudy 

for the female lead, Eithne Dunne. She performed for 

the lead for the last eight performances of the play. 

Mr. Meredith said, "When I was doing Playboy of the Wes

tern World in 1946 I was so happy when Maureen Stapleton 

stepped up into the lead at the end of the run and played 

2 opposite me." And Miss Stapleton said, "It was my first 

Broadway play . . . for eight performances I played the 

lead ... at the beginning of my first performance I was 

3 terrified—it was my happiest terror." 

After Playboy of the Western World closed, Miss 

Stapleton toured for a few months with Miss Cornell in a 

road company of The Barretts of Wimpole Street. She played 

a very small role. The actress's second Broadway appear-

1. Ibid. 

2. Lillian Ross and Helen Ross, The Player - A 
Profile on Art, (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1962), p. 131. 

3. Ross, p. 126. 
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ance was again with Katherine Cornell in Shakespeare's 

Antony and Cleopatra in which Miss Stapleton played the 

role of Iras. 

The Broadway role which brought Maureen Stapleton 

recognition prior to The Rose Tattoo was as the wife of 

Melvin Douglas in an Arthur Laurents melodrama titled 

The Bird Cage, which ran on Broadway for only twenty-one 

performances. Director Harold Clurman commented: 

The Bird Cage was not a very good play. But 
even with the plays I did which were not so 
successful or were not good as plays, some 
wonderful things came out of them. Maureen 
Stapleton made her first real impression in 
The Bird Cage. As a result when they were 
asking me who should play in The Rose Tattoo 
and were looking for a Magnani, I said, 'Why 
don't you get Maureen Stapleton?' And to my 
surprise they took her. 

On April 17, 1947 the Actors Studio was founded. 

The original founders of the Studio included Elia Kazan, 

Robert Lewis, and the theatrical producer Cheryl Crawford. 

One of the charter actor-members was Maureen Stapleton. 

The Studio was not intended or considered by its founders 

as a school, but rather as a professional training ground 

for working actors who wanted to explore and further devel

op their acting scope. Cheryl Crawford commented: 

Our idea was to offer a sort of artistic home 
to the many young actors and actresses who 
wanted to stretch their capabilities, a sympa-

1. William Statt with Jane Statt, On Broadway, 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1978), p. 166.-
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thetic atmosphere in which they could tackle 
their limitations . . . the response was so 
great that we had to expand our idea of only 
twenty to a class almost immediately . . . 
Bobby (Robert Lewis) would take the more ex
perienced group which finally numbered fifty-
two and included Montgomery Clift, Marlon 
Brando, Mildred Dunnock . . . Maureen Staple-
ton. Kazan chose a less experienced group. 

Maureen Stapleton's work at the Actor's Studio 

was primarily under Robert Lewis* tutelage. Mr. Lewis 

directed the actress in a Studio production of The Sea 

Gull in which she played Masha. After Mr. Lewis left the 

Studio, over differences with the administration, Miss 

Stapleton worked for awhile with Lee Strasberg and says 

of him: 

He talked too much for me . . . it's just that 
simple. I couldn't get what he said, it was 
just too convoluted. Some people swore by him. 
He had that great reputation, but if it doesn't 
work for you, you have to find something that 
does. There was just too much talk. If you 
can respond to that sort of thing, fine. But 
it was just not for me or my way. Also, he 
had a kind of rigidity that I did not respond 
to either. Oh, I always got on with him and 
could kid him, but I also kept a working dis
tance. I didn't agree with much of that pri
vate moments and sense memory stuff, too. It 
was alright up to a point, but I saw too many 
people get hysterical and cry and carry on. 
I thought, unless you're a doctor, there are 
just certain places you don't get involved. I 
had great trepidations about it all. 

In 1949, while working in Sidney Kingsley's Detec-
I 

tive Story, Maureen Stapleton took time out between a 

1. One Naked Individual, (Indianapolis: The 
BobbsrMerrill Company, Inc., 1977), p. 217. 

2. Stapleton, interview. 



a matinee and evening performance to marry Max Allentuck, 

then a general manager for the Kermit Bloomgarten theatri

cal organization. The ceremony between the twenty-four 

year old bride and the thirty-seven year old groom took 

place at City Hall/ and a wedding supper was held in a 

Longchamps restaurant to celebrate the occasion. The union 

between Allentuck and the actress lasted ten years and 

was dissolved in February of 1959. They had two children, 

Daniel Vincent, born in 1950, and Cathy, born in 1954. 

Miss Stapleton married for a second time in 1963, 

her husband was playwright and screen writer David Ray-

fiel. In 1966, this marriage ended in divorce. 

Maureen Stapleton devoted nearly four decades 

of her life to building and developing a theatrical ca

reer which has brought her recognition and acclaim. Her 

work in over twenty Broadway plays, thirteen motion pic

tures, and in countless television productions has gar

nered praise from both critics and public alike. In the 

succeeding chapters of this study, Miss Stapleton's work 

in the plays of Tennessee Williams, Lillian Hellman, Neil 

Simon, and other American playwrights will be examined, 

and consideration given to her contribution to the field 

of American acting. 



CHAPTER 3 

MAUREEN STAPLETON PERFORMS TENNESSEE WILLIAMS 

Maureen Stapleton has created and performed more 

roles in Tennessee Williams' plays than perhaps any other 

American actress. Among the roles Miss Stapleton created 

are Serafina in The.. Rose Tattoo in 1951, Flora Meighan 

in 27 Wagons Full of Cotton in 1955, and Lady Torrance 

in Orpheus Descending in 1957. In addition, the actress 

has portrayed Amanda Wingfield in two revivals of The Glass 

Menagerie, once in 1965 and again in 1975. She played Big 

Mama in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof for a television production 

in 1976, and she appeared in The Fugitive Kind, a 1960 

film based on the stage play Orpheus Descending. The act

ress also appeared in stage and television tributes to Mr. 

Williams where she read or introduced other works of the 

noted playwright. 

In 1950 when producer Cheryl Crawford and director 

Daniel Mann were searching for an actress to play the prin

ciple woman's role in The Rose Tattoo, Maureen Stapleton 

1 was appearing on Broadway in The Bird Cage. Though pro-

1. The Bird Cage was Miss Stapleton's fourth 
appearance on the Broadway stage, yet the actress was 
considered a relatively unknown performer. 

17 
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ducer Crawford was familiar with Miss Stapleton's work 

both at the Actors Studio and on Broadway, she had not 

specifically considered the young actress for the fiery 

Italian widow Serfina. Miss Stapleton was only twenty-

five at the time, and Serafina was a much older woman 

with a teen-age daughter. Because of her age, Crawford, 

Mann, and Williams did not consider Miss Stapleton a 

viable prospect for the volatile matron of the play. 

The Rose Tattoo tells the story of the suffering 

of a woman who has lost the mate who gave her complete 

sexual happiness. Serafina delle Rose, an Italian Ameri

can living on the Gulf Coast, becomes devastated upon 

hearing that her beloved husband has been killed. She 

loses touch with reality and mourns him for three years 

in isolation. Serafina is shocked back to reality when 

she finds her husband was smuggling dope when he was killed, 

and that he had a mistress. Outraged she smashes the urn 

in which she had been treasuring his ashes and accepts 

solace in the bed of truck driver Alvarro. Williams 

created Serafina as a woman whose moods and emotions cover 

a wide range, from eruptive rage to religious ecstasy. 

1. Williams says in Memoirs that he wrote his 
"loveplay to the world," after returning from a trip to 
Italy where he found, "Italians are like our Southerners 
without inhibitions . . . they're poetic, but don't have 
any repressions . . . they live from the heat." (Garden 
City: Doubleday and Co., 1975). 
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Williams wrote The Rose Tattoo with the Italian 

actress Anna Magnani in mind and travelled to Rome in 

1950 to convince the actress to star in the play. She 

refused, fearing that her English was not sufficiently 

acceptable for the Broadway stage. When Williams returned 

to New York he was faced with the problem of finding an 

actress who could interpret the role as he had envisioned 

it. On the recommendation of director Clurman, Crawford, 

Williams and Mann decided to give Miss Stapleton the 

opportunity to audition for Serafina. The actress des

cribes the experience: 

I didn't know Tennessee before ... I had been 
a fan and admirer, but I had never met him . . . 
Eli (Eli Wallach) and I had read a lot of times 
for the parts because they were taking a chance 
in casting two unknowns. I think we read five 
or more times. They were auditioning others for 
Serafina, too. I was sort of sure that I had 
the part at the last reading, but they seemed 
to want more assurance that I could handle it. 
I said when they asked me, 'I don't know. I'd 
like to play it. I hope I can, but I can't 
promise.' Tennessee was so different from every
one else. He jumped up and said, 'I don't care 
if she turns into a dead mule on opening night.' 
That was so extraordinary to me. It meant that 
he wanted me so much that he was willing-^to take 
all the consequences for my work and me. 

Tennessee Williams commented on the casting: 

There was great trouble casting Serafina. It 
was I who found Maureen Stapleton for the part. 
Her reading convinced us all that despite her. 
youth, she could do it. She was a very young 

1. Stapleton, interview. 



girl at the time, but I thought she was so 
brilliant in characterization, that the ob
stacle of her youth could be overcome. 

Miss Stapleton discussing the role of the play

wright during the rehearsal process offers: 

It depends a lot on how well the director, 
producer and writer get along. But Tennes
see did tell me things. I remember once 
during early rehearsals in The Rose Tattoo 
Tennessee had to go out of town for a few 
days. While he was gone I discovered a new 
little piece of business which I thought 
would be perfect for my character. It felt 
so good doing it. I thought it was just 
wonderful1 Anyway, after Tennessee came back 
he was sitting out in front watching re
hearsal and as soon as we had finished he 
came running backstage and said, 'What are 
you doing slobbering all over the Virgin?' 
'Slobbering all over the Virgin?' I said. 
'Yeah!" he said. So I started to justify 
what I was doing. 'But Tennessee I really 
thought that's just what Serafina would do, 
that's just how she would feel, and act, 
etc., etc.,' But he said, 'No! Just blow 
out the candle! That's it!' So there went ^ 
my great piece of art, right down the drain. 

After a pre-Broadway tryout in Chicago, The 

Rose Tattoo opened February 3, 1951 at the Martin Beck 

Theater in New York City. The critical response to the 

drama was mixed. However, Miss Stapleton's performance 

of Serafina elevated her to the rank of star. Brooks 

Atkinson said: 

Maureen Stapleton's performance is triumphant 
. . . she doesn't evade the coarseness of the 

1. Williams, Memoirs, p. 161. 

2. Stapleton, interview. 
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part. But neither does she miss its exalta
tion . . .Mr. Williams has sprinkled a lit
tle stardust over the widow's shoulder and 
Miss Stapleton' has kept the part sparkling 
through all the fury and tumult of the emo
tion. 

Otis L. Guernsey of the Herald Tribune reported, 

"Miss Stapleton's Serafina is an acting gem . . . Her 

2 vivid acting is superb illumination of a vivid part." 

And in the Morning Telegraph, Whitney Bolton wrote, "Miss 

Stapleton's Serafina is lusty, brawling, brooding and 

encompasses a performance of stunning and tremendous 

size. She is mistress of the role in every nuance of it 

3 and it is a joy to watch her acting." 

In the Newark Evening News, Rowland Field said, 

"Maureen Stapleton's altogether brilliant playing of the 

long and decidedly exacting Serafina role shows herself 

4 
to be an actress of star stature." Louis Schaeffer of 

The Brooklyn Eagle commented, "Maureen Stapleton, a young 

American is amazingly right as the volcanic Serafina. 

What is impressive is the way she has caught the inside 

'accent' of Serafina's character and personality. It 

is a beautiful performance."^ 

1. New York Times, review, February 5, 1951, p. 32 

2. Review, February 5, 1951, p. 29. 

3. Review, February 5, 1951, p. 16. 

4. Review, February 5, 1951, p. 22. 

5. Review, February 5, 1951, p. 36. 
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The Rose Tattoo ran on Broadway for three hundred 

performances. The drama was awarded an Antoinette Perry 

"Tony" for best play of 1951. A "Tony" was also awarded 

to Miss Stapleton for her work in the production. 

In assessing her contribution to the production, 

Miss Stapleton reflects: 

Truly I don't know whether I was good or bad. There 
are so many pressures on you and you think of the 
whole production going down the drain if you spoil 
anything . . . When I got the part, I was supposed 
to go out and mix with Italians, but I never had 
the time for mixing. So, I learned all the words 
at rehearsals. The foreign rhythms of my speeches 
were there because that's the way the author wrote 
them. He didn't use dialect but he put a lilt in 
the lines. The minute you say them you sound Ital
ian . . . The emotional problems in Tennessee Will
iams roles are so great I lived under great ten
sion and pressure all the time. After six months 
of that I got a little nutty in The Rose Tattoo. I 
felt anxious all the time. . . just one of the 
things I had to do in the play was to scream, carry 
on and claw at a priest's clothes. Doing something 
like that in one day of anyone's life is quite 
enough. But to have to do that day after day after 
day, it's bound to take a hell of a lot out of you. 
It forces you to keep yourself on an emotional track 
full-time. 

In 1966, long after her first appearance as Sera

fina and after Anna Magnani had played Serafina in a 1955 

film version of The Rose Tattoo, Miss Stapleton appeared 

in a Broadway revival of the drama at the New York City 

Center Theatre. In this revival, the actress recreated 

her starring role. Of that performance Dan Sullivan wrote: 

1. Stapleton, interview. 
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It is good to see Maureen Stapleton back in the 
role of Serafina, the lonely widow. Miss Staple-
ton created the role in the original production 
15 years ago. But she is competing in this re
vival not so much with herself as with Anna Mag-
nani, whom most members of the City Center au
dience probably saw in the 1955 movie of Rose 
Tattoo and for who Mr. Williams is said to have 
written the play . . . The comparison can be made 
with no discredit to either actress. Miss Magnani 
was immense in the role—a lusty, loud combination 
of Earth Mother and Mt. Vesuvius. Miss Stapleton's 
Serafina can also blow her top; but in general she 
is daintier and subtler than Miss Magnani was--
less awe-inspiring, perhaps, but more sympathetic. 
Miss Stapleton seems more the victim, less the 
prisoner of her plight. We laugh at her and sym
pathize with her. So go see Miss Stapleton in 
The Rose Tattoo.1 

On April 19, 1955 a three-part evening of theatre 

entitled All In One premiered at the Playhouse Theatre 

on Broadway. Among the three works performed was the 

Tennessee Williams one-act play, 27 Wagons Full of Cot

ton , in which Miss Stapleton created her second Williams 

role, that of Flora Meighan, the doll-like, simple-minded 

wife of a cotton gin owner. Of the three premiere pieces, 

the Williams work was the most praised. Miss Stapleton's 

performance in particular was highly lauded. Richard 

Watts Jr. wrote: 

27 Wagons Full of Cotton is the rather studiously 
distasteful tale of a blowzy, half-idiotic child-
woman of a wife whose corrupt husband sets fire 
to a cotton gin, and of the Italian manager of the 
plantation who uses his knowledge of the crime to 
force the husband to accept his seduction of his 
wife . . . our fascination with this is the result 

1. The New York Times, review, October 21, 1966, 
p. 36, sec. 2. 
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of an astonishingly brilliant performance by 
Maureen Stapleton as the wife. Miss Stapleton 
doesn't mind emphasizing the utter foolishness 
of the woman or the leeringly comic aspects of 
the role . . . yet she succeeds in making the 
part utterly believable, honestly pathetic and 
strangely touching. I think it is the finest 
portrayal I have ever seen this admirable-, ac
tress give, and one of the season's best. 

The review in the New York Times said, "Miss 

Stapleton is an extraordinarily gifted actress and her 

portrait of Flora Meighan is a little masterpiece of 

2 dramatic expression." John Chapman of the Daily News 

pointed out, "Maureen Stapleton reminds us that she is 

just about the best of our younger actresses. In what 

seems like a moment of playing time she created a full 

character—one who is funny and pathetic at the same 

time."^ 

The reviewer in the World-Telegram said: 

It is Maureen Stapleton in the last item of the 
evening 27 Wagons Full of Cotton, who most makes 
the show astounding. She plays a silly young 
Southern wife, bullied, beaten, betrayed and 
made a traitor in 24 hours. . . She is all plump 
smiles and foolish grunts. She acts with more 
eloquent feet than anyone has since Laurette 
Taylor played Outward Bound. 

1. New York Post, review, April 20, 1955, p. 27. 

2. Brooks Atkinson, review, April 20, 1955, p. 33. 

3. Review, April 20, 1955, p. 28. 

4. William Hawkins, review, April 20, 1955, p. 25. 



In 1957 on the evening of March 21, Tennessee 

Williams play Orpheus Descending opened on Broadway at 

the Martin Beck Theatre, staged by Harold Clurman and 

produced by Robert Whitehead. Orpheus Descending was a 

revised edition of one of the playwright's earlier works. 

Williams described the essence of Orpheus Descending as: 

A tale of a wild-spirited boy who wanders into 
a conventional community of the South and creates 
the commotion of a fox in a chicken coop. Beneath 
the surface, it is a play about unanswered ques
tions that haunt the hearts of people. 

Williams wanted Anna Magnani to play the leading 

role of Lady Torrance. When the playwright approached 

Miss Magnani, she was willing to do so but for only a two 

month period. The short time frame was not acceptable to 

the Robert Whitehead organization, producers of the play, 

so Williams again turned to Maureen Stapleton. Miss Stapl 

ton's acceptance of the role marked the third time she 

would be creating a Williams heroine on the Broadway stage 

Richard Watts described the play and Miss Staple-

ton's contribution in this way: 

. . .  i t  i s  s t e e p e d  i n  p a s s i o n ,  h a t r e d ,  f r u s t r a 
tion, bullying, and violence and ends in a welter 
of blood worthy of one of the Elizabethan trage
dies. ... it contemplates not only personal 
tragedies of a few frustrated misfits, but also 
the ugly tensions, hatreds, jealousies and narrow-
minded stupidities of an entire backwoods Southern 

1. Tennessee Williams, Where I Live—Selected 
Essays, eds., Christine Day and Bob Woods (New York: New 
Directions Books, 1944,)p. 83. 
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community . . . Maureen Stapleton again proves 
what a splendid actress she is in the role of 
Lady.1 

John McClain wrote, "Maureen Stapleton, who has 

had almost steady employment in the Williams' troupe 

2 lately, here gives her most demanding performance." 

And Walter Kerr commented, "Miss Stapleton's intelligent 

eyes always carry conviction; you're sure that she does 

know and feel everything the author says and knows and 

feels."^ 

Brooks Atkinson wrote, "Maureen Stapleton gives 

a remarkable performance ... it has all the strength, 

4 the honesty and the power of her best work." John Chap

man said of the actress, "... a superb performance of 

the widest possible variety—cheerful, funny, pathetic, 

dramatic and tragic in turn ... so skillfully done."^ 

Because of mixed reviews and poor audience atten

dance, Orpheus Descending closed after only sixty-eight 

performances on Broadway. Williams commented: 

In 1957 I met with a truly shattering setback, 
the failure of Orpheus Descending. Alas the 
play was not only overwritten but was under-
directed by that dear and fine critic Harold 
Clurman. The requirements upon Maureen and 

1. New York Post, review, March 22, 1957, p. 32. 

2. Journal American, review, March 22, 1957, p. 40. 

3. New York Times, review, March 22, 1957, p. 29. 

4. Herald Tribune, review, March 22, 1957, p. 35. 

5. Daily News, review, March 22, 1957, p. 31. 



27 

Clurman were excessive.^" 

Up to 1965 all the roles Miss Stapleton performed 

in Tennessee Williams' plays were those she created. When 

in 1965 producers Claude Giroux and Orrin Christy, Jr. were 

considering a revival on Broadway of Williams' The Glass 

Menagerie, Miss Stapleton's agents International Creative 

Management were contacted to negotiate the actress's appear

ance in the revival of the Amanda Wingfield role. Miss 

Stapleton agreed to appear in the revival. She explains: 

A long time ago, in 1956 I think, when Tennessee 
asked me to play the young girl's-role in The 
Sweet Bird of Youth, I told him I would rather 
play the older woman Princess, but I never did 
play Princess. Geraldine Page did. Some time 
later, when I was in Europe doing a film, I met 
Simone Signoret and she and some friends were 
planning a production of Sweet Bird for London. 
Simone asked me to play Princess in that produc
tion. I said, 'No way.'' I had seen Geraldine 
do it and all I could have hoped to do was to 
try to do an imitation of her. Also, when they 
had asked me, I think it was only five years 
after Geraldine had done it . . . when I agreed 
to do Amanda in The Glass Menagerie in 1965 it 
was many years after I had seen Laurette (Laur
ette Taylor) do it. No one could play the role 
better than she. But, in 1965, I figured there 
was a whole generation of people who hadn't seen 
Laurette, so if I did do it, I wouldn't be hand
ing over my head.2 

Miss Stapleton opened in the revival at the Brooks 

Atkinson Theatre on May 4, 1965. As was expected, her 

performance was compared to that of Laurette Taylor who 

had created the role in 1945. Norman Nadel in the 

1. Memoirs, p. 172. 

2. Stapleton, interview. 



New York World-Telegram said of Miss Stapleton's Amanda: 

Miss Taylor suggested through her performance that 
there was only one way to portray Amanda . . . Miss 
Stapleton successfully challenges that concept . . . 
She has changed the tone of the play but not to 
its detriment. From now on, any careful evaluation 
of Amanda Wingfield will have to include the late 
Miss Taylor and the present Miss Stapleton . . . 
each had given her^highly individual eloquence to 
a prodigious role. 

Douglas Watt of the Daily News wrote, "Maureen 

Stapleton makes Amanda Wingfield her own in a brilliant 

performance . . . there is not a false note in the char-

2 actenzation." In the New York Times Howard Taubman 

made this comparison: 

If one remembers the first New York production 20 
years ago, one cannot exorcize the memory of Lau-
rette Taylor . . . Maureen Stapleton does not 
cause one to forget Miss Taylor; she makes one re
member her own conception. Through the magic of 
her own sensitivity she gives Amanda a strong 
binding thread of sadness and tenderness. 

And John McClain wrote, "Never having seen Miss Taylor 

play the role of the mother, I can only say it would be 

hard to believe that anybody did it better than Maureen 

Stapleton."^ 

1. Review, May 5, 1965, p. 33. 

2. Review, May 5, 1965, p. 43. 

3. Review, May 5, 1965, p. 28. 

4. Journal-American, review, May 5, 1965, p. 32 



At the Circle in the Square Theatre on December 

18, 1975 Miss Stapleton appeared in another revival of 

The Glass Menagerie. This production was both produced 

and directed by Theodore Mann, artistic director for Circle 

in the Square. Again, both the production as well as 

Miss Stapleton's performance were praised. Clive Barnes 

wrote: 

Thirty years ago Laurette Taylor became an over
night legend in the role ... I saw Helen Hayes 
in the London premiere of the play three years 
later . . . but my regrets at never having seen 
Miss Taylor are now, in this production, at the 
very least, assuaged by the performance of Mau
reen Stapleton . . . It is a lovely, moving 
performance, all sad lavender, tinged with 
purple . . . her face is a map to a lifetime . . . 
here she plays a desperate moth, a lady who may 
not have known fetter circumstances but has 
dreamt of them. 

A Wall Street Journal review said of this pro

duction, "It never fails to move us no matter how many 

times we have seen it and Maureen Stapleton, a formidable 

actress in virtually any part she plays makes clear in 

her portrayal of Amanda how indomitable is the spirit of 

2 this misguided woman." 

Miss Stapleton, in discussing her reactions to 

the role, reflected: 

With the exception of Harpo Marx anybody could 
play that mother. The role is so well construc

1. The New York Times, review, December 18, 197 5, 
p. 25. 

2. Edwin Wilson, December 23, 1975, p. 46. 
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ted that you could zoom in on it in twenty dif
ferent ways. It's all there. There are as many 
ways to play it as there are actresses. It is 
hard to go wrong because Tennessee gives you so 
much to lean on. There is so much beautiful 
writing, so much humor, a lot of belly laughs but 
they always come out of character.1 

Miss Stapleton was most recently seen as Amanda 

at Texas Women's University in Denton, Texas. In April, 

1982 she appeared in The Glass Menagerie along with student 

actors in a production presented by Texas Women's Music-

Drama Department. Professor Larry West, director of the 

play says of Miss Stapleton: 

Maureen came to us through two intermediaries. 
Clive Barnes was here adjudicating a playwriting 
contest in the fall. I told him we needed an 
Amanda for our forthcoming production of The • 
Glass Menagerie. Clive suggested Maureen and 
said that he knew her agent Milton Goldman and 
would speak with him when he returned to New 
York City. He asked Mr. Goldman to speak with 
Maureen to see if she would be willing to do the 
show for us. Maureen did agree and it was a won
derful experience. She came here for a ten day 
rehearsal period. She was so good with the stu
dents and the cast. She never acted the "star," 
she conducted herself as a working professional. 
She would not give formal lectures or seminars 
but she just sat around with the students and was 
very open to them and answered their questions free
ly. Unfortunately, the administration of the school 
wanted us to perform the play in our large auditor
ium in which we had to mike all the actors in order 
for them to be heard. As a result, the play lost 
all of its lovely glowing intimacy. We did do our 
final dress rehearsal in our small theatre and it 
was just beautiful. Maureen and our students were 
just great.2 

1. Milt Freudenheim, Chicago Daily News Service, 
June 25, 1965. 

2. Telephone interview, October 26, 1982. 
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Ironically, the two major women's roles Tennessee 

Williams wrote with Anna Magnani in mind, Serafina delle 

Rose and Lady Torrance, were created on the Broadway stage 

by Maureen Stapleton. Yet, the one play which Williams 

wrote specifically for Miss Stapleton, The Kingdom of 

Earth, the actress never performed. Williams said, "In 

1968 I put on Kingdom of Earth a play I'd written for 

Maureen Stapleton but which was played by Estelle Parsons.""'' 

Because Miss Stapleton was committed to do another produc

tion in 1968, she was not able to accept the role of 

Myrtle in Kingdom of Earth when Williams approached her 

to do so. Miss Stapleton appeared that year on the Broad

way stage in Plaza Suite. 

In addition to their professional association, 

which has spanned more than thirty years, Miss Stapleton 

and playwright Williams have shared a warm and close friend

s h i p .  T h e  a c t r e s s  s a y s ,  " Y o u  k n o w ,  I  l o v e  h i m  . . .  I  

just can't be objective when it comes to Tennessee. He's 

a man whose work is his life . . .1 have always found some-

2 thing ravishing about his work." Tennessee Williams has 

always been appreciative of Miss Stapleton's friendship 

and support during difficult times. Williams reflected: 

Last night I returned once again to 'the boards' 
in Small Craft Warnings and I have just written 
Maureen Stapleton a 'thank you' note and will send 

1. Memoirs, p. 211. 

2. Stapleton, interview. 
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her roses for advancing my career in the per
forming arts. I called her up on the stage 
with me as I simply couldn't face another of 
the symposia I'd been conducting after the 
performance, and the dear girl came up and 
read cold with me the part of Bessie. 

Miss Stapleton first achieved star status on the 

Broadway stage for her work in The Rose Tattoo, and the 

actress has continued throughout her career to create 

and perform Tennessee Williams' tragic heroines. Both 

critics and audiences alike have come to associate Miss 

Stapleton with Williams' lonely, frustrated women with 

unresolved problems in their lives. Because Miss Staple-

ton portrays these women with sympathy, vulnerability, 

and with implicit understanding, it may be concluded 

there exists a symbiotic relationship between the actress 

and Tennessee Williams' stage women and the roles are 

particularly suited to Miss Stapleton's acting talents. 

The actress comments, "I don't know whether his women's 

roles are particularly suited to me, I just know that he 

writes great women's parts. They're incredible! Any 

actress who has had the opportunity to appear in his 

2 work is very lucky." 

1. Memoirs, p. 147. 

2. Stapleton, interview. 



CHAPTER 4 

MAUREEN STAPLETON PERFORMS LILLIAN HELLMAN 

Lillian Hellman is a playwright whose roots lie 

in the American South. In her plays, Miss Hellman deals 

with the abnormalities and frustrations of a life which 

might be termed Southern decadence. Her plays have 

often been likened by critics to those of Tennessee Will

iams. In their mood and tone, Hellman plays have also 

been compared with the works of Anton Chekhov. One such 

play, Toys in the Attic, first brought Maureen Stapleton 

and Lillian Hellman into a working relationship. 

Toys in the Attic was produced on Broadway for 

the first time in 1960. In this production, Maureen 

Stapleton created the role of Carrie Bernier, one of two 

unmarried sisters who live in genteel poverty in their 

family home in New Orleans, nursing dreams of one day 

having enough money to travel to Europe. The two women 

are extremely possessive of their young brother. Their 

love of him, especially that of Carrie, proved the 

brother's undoing by keeping him dependent upon them. 

33 
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Carrie is presented as a tragic figure who loves deeply 

but suffers from her love, and in turn she makes her 

brother suffer as well. 

The play opened at the Hudson Theatre on February 

25, 1960 produced by Kermit Bloomgarten and directed by 

Arthur Penn. The opening marked the occasion of Miss 

Hellman's return to Broadway after an eight year absence. 

Toys in the Attic, as was Miss Stapleton, was nominated 

for Antoinette Perry "Tony" awards, and Miss Hellman re

ceived a Drama Critics Circle award for best play of 

the year. Miss Stapleton was praised for her performance 

as Carrie Bernier. 

Brooks Atkinson wrote of her work: 

. . . the acting is superb. Especially Miss Staple-
ton's as the more possessive of the sisters; it is 
comic, disarming, awkward and pathetic all at once. 
Her breathless, high-pressured, plaintive-voiced 
portrait is the most vital element of the play and 
also the most thoroughly resolved characterizations 
in t^rms of gesture, movement, inflection and tim
ing. 

In the New York Mirror, Robert Coleman's review 

observed: 

Arthur Penn is a director who isn't afraid to let 
his actors act, and Maureen Stapleton stands out 
as the repressed2sister with incestuous yearnings 
for her brother. 

1. The New York Times, review, February 26, 1960, 
p. 31. 

2. February 26, 1960, p. 21. 
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John Chapman described Miss Stapleton," . . . splen

did is Maureen Stapleton as the gabby, open-hearted younger 

sister.""'' And John McClain of the Journal American said: 

. . . nobody in the theatre today could attempt 
to top Maureen Stapleton in the role of the 
dumpy, aging sister whose whole life has been 
devoted to the brother for whom she has well-
buried physical attraction. 

John Gassner wrote, "Maureen Stapleton especially 

had a full range of emotions to convey as the younger 

spinster who is in love with her brother and jealous of 

his child-wife!' ̂ 

Critic Robert Coleman commented that director 

Arthur Penn should be credited with shaping and creating 

4 the performances of his players. Miss Stapleton spoke 

of director Penn in this way: 

. . . good directors are what works for you. 
If you go off the rails and are doing r>ope-
thing wrong then you have to rely on your 
director to tell you. In Toys in the Attic, 
there was a scene in the second act when Carrie 
has been fired from her job and she comes home 
and tells her sister what has happened. As 
Carrie, I got myself all worked up over this 
situation and I began crying copious tears. 
Arthur, our director, called me aside and said, 
'I don't know how to tell you this, but it's 
all wrong. Carrie would never cry like that at 
this point in the play.' I could give him all 
sorts of reasons why I felt she would cry but 
Arthur just said, 'No! She wouldn't cry. She 

1. Daily News, review, February 26, 1960, p. 33. 

2. Review, February 26, 196 0, p. 28. 

3. John Gassner, Theatre at the Crossroads, (New 
York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1960) pT 138. 

4. Daily Mirror, review, February 20, I960, p. 40. 
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is angry. I want pure, cold anger. That's 
what she would show.' After he explained, 
I knew he was right but I just didn't know 
how to get there. I said, 'Show me just 
what you want me to do. Give me the line 
readings. Do it like it should be.' So 
Arthur did it. For a long time I still 
couldn't get there on my own so what I did 
was to imitate him. So you see, if you can't 
get it f^om the inside, you get it from the 
outside. 

Twenty years passed before Maureen Stapleton 

again appeared on Broadway in a Lillian Hellman play. 

The occasion was the 1981 revival of Hellman's The Little 

Foxes. Miss Hellman approached Miss Stapleton directly 

and asked her play the role of Birdie. At first the actress 

was reluctant to accept the role and explains: 

I've known Lillian Hellman for thirty years, may
be more. Lillian called me when she knew this 
production was going to be done and she said she 
wanted me to play Birdie. I told her that I didn't 
think I could to it. I also told her that I cer
tainly wasn't aristocratic looking, and I certainly 
wasn't gaunt or thin. Lillian said, 'Well, you can 
sure do something about one of those two things.' 
She was adamant that I play the part. I happened 
to know, that Austin Pendleton who was going to di
rect didn't think that I was right for the part, 
so I told Lillian that I thought I should read for 
the part. She said, 'I don't want you to read for 
me, but read for Austin.' I did. After he heard 
me he agreed with Lillian and I was cast as Birdie. 
I'll still read or audition for parts. If I do 
and they choose nje it takes a little of the respon
sibility off me. 

The 1981 production of The Little Foxes caused a 

great stir of excitement and fanfare in the press. Eliza

beth Taylor had been signed by producer Zev Buffman to play 

1. Stapleton, interview. 

2. Ibid. 



the starring role of Regina. The production marked Miss 

Taylor's debut in a stage production on Broadway, and 

the show's opening on May 8, 1981 at the Martin Beck 

Theatre drew wider critical coverage in the New York 

papers, national periodicals, and magazines than had any 

theatre production in many years, for Miss Taylor's 

appearance turned the production into a major show-

business event. Miss Stapleton remarked: 

I'm not under any illusions about my importance 
in this production. If Elizabeth is sick, 
there's no performance, no show. This is both 
a play and an event at the same time . . ̂  I 
try to keep proper perspective on things. 

The role of Birdie calls for an actress to be aristocra

tic, gaunt, and have a pretty, well-bred though faded 

face. Birdie is a "kind, gentle drunk who hasn't had 

2 'one whole day of happiness in 22 years.'" 

Miss Stapleton's portrayal of this character was gener

ally well received. Most critical notices were laudi-

tory and the actress was nominated for a 1981 "Tony" 

for Best Actress in a Featured Role. However, John 

Simon of New York magazine and Stanley Kauffman of 

the Saturday Review, both cast negative votes. Simon 

1. Mimi Torchin, "The Little Foxes Co-Star 
Electrifies Broadway," West Side TV Shopper, July 18, 
1981, p. 27. 

2. Gordon Rogoff, "Present at the Thinking," 
The Village Voice, May 27, 1981, p. 87. 
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commented, "a pretty, well-bred, faded face that is ex

actly what Maureen Stapleton hasn't (any more than a 

Southern accent), except perhaps the 'faded,' though 

even that is subverted by fleshiness."^ And Kauffman 

offered: 

Birdie is played by Maureen Stapleton, who sug
gests a risen kitchen maid more than a fallen 
blueblood. Stapleton has long ceased trying to 
act; she has become a beggar for pathos, like 
a dog sitting up and begging for biscuits, and 
she does it with increasing clumsiness. 

Miss Stapleton responds to such criticism: 

I gave up reading critics about ten years ago. 
It's tough enough to go out there every night 
and just do it. If you read that somebody does
n't like what you're doing, it stays with you 
in your head and it just isn't very helpful. I 
don't mind reading the reviews after the run is 
over, but not while I am doing the play . . . 
as for John Simon, I don't read him on anybody. 
I think John Simon has some sort of disease, I 
don't know what you'd call it exactly but he 
always seems to say nasty things about people 
and makes cracks about their physical beings. 
It used to upset me. I just d^n't read him 
at all anymore. Who needs it? 

Among the positive comments concerning Miss 

Stapleton's portrayal of Birdie were those of Clive Barnes. 

He wrote, "Miss Stapleton flutters around the stage acting 

her always vulnerable part out. The first you admire, 

4 the second you love." 

1. John Simon, "Misdirected, Misguided, Misspelled," 
New York Magazine, May 18, 1981, p. 50. 

2. Stanley Kaufman, "Very Little Foxes," Saturday 
Review, July 1981, p. 86. 

3. Stapleton, interview. 

4. New York Times, review, May 8, 1981, p. 32. 



Frank Rich commented in the New York Times, 

" . . .  t h i s  a c t r e s s  d i g s  b e n e a t h  t h e  s u r f a c e  t o  g i v e  

The Little Foxes a tragic, Chekhovian dimension."''" 

In the Wall Street Journal, Edwin Wilson wrote, 

"Among the performances, one stands above all the rest, 

2 and that is Maureen Stapleton's portrayal of Birdie." 

Joel Siegel, in a television review, commented, "Maureen 

Stapleton gives one of the great performances of the 

3 Broadway season." 

Mary Cantwell, in an article for the New York 

Times, wrote: 

. . . Miss Stapleton puts on an elaborate 
gray wig, an equally elaborate Victorian 
dress and the manners of a genteel South
ern lady who drinks a little too much. 
She will talk a little to fast, because 
she is excited by the attentions of a 
dinner guest, and will be slapped into 
silence by a rebuke from her husband. She 
will then sit on a chair near the wall an
xious to be part of the party but also an
xious not to be anxious. The audience will 
be looking at Elizabeth Taylor as she 
charms and cajoles that same guest but they 
will keep turning their heads to watch Maur
een Stapleton. Even mute she conveys the^ 
noise inside Birdie. How does she do it? 

1. Review, May 

2. Review, May 

3. WABC-TV Ch. 

4. "Simplicity 
1981, pp. 4-5. 

8, 1981, p. 28. 

12, 1981, p. 30. 

7, May 8, 1981. 

is the Key to her Art." June 21 
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Austin Pendleton, director of this 1981 revival, 

offers: 

Maureen's work is very original. She works with 
great simplicity. She was not physically or 
otherwise right for Birdie. However, the Birdie 
we saw in that third act .has never been approached 
by another actress who ever played the role. Mau
reen's work is so carefully considered. She is 
affected even by her position on stage, parti
cularly her position in relation to the other 
actors. I didn't think Maureen was right for Bir
die when I agreed to direct the show, but Lillian 
Hellman was extremely anxious to have Maureen play 
the part. When I explained my feelings to Lillian 
she called Maureen right in my presence and told her 
how I felt. I was terribly embarrassed, but Mau
reen offered to read for me. After she had read 
the third act, as a matter of fact, before she had 
even finished, I knew I would get a dimension from 
her in the role that had never been achieved. She's 
like a blues singer, she feels what the role needs 
and goes with it. Her work is pensive and emotion
al. Intellectualizing, Maureen feels, is an enemy 
to her work. She did resist some direction which 
I gave her, but, and I say this with admiration, 
if whe had done it as I told her to I don't believe 
she would have been as good in the role as she was. 
She takes in everything early in rehearsals. In the 
third act she broke all the blocking which I had set 
and she evolved her own. We, therefore, reblocked 
the entire act to accomodate hers, which thcugh tho
roughly unorthodox, was very innovative and exciting. 
Maureen was in motion all the time, she moved all 
over the stage. She went behind people, around 
them in ways I never even thought of and it made 
the act extremely powerful. The pain which Maureen 
showed as Birdie, was so painful. Maureen can re
late to things in a way that is primary and physi
cal. She evolves her work organically, and Maureen 
listens. She hears the other actors. An actor 
can have a hundred defects, but he must be a 
good listener, and Maureen is a good listener. 



. . . I am an actor as well as a director, 
love doing both. But I think that I have 
learned more about acting from directing Mau 
reen than from any other actor I know.l 

1. Pendleton, interview. 



CHAPTER 5 

MAUREEN STAPLETON PERFORMS NEIL SIMON 

Prior to 1968, Maureen Stapleton was primarily 

associated and identified with"playing the role of the 

tragic heroine. Brooks Atkinson wrote "no one in the 

theatre has played a loser better . . . her best acting 

has been of characters who do not succeed.""'" With her 

1968 appearance in Plaza Suite, a play by America's 

2 "most brilliant writer of comedy," Neil Simon, Miss 

Stapleton demonstrated a new side and dimension to her 

acting skills. 

The actress's acceptance of her role in Plaza 

Suite was determined largely, she says, by her desire 

to appear in a Neil Simon play, to work with director 

Mike Nichols, and to appear opposite George C. Scott, an 

actor with whom she had never worked before. Miss Staple-

ton says of Scott, "I must admit, George is a bit formi-

1. Brooks Atkinson, Broadway, (New York: Mac-
Millan Publishing Co., Inc. 1970), p. 520. 

2. Richard Watts, "Theatre," New York Post, 
December 14, 1970, p. 42. 
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dable, and at first I was a little afraid of him . . . 

but he's really a pussycat and he became my Rock of 

Gibraltar.""^ 

The action of Plaza Suite takes place in a suite 

of rooms at the Plaza Hotel and is comprised of three in

dividual playlets. In each, Maureen Stapleton and George 

C. Scott played the central characters requiring both ac

tors to be on stage for the duration of the play. Miss 

Stapleton explains this can become a taxing experience, 

and because the action in the play concerned her and 

Scott primarily, during the rehearsal process they ex

perimented with different ways of working the same scene. 

Miss Stapleton relates an amusing story about one of 

Scott's ideas. She says: 

I remember early in rehearsal that George came 
in one day and told Mike he wanted to try some
thing new. I think it was for the second act. 
What it was, that he wanted, was to play the 
whole act off stage. The whole second act! I 
think we were supposed to run across the stage, 
shout at one another and then run off into a 
closet and complete the entire act off stage. 
Mike hadn't said anything to me so I kept sig
nalling him from the stage, but instead of re
sponding he just said, 'O.K. let's try it.' 
We played it George's way over and over again 
all day. When rehearsals were over I took Mike 
aside and I said, 'I know George is a great 
actor, I know he is a great brain, but I want 
to tell you something, there is no way, just 
no way that I am going to play an entire act 

1. Robert Wahls, "Footlights," Daily News, 
January 3, 1971, p. 37. 



off stage. Mike said, 'Of course not!' 'So why 
did we rehearse it that way all day?' I said. 
'I have to give him enough rope, and you watch, 
he'll come in tomorrow and agree that it can't 
be done.' I said, 'So why didn't you give me a 
high sign?' Mike answered, 'In front of George, 
are you kidding?' Sure enough, the next day 
George came in and said we should go back to the 
old way we were doing the scene. ^You see, Mike 
really knew how to handle George. 

The actress explains more about what took place 

during the rehearsal process for Plaza Suite: 

•' . . .They are both such brilliant men, Mike and 
George. George has almost a photographic memory. 
He can look at some pages and then he knows 
them. Not me, I felt like the token dummy in the 
show. I'd say to both of them, 'Hey fellas, wait 
for me, you guys are brilliant and I'm not so 
fast.' Somehow I had a lot of trouble with learn
ing my lines for Plaza Suite. And when you are 
doing Neil Simon the lines have to be exact. If 
you go off, the rhythm goes off. I'd paraphrase 
in rehearsals. I'd say, *1 just got my breath,' 
and there would be this yell from Mike from the 
back of the house (never from Neil), 'I FINALLY 
CAUGHT my breath.' It's a little thing, but 
'finally caught' is better, more specific . . . 
George was always asking me where he should sit 
or be on stage at a particular time and I would 
tell him, 'I really don't care where you sit 
George, it really doesn't matter to me. I really 
never had any strong opinions with George or Mike, 
except about playing an entire act off stage, no 
way was I ever going to do that.2 

Mike Nichols said of his two stars in Plaza 

1. Stapleton, interview. 

2. Ibid. 
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Although Miss Stapleton and Mr. Scott were known 
as Method actors, they never got into skull-
sessions or motivation or inner truth sessions 
in rehearsals. They just went out and did it, 
and all I had to do was sit there and say, mar
velous, do it some more.l 

Plaza Suite, produced by Saint-Subber, opened on 

Broadway on February 14, 1968 at the Plymouth Theatre. 

Miss Stapleton was praised for her comedic talents and 

range. John Chapman reported, "These playlets are wonder

fully funny and they are marvelously acted by Maureen 

2 Stapleton and George C. Scott." 

Richard Watts wrote, "with George C. Scott and 

Maureen Stapleton, it should come as no surprise at all 

that the result is a wonderfully happy and gratifying 

3 evening of sheer entertainment." In the Wall Street 

Journal Richard P. Cooke commented: 

Lest all the credit for Plaza Suite go to the 
writer and director, it must be said that 
George C. Scott and Maureen Stapleton, usually 
associated with more weighty dramas, are marve
lous. Mr. Scott uncovers a great flair for 
farce, and Miss Stapleton, about as far as pos
sible from her characterization in The Rose Tattoo 

1. Dan Sullivan, "Comedy Success No Joke to Miss 
Stapleton," The New York Times, February 16, 1968, p. 29. 

2. Daily News, review, February 16, 1968, p. 34. 

3. New York Post, review, February 16, 1968, p. 27. 



46 

here plays a succession of surburban matrons 
with stimulating gusto. She is a warm rather 
than a brittle comedienne, which is all to 
the good.l 

Miss Stapleton in response to the seeming, de

lighted surprise expressed over her comedic talents and 

abilities in Plaza Suite comments: 

I don't think tragedy and comedy are that far 
apart. You start from the same place . . . 
it's just that comedy is so much more precise 
... I don't act differently in Simon than I 
did in Williams, Hellman or Sean 0'Casey.2 

Perhaps what lies behind Miss Stapleton's comments 

is the knowledge that though Mr. Simon's work has often 

been referred to and considered "laugh machine" material 

filled with "one-liners," his plays also have in them 

under-currents of seriousness. Walter Kerr writing of 

Simon's serious side said: 

Whenever a playwright manages to be hilariously 
funny all night long—and Neil Simon manages 
to hilariously funny all night long in Plaza 
Suite—he is in immediate danger of being con
descended to . . .is the trace of seriousness 
spurious? . . . one of the crazy mistakes we 
make in the contemporary theater is that of sup
posing that if something is serious at all it 
must be thoroughly, thumping serious . . . 
there are small truths . . . comic truths which 
can be accommodated in a quip.3 

Miss Stapleton offers some further comments on 

playing comedy: 

1. Review, February 16, 1968, p. 22. 

2. Stapleton, interview. 

3. "Simon's Funny—Don't LaughSunday Times, 
February 18, 1968, p. 32. 



Comedy is so marvelous. Sometimes I think it's 
pure mathematics. You establish certain things, 
like laughs for example and then they come at 
the same place every night, every time. However, 
I remember after Plaza Suite was running for a 
while I lost a solid built-in laugh. I just lost 
it*. I tried everything I knew to get it back but 
it just wouldn't come, it was lost. So I called 
Mike and asked him to come in to watch the show 
and see if he could tell me what to do. He did and 
when he came back he said, 'Just take the second 
half of the sentence an octave lower.' I did what 
he said. You know, the laugh came back! He's so 
smart and has such an infallible ear.l 

For her work in Plaza Suite Miss Stapleton was 

nominated for a Best Actress "Tony" Award. When Plaza 

Suite was made into a film a number of years later Miss 

Stapleton appeared in the film. Her work in this film 

will be discussed in a succeeding chapter. 

The second Simon play in which Miss Stapleton ap 

peared was The Gingerbread Lady in 197 0. Before opening 

on Broadway the play was plagued with script problems, 

and after the New York rehearsal period the show was 

taken to. Boston for a pre-Broadway tryout. Miss Staple-

ton comments on the Boston experience: 

I loved it (the play) and it came as quite a 
shock to me in Boston that the audience didn't. 
They really didn't like it. I think it was because 
of the language Evy used, it was really quite 
vulgar. So we lost them, and once you lose them 
(audience) for whatever reason, in this case be
cause of bad language they hated her (Evy). It 
was hard to cut out all the rough language because 
they were so much a part of the character. But we 

1. Stapleton, interview. 
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cut it out in the beginning of the play and 
then sort of spoon fed them. Once they got 
to like it then I could say anything. You 
just couldn't come out and hit them with 
(censored) because then they just groaned and 
it was tough. I don't know too much about 
writing, but I know when something is too long 
or when anything obvious is wrong. Doc (Simon) 
was really bothered. He told me, 'I don't know 
how to fix it. If this were a straight comedy 
I could go home tonight and fix it up but with 
this one I just don't know what to do.' So 
we officially closed in Boston. But Doc took 
a train back to New York and did write a whole 
new third act. We were all called and told 
that we were going to take another week and 
put in the new third act. Certain things that 
were cut we missed, but it becomes a whole new 
ball game so you just go on.l 

To Tom Burke of the New York Times Miss Stapleton 

commented: 

We were worried, but we trusted each other tot
ally. Bob Moore is a painstaking director, a 
very sweet man, and Doc Simon is one of the 
gentlest gentlemen. Let me find the note he 
wrote me on opening. Here, listen, 'Dear Mau
reen, if it weren't for your talent, dedication, 
inspiration and complete love for this play, I 
could have been in Barbados for the last six 
weeks. ' 2 

About learning her lines for this play, the act

ress offers: 

Neil Simon says everything so right that you 
just don't ever paraphrase. You try to say and 
remember lines exactly as he has written them. 
So you have to drill and go over each part again 
and again to get it just as he wrote them. I 

1. Ibid. 

2. "And a Terrific Tap Dancer," January 3, 1971, 
pp. 25-27. 



remember once during the rehearsals I asked a 
friend of mine to cue me and I was having 
trouble with the lines. I was paraphrasing 
a lot and and I said, 'Just let me get through 
it.' My friend said, "No, nol It says on this 
script, Maureen Stapleton in The Gingerbread 
Lady, not The Gingerbread Lady by Maureen Staple-
ton. 1 . . . You know, a famous philosopher once 
said, 'If it ain't on the page, it ain't on the 
stage.' . . . anyway Neil's way was always better 
than any way I could think up, which is why he's 
a writer and I'm an actress.! 

The play, it was rumored, was written by Neil 

Simon as a parallel to Miss Stapleton's off-stage life. 

Other rumors held that The Gingerbread Lady was based 

on the life of Judy Garland. To both these rumors Miss 

Stapleton commented: 

I don't think Doc Simon meant either of these 
when he wrote the play. I knew Judy, she was 
a great woman. She was a super-star and Evy 
is just a woman who sings in clubs. Anyway, 
what does it matter if the play is about Judy 
or Genghis Khan if it's a good play? I can 
honestly tell you that the subject of Judy 
never came up at rehearsals even once, not 
once. As for Evy being me I guess, well I may 
have had a drinking problem, but, never, never 
when I worked. And Evy couldn't work. So 
this isn't my story, not by a country mile. 
And, nobody, nobody can rehearse, try out and 
play a different role from themselves eight 
times a week and be a real problem drinker. 
Another thing, Evy tells her daughter to get 
out. Never would I do that. Nobody could 
take my kids away from me. That drunk I will 
never get! I would die for them!2 

1. Stapleton, interview. 

2. Jerry Tallmer, "The Icing on The Ginger
bread," New York Post, January 10, 1971, p, 26. . 
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The Gingerbread Lady opened on December 13, 197 0 

at the Plymouth Theatre in New York. The play was pro

duced by Saint-Subber and directed by Robert Moore. 

Henry Hewes in Saturday Review wrote: 

Simon's new play, The Gingerbread Lady was in its 
first conception at least—a sort of tragedy with 
wisecracks. The tragedy was that of Evy Meara, 
a pop songstress who has become a dipso-nympho
maniac and is destroying herself. . . Miss Staple-
ton delivers a totally honest interpretation 
of an extraordinary woman who sees too clearly 
through everyone's weaknesses, including her own. 
As with many amusing alcoholics, her funny respon
ses stem from a well-placed mistrust of sentiment
ally held illusions and romantic notions. This is 
a very genuine kind of comedy, and Miss Stapleton 
is so good at it that she almost made the play 
work.1 

Douglas Watt of the Daily News described Miss 

Stapleton's performance, "Miss Stapleton is a joy. She 

plays a middle-aged alcoholic . . . Stapleton is at the 

2 top of her form." And Clive Barnes wrote about Miss 

Stapleton as Evy Meara, "Maureen Stapleton as the bat

tered, baffled lush thrush has probably the best part of 

3 her career and she is terrific." 

John O'Connor in his review said: 

The play has the benefit of Maureen Stapleton, 
one of the most gifted actresses in America. 

1. "The Theatre," January 9, 1971, p. 4. 

2. Review, December 14, 1970, p. 18. 

3. Review, New York Times, December 14, 1970, 
p. 58. 



Miss Stapleton would probably be brilliant 
in a reading of stock market quotations.1 

Edwin Newman told his television audience: 

"If you want to hear Neil Simon's latest lines and see 

2 Maureen Stapleton cutting loose, this is the show." 

And Leonard Harris on WCBS-TV proclaimed to his viewers, 

3 "Maureen Stapleton is terrific." 

For her performance in The Gingerbread Lady Miss 

Stapleton won the 1971 "Tony" for Best Performance by 

an actress in a play. The actress comments about winning 

this award, "It's nice and it's fun. But if you don't 

win, you don't go out and slit your throat. After all, 

4 it's not the Nobel Peace Prize." 

Miss Stapleton holds playwright Simon in esteem, 

and the playwright shares an admiration for the actress's 

work on the stage. In a letter responsing to an inquiry 

concerning his association with Miss Stapleton, Mr. Simon 

wrote: 

Dear Ms. Rosen, In response to your letter, I'm 
not quite sure what you mean that Ms. Stapleton's 
work in "Plaza Suite" and "Gingerbread Lady" was 
a departure from her 'usual' work. In both plays 
she was called upon to do high comedy and deeply 
moving and dramatic performances, the sort of work 
she has done all her life. In my opinion, there is 

1. Review, Wall Street Journal, December 15, 1970, 
p. 22. 

2. NBC, 4 TV, December 13, 197 0. 

3. December 13, 1970 

4. Stapleton, interview. 



very little outside of Ms. Stapleton's range. For 
all of the magnificent so called "serious" work 
she had done in the theatre, I know of no actress 
who personally has a greater and more intelligent 
sense of humor than Maureen. She is one of the 
few people who can make me laugh at will. Her 
humour, like my own, is self- deprecating and 
she is quite willing to share her feelings and 
vulnerabilities through her expressions of wit. 
As to her acting, I don't think I can add much 
to the accolades heaped upon her from critics 
and audiences alike. It has been a privelege 
for me to have her perform in my plays. She is 
unique and not many like Maureen pass our way. 
She is simply one of America's greatest actres
ses. Most sincerely, 

Neil Simon. 

1. Personal correspondence, September 25, 1982. 



CHAPTER 6 

MAUREEN STAPLETON PERFORMS OTHER AMERICAN PLAYWRIGHTS AND 
CLASSICAL WORKS 

George Tabori's The Emperor's Clothes, a play 

based on the children's story, opened at the Barrymor^ 

Theater on February 9, 1953. The play was directed by 

Harold Clurman and Maureen Stapleton played the role of 

Bella, the mother. Mr. Tabori's literary style was poor

ly received and garnered mixed reviews. Miss Stapleton, 

as Bella, received praise for her performance. Richard 

Watts wrote, "... a splendid performance by Maureen 

Stapleton . . . superb.""1" 

William Hawkins in The World Telegram wrote; 

Whoever chose to be wary of falling abjectly 
for Maureen Stapleton's performance in The 
Rose Tattoo can surrender without compunction 
to her acting here. As the mother she plays 
authentically a Chekhovian creature of gentle
ness and fantasy.^ 

Walter Kerr's criticism, however, indicated Miss 

Stapleton's performance suffered because of Tabori1s 

writing. Kerr said, "Maureen Stapleton as a bewildered 

1. New York Post, review, February 10, 1953, p. 36. 

2. Review, February 10, 1953, p. 26. 
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mother suffers most from the rambling, impressionistic, 

utterly untheatrical literary style.""'" 

And Miss Stapleton's reactions are these: 

In The Emperor's Clothes I knew I was way off. 
I don't know exactly how far off I was, but I 
was off. I was supposed to play this middle 
Europa, semi-rich lady from an intellectual 
family, and I just had no frame of reference 
for the part. The author had me saying lines 
which were just wrong for me. I went around 
saying 'je vous emprise' all the time. I don't 
even know what that means now, but I know that 
the whole play came to a screeching halt every 
time 'je vous emprise' came out of my mouth. 
Finally they decided to take the line out of 
the script. Thank God! Honestly, I never knew 
what I was doing in that play. I guess I can 
say it now, but couldn't then, it was so bad! 
One critic wrote, and I knew exactly what he 
meant, 'Miss Stapleton plays the part as if she 
hadn't even signed the contract with the pro
ducers. 2 

Arthur Miller's The Crucible had already been 

running for six months at the Martin Beck Theater on 

Broadway when Maureen Stapleton on July 1, 1953 replaced 

the actress who was playing Elizabeth Proctor. This was 

the actress's first and only association with playwright 

3 Miller's work on Broadway. As Elizabeth Proctor, Miss 

Stapleton played opposite E.G. Marshall in the role of 

1. New York Herald Tribune, review, February 10 
1953, p. 28. 

2. Stapleton, interview. 

3. Miss Stapleton appeared in the role of Bea
trice in the filmed version of Miller's View From the 
Bridge in 1962. 
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John Proctor. Of their performance in the play, Brooks 

Atkinson wrote: 

Marshall and Maureen Stapleton lack the sense of 
intellectual clarity that Arthur Kennedy and 
Beatrice Straight brought to the roles. But Mr. 
Marshall and Miss Stapleton indicate a rustic 
sincerity of character that makes the drama seem 
more homely or personal.1 

Miss Stapleton appeared in two Shakespeare plays 

on the Broadway stage. Her first appearance was in An

tony and Cleopatra with Katherine Cornell in 1946, and 

the second, under Margaret Webster's direction in Richard 

III in 1953. The actress was cast in the role of Anne. 

Richard III opened at the New York City Center theater 

on December 9, 1953. Brooks Atkinson wrote about Miss 

Stapleton's Anne, "There are other perceptive episodes 

in this production . . . Miss Stapleton as Anne, is one, 

lamenting the murder of her husband in one of the play's 

2 early scenes." 

William Hawkins wrote, "Maureen Stapleton had 

energetic excitement for the strong and difficult scene 

3 of Anne's at the beginning of the play." And Robert 

Coleman said in his critique, "Maureen Stapleton as Anne 

has some excellent moments, though her voice is a bit 

1. New York Times, review, July 2, 1953, p. 34. 

2. Ibid., December 10, p. 29. 

3. New York World-Telegram, review, December 10, 
1953, p. 31. 



shrill and her movements at times a bit unsure." 

Prior to this production, Miss Stapleton had never 

worked under a woman director. The actress describes 

the experience: 

I would never think of separating women directors 
from men directors. I haven't worked with that 
many women directors since working with Margaret. 
I guess because there just aren't that many around. 
I don't think there was a difference in how Margaret 
worked than how a man director works. She was real 
good at what she did. She had done so many things 
before. I think we only had two weeks rehearsals 
for the show. She was efficient as I can remember 
and she was very easy to be with. She was very 
good, just, good!2 

In 1954 Maureen Stapleton was given the opportun

ity to appear in another classical work. The actress was 

cast as Masha, the passionate realist in a world of fools 

and dreamers in Anton Chekhov's The Sea Gull, a part she 

had previously played under Robert Lewis' direction at 

the Actors Studio. The 1954 production of Chekhov's play 

opened on May 11 at the Phoenix Theatre and received glow

ing reviews. Miss Stapleton's Masha was praised for mak

ing the Chekhov piece a worthwhile evening of theatre. 

Walter Kerr wrote: 

A third personal success is registered by Maureen 
Stapleton, the bitter but infinitely realistic 
daughter of an estate-keeper. Though this girl 

1. Daily Mirror, interview, December 10, 1953, 
p. 36. 

2. Stapleton, interview. 
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is in mourning for her life' and given to light
ly tragic posturing, she is earthy, pungent, and 
sharply aware. Miss Stapl'eton outlines these 
contrasts very graphically, then ties them to
gether into a believable whole.1 

William Hawkins commented, "... of the more 

successful characterizations is that of Maureen Stapleton 

2 as Masha." And Brooks Atkinson said, "As Masha, the 

lovesick daughter of the estate manager, Maureen Staple-

ton is admirable also. She catches both the humor and 

3 the despair without making a big point of either." 

S.N. Behrman's The Cold Wind and the Warm was 

first performed on December 3, 1958. The play opened at 

the Morosco Theatre,.and was directed by Harold Clurman. 

This was the fourth Broadway association of director 

Clurman and Maureen Stapleton. In this play, the actress 

played Ida, a Molly Goldberg type character with a passion 

for matchmaking. 

Kenneth Tynan said: 

Behrman's relatives are all designed to accord with 
the popular theatrical image of Jews as warmhearted 
clowns who get their sentences back to front. One 
of them is a match-maker aunt, played with uproar
ious, upholstered aplomb by Maureen Stapleton who 
can cock an eyebrow and purse a lip with more wit 

1. New York Herald Tribune, review, March 12, 1954, 
p. 29. 

2. New York World-Telegram, review, March 12, 1954, 
p. 32. 

3. New York Times, review, March 12, 1954, p. 40. 
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than many actresses find in the whole of Oscar 
Wilde.1 

Reflecting on Miss Stapleton's ability to ap

proach the proper ethnic proportions for the part, John 

Chapman wrote, "Miss Stapleton gets just the right timing 

into her lines, whether she is answering the telephone by 

demanding, 'And so who are you?' or giving Wallach a 

2 scolding, 'Educated you are—bright you are not.'" 

Miss Stapleton comments on her approach to play

ing ethnic roles: 

There is a kind of universality to all of them. 
Also, it depends on what the role calls for. I 
don't or can't do a French, German or English 
accent. I suppose I could learn. But the neigh
borhood I grew up in had Italian, Irish and Jew
ish. Those rhythms are in your head pretty much. 
That's why they come easier than French or any 
others.3 

Walter Kerr wrote about Miss Stapleton's Ida: 

It is an honest and expansive pleasure to 
watch Maureen Stapleton as matchmaker for a 
Jewish neighborhood and foster-mother to prac
tically everyone in sight, turn a speculative 
eye on an attractive and available spinster 
... it is also great fun to listen to Miss 
Stapleton announce her own candid rule for em
otional attachments, 'I'm not in love till I 
find out if I'm loved back.'4 

1. Curtains, (New York: Atheneum, 1961), p. 292. 

2. Daily News, review, December 9, 1958, p. 16. 

3. Stapleton, interview. 

4. New York Herald Tribune, review, December 9, 
1958, p. 27. 
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In February 1970 Maureen Stapleton appeared in 

a short-lived Broadway production of the comedy Norman 

is that You?. About her role in the production, Miss 

Stapleton says, "I was so sorry that Norman is that You? 

only stayed around for such a short time. Now, that was 

an acting part'. I was on the stage for less than half 

an hour. What a lovely jobl""^ 

Norman is that You? was directed by George Abbott 

about whom Stapleton comments: 

George Abbott is an absolute genius when it 
comes to comedy. He is able to illustrate how 
to get a laugh and it will happen every time. 
Sometimes in comedy you can get a laugh at 
three different places in one line or sentence. 
You might think it is only at the end of the 
line but actually you find that there are three 
in one line. The trick is to get all you can, 
but you have to find out where they are. In 
one case that I can remember in Norman I said 
the second half of a sentence with my back to 
the audience and it brought the second laugh 
for that line. It feels so good to discover 
where the laughs are. George knows just how to 
do it. He would say something like, 'Walk be
hind the couch, stop at the third pillow, look 
down, count two, look up and say the line.' 
You know, it worked all the time. He's a gen
ius as I said. Also in comedy, the lines or 
laughs you think you might get, and that you 
thought were so funny and laughed at in re
hearsals, the audience doesn't think are so 
funny at all, and sometimes what you don't 
think is very funny will bring your biggest 
laugh.2 

1. Stapleton, interview 

2. Ibid. 



Richard Watts felt Miss Stapleton's talents 

were not used to their fullest. He wrote, "Maureen 

Stapleton comes on briefly in the last act as the mother 

and is wasted on an unimportant role.11"'" 

In 1972 the actress appeared in a revival of 

Clifford Odets1 The Country Girl, a play written in the 

1940's and first performed on Broadway in 1950. The 

play deals with the problems of a middle-aged actor, a 

drunk and a failure who is trying to make his theatrical 

comeback. He is encouraged by a young, cocky director, 

and is strongly supported by his understanding, long-

suffering wife. An attraction between the director and 

the wife is alluded to in the script but never fully de

velops in the action of the play. The 1972 revival orig 

inated at Kennedy Center in Washington and arrived at 

the Billy Rose Theater on Broadway for a limited run on 

March 15, 1972. The play was directed by John Houseman. 

As the wife Georgie Elgin, Miss Stapleton drew 

mixed notices. From Brendon Gill came this reaction, 

"Maureen Stapleton is splendid in the role; she brings 

far more intelligence and subtlety to the character than 

2 one can discover in the lines she utters." 

1. New York Post, review, February 20, 1970, 
p. 32. 

2. New Yorker, March 25, 1972, p. 106. 



Charles and Stori MacPhee's reactions were 

these: 

. . . Maureen Stapleton is so terribly miscast. 
No one can deny that Miss Stapleton is one of 
America's great actresses, and in so far as her 
acting is concerned, she turns in an excellent 
performance as Georgie, strong-willed wife of 
alcoholic actor Frank Elgin. However, Georgie 
as conceived by author Clifford Odets, is phys
ically, an aging ingenue, who quite conceivably 
could have been Miss America a few years ago. 
As fine an actress as Miss Stapleton is, she is 
not an ingenue type. It is therefore difficult 
to accept the physical relationship between 
Georgie and the director Bernie who looks and 
acts like a not-so-jaded juvenile.! 

T.E. Kalem wrote: 

Unfortunately, Maureen Stapleton still seems to 
be playing The Gingerbread Lady. She is a jit
tery bundle of nerves rather than the tough 
stoic she ought to be, and her matronly appear
ance short-circuits what should be an electric
ally charged love interest between her and 
Grizzard.2 

Harold Clurman wrote: 

The creative impact of the play is entirely 
Maureen Stapleton's . . . Stapleton is so 
moving because we perceive in her Georgie an 
extreme vulnerability that is transformed in
to great strength. What lends her strength 
is richness of feeling, always a source of 
power. Maureen Stapleton has enormous resour
ces of sentience, the only treasure a person 
must possess to achieve truly human worth.3 

1. Our Town, "Family on the Aisle," March 31 
1972, p. 17. 

2. Time, "Sudsy Whiff of Humanity," March 27 
1972, p. 35. 

3. The Nation, April 3, 1972, p. 51. 
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Toward the close of 1972, Maureen Stapleton 

appeared again on Broadway in Paul Zindel's The Secret 

Affairs of Mildred Wild. Martin Gottfried wrote of this 

association: 

Ms. Stapleton finally accepted the third play 
Zindel wrote for her. (She should have grabbed 
the first--The Effect of Gamma Rays on Man-in-
the Moon Marigolds.) This play makes a tag hag 
or her. As both actress and human being, she 
deserves better.1 

Miss Stapleton says of Mildred Wild, "It wasn't 

a success, but it was great fun. It was really a mish

mash but I thought a lot of the script was wonderfully 

funny."2 

In the play, Miss Stapleton plays a movie addict 

who has not only seen 3,000 movies, but lives with her in

valid husband in the back of their Greenwich Village candy 

store where she has a 40 year accumulation of movie maga

zines. Mildred's fantasizing leads her to dreams of par

ticipating in such films as Gone with the Wind, King Kong, 

and affords the actress, as Mildred, the opportunity to 

dance and sing in a Shirley Temple sequence. 

The Secret Affairs of Mildred Wild opened on 

November 14, 1972 at the Ambassador Theater. Almost un-

1. Women's Wear Daily, November 17, 1972, p. 29-

2. Stapleton, interview. 
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animously, Zindel's third effort as a playwright was 

poorly received. Miss Stapleton's performance received 

mild praise. Martin Gottfried wrote: 

Ms. Stapleton plays her role frantically, trying 
to be funny, given the material, it is impossible. 
Having no character to play within the script's 
dialog, and allowed by her director to choose 
frenzy over insight, she often speaks too fast to 
be comprehensible and is nearly always strident. 
My respect for her great talent remains.1 

T.E. Kalem offered, "Maureen Stapleton tries to 

enliven these proceedings with her patented brand of 

chicken-coop hysteria which is in fact becoming a thea-

2 trical hazard." Douglas Watt commented, "All we have 

is Maureen Stapleton valiantly at work trying to pump 

energy into an insubstantial farce-fantasy.and, as 

3 good as she is, she can't bring it to life." 

Throughout her career, Miss Stapleton has appeared 
i 

wifch various regional and college theatre companies. 

In 1974 the actress appeared at the Mark Taper Forum in 

Los Angeles in Sean 0'Casey's Juno and the Paycock. In 

1976 she travelled to Santa Fe, New Mexico to appear in 

Samuel Beckett's Waiting for Godot in a college produc

tion directed by Kim Stanley. Miss Stapleton as artist-

1. Women's Wear Daily, November 17, 1972, p. 29. 

2. Time, November 27, 1972, p. 47. 

3. Daily News, review, November 15, 1972, p. 42. 



in-residence played Estrogan (GoGo). Cast along with 

Miss Stapleton were two other women in the generally 

performed all male roles. Miss Stapleton describes 

the experience: 

Kim Stanley and I go back a long way. We are 
good and old friends. She is teaching now at 
a college in New Mexico. In 1976 she called 
me and asked if I would come out to do a show 
with her students. I told Kim I would do any
thing she wanted. She told me that she was 
planning to do Waiting for Godot with women 
in the male roles. I said, 'Wait a minute, 
can we go back where you asked me would I 
come out?1 I told her that I'm like tone 
deaf when it comes to plays like Godot. There 
are just a whole group of those kinds of plays 
and playwrights that I make no connection with. 
I saw Godot with Bert Lahr and E.G. Marshall. 
I guess that's as good acting as you can get, 
right? But, that play baffles me, I don't re
spond to it. Kim assured me that she under
stood the play and not to worry about it. So 
I told her that if she was sure that she want
ed to do it and wanted me for it I'd come out 
and give it a shot . . . Kim knew the play in
side out, and she has a sort of thing about 
the play. She had subtexts and all kinds of 
things going. I realized after a couple of 
weeks there, that if I said anything negative 
about the play she would get just furious. 
When I told her that I really didn't understand 
something she exploded and got furious. Just 
furious! I realized that she was taking my re
action to the play personally and it was then 
that I told her, 'Kim, I really don't know what 
this play is all about.' She said, 'Of course 
you do.' I said, 'My hand to God, I swear on 
my children's lives, I don't get it!' Finally 
I asked her to just show me what to do, do it 
for me once. But she didn't want to give me 
any line readings, she was against that. Finally 
she did and while I watched her I wished she 
were going to do the part instead of me. She 
really knew what the hell she was doing. We only 
did the play for four performances and Kim was 
really the keeper of the flame for Beckett. 
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She would worry that if something was just not 
so, Beckett scholars would know right away. 
I wondered how many Beckett scholars she was 
talking about or who would be in our four night 
audiences ... it all came off fine though 
. . . I just love Kim Stanley.1 

After a year's run at the Golden Theater, on 

September 5, 1978, Maureen Stapleton replaced Jessica 

Tandy in the two character play The Gin Game. E.G. 

Marshall had replaced Miss Tandy's husband Hume Cronyn. 

Richard Eder said of the two replacements, "The Gin Game 

loses something of its power. Cronyn-Tandy were an over

whelming experience; Marshall-Stapleton are an interesting 

one."^ 

Aside from comparisons, Miss Stapleton had other 

trepidations about stepping into the two-role play. 

One of biggest problems the actress encountered with 

this show was the two actors having to go through the mo

tions of playing out 14 hands of gin rummy during the 

course of the play. The actress recounts, "When the 

hands are dealt, being a card player, you're tempted 

to really play instead of listening and following the 

script. You tend to forget where you are and if you go 

off, there's no way, no way of getting back to the 

3 script." The production management provided a tiny 

1. Stapleton, interview. 

2. New York Times, November 22, 1978. 

3. William Glover, reprint, The San Diego Union, 
October 15, 1978. 



ear radio which could relay every line dialogue, a 

device which Miss Stapleton had never used before while 

performing. She comments: 

I decided to go without it because then you 
have to make the extra, terrible effort to 
stay right. Technically this was the rough
est part I have ever had to play. I would 
go over the play before every performance.! 

Miss Stapleton accepts roles as they come and is 

realistic about her own capabilities. Though she has 

played classical roles she does not express a special 

yearning to play a particular classical part. She" offers: 

There are many roles I am not able to play. 
I once tried to do Regina and I couldn't. 
Lots of actresses can play her better. It's 
tough enough to get a job in this insane 
business, why suffer or say you'll die if 
you can't play St. Joan? ... I find stay
ing alive a full-time job. You develop a 
special talent for hanging on.2 

By Miss Stapleton's own admission she prefers to 

play roles for which she has frame of reference. Evi

dence is her reaction to The Emperor's Clothes and Wait

ing for Godot. Her versatility, however, is demonstrated 

by the variety of plays and roles she has successfully 

performed, and while Miss Stapleton is associated primar

ily with American drama, this chapter illustrates her 

success also with Chekhov and Shakespeare. Although Miss 

Stapleton expresses no preference for playing classical 

parts, in performing them she brings to the work quali

ties which are unique to her acting style. 

1. Ibid. 

2. Ibid. 



CHAPTER 7 

MAUREEN STAPLETON PERFORMS IN FILMS AND ON TELEVISION 

In addition to Miss Stapleton's stage perform

ances, the actress has appeared in thirteen motion pic

tures, and has also made live and taped television ap

pearances. For her work on film and television the 

actress was nominated four times in each field for awards 

and won both an "Oscar" and an "Emmy." 

The first motion picture in which Miss Stapleton 

appeared was Lonelyhearts in 1959. This film was direc

ted by Vincent Donohue and had a script based on the 

Nathaniel West novel Miss Lonelyhearts. The Motion Pic

ture Academy of Arts and Sciences nominated the actress 

for her work in the film. In the February 6, 1959 issue 

of Commonweal, Philip T. Hartung said: 

Maureen Stapleton though in a brief appearance as 
one of the lonelyheart1s correspondents does an 
excellent portrayal. She plays the harridan whose 
complaints and lies about her crippled husband lead 
the lonelyheart1s writer played by Montgomery Clift 
into becoming an easy mark for seduction.1 

Moira Walsh in America said, "... prominently 

featured in the cast besides the two protagonists is the 

1. "The Screen," p. 520. 
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stage actress Maureen Stapleton who gives a stand-out 

performance as a nymphomaniac with a novel approach.""'' 

In 1960 Miss Stapleton appeared in the filmed ver

sion of Tennessee Williams' Orpheus Descending. The film 

was retitled The Fugitive Kind. On the stage Miss Staple-

ton created Lady Torrance, the leading role. However in 

the film, she was cast as Vee Talbot, a lesser character. 

Vee is a gentle, understanding visionary housewife whose 

sexual repressions are sublimated into religion. Bosley 

Crowther said, "Miss Stapleton's housewife is touching 

2 and sympathetic." 

Anna Magnani played Lady Torrance in the film. 

Miss Stapleton comments on the circumstances concerning 

Miss Magnani's and her own casting in The Fugitive Kind; 

Tennessee wrote The Rose Tattoo and Battle of 
Angels for Anna many years ago. Then he re
worked Battle and she refused to do both plays. 
When they were going to do The Fugitive Kind, 
Tennessee knowing that Anna was going to play 
Lady in the movie still wanted me to play 
Vee Talbot. People we both knew told me that 
Tennessee was afraid to ask me to do Vee. 
When he finally did ask me I told him I would 
be happy to do the part. I'm just not senti
mental about work. If I can't do the lead, I 
don't take my marbles and go home. Nonsense 
to that! Who cares? It's work, and work is 
work. . . I have great affection for Anna. The 
first day on the set she sent me flowers and 
came to my dressing room to talk. I told her I 
had no ill feelings about her doing Lady in 

1. March 28, 1959, p. 754. 

2. New York Times, review, April 15, 1960. 
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in the movie or for that matter her playing 
Serafina in the film version of Tattoo. We 
got on great, just great! 1 

Arthur Miller's View From the Bridge was made 

into a movie in 1962 with a screen play written by Norman 

Rosten and directed by Sidney Lumet. Maureen Stapleton 

was cast in the role of Beatrice Carbone the wife of 

the Brooklyn longshoreman Eddie Carbone. Bosley Crow-

ther wrote, "As the wife in this painful situation, Mau

reen Stapleton is warm with waiting love, aflutter with 

2 baffled desperation and gaunt with knowledge of fate." 

The actress comments on her association with both 

playwright Miller and director Lumet: 

I knew Arthur way before View From the Bridge. I 
had done his Crucible and also knew him socially 
for a real long time. Max, my then husband was 
general manager for Kermit Bloomgarten who pro
duced Death of a Salesman so I knew Arthur from 
then. Arthur is a raconteur—a great story tell
er .. . Sidney, I have worked with three times, 
I think. I like him very much. He's so very 
easy to work with and has so much energy, it's 
like he should be doing two movies at once. All 
the waiting around in movies is just not his 
style. Some people and directors can do that 
but I know that it drives him crazy. Sidney knows 
the camera and he is one of those directors you 
can totally rely on for everything. His eye and 
ear are infallible. He doesn't say much, but when 
he does you know something is wrong. Then he gives 
you a bit, will make it clear to you, and you can 
depend on him that it will be right.3 

1. Stapleton, interview.. 

2. New York Times, review, January 23, 1962. 

3. Stapleton, interview. 
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Bye, Bye Birdie, a 1963 film adapted from the 

stage musical of the same name was directed by George 

Sidney. Miss Stapleton was cast in the film as a posses

sive mother. A.H. Weiler in the New York Times wrote: 

"Maureen Stapleton was dragged in for farcical relief. 

Philip T. Hartung wrote: 

This picture's brightest surprise and joke is 
put over by deadly-serious Maureen Stapleton 
in space shoes and a fur coat doing a brilliant 
satire of a possessive mother. What this Bye, 
Bye Birdie needs is a little more taste and 
more light touches like the ones Miss Staple-
ton adds to offset its material.2 

In 1969 Maureen Stapleton quipped with an inter

viewer, "I have just spent three weeks in a graveyard, 

so I really have nothing snappy to say—just tell them 

3 
I'm unbelievabley sexy and beautiful." The three weeks 

the actress was referring to were those she had just spent 

filming one segment of a Truman Capote film entitled Tri

logy . In this film, Miss Stapleton plays Mary O'Meighan 

in a two character playlet opposite Martin Balsam. How

ard Thompson said of the two actors, "in a wistful conver

sation piece Miss Stapleton and Mr. Balsam are two stran

gers exchanging reminiscences and fragments of hopes and 

4 dreams. Both are splendid. 

1. Review, April 5, 1963. 

2. Commonweal, review, April 19, 1963, p. 524. 

3. Daphne Kraft, Newark Evening News, December 7, 
1969. ~ 

4. New York Times, review, November 7, 1969. 
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Eleven years after her first Academy nomination, 

Maureen Stapleton was nominated in 1970 for her work in 

the film Airport. This film was based on Arthur Hailey's 

novel of the same title and was directed and written by 

George Seaton. Pauline Kael wrote, "the only person who 

suggests a human being is Maureen Stapleton who manages 

to bring some intensity out of herself—certainly not 

from the lines.Joseph Morgenstern in Newsweek wrote, 

"Several actors do fill out the running time with expert 

performances; Maureen Stapleton as the mad bomber's wife 

2 creates two scenes of beautiful anguish." 

Discussing her participation in Airport Miss 

Stapleton told Daphne Kraft: 

I only have a small part. I hardly had anything 
to do. It's funny that I should be in a movie 
about airplanes—I don't fly. I just don't re
cognize Messrs. Wilbur and Orville Wright . . . 
You know, Carol Lawrence told me once that flying 
Air France was really great. I told her, 'Hell, 
I wouldn't even fly Air Christ.* 3 

Miss Stapleton comments about director Seaton: 

George Seaton was a marvelous, darling man and a 
wonderful director. Of course he is dead now. 
He not only would tell me what I was doing wrong 
but exactly how I could fix it. In the film I 
was supposed to run into the airport and look for 
my husband and then run down the aisle in the plane. 
I really don't remember what it was I did, but he 
sweetly called me aside and said, 'I don't know how 
to tell you this but when you look that wild or vi
olently on the stage it's o.k. but on film you look 

1. Deeper into Movies, (Boston: Little, Brown 
and Company, 1969), p. 137. 

2. March 14, 1970, pp. 102-104. 

3. Newark Evening News, December 7, 1979, p. 38. 
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as if you are crazy and not as if you are just 
looking for someone. He explained it all to 
me and then told me how to fix it by just look
ing a little longer in each direction and not 
so wildly. It worked. So not only did he know 
how to tell me it was wrong but how to fix it.l 

The movie Plaza Suite was released in 1971. In 

the film Miss Stapleton played only one of the women she 

had created on the stage. The film was patterned after 

the stage play and had three episodes each played by a 

different actress, whereas on the stage Miss Stapleton in

terpreted all three. Moira Walsh said, "The one vaguely 

sympathetic character is played that way by Maureen Staple-

2 ton." Vincent Canby wrote, "There is no way to explain 

the general dreariness of the film adaptation—acted by 

four performers gifted in the art of comedy, Walter Mathau, 

3 Maureen Stapleton, Barbara Harris and Lee Grant." 

For the next seven years Miss Stapleton did not 

appear in a motion picture. In 197 8 she appeared in two. 

The first 1978 film in which the actress was seen was 

Woody Allen's Interiors. For her work in this film she 

was nominated for an "Oscar" for Best Supporting Actress. 

Penelope Gilliott in The New Yorker wrote: "One of the 

best performances in this impeccably cast film is by 

4 
Maureen Stapleton as Pearl, Arthur's new love." 

1. Stapleton, interview. 

2. America, May 29, 1971, p. 579. 

3. New York Times, May 13, 1971, p. 46. 

4. August 7, 1978, p. 77. 
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Maureen Stapleton livens things up with her rather 
crudely written role. Here is the only role that 
isn't strictly thematic and you can feel the audi
ence awake from its torpor when she arrives on the 
scene and talks like a conventional stage charac
ter. 1 

Maureen Stapleton comments on director Woody Allen: 

He's a dear. So shy and so funny. God knows 
he's not a socializer. He's easy and great fun 
to work with. His ear is infallible. He is 
kind in his method of giving directions. He'll 
call you aside and whisper something he wants 
you to try. It is good working with him.2 

The second film in which Miss Stapleton appeared 

in 1978, The Runner Stumbles was adapted from Milan Stitt's 

play of the same name. Mr. Still wrote the screen adapta

tion. The movie was directed by Stanley Kramer and Mau

reen Stapleton was cast in the role of Mrs. Shandig, a 

middle-aged dedicated housekeeper. Milan Stitt writes: 

I wrote the part of Mrs. Shadig with Maureen Staple-
ton in mind. At the time we did the play I thought 
the part was too small to offer her the role on 
Broadway. But when I suggested her for the film to 
Stanley he jumped at the idea. I wrote the charac
ter with her in mind . . . occasionally there are 
artists who can flash lighning into dark corners 
of human experience through their uncompromising 
vulnerability, openness to anguish. Maureen Sta
pleton has done this for me more often than any 
other living actress. While it is common to hear 
how American artists burn themselves out, Maureen's 
maturing artistry is more and more in evidence.3 

1. When the Lights Go Down, (New York: Holt, Rine-
hart and Winston, 1975), pp. 438-39. 

2. Stapleton, interview. 

3. Horizon, "Games Maureen Plays," December, 
1978, p. 25. 
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And director Kramer said: 

I don't know how many first ladies of the American 
stage there are, but Maureen Stapleton is just 
about it. I think she's one of the great actres
ses of all time. I've never seen anyone with her 
facility. Maureen can cry on a cue at the same 
place for nine takes. She is a brilliant, consum
mate actress.1 

In 1979 Miss Stapleton appeared in a small role 

in Lost and Found a film starring Glenda Jackson and in 

1980 she filmed a comedy for 20th Century Fox called On 

the Right Track. In this film Miss Stapleton is called 

upon to take a bubble bath. The actress is said to have 

quipped on the set, "Be sure it's not too hot, boys, I 

don't want to come out looking like a lobster. Hey, 

come on more bubbles, it'll take a whole lot more to 

cover me . . . it's so gratifying to find a producer who 

still has respect for my body. Nobody asked me to take 

my clothes off before, except when I modeled at the Art 

2 Student's League." 

Miss Stapleton appeared in two films in 1981. The 

first was The Fan in which she played a small role. Later 

in the year she appeared in Warren Beatty's "Oscar" nomi

nated film Reds. In this film, Miss Stapleton played the 

part of Emma Goldman and was nominated for and won an 

"Oscar" for her performance. Judith Crist said, "Maureen 

Stapleton's Emma Goldman makes us long for more about this 

1. Worldwide Promotion and Publicity, October, 1979. 

2. Twentieth Century-Fox, Press release, 1980. 
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compassionate idealist whom she has created and with her 

performance left on us the deepest impression."^ 

However, Stanley Kaufman wrote: 

Maureen Stapleton is Emma Goldman—which is 
a difficult sentence to type. No screen play 
could do real justice to Goldman without cen
tering on her, but in proportion she is moder
ately well drawn in this script. Then the 
role of this Lithuanian-Jewish anarchist, this 
plowing battleship of a woman, was given to an 
Irish-American sentimentalist who seems to have 
trouble with long words.2 

And Robert Hatch wrote: 

I can mention here only a few of the players. 
Maureen Stapleton shows us Emma Goldman as an 
island of ironic sanity, a woman at ease with 
herself and strong enough to cut her losses. 
Since it is Stapleton who plays her, Goldman 
here is also possessed of an earthy bounce and 
humor.3 

In addition to the thirteen motion pictures in 

which Miss Stapleton has appeared, she has performed and 

been associated with television from the medium's infancy. 

In the early 1950's she appeared in live television pro

ductions on such early television programs as Curtain 

Call, Goodyear Playhouse, Philco Playhouse, Armstrong 

Circle Theatre, Studio One, Alcoa Hour, Kraft Theatre, 

Playhouse 90 and CBS TV Workshop. The actress has been 

1. Saturday Review, January 1982, p. 52. 

2. New Republic, "Warren Beatty's Triumph," 
December 16, 1981, p. 27. 

3. The Nation, January 16, 1982, p. 58. 
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nominated for "Emmy" .awards and won an "Emmy" for her 

performance as Best Actress in a Drama in the television 

play Among the Paths to Eden in 1968. 

The television roles for which Miss Stapleton re

ceived "Emmy" nominations are All The King's Men, seen in 

May of 1958 on NBC, For Whom the Bell Tolls, March 1959 

on CBS, Among the Paths to Eden, September 1967 on ABC, 

Mirror, Mirror Off the Wall, November 1969 on NBC, Queen 

of the Stardust Ballroom, February 1975 on CBS, and 

2 
The Gathering on CBS December 1978. In 1976 Miss Staple-

ton played Big Mama in Tennessee Williams' Cat on a Hot 

Tin Roof a TV Movie filmed in London in which Sir Lawrence 

Olivier played Big Daddy. For the Canadian Broadcasting 

Company the actress appeared in Tennessee Williams' South 

with Burl Ives, Colleen Dewhurst, Jessica Tandy and Mich

ael York—a tribute to the playwright. Miss Stapleton 

also made a TV pilot for a series in 1977 called There's 

Always Room which was never optioned or ever came to 

fruition. The most recent television film in which Miss 

Stapleton appeared was Gloria—Happy at Last. This TV 

movie aired during October 1982 on CBS. 

1. Mike Kaplan, Editor, Variety Major U.S. Show-
business Awards, (Garland Publishing, Inc., New York, 1982), 
pp. 243. 

2. Ibid., pp. 243-245. 
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For her work in the television play Queen of the 

Stardust Ballroom, Miss Stapleton drew praise from TV 

critics and viewers alike. The production first aired 

on CBS in 1974. Because of its popularity, the play has 

had many subsequent airings. The play deals with serious 

subject matter with a music and dance format. John Chap

man wrote: 

Maureen Stapleton as 3ea once again proves herself 
an astonishingly gifted actress. She dominates a 
scene naturally, without pushing, without tricks 
and without ever straining. She can transform a 
vocal inflection or a gesture into a projection of 
both immense strength and touching vulnerability 
. . . Miss Stapleton's performance alone is reason 
enough for watching.1 

The actress comments: 

I'm not surprised I was asked to play Bea. After 
all, it's the story of another middle-aged, fat 
woman, so who else? I'm even supposed to die in 
the end. How they're going to work that one out 
in a musical, I surely don't know.2 

In reviewing the roles Miss Stapleton has played 

both in films and on television, one can't help observe 

the similarity to those she has created on the stage. 

The actress is cast as the lonely, desperate, or betrayed 

woman, wife or mother. With the exception of her role 

in the film Bye, Bye Birdie, Miss Stapleton's film and 

television appearances have called for her acting to em

body those qualities associated with her stage work. 

1. Kay Gardella, "Maureen Stapleton does her 
Dancing at Ballroom," Daily News, July 8, 1974. 

2. New York Times, review, February 13, 1975. 



CHAPTER 8 

MAUREEN STAPLETON SPEAKS HER MIND 

Maureen Stapleton, the actress, is recognized for 

her vulnerability, openness, and sensitivity. Maureen 

Stapleton, the private woman, as her comments throughout 

this study reflect, is also open, frank, and sensitive. 

In this chapter Miss Stapleton shares some views and 

attitudes concerning her life, her work, and her peers. 

The economic privation experienced early in life 

by Miss Stapleton profoundly influenced her attitudes 

toward money, making a living, and her feelings of worth. 

At age twenty-six, during her acclaimed success on Broad

way in The Rose Tattoo the actress told Vernon Rice, "I 

don't feel particularly successful now. Let's see who 

offers me a job after this one is over. I can't feel se

cure, I don't know whether I'll ever work again. That's 

the test, the real test,"''' 

In 1974 at age forty-seven she told an interview

er, "I've had an economic crisis all of my life. At this 

1. "Curtain Cues," p. 35. 
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point I'd like to have a certain amount of financial 

security."^ 

In 1982 at age fifty-seven she said: 

A long run means a good income for a long, long 
period of time. You don't have that many long 
runs in your life and it's good to have one . . . 
some people give themselves set times to work 
in a show. Like George (George C. Scott) he 
won't play anything over six months. That's very 
hard with the economics what they are. To turn 
down work and say I'm only going to work for six _ 
months, for me there is just no way I can do that. 

Concerning actors who do television commercials 

as a way of supporting themselves and making a living, 

Miss Stapleton offers: 

. . . I don't feel that a lack of money is parti
cularly ennobling. In fact, I think it's soul 
destroying. Poverty is to me a crime, and it 
leaves irreparable scars. In fact, the more money 
I have the finer the artist I feel I am. I feel 
very strongly about artists making a living. The 
first law of being an artist is to survive.3 

After performing for the past thirty-six years 

on the stage Miss Stapleton relates why she now prefers 

to do film work: 

Right now, I'd rather make movies . . . the work 
is much easier and that gets to mean something to 
you as you get older, and besides they pay you a 
lot more money than they do for stage work. I'd 
rather do movies, yeah ... in the theatre you 
have to gear yourself up every night for the 

Christopher Sharp, "Arts and Pleasure," Women's 
February 27, 1974, p. 20. 

Stapleton, interview. 

"Actors to do Commercials?" New York Times, 

1. 
Wear Daily, 

2 .  

3. 
p. 17. 



80 

8 o'clock curtain. You have to keep yourself in 
pretty good shape between 8 and 11 p.m. Also, 
you are always on the night shift and your days 
are pretty limited and prescribed by the fact that 
you are on your way to work at night, when other 
people are coming home from work ... in the be
ginning I found movie work difficult to take. It 
could get pretty boring all those long waits in-
between. But you soon learn how to use up the 
time, you find things to do, and besides acting 
is acting.1 

About "method" acting the actress offers: 

I'm not sure what it is. I never did get around 
to reading those two books (Stanislavsky's An 
Actor Prepares and Building a Character) that 
started all the trouble. Bobby Lewis once said, 
'I teach the Bobby Lewis Method, Elia Kazan the 
Kazan Method, and Lee Strasberg teaches the 
Strasberg Method' . . . the teachers are differ
ent, their personalities are different, and 
their stresses are different. It's just a mat
ter of what works for you.2 

Miss Stapleton comments about acting in general 

and about her attitudes toward teaching acting: 

A good teacher can produce good acting, I 
think. I don't know exactly how or how it 
works, but I do think a good teacher can 
help an actor ... no, no I don't think I 
would ever want to teach. I don't know how. 
Also I guess you have to want to do it to 
be good at it. No, I once sat in on a class 
in a college in New Jersey for a few days. I 
listened to the instructor and he knew just 
how to explain things to the students. If I 
would have tried I think I would have been 
no help to them at all. I wouldn't know how 
to explain it. I guess it's like learning 
to be a plumber, learning how to tell people 
which pipe goes where.3 

1. 

2 .  

3. 

Stapleton, interview. 

Ibid. 

Ibid. 



The actress offers some -thoughts alpout choosing 

acting as a profession and describes some of the hard

ships : 

. . . actors are expendable, like cattle . . . 
so few jobs are available. Actors spend years 
being treated like dirt. They're constantly in 
a state of debasement, making the rounds of 
casting directors and having to look happy and 
great. I made the rounds, but I wasn't good at 
it, but then nobody is. You need a very strong 
stomach. You need a sense of the business as a 
whole, so that you don't get lacerated every 
time somebody tells you you're lousy. You need 
strength, and no matter how strong you get, you 
always need to get stronger and smile, smile, 
smile ... I think it is much harder for men 
to become actors than women. There's not as 
much stigma attached to women being unemployed 
as there is for me ... It doesn't just re
quire tenacity to become an actor, but just 
plain doggedness. I suppose that's why people 
decide to be actors when they are very young. 
If they thought about it and all that it entails 
they might not decide on it as a profession. It 
has nothing to do with how good you are either. 
If you are a good dentist or a good plumber or 
whatever, you might be guaranteed some sort of 
steady employment, but that's not the case with 
acting. However, I feel very lucky that I have 
worked. Things change. The romantic notions 
are gone and the thrills like getting your first 
job will never be there again, but once you are 
committed you certainly want to do your best.l 

Miss Stapleton discusses acting technique and 

how it serves the actor: 

When you have problems or are upset about some
thing, you can't allow those to creep into the 
work. The discipline of the work, the total con
centration must take over the minute you set 
foot in the theatre or else you would go crazy. 
During a long run you must particularly summon 

1. Stapleton, interview. 
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up the technique. It can get terribly boring 
and become really hard work. After a year one 
can get squirrely. That's when the technique 
really matters. You just have to recharge and 
recharge. Sometimes sheer energy is what it 
takes to keep it fresh. So it becomes more and 
more energy, not less. One feels a responsibi
lity to the audience, your producer and your
self. You just can't walk through the show or 
mail or call in the performance. It's hard 
work.1 

Maureen Stapleton respects, admires and loves 

many of her fellow actors. Of Marlon Brando she says: 

We met when we were very young, like nineteen. 
Everybody knew that Marlon was the Golden Boy. 
There was no question about the fact that he 
would become a star. And he really is. I love 
him. He's what you would call a foul-weather 
friend. When you're in trouble, that's when he 
comes through. If something terrible happens or 
if someone else needs help, I call Marlon.2 

About Julie Harris the actress says, "Julie and 

I go way back. Everybody loves Julie. What's not to 

love?" About Colleen Dewhurst Miss Stapleton offers: 

She is an extremely generous woman. You have 
to watch and not let her out alone. She takes 
in strays. She's a marshmallow. She can't 
say no to anyone. She doesn't know how. She's 
so wonderful, she really is. Everybody thinks 
of her as the 'schtarke,' the earth mother, but g 
she's such a softie. She's great and I love her. 

Miss Stapleton admires what she calls the tough

ness of actors. She admires their resiliency and their 

ability to handle their stardom and fame. The actress 

1. Stapleton, interview 

2. Ibid. 

3. Ibid. 



83 

only praises her co-worker and the star of* the 1981 re

vival of The Little Foxes, Elizabeth Taylor. "I think 

it's great how Elizabeth handles her fame. It's a 

tough thing to live with not being able to even go out 

shopping without getting mobbed. I think she handles 

it very well, very well indeed."^ 

Another actress about whom Miss Stapleton speaks 

with admiration is Marilyn Monroe. The two actresses 

had occasion to meet at the Actors Studio in 1956. Lee 

Strasberg suggested they work together on a scene. Their 

first selection was a scene from Noel Coward's Fallen An

gels. After several tries they decided that they didn't 

have the facility to play two "ditzy broads," so they 

2 settled on a scene from Anna Christie. 

Miss Stapleton describes the experience: 

Marilyn was a good businesswoman, she was really 
tough. I don't mean tough the way it sounds, I 
wish I could find a better word to describe what 
I mean . . . when we first started to work on the 
scene, she kept saying that she thought her voice 
was too weak and that she wouldn't be heard in 
the studio. So naturally I said, 'Talk louder.' 
One night we were rehearsing at her house and a 
call from her agent came in. Something had gone 
wrong and she wanted to get to the bottom of it. 
I didn't want to hear the conversation so I went 
into her bedroom. The conversation began to get 
loud and it got louder and louder. It got so 
loud I put a pillow over my head. There was just 
no way Marilyn was going to let this agent get off 

1. Stapleton, interview. 

2. David Garfield, A Players Place - The Story 
of the Actors Studio, (New York: MacMillan Publishing 
Co., Inc., 1980), p. 121. 
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the hook. When she finally hung up, I came out 
and told her no need to worry about her voice. 
If she just remembered to do in the scene what 
she had done with her agent, she would be heard 
in Canarsie . . . she was really very good in 
the scene. . . another thing, no scene had 
ever been lit in the Studio in those days, 
at least so far as I knew. But Marilyn wanted 
our scene lit and she got it lit. There were 
few lights around the place but she got a couple 
of guys who knew something about lighting and 
they lit the scene for us. She really knew 

. what she wanted—and she got it. I liked her 
very. much. 1 

Pretention and egotism are qualities noticeably 

missing from Maureen Stapleton's private persona. She 

appears genuinely averse to flattery. In appraising 

herself, as well as others, she displays a remarkable 

directness and honesty and is seldom reticent about 

expressing her thoughts or feelings. Miss Stapleton 

doesn't exude transient showbusiness glamour, but rather 

a presence, honesty, aid charm coupled with an instinc

tive awareness and concern for others. She expresses 

feelings of love for her fellow actors and has admira

tion for their tenacity, and strength. 

1. Stapleton, interview. 



CHAPTER 9 

CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this thesis is to present a por

trait of the American actress Maureen Stapleton, and to 

evidence her contribution to the field of American act

ing. Throughout her thirty-six year career, Miss 

Stapleton has distinguished herself through her instinc

tive and naturalistic acting style. Critic-director 

Harold Clurman considered Miss Stapleton one of this 

country's outstanding instinctive acting talents. The 

diuturnity of her performing career is testimony to her 

critical and public popularity. 

Miss Stapleton's performing skills, from the 

onset of her recognition as a performer of artistic 

merit, were held in esteem by directors, playwrights, 

and her fellow actors. Her acting achievements were 

rewarded by her peers in all media. They have twice 

bestowed on her Best Actress Awards for stage performances, 

given her an "Emmy" for television work, and recently 

1. All People are Famous, p. 245. 
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April, 1982, the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and 

Sciences presented her with an "Oscar" for Best Sup

porting Actress for her role in the film Reds. Confer

ring these coveted American acting awards on the act

ress, lent further credence to her stature among her 

peers. 

The actress's early life and her experience with 

the 1930's Depression gave her a compassion and affinity 

for the role of the underdog, and her understanding of 

struggle and privation is defined in her portrayals of 

the troubled, tormented women she successfully charac

terized on the American stage, screen, and television. 

Reflected in Miss Stapleton's acting style is a unique

ness which differentiates her work from that of other 

American actresses. She displayed an ability unlike 

others to capture the inner reality of the emotionally 

battered women she has played, who hide their fragility 

beneath colorful facades. This facility served Miss 

Stapleton best in her creation of Tennessee Williams' 

roles. While other American actresses have played 

Williams, Miss Stapleton's acclaimed articulation of 

his roles led the actress to be considered the foremost 

interpreter of Williams' stage women. 

So with other American playwrights, Hellman, 
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Miller, Simon, Odets, and Behrman, Miss Stapleton's 

manifest style of sensitivity, honesty, and vulnera

bility illustrated her artistry for interpreting their 

works as well. The actress's intrinsic and character

istic style inspired a number of American playwrights 

to write plays whose women's roles were expecially de

signed and suited to the acting talents of Miss Staple-

ton. Among these have been Tennessee Williams, Paul 

Zindell, and Milan Stitt. 

Miss Stapleton has demonstrated her uniqueness as 

a performer in her ability to 'successfully play clas

sical as well as contemporary drama. Her excursions 

into Chekhov and Shakespeare drew as much praise as 

her contemporary work. While Miss Stapleton expresses 

no special interest or need to play classical parts, 

she nonetheless brought to those classics she played 

the same acting insights and values as to her contem

porary portrayals. 

The actress's versatility is further demonstra

ted in her success with modern American comedy. Miss 

Stapleton possesses a special comedic sense, both on 

and off the stage. She enjoys playing comedy, and her 

capabilities with comedic roles are attributable to her 

self-deprecating brand of humor. She is not a comedi



enne, but a serious actress who plays comedy with 

warmth and one who is cognizant of a well-phrased laugh 

line. Neil Simon defines Miss Stapleton's humor as in

telligent and the actress as someone who can make him 

laugh at will."'" 

Unlike the movie "queens" she hoped to emulate, 

Miss Stapleton's roles on film and television have 

resembled and paralleled those roles she played on the 

stage. The actress made the transition from stage to 

screen successfully, a feat many stage performers have 

not been able to accomplish. Stanley Kramer commented 

that only two other actresses whom he has directed have 

her facility to cry on cue for multiple film takes, 

2 Katharine Hepburn, and Vivien Leigh. Miss Stapleton 

garnered as much critical praise for her work in film 

and television as for her stage accomplishments. 

Because Miss Stapleton is a naturalistic act

ress, her greatest successes were experienced in those 

roles for which she had a frame of reference, and which 

did not require intellectual dissection or examination. 

The actress's approach to role interpretation is emo

tional and instinctive. Miss Stapleton's greatest mo-

1. Simon, letter. 

2. "Games Maureen Plays," p. 25. 



ments as a performer have been when she created and 

performed roles motivated by her own particular ex

perience. The actress's personal qualities and ap

peal as a private person, openness, honesty, sensi

tivity, understanding, and concern are mirrored in 

her work as a perf.ormer. Maureen Stapleton brought 

simplicity and authenticity to the heroine of con

temporary American drama. 



APPENDIX A 

. CORRESPONDENCE 

May 10,1962 

Dear Esther, 

Df course I remember you! I am most flattered thBt you chose 

me to do your masters thesis on. Unfortunately my summer 

schedule is quite tight. I uill be in Toronto shooting a 

television movie from May 15 until July 15 and uill then be back 

in New York for only tuo weeks before leaving again the first of 

August. If you could give me sane idea of hou much time would 

be involved perhaps ue can mork something out, but as you can 

see my tine this summer is very limited. 

I uish you luck in your studies. 

My very best, 

90 
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4590 E. Camino de Cancun 
Tucson, Arizona 85718 
May 25, 1982 

Bear Maureen, 

Thank you for your warm reply to my letter, I 
do hope this letter reaches you before your return 
to New York on July 15 so that you can give some 
thought to working me into your tight schedule dur-
the two weeks you will be at home. 

I have already done some preliminary work and 
from the way it looks, if you could give me two 
afternoons or mornings of your time during July 15 
and August 1, during which time we could have some 
taped discussions, I think I would have enough 
material to work from. 

The thesis is being planned as an historical 
overview of your work from the mid 1940's through 
the present time. V/hat I'd like to discuss with 
you would be your thoughts about the plays and 
films you have worked in, your impressions of some 
of the playwrights whose work you have performed, 
as well as impressions of the directors and actors 
with whom you have worked, in a chronological fash
ion. I also thought we could explore and expand 
upon any biographical data which has thus far not 
been touched upon in published materials. 

I have made plans to fly to New York on July 
19 and will be in the city until August 20. So 
any time you can allot between July 19 and August 1 
would be fine. 

I hope your filming is going well. Being in 
Toronto just now sounds terrific to me, what with 
the 100 degree temperatures we are having here in 
Tucson. This part of the country is great from 
October to Kay, however the summer months leave 
much to be desired. 

I look forward to your reply. 

V/ith warm wishes 
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4590 E. CAMINO de CANCUN 
TUCSON, ARIZONA 85718 
September 6, 1982 

Dear Mr, Simon, 

I am currently working on and 

organizing a master's thesis on the life 

and career of Maureen Stapleton. 

Since Miss Stapleton's work 

in two of your plays was a departure 

from the work with which she has so 

long been associated, I wonder if you 

would be willing to share with me some 

of your feelings about her work in 

Plaza Suite and Gingerbread Lady. 

Your comments will be greatly 

appreciated and will add immeasurably 

to my thesis work. I look forward tohearing 

from you. 

Sincerely yours, 

§jtkê kkmJ 
Esther Rosen 
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APPENDIX C 

CHRONOLOGY OF IMPORTANT DATES 

1925 June 21, Born Maureen Stapleton in Troy, New York. 

194 3 September, Moved to New York City to study acting 
and pursue theatrical career. 

1945 Joined a cooperative acting troupe working in 
Blauvelt, New York which was directed by Her
bert Berghof. 

1946 October, First appearance on Broadway stage. 
Played a small role in Sean 0'Casey's Playboy of 
the Western World. Stepped into lead role for the 
last eight performances of the play. 

1947 Became a charter acting member of the Actors Stu
dio, New York City. 

1949 Married for the first time to theatrical manager 
Max Allentuck. 

1950 Son Daniel Vincent was born. 

1951 February, Created the role of Serafina delle Rose 
in Tennessee Williams' The Rose Tattoo. Critical 
reception led to star status on Broadway, the nomi
nation for and winning of her first "Tony." 

1953 Appeared in three Broadway stage productions. 
February, as Bella in The Emperor's Clothes. 
July, as Elizabeth Proctor in The Crucible. 
December, as Anne in Richard III. 

1954 Daughter Cathy was born. 

1958/59 Nominated for Best Actress for her work in Kraft 
Theatre's Television production of Sidney Kings-
ley's All the King's Men. 
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1959 Nominated for a "Tony" for Best Dramatic Actress 
as Ida in S.N. Behrman's The Cold Wind and the 
Warm. 

1959 February, Marriage to Max Allentuck ended in 
divorce. 

1963 Married to screen and playwright David Rafiel. 

1966 Marriage to Rafiel ended in divorce. 

1967/68 Nominated for a won an "Emmy" for Best Actress 
in a Special Performance in a Drama for Among 
the Paths to Eden. 

196 8 Nominated for a "Tony" for Best Actress in Neil 
Simon's Plaza Suite. 

197 0 Nominated for an "Oscar" as Best Supporting Act
ress for motion picture Airport 197 0. 

1971 Nominated for and won a "Tony" for Best Actress 
in Neil Simon's The Gingerbread Lady. 

1974/75 Nominated for an "Emmy" for Best Actress in a 
Drama or Comedy Special for Queen of the Stardust 
Ballroom. 

1975 Nominated for a "Grammy" for Best Spoken Word for 
her reading on a recording of To Kill a Mocking
bird. 

1977/78 Nominated for an "Emmy" for Best Actress in a 
Drama or Comedy Special for The Gathering. 

1978 Nominated for an "Oscar" as Best Supporting Act
ress in Woody Allen's film Interiors. 

1981 Nominated for a "Tony" for Best Actress in a 
Featured Role as Birdie in the revival of Lillian 
Hellman's The Little Foxes. 

1982 Nominated for and won an "Oscar" for Best Support
ing Actress as Emma Goldman in Warren Beatty's 
film Reds. 
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