
 

Avoiding Founder‘s Syndrome in Arts Organizations: 
Studies of Successful Succession Transitions in  

Three Established Regional Theatres 
 

by 
 

Debra Justice, M.F.A. 
 

A Dissertation 
 

In 
 

Fine Arts 
 

Submitted to the Graduate Faculty 
of Texas Tech University in 

Partial Fulfillment of 
the Requirement for 

the Degree of 
 

Doctor of Philosophy 
 

Approved 
 

Linda Donahue, Ph.D. 
Chair 

 
Jonathan Marks, D.F.A. 

Committee Member 
 

Fred Christoffel, M.F.A. 
Committee Member 

 
Michael Stoune, Ph.D. 

Committee Member 
 

Ed Check, Ph.D. 
Committee Member 

 
Fred Hartmeister, J.D., Ed.D. 
Dean of the Graduate School 

 
December, 2010



 

Copyright, 2010, Debra Justice 



Texas Tech University, Debra Justice, December 2010 

 ii 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS  

Contained within this dissertation are examples that show no worthy 

endeavor is ever accomplished on our own.  This same principle applies to my 

process and the final product you are about to read.  I gratefully acknowledge the 

assistance of several individuals without whom I would have been unable to 

create this work.  First, Dr. Linda Donahue, chair, mentor, and friend whose 

guidance and gentle prodding brought me to this final conclusion.  I extend a 

special thank you to my committee for their patience, insight, and understanding 

along the journey.  My sincere thanks goes to the individuals who were gracious 

enough to answer my multitude of inquiries: Richard Rose, Andrew Gaupp, Ed 

Hastings, James Haire, and Hillary Hart along with many others.  Deepest 

appreciation goes to my supervisor, Freddy Chavez, who understood my desire 

to accomplish this program and allowed me the necessary flexibility of work 

schedules to finish.  Finally, I would like to thank my parents, family, and friends 

for their love and support on this long road especially my husband Joe and 

daughters Morgan and little Gabriella.  Thank you all. 

  



Texas Tech University, Debra Justice, December 2010 

 iii 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ...................................................................................... ii 
ABSTRACT .......................................................................................................... v 
LIST OF FIGURES .............................................................................................. vi 
I. INTRODUCTION ............................................................................................... 1 

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM .................................................................... 5 

DEFINITION OF TERMS ................................................................................ 10 

SURVEY OF LITERATURE ............................................................................ 17 

METHODOLOGY OF THE STUDY ................................................................ 23 

ORGANIZATION OF THE STUDY ................................................................. 25 

II. THE BARTER THEATRE, THE STATE THEATRE OF VIRGINIA ................ 27 

FOUNDER ...................................................................................................... 28 

SOCIO-ECONOMIC INFLUENCES ................................................................ 32 

ORGANIZATION ............................................................................................. 36 

SUMMARY ...................................................................................................... 56 

III. DALLAS THEATER CENTER ...................................................................... 61 
FOUNDER ...................................................................................................... 62 

SOCIO-ECONOMIC INFLUENCES ................................................................ 68 

DALLAS THEATER CENTER – ORGANIZATION .......................................... 71 

SUMMARY ...................................................................................................... 88 

IV. AMERICAN CONSERVATORY THEATER .................................................. 94 
FOUNDER ...................................................................................................... 95 

SOCIO-ECONOMIC INFLUENCES ................................................................ 99 

ORGANIZATION ........................................................................................... 102 

SUMMARY .................................................................................................... 122 

V. CONCLUSION ............................................................................................. 126 

BIBLIOGRAPHY .............................................................................................. 135 
APPENDICES .................................................................................................. 141 

A. TEXAS TECH UNIVERSITY IRB LETTER ............................................... 141 

B. BARTER THEATRE AIMS AND PURPOSES – 1941 .............................. 142 

C. AGREEMENT BETWEEN BARTER THEATRE AND THE 
COMMONWEALTH OF VIRGINIA ................................................................ 144 

D. BARTER THEATRE PURPOSE – 2008 ................................................... 146 

E. EMAIL DIALOGUE WITH RICHARD ROSE, PRODUCING ARTISTIC 
DIRECTOR OF THE BARTER THEATRE .................................................... 148 

F. DALLAS THEATER CENTER PURPOSE - 1959 ..................................... 153 

G. DALLAS THEATER CENTER PURPOSE – 2008 .................................... 155 

H. BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH OF KALITA HUMPHREYS ............................ 156 



Texas Tech University, Debra Justice, December 2010 

 iv 

I. PHONE INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT WITH ANDREW CHRISTOPHER 
GAUPP, FORMER DALLAS THEATER CENTER EMPLOYEE AND AUTHOR 
OF ―FOUNDER‘S SYNDROME, THE NEW THEATRE‘S DELIMMA‖ .......... 158 

J. EMAIL DIALOGUE WITH HILLARY HART, GENERAL MANAGER OF THE 
DALLAS THEATER CENTER ....................................................................... 172 

K. AMERICAN CONSERVATORY THEATER PURPOSE – 1965 ................ 174 

L. AMERICAN CONSERVATORY THEATER PURPOSE – 2010 ................ 177 

M. PHONE INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT WITH EDWARD HASTINGS, 
FOUNDING MEMBER AND SECOND ARTISTIC DIRECTOR OF THE 
AMERICAN CONSERVATORY THEATER .................................................. 178 

N. EMAIL DIALOGUE WITH JAMES HAIRE, PRODUCING DIRECTOR OF 
THE AMERICAN CONSERVATORY THEATER .......................................... 200 

 
  



Texas Tech University, Debra Justice, December 2010 

 v 

ABSTRACT  

Founder's Syndrome may occur when an organization operates according 

to the personality of the founder, rather than its mission.  Since arts organizations 

are often initiated and dominated by a single artist/founder, the potential for an 

art-related business to succumb to Founder‘s Syndrome is high; however, 

several large arts organizations have not only avoided Founder‘s Syndrome, they 

have advanced the dreams of the founder beyond original concepts.  Analyzing 

some success stories by comparing their processes with more recently 

established theories can provide insights for other arts organizations during 

leadership transitions.  

The nature of this study is to show evidence that theatre organizations 

need not succumb to Founder‘s Syndrome.  I analyzed three successful regional 

theatres from inception through today: The Barter Theatre of Abingdon, Virginia; 

the Dallas Theater Center in Dallas, Texas; and the American Conservatory 

Theater in San Francisco, California.  Each of their founders, Robert Porterfield, 

Paul Baker, and William Ball, developed and implemented the concepts that 

defined their organizations.  Today, the theatres are heralded as premier 

institutions amongst regional theatres.  The companies were able to maneuver 

successfully through the tensions and difficulties that often mark leadership 

transitions.  How this was accomplished, without the aid of today‘s management 

theorists, is the focus of this dissertation.  
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CHAPTER I 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 The life of a business is not dissimilar to the life of a living organism.  

Once created, it grows, flourishes, declines, and eventually dies.  We know from 

scientific studies that human beings in the United States are generally expected 

to live into their seventies.  This knowledge allows us to plan and establish goals 

in terms of education, work, retirement, and the welfare of our progeny.  

Unfortunately, no scientific study has identified an average life span for a 

business.  An entrepreneur does not have the luxury of establishing a company 

that can ―expect‖ an eighty-year life span.  There are classifications of low-risk 

ventures versus high-risk, but these classifications do not assure failure or 

success.   

 Establishing an arts organization may be considered high-risk since the 

need for the business may be difficult to define and its value may only be 

measured in the tastes of the community.  The life span of an arts organization 

can be as complex as the life span of a human body.  As with humans, there 

have been arts organizations that were created and suddenly died, others that 

appeared to be flourishing that rapidly declined and dissolved, and yet others that 

have outlived their contemporaries and show no signs of aging.  There are 

correlations that may be drawn between a healthy human body and a healthy 

arts organization.  The information required to build and maintain a healthy 

human body is readily available.  Science has been building this compendium for 

centuries.  Unfortunately, a compendium for building healthy arts organizations is 

in its infancy consisting of more problems than solutions. 
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 Understanding the reasons why some arts organizations succeed while 

others fail has continually fascinated me.  After an arts organization collapses, it 

is difficult to define what went wrong.  Emotions are raw and the human tendency 

to turn the blame outward can be attributed to the need to heal our human 

wounded pride.  Not wanting to exacerbate an unpleasant situation, I have never 

confronted the leader of a failed arts organization to ask why. Through education 

and observation, however, I have intuited that there are two important elements 

that can be attributed toward the success of any company – the right set of 

circumstances and the right person to take advantage of those circumstances.  

Working for regional, university, and community theatre companies as well as 

local dance companies has provided me with rich insights into the ways strong 

artists mold endeavors and companies and how myriad styles of leadership 

succeed through the power of passion and personality.   

 In 1995, I was approached by a friend who wanted to start a professional 

LORT (League of Resident Theatres) theatre company in a city that lacked one.  

She was looking for advice.  I was floored when I discovered that the company‘s 

core group of leaders were all actors with no management experience.  Our 

entire conversation revolved around the need for a business manager or a 

managing director.  My experience had shown that running a company requires a 

balance between artistic knowledge and business acumen.  The company did not 

hire a business manager, and although the company produced several plays 

within a two-year period, the company eventually folded.  I often wonder if my 

friend‘s fledgling theatre company would have been successful had she heeded 
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my advice and employed a business manager to help sculpt a codified plan for 

the company to follow.   

 A1997 article written by Andrew Christopher Gaupp gave name to a 

possible explanation of this failure and that of many other theatre groups – 

―founder‘s syndrome.‖  Even though Gaupp himself will not lay claim to 

introducing the term, neither his research nor mine has uncovered any evidence 

of its use prior to this article (E-mail Jan. 9, 2007).  Without naming specific 

theatre organizations or individuals, Gaupp outlines some common personality 

traits of founders and how these traits, while beneficial and vital to establishing 

an organization, can become a hindrance.   

It is not that these founders always resist professionalization.  They 
recognize the need for change but insist that the changes be on their own 
terms so they retain control and their vision is not contaminated (Kahn).  
This phenomena is best understood if one recognizes that the substantial 
energy it took to create the theatre was guided and mobilized by such a 
vision.  To have that vision changed means to the developer that society 
feels that a mistake has been made.  While lip service is given to the 
recognition that ‗times have changed,‘ giving up or modifying the founder‘s 
vision is evidently painful (Ibid.). (51-52) 

 Companies under the influence of founder‘s syndrome often exhibit a 

similar set of symptoms: totalitarian decision-making, lack of delegation, 

micromanagement, a stagnant product, and declining audiences.  While these 

symptoms may characterize any organization under the sway of a charismatic 

and controlling leader, these symptoms, coupled with a founder still in control, 

are more likely to signal the demise of the group.  Board members may be 

reluctant to confront a founder about these issues due to respect for (or fear of) 

the founder‘s accomplishments.  The inevitable departure of the founder can 

destroy the organization if the company did not build a strong management 
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infrastructure.  

 Once I learned the term ―founder‘s syndrome‖ and its implications, I was 

enticed to do further research.  I discovered that commercial/profit organizations 

have long understood the need to plan for the longevity of the company and the 

transition from the founder to the next leader, but the nonprofit realm has 

traditionally neglected these tasks.  Many, if not most, nonprofits are traditionally 

too inundated with the daily operations required to fulfill their mission to look 

beyond the next fundraising event.  Without plans for the future, these 

organizations are set for failure upon the departure of the founder. 

 The question then becomes, with so many nonprofits falling prey to 

founder‘s syndrome, how can an organization avoid the affliction?  John Carver 

posits that ―[I]t takes a visionary to breathe life into an organization at its 

inception, but it takes an effective chief executive to keep an organization going‖ 

(215).  A successful founder has to embody both traits with equal aplomb.  After 

conversations and more research, I discovered three nonprofit theatre groups 

that are commendable examples of how to avoid founder‘s syndrome while 

continuing to grow after the transition -- the Barter Theatre, the State Theatre of 

Virginia (Abingdon, VA); the Dallas Theater Center (Texas); and the American 

Conservatory Theater (San Francisco, CA).  There are other fine examples, but 

these three are truly resilient, with the youngest in the group celebrating forty-

three years (American Conservatory Theater) and the oldest seventy-five years 

(Barter Theatre).  Rather than concentrate my research on showing failed 

attempts, I am focusing on these three successful organizations in an attempt to 
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define how they accomplished a transition from the founder to new leadership 

while eluding a common tragedy wrought by founder‘s syndrome.   

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

 Many factors influence the survival of an arts organization.  These factors 

may include economic trends, venue location, work quality, and perhaps most 

important, the existence of a niche that truly needs to be filled.  Another factor of 

longevity is adaptability; how a group weathers adversity and rides prosperity 

often determine the organization‘s success.  Organizations with clearly defined 

mission statements, strategic plans for today and the future, and strong, forward-

thinking leadership are more likely to succeed than organizations that persist in 

the chaos resulting from poor or nonexistent planning.   

 Organizations that operate in perpetual crisis-planning mode may owe 

their turbulent practices to undisciplined and/or overburdened founders.  At the 

―birth‖ of their companies, these founders are involved in every business detail, 

exhibiting a vision that drives and informs their staffs.  Founders, particularly 

single founders, often make decisions based on intuition rather than planning; 

this is especially true when a single person is expected to juggle various 

responsibilities and decisions.  This type of governance, termed ―intuitive-

anticipatory‖ (Davis, Steiner 8), keeps all information and decision-making within 

the providence of the founder, and though this may be a necessary component in 

the early stages of development, maintaining leadership of this nature can prove 

exhausting to the founder and detrimental to the organization.    

 Founder‘s syndrome, a possible consequence of this type of leadership, 

can easily fell the most promising of ventures.  When an organization operates 



Texas Tech University, Debra Justice, December 2010 

 6 

according to the personality of the founder, rather than the dictates of its mission, 

founder's syndrome may result.  In Why Nonprofits Fail, Stephen Block defines 

founder‘s syndrome as ―…the array of influential powers and privileges that are 

either exercised by or attributed to the founder of a nonprofit organization‖ (136).  

The key word in Block‘s definition is influential, with the root word ―influence.‖   

 One way to build an understanding of how a founder‘s best intentions can 

run awry is to investigate the definition of ―influence.‖  The Oxford English 

Dictionary offers the following as its first entry: ―To exert influence upon, to affect 

by influence.    a. To affect the mind or action of; to move or induce by influence; 

sometimes esp. to move by improper or undue influence‖ (web).  This definition 

offers a microcosmic view of founder‘s syndrome in that it moves from the benign 

―to affect the mind or action of; to move or induce by influence‖ to the rather 

pernicious ―to move by improper or undue influence.‖  The founder‘s force of 

personality, so necessary in the early stages of an organization‘s existence, may 

later prove a factor in the organization‘s demise. John Carver calls this sort of 

leadership problem an abuse of ―personality-based power‖ (216).  Because arts 

organizations, especially theatre groups, are often initiated and dominated by a 

visionary solo artist of great personal charisma, the potential for arts-related 

businesses to succumb to founder‘s syndrome is great. 

 During the middle of the twentieth century, there was an explosion of arts 

organizations.  As arts organizations transitioned from a proprietary business 

model to a nonprofit model and due to the fact that arts grants were plentiful 

(thanks in large part to W. McNeil Lowry and the Ford Foundation), more artists 
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than ever before rushed into the arts business.  No longer were artists required to 

fund their endeavors solely on what they could earn from ticket sales.  Because 

contributed income, such as individual contributions and grants, created a more 

accessible funding stream than relying on ticket sales alone, artists were able to 

explore their art without a constant concern for popular opinion. 

 The nonprofit model with its inherent reliance on monetary contributions 

and grants, however, can create a false sense of security for many founders 

when other sources of income are neglected or ignored.  John Kreidler, in his 

article ―Leverage Lost, The Nonprofit Arts in the Post-Ford Era,‖ examines the 

history of arts organizations from the proprietary model to the nonprofit model.  

As he concludes his article, Kreidler muses ―[t]he issue today is whether and how 

the model of the nonprofit arts organization, which has flourished for only a brief 

moment in the history of the arts, will continue to be a viable, versatile and 

publicly useful instrument for artistic production‖ (35).  Founders must be 

cognizant of current trends and business models because neglecting the often 

tedious business of the art to spend time only on the aesthetic of the art can be 

devastating to the organization. 

 The necessary business component of the organization encompasses 

time-worn issues and practices now melded with 21st -century concerns.  

Personnel issues such as salary, benefits, and advancement continue to harass 

the theatre manager.  Technological advances can often make personnel issues 

impersonal; employees can be reduced to numbers to optimize a spreadsheet; 

and budgets can be quickly calculated and altered by pressing a few keystrokes.  
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Business terms like fundraising, succession planning, strategic planning, 

diversification, professional development, and accountability may befuddle and 

complicate the founder‘s vision.  Today‘s founders ―have to please a wider set of 

constituencies, scramble for more competitive grants and donations, answer to 

more funders‘ expanding senses of accountability, keep up with technological 

change, and compete with commercial culture for audiences‖ (Pang and Perrius 

10).  Founders, intent on the success of their dreams, must be both creative 

artists and astute managers.  For many founders of theatre organizations, 

creativity is not an issue, but business acumen is.  If the founder does not have 

the necessary skills as a business manager, a successful founder should be 

astute enough to hire a skilled professional to fill this role.  Founders may feel 

that delegating responsibility means a loss of control; the diligent founders, 

however, realize that inherent in this step is their commitment to the prosperity of 

the organization rather than achieving personal accolades.  

 Support organizations within the arts community are aware of these issues 

and continue to be diligent in their drive to address the problems that derive from 

founder‘s syndrome.  Through training and encouragement, current leaders, 

emerging leaders, and board members are embracing the concept of succession 

planning.  Theatre Communications Group (TCG) has launched an annual 

symposium called the New Artistic Leader Institute whose ―…goal is to help 

orient new and prospective artistic directors to the non-artistic aspects of leading 

a theatre‖ (web). TCG leads the industry in acknowledging the need for dialogues 

between current leaders and their successors.  By establishing this institute and 
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encouraging forums on this very topic, TCG has brought diverse groups to the 

table with the goal of cooperation and understanding.  As more people interact 

with each other toward the same goal, namely the continuation of successful 

performing arts organizations, transitions from one leader to the next need not 

destroy an organization because of personality issues.  Paul Stuart Graham 

states that ―[w]e need to engage as many arts organizations as possible in the 

dialogue of leadership succession planning‖ (14).  Graham supports TCG‘s 

proposal that only through open dialogue will transitions be successful.  

Founders of arts organizations should not feel threatened when handing the reins 

of their company to a new person.  With open communication, an understanding 

of personalities and backgrounds, and an acceptance of the inevitability of 

change, each leader can progress without damaging the organization.   

 The need for open communication is crucial between board members and 

the founder.  The freedom to discuss any topic relevant to the success of the 

organization without fear of retribution should be a firmly established precedent 

for the organization.  Andrew Gaupp concludes his article on founder‘s syndrome 

by stating: 

However, efforts need to be made to avoid founder‘s syndrome.  Boards 
of directors must become aware early on of the potential problems 
inherent in forming a closely-held public institution.  We should encourage 
them to seek guidance in organizational management, development, and 
governance through professional consultants, coursework, other nonprofit 
organizations, or community centers for nonprofit development. (55) 

Board members need to be active in their roles as caretakers of an organization.  

Allowing the organization to falter because a founder will not place ego aside in 

favor of the growth of the company is a gross dereliction of duties by the board.  
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Every member of the organization has a vested interest in the success of the 

company; if not, those individuals with personal agendas should turn their 

interests elsewhere. 

 In order to better understand strategies for avoiding founder‘s syndrome, I 

will explore the leadership transitions of three successful nonprofit regional 

theatre companies.  The Barter Theatre in Abingdon, Virginia; the Dallas Theater 

Center in Dallas, Texas; and the American Conservatory Theater in San 

Francisco, California are excellent examples of regional theatres that have 

survived, even flourished, beyond their founder‘s time.  As of 2008, the founding 

artistic directors managed their organizations nearly fifty percent of the current 

organizational lifespan.  Since the theatres are not only operating, but thriving, 

we may assume that they successfully survived any evidence of founder‘s 

syndrome.  The theatres flourished under the founder, the succession to the next 

leader(s) worked, and the organization thrives today.  Each founder created his 

organization prior to the establishment of cohesive arts administration theories 

and training programs.  These founders paved the way for today‘s administrators 

and provided the materials needed for the ideologies studied and followed now.  

They learned by trial and error and through observation rather than having the 

benefit of a class or handbook.  Analyzing these success stories by comparing 

their processes to today‘s established succession planning and strategic 

planning theories can provide real solutions for other arts organizations.   

DEFINITION OF TERMS 

 Nonprofit Organizations: All ―profits‖ generated by the organization are 

used to fund activities defined by a charter and guided by a mission statement.  
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Nonprofit organizations emerge once civic needs become apparent, and they 

fulfill community needs that are too often neglected by commercial entities.  Ben 

Cameron, former Executive Director of Theatre Communications Group, writes: 

 The very premise behind the creation of a not-for-profit sector was 
that certain services or activities, fundamental to a healthy society, could 
not be sustained by the marketplace—a visionary recognition that forward 
movement, progressive ideas and innovative practice often demand 
resources beyond those the market can ever provide—and that can, 
indeed, even alienate the market in the name of progress. (1) 

 Nonprofits may be created by individuals, larger nonprofit entities, or even 

commercial businesses.  A common thread among the founders of nonprofits is 

strong philanthropic ideologies that are manifested through public service 

creations.  Driven by mission statements that can range from the pithy, ―To 

improve lives by mobilizing the caring power of communities‖ (United Way), to 

the sweeping, ―Committed to teaching and the advancement of knowledge, 

Texas Tech University, a comprehensive public research university, provides the 

highest standards of excellence in higher education, fosters intellectual and 

personal development, and stimulates meaningful research and service to 

mankind‖ (Texas Tech University), nonprofits struggle to advance their mission 

statements while maintaining high levels of service and compassion amid the 

ever-changing cultural and economic tides of a human society that too often only 

gauges the value of ideas, service, and compassion with the same cold 

indifference of the two column ledger. 

 Nonprofit organizations devoted to the arts face many of the same battles 

as their cousins in the service industry ―…managing finances and human 

resources, interacting with boards and the community, and having to 
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demonstrate accountability under the watchful eyes of funders, key stakeholder 

groups, and regulatory agencies‖ (Block 13).  Additionally, arts organizations 

often face the daunting task of justifying their existence within societies that 

perennially find less need for anything as ethereal as art.  Executive directors of 

arts organizations exhaust untold energy and resources promoting and defending 

the work and value of their organizations—energy and resources that could be 

better used to serve communities.  Acquiring new funding sources, maintaining 

current sources, and justifying the uses of funding also occupy too great a chunk 

of a directors‘ time.   

 Founder‘s Syndrome:  The term ―founder‘s syndrome‖ is believed to have 

been first used in print by Andrew Gaupp in his 1997 article.  He stated, ―I…can 

find no reference to Founder‘s Syndrome prior to my published article on it‖ (E-

mail Jan. 9, 2007).  This term describes a set of conditions that can negatively 

impact an organization still under the suffocating control of its founder.  A strong 

charismatic personality is requisite when establishing a theatre.  This personality 

charms and energizes the people necessary to realize the dream of the founder; 

however, charisma of this magnitude cannot be sustained indefinitely.  The 

original concept and attitudes of the founder may not be applicable to the future 

circumstances when change is necessary to advance the organization.  A 

founder unwilling to adapt, who cannot or will not consider the idea that the 

beginning dream is evolving to another level, may inadvertently destroy the 

organization that s/he struggled to create.  The website of the Texas Commission 

on the Arts lists the following symptoms of founder‘s syndrome: 
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The founder may be the personification of the organization and its artistic 
mission, and the board is usually reluctant to make the first move toward 
change. . . . [1]A strong leader who builds an organization from scratch 
finds it difficult to delegate responsibility or develop staff that could 
potentially take over. [2]The founder alone knows where every penny of 
every grant went. [3]The mission, the vision, the story, the administration, 
the fundraising, the programs – the whole organization – is embodied in 
the founder. [4]The artistic product starts to suffer, the audience might 
start slipping away, and the demographics become less favorable. 

 In a nonprofit organization, the artistic director as chief executive of the 

organization reports directly to the board of directors.  Board members are 

chosen for their community ties and interest in the mission of the organization; a 

level of trust should exist between the board and the staff that both entities are 

striving for the same goal, namely the success of the venture.  It is the 

responsibility of both to ensure that each stays true to the mission of the 

organization.  Should either decide that the mission needs to evolve, open 

communication is essential.  It is at this juncture that founder‘s syndrome can 

hamper or even destroy the endeavor.  If founders refuse to capitulate to the 

advice of their board and the board is unwilling to remove the founder, a disaster 

is imminent.   

 Strategic Planning:  Strategic planning for an organization involves the 

board, staff members, and other stakeholders.  Strategic planning begins with a 

vision, creates a mission statement, and then asks how do we accomplish this 

mission?  Having established a mission for the company, strengths and 

weaknesses are identified, short and long-term goals are proposed, and action 

plans are created.  Benchmarks are set to measure the effectiveness of the 

strategy. 

 An organization should evaluate itself each year to determine the 
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effectiveness of its mission.  If the company appears to be taking a desired 

course different than that set forth by the original strategic plan, a new strategy 

must be formulated allowing the new direction to be incorporated into the 

company‘s mission, or alternatively, the mission statement must be reworked to 

recognize this new direction.  ―Overall, the key word in planning is 

flexibility…When things go wrong…the staff must evaluate the situation, make 

changes, and move on.  Altering the course does not constitute failure, but 

represents a desire to complete the project‖ (Davis 63). 

 Succession Planning:  Succession planning is necessary but too often 

neglected during the strategic planning process.  Planning for the succession 

from one leader to the next is difficult and time-consuming, so many 

organizations ignore the necessity of allocating the time and resources 

necessary to plan effectively.  In many regards, succession planning is similar to 

writing a will in that most people want to avoid considering their own mortality.  

Despite understanding that the founder will not always be part of the daily 

operation, most organizations shrink from considering a future without the spirit 

and drive of the founder.  Sometimes this avoidance comes from those members 

of the organization who fear the possibility of taking responsibility for leadership 

roles, but more often the denial of the inevitable emanates from the founder.  

Perhaps the most common symptom of founder‘s syndrome is exhibited when a 

founder is unwilling to discuss a future without him or her at the helm of the 

organization.  When no one discusses succession planning, transitions are left to 

chance.   
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 Succession planning should be considered a component of strategic 

planning; as such, there are some guidelines that board members and the leader 

can follow to ensure a positive transition. 

1. Create a culture of evaluation: create, review and discuss yearly work 
goals for the executive director and board members 

2. Develop and maintain accurate job descriptions for the executive 
director and the board 

3. Make management development a priority: build leaders at all levels of 
the organization by providing funding and encouragement for training 
and other development opportunities 

4. Plan for the transfer of knowledge: document processes and 
standardize procedures 

5. Make a dry run: test and evaluate the system before you need it. 
(Liteman 11) 

Succession planning with a founder at the helm brings up a unique set of 

problems which should be handled delicately and smoothly.  A deliberate and 

well-executed succession plan will relieve the organization of further tension sure 

to be created by any transition. 

 LORT:  The League of Resident Theatres represents professional resident 

(regional) theatres at the national level by functioning as a collective voice.  

LORT negotiates contracts with unions, specifically with Actors Equity 

Association, Society of Stage Directors and Choreographers, and United Scenic 

Artists/Local 829.   

The League shall have jurisdiction to negotiate for collective bargaining 
agreements between its members and the several unions in the resident 
theatre field and to negotiate for the adjustment of disputes between its 
members and unions representing their employees.  All collective 
bargaining agreements shall be made on behalf of its members in the 
name of the League, provided that no fewer than two-thirds of the 
members have, prior thereto, approved such bargaining agreement in 
writing to the League. (LORT by-laws) 

 Any regional theatre accepted as a member of this organization is bound 
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by its by-laws.  Each theatre is ranked according to its annual operating 

expenses and must meet the following criteria for acceptance into the 

organization: 

(a)  That the theatre must be incorporated as a non-profit I.R.S.-approved 
organization;  
(b)  That each self-produced production must be rehearsed for a minimum 
of three weeks;  
(c)  That the theatre must have a playing season of twelve weeks or more; 
and  
(d)  That the theatre will operate under a LORT-Equity contract. (LORT by-
laws) 

 Most successful regional theatres operate under the auspices of LORT by-

laws and therefore must maintain certain levels of professional activity. 

Unplanned (or poorly planned) transitions can result in interruptions in the day-to-

day and long-term operations of theatre companies, leading companies to halt 

productions, abbreviate runs, and/or rely on non-union artists.  Thus, the 

problems of unplanned transitions can force regional theatre companies to 

operate contrary to LORT mandates. 

 Ford Foundation: The Ford Foundation was established in 1936 by Edsel 

Ford, son of Henry Ford.  This philanthropic foundation was created as a way for 

the Ford family to distribute its wealth toward the betterment of society ―for 

scientific, educational and charitable purposes, all for the public welfare‖ (web).  

In 1957, the foundation appointed W. McNeil (Mac) Lowry to serve as Director of 

Arts and Culture.  This creation birthed a phenomenal explosion of theatre 

organizations who benefited from generous arts grants.  Other entities followed, 

including the National Endowment for the Arts, which contributed to the scene 

with additional arts grants.  The result was that matching grants became very 
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popular during the 1960s and 1970s.  Notably, Ford Foundation grants were 

instrumental in the creation of the American Conservatory Theater and 

contributed to the growth of the Barter Theatre and the Dallas Theater Center. 

SURVEY OF LITERATURE 

 The nature of this study is to explore elements involved in overcoming 

founder‘s syndrome while facilitating a successful leadership transition in theatre 

organizations.  The nonprofit world has acknowledged that there is a very real 

problem in this area, and numerous articles and books address this problem. 

 Andrew Christopher Gaupp‘s article ―Founder‘s Syndrome: The New 

Theatre‘s Dilemma,‖ published in the spring 1997 edition of Theatre Design and 

Technology, seems to be the catalyst for today‘s conversations on founder‘s 

syndrome and succession planning.  The article ―. . . describes a phenomenon 

found in all types of theatres . . . ‗spontaneous developers‘ who achieve a one-

time success and then experience ‗founder‘s syndrome‘‖ (49).  While the article is 

beneficial and insightful, especially the section on the personality traits and how 

these traits can be a blessing and a curse, Gaupp does not analyze specific 

organizations. 

   Carter McNamara‘s booklet Founder‘s Syndrome: How Corporations 

Suffer – and Can Recover appeared at roughly the same time as Gaupp‘s article.  

Neither author references the other in terms of the creation of the term ―founder‘s 

syndrome.‖  McNamara‘s booklet is concise and applies universally to nonprofits 

and profits alike.  Its Appendix A, ―Procedure for Transitioning to a New Chief 

Executive,‖ is a detailed guide beginning with the resignation of the current chief 

executive.   
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 In Stephen Block‘s book Why Nonprofits Fail, one chapter explores two 

examples of nonprofits that deal with founder‘s syndrome and the solutions 

implemented.  Block states that ―…a syndrome is a cluster of behaviors, 

reactions, and thought processes, exhibited in this case [two case studies] to 

preserve one‘s organization and further one‘s self-interest as the organizations‘ 

leader and key decision maker‖ (137).  Block‘s two case studies required drastic 

action on the part of the boards, including legal action, to attain a resolution.  

Block concludes his book by encouraging nonprofits to be proactive rather than 

reactive (155). 

 Henry Lewis‘ 2002 article, ―Founder‘s Syndrome: An Affliction for Which 

There is Rarely Immunity,‖ confirms the established premise that planning and 

forethought are the keys to avoiding founder‘s syndrome.  He mentions several 

items that should be inherent in the by-laws of all nonprofit organizations: 

Term-limits for board members…procedures to ensure that board 
members are selected based on both the current and anticipated needs of 
the NPO [nonprofit organization]; job descriptions for directors; provisions 
for board member evaluation, training, and (if needed) removal; and a 
clear statement that the CEO…takes direction from the board, IS NOT A 
MEMBER OF THE BOARD, and can be replaced… (4-5) 

 Lewis‘ article can be added to the compendium of general information 

circulating on the subject of founder‘s syndrome and may assist those 

organizations with the forethought to use the information. 

 Paul Stuart Graham, in his 2005 article, ―Passing the Torch, Succession 

Leadership Planning in the Performing Arts,‖ discusses the fact that many 

organizations neglect the duty of planning for a successor to the founder.  ―Their 

founders may have been genuine, visionary leaders, but subsequent to their 
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departure, the organizations weren‘t adequately focused, cohesive, or functional‖ 

(1). He cites the Trinity Repertory Company in Rhode Island as a ―good example 

of an organization‘s failure to prepare for a successful leadership transition‖ (13).  

Although the company stumbled upon Adrian Hall‘s departure, eventually it was 

able to stabilize, and the company continues today.  Graham believes that there 

is no definitive outline for a proven successful succession plan.  Graham 

proposes to engage organizations in dialogues, disseminate this information, and 

to research current California groups to identify what plans, if any, they have in 

place.  Graham hopes to publish his work through subsequent articles and/or 

websites.  ―My immediate goal is to develop a nucleus of leaders willing to 

address the problems of leadership succession planning.  My broader plan is to 

build a leadership development model, which hopefully would be useful to 

various arts organizations‖ (15).  To date, he is continuing his research, but there 

have been no further publications. 

 A detailed and extensive article written by John Kreidler entitled ―Leverage 

Lost: The Nonprofit Arts in the Post-Ford Era,‖ examines the history of arts 

funding in the United States.  Kreidler points to a pivotal and historic time in the 

late 1950s when the Ford Foundation began its ―… major arts initiatives…‖ (2), 

as the transition time for arts organizations from individual proprietorships to 

nonprofit corporations.  This article is an impressive compilation of research 

organized into three different sections—The Pre-Ford Era: Industrial Revolution 

to 1957; The Ford Era (1957-1990: Leverage Gained); and The Post-Ford Era 

(1990 to Present): Leverage Lost.  In each section, Kreidler analyzes the era 
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under the following headings: Introduction, Education, Prosperity, Societal 

Values, Demographic Change, and Leisure Time.  Kreidler contends that change 

is inevitable and arts organizations that are facing tough funding times due in part 

to a reliance on old methods and traditions need to look forward.  ―…there is no 

need to be forever fallen if we awake and arise to the ever-evolving realities of 

the cultural ecosystem‖ (37).   

 Texas Tech University Fine Arts doctoral student Ginny A. Davis‘s 1996 

dissertation, The Creation of a Strategic Planning Model for Small Not-for-Profit 

Theatres: An Internship Project, provides some wonderful insights into strategic 

planning or the lack thereof in small nonprofit theatres.  Interestingly, the theatre 

researched, Theatre Three in Dallas, is still under the leadership of one of the 

original founders, Jac Alder.  In 1994, a Long-Range Planning Committee was 

created in response to an evaluation that suggested that the theatre needed 

long-range planning (69).   

 Built to Last: Successful Habits of Visionary Companies, by James C. 

Collins and Jerry I. Porras, is about and directed toward commercial companies.  

Although nonprofits and commercial entities vary greatly in their missions, one 

important aspect crosses boundaries—a successful company is just that, a 

successful company.   

Visionary companies are premier institutions…in their industries, widely 
admired by their peers and having a long track record of making a 
significant impact on the world around them.  The key point is that a 
visionary company is an organization…All individual  leaders, no matter 
how charismatic or visionary, eventually die;…Yet visionary companies 
prosper over long periods of time, through…multiple generations of active 
leaders. (1-2) 

 This book provides valuable lessons on endurance.  Each visionary 
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company‘s leader was dedicated to the future of the company and made 

decisions based on the needs of the company and not their personal needs. 

 ―Boomers, XY‘s and the Making of a Generational Shift in Arts 

Management,‖ written by Victoria J. Saunders, is another article prompted by 

current conversations about leadership transition.  The focus in this piece is the 

training differences between the baby boomers and the XY generation, and notes 

that the boomers created the field of arts management as it is practiced today.  

―Given the newness of the field, there were no classes or university degrees in 

arts management for early arts administrators; much of the professional field was 

created on the fly‖ (2-3).  The author states that some founders resist the 

incoming group of university-trained arts administrators due to the fact that many 

of these XYs are much younger and possess different philosophical leanings, 

―XYs are not willing to follow the Boomer‘s workaholic style, have a stronger 

need for work/life balance and are highly influenced by quality of life concerns‖ 

(3).  These differences may contribute to a founder‘s refusal to relinquish control 

of the arts organization. 

 Theatre Communications Group, in conjunction with Dance/USA, has 

developed a program entitled ―Leadership for Artistic Directors,‖ an intense 

conference ―… designed for the artistic director … who wants to understand 

more clearly the leadership responsibilities of the position‖ (web).  TCG 

responded to the requests of its members and observations from the field to 

provide information and training for current and new artistic directors.  This 

program distinguishes between leadership and management.  ―Organizational 
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leadership doesn‘t require hands-on daily attention to management detail; an 

approach that reserves most of the artistic director‘s time for artistic programs 

also can afford the opportunity to exert leadership‖ (web 2).  This is a viable 

forum for the discussion of the division of duties prevalent in today‘s theatres – a 

division that many founders did/do not have the luxury of utilizing.   

 A publication by an arts advocacy group, Illinois Arts Alliance Foundation, 

―Planning for Succession: A Toolkit for Board Members and Staff of Nonprofit 

Arts Organizations,‖ written by Merianne Liteman, is a concise pamphlet of 

relevant information on the topic of leadership transition within arts organizations.  

Liteman outlines the method for including succession planning within a 

successful strategic planning.  ―Boards of directors must incorporate leadership 

transition into strategic planning.  Organizations should plan for succession as 

carefully as they plan the next season or the upcoming capital campaign‖ (1).  As 

the title indicates, this is a ―toolkit‖ for boards and leaders.  The method of 

presentation, brief and direct, makes this pamphlet indispensable to any nonprofit 

arts organization; however, Liteman does not analyze any specific organizations. 

 A second publication by the Illinois Arts Alliance Foundation entitled 

Succession: Arts Leadership for the 21st Century is a compilation of surveys and 

articles on the topic of emerging leaders and their transitions into those roles.  

The booklet is divided into three sections: 1) By the Numbers, States of the Arts: 

Career Conditions of Nonprofit Arts Professionals in Chicago, analysis of surveys 

of executive directors and emerging leaders; 2) In the Trenches, Exploration of 

Leadership Transition Issues in Arts Organizations, summary report of focus 
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groups and interviews; and 3) From the Wells of Wisdom and Experience.   

 The recent publications dealing with the topic of emerging leaders stems 

from the approaching retirement age of the baby boomers and the cultural and 

economic effects this loss of the ―old guard‖ will have on our society.  Most 

writers agree that organizations must take a proactive approach to succession 

management rather than a reactive one, and they must look to the future as a 

quest rather than a hopeless morass.     

 An excellent article by the previous Interim Executive Director of Theatre 

Communications Group, Gigi Bolt, ―Managing the Future,‖ is an impassioned 

plea to artistic and managing directors, established and emerging.  ―… [T]he 

status quo isn‘t good enough.  A new day calls for new thinking, new income 

streams, both earned and contributed, and new creative ideas that can reduce 

stress and enhance compensation, benefits and personal satisfaction‖ (2).  

Although this article does not directly discuss succession planning or founder‘s 

syndrome, it does provide some insight into current trends of management 

and/or leadership training and styles. 

METHODOLOGY OF THE STUDY 

 This dissertation will collect, analyze, and draw conclusions on information 

that relates directly to the successful transitions within the Barter Theatre, the 

Dallas Theater Center, and the American Conservatory Theater.  These regional 

theatres, each with a successful life of 40 years or more, avoided founder‘s 

syndrome.   

 The three organizations noted above have been identified as examples of 

successful professional regional theatres.   
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1. Each organization has been in existence at least 40 years. 

2. Each founder directed the organization for at least the first 20 years, 

equaling nearly fifty percent of the life of the company. 

3. Each transition to a new director has been successful. 

4. Each organization is a member of LORT. 

5. Each organization currently employs a large full-time staff 

complemented by an even larger part-time staff of interns, volunteers, 

students, and guest artists. 

Research methods will include: 

1. Personal interviews with founders (when available), current directors, 

and staff of targeted organizations.  Each interview will be conducted 

according to pre-established questions arising from traditional research 

methods and approved by the Texas Tech University Office of 

Research Services.   

2. Analysis of targeted organizations‘ available policies and procedures 

from inception through transition and today. 

3. Traditional research methods: journal articles, books, online resources, 

and interviews with specialists in the field of leadership and 

management. 

 All information will be analyzed and cross-referenced to discover common 

and unique characteristics that allowed these organizations to avoid falling prey 

to founder‘s syndrome while successfully transitioning to a new director. 

 The organizations in this study combine education and outreach with 
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performance and a strong commitment to their communities.  The personalities 

and original concepts of the founders reverberate through all aspects of each 

company.  The strong personalities of Robert Porterfield, Paul Baker, and William 

Ball were instrumental in the creation of their respective remarkable institutions.  

These same personalities allowed for the institutions to live on without them.  

This study will provide some insight on their successful management techniques.  

I hope to prove that while serendipity cannot be ruled out, success can be 

credited to careful strategic planning on the part of the original founder, theatre 

staff, and board members.  I will analyze mission statements, strategic plans, and 

goals for each organization to see if a pattern emerges.  I believe there are 

commonalities that will surface within each unique experience.  It is these 

common elements that I am most interested in discovering. 

ORGANIZATION OF THE STUDY 

 This dissertation is organized into five chapters, bibliography, and 

appendices.   

 Chapter I includes an Introduction followed by five sections: Statement of 

Problem, Definition of Terms, Survey of Literature, Methodology of the Study, 

and Organization of the Study. 

 Chapters II, III, and IV include historical narratives for the Barter Theatre, 

the Dallas Theater Center, and the American Conservatory Theater, respectively.  

Each narrative will be organized under the following sub-headings: 1. Founder, 2. 

Socio-Economic Influences, and 3. Organization.  The first section contains 

biographical information on the respective founder.  The second section contains 
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regional-specific information from the time of the organization‘s creation to the 

present on the geography, economy, demographics, and entertainment 

opportunities.  The third section contains a chronological biography of the 

organization that includes management strategies, mission statements, board 

functions, artistic choices, and organizational transitions. 

 Conclusions and summaries will be presented in Chapter V.  The 

Appendices include transcripts of interviews, an acknowledgement from Texas 

Tech University Human Research Studies to conduct the interviews, emails, and 

supplemental information. 



Texas Tech University, Debra Justice, December 2010 

 27 

CHAPTER II 

II. THE BARTER THEATRE, THE STATE THEATRE OF VIRGINIA 

 Robert Porterfield and the creation of the Barter Theatre provide an 

excellent example of the beneficent influence of a singular individual over his 

friends, supporters, and community.  The Barter Theatre could have ended with 

the death of Porterfield in 1971 by succumbing to founder‘s syndrome since the 

sheer magnitude of his personality pervaded every aspect of the Barter‘s 

formative years.  An examination of who Porterfield was, of the socio-economic 

climate that yielded the Barter, as well as the inner workings of the organization, 

reveals how the Barter managed to survive without Porterfield.  He lacked the 

formal training to manage a business, and his experience in the theatre world 

was minimal.  Porterfield spent the early years managing the theatre truly in an 

―intuitive-anticipatory‖ (Davis, Steiner 8) manner; he made decisions quickly and 

changed his mind often, moving from one idea to the next.  He did not 

incorporate the theatre until 1941, eight years after the first production.  Given 

the amorphous nature of the beginnings of the Barter, how it managed to survive 

for 75 years is the puzzle to be answered in the following pages.  
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Picture 1. Robert Porterfield. Courtesy of 
the Barter Theatre. 

 

FOUNDER 

 Robert ‗Bob‘ Huffard Porterfield was 

born the third of six sons to William and 

Daisy Porterfield on December 21, 1905 

outside of Austinville, Wythe County, 

Virginia, approximately 70 miles northeast 

of Abingdon. 1  His father, William 

Porterfield, a graduate of Emory and Henry 

College, worked as a lands overseer for the 

mining company New Jersey Zinc.  The 

family prospered, and in four years William Porterfield took another overseer job 

in Saltville.  This town was just a few miles from the Porterfield homestead of 

Twin Oaks, approximately 15 miles northeast of Abingdon.  Porterfield‘s 

grandfather still resided at Twin Oaks, and it would not be until Porterfield had left 

home for college that his father would move the family to Twin Oaks.  Porterfield 

spent his youth in a variety of activities: playing football, attending Boy Scout 

meetings, going to church and revivals, dancing, and hunting and hiking the 

mountains around his home.  He did not see his first professional theater 

performance, a production of the musical Rose Marie, until he was 19.     

 Robert Porterfield loved entertaining people.  He would perform vignettes 

in the barn for his brothers and friends even though he lacked any real 

                                            
1 Biographical information on Robert Porterfield and the history of the Barter 
Theatre is available in multiple sources including: the Barter Theatre website; A 
Study of the Economic Development of the Barter Theatre of Virginia, 
Incorporated, 1933-1973; The Barter Theatre Story Love Made Visible; and If 
You Like Us, Talk About Us.  
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knowledge of the craft. 

I could not have been more than seven years old when I made my 
discovery that five bales of hay make a highly satisfactory proscenium 
arch, and that an old horse blanket will serve as a curtain.  Why I should 
have found this a desirable and necessary end I have no idea.  I think it 
must be that the need to create theatre is one of the deepest-rooted 
instincts of the human being … I discovered the joy of leaving myself 
outside, of becoming a character … Perhaps even before I knew what an 
actor was called, I knew I had found my métier. (qtd. in McKinney 20-21) 

At the age of 10, Porterfield announced to his family that he wanted to go into the 

theatre when he was older.  Porterfield‘s father vehemently forbade this dream 

and wrongfully assumed that his negative declaration was the end of the topic.  

Porterfield‘s father wanted his son to pursue a career as a minister or a lawyer 

because of Porterfield‘s persuasive personality.  Fortunately for Virginia and the 

theatre community, Porterfield held onto his dream when his mother quietly 

responded ―‘We shall see‘‖ (qtd. in McKinney 12).  

I ought to say right here that my father came from six generations of 
bluestocking Presbyterians…All my relatives…were solid, substantial 
citizens, pillars of the church and community, lawyers, generals, judges, 
editors, preachers.  None of them…had ever entertained thoughts of going 
into the rash and wicked theatre. (qtd. in McKinney 12) 

 In high school, Porterfield finally got the chance to perform in a ―real‖ play.  

Porterfield asked his high school Latin teacher if they could stage a production of 

Shakespeare‘s Julius Caesar rather than just reciting lines.  She agreed on the 

condition that the class translate the entire play into Latin and perform in Latin.  

Undaunted, the class translated and then performed Julius Caesar with 

Porterfield as Brutus. 

Props were gathered, scenery scrounged from all over Saltville, and bed 
sheets, counterpanes, and towels folded into togas and tunics … [D]raped 
in his mother‘s finest linen tablecloth, Bob Porterfield climbed onto the 
podium to begin the famous ―Friends, Romans, Countrymen‖ speech.   
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―Tacitu, Romani,‖ he announced loudly in southern-accented Latin.  
―Ubique sit sulentu!‖   

His classmates and the rest of the school immediately burst into wild 
applause.   

It was at that exact moment that Robert Huffard Porterfield … discovered 
the sheer joy of using an audience‘s enthusiasm to boost his own. 
(Mckinney 23-24) 

 His natural oratory abilities combined with an active imagination made 

Porterfield a natural fit for the theatre.  He grew to just over six feet tall with a full 

mane of hair and a contagious smile.  Considered by many a handsome man, 

Porterfield‘s charm was legendary.  The story of his arrival in Abingdon for the 

first season with only $1.00 in his pocket and how he managed to feed and 

house a troupe of 28 for four months bespeaks a level of charm and charisma 

beyond the norm.  Jo Leslie Collier, an Abingdon native, reminisces in her 

Master‘s thesis on her time spent working at the Barter. 

It had occurred to me once while sitting in the balcony with the other 
volunteers and apprentices, watching ―Marse Bob‖ give one of his famous 
curtain speeches, that Robert Porterfield was the Will Rogers of the South, 
with his ingenuous, down home humor, his infectious smile, his gorgeous 
drawl and big blue eyes and Southern charm, to which were added a keen 
mind, a great ambition, and an unceasing energy … the real success of 
Robert Porterfield lay in one particular talent: persuasion. (3)   

 Porterfield continued his education after high school still intent on a career 

in the theatre.  He attended Hampden-Sydney, a Presbyterian college in 

southeastern Virginia approximately sixty miles southwest of Richmond, as a 

liberal arts student and participated in many extracurricular activities, particularly 

theatre.  Unbeknownst to his father, Porterfield submitted his application to the 

American Academy of Dramatic Arts in New York at the end of his second year.  

While at home that summer, the persistent Porterfield announced he was going 
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to the Academy, and again his father tried to stop him.  His father ordered him 

back to college for the fall term, but Porterfield did not enroll when he arrived in 

Richmond.  Instead, he worked full-time at a drugstore trying to save enough 

money to go to the Academy.  Porterfield was too sick to attend the Academy 

when his acceptance letter arrived, and the Richmond doctor sent him home to 

recuperate.  Porterfield‘s father had his son thoroughly inspected by the local 

doctor, insisting the doctor find something wrong.  The doctor checked, spoke 

with Robert Porterfield, and informed the father that his son was completely 

healthy and that ―[W]hy don‘t you let the boy do what he wants?‖ (qtd. in 

Mckinney 35).  Within a few days and with money his mother had saved, 

Porterfield moved to New York and began his formal training in the theatre.   

 The Academy would not allow their students to accept professional acting 

jobs while in school.  Porterfield worked odd jobs and relied on his mother‘s 

support to survive the two years of the program.  Porterfield‘s first professional 

acting job was a no-line walk-on role in the Broadway show The Ivory Door by A. 

A. Milne.  The stage manager had seen Porterfield‘s final school performance 

and asked him to ―audition‖ for a part that another actor had just vacated.  ―[A]n 

audition that consisted of Bob trying on the costume and the shoes to see if he 

fit.  He did, and the part was his‖ (McKinney 49).  Porterfield‘s career continued 

to grow with roles in Mima, The Dagger and the Rose, The Blue Ghost, Blind 

Windows, and ultimately a tour of Cyrano de Bergerac.  Although never a lead, 

Porterfield valued this time for the experience garnered and the friendships 

developed.  Porterfield called upon these friendships to help him with the Barter‘s 
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growth.  

 The remainder of Robert Porterfield‘s personal biography will continue co-

mingled with the history of the Barter Theatre since the two were inseparable for 

the next 38 years. 

SOCIO-ECONOMIC INFLUENCES 

 Abingdon, Virginia, incorporated in 1778, ―claims to be the oldest 

incorporated town west of the Blue Ridge Mountains‖ (Williams 9).  Named for 

first lady Martha Washington‘s parish in England, Abingdon is located in 

Washington County in a valley between the Blue Ridge Mountains and the 

Cumberland Mountains.  Abingdon of the early 20th century was an agricultural 

region with some light industrialization.  It contained two women‘s colleges, the 

Martha Washington College for Women, established in 1853, and the Stonewall 

Jackson Female Institute for Women, established in 1894.  Abingdon was a hub 

for the surrounding communities, but its growth slowed during the Depression 

when industrialization moved south to Tennessee and both colleges closed; one 

factory remained, the Cumbow China Decorating Company, a processing plant 

for meat, dairy, and tobacco.  The population in 1933 was 2,900; today Abingdon 

encompasses 8.3 square miles with a population of 7,938.  According to Anne St. 

Claire Williams, in 1933 

[t]here were only four towns within a seventy-five mile radius of Abingdon 
with a population over 5,000: Johnson City, Tennessee, with 25,000; 
Kingsport, Tennessee, 12,000; Elizabethton, Tennessee, 8,000; and 
Bristol, Tennessee-Virginia, with a combined population of 20,000. (11)   

Paved roads were uncommon and access through the mountains to neighboring 

towns and cities was treacherous.  The people of this area were self-reliant, 
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growing, hunting, and processing almost everything they needed for survival.  

Porterfield‘s long lineage in the area (seventh generation ―blue-stocking 

Presbyterian‖) was a common trait.  Generations of families stayed within the 

area, rarely venturing farther than Richmond.  When Porterfield attended the 

Academy in New York, he had never been farther from his home than Richmond.   

 Entertainment in the area was rustic or homemade.  Folk or mountain 

music played on banjos and fiddles were the traditional sounds from this valley.  

The Whitetop Music Festival, a week-long festival held in August each year, was 

the area‘s largest tourist attraction and featured local musicians playing their 

original compositions or the ballads popular in the area.  Today‘s country 

musicians credit the music from this area as a point of inspiration.  The 

elementary and secondary schools provided cultural events during the academic 

term.  Students learned lines from Shakespeare or poems of Tennyson and 

Longfellow and recited these before family and friends.  Community dances, 

either planned at a park or improvised in a neighbor‘s barn, were consistently the 

most popular entertainment for the young people of Southwest Virginia.  During 

the mid-1800s to the late 1800s, actors like Edwin Booth stopped over in one of 

these small towns on their way to or from New York and New Orleans.  By the 

time of Porterfield‘s birth, however, these tours had stopped coming to the small 

towns when the business of theatre shifted from the actor/manager system to the 

producer system, as the majority of the producers were located in New York.  

When producers were unwilling to present plays in a small region like 

Washington County, citizens of the area did not have access to professional 
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theatre.   

 Many people in this ―Bible Belt‖ town considered the theatre a wicked and 

sinful place, and they frowned upon anyone who chose the theatre as a career.  

Not surprisingly, the building that houses the Barter Theatre was not a theatre 

when constructed in 1831; it was a church.  In 1837, the church became an 

opera house when the Sons of Temperance took over management of the 

facility, hosting performances and social events (Barter website).  In 1890, 

management transferred the building to the City of Abingdon for use as a Town 

Hall.  By 1933, when Porterfield held his first performance in the 500-seat theatre 

in this building, it was still the Town Hall, housing the jail directly beneath the 

stage and the fire siren on the front of the building.   

 Faith and family may have been strong in the area, but economically the 

people of Southwest Virginia were suffering.  The Great Depression, the 

beginnings of which are commonly associated with the crash of the New York 

Stock Market in 1929, continued to oppress people around the world.  Small 

Washington County was not immune to the devastating effects.  The farmers of 

this region lost crops not from blight or disease, but because there was no cash 

to purchase the product.  Crops rotted in the fields.  President Roosevelt‘s New 

Deal policies, in the late 1930s, provided some relief but not for many years.   

 Access to professional theatre in 1933 was limited to two options: either 

travel to New York to see a Broadway show or wait for the tour of that Broadway 

show.  Professional resident companies, once prolific in the 1870s and 1880s, 

had disbanded in the 1890s under competition from the Syndicate of the 
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Broadway houses.   The Syndicate kept professional theatre centralized in New 

York with only amateur productions available outside of this region.  The 

Syndicate, a group of businessmen, controlled all professional theatre in the 

United States from approximately 1896 to 1915 when the Shuberts gained 

control (Brockett 194).  The change in leadership did not change the 

management style, and professional theatre remained the purview of the 

Broadway houses for many years. 

 As the Industrial Revolution continued to move the United States from an 

agrarian society to an urbanized industrial society, unions began to develop to 

protect the interests of this new class of workers; the shift of theatre from 

nomadic companies to Broadway contributed to the creation of theatre-specific 

unions.  The most influential collective was (and is today) the Actors Equity 

Association (AEA), established in 1913, representing actors and stage managers 

(AEA website).  The result of this union meant that a professional theatre 

company was required to sign an agreement with AEA.  The benefits of AEA 

were immeasurable; however, this advocate for employees also prevented any 

amateur theatre companies, inside or outside of New York, from employing these 

union members since most companies could not afford to pay the performers.   

 The social and economic influences that affected Porterfield‘s enterprise in 

1933 were many and large.  The greatest economic disaster of the 20th Century, 

the Great Depression, was at its height in 1933 with no indication of relief.  

Porterfield‘s choice of location for this new theatre might have appeared daft.  No 

professional theatre companies existed outside of New York City, and yet 
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Porterfield wanted to create one in the tiny hamlet of Abingdon, population 2,900, 

snug in the ―Bible Belt‖ of the United States where theatre was considered sinful.  

While the people of Southwest Virginia were accustomed to ―home-made‖ 

entertainment and rarely experienced professional entertainers, Porterfield 

wanted to bring Broadway plays and international playwrights to this agricultural 

region.  He had no capital, no job, and no management experience,  yet his 

concept of bartering for a ticket to a wholesome professional theatre production 

succeeded despite (or perhaps because of) these perceived negative influences. 

ORGANIZATION 

 The life of the Barter Theatre divides easily into the following stages: 1) 

the pre-war years 1933-1942; 2) the postwar years 1946-1971; 3) Rex 

Partington‘s tenure 1972-1992; and 4) Richard Rose‘s tenure 1992-today.  The 

following information on the Barter‘s growth will follow these stages.   

 Porterfield imagined one of the oldest professional regional theatres in the 

United States (Barter website) in 1932 while on tour with Walter Hampden‘s 

production of Cyrano de Bergerac.  Through letters from his mother, Porterfield 

knew that the abundance of rotting crops that he was witnessing on the tour were 

also in abundance back home.  He felt a link existed between hungry actors, 

unharvested crops, and the psychological need of the people for uplifting 

entertainment.  Porterfield discussed his wild notion of allowing people to barter 

produce for tickets with producer Hampden who felt that it was a strange concept 

and probably would not work.  Hampden cited two reasons for his thinking: 1) 

farmers were not used to such entertainment, and 2) audiences threw the only 

produce that actors typically saw (Williams 13).  Despite his skepticism, 
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Hampden became one of Porterfield‘s first Barter Patrons, a collection of people 

who helped to promote and support the Barter during the early years.  Back in 

New York City, at the close of the tour, Porterfield worked as a model and at the 

New York Athletic Club while he continued to formulate an organizational plan for 

his theatre. 

 In the spring of 1933, Porterfield took several steps toward the creation of 

his new theatre.  First, he chose Abingdon as the site for the experiment for 

many reasons, the primary of which appears to be his love of the area and his 

desire to move home.  Abingdon is located approximately fifteen miles from his 

family‘s homestead of Twin Oaks.  The first summer that Porterfield came home 

from college at Hampden-Sydney, he put together a show with some family and 

friends and toured it to ten different sites in Washington County.  It was during 

that brief tour that Porterfield first saw the opera house in Abingdon‘s Town Hall.  

Remembering this experience convinced Porterfield that he had found a place for 

his company.     

Abingdon seemed a logical place for his experiment.  The residents of the 
town, and several others around it, had become accustomed to cultural 
and entertaining events on the campuses.  There were a number of small 
towns in the area which had not been invaded by motion pictures … 
Porterfield was known in Abingdon, and he had several friends there who 
could help him promote a theatre. (Williams 14) 

 The second step included acquiring the location for performances and 

living quarters for his resident company.  His letter to the town council of 

Abingdon was indicative of the promotional efforts for the theatre which he 

employed for the remainder of his life.  Not only did Porterfield outline the 

concept of a resident summer company that bartered tickets for food, but he also 
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mentioned that having such a company could help the local economy by 

attracting tourism.  One of Porterfield‘s most effective marketing strategies was 

his proclamation that a professional theatre company would boost tourism to the 

region and, consequently, improve the region‘s economy.  The Abingdon council 

approved his idea and granted Porterfield the use of the opera house rent-free 

for the summer with the one stipulation that performances not be held on 

Sundays.  Avoiding Sunday performances continued until the 1960s.  This 

building became the permanent home of the Barter Theatre. 

 The theatre, however, required additional space.  Notably, the box office 

for the first summer season was also the mayor‘s office.  Porterfield wrote to the 

trustees of the two local colleges to ask permission for the use of some of their 

buildings for living quarters for his company, a small hotel, a restaurant for 

visitors, and rehearsal and storage space.  Stonewall Jackson College trustees 

were willing to let him use space for a nominal charge while the Martha 

Washington buildings and their contents were offered at no charge if Porterfield 

paid for utilities and normal upkeep.  Since Martha Washington was across the 

street from the theatre, the decision was simple. 

 Porterfield‘s next step was to recruit the company.  He contracted with 

AEA to use Equity actors and stage managers, but Porterfield had no capital to 

start this endeavor, so he asked people to travel to southwest Virginia and work 

for four months for room and board.  He promised a portion of his profits, if any, 

to the Actors‘ Relief Fund at the end of the season.  By May of 1933, he had 

recruited twenty-two Equity actors, of varying degrees of experience, who were 
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willing to participate in this new venture.  He also employed experienced 

theatricians: a director, two scenic artists, a stage manager, and a publicity 

director.  Another employee, the business manager, (Helen Fritch, who would 

later become the first Mrs. Porterfield), was a former employee of the Martha 

Washington faculty with no theatre experience.  Together with Porterfield as 

managing director, who also had no management experience, the company 

totaled twenty-seven for the first season. 

 Several more steps completed the preparations.  Porterfield chose seven 

plays for the first season.  A lack of royalty fees, non-controversial subject matter, 

and family appeal defined each play.  Producers from a tour of Rose Marie 

donated the set pieces to Porterfield.  This scenery provided the flats and 

backdrops for many seasons, and advertising for the program was either sold or 

traded so successfully that it was difficult to find a place in the program for 

information on the plays (character lists, scene breakdowns, etc.)  (Williams 22).  

Single-day tours to surrounding counties and states were booked through civic 

groups in those towns.  The company rented an old truck and bus for the 

summer to transport equipment and performers.  An artist‘s colony, established 

at the actors‘ residence, generated additional revenue.  Porterfield invited artists, 

musicians, and the like to spend the summer in Abingdon for a weekly or monthly 

fee that included room, board, and access to the swimming pool, grounds, and 

tennis courts of the old Martha Washington College.  The cash generated by 

these guests enabled Porterfield to purchase items he could not get donated or 

bartered for, including the truck and bus rental and fuel.    
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Picture 3. Original Barter Theatre Logo. 
Courtesy of the Barter Theatre. 

 

 
Picture 2. The kitchen of the Barter Inn during the 
first season. Porterfield on the left. Courtesy of 
the Barter Theatre. 

 

 Opening night on June 10, 1933 was a success.  The majority of the sold-

out audience bartered for their tickets.  Admission was advertised as ―30 Cents 

or the equivalent in victuals – with what you cannot sell, you can buy a good 

laugh‖ (Williams 29).  The box office staff used current market prices to evaluate 

the livestock and produce exchanged for 

tickets.  The scale used became the 

symbol of the theatre for many years.  A 

local newspaper described opening night: 

―On Saturday night upon entering the 

lobby of the theatre you would see: a live 

pig, chicken, ham, lard, meal, cherries, lettuce, onions, etc., which were brought 

to apply on admissions‖ (qtd. in Williams 30).  Anecdotes abound including actors 

chasing livestock down the street, keeping the livestock outside because the 

cacophony of animal sounds was disruptive to the show, and the boy who traded 

what he said was apple butter turned out to be mud.  A live pig, supposedly the 

first bartered item, went to live at 

Twin Oaks, and her progeny became 

the hams that Porterfield used for 

royalties to playwrights in 

subsequent seasons (with the 

exception of George Bernard Shaw 

who was vegetarian and accepted 

spinach instead).  The first season 
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ended in the black as ―the Barter Company cleared $4.35 in cash, two barrels of 

jelly and enjoyed a collective weight gain of over 300 pounds‖ (Barter website). 

 The theatre opened its first season without clearly defined goals or a 

business structure.  Porterfield did ―employ‖ professional actors and staff which 

marked the company as professional rather than amateur.  There were 24 

members of the Barter Patrons, but this was not a formal organization and lacked 

the power of a board of directors.  The only employment contract Porterfield had 

with his staff was the following: 

WE, THE UNDERSIGNED, members of the stock company which is to 
open a summer season at the Barter Theatre, Abingdon, Virginia, on June 
10th, 1933, severally acknowledge agreements heretofore entered into 
with Robert Porterfield, Manager, by which we are to receive (in return for 
our services) free board and lodging at the Barter Inn during the time we 
shall play, and also a share in the net profits of the Barter Theatre‘s 
operation – the share which shall be thus divided among the company to 
be at least one-third of such net profits, while the balance of such profits 
(not more than two-thirds of the total) shall be donated to the Stage Relief 
and Dramatists Guild Funds.  (Williams 28) 

The entire company worked together to mount the productions.  While on tour, 

the actors were also the crew.  The company was fortunate to have Helen Fritch 

to manage the finances.  She had been on the faculty at the Martha Washington 

College before it closed down and, although she knew nothing of the theatre, it 

appears that she was the only member of the company to understand the basics 

of running a business.  She maintained the ledgers, kept track of the inventory, 

paid the bills, and managed the actors‘ residence and hotel.  Director Owen 

Phillips said, ―[y]ou could spend a dime wisely and she was enthusiastic, but she 

was furious if you spent a nickel foolishly‖ (qtd. in Dawidziak 11). 

 The seasons continued in much the same way through 1942 with a few 
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exceptions.  Company sizes continued to increase and reached eighty-four 

members for the 1941 season.  The 1934 season initiated the Barter Drama 

Festival – the company performed four or five of the most popular plays of the 

season for a week at the end of the summer.  This festival later merged with the 

Virginia Highlands Festival, another Porterfield creation that incorporated the 

Whitetop Music Festival and arts and crafts from the area.  The 1934 season 

also saw the production of new plays by local playwrights and the inclusion of an 

apprentice program the next year.   

 Today, the Barter continues to promote new plays, participates in the 

Virginia Highlands Festival, and runs a successful apprentice and intern program.  

Current Producing Artistic Director Richard Rose explains, ―[w]e … offer 

internships seasonally and year-round and apprenticeships at all times of the 

year in association with various University programs and apprenticeship 

experience for interested individuals throughout the year‖ (Email). 

 Twice during the life of the Barter, the company performed in a place other 

than the Abingdon Opera House.  During preparations for the 1935 season, the 

Abingdon city council informed Porterfield that they had leased the Opera House 

as a movie house.  Porterfield negotiated with the Stonewall Jackson trustees to 

move his entire operation to their campus.  The Barter performed in the Jackson 

theatre through 1942.  (The Barter Inn, the aptly named living quarters for the 

company members, remains in the Stonewall Jackson dorm today.)  The second 

hiatus ran congruent with the first.  Porterfield closed the Barter at the end of the 

1942 season with the advent of World War II, and all Barter goods were stored or 
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sold.  He placed the money from the sold items, busses, trucks, etc., in a savings 

account for the Barter to use at the conclusion of the war. 

 Porterfield capitalized on every opportunity to promote the theatre locally 

and regionally.  Three strategies appear to have been the most successful.  First, 

anything the Barter did or was associated with, Porterfield considered 

newsworthy.  Whether it was guest artists, donated props, or the bus breaking 

down on a tour, Porterfield convinced the area newspapers to include the story.  

Porterfield believed that any mention of the name Barter was good promotion for 

the theatre.   

Secondly, Porterfield involved his company with the townspeople by 

encouraging them to participate in local activities, shop in local stores, and visit 

with local service groups.  A popular legend of the town‘s ultimate acceptance of 

the Barter involved a church service, a hymn, and a baritone.  The Sunday prior 

to the grand opening on June 10, 1933, Porterfield took the company to church.  

The company members sat in the back of the sanctuary while the congregation 

sat far removed from any association with the theatre troupe.  During the singing 

of the hymn ―Rock of Ages,‖ a strong baritone in the company sang the entire 

hymn without a hymnal.  This performance so impressed the congregation that 

acceptance was unanimous.  The actor later confessed to Porterfield that the 

only reason he knew the lyrics was that he had to memorize them for a play he 

was in the previous year and had not attended church for 25 years (Williams 29).   

The third strategy was Porterfield‘s magnetic personality.  He visited with 

local service groups, farmers, media representatives, and politicians, treating 
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everyone with equal respect.  Porterfield‘s charm never turned off and his energy 

never diminished. 

 Promoting the theatre to populations outside the region was as crucial as 

local promotions.  Porterfield advocated the idea of the benefits of a theatre 

organization to the local economy, and boosting the community‘s economy 

required bringing people into the area.  Four strategies brought attention to the 

Barter.   

 The first was the initiation of the Barter Theatre Award in 1939.  Porterfield 

purchased acreage next to Twin Oaks that was unsuitable for farming or grazing 

– it had an aesthetic value only.  He decided to give away portions of this land at 

an annual award   

… to be given for the best performance in a New York production by an 
American-born actor or actress.  The award was to be decided upon by a 
secret committee of Porterfield‘s choosing which included: ‗two physicians, 
two ministers, two students, two first-nighters, and two habitual balcony-
sitters.‘  (Jordan 40) 

The award included a ham, a platter decorated with the Barter emblem, an acre 

of land in Southwest Virginia, and the honor of choosing an actor and actress to 

spend the summer at the Barter for room, board, and a small stipend.  New York 

City was the site for the annual award dinner, and presenters included Broadway 

elite as well as political notables, such as First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt and 

Governor William Tuck of Virginia.  This promotional effort was one attempt to 

bring the name of the Barter to the theatre scene of New York City and was an 

important tactic given the centralization of theatre in New York.  This tradition 

continued until 1968, with only a brief hiatus during World War II.   

 The second event was the incorporation of the theatre in 1941.  Until this 
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time, Porterfield had not established any sort of formal plan or goals.  The 

operation of the theatre was casual and still wholly driven by Porterfield‘s whims 

and desires.  He picked the plays for the season in advance, but the length of the 

run of a show was always flexible.  If a show was not well received, Porterfield 

closed it and opened another.  Conversely, a popular show had an extended run 

and delayed the opening of the next production.  The only actions Porterfield 

undertook to assure the future of the organization included a savings account 

and the recycling of stage pieces and costumes.  The Barter savings continued 

to grow, with a portion of all revenue deposited in the account.  This account later 

became a fund for which Porterfield actively sought donations.  Any set pieces, 

props, and costumes that were still viable were stored for future use.   

 Porterfield‘s dream of a state theatre drove the necessity of incorporating 

the theatre.  He understood that the state of Virginia was not interested in 

subsidizing an organization lacking a formal structure or legal classification.  

Porterfield appointed a board of approximately twenty people from the already 

established Barter Patrons, with the following officers: Porterfield as president, 

Charles Harkrader as vice president, and Mrs. Porterfield (Helen Fritch) as 

secretary-treasurer.  They drafted the following charter and submitted it to the 

State of Virginia as the ―Barter Theatre, Incorporated.‖ 

This is to certify that we, the undersigned, do hereby associate ourselves 
to establish a corporation under and by the virtue of the provisions of 
chapter 151 of the Code of Virginia, for the purposes and under the 
corporation name hereinafter set out, and to that end we set for the 
following… 

…To provide to the people of Virginia, and its guests and tourists, an 
opportunity to observe some of the works of the world‘s most 
distinguished dramatic and operatic writers performed by competent 
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artists; 

…To serve as a non-profit educational and cultural expression of the 
dramatic and operatic arts in Virginia; to seek to encourage and elevate in 
Virginia popular standards of appreciation of the theatre and drama, 
building upon and improving upon the traditional criterion of the same; to 
improve and elevate popular dramatic taste and appreciation; to make 
good plays and acting available and accessible to the general public in 
Virginia; to work to the end that Virginia may have its own theatre and its 
own distinctive standards of appreciation of the theatre; 

…To erect a defense against the evils that would destroy the culture and 
enlightenment of the public by giving additional means of deeper faith and 
fuller appreciation of the truth, beauty and wisdom and the spiritual 
inspiration which they provide… (Jordan 216) 

 The third event, and the first of its kind, was the Barter Theatre‘s 

designation as the ―State Theatre of Virginia.‖  In the spring of 1942, the state 

issued the classification and promised $15,000 annually for winter tours.  This 

designation and subsidy were the culmination of nine years of politicking for the 

decentralization of the professional theatre.  It was a critical first step in 

Porterfield‘s plan for a national theatre.  He had long advocated for de-

centralization of the theatre and a national theatre comprised of state theatres 

funded by the federal government.  Porterfield spoke with President Roosevelt on 

a number of occasions in addition to governors, civic organizations, theatre 

producers, and any person or group willing to listen.  While Porterfield was 

unable to convince the federal government of the importance of the arts as a 

component of the well-being of a democratic nation, and although his 

presentations may have influenced the short-lived Federal Theatre Project, he 

was able to convince the Virginia Conservation Commission to name the Barter 

Theatre as the ―State Theatre of Virginia‖ and to allocate $15,000 to subsidize 

winter tours (Jordan 30).  The Virginia Conservation Commission was an 
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organization responsible for promoting tourism to Virginia, and Porterfield, as 

with the Abingdon town council, convinced the Commission that a subsidized 

state theatre would make an excellent tool in these promotional efforts.  

Unfortunately, since it was unclear at the start of the 1942 season if the Barter 

would be able to continue during the war, Porterfield agreed to defer the funds 

and designation. 

 The fourth strategy established the first strategic plan for the company.  

During the time of incorporation, Porterfield and his Barter Patrons provided the 

first written list of goals for the organization.  Although not named a ―mission 

statement,‖ the list served the same defining purpose.  There is no mention of 

strategies, but the listing of these goals was an excellent first step toward the 

permanency of the organization.  The complete list of goals is contained in  

Appendix ?, but here are a few. 

It is to serve as a non-profit educational and cultural expression for the 
purpose of giving the people of Virginia, and its many guest-tourists, an 
opportunity to observe some of the works of the world‘s most 
distinguished playwrights, performed by competent actors. 

It is to bring good entertainment to the people of Virginia. 

To make it possible for tourists traveling through Virginia to see ―after-
dark‖ entertainment after they have seen Virginia‘s day-light scenery – the 
drives, the gardens, the historical shrines. 

The primary purpose is that Virginia have its own standard of appreciation 
of the theatre, differentiated from the tradition of the theatre. 

Porterfield‘s life with the Barter continually revolved around one idea – to 

entertain.  He seemed to feel that everyone deserved the opportunity to explore 

and enjoy live performances with the same delight that he did.   

 In 1946, Porterfield returned to Abingdon to resume the management of 
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the Barter Theatre.  With money he had earned working in Hollywood after his 

discharge from the Army, he was able to obtain a mortgage toward the purchase 

of the old Stonewall Jackson dormitory now called the Barter Inn.  The Abingdon 

council agreed to a long-term lease with the Barter for the use of the opera house 

under the same stipulations as the first year – no Sunday performances, rent 

free, and the Barter assumed the costs of all utilities.  The council also agreed to 

split the costs of adding an annex to the building and renovating the jail cells 

beneath the stage into dressing rooms.  Porterfield aggressively sought 

donations of props and costumes since most of the inventory of the Barter, 

stored during the war, was damaged by a tornado.  Porterfield was able, once 

again, to get the set pieces of a retired Broadway show donated to the Barter.  

The story of the transport of the set from New York to Abingdon is another 

anecdote in the Barter repertoire of Porterfield‘s ingenuity.   

[A] New York theatrical warehouse offered Porterfield a carload of defunct 
sets if he would transport the stuff to Abingdon.  A carload can be carried 
free only if thirty railroad tickets are purchased, so Bob bought the tickets 
and sent thirty members of his company to Abingdon along with the 
scenery.  (qtd. in Elliott 38) 

A local merchant allowed Porterfield the use of a warehouse for set construction 

and storage.  Support for the re-opening of the theatre was abundant in 

Abingdon and the surrounding Washington County.    

 Governor Tuck reinstated the Barter theatre‘s designation as the State 

Theatre of Virginia in conjunction with a subsidy in the spring of 1946.  The 

subsidy was only $10,000 and not the $15,000 promised before the war; 

however, the stipulations remained the same.  A copy of the agreement is 

included in the Appendix.  A letter sent to Porterfield from Governor Tuck stated 
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the governor‘s approval with the designation and the subsidy.   

For the past thirteen years we have watched with pride the Barter Theatre 
grow and become a summer organization which provided so many 
Virginians with the best in entertainment.  Now we are happy to enable 
Barter to become a year-round company, which will make theater 
accessible to every Virginian through your state-wide tours.  (qtd. in Elliott 
36) 

The subsidy from the state continued with periodic increases until 1970 when 

direct funding for the arts from the state ceased.     

 The season after the war marked another monumental ―first‖ for this 

company – Barter paid Equity wages to its actors.  The subsidy and more cash 

from theatre audiences, rather than bartered items, enabled Porterfield to pay his 

company.  Shows in the old opera house still accepted barter, although most 

people paid cash.  The addition of a winter tour, a result of the subsidy from the 

state, added extra cash to the organization since barter was not accepted on 

tour.  This first winter tour, scheduled from October through April, proved taxing 

on the company.  By Christmas, the group begged Porterfield to hire extra help, 

so he hired Ernest Borgnine to haul scenery and drive the truck.  Borgnine would 

remain with the company for the next 4½ years. 

 Other events of note included an invitation in 1949 to perform Hamlet at 

the Hamlet Festival located in the Kronberg Castle in Denmark.  This was the 

first time an American company was invited to participate.  Several personnel 

issues arose during the production of the show between Porterfield and the 

director, his good friend Robert Breen.  The final product presented at the festival 

was not the performance Porterfield envisioned and was not well-received.   

 Three additional events are worth noting in the history of the Barter.  One 
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and two were the addition of air conditioning and the first major renovation of the 

interior of the theatre in 1953.  A member of Porterfield‘s board was a lawyer for 

Lady Astor and informed Porterfield of the ensuing demolition of the Empire 

Theatre in New York City.  Once again, Porterfield ―recycled‖ items no longer 

needed by another theatre.  He persuaded Lady Astor to allow him to remove as 

many of the furnishings as he could the weekend prior to demolition.  Porterfield, 

with a small army of friends and colleagues, removed an estimated $75,000 

worth of seats, drapes, pictures, carpets, and a lighting system designed by 

Thomas Edison (Jordan 91) which were used in the renovation of the theatre. 

 The third event was the addition of a second performance space in 1961.  

The company renovated a second performance venue from an old chapel on the 

Martha Washington property into a small thrust stage with seating for around 100 

and named it the Playhouse on the Green.  It focused on experimental and 

children‘s theatre.  The space is still in use today as the Barter Stage II.   

 In the late 1960s, the winter tour evolved into the matinee season.  The 

evolution occurred because of Porterfield‘s ability to adapt to the changing needs 

of Barter‘s patrons.  Attendance during the winter tour was diminishing and the 

bookings were becoming scarce.  The area high schools, however, enjoyed the 

special performances that the Barter staged for students.  Thus, the matinee 

season developed and performed one or two months prior to the start of the 

regular summer season at regional high schools, and these selected plays 

enhanced the curriculum taught in the schools.  Today, the Barter Players 

continue to travel to not only regional schools, but also areas along the East 
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Coast. 

 Porterfield had long believed in the necessity of setting aside money for 

the future.  He had tried on several occasions to establish a fund dedicated to 

future investments and not on daily operations.  Motivated by the tragic demise of 

Margo Jones‘s theatre in Dallas and with the help of a grant from the Old 

Dominion Foundation, Porterfield transformed the current Barter Theatre of 

Virginia by founding the Barter Foundation, incorporated in 1962.  Although a 

nonprofit foundation differs insignificantly from a basic nonprofit, in fact, the two 

names are often used interchangeably, Porterfield hoped this name change 

would create greater stability and encourage more donations for an endowment.  

The connotation of the word ―foundation‖ implies stability, control, and 

permanence -- all three qualities that Porterfield associated with the future of the 

Barter.  This was a maneuver by Porterfield to create a healthy business 

environment coupled with an acknowledgement that he would eventually leave 

the Barter Theatre.   

 The basic management of the theatre underwent minimal change with the 

name change.  Porterfield still ran the daily operations; however, grant money 

allowed for the hiring of three additional people including Peter Culman, an 

―understudy‖ for Porterfield (Jordan 148).  Additionally, the Foundation ―formed a 

separate holding company, the Abingdon Inns Corporation, which would 

purchase the lease to the Martha Washington Inn … ― (Jordan 148).  The Inn was 

previously owned and managed by a group of local investors including 

Porterfield.  A portion of the revenue generated by the Inn went toward the 
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Barter.  Now that the Barter had full ownership of the Inn through the 

Corporation, a commercial group, all proceeds generated by the Inn remained 

with the Barter, creating a passive income stream not associated with ticket 

sales.  The corporation, however, sold the Inn in 1978.  Today, the Barter and the 

Inn co-promote entertainment packages, but neither receives any direct 

monetary benefit from the other. 

 Porterfield did not stop with the creation of the Foundation as a means of 

ensuring the survival of the theatre.  He was keenly aware that he would not 

always be around to manage the organization, and he adamantly believed that its 

perpetuation was of the utmost importance.  For this reason, he worked very 

closely with Culman, named the Associate Producer in 1963.  The relationship 

appeared to be working, and in 1965, when Porterfield and his second wife 

moved from the Barter Inn to the family homestead of Twin Oaks, he named 

Culman Executive Vice-President by relinquishing more of the daily operations.  

In 1966, Culman assumed control of the Barter for a year while the Porterfields 

took an extended leave of absence and toured Europe.  During this time, Culman 

took the opportunity to organize the theatre inventory.  While Porterfield never 

threw anything away, Culman was of the opinion ―when in doubt, throw it out‖ 

(qtd. in Dawidziak 87).  Upon Porterfield‘s return, the differences in management 

practices were too extreme for Porterfield.  Culman himself admitted ―that he 

didn‘t really fit the spirit of Barter‘s founder‖ (Dawidziak 87).  As Pearl Hayter, 

managing director at the time, remarked, ―Culman was a ‗dedicated and 

hardworking‘ young man, ‗but nobody was ready for anybody to take Porterfield‘s 
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place‘‖ (qtd. in Dawidziak 87).  Culman summarized the rift briefly. 

It [management of the Barter in 1966] was a terrific interlude for me. But it 
wasn‘t always rosy because Bob and I were so different.  I stood up to him 
and he ran all over everybody with his charm.  He slaughtered them with 
it.  It was an admirable kind of manipulation.  And it worked more often 
than it didn‘t … I couldn‘t go back to being just a member of the company.  
(qtd. in Dawidziak 87) 

Without a clear successor in place, Porterfield continued to manage the daily 

operations while searching for a replacement.  Unfortunately, Porterfield died 

suddenly without having named a successor.  Fortunately, however, the 

Foundation board was well-managed and well-structured, and the operations of 

the Barter continued uninterrupted, just as Porterfield wished. 

 After Porterfield‘s death on October 28, 1971, a member of the board, 

Fillmore McPherson, assumed the role of Interim General Manager during the 

search for a successor.  In late January 1972, Rex Partington was named Artistic 

Director/Manager.  Partington had worked as an actor at the Barter during the 

early 50s and had worked as a production stage manager during the 1971 

season.  Additionally, his résumé included work in regional and New York 

theatres as a stage manager and production manager.   

During this time he was an understudy working with Tyrone Guthrie and 
an assistant stage manager in a David Merrick production … his contact 
with  David Merrick [landed] him the job of stage manager for the original 
Broadway production of My Fair Lady.  Following this job Partington had 
become the production manager of the Tyrone Guthrie Theatre … After 
five years … [he] formed his own production company … and toured the 
midwest for two years … returned to regional theatre, working for the next 
two years at the Cleveland Playhouse, first as associate director and then 
… as managing director.  He left this post to spend the 1971 summer 
season at Barter at Porterfield‘s request.  (Jordan 190) 

Partington continued to operate the theatre in much the same vein as Porterfield 

and made only subtle changes.   
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I saw my job as trying to continue what he[Porterfield] had been doing – 
offering a balanced, diversified season – and improving on what had 
already been established.  There was some unspoken resistance from 
people who wanted the Barter to remain exactly the same.  I suppose I‘ve 
lived in Bob‘s shadow for some time and, to some degree, always will.  
Had it happened many years earlier when I was sporting a rather fat ego, I 
don‘t think I would have been able to do it.  (qtd. in Dawidziak 105) 

Partington clearly defined the seasons with fixed opening and closing dates for 

each show.  Porterfield would often close shows if audience numbers declined, 

thus creating the need to open the next show ahead of schedule.  Fluidity 

marked Porterfield‘s seasons; stability marked Partington‘s tenure.  In addition, 

Partington made good use of the apprentices as staff for the second performance 

space, which increased their onstage time during the summer.     

 One thing that did not change, nor has it changed, is the treasured curtain 

speech.  Begun by Porterfield in 1933, and performed by Porterfield at every 

Abingdon performance during his 38-year tenure, the curtain speech is a tradition 

for all Barter patrons.  Partington continued this tradition, even concluding the 

speech with Porterfield‘s signature idiom, ―If you like us, talk about us.  It you 

don‘t, just keep your mouth shut‖ (Jordan 194).  Richard Rose, current producing 

artistic director, continues the tradition: 

Every performance on Barter Main stage; "If you like us, talk about us....." 
It's a very important part of making everyone feel welcome at Barter and of 
getting the audience to become a cohesive unit before the play starts. 
When someone subs for me in the curtain speech or when I do not do one 
of the many jokes that are a part of the speech, I get letters from patrons 
expressing the fact that they missed me. (Email)    

 Richard Rose assumed the helm in 1992 upon Partington‘s retirement.  

Rose‘s biography includes two degrees and a wealth of experience. 

Rick has his Master of Fine Arts in Theatre Directing and Design from the 
University of California at Davis and his Bachelor of Arts from St. Norbert 
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College, DePere, Wis. where he was honored with a ―distinguished 
achievement award in Humanities.‖ Rick has done post-graduate work at 
New York University and worked for the prestigious Juilliard School in 
New York City … Rick has produced and directed theatre throughout the 
United States including New York City.  (Barter website) 

Building on the successes of his predecessors, Rose has strengthened the bond 

between the Barter and the region.  Patrons can enjoy plays at the Barter from 

late January through December each year in the historic theatre in downtown 

Abingdon.  The State Theatre continues to tour as the Barter Players while 

resident company members 

perform children‘s shows and 

new works in the Barter Stage 

II, once the Playhouse on the 

Green.  Full-time company 

members, some having 

resided with the Barter for 15 

years, live in the Abingdon 

community.  Guest artists stay at the Barter Inn, still located down the street on 

the old Stonewall Jackson property.  Current staff, including actors, technicians, 

and administration, numbers 127.  During their busy summer season, an 

additional 150 people can increase this number.  The largest company Porterfield 

ever assembled numbered 97 in 1949.  New playwrights are still encouraged and 

promoted at the Barter.  The annual Appalachian Festival of Plays and 

Playwrights, initiated by Rose eight years ago, produces two new plays and 

stages readings of six others (Rose email).  In the spirit of its name and the 

premise under which it was founded, the Barter dedicates one performance a 

 
Picture 4. Barter Theatre in the Fall. Courtesy of the 

Barter Theatre. 



Texas Tech University, Debra Justice, December 2010 

 56 

year to collecting canned goods in exchange for tickets.  An area food bank 

receives these ―bartered‖ items.     

SUMMARY 

 Current management theories advocate a number of strategies for 

successful leadership transitions applicable to all types of businesses from 

commercial to nonprofit.  Prime amongst the collection is communication -- 

between the leader and the board, between the leader and the staff, and 

between the leader and the community.  Second is strategic planning, grounded 

in an effective, appropriate mission statement.  Inherent in strategic planning is 

the ability to engage in honest introspection and adapt as necessary.  A third 

component calls for the creation of a strong infrastructure of creative and capable 

staff members, along with a collection of board members committed to the 

mission of the organization.  Lastly, a company‘s evolution leads it towards 

―visionary‖ status, as posited by Collins and Porras, emerging as a ―premier 

institution‖ in the industry independent of its founder.  Achieving an independent 

organization requires a founder with the knowledge that the ultimate success of 

the company may not be measured in his/her lifetime and, in fact, cannot be 

judged until after the founder departs the group.  Only then may a true evaluation 

be made on the total effects of founder‘s syndrome on the company.  Although 

there are other methods that exemplify a successful transition, these four 

elements (communication, strategic planning, strong infrastructure, and 

independence) dominate today‘s theories.  A brief comparison of the history of 

the Barter Theatre and Robert Porterfield with these elements concludes that 

Porterfield, despite a lack of formal nonprofit management training, created a 
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lasting institution that serves as a model for theatre organizations today. 

 Porterfield‘s legendary persuasive and charismatic personality made 

communication his greatest asset.  Porterfield‘s phenomenal communication 

skills are evidenced by his curtain speech; the deft manipulation of the town 

council into rent-free use of the opera house; contracts with AEA the first few 

years that allowed Porterfield to pay the actors in room and board rather than 

cash; his ability to coerce a group of actors to work under this arrangement; and 

the donations from Abingdon time and again.  Porterfield used his skill to turn a 

small, newly formed regional theatre into the State Theatre of Virginia with direct 

subsidies from the state, a first of its kind in the United States.  Many of 

Porterfield‘s original board members stayed with the company over forty years 

with nary a hint of insurrection or dissolution.  Porterfield kept the community 

involved with the progress of the Barter by creating the Friends of the Barter, a 

volunteer group dedicated to promoting and fundraising for the Barter.  This open 

communication kept all interested parties involved in the well-being of the Barter 

which served the transition well.  Since the staff, the board, and the community 

were committed to the Barter, they were able to transition forward, rather than 

stumble, upon Porterfield‘s death.   

 Strategic planning was slow to materialize within the Barter.  This fact is 

not surprising given that a man without management experience created the 

Barter.  Porterfield kept plans in his head until 1941, when a formal mission 

statement and goals were established.  Today, theorists cringe to think of an 

organization without stated plans and quickly predict the demise of said 
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organization.  If Porterfield had died prior to 1941, the Barter, as it exists, might 

have died with him.  Without a codified business plan for a staff to follow, all 

future endeavors would have either proven futile or would have taken the 

organization in a completely different direction.  While Porterfield showed a 

maturity in arts management through the establishment of the articles of 

incorporation, the Barter‘s mission, and an organized board, he was slow to act 

on choosing a replacement or designing a transition.  He managed the theatre for 

38 years, much longer than most people stay in one job.  He clearly thought often 

of the future of the organization when he created savings accounts, invested 

Barter equity in real estate, and changed the name of the theatre to the Barter 

Foundation.  All of these actions, however, took place over many years during 

which time, had anything befallen Porterfield, the future of the organization was 

suspect.  Fortunately, Porterfield‘s life and the life of the Barter were running 

concurrently, and when Porterfield died, the board and the staff were able to 

continue forward with already established procedures and Porterfield‘s clearly 

communicated ideologies, even though a transition script was not in place. 

 Porterfield‘s enormous personality certainly could have clouded his 

judgment due to a sort of God-like status; however, this was not the situation.  

Porterfield recognized that no one person could accomplish what he had in mind, 

and he acknowledged his limitations, including his lack of patience for details.  

The theatre always employed a business manager, beginning in the first season 

with Helen Fritch.  As the company grew, he added staff to fill needs as they 

arose.  Porterfield enlisted Barter supporters for the board, created in 1941, and 
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they continued to assist Porterfield with the management of the theatre.  In the 

late 1960s, Porterfield attempted to train his replacement (Peter Culman) and 

took an extended leave of absence to gauge the effectiveness of his decision.  It 

was a failure, but this did not deter Porterfield continuing his search.  Perhaps, if 

Porterfield had lived another ten years, he, and the board might have been able 

to sculpt a transition plan for the Barter.  His death tested the infrastructure of the 

theatre in 1971, and, fortunately, it proved strong and capable.  Porterfield had 

managed to create a working environment at the Barter that allowed the 

company to function without him. 

 Porterfield‘s death was also a true test of the independence of the Barter.  

If the Barter were co-dependent on Porterfield for its life, it would have ended in 

1971.  An organization so reliant on its founder that it cannot manage on its own 

will succumb to founder‘s syndrome.  Porterfield‘s magnetic personality, his 

tardiness in formalizing goals for the theatre, and his reluctance to set down a 

transition plan might point toward founder‘s syndrome.  Antithetically, his open 

communication with all parties, the establishment of savings accounts, the 

investment in real estate, and his transition of the theatre to the solidity of the 

name ―foundation‖ indicated a character more concerned with the future of the 

organization than his own legacy.  The Barter lives on thirty-eight years after the 

death of its founder which indicates a well-established ―premier institution.‖  The 

presence of Porterfield still pervades the organization.  His portrait hangs in the 

lobby, and the current artistic director performs the treasured curtain speech 

each night on the stage of the old church that Porterfield transformed into an 
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Picture 5. Barter Theatre Logo. 
Courtesy of the Barter Theatre. 

 

enduring institution. 
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CHAPTER III 

III. DALLAS THEATER CENTER 

 The second theatre in the study, the Dallas Theater Center (DTC), 

provides an excellent example of an organization that stumbled and nearly 

succumbed to founder‘s syndrome upon the departure of its founder but 

managed to transition into a new era with a new mission.  Many organizations 

successfully transform themselves from original precepts, and venture down a 

different road to great success.   

 DTC began as a community-based theatre which included in its mission 

education.  Performances were extensions of class work and not necessarily 

focused on commercial success.  Paul Baker, DTC‘s philosophical educator, 

molded the organization into an exemplary university-affiliated graduate theatre 

program with semi-professional productions and strong ties with the Dallas 

community.  Unfortunately, subsequent members of the board of directors 

desired professional productions and wanted the organization to move toward a 

contemporary business model for regional theatres.  This required: 1) dividing the 

responsibilities of governance between two people rather than one authoritarian 

person, 2) joining the League of Resident Theatres and employing professional 

Equity actors, and 3) dissolving the graduate program.  Baker‘s vision and 

passion were contrary to these concepts, so, though he tried to fight the change, 

Baker recognized the need for his departure.  His resignation was not amicable 

and created a division within the organization that resulted in the exodus of many 

of his long-term staff and sympathetic board members.   
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FOUNDER 

 Paul Baker was born on July 24, 1911 

in the small West Texas town of Hereford, 

approximately 100 miles northwest of 

Lubbock. 2  Baker was the fifth and last child 

of William Morgan Baker and Retta Chapman 

Baker.  Like Robert Porterfield, Paul Baker 

was raised in the Presbyterian Church.  

Porterfield descended from five generations 

of Presbyterians, while Baker‘s father and 

grandfather were both Presbyterian ministers.  

Baker‘s father‘s church served as an activity center for Hereford, population 800, 

and even at an early age, Paul would act in and direct skits with his friends at the 

church (Rushing 27). 

 When Baker was eight, the family moved to Waxahachie, a small town 

with a population of 7,000, thirty miles south of Dallas.  Baker remained there 

through his college years, graduating from Trinity University, a Presbyterian 

college, in 1932 with a Bachelor of Arts in Drama.  Trinity relocated to San 

Antonio in 1942 and established its current campus, located next to Brackenridge 

Park, in 1952.  This association with Trinity University would prove beneficial to 

                                            
2 Biographical information on Paul Baker and the history of the Dallas Theater 
Center is available in multiple sources including: the DTC website; Organizational 
Communication at the Dallas Theater Center with Paul Baker: A Descriptive 
Study; A Study of Paul Baker‘s Unifying Philosophic Concept of Theater as 
Embodied in the Dallas Theater Center; and The Dallas Theater Center: An Idea 
that was Big Enough. 

 
Picture 6. Paul Baker. Courtesy of the 
Dallas Children's Theater. 
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Baker on three more occasions: in 1958, Paul Baker received an Honorary 

Doctorate of Fine Arts from Trinity and, in 1963, he accepted the position as chair 

of the speech and drama department, which he held until he retired from Trinity 

in 1976.  The third benefit will be discussed later in the section devoted to the 

development of the Dallas Theater Center. 

 Paul Baker continued to further his education.  In 1932, he attended Yale 

University for a year and studied under George Pierce Baker at the recently 

established Drama School.  Paul Baker had to leave the school after one year for 

financial reasons but returned on a Rockefeller scholarship in 1936 to complete 

his Master of Fine Arts degree in 1939.  During the interregnum, Baker studied 

for a summer at the Central School of Speech in London, and afterwards he 

accepted a position on the speech faculty at Baylor University in Waco, Texas.  It 

was during this brief period at Baylor that Baker met Sallie Kathryn Cardwell, a 

mathematics teacher whom he married 1936.  They had three daughters, and the 

eldest, Robyn Flatt, founded and continues to operate the nationally-recognized 

Dallas Children‘s Theater. 

 Paul Baker returned to Waco and Baylor University in 1939.  Heavily 

influenced by George Pierce Baker, his studies at Yale, and his tour of theaters 

in England, Germany, Russia, and Japan in the summer of 1936, Baker 

convinced the administration of Baylor University to build an innovative 

performance space.  The first of three such spaces, Studio One, constructed in 

1941, contained Baker‘s trademark swivel seats and multiple stages and marked 

the beginning of Baker‘s influence on theater architecture as a component of the 
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entire theatrical experience.  Later in life, he helped design two more such 

spaces – the Kalita Humphreys Theater at the Dallas Theater Center and the 

Ruth Taylor Theater at Trinity University.  Of the Baylor University theatre, he 

said, 

It was a revolutionary design, allowing a wonderful flexibility in staging.  
Six connecting stages surround the audience seated in swivel chairs, 
making possible experimental work on all stages or orthodox proscenium 
staging; or, by moving chairs up onto the stage, in-the-round staging. 

Lingering 19th Century creeds are responsible for a present-day theater 
that is weak-kneed, gutless, and loaded with sentimental and elaborate 
manners … I believe that the theater-goers deserve, and want, a more 
exciting menu. (qtd. in Cory 18) 

 The advent of World War II placed a hiatus on Baker‘s teaching at Baylor 

but did not stop his learning.  He entered the Army in 1942 as one of the first ten 

theatrical specialists and served in the Entertainment Branch in Iceland and Paris 

(Cory 18).  Baker received the Legion of Merit in 1945 for his re-organization of 

the Entertainment Branch of the European Theater of Operation.  During his 

three years oversees, Baker spent a great deal of time studying the arts, the 

visual arts especially, in the areas where he was stationed.  He concluded that 

the American theater world had fallen behind other art forms and brought these 

new ideas back to Baylor with the goal of incorporating these new forms into 

theater. 

He discovered that the other arts, especially painting, had moved ahead in 
new directions, leaving the theater arts far behind.  He began his own 
campaign to help the theater catch up with the other arts.  He organized 
his teaching at Baylor so that his students would become oriented in all art 
forms.  He did not believe that a theater artist should be merely able to 
act, design, or direct, but that the serious student of theater should attempt 
all of these things.  (Cory 20) 

This epiphany led to the creation of a class (and concept) called Integration of 
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Abilities (IA).  IA would prove to be Baker‘s philosophy in all future endeavors.  

 The concept of Integration of Abilities is core to understanding Baker‘s 

approach to theatre production.  It is the culmination of the various influences 

throughout his life that helped Baker formulate the philosophy that is IA, including 

his life in West Texas, his work in the Army, his studies with George Pierce Baker 

at the Yale Drama School, and his studies of contemporary art.  The idea of 

developing the creative abilities within each person was not about creating great 

actors or designers or directors.  It was about encouraging the growth and full 

potential of each person‘s creative mind.  In a speech at Trinity University to 

accept his honorary doctorate, Baker emphasized the importance of creativity. 

Civilization moves forward on the work of its great creative minds. 

Who is to show us the way?  Who is to lead? 

The high priests of this area should be teachers and professors.  They 
cannot be ordinary people.  Great teaching lies just short of prophecy.  
Great teaching strikes fire and brimstone.  Great teaching is knife-hard 
communication.  It shepherds the student to the very brink of 
understanding and shoves the fledgling right over the boiling caldron of 
ideas and discovery.  (qtd. in Cory 21) 

Baker enjoyed working with untrained people.  He believed that 1) each person 

possesses a talent, however small, and nurturing and growing that creativity is of 

the utmost importance, and 2) combining like elements from all art forms 

encourages students to consider the relationships inherent in any production.  He 

wanted his students to use all of their senses to explore and explain their 

surroundings (Painton 3). 

I had developed the basic theatrical philosophy that a stage was an empty 
space surrounded by four walls.  Lying dormant in that empty space for 
the use of the theater artist were the following elements: rhythm, 
movement, color, texture, line, planes, sound, silence, light, and dark. 
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(Baker Integration 56) 

We are just trying to help our students discover their creative abilities, and 
we hope to help the theater catch up with the progress made in the other 
arts.  We want a theater to be able to speak to the modern world in the 
language it understands … We are searching for all the basic strengths of 
the medium for those possibilities for the stage that have never been 
uncovered.  (qtd. in Cory 20) 

 For most theatre students today, the elements of rhythm, movement, 

color, line, etc. are basic tenets upon which students explore the theatre 

experience.  Such was not the case in the late 1940s.  Theatre paradigms were 

tentatively embarking on a journey away from the staid classicism of proscenium 

acting.  Baker‘s greatest desire was to delve into these new forms.  It is no 

wonder that Baker preferred working with untrained actors who may be more 

willing to take the risks he asked rather than to work with seasoned professionals 

who may not be willing to alter their approaches.  Notably, Baker trained many of 

his resident company and staff at Baylor University, Dallas Theater Center, or 

Trinity University. 

 The years from 1955 to 1982 marked Baker‘s association with the Dallas 

Theater Center (DTC) and will be discussed only briefly at this time.  Approached 

in 1955 to head up a new organization that would combine a formal training 

program with performances, Baker enthusiastically agreed.  Baylor University 

officials approved the introduction of a Master‘s program in conjunction with the 

newly formed DTC and to Baker‘s request to divide his time between the two 

entities.  Subsequently, DTC opened with its first production in December of 

1959 but, in the spring of 1963, Baker and his entire staff resigned their Baylor 

positions, effectively ending the relationship between DTC and Baylor.  By the fall 
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of 1963, Baker, his staff, and the graduate program at DTC re-aligned with Trinity 

University in San Antonio.  Until his retirement from Trinity in 1976, Baker 

commuted between Dallas and San Antonio on a regular basis.  Although retired 

from Trinity, he remained the artistic director at DTC, and Trinity remained the 

sponsor for the graduate program.  It was not until Baker‘s resignation from DTC 

in 1982 that the relationship with Trinity University drew to a close, and 

consequently the graduate program was disbanded.  While this was the end of 

the graduate training program at DTC, the organization continued to provide 

classes for children, young adults, and the community.  Detailed information on 

these transitions will be included in the section on the organization. 

 Baker‘s life as an educator never ceased.  In 1976, he helped found the 

Dallas Independent School District‘s Booker T. Washington School for the 

Performing and Visual Arts, one of the first arts magnet schools in the country.  

The school continues today and boasts many distinguished alumni.  After leaving 

DTC, Baker continued to direct and conduct workshops, always promoting his IA 

concepts.  He wrote two books, Integration of Abilities (1972) and Making Sense 

with Five Senses (1994), along with a multitude of papers and articles.  An 

extensive collection of his papers, recordings, and other works are contained 

within the Southwestern Writers Collection at Texas State University in San 

Marcos.  He won many awards over the course of his life, including the Legion of 

Merit, the Texas Commission of the Arts Special Merit Award, the Thomas De 

Gretani Award, and two honorary doctorates.  The man, who Charles Laughton 

called ―a man absolutely without fear‖ (Painton 2), quietly passed away at his 
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home in Waelder, Texas on October 25, 2009 at the age of 98.  His daughter, 

Robyn Flatt, in a 2007 interview with the Dallas Morning News, said ―[t]he thing 

you always need to remember about my dad‘s work was that he was always for 

the actor.  He tried to find ways to support the art and for the artist to do his best.  

He was about the creative process and the creative product‖ (Taitte 2). 

SOCIO-ECONOMIC INFLUENCES 

 The Dallas Theater Center is located in Dallas, Texas, the ninth largest 

city in the United States, with a population of 1.2 million.  The metroplex of 

Dallas/Fort Worth and the twelve counties between and around these two cities 

make this metro area the fourth largest in the United States, with a population of 

6.1 million.  The production of cotton and oil stimulated Dallas‘s rich economy; 

today‘s economy is international in scope with some of the world‘s largest 

companies headquartered in and around Dallas (Exxon Mobil, Kimberly-Clark, 

and AT&T, to name a few).  The population in the late 1950s was 900,000 and 

growing rapidly, so the city had already established itself as a major center of 

industry and culture (Dallas Historical Society website). 

 The economy of the 1950s was flush from the post-war boom.  The Great 

Depression was over, the United States and allies prevailed in World War II, and 

Americans were willing to spend money, especially on leisure activities.  Color 

television sets were more affordable for the average family, and rock ‗n roll was 

gaining in popularity.  There was a general attitude of hope and bravado.  It was 

the perfect climate to build a community arts organization. 

 The cultural life of Dallas remains consistent with its need to be regarded 

as progressive.  Like Abingdon, Dallas is located in the Bible Belt of the U.S., 
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although Dallasites consider themselves more liberal and cosmopolitan than 

other cities within Texas.   

The city had a progressive tradition, as exemplified by the Civic 
Federation, founded as far back as 1917 as a forum for continuing 
education, cultural programs, and political discussions. Margaret Sanger, 
the crusader for birth control, the socialist Norman Thomas, and labor 
advocate Max Eastman had all spoken there, along with black educator 
Booker T. Washington, biologist Julian Huxley, and philosopher Bertrand 
Russell.  (Cattarulla 1) 

As in any large city, Dallas also had its conservative element and was not 

immune to McCarthyism.  In the 1950s, some groups in Dallas campaigned 

against the arts for displaying or producing ―un-American‖ art.  The hunt for 

communists across the United States led by Senator McCarthy, along with the 

blacklists, presented an atmosphere of fear that kept many artists producing 

complacent works.  The few persons who managed to express individualism 

during this time were tenacious, persistent, and impassioned.   

 Entertainment and leisure opportunities within the area were varied and 

many in the 1950s when DTC opened its doors.  Sporting activities were readily 

available, as were a multitude of parks and lakes.  Dallas had, and still has, the 

largest zoo in the state and has hosted the state fair annually since 1886. 

 The theatre scene in Dallas at the time consisted of local groups as well 

as touring Broadway productions.  The most prominent local theatre group was 

Theatre ‘47 (‘48, ‘49, ‘50, etc. – the number changed with the year), founded and 

led by Margo Jones, a leader in the regional theatre movement.  Like Porterfield, 

Jones was anxious to decentralize theatre and believed that a national theatre 

should be a collection of regional theatres.  Incidentally, the Dallasite who 

encouraged and assisted Margo Jones with establishing her theatre was none 
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other than the critic John Rosenfield, the same man who assisted Bea Handel 

with the creation of the Dallas Theater Center.  Margo Jones is credited with 

establishing the first nonprofit professional resident theatre and the first 

professional arena theatre in the country.  Jones concentrated her productions 

on new works and the classics, avoiding recent Broadway hits.  Her work was 

very popular with the Dallas community, including her staging of the controversial 

Inherit the Wind (Sweet Tornado website).  It seemed foolhardy for another 

company to wish to establish a theatre company of a comparable size in the 

same city; however, the small group of entrepreneurs starting the Dallas Theater 

Center did just that.  Margo Jones even endorsed the DTC project, stating at a 

planning meeting in January 1955 after hearing Robert Stecker speak, ―I second 

everything Mr. Stecker said.  Let‘s make him president and get going‖ (qtd. in 

Cory 16).  Regrettably, Margo Jones passed away in July of 1955, and her 

theatre folded in 1959, so we will never know the impact the two theatres might 

have had on each other.  She did not live to see the opening of DTC or the 

success of the regional theatre movement. 
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DALLAS THEATER CENTER – ORGANIZATION 

 The creation of the Dallas 

Theater Center was a long process, 

well-planned and well-executed.  

Unlike the creation of the Barter 

where Porterfield took the theatre 

from concept to creation within a 

year, DTC was merely a vague 

thought in 1954 and not fully realized until 1959.  The dreamers of this new 

organization took their time, worked through the details, thought of the future, 

and carefully orchestrated each step.  Whereas the Barter story reads more as a 

tale, ―once upon a time …,‖ the founding of DTC reads more like a carefully 

crafted recipe, ―take one critic and one dreamer and add one educator and then 

stir determinedly…‖  This may be due, in part, to the age and experience of the 

participants – Porterfield was 28 with minimal theatre experience and no 

management experience at Barter‘s inception, and Baker was 43 with two 

degrees and many years of running his own theatre program.     

 The original notion of the Dallas Theatre Center came from Beatrice ―Bea‖ 

Handel, who had recently moved from Cleveland to Dallas.  While in Cleveland, 

Handel had been involved with the Cleveland Play House, Museum of Art, and 

Symphony (Rushing 2).  In Dallas, she noticed that there was not a theatre that 

was intimately involved with the community as the Cleveland Play House had 

been.  Theatre ‘47 was a professional resident theatre that tended to cast from 

outside of Dallas; it had no programs for involving the community in the 

 
Picture 7. The Kalita Humphreys Theater. 
Courtesy of the Dallas Theater Center. 
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experiences of live performances.  Handel‘s idea of a perfect community theatre 

included 

First – the artistic staff must have stature and educational background to 
insure the community of a well-rounded program creatively produced.  
Second – to be supported, but not to interfere with the productions, by a 
Board of Directors and a Women‘s Committee.  Third – to be allied with an 
educational process to insure growth and newness.  Fourth – a children‘s 
program for training and entertaining.  (qtd. in Rushing 2) 

She wanted to create an institution that would further the cultural growth of 

Dallas.  She shared her ideas with Margo Jones, wondering if Jones would be 

willing to add an educational component to her theatre.  Jones declined but did 

give Handel her encouragement.  Sharing her ideas with John Rosenfield, Dallas 

Morning News Amusements Editor, Handel found in Rosenfield a person who 

agreed with her assessment and her goal.  Together they held a small backyard 

meeting in the summer of 1954 at Handel‘s home and plotted a subsequent 

meeting to bring new people into this fledgling endeavor.  The historian for DTC, 

Joyce Cory, said of Bea Handel ―[i]t was through her interest and intense love of 

the theater that the seed was planted, in the fertile soil of the right minds among 

farsighted and energetic business men and civic leaders of Dallas‖ (Cory 11). 

 A second meeting ignited the process of building the theatre.  One of the 

people invited to the meeting was Robert ―Bob‖ Stecker, who was employed as 

the vice-president of the Sanger Brothers department stores.  He was at the 

meeting for the practical reason that his son was a recent theatre-major graduate 

and was returning to Dallas; Stecker wanted to see if there would be a place for 

his son to work.  Instead of merely listening, however, Stecker became an instant 

convert to Handel‘s concept and wholeheartedly supported the endeavor.  The 
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January 1955 meeting resulted in the formation of the first board of directors, and 

the election of Stecker as President.  Stecker proved to be boundless in his 

energy and enthusiasm to develop this new theatre.  He is credited with saying 

―[i]f an idea is big enough, it will live and grow‖ (Cory 14).  Tragically, this first 

president, who was so influential in ―growing‖ the Dallas Theater Center, died 

from a heart attack two weeks before the grand opening in December 1959. 

 Incorporation of the organization took place at this time.  On February 18, 

1955, the initial board of directors, with Robert Stecker as president, filed a 

charter with the State of Texas.  Article II stated their mission as   

[E]ducational, literary, and charitable … to organize, operate and maintain 
a school of drama and related activities; to furnish instruction in and 
provide facilities for the study of acting, stagecraft, playwriting, play 
producing, literature and the other fine arts; to encourage community 
interest and expression and generally to afford adult and juvenile 
education in all the fine arts.  (DTC Charter on file with the State of Texas) 

This incorporation further served to strengthen the commitment of this new board 

and added credence to this new endeavor.  An expanded statement of purpose, 

published in 1959, added the following to the mission: ―To produce plays of 

substance and distinction that would not be available in the regular way of 

theatrical trade – the proven play that through unsurmountable traveling costs 

Dallas would not be able to obtain‖ (Cory 103).  As with the creation of the Barter, 

DTC was interested in bringing quality entertainment to an area restricted in its 

access to plays by the (then) centralized nature of the theatre business. 

 The board and Stecker sought advice about just how to build a theatre 

with an educational component by interviewing many people in the theatre 

industry.  Based on a brief exploration of the Dallas area, the board discovered 
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that a suitable building was not available to house the project, and Stecker 

understood that investors would only commit to a high-quality product.  His goal, 

and the board‘s, became the pursuit of quality regardless of the cost.  The 

building of the theatre complex truly tested their commitment. 

 Before moving forward with construction of a theatre, the board decided to 

find a managing director.  There was still no real money involved with the 

endeavor, but the group felt that ―when the right man [sic] was found, he would 

not even ask about salary, but would be more interested in the idea‖ (Cory 16).  

After several unsuccessful attempts to find the right person, Frederick 

McConnell, of the Cleveland Play House, recommended Paul Baker.  Stecker 

had met Baker at a luncheon at the Southwest Theater Conference and agreed 

to go to Waco to visit with Baker.  Stecker remembers 

It seemed that we had right here close to Dallas a man who could best 
accomplish the fulfillment of our activity and of our plan and the concept 
we had for our theater.  I was authorized to hire Paul Baker … took a trip 
to Waco.  There, we found that Paul Baker had already been dreaming the 
dream that we were looking for – we found him ready and receptive to be 
connected with … this dream of fulfillment; we found him not quite ready 
to leave Baylor.  As a result of this set of circumstances, we worked out 
with Dr. White [President of Baylor University], who showed great 
understanding and bigness of thought … a plan whereby Paul and his 
staff could be available to be director and staff of the Dallas Theater 
Center and still continue the Drama School at Waco in Baylor.  This plan 
was enthusiastically adopted by our Executive Committee and now we 
had a director.  (Cory 16-17) 

Baker accepted their proposition completely without any mention of a salary.  His 

staff would work in both locations; DTC would become the graduate arm of 

Baylor‘s drama program, and Dallas would have a professional quality theatre 

dedicated to the community.  Now it was time to face the two most difficult 

components of the creation of DTC – money and a home. 
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 Building a theatre complex proved to be a frustrating and oftentimes 

discouraging process because of two men.  The first, Sylvan T. Baer, was the 

donor of the land in the Turtle Creek section of northern Dallas.  The second was 

none other than the premier architect Frank Lloyd Wright.  Independently of each 

other, these two men nearly halted the construction of one of the unique theatres 

in this country.   

 Sylvan Baer was not an easy man to work with and quite fickle.  He was a 

painter and a longtime resident of Dallas.  Nearly eighty years old in 1955, Baer 

had inherited the land around Turtle Creek from his father.  He felt that the 

beauty of the land would make a perfect setting for an arts organization and had 

been trying to donate the land to different groups.  Baer wanted to ―honor them 

[his parents] and increase their memory by making a noble and charitable 

contribution to the culture of Dallas‖ (Cory 25).  He had attempted agreements 

with Margo Jones‘s Theater 55, Southern Methodist University, and Temple 

Emanu-El.  Each organization had severed the relationship due to too many 

restrictions placed on the development by Baer.  The temptation of donated land 

was irresistible to the DTC board, so Bea Handel approached Baer.  He 

immediately said yes. 

 As further evidence of DTC‘s careful thought and planning, verbal 

agreements quickly transitioned to written agreements.  Baer and the DTC board 

signed an agreement that included two stringent stipulations: 1) DTC must raise 

$100,000 (the original amount estimated for renovating an already established 

building) within two years, and 2) DTC must start construction within three years 
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(Cory 27).  Stecker viewed this as an incentive not to fall behind on the project 

and used the deadlines as motivation for fundraising.   

 Further negotiations for a more detailed contract continued.  Baer wanted 

the DTC to include an art center on the grounds, a place for ―memorial gifts for 

the dead‖ (Cory 27).  This was not feasible for DTC since raising funds for and 

operating a theatre complex would require all their energies.  Secondly, Baer did 

not want to allow the widening of the driveway or the building of parking spaces.  

The Dallas codes department would not allow the construction of a building on 

this land without adequate access and parking.  Rather than fight with Baer in 

court, the DTC board elected to return the land.  It was through conversations 

with Frank Lloyd Wright about Baer‘s dream of a memorial art building, 

unbeknownst to the DTC board, that Baer changed his view and returned the 

land to DTC – minus the requirement for an art center.  More conflicts with Baer 

followed, including a suit in court, but DTC never again relinquished the promised 

land. 

 With the land secured, the board proceeded to divide into two committees 

to advance the project.  The executive committee proceeded with the building of 

the theatre complex, while the finance committee organized the fundraising 

efforts.  The first step for the executive committee was locating and hiring an 

architect.  Baker suggested using the O‘Neil Ford Associates, based in Dallas, 

who had designed Studio One at Baylor.  Since Baker had very clear ideas about 

the design of his theatre, he was eager to work with architects who already 

understood him.  The committee, however, felt that a local design firm would not 
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garner the necessary respect as would an architect of international standing.  

They felt that this recognition was necessary in fundraising efforts.  It may be 

considered ironic that the fledgling organization hired local Paul Baker to be the 

face of the organization but insisted on an architect outside of the area.  As it 

turned out, the results of searching outside of Dallas were undeniably 

remarkable.  Baker suggested Frank Lloyd Wright and the decision was 

unanimous.  The board contacted Wright while he was in San Francisco working 

on a project.  He responded,  

I wanted to be an actor when I was young, and I became busy with other 
things.  I do not have a theater in the world which I have designed.  Yes, 
indeed, I will be there … If you people have the money you can rest 
assured that I‘ll build it. (Cory 29) 

Wright visited Dallas in the summer of 1955 to meet with the committee and view 

the land.  He was impressed with the acre of land and managed to coax a bit 

more land out of Baer during the visit.  Wright already had a theatre design that 

he had worked on in 1915 and told the DTC committee that if they could work 

with this design, he would serve as the architect.  All agreed, and the growing 

theatre moved forward. 

 Baker and Wright‘s relationship, although mutually respectful, nearly 

torpedoed the theatre complex with their respective clash of wills and ideas.  

Wright was nearly 86 years old when the project began, and he had been an 

architect for over 60 years, although he had never built a theatre.  Baker was 44, 

had already assisted in the design of one unique theatre, and was excited to 

expand these ideas into the new DTC.  Both men had very strong opinions of 

what was required in this new and innovative space.  Wright had seen a 
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production of Baker‘s Hamlet at Baylor and was quoted later as saying ―[w]e are 

going to build a theater for this genius to work in, where he can use his excellent 

ideas in color, form and texture‖ (qtd. in Cory 36).  To his credit, Baker only 

argued points about the inside of the theatre and the requirements of making the 

space usable for an acting company.  Baker left the outside of the building 

completely in the hands of Wright.  Wright, however, felt that he knew best what 

was needed inside the building.  These differences of opinion predictably led to 

confrontations between Baker and Wright.  As the tension built, one clash 

resulted in Wright‘s temporary withdrawal from the project.   

 Wright had designed two ramps leading from the stage to the storage area 

in order for scenery to be brought on and off because ―I do not want my temple 

filled up with old dirty scenery stage left and right‖ (qtd. in Cory 43).  Baker knew 

the ramps were inadequate and wanted a scenery lift installed.  The 

disagreement continued until Wright ordered Baker to meet at his (Wright‘s) 

home, Taliesin West, in Arizona.  When Baker arrived, Wright kept him waiting 

for many hours before Wright finally arrived and told him, ―Mr. Baker, it‘s all off.  

No one has ever said to me that something I knew would work would not work.  I 

don‘t want to have anything more to do with you or with your theater.  Good day, 

Mr. Baker‖ to which Baker replied ―Mr. Wright, it is forty miles to Phoenix.  

Someone will have to take me back to the airport‖ (qtd. in Cory 45).  According to 

Baker, more discussion ensued, and Wright rescinded his declaration by 

agreeing to stay on the project if the ramps remained. 

 The ramp story was not over at this point.  The chief engineer for Wright, 
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Wesley Peters, drove Baker back to the airport and visited with him about the 

ramps.  Peters knew and understood Wright and told Baker that Wright was 

resolute on the subject.  Peters, however, agreed with Baker that the ramps were 

impractical.  Remarkably, Peters agreed to alter the design to have a lift 

constructed in place of the stage left ramp and not tell Wright.  In the spring of 

1959, Wright was scheduled to come to Dallas to view the construction.  The 

contractor boarded up the lift so that Wright could not see the change.  

Unfortunately, Wright passed away that spring, two months before his 90th 

birthday, never seeing the completion of his one and only theatre.  Baker did not 

get everything for the space that he wanted, but he was told that out of all of 

Wright‘s clients he was the only one to get as much as he did.  

 Fundraising was the most exhausting project for this new board.  New 

members constantly joined the endeavor, and the board launched special 

building campaigns.  The Dallas Theater Center Women‘s Committee formed to 

begin a ―grass-roots‖ campaign for money and support.  Major benefactors from 

the Dallas area pledged their support to DTC, while board members used their 

personal assets to get loans from banks.  DTC accomplished the first goal in the 

contract and accrued $100,000 by the fall of 1957; however, this amount was not 

sufficient for the growing needs coming from the architecture committee and 

Wright.  The initial sum of $100,000 changed to $500,000, then to $675,000, then 

ultimately to over one million dollars to build the Dallas Theater Center.   

 A major contributor, Mrs. R. W. Humphreys, donated in a timely fashion 

which allowed DTC to pay some important bills.  Her daughter, Kalita, was an 
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actress who had worked in Dallas, on Broadway, at the Barter, and in a 

Southwest Summer Theater production directed by Baker prior to her death in a 

plane crash (Cory 67).  (Kalita Humphreys‘s brief biography is included in the 

appendices.)  Mrs. Humphreys wanted to start a memorial to Kalita in their home 

town of Liberty, Texas and asked to speak with Baker about the proposition.  

Baker convinced Humphreys to donate her money to DTC.  As a tribute to her 

daughter‘s love of the theatre and her time spent in Dallas, Humphreys donated 

$100,000 directly to the building fund.  Interestingly, Humphreys also donated 

large sums to the Barter Theatre where Kalita worked during many summers.  

Stecker and the executive committee voted to name the theatre the Kalita 

Humphreys Theater in honor of Humphreys‘s daughter.  In 1959, as the theatre 

was nearing completion, Humphreys again came through with assistance.  At this 

point, the installation of Baker‘s signature swivel chairs was uncertain due to the 

cost.  Resigned to stationary seating, Baker submitted a list of expendable items 

to cut to provide just enough money to pay for traditional theatre seating.  

Stecker insisted that Baker not cut the listed items nor shelve the idea of the 

swivel seats.  The items listed would not make a difference to anyone except the 

technicians, but would prove a challenge to install after the building was 

complete.  ―On the other hand, if there were no seats, someone would notice that 

immediately and realize the need for the additional funds‖ (Cory 70).  Humphreys 

noticed and donated an additional $20,000 for forty seats.  She had a plaque 

installed on each seat in honor of someone special to her.  She continued this 

practice by donating $500 each time she wanted to honor someone else. 
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 The construction of this unique theatre complex continued inexorably 

toward opening night December 27, 1959.  Arguments with Wright, building 

delays from a construction staff overwhelmed by the complexity of Wright‘s 

design, fundraising issues, lawsuits with Baer, and the death of their founding 

president did not halt the process.  Baker and his staff continued teaching at 

Baylor throughout the construction and worked to ready DTC‘s opening 

production.  Of Time and the River, an adaptation of the Thomas Wolfe novel by 

the staff and cast members at Baylor, opened the season; Baker had previously 

staged the show at Baylor and thus the cost for an opening production at DTC 

was minimal.  Baker and his assistant director Mary Sue Fridge (Mary Sue Fridge 

became Mary Sue Jones, wife of Texas playwright Preston Jones, whose original 

works were produced by Baker) auditioned and hired a resident company of 

actors.  The responsibilities of the resident company included teaching, acting, 

and administrative duties.  This followed Baker‘s philosophy of a company of 

integration; each member of the company performed more than one job.  This 

organizational plan continued virtually unchanged through Baker‘s tenure. 

 Opening week was a success.  The board invited various groups of people 

to special performances effectively creating an ―opening week‖ rather than an 

―opening night.‖  The board and staff promoted the opening by stressing many of 

the unique qualities of the new organization and by mending bridges with 

community members.  Curiosity for the only theatre space designed by Frank 

Lloyd Wright prompted the arrival of many patrons.  They appreciated the 

concept of Wright‘s open space and intimacy coupled with Baker‘s swivel seats.  
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The building‘s uniqueness, including no right angles, was new and fresh, a 

marked difference from the prevailing proscenium stage. 

 An additional member of the community was invited through the gift of a 

season subscription.  Robert Stecker, through an effort at community 

involvement and pacification, presented the first subscription book to Sylvan 

Baer.  This sign of respect and gratitude toward the donor of the land, despite the 

constant bickering over the last five years, showed magnanimity of spirit 

prevalent in the first board. 

 During Baker‘s tenure, DTC built a reputation for quality work and theatre 

education.  Many graduates of the master‘s program at DTC became influential 

members of the theatre community nationally and internationally.  Notably, I 

worked with one graduate for six years, watching her direct student actors at a 

small college in San Antonio.  Ex-student Mary Ann Colias could not say enough 

good things about Paul Baker – his unfailing energy, intelligence, and ability to 

develop latent talents.  Her work directly mirrored the Baker ideology of which 

she often spoke.  Watching her work has led me to the conclusion that Baker had 

a true gift for developing latent talents in students. 

 Several incidents marred the otherwise successful tenure of DTC‘s 

founding director.  In 1963 came the infamous split from Baylor University.  In the 

fall of 1962, Baker had acquired the rights from Eugene O‘Neill‘s widow to 

produce a non-professional production of Long Day‘s Journey into Night at 

Baylor‘s Studio One.  The only stipulation was that nothing could be cut or 

altered.  A Sunday school teacher, who had brought a group of teenage girls to 
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see the production, objected to the cursing and immediately called the president 

of the university.  The president told Baker to alter the language; Baker refused, 

and the president closed the show.  Tensions between Baker and the 

administration escalated, focusing on the issues of censorship.  In the spring of 

1963, Baker and his entire staff resigned from Baylor.  Eugene McKinney, 

playwright-in-residence and instructor, remembers their last day at Baylor. 

Baker suggested to me that we tour through the empty Baylor Theater for 
one last look.  The building was deserted, and we walked in silence 
through the theater … We ended our tour in Baker‘s office.  He looked 
around at the bare space, still not saying a word.  Then he hawked up a 
good one and spat it on the floor.  (McKinney in Paul 113) 

Baker‘s departure from Baylor University severed the tie between DTC and its 

graduate school sponsor.  DTC found a new sponsor in Baker‘s alma mater, 

Trinity University, completing Baker‘s long relationship with Trinity that began 

when he was 18.  Trinity University in San Antonio, Texas, invited Baker and his 

entire staff to continue their remarkable work virtually unchanged.  This final 

stage of the Baker/Trinity relationship continued until the mid-1980s when Baker 

departed from DTC.  While at Trinity, Baker helped design and build his third 

theatre space, the Ruth Taylor Theater, again with the open staging concept and 

the swivel seats. 

 Disagreements with the board of directors eventually led to Baker‘s 

departure from DTC.  In the early 1970s, the first rumblings of friction between 

the board of DTC and Baker materialized.  The board was not happy with the 

school and wanted a more professional-quality theatre.  Baker refused to change 

or to leave.  When the board threatened to fire Baker, he returned the threat, 

stating that if he left his whole staff would leave with him.  The board backed 
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down.  In the early 1980s, the board again pushed Baker to disband the graduate 

school and the resident company, join LORT, and hire more Equity artists.  The 

board hired a managing director to assume the responsibilities for the finances.  

Baker was against this move since he felt that both artistic and business aspects 

of the theatre should remain integrated in one person.  The board wanted more 

―world class‖ productions and was attempting to wrest some control away from 

Baker.  According to Andrew Gaupp ―[t]he board was trying to make Dallas 

Theater Center, in their words, a world class theatre with the same kind of 

recognition as the Arena Stage in Washington at the time‖ (Gaupp interview). 

Baker again countered with the threat of taking his staff with him.  This time the 

board did not back down, and Baker resigned in 1982.  Many of his staff did 

leave; the resident company dissolved; and the school closed down.  Mary Sue 

Jones was acting managing director for a year while the board conducted a 

search for a replacement.  According to the DTC website,  

Paul Baker was brilliant, stubborn and an educator to the core.  The 
principle of an educational/professional theater in which everyone did 
everything was his article of faith and he never abandoned it … Baker 
never favored union affiliation, feeling it would threaten this kind of 
freedom.  But new winds blowing through regional theaters everywhere in 
the 80‘s compelled some accommodation.  He signed, without 
enthusiasm, a League of Regional Theaters contract which allowed guest 
appearances by Equity actors although it would put limits on backstage 
activities.  Another unwelcome development nationwide was the new 
collegial status between artistic and managing directors, dividing the 
business and artistic pursuits of the theater which, in the Baker concept, 
remained as a single element.  

 Baker had made no real provisions for his departure from DTC.  In a 

promotional booklet produced by DTC in 1979, Baker alludes to a continued 

relationship with him as the guiding force.  ―May I propose a toast to the next 
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twenty years?  May they find us still young, fresh, able to live and enjoy every 

moment.  May we remain flexible and free‖ (DTC 3).  His idea of an integrated 

company of artists who were all working toward the same goal, a goal of 

expanding the creative minds and energies of the artists and the community, was 

the driving force behind his philosophy.  He did attempt to train Mary Sue Jones 

to replace him if he should ever leave; however, this was not with the approval of 

the board.  According to Gaupp, 

He appointed her associate artistic director around 1982.  This was 
without the board having passed any approval on that but he was trying to 
maneuver to keep his legacy continuing through the appointment of Mary 
Sue Jones to the associate artistic director position with his feeling that 
she should become artistic director when he retired or stepped down.  The 
board didn‘t feel that he had the right to make that decision though they 
did ask Mary Sue Jones, when Paul Baker was essentially given the boot, 
if she would remain on in an interim basis as artistic director for a year 
while they did a search and she could apply and be considered for that 
position also.  (Interview) 

DTC might have remained a training ground using non-Equity actors indefinitely if 

Baker had been able to assert the magnitude of his personality on the board.  

Ironically, an equally stubborn board member, William Custard, was just as 

determined to change the direction of DTC away from an educational institution 

with a resident company to an Equity production house.  The board had this new 

direction in mind when it accepted Baker‘s resignation and initiated a search for a 

new director who would focus more on ―world-class‖ productions. 

 The following year, in 1983, Adrian Hall replaced Baker as artistic director.  

Mary Sue Jones resigned and moved to Santa Fe. Hall, another native Texan, 

had founded the famous Trinity Square Repertory Company in Providence, 

Rhode Island in 1964.  A condition of Hall‘s employment was a continued 
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relationship with Trinity Rep, and Hall managed both facilities as artistic director 

until 1989.  During his time at DTC, Hall opened a second performance space, 

the Arts District Theater, designed by stage designer Eugene Lee, and 

established a permanent professional acting company.  Hall‘s reported arrogance 

and pomposity could have been detrimental to the development of DTC; instead 

Hall‘s attitude served to propel DTC forward.  In an interview in 1987 with the 

New York Times, Hall asserted 

It‘s very hard, dragging this little theater community into the 20th century … 
and they‘re kicking and screaming all the way.  I‘ve accomplished one 
thing at the Dallas Theater Center, and that‘s move it away from the 
frozen Frank Lloyd Wright space.  That‘s a killer, and it‘s hard to get over.  
You can do plays in there, but you can‘t do all plays in there. (Gerard 2) 

   In 1989, Hall was fired from DTC.  Technically, his contract was up and 

the board chose not to renegotiate.  An article in the Boston Globe stated ―[n]o 

specific reason was given for Hall‘s dismissal, though the board is said to have 

been displeased with Hall‘s lack of action on a series of proposals‖ (Kelly 1).  

Over the years, Hall has continued an artistic relationship with DTC by 

occasionally directing productions.   

 Two artistic directors immediately followed.  The board replaced Hall with 

his associate director, Ken Bryant.  Tragically, Bryant was unable to leave any 

legacy at DTC when he died in an automobile accident within the year.  DTC 

continued its operations under an interim director for two years until the board 

hired Richard Hamburger.  He had been the artistic director for the Portland 

Stage Company in Maine for five years, as well as amassing a number of 

directing credits around the country.  During his tenure at DTC, Hamburger 

strengthened the relationship with the Dallas community, continued DTC‘s 



Texas Tech University, Debra Justice, December 2010 

 87 

commitment to new works, and worked with the Dallas arts community in the 

design and build of a performing arts center.  DTC performs in the new Dee and 

Charles Wyly Theatre, that opened in 2009, in addition to the Kalita Humphreys 

Theater.  ―Designed to be one of the world‘s most innovative theater facilities‖ 

(DTC website), the Dallas Theater Center continues to perform in truly unique 

spaces. 

 Hamburger developed a new mission statement.  The statement, still in 

line with the direction of the board from the early 1980s, states   

The Dallas Theater Center will produce classic, contemporary and new 
plays of the highest artistic quality.  We will create communal experiences 
that inspire new ways of thinking and living.  Our work will nurture and 
help shape the future of the American theater.   

We wanted to find a new dimension for creative aliveness, to involve our 
audience in an active participation which required more of them than 
spectatorship … We felt that theater at its best is an experience over and 
beyond reality.  It is a new world found by the actors and theater artists 
and shared with the audience.  In retrospect, we feel that the Dallas 
Theater Center has become a vital part of the fabric of life lived by the 
American people. (DTC website) 

Although no longer about education and ensemble work, today‘s mission still 

reverberates with some of Baker‘s philosophy.  Baker always pushed his 

performers, staff, and audiences to grow and explore, to expand their creative 

minds, and to pursue new concepts. 

 In the fall of 2007, Hamburger retired after 15 years as artistic director, but 

he agreed to remain in an emeritus status, assisting with the transition.  This 

seems to be the first positive, non-confrontational leadership transition in DTC‘s 

history.  Kevin Moriarty, as the new artistic director, is responsible for guiding 

DTC during this transition as the organization acquires an additional performance 
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space.  Prior to his appointment at DTC, Moriarty was the artistic director for the 

Hangar Theatre, associate director at Trinity Repertory Company, and the 

founder and head of the directing program at Brown University, a collaborative 

program with the conservatory at Trinity Rep.  He also has numerous directing 

credits, including the national tour of Jesus Christ Superstar (DTC website).   

 Yet another mission statement guides DTC today.  Traditionally, a new 

leader will institute a new or updated mission and vision to guide the 

organization.  This is an accepted business practice, and Moriarty quickly set 

forth his direction for DTC.  The new mission statement is,  

The Dallas Theater Center will engage, entertain, and inspire our diverse 
community by creating experiences that stimulate new ways of thinking 
and living.  We will do this by consistently producing plays, educational 
programs, and other initiatives that are of the highest quality and reach the 
broadest possible constituency.  (DTC website) 

DTC appears to be following some of the legacy established by Baker.  His value 

of the creative mind, his pursuit of new experiences to develop latent talents, and 

his commitment to the Dallas community are imbued in the continuing basic code 

of DTC.  The educational component available for the community continues 

today with classes offered for all ages.  ―In the 21st-century, DTC is recommitted 

to the initial intent of this theater‘s founders and artistic leaders – to change the 

cultural face of Dallas and the American regional theater scene‖ (DTC website).  

This tribute is an honor indeed to the founding director who struggled for 27 

years to build an organization worthy of respect. 

SUMMARY 

 Viewing the strengths and weaknesses of Paul Baker and his relationship 

with the Board of the Dallas Theater Center through the lens of the four elements 
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of successful leadership transitions most often cited as vital by current theorists 

in the field of management studies offers insights into how the ideological 

differences that created the irreparable breach between director and board could 

be mitigated through Baker‘s robust management skills and unflagging energy 

which forged a regional theater that still stands as an exemplary institution.   

Baker‘s excellent management skills served him well as an educator and a 

director.  Persuasive and charming, Baker plied language as a tool, and despite 

an argumentative demeanor, he convinced people to work on projects both 

intimate and grand.  A superb speaker and writer, Baker‘s hubris was his 

unilateral views toward open communication.  He expected people to be 

forthright and open, telling him all, but Baker parceled out information 

capriciously, and as relations with the board deteriorated, he often withheld 

information altogether.  Too often, Baker employed totalitarian decision-making, 

openly disregarding the board‘s wishes.  Given Baker‘s success through his own 

brand of directorial demagoguery, the Dallas Theater Center is a clear candidate 

for founder‘s syndrome.  The lack of cooperation between the two governing 

entities strained the staff of the Theater Center and the community the theatre 

served.  Baker‘s adamant refusal to compromise his artistic ideals is epitomized 

by his disinclination to defer to the board‘s edicts.  His mercurial communication 

and an inflexibility, often seen as dogged determination that befit Baker during 

the creation of successful programs at Baylor, DTC, Trinity, and the Dallas High 

School for the Performing Arts, nearly proved the undoing of the DTC.  

Strategic planning, the establishment of goals and a mission, began 
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immediately at the inception of the concept for the Dallas Theater Center.  

Shortly after the second meeting to discuss the theatre‘s creation, DTC 

incorporated in February of 1955.  Baker designed and instituted the graduate 

program prior to the opening of the theatre, so that as soon as the DTC was 

ready to open its doors, graduate students were in place working and learning.  

Day-to-day operations revealed needs for refinements in practices, and the staff 

continued to adjust as the theatre grew, but even the most subtle of changes 

were filtered through the DTC mission statement.  The conducive environment 

that resulted from the board and Baker‘s similar opinions about the growth of the 

organization rendered the theatre‘s early years their most productive.  Over time, 

the board‘s membership changed and some of the new members‘ goals proved 

contrary to Baker‘s original precepts.  In the early 1970s, when the board called 

for a new mission with a new strategic plan to guide the theatre, Baker balked, 

retreating to his original position with its focus on education as the centerpiece of 

the theatre‘s mission.  By the early 1980s renewed pressure from the board 

drove Baker to tender his resignation and relinquish the organization to the 

board.  The new avenue adopted by the board started with the dissolution of the 

graduate program and the hiring of Adrian Hall, an artistic director who was 

uninterested in running a training program, and ended with the DTC moving 

toward a more typical regional theatre model concentrating on production and 

community involvement.    

The fractious relationship Baker developed with his board had little 

influence on his relationship with his staff.  Baker‘s experience and education 
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shaped a management style that proved effective for implementing his goals of 

an education-based performance program.  At the DTC, Baker established a 

formidable management structure based on in-house training.  Baker‘s penchant 

for training artists and managers would become a trademark as his earlier tenure 

at Baylor and later tenure at Trinity would both yield a plethora of highly skilled, 

expertly trained staff members who were appreciably loyal to their mentor.  

Baker‘s practice of hiring people whose talents were developed under his 

tutelage engendered a group of people dedicated to his artistic and managerial 

ideologies.  A cadre of like minds can provide a positive influence on a company 

since from the top down, everyone works fully committed to the same goals, and 

such groups often form a communicative intuition that smoothes the working 

environment while reducing the need for long explanations of policies, practices, 

and actions.   

Given time however, such closed circles can stagnate and become 

reticent to new ideas and practices.  Instead of embracing the changes 

enveloping the DTC in the early 1980s, many of Baker‘s staff chose to leave.  

Among the few who stayed, most remained only short-term to see the theatre 

through the transition.  Baker did not train his replacement or even designate one 

until shortly before his departure.  Mary Sue Jones was Baker‘s choice as his 

successor; he felt her to be the best candidate to maintain the artistic 

philosophies he had striven to implement; however, Baker made his choice 

without the board‘s approval or knowledge (further evidence of Baker‘s lack of 

open communication with the board).  Consulting the board would have made 
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little difference—the board had no desire to continue Baker‘s vision and would 

likely have viewed Jones as a barrier to the changes they endeavored to 

implement.  Jones did remain until the board hired a new artistic director and 

deserves credit for sustaining the integrity and reputation of the DTC.  

Additionally, the remaining staff from Baker‘s tenure worked with the board and 

the incoming artistic director, transforming the DTC from Baker‘s educational 

institution into a strong regional theatre.  The staff demonstrated Baker‘s ability to 

cleverly manage and organize a group of people into a viable functional core.  

The negative aspects of Baker‘s reticence to change could have proven deadly 

to the DTC, but the strength of his training and the talent of the staff he left 

behind provided the infrastructure necessary for the theatre to weather the 

dramatic reduction in workforce and the tribulations of a re-imagined course for 

the DTC. 

The Board of the early 1970s tested the concept of a DTC independent of 

Baker, but refused to follow through on their intent to remove Baker from his 

position.  That board appeared to lack the confidence in itself and in the 

infrastructure of the DTC to chance a dramatic change in staff and policy.  This 

seems to indicate that Baker controlled the operations of the theatre to such an 

extent that his exit would instigate its demise.  This type of totalitarian control is 

typical of an organization experiencing founder‘s syndrome.  Baker was 

determined to maintain the structure of the DTC to support the original premise of 

its founding.  Unfortunately for Baker, the board of the early 1980s was more 

self-confident and more strident in their beliefs that change must occur.  The 
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board and Baker could not find a compromise position, so Baker resigned and 

the board restructured the DTC.  Fortunately, The Dallas Theater Center had 

established its name.  Its reputation had extended beyond Baker and formed the 

firm foundation needed to maneuver through the flux of ideological transition.  

Although evolving into a traditional regional theatre was not the intent of the DTC 

founders, and despite Baker‘s consistent fight to maintain his education-centered 

vision, the DTC transformed itself and has proven successful in its new 

incarnation. 

   

 

  

 
Picture 8. Dallas Theater Center 

Logo. Courtesy of the Dallas 
Theater Center. 
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CHAPTER IV 

IV. AMERICAN CONSERVATORY THEATER 

 The third theatre in this study, the American Conservatory Theater (ACT), 

provides an additional opportunity to analyze an exciting organization nearly 

destroyed by founder‘s syndrome.  William Ball conceptualized, organized, and 

created the company that became the internationally recognized, award-winning 

institution of today.  The story of ACT is a chaotic journey from its frenetic and 

hopeful beginnings in Pittsburgh to the disastrous departure of its founder in San 

Francisco in 1985.  Ball‘s genius as a director and teacher did not always 

translate into an effective administrator, yet Ball insisted on remaining in constant 

control of the organization throughout the years.  He remained committed to his 

original precepts though adaptations became necessary to accommodate 

audience needs, budgetary constraints, and societal changes.  Coupled with the 

instability of his health which caused him to take long leaves of absence, Ball‘s 

insistence (as Baker‘s) in operating the theatre and conservatory in the manner 

he chose created a gulf of misunderstanding and animosity between Ball and the 

board.  Instead of adapting to the changes required, Ball chose to destroy parts 

of his company and then exit leaving little in place for a transition.  Such an 

unplanned and unceremonious departure should have disintegrated the 

organization.  Fortunately, it did not.  How ACT survived points to the character 

of the founder and his ability to choose his colleagues wisely. 
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FOUNDER 

 William ―Bill‖ Gormaly Ball was born in 

Chicago, Illinois on April 29, 1931.  Ball was the 

second of four children born to Russell and 

Catherine Ball.3  The Balls moved to New 

Rochelle, New York when Ball was still a child.  

His mother worked for the Commonwealth 

Magazine, a Catholic distribution.  Ball 

attended Iona Preparatory School, an all-boys 

Catholic institution, and participated in school productions, including playing the 

lead in The Mikado (Hastings email).  He attended his first live theatrical 

production when he was eight and by ten was directing his own backyard 

productions.  Like Porterfield and Baker, Ball knew early on that the theatre was 

where he wanted to be.   

To this day I can remember Georgie Harrigan who played the king, sitting 
in a child‘s rocking chair.  When it came time to answer whether he would 
give his daughter‘s hand in marriage, -- all he had to say was ―Yes!‖ – he 
began to rock back and forth furiously.  His face turned red, he broke out 
in a cold sweat, his teeth started to rattle, his eyes bugged out.  It was the 
worst case of stage fright in the world.  Then all of a sudden he came right 
out with his line: ―Well, it‘s not easy to be a king, you know.‖  That was the 
beginning of my career as a director.  (qtd. in Wilk 75) 

 After high school, Ball spent a summer working for Margaret Webster (co-

founder of the American Repertory Theatre of the 1940s) at a summer stock she 

was directing.  Webster hired Ball as a scene painter, but soon discovered that 

                                            
3 Biographical information on William Ball and the history of the American 
Conservatory Theater is available in multiple sources including: ACT website, 
Pittsburgh in Stages by Lynne Conner, The Creation of an Ensemble by John 
Wilk, and ―The Long Run‖ by Robert Hurwitt. 

 
Picture 9. Bill Ball. Courtesy of the 
ACT. 
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his real talent lay in acting.  She encouraged Ball to quit design work and focus 

on acting instead.  Webster recalls, ―I can honestly affirm that he is the only 

person…to whom I have given such appallingly rash advice‖ (qtd. in Wilk 71).  

Webster encouraged Ball, and, after two years at Fordham University in the 

Bronx, he transferred to the Carnegie Institute of Technology in Pittsburgh.  This 

university proved the training ground for Ball‘s theatrical talent and later the 

springboard for Ball‘s premier institution.  Ball received both his bachelor‘s 

degree, in acting and design, and later his master‘s degree, in directing, from 

Carnegie.  He spent a year between programs on a Fulbright scholarship in 

England in order to study English repertory theatre (Wilk 72).  This time spent 

abroad influenced Ball‘s notions on the benefits of repertory theatre with 

conservatory training toward the growth of an actor‘s talent.   

 Ball spent the years after graduation until the birth of ACT acting and 

directing in New York, infant regional theatres, Canada, and London.  His acting 

credits included roles in several Off-Broadway productions including The 

Misanthrope, Hamlet, and The Lady‘s Not for Burning, as well as performing with 

the Arena Stage and the Oregon Shakespeare Festival.  His directing credits 

included Ivanov (at the Renata Theatre), A Month in the Country (at the Arena 

Stage), The Inspector General (at the New York City Opera), Six Characters in 

Search of an Author (at the Martinique), and his infamous Tartuffe (at Lincoln 

Center).  Ball garnered several awards during this time including an Obie, a 

Vernon Rice Drama Desk, the Lola D‘Annunzio, the Outer Circle, and a Tony 

nomination for Tartuffe.  Later, Ball, and ACT, won a Tony award in 1979 for 
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―outstanding work in repertory performance and advanced theatre training‖ (Ball 

182).  Six Characters and Tartuffe became trademarks of ACT‘s repertory and 

indicative of Ball‘s grandiose directing style.  His approach to directing was as 

bold as his approach to the creation of ACT. 

 Ball‘s philosophy towards directing contrasted with his philosophy on 

management.  He took bold chances as a director and a manager, and was  

often described as a ―madman‖ and a ―genius‖ (Hurwitt article); however, his 

management style left little room for the positation method he employed while 

teaching and directing.  Positation is Ball‘s term for a positive approach to actors.  

He believed that without failure an actor‘s intuition could not flourish.  In an 

interview with Joan Sadler in 1979, Ball attempted to verbalize his concept. 

At A.C.T. we inhibit the use of negative words because they are based on 
negative behavior.  If one uses such words you are turning off and turning 
down opportunity.  We try to say ―Yes‖ to every idea that occurs, even if it 
seems like a bad idea, but a creative idea.  Intuition is perfect, it wants to 
be expressive. 

What we do is nurture and encourage every idea.  No imagination ever got 
out of control and ruined the situation, it‘s never so expansive that it 
becomes obtrusive. (qtd. in Wilk 36) 

This philosophy stands true in many of the interviews conducted with actors that 

worked closely with Ball through the years.  ACT was, and is, the home 

dedicated to nurturing the actor and the acting process. 

 Conversely, Ball‘s management style tended toward totalitarian decision-

making (similar to Baker at DTC), with little room for difference.  Evidence of his 

style manifested itself clearly in the early years of ACT‘s creation.  Ball took long 

leaves during which time the remaining management staff made decisions 

without him.  Upon Ball‘s return, he reversed many of those decisions since they 
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were anathema to his precepts.  Ball chose not to compromise his mission and 

even fired his first managing director.  A theatrical management style lacking in a 

democratic process may appear harsh and non-collaborative, since people in 

theatre are encouraged to think of all components as part of a team necessary 

for the ultimate creation, the production, but all three founders in this study, to 

varying degrees, employed a totalitarian management style.  Porterfield was 

adept at keeping the peace while pushing his mission, while Baker and Ball 

chose to forge ahead without much consideration for casualties.  In these three 

cases, this strong leadership style appears to be a necessary factor of a 

successful founder. 

 The creation of ACT followed quickly after the close of Tartuffe.  Ball was 

34 years old when he signed the articles of incorporation, another youthful 

director/manager, akin to Porterfield.  The difference lay in experience.  Ball‘s two 

degrees in theatre and his extensive résumé afforded Ball the experience 

necessary to create a stable theatre organization.  Unfortunately, Ball‘s eccentric 

nature, coupled with long absences from the organization, diminished the value 

of his assets.  Porterfield managed to utilize his enthusiasm and calm personality 

to fill in the gaps of his experience.  (A discussion on how Ball utilized his 

strengths and overcame his weaknesses is developed under the section on the 

development of ACT.) 

 Ball directed ACT until his mutinous departure in 1985.  He severed all ties 

with ACT and moved to Los Angeles.  Hastings recalls, ―[Ball] sold his house in 

San Francisco and moved to Hollywood.  I knew he wanted to become involved 
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with movies, but it didn‘t happen.  That I think was tough‖ (Interview).  Ball spent 

his time directing small television shows, writing, and teaching, but was never 

again to achieve the success of an ACT.  Ball committed suicide on July 30, 

1991 at the age of 60 years in his home in Los Angeles.  Journalist Sylvie Drake, 

with the Los Angeles Times, wrote the following on the occasion of Ball‘s death. 

The American Conservatory Theatre he founded in Pittsburgh in 1965 and 
moved to San Francisco two years later was one of the earliest and most 
successful models for the synergistic coexistence of a training 
conservatory and professional theater anywhere in the country…He was 
brilliant, concealed, contentious, controlling and arrogant…It seemed as if 
nothing could stop him.  Except himself.  Well-known bouts with booze 
and pills exacerbated the intemperate personality and growing 
reclusiveness…He seemed no longer to differentiate between himself as 
an individual and the institution he had created, dismaying associates with 
infuriating behavior and alienating the very people who had invited him to 
San Francisco in the first place… 

Life was never the same for Ball after he left ACT…He was perceived as 
erratic, fallen from grace…He remained in the shadows teaching and 
writing.  But the shadows were not the place for a man used to a searing 
limelight… 

Friends were shocked by his death…But the fact is society was making no 
room for him at the table.  The banquet had come and gone…Bill Ball, 
who had it so clearly on stage, never quite found it in real life. 

SOCIO-ECONOMIC INFLUENCES 

 The growth of the American Conservatory Theater could be viewed as a 

tale of two cities with several stops in between.  ACT began its life in Pittsburgh, 

became nomadic for a year, and then settled in San Francisco.  Influences noted 

in this section include references to both locations, as well as noted information 

on national issues. 

 Since national trends affected both locations, a brief discussion of these 

trends follows.  The 1960s exploded the mythos of the hyper-conservative post-
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war boom of the 1950s.  Money and power were no longer the only values worth 

striving toward.  Often seen as the age of protest, the pull of counter-cultural 

views played out during the 1960s in such venues as folk and rock music 

festivals, orgiastic art installations, and sit-ins.  At times driven by a new 

openness toward sexual freedom and drug use, these often high-energy events 

are indicative of a de-centralized focus of artistic endeavors.  Broadway was no 

longer the only place to produce theatrical art.  Existing regional theatres began 

to draw new attention, and emerging theatres were taking their first breaths.  

Organizations such as the Alley Theatre, Arena Stage, the Guthrie Theater, and 

Center Stage, among others, forged a path toward a national theatre movement 

that ACT expertly followed.     

 Pittsburgh celebrated its 250-year anniversary in 2008, but this historically 

significant city began to show its age by the 1960s.  A faltering steel industry 

triggered a population exodus that continues today.  The population of Pittsburgh 

was approximately 520,000 and Allegheny County numbered 1.6 million in the 

late 1960s.  The numbers continue to decline, and today‘s population stands at 

335,000 for the city and 1.28 million for the county (US Census website).   

Like Abingdon, Virginia, Pittsburgh was born early in the history of the 

United States and offered a mix of the bucolic and the blue-collar.  The 

agricultural bounty of Western Pennsylvania in the mid-to-late 18th century gave 

way to mining opportunities, and Pittsburgh became known for the manufacture 

of steel.  Giants of corporation, such as Andrew Carnegie, amassed enormous 

wealth, while the majority of the population struggled, destined to work in the 
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mines or on the assembly lines.  Such a hardscrabble setting hardly seems a ripe 

locale for the arts to grow, yet that is just what occurred after World War II.  

Carnegie, like Henry Ford, established foundations and directed money into 

various philanthropic endeavors such as museums, recital and concert halls, and 

the Carnegie Institute of Technology, later Carnegie Mellon University, which 

houses one of the top theatre programs in the country.  This institution, created 

by money from the steel magnate, would nurture and produce the genius of 

William Ball.   

 Entertainment opportunities in Pittsburgh in the early 1960s varied.  

Sporting activities abounded including future Super Bowl winners (Pittsburgh 

Steelers) and World Series winners (Pittsburgh Pirates).  The Pittsburgh Zoo, 

opened in 1898, the National Aviary rededicated in 1952, and local museums 

continued as favorite attractions for locals and tourists.  Pittsburgh touted a 

symphony, an opera, as well as numerous ethnic performance groups (Conner).  

Theatre existed among several different companies, mainly noncommercial, 

including the University Theatre and the Pittsburgh Playhouse (established in 

1933).  The Playhouse was the largest theatrical company in Pittsburgh at the 

time of ACT‘s inception, but within two years following ACT‘s departure, the 

Playhouse folded under the weight of debt, never to re-open its doors.    

 ACT‘s current home is as historically significant as Pittsburgh but with a 

more colorful past.  San Francisco, the last major port in the west before heading 

to the Orient, formally incorporated in 1856, although its history and commercial 

viability pre-date the incorporation by hundreds of years.  Internationally known 
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for its gold rush and Wild-West ways of the late 1840s, San Francisco developed 

into a major city and the hub of the Bay Area.  The population of San Francisco 

in the late 1960s was approximately 715,000, and the Bay Area totaled 4.6 

million.  Today, the city‘s population has increased to 776,000 and the Bay Area 

to 6.7 million (Bay Area Census website).   

 San Francisco was a Mecca of tourist opportunities, even in the 1960s, 

with sporting groups such as the Oakland Raiders and the San Francisco Giants, 

the largest Chinatown on record, cable cars, Fisherman‘s Wharf, and the Golden 

Gate Bridge.  The arts were growing, supported by ballet, opera, and symphony 

companies.  Non-conventional tourism sprouted in the form of tours designed for 

the viewing of Hippies and Haight-Ashbury.  The counter-culture came to 

experience the Summer of Love, and the cultured came to watch.  Amateur 

theatre groups frequented found spaces and performed on the streets.  A more 

conventional brand of theatre thrived at area colleges and universities, but even 

in these settings, the performers were still in a sense transient. In San Francisco 

at the time, any sense of permanency seemed anathema to counter-culture 

performances. 

ORGANIZATION 

 The creation of the American 

Conservatory Theater resulted from 

several inadequacies that Ball felt 

existed in the theatre world in the 1950s 

and 1960s.  The regional theatre 

 
Picture 10. American Conservatory Theater 
(formerly the Geary Theater). Courtesy of the 
ACT. 
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movement was in its infancy, while New York continued dictating traditional 

theatre mores. Like Porterfield, Ball was a strong proponent of a national theatre, 

moving the theatre scene out of New York and making it more accessible.  Like 

Baker, Ball felt that professional theatre training was insufficient and minimal.  

Specifically, Ball felt that actors should never stop training just as ballet dancers 

or opera singers should continue to practice throughout their careers.  Ball 

wanted to bring the idea of a European conservatory to the United States, but 

make it distinctly American.  In order to accomplish this, Ball created ACT ―[a] 

resident repertory theatre with the classic concept of continuous training, study, 

and practice as an integral and inseparable part of the performer‘s life‖ (Wilk 

177).  This mission, included within the original articles of incorporation, propelled 

and sustained Ball through the chaos of creation and the frenetic journey of 

ACT‘s growth. 

 In 1964, Bill Ball contacted his friend Ed Hastings to discuss some specific 

ideas concerning the operations of a resident repertory company and 

conservatory.  There had been many conversations over the years between the 

two and their colleagues about what was right in theatre, but most centered on 

what was wrong.  This time, however, Ball was interested in putting into action all 

of the ideas that these conversations had produced.  Hastings remembers: 

And Bill called and said, ―I have a great plan.  I‘m on my way to Milwaukee 
(to meet with Ford Foundation officials) and I want to stop in Chicago and 
talk to you about it…Anyway, we sat up all night in Chicago and talked 
about how to do this theater…About a week later he called me back and 
said, ―We‘ll change this paragraph or that paragraph.‖  And finally I 
realized that he was talking about beginning five months hence.  I had 
thought we were planning for at least 17 months hence.  I said, ―Bill, you 
can‘t do all that in less than 15 months.‖  And he said, ―Yes, yes, we can.‖  
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So I said, ―If you say we can do it, we can do it.‖  So we did it.  (qtd. in 
Hurwitt) 

The conversation yielded a written document that Ball termed his manifesto.  Ball 

refined the concepts, and the manifesto evolved into the articles of incorporation 

for ACT, enacted in May of 1965 and signed by Ball, Ed Hastings, Jules Fisher, 

Kristin Linklater, and Robert Whitehead.  The administrative structure for the 

newly-created organization included a 13-member Foundation board, composed 

of theatre professionals, and an executive committee.  Ball intended for the 

Foundation board‘s primary responsibility to be fundraising, while the executive 

committee operated the productions and conservatory.  The Foundation board 

would provide some input on policies and artistic direction, but would not dictate 

formal policies or direction, allowing Ball full control of the artistic direction of the 

theatre. 

 An idea for a theatre is insubstantial without a location and funding.  Fully 

aware of the predicament, Ball eagerly accepted Pittsburgh‘s invitation to 

inaugurate ACT in 1965.  The Rockefeller Foundation had offered the Pittsburgh 

Playhouse and Carnegie Tech grant money ―to bridge the gap between the 

university theater and commercial theater … under the guidance of a 

distinguished man of the theater‖ (Conner 155).  Ball‘s growing reputation for 

exciting theatre and his ties to Pittsburgh (two degrees from Carnegie Tech and 

performances at the Playhouse) impressed the Playhouse board.   

 Although not excited with the prospect of working with two established 

boards and institutions, Ball saw an opportunity to establish ACT.  He was not 

interested in creating an organization that allowed a lay board control over the 
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artistic product (ACT Statement of Purpose).  He felt that this control was 

destroying many theatre organizations.  He wanted to keep the artistic control 

with the artists and have a separate board for fundraising – in effect, two boards  

(an artistic board composed solely of artists and professionals who understood 

the nuances of an artistic endeavor and a fundraising board composed of lay 

people). Ideally, the two boards coexist with the sole purpose being the 

continuation of the theatre organization. 

 The idea of two boards was a radical idea at that time.  Ball intrigued the 

Rockefeller Foundation, Carnegie Institute, and the Pittsburgh Playhouse with his 

manifesto and youthful exuberance.  Rockefeller offered a $115,000 grant to 

initiate his theatre concept in Pittsburgh; the Playhouse offered two performance 

spaces; Carnegie Institute contributed some teaching staff and studio spaces; 

and all agreed upon an overall budget of $400,000 for six months.  The two 

established organizations agreed to Ball‘s terms to allow Ball complete control 

over the artistic product.  ―The three producing organizations would maintain 

separate identities and separate boards of directors.  Ball would control the 

artistic product, and the Playhouse‘s Richard Hoover would be the general 

business manager‖ (Conner 155). 

 ACT opened on July 15, 1965 at the Playhouse‘s Craft Theatre.  Ball 

opened the season with a revival of his Tony-nominated production of Tartuffe, 

and the reception was tremendous.  Critics adored the production, and all 

involved were quite happy with the arrangement (Conner 156).  The Playhouse 

contained two performance spaces, enabling Ball to produce 14 plays in 
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repertory fashion during the six-month engagement. 

 However, after a few months, Ball was over budget and determined to 

continue his current spending.  The Playhouse board tried to renegotiate the 

terms of their association with ACT. 

The administration began to realize that continued affiliation with the ACT 
agenda would signal the end of the Playhouse‘s autonomous activities.…  
The board drafted a memo to Ball defining new terms for continuing their 
relationship.  These included oversight of the budget by the Playhouse 
board and public recognition by ACT of the autonomy of Playhouse Junior, 
the Vanguard Theatre, the Playhouse School, and other long-standing 
community commitments.  (Conner 157-158) 

Ball remained steadfast in his belief that a board may not dictate artistic choices, 

so refused to accept the proposed terms.  Ball asked the Rockefeller Foundation 

if ACT needed to stay in Pittsburgh to keep the grant.  Since the original grant 

had been directly to ACT and was not contingent on location, Ball took ACT and 

left Pittsburgh at the end of the six-month commitment.  They traveled to New 

York and took up residence there while determining their next course of action. 

 The transition from Pittsburgh to San Francisco was complicated and 

stressful.  The company continued to train and perform in New York, utilizing the 

American Theatre Wing facilities.  The company planned tours to locations such 

as the University of Michigan; Ravinia, Illinois; Westport, Connecticut; and 

Stanford University in California.  The Rockefeller Foundation granted an 

additional $160,000, through an agreement with Carnegie Tech, for the operating 

costs of an internship program for recent graduates (Eatman 28).  Even at this 

time, Ball was not completely convinced that staying in one place was ideal for 

his group; however, he understood the need to find sponsorship for a national 

theatre company bonded as an ensemble by continual conservatory training.   
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 A grant from the NEA of $160,000 was running out in the summer of 1966 

when the tour brought the company first to the Stanford University Festival and 

then to the Ravinia Festival, outside of Chicago.  This was an opportunity to test 

the waters of these two cities as potential sponsors for ACT.  To keep the idea of 

a national theatre alive, Ball was interested in securing both locations for his 

theatre troupe and proposed spending six months in San Francisco and six 

months in Chicago.  Conversations with supporters in both cities was progressing 

quite well when Actors‘ Equity provided a financial roadblock.  According to 

Equity rules, an actor must designate one city as a home city or, if employed full-

time by a company (as was the case with ACT), the organization must declare 

one city the home site.  Performances in another location constituted travel and 

required a per diem.  This extra cost proved prohibitive to the fledgling 

organization and, given the other benefits of San Francisco (including the 

temperate weather), ultimately swayed the company to alight in California. 

 Mortimer Fleishhacker, local businessman and a member of the San 

Francisco Chamber of Commerce, was the first financial supporter of ACT.  

Pressure from local critics, festival attendees, and an invitation from ACT 

encouraged Fleishhacker, Cyril Magnin (president of the Chamber of 

Commerce), Melvin Swig (first president of the California Theatre Foundation), 

and others to view a production of Charley‘s Aunt in Stanford.  Fleishhacker was 

so impressed with Charley‘s Aunt and other productions in ACT‘s repertoire that 

he threw a party for the company at his home.  The legend of that party and the 

Fleishhacker‘s generosity still lives in the spirit of ACT.  Magnin recalls the party, 
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The Fleishhackers had a pool, and during the course of the evening one of 
the company … decided to take a skinny dip, doffed his clothes and dived 
in.  Instead of being horrified, Janet Fleishhacker was so amused that her 
guests were free enough to act themselves, the incident was forgotten 
with a good laugh and a comfortable, familial link was established.  (qtd. in 
Wilk 49) 

It appeared that, during the Summer of Love, this itinerant band of gypsy artists 

found a friend within the staid conservatism of commercial business.  Mortimer 

Fleishhacker continues as a member of the ACT board. 

 San Francisco Chamber members were impressed with ACT and instantly 

began fundraising initiatives to bring the company to their city.  Whether because 

the city felt guilty about not bailing out the now defunct Actor‘s Workshop, 

founded by Herbert Blau and Jules Irving, or the city felt that Ball‘s idea had 

merit, or they wanted to show the world that San Francisco was, in fact, a cultural 

center in the west, is unclear.  Meanwhile, the company impressed the 

constituency in Chicago during the festival at Ravinia.  Chicago, like San 

Francisco, was looking for a theatre troupe.  Both cities entered into negotiations 

with Ball and arrived at a tentative agreement for a split residency.  The 

organization would spend six months in San Francisco, break for a ten-week 

rehearsal process sponsored by both cities, and then spend six months in 

Chicago.  James Haire, current Producing Director of ACT, recalls, ―Bill was a 

brilliant motivator, and that‘s a skill that very few people have – to be able to talk 

with such clarity about his vision for the theater and where you‘re going‖ (qtd. in 

Hurwitt 3).  Ball‘s brilliant motivation of his staff sent passionate people to each of 

these cities to negotiate these tentative terms.  Staff members negotiated the 

agreement with San Francisco without any Chamber members actually meeting 
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Ball.  Ball recalled the telegram he sent to Fleishhacker in the early fall of 1966,  

―Will you support ACT in San Francisco beginning October for twenty 
weeks for the amount of $250,000?  Answer by return collect wire.‖  The 
next morning was the end of our company.  I got a wire back from this 
man I had never known.  The first word of the wire was ―Yes.‖  The rest of 
the wire was, ―We will support ACT in San Francisco next year according 
to the terms of your wire,‖ from Mortimer Fleishhacker.  I had never met 
him.  (qtd. in Wilk 49) 

This creation in the midst of chaos exemplified the management style of ACT for 

many years. 

 The historic Geary Theatre served as the main performance site for ACT 

in San Francisco.  Although not as old as the opera house in Abingdon, the 

Geary, nevertheless, has become a historic building exemplifying the tenacious 

attitude of San Franciscans to always look forward.  The Geary, built in 1910 as a 

part of the reconstruction of the city following the 1906 earthquake, began as a 

large touring house with seating for 1448.  It never housed a permanent theatre 

troupe until ACT‘s occupancy in 1967.  The Actor‘s Workshop had failed to 

negotiate rights for use of the theatre because the owner refused to allow the 

local group to preempt touring shows.  Skillful conversations, however, between 

Ball, the local Chamber, and the owner permitted ACT the use of the Geary 

Theatre.  In 1974, ACT purchased the building.  In an ironic twist, the Geary, 

born of earthquake recovery, nearly succumbed to the 1989 Loma Prieta quake.  

Impressive fundraising allowed for reconstruction and renovation of the Geary, 

and in 2006, it was renamed the American Conservatory Theater. 

 The second performance location was the smaller 600 seat Marines 

Memorial Theatre previously utilized by the Actor‘s Workshop.  The Marines‘s 

intimate seating and close proximity to the Geary, two blocks away, made it ideal 
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for ACT‘s second venue for smaller productions and later for new plays. 

 Offices and classrooms were located across the street from the Geary, 

effectively creating a theatrical community, which provided full immersion for 

company members and students in the daily life of ACT.  (Current offices and 

classrooms are located a few blocks away.)  The idea that actors trained and 

rehearsed during the day and performed at night, every day, was the realization 

of Ball‘s conservatory dream.  

 The San Francisco Chamber and the community raised the necessary 

funds requested by Ball, and on January 21, 1967, ACT opened its first season in 

San Francisco at the Geary Theatre with its production of Tartuffe.  Using the 

strengths of ACT at the time, namely its resident acting company, Ball 

overwhelmed San Francisco with this production and created an excitement for 

the remainder of the season unseen before in the city.  René Auberjonois, the 

actor who performed Tartuffe and a member of the original resident company, 

recalled the two opening nights of Tartuffe (Pittsburgh and San Francisco) and 

the excitement generated by each. 

[Pittsburgh] We knew the audience was over the moon for it.  I remember 
going back to my dressing room after the curtain call, which was 
downstairs, far away from the stage.  I took off my wig and was half out of 
my costume, when suddenly there was this sort of rabid-looking creature 
standing in the doorway, screaming, ―Get back on the stage!  Get back on 
the stage!‖  Bill was going crazy.  The audience was still standing and 
stamping their feet. 

[San Francisco] The opening night of Tartuffe in San Francisco was as 
spectacular as Pittsburgh…I‘ve seen a lot of rock concerts…and I know 
that those two opening nights will remain the closest I‘ll ever get to that 
sort of, whatever the Beatles or Elton John or those people experience 
with an audience.  (qtd. in Hurwitt 3) 

The remainder of the season was the most ambitious collection of performances 
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attempted by any of the three theatre groups in this study.  The company 

performed 16 plays in repertory for twenty-two weeks in two theatres, the Geary 

and the Marines‘s Memorial.  Houses consistently sold out, or near capacity, and 

the actors were stretched to the point of collapse.  Richard Dysart, performing in 

this first season, had to look down at his costume before he went onstage to 

remind himself which play he was in, and Jay Doyle could be seen out-of-doors 

in the middle of the evening running down the hill from one theatre to the next 

dressed in the monk‘s costume from the first play, as he was in two plays that 

evening (Hurwitt 4). 

 The first season in San Francisco was highly successful and completely 

exhausting for all involved.  Not only were the actors stretched to the limit of their 

capabilities, the management team rarely went home during that first season, 

often spending 18-20 hours a day, seven days a week at the theatre or on 

theatre business.  Bill Ball directed the majority of the shows the first season 

while Bill Bushnell (first managing director) and John Seig (first production 

director) negotiated union contracts, building contracts, and established the initial 

working conditions for the company.  (As an interesting side note, Bushnell came 

to ACT from Center Stage where he was replaced by Peter Culman after Culman 

left the Barter.)  Promotions occupied a large portion of their time, and new staff 

members were constantly being hired to fill gaps.  Bushnell recalls the 1967 

season of ACT: 

I reviewed all the paperwork that existed, which was not very much, and 
came to the conclusion that we were a million dollars short, because they 
hadn‘t budgeted for any production crew or front-of-the-house staff at all.  
They‘d been on the road and had never paid for any of that, so they‘d 
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forgotten.  But I was game.  It was all so exciting.  We honestly believed 
that we were going to change the American theatre, period.  We bought 
into Bill‘s idea that we could change the way theatre worked by building a 
huge rotating repertory company and a conservatory along European 
lines.  (qtd. in Hurwitt 3) 

 The now famous school of ACT began as the Summer Training Congress.  

Orchestrated by Bob Goldsby, the summer program ran for ten weeks and taught 

200 students in 1967.  Resident actors taught the courses, creating the 

conservatory atmosphere that Ball desired – the professionals training the 

novices in order to pass on or ―conserve‖ the traditions.  Classrooms included 

found spaces such as the lobby, backstage areas, and anywhere they could 

place twenty students.  It would be quite possible to open a door to a hallway and 

encounter a voice class or tai chi.  This immersion contributed to the familial 

atmosphere -- a hallmark of Ball‘s tenure which continues to survive today. 

 The term moderation never applied to Bill Ball.  The first season in San 

Francisco proved exhausting and overwhelming to the company.  Many 

members left and there were reports of drug and alcohol abuse.  The positive 

reception from the San Francisco community, as well as the outstanding critical 

reviews, helped the company swiftly move forward.  The second season marked 

the first full season in ACT‘s brief history.  Negotiations with Chicago ceased, and 

in September of 1967, Ball announced that ACT would permanently reside in 

San Francisco.  Ball planned a forty-week season, beginning in the fall of 1967, 

with thirty-one productions.  According to author John Wilk, funding avenues for 

this season included a Ford Foundation grant, an NEA grant, hotel tax monies 

from San Francisco, as well as other local support.  All of these fundraising 

efforts were coordinated through the newly established California Theatre 
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Foundation, the special board of lay people devoted to the continuation of ACT.  

The Summer Congress returned for a second time, and the conservatory 

orchestrated its first full season of classes.  It appeared that Ball was achieving 

his goals and dreams.     

 The growth of ACT continued in meteoric fashion for several seasons 

because of and despite Ball‘s management style.  Ball displayed a 

comprehensive understanding of theatrical concepts and techniques.  Ball‘s staff, 

performers, and the community admired his artistry as a director and acting 

coach; however, he was often absent from ACT for long periods for health 

reasons.  During these times, the fledgling company would continue to operate 

under the auspices of Ball‘s perceived intentions.  Ball wanted a company 

managed by artists with a familial atmosphere; however, he maintained a strong 

patriarchal bond as the head of the family.  The frequent sabbaticals Ball took 

during the early years forced Bushnell, Seig, and Edward Hastings to make 

policy decisions on their own.  Hastings spent time in long distance 

communications with Ball but this proved cumbersome to efficient and timely 

decisions.  

Bill sometimes, in the early days, he would defend himself by 
disappearing.  He needed weeks off to light his fires again and so forth.  In 
a way he was an absentee leader.  He led from a distance, from the 
islands in Majorca.  He was running the theatre by telegram. (Hastings 
interview) 

Ultimately, Bushnell, as managing director, took the initiative to institute policies 

during Ball‘s absences. 

 After Ball‘s return in 1969 from a protracted absence, he was dismayed at 

some of the management decisions that Bushnell had made.  He reversed some 
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of these decisions and inserted himself back into the role of autocratic head of 

ACT (Wilk 92).  Bushnell and Ball could not agree on management practices at 

ACT, so Ball fired Bushnell and replaced him with Jim McKenzie, a member of 

the ACT National Board.  This conflict created a rift within the company between 

Ball loyalists and members that favored a more structured management team.  

Clearly, Ball managed the company and trusted few people to make decisions in 

his absence.  Given the frequency of his absences and his often-erratic 

behaviors while in residence, it is unsurprising that company members would 

want more stability and less chaos.  Ball fiercely maintained control of his 

company and realized the benefits of remaining on site more often.  Company 

members who could not work with Ball‘s management style simply left. 

 In 1972, the Advanced Training Program, the precursor to the current 

MFA program, solidified the sporadic schedules of the conservatory seminars 

and the Summer Training Congress.  Allen Fletcher, a former instructor of Ball‘s 

at Carnegie, was hired to replace Goldsby and worked closely with Ball on the 

transformation and subsequent growth.  Fletcher deserves the credit for much of 

the success of the school through his ability to translate Ball‘s desires into 

concrete reality (Wilk 93).  The Summer Training Congress continued separate 

from the formal program.  Auditions were necessary for admittance to the 

program and an invitation was required to continue for the second year.  

Resident company members instructed the students through a variety of classes 

including voice, scansion, dance, movement, and fencing.  The program proved 

highly successful and gained a sterling reputation separate from the performance 
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aspects of ACT.  Students received no guaranteed roles in ACT productions; the 

school operated exactly as advertised, as a training program.  This was Ball‘s 

dream of a conservatory taught by resident professionals who also performed in 

the plays. 

 The Advanced Training Program continued to grow, and in 1984 became 

the first school not associated with a college or university able to grant a Master 

of Fine Arts.  DTC offered a MFA, but used the academic accreditation of either 

Baylor or Trinity Universities.  In 1996, ACT‘s program changed to a three-year 

curriculum similar to many MFA programs in the country.  Courses offered today 

expand on the courses initiated by Ball more than thirty years ago, emphasizing 

all aspects of actor training.  Ball‘s dream of a competent, American-style 

conservatory lives on at ACT as a fully-realized premier MFA program. 

 Other milestones of note during Ball‘s tenure included the creation of 

several programs facilitated by Hastings including the Plays in Progress (1972), 

the Black Actor‘s Workshop, the Asian-American Theater Company, and the ten-

year Theater Bridge Project with China (1982).  Ball accepted a Tony award on 

behalf of ACT in 1979 for contributions to the American stage.  Several 

productions were broadcast nationwide, the most popular of which is The Taming 

of the Shrew, directed by Ball in true Commedia dell‘ arte fashion.  As with many 

regional theatres, a matinee program developed in 1968 for area schools allowed 

students to see live performances of literature.   

 Ball and his staff overcame several hurdles on their journey.  The first, 

indicated earlier, was the general realization that if Ball wanted the organization 



Texas Tech University, Debra Justice, December 2010 

 116 

managed in a certain fashion, he had to be an active manager and remain in 

residence.  Ball continued to take leaves, but not to the extent experienced 

during the first few San Francisco seasons while the company was struggling to 

establish a reputation and a sound structure.  An organizational structure 

emerged in the early 1970s that proved conducive to the growth and stability of 

ACT.  Ball hired more staff to support the growing company and relied heavily on 

McKenzie, Seig, and Hastings for the daily operations.  Hastings served as 

Executive Director, a catchall position dedicated to keeping communications 

flowing between Ball and the rest of the company.  Hastings unofficially served in 

Ball‘s stead when Ball decided to absent himself from the organization and many 

company members acknowledged that without Hastings‘s calm soothing manner, 

Ball‘s autocratic, often erratic behavior would likely have doomed ACT.   

 A financial hurdle in 1969 made clear to Ball that his idea of two separate 

boards was failing.  The Ford Foundation, frustrated by the apparent lack of 

competent accounting systems within ACT and the negligent oversight by the 

board on Ball‘s spending practices, informed the board that the Foundation would 

be unable to continue extending grants until ACT instituted measures of 

oversight and evaluation.  In addition, the board must continue to raise funds in 

order to match the Ford Foundation grants subsidy.  This ultimatum presented a 

means to force cooperation between board and staff. 

 Ball and board members developed a solution to the oversight issue.  Ball 

reluctantly agreed to an executive committee composed of three members from 

the board (Fleishhacker, Melvin Swig, and William Porter) and two staff members 
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(Ball and McKenzie).  These five people created and implemented a fiscally 

sound budget.  This blending of the two governing boards ran contrary to Ball‘s 

ideal of two separate entities managing the organization; however, it appears that 

one collection of people writing blank checks to a second group with little to no 

input on the spending of the checks was unrealistic.  As ACT progressed over 

the years, the California Theatre Foundation, which changed its name in 1973 to 

the California Association for the American Conservatory Theatre, became more 

intimately involved with the management of the theatre.  Ultimately, the artistic 

director and the executive producer became members of the board, allowing 

governance of the organization by a single entity.  Ball‘s philosophy toward 

maintaining an artistically pure group unencumbered by the tediousness of 

financial oversight and fundraising proved faulty and nearly destroyed ACT.  A 

more traditional organizational structure, centered on an advisory board with a 

strong artistic director, emerged after Ball‘s tenure. 

 In the early 1980s, ACT experienced another upheaval, once again 

centered on money and Ball‘s insistence on carte blanche spending.  ACT was 

falling into a quagmire of debt, and the board demanded stronger fiscal policies.  

Ball‘s health and well-being were deteriorating at this time, perhaps contributing 

to his erratic and irrational decisions.  He disbanded the resident company – 

firing all members.  He chose small simple-set productions, in direct contrast to 

his past spectacles, rather than work with the board on solutions.  In true Medea 

fashion, Ball was destroying his company – his ―child.‖  James Haire, current 

producing director for ACT, recalls the tension surrounding the transition. 
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In the early 80s we began having trouble with budgets.  In 1982 we cut 
back drastically to follow up on Bill‘s comment to the public that if they 
could not afford to help us we would be pleased to put on the kind of plays 
they COULD afford…It was at this time that the repertory company and 
concept was phased out.  Until 1985 I was working seasonally as a stage 
manager.  When I came back to work in September [1985] I discovered 
that almost everyone had been let go including office staffs and all of our 
technical shops.  At that point I became both Stage Manager and 
Production Manager.  Bill said to me ―I think you and I can do everything 
around here, don‘t you?‖…Times were bad and there wasn‘t much money. 

We were in studio rehearsals for THE PASSION CYCLE, directed by Bill 
[1985 season].  I was stage managing.  I noticed that Jim McKenzie…kept 
coming into the room whispering with Bill.  All of a sudden the doors to the 
studio opened and the entire organization filed in single file…and stood 
against the wall around the perimeter of the room…Bill announced his 
resignation at this time and said he wished to step down in order to pursue 
other activities but that he would stay on and finish directing PASSION 
CYCLE.  He then walked out of the room leaving us all looking at each 
other… 

Frank Ottiwell, a founding company acting/teaching member who 
specialized in The Alexander Technique was at that time President of the 
Board.  He came by the theater later that night and said ―I had no clue this 
was in the works, What are we going to do?‖  I said that I thought we 
should find someone immediately who knew the company and who could 
step in as at least interim Artistic Director as…we had one more play to go 
to end the season.  I suggested Ed Hastings.  This suggestion was 
embraced by the board and Ed started immediately changing the last play 
from the tiny play that had been scheduled to THE LADYS NOT FOR 
BURNING which required more than two actors and a large set and large 
production values…I was required to switch my focus from my Stage 
Manager hat to my Production Manager hat, and another SM finished and 
opened PASSION CYCLE.  I remember walking across Geary Street and 
bumping into Bill on his way to Tech rehearsal and my saying ―I hope you 
don‘t think I‘ve abandoned you.‖  And he replied ―But you did, didn‘t you.‖  
I felt as devastated as he must have been.  It was a very sad ending to a 
long relationship that had been close and always respectful.  He then left 
and went to Los Angeles.  I saw him only once more after that time. 
(email) 

Ball‘s refusal to capitulate to the board and the staff created such animosity that 

he resigned in 1985.  Hastings had been away from ACT a great deal of the time 

over the last five years, directing productions for other theatres, and was 
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unaware of the full extent of the issues enveloping the organization.  The board 

informed Hastings of the situation and asked if he would assume the leadership 

role of artistic director.  Stunned, Hastings agreed after a brief conversation with 

Ball.  ―So, I called Bill and said ‗what do you think?‘  ‗Is this what you had in 

mind?‘  And he said, ‗In a way.‘  He said, ‗You are the only person I can think of 

that should do it‘‖ (Hastings interview). 

 Edward Hastings, the stabilizing influence to Ball‘s chaotic genius, 

assumed the helm in 1985.  Hastings, a native of New Haven, Connecticut, was 

educated at Yale College and the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art in London, and 

possessed an extensive background in theatre as well as an intimate 

understanding of Ball‘s methods and philosophies.  Prior to his time at ACT, 

Hastings worked on and off Broadway as a stage manager and directed the 

national touring production of Oliver!. 

 Hastings did not significantly alter the mission set by Ball, but, instead, 

worked to refine and organize a strategic plan.  He continued with the 

conservatory and reestablished the quality of production at ACT.  He solidified a 

strong relationship between the organization and its ―one‖ board by becoming a 

member of the board.  Leadership now created and followed strict budgets.  He 

reinstated a small resident company including some of the members fired by Ball.  

Hastings devoted more resources to the production of new plays and included 

new play development into ACT‘s mission.  He put ACT back on a stable path 

and led the company upward and away from the morass that marked the end of 

Ball‘s tenure.  Hastings and his staff decided to change the spelling of theatre 
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from ―re‖ to ―er‖ shortly after he took office, thus the company is now the 

American Conservatory Theater rather than Theatre, as indicated by Ball.  

I guess the ‗legal name‘ is still RE because that is what is on the 
incorporation documents but when Ed began as Artistic Director he 
strongly felt that AMERICAN CONSERVATORY THEATER should be 
spelled in the American way and not the British.  So we just changed it 
overnight in the press and all printed materials.  (Haire email) 

 Hastings managed ACT through 1992 when the Loma Prieta earthquake 

hit the Bay Area.  The 7.1 earthquake collapsed the Bay Bridge and affected 

large portions of the Geary Theatre.  Fortunately, no injuries occurred since the 

quake hit around 5:00 p.m., prior to showtime.  After the destruction of the Geary 

and the Board‘s subsequent decision to rebuild it, Hastings decided that it was 

time for a new director.  ―After just a few months of working on what would the 

new theatre be like, I realized that if I put any imprint on the new theatre that 

would mean that I would have to stick around for another three years to make 

that work‖  (Interview).  Hastings retired from full-time theatre management, but 

continues to work on projects around the nation. 

 In 1992, after a long search, the board selected Carey Perloff as the third 

artistic director for ACT.  Perloff holds a bachelor‘s degree from Stanford 

University in classics and comparative literature and, like Ball, received a 

Fulbright Fellowship to study in England.  Prior to her appointment at ACT, 

Perloff was the artistic director of Classic Stage Company in New York and 

garnered several awards, including a 1988 Obie for artistic excellence (ACT 

website).   

 Perloff, in cooperation with staff, board, granting agencies, and current 

Speaker of the U.S. House Nancy Pelosi, raised the necessary capital to 
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renovate the Geary Theatre.  John Sullivan, managing director during Hastings‘s 

tenure, stayed with ACT during the reconstruction and played a vital role in 

securing federal aid.  He recalls: 

We began the process of architectural planning, which was very complex, 
to restore this great old theater while modernizing it. And of course we had 
to raise a lot of money. Ed decided, I think quite generously and 
realistically, as always, that he should step aside because he was 
planning to retire in a few years and the new artistic director should play a 
role in finalizing the plans for the theater. ... I stayed through the 
completion of getting the federal funding, did a lot of work with Nancy 
Pelosi and her staff on the FEMA grant. At that time the largest grant that 
FEMA had given to a not-for-profit was $5,000. We got $10 million. And it 
was a real push.  (qtd. in Hurwitt Oct. 10, 2006) 

During the two-year renovations, ACT continued its performance schedule 

in theatres around the city and maintained the rigorous conservatory schedule.  

On January 10, 1996, twenty-nine years after ACT‘s San Francisco premier, the 

itinerant company, once again, settled into the Geary.  The company moved back 

in without a misstep and continued onward, armed with new mission statement 

developed to guide this new company in its rebirth: 

American Conservatory Theater nurtures the art of live theater through 
dynamic productions, intensive actor training in its conservatory, and an 
ongoing dialogue with its community. Under the leadership of Artistic 
Director Carey Perloff and Executive Director Heather Kitchen, A.C.T. 
embraces its responsibility to conserve, renew, and reinvent the rich 
theatrical traditions that are our collective legacy, while exploring new 
artistic forms and new communities. A commitment to the highest 
standards informs every aspect of A.C.T.'s creative work.  (ACT website) 

Perloff expanded and developed ACT‘s reputation both nationally and 

internationally.  In 2001, she hired four actors to reestablish the resident 

company.  ACT‘s managing director, Heather Kitchen, undertook the largest 

fundraising campaign in ACT‘s history in order to secure its future.  (Heather 

Kitchen left ACT in 2009 and was replaced by Ellen Richard.)  The largest 
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organization in this study, ACT has an annual budget of $20,000,000, employs 

120 at the theatre and 50 at the conservatory, has a year-round season of eight 

plays on the mainstage (this does not include the student productions, new plays, 

or workshops conducted in smaller spaces), continues the Summer Congress 

and student matinee programs, and conducts classes for the community.  

Although no longer a repertory company (in the European tradition), ACT 

established an international reputation as a premier institution among regional 

theatres in the United States. 

SUMMARY 

 William Ball, as noted earlier by James Haire, was ―a brilliant motivator‖ 

and could ―talk with such clarity about his vision.‖  He was charismatic and, like 

Porterfield, possessed a youthful exuberance that infected all those he 

contacted.  As a director and teacher, Ball left little doubt about his purposes or 

the reasons for his actions.  Actors felt secure under Ball‘s positation philosophy 

and remained stubbornly loyal to Ball; however, effective management practices 

eluded Ball.  He did encourage open communication among the staff, but (typical 

of founder‘s syndrome) retained the right to make all final decisions.  Obviously, 

communication faltered during his absences from the organization, but his open 

communication style mended the breaks upon his return.  Towards the end of his 

tenure, Ball chose to use his skills to badger and insult the community that had 

supported ACT rather than work toward winning them over, as he had in the 

beginning.  If San Francisco had proved less enamored of ACT, Ball‘s insults 

might have doomed the company.  However, the city remained willing to support 

the organization and slowly assisted ACT in its recovery after Ball‘s departure. 
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 In the area of strategic planning, Ball succeeded but only up to a point.  

Like the Dallas Theater Center, ACT achieved legal incorporation status prior to 

its first performance.  Ball and his board organized plans and goals beyond 

Pittsburgh with the ultimate prize being a secure home and a conservatory.  Each 

decision Ball made directly reflected the original mission of the company.  As 

though building a staircase, Ball added each component of ACT with careful 

thought and planning.  Changes in social climate and personalities at ACT 

required alterations, but the organization never needed to design a new staircase 

to reach the heights Ball envisioned.  Ball focused on the ultimate goal of the 

organization without hammering out a solid plan of how to make it happen.  

―How‖ often became the purview of his staff.  Unlike Porterfield, who put together 

savings plans, endowments, and made investments, Ball, who relied heavily on 

foundation monies, forged ahead, confident that needed money would always be 

available.  This lack of attention to the operational details associated with 

managing a business manifested in a lack of fiscal acumen that created the debt 

of the early 1980s and, ultimately, hastened his departure. 

 Ball‘s ability to wisely choose the staff for ACT allowed the company to 

weather the breakdown of its founder.  Ball, like Porterfield, spoke openly of his 

vision, never asked anyone to follow blindly, and brought the staff on board by 

persuading them that the ideal of ACT was a viable goal.  Despite his efforts to 

engender a freewheeling atmosphere, he unintentionally created stability through 

the excellent staff he recruited.  The staff, beginning with Ed Hastings, 

exemplified a level of professionalism and competence not always seen in ACT‘s 
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founder.  Bushnell, then Mckenzie, both excellent business managers, toiled 

endlessly to keep ACT solvent while assisting Ball with his artistic endeavors.  

Goldsby, then Fletcher, turned Ball‘s dream of a conservatory into a reality.  

Moreover, Hastings, the calm alter ego to Ball‘s eccentricity, suffused the 

organization with hope and good will.  Hastings picked up the damaged ACT, 

guided it back on course, and kept the best of Ball‘s free-spirited philosophies 

within the organization.  The staff that remained through the transition continued 

the work of the organization – a constant striving toward a vision of an American 

brand of conservatory theatre.  

 ACT‘s continued success clearly illustrates the viability of Ball‘s vision for 

a conservatory theatre and actor training institute.  It took a personality like 

Hastings with an understanding of Ball‘s intentions to move ACT forward.  If an 

artistic director like Adrian Hall had been hired instead of Hastings, one of two 

possible outcomes would likely have occurred: 1) the mission and goals for the 

organization would have altered dramatically (as was the case at the Dallas 

Theater Center), or 2) a second electric personality might have been too much 

for San Francisco and the company would have folded.  Fortunately, the board of 

directors hired an artistic director committed to Ball‘s vision; otherwise, the ACT 

known today certainly would not exist.  Ball‘s philosophies on actor training, his 

love of spectacle, and his desire for vibrant theatre stayed consistent during his 

tenure, infusing the character of the organization and its members.  Ball‘s 

commitment to the organization stayed his complete destruction of the company 

and even allowed him to finish directing the play he was working on when he 
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resigned.  He began the journey of ACT with a brilliantly realized vision from 

which he never wavered and out of the turmoil that defined Ball‘s life emerged a 

premier institution born of his dedication to its concept and its people. 
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CHAPTER V 

V. CONCLUSION 

 The purpose of this study was to define elements that will allow a theatre 

organization 1) to avoid the potential devastation of the company due to 

founder‘s syndrome and 2) to aid in a successful leadership transition. I 

accomplished this task through analyzing three ultimately successful regional 

theatres and describing the management techniques of their respective founders.  

As the historical narratives illustrate, each organization developed in a different 

decade and geographical area, with a different artistic purpose, and by 

remarkably different personalities.  Robert Porterfield, the promoter; Paul Baker, 

the educator; and William Ball, the director all infused their fledgling 

organizations with personality, passion, and purpose that resulted in three of 

today‘s premier regional theatres.  Each founder had different hurdles to 

overcome; however, each employed similar management techniques while 

establishing and growing their organizations.  The three dominant practices 

utilized by each founder were 1) communication, 2) strategic planning, and 3) the 

creation of a strong infrastructure.  Each founder‘s effective use of these three 

elements links directly to the success enjoyed by their institutions today.   

This study demonstrates that, although the founders created their 

respective organizations prior to the widespread knowledge of contemporary 

management theories, and without the benefit of experience drawn from the 

success of similar organizations, they intuitively established a management 

pattern utilizing the aforementioned three techniques.  It was the use of these 

common elements that positively affected the success of each organization.   
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COMMUNICATION 

I believe that theatre is the most collaborative of the arts, bringing together 

many creative personalities to achieve one goal.  The prime component of any 

successful grouping of people is communication.  The art of communication 

involves many facets including persuasiveness, intuition, and language/listening 

skills.  Contemporary theories advocate an open communication practice for a 

healthy arts organization.  The leader must be capable of clearly relating the 

vision and direction of the organization, while allowing for input from staff, board, 

and community.  This input is a vital component in the collaborative nature of a 

theatre. 

Of the three founders in this study, Robert Porterfield best embodied our 

contemporary style of open communication with his gregarious nature, charm, 

and non-confrontational manner.  Porterfield clearly laid out his vision for the 

Barter Theatre to his staff and community, and then he asked them to help 

participate in the success of the theatre.  He retained an open communication 

with staff, board, patrons, and the community throughout his tenure, allowing for 

all involved to claim a partial ownership of the growing company.  Even after 

Porterfield‘s death, this concept of an ―open door‖ permeates the institution and 

community, deepening their bond and insuring the survival of the organization as 

a source of pride to the small communities of Southwest Virginia. 

Paul Baker, a well-educated man and an excellent teacher, adhered to a 

more traditional style of management by retaining his decision-making authority 

in a top-down fashion.  His management style left little doubt as to the person in 
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charge.  This more traditional style of management, found in many commercial 

businesses, might prove detrimental to the collaborative nature of theatre.   

Baker‘s passion for education, however, influenced his decision-making process 

to such an extent that the company was encouraged to explore the creativity and 

flexibility required to build a cohesive productive organization.  He supported his 

staff and their processes by creating and maintaining a safe environment for 

creative discovery.  As the board membership changed, Baker fought harder for 

his cherished learning environment; ultimately, he relinquished control of the 

Center to the board when arguments proved pointless.  This break could have 

resulted in the demise of the Dallas Theater Center due to founder‘s syndrome; 

however, Baker‘s communication skills as a teacher and manager instilled within 

his staff the ability to adapt and persevere. 

William Ball may have been a bit eccentric, but this did little to deter the 

effectiveness of his communication skills with his staff and the San Francisco 

community.  Ball enjoyed lively and useful artistic exchanges of ideas with his 

staff, fully understanding the collaborative nature of theatre and the value of 

experienced professionals.  His occasional capricious decision-making process 

and absences from the company engendered frustration in some of the staff; 

however, Ball‘s dynamic personality and driving passion overcame any failings of 

his communication skills. Adjusting to the founder‘s personal style and skill set is 

a requirement for personnel involved with the organization whether they are staff, 

board members, or sponsors.  Ball, like the other founders in this study, was 

intelligent and possessed a talent for persuasive speaking which allowed him to 
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communicate effectively with all parties involved.  His conflicts with the board, 

just prior to his departure, appeared to stem more from exhaustion and mental 

fatigue rather than a lack of communication skills.  Capricious decisions and 

internal conflicts could indicate symptoms of founder‘s syndrome; however, the 

fact that Ball encouraged a communicative exchange of ideas with staff and 

board shows that he subscribed to an open communication policy.   

Open communication, so indicative of the collaborative nature of theatre, 

is a vital component of theatre management.  Founders who choose to ignore 

this communication style may indicate an unwillingness to embrace the inherent 

nature of theatre.  Collaboration does not imply management by committee; 

indeed, a strong leader is required to direct the collaborators toward the purpose 

of the organization.   

All three founders possessed remarkable communication skills and 

forceful personalities.  Each founder‘s skill set was indicative of his personality.  

Porterfield chose a smoother route by befriending staff and supporters, and he 

remained a constant part of the daily life of the company.  Ball‘s communication 

style could be as changeable as his personality, but always the understanding 

existed that the ultimate goal was the success of the organization.  Baker‘s 

passion for discovery imbued itself within all areas of the organization, creating 

an environment conducive to learning, guided by a master. 

STRATEGIC PLANNING 

 The second management practice required for the creation of an 

organization, and ultimately the successful transition to a new leader, is strategic 
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planning ― including a strong mission statement.  As a form of communication, 

the mission statement of an organization is a written communiqué which defines 

the purpose of the theatre.  While a mission statement is an excellent starting 

point for the creation of the new company, a strategic plan is required to identify 

the specific course of action needed for the company to grow and ultimately 

succeed.  The amount of flexibility the founders display toward their strategic 

plan is a strong indicator of the founders‘ willingness to adapt to environmental, 

societal, and economic influences. 

Porterfield, young and idealistic, had no clear plan of action and only a 

simple mission statement.  This is unsurprising when one considers his lack of 

theatre education and administrative training.  He quickly adapted to his 

management position, relying heavily on his staff for instruction and guidance.  

Intuitively, he understood the need for written policies, management plans, and 

goals and, by 1941, he had all of this in place.  As the theatre grew, he altered 

policies to reflect changes, while always maintaining the original premise of the 

theatre.  Today, the theatre operates in much the same fashion that it did over 

seventy years ago and still follows the concepts set forward by Porterfield. 

Baker, quite adept at long-range planning, designed and organized 

policies and procedures before the theatre opened.  Baker drew from his prior 

experience with Baylor University and worked cooperatively with the initial board 

of DTC to achieve a sense of stability and confidence not normally experienced 

during the birth of an institution.  Although a new board wanted to expand the 

Center in a different direction, the idea of a learning environment is still present at 
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the Dallas Theater Center.  Today, the organization is considering implementing 

some of Baker‘s original precepts. 

 Ball represents a combination of these two styles – following formal plans, 

while retaining the freedom to change paths.  Ball‘s education and experience 

provided the tools necessary to implement his ideas (including the incorporation 

of the organization prior to its official premiere), although formal policies were in a 

state of flux during the beginning years.  Requirements imposed on grant 

recipients by the Ford Foundation and the National Endowment for the Arts 

required a level of accountability that contributed to ACT‘s stabilization.  As the 

organization grew, ACT continued to refine policies, eventually leading the 

conservatory toward official accreditation.  Attaining this level of success is 

difficult and requires the stable business plan and curriculum that Ball and his 

staff achieved. 

 A strategic plan with a strong mission statement is crucial to the success 

of the organization.  Not only are formal plans and measures of accountability 

required of today‘s theatre companies by law, these components also provide a 

level of stability and organization structure.  Baker and Ball established missions 

and strategic plans prior to opening their organizations – Baker‘s more extensive 

than Ball‘s.  All personnel associated with these organizations understood the 

direction of the company and the methods to attain the long-range goals.  

Mission statements and strategic plans allowed staff to further the growth of the 

company.  
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STRONG INFRASTRUCTURE 

 The third practice, excellently orchestrated by each founder, is the 

establishment of a strong infrastructure, including a supportive board.  In order 

for founders to fully realize their vision, they must possess excellent persuasive 

communication skills; however, in order for a founder to grow their new reality, 

they must depend on the skills of their staff to facilitate the goals.  A founder 

cannot create, mold, and lead a theatre alone; theatre requires a multitude of 

different talents working together toward one goal.  The founders in this study 

excelled in this area by hiring, training, and guiding phenomenal staffs who in 

turn supported them and their vision.  Baker took the idea of training one step 

further, hiring people who graduated from his program.  A scholastic nepotism, 

this internal training program for his staff ensured a commitment to his vision.  

Porterfield and Ball accumulated a nexus of dedicated friends and colleagues 

who supported them in the advancement of the mission of their organizations. 

 In addition to a strong staff, the founder must bring together a motivated 

board.  The founder must subtly manipulate a group of volunteers to support the 

mission of the organization, while maintaining a discreet distance from daily 

details.  A successful board is comprised of a unique collection of personalities 

dedicated to the advancement of the organization without the egotistical desire to 

micromanage the business.  This board assists the theatre through transitions by 

maintaining a broad view of the necessity and viability of the organization.  The 

boards of all three organizations managed the continuation of their respective 

theatres despite the loss of the founder, indicating that each founder succeeded 
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in the creation and management of a board devoted to the organization, rather 

than to an individual. 

SUMMARY 

 The creation, and ultimate success, of a theatre organization is linked to 

three elements exemplified by the groups in this study – open communication, 

strategic plans, and a strong infrastructure.  Expertly utilizing these management 

strategies allows the organization the ability to adapt to outside influences with 

relative ease and success.  The three founders in this study relied heavily on 

their abilities to utilize these three elements, showing that an adherence to these 

management principles can increase a company‘s chance for success. 

There is not a golden rule by which a theatre organization can attain 

success; however, an articulate and persuasive founder with a carefully crafted 

mission statement and strategic plan supported by a skillful staff and board can 

enable a theatre organization to avoid falling prey to founder‘s syndrome.  A well-

organized and well-executed organization becomes a living being, independent 

of its creators, requiring only that its new caretakers continue to nurture it without 

imposing a suffocating structure.   

Richard Buckley, a conductor currently working in Austin, has this to say 

about the theatre: ―The individual soul of a theater is the end result of all the 

relationships and partnerships that created it (56).‖  I believe that of all the 

elements which I described and analyzed in this dissertation, the most crucial 

facet is the creation of a strong infrastructure (i.e. hire the right people and allow 

them room to do their jobs).  If a founder chooses to ignore this component or is 
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ineffectual in its execution, the organization will assuredly suffer.  The Barter 

Theatre, the Dallas Theater Center, and the American Conservatory Theater are 

three living organizations flourishing because of the intelligence, will, and passion 

of their founders: Robert Porterfield, Paul Baker, and William Ball. 
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APPENDIX A 

A. TEXAS TECH UNIVERSITY IRB LETTER 
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APPENDIX B 

B. BARTER THEATRE AIMS AND PURPOSES – 1941 

 It is to serve as a non-profit educational and cultural expression for the 

purpose of giving the people of Virginia, and its many guest-tourists, an 

opportunity to observe some of the works of the world‘s most distinguished 

playwrights, performed by competent actors. 

 It is to bring good entertainment to the people of Virginia. 

 It makes it possible for the young actors, young writers, and young 

technicians of the theatre to get practical experience in the Arts of the Theatre, 

working in cooperation with experienced professional actors, writers and 

technicians. 

 To make it possible for tourists traveling through Virginia to see ―after-

dark‖ entertainment after they have seen Virginia‘s day-light scenery – the drives, 

the gardens, the historical shrines. 

 The primary purpose is that Virginia have its own standard of appreciation 

of the theatre, differentiated from the tradition of the theatre. 

It is to be a living example of Democracy at work, carrying out the fundamental 

principles of Virginia‘s Bill of Rights. 

 The lobby of the legitimate theatre is the only institution that serves as an 

example of pure democracy, because the legitimate theatre is the only institution 

still left where all creeds, classes and political faiths can gather under one roof 

and have a mingling of social graces, manners, and customs. 

 We must erect a defense against the evils that would destroy the culture 

and enlightenment of the world, and this is not to be done by the mechanism of 
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munitions and men and steel alone, but by giving the best of our strength and 

devotion to the cause of a deeper faith of truth and beauty, and the wisdom of the 

human soul. 

 ―We hope to avail the State of those talents which nature has sown so 

liberally among the poor as the rich, but which perish without use, if not sought 

for and cultivated.‖ – Thomas Jefferson.  (Williams 96-97) 
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APPENDIX C 

C. AGREEMENT BETWEEN BARTER THEATRE AND THE 
COMMONWEALTH OF VIRGINIA 

 This agreement made this the 3rd day of April, 1946, between the Barter 

Theatre of Virginia, a corporation herein called the Theatre, party of the first part, 

and the Commonwealth of Virginia, the Virginia Conservation Commission, 

herein called the Commission, party of the second part. 

WITNESSETH 

 The for the consideration hereinafter stated, the Theater hereby 

undertakes, agrees and promises to further and assist the Commission in its 

work of advertising and promoting the educational, cultural, and economic 

interests of the Commonwealth of Virginia, and in attracting and encouraging 

people from other states and countries to visit in the Commonwealth where so 

many shrines and historic sites of national and international interest are located.  

The Theatre, having established a nation-wide reputation for furnishing 

entertainment and educational and cultural services of rare quality on a barter 

basis, is in a unique position to render such service as is hereby undertaken. 

 Specifically, the Theatre will produce twelve plays in the State of Virginia, 

starting the first week in June, 1946 and continuing for three months in Abingdon, 

Virginia, and then to go on an extended tour throughout the State in a selected 

repertory of these plays during the remainder of the nine months of the twelve 

month term.  The Theatre will give at least six (6) performances in each week 

during the Summer and Winter presentations with 25 or more professional 

players and technicians taking part in such plays. 
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 The number of communities visited during the winter season will be 

determined by the ability of the communities to supply adequate stages for the 

presentation of the plays.  Selection of the places where the shows will be given, 

and the length of time of the presentations in the selected places will be 

determined by the joint agreement between the parties hereto, in the manner that 

will most completely effectuate the purposes of this agreement. 

 The Commission will pay to the Theatre ten thousand dollars ($10,000.00) 

for the services above described.  Five thousand dollars ($5,000.00) of which is 

paid in cash, receipt of which is hereby acknowledged, and five thousand dollars 

($5,000.000) on or before July 10, 1946. 

 Failure of the Theatre to enter upon the execution of this agreement or its 

part, or if, having started performance thereof, it shall fail to complete execution 

during the entire 12 month term of the Agreement; in either case, it shall be 

considered a complete failure of performance. 

 Witness the following signatures: 

The Barter Theatre of Virginia 
by Robert H. Porterfield (signature) 
 President 
 
Commonwealth of Virginia 
Virginia Conservation Commission 
by William A. Wright (signature) 
 Chairman 

(Elliot 79-80) 
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APPENDIX D 

D. BARTER THEATRE PURPOSE – 2008 

THE BARTER MISSION 
―Enriching Lives through Extraordinary Theatre‖ 

To attract audiences of all ages, enhance the region and create a 
nurturing environment for artists by providing a sustainable, 

entertaining, and enlightening experience consistent with Barter's 
tradition of professional theatre. 

The Board of Trustees, The Barter Foundation, Incorporated 
And Richard Rose, Producing Artistic Director 
Adopted July 1998; Revised December 2006 

 
THE PURPOSE OF BARTER 
 
Our Artistic Intent Is 
 
-- To dedicate our work to the betterment of the human spirit, and to the 
enrichment of the human soul through laughter, tears or a smile; 
 
-- To challenge the thoughts of intelligent people, and to reflect honest 
society through experiences that are both familiar and new to us; 
 
-- To add insight to the hidden, and to bring depth to the obvious, through 
images and visual stimulation using the best of contemporary theatrical devices; 
 
And, Ultimately, 
 
-- To touch the hearts, to challenge the minds, and to reach the souls of all 
who enter Barter Theatre's doors, young and old. 
The Overall Purpose of Barter Is... 
 
-- To encourage public interest in the performing arts, particularly, the art of 
theatre. 
 
-- To elevate the standards of appreciation by providing an opportunity for 
the general public to observe, enjoy and study the finest in theatrical art, both 
classical and contemporary. 
 
-- To offer the best possible productions of this art by presenting the finest 
theatrical artists. 
 
-- To encourage public interest in new theatrical endeavors that are relevant, 
universal and a good entertainment value. 
 
-- To provide opportunity and encouragement for young people to observe 
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and learn the performing arts; And, to participate in them. 
 
-- To provide an artistic atmosphere and training program for individuals 
interested in all aspects of the performing arts as a profession. 
 
-- To assure the human resources and financial assistance for the foregoing 
to flourish in perpetuity. 
 
    The Board of Trustees, The Barter Foundation, Inc. 
     and Richard Rose, Producing Artistic Director 
(Barter website) 
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APPENDIX E 

E. EMAIL DIALOGUE WITH RICHARD ROSE, PRODUCING ARTISTIC 
DIRECTOR OF THE BARTER THEATRE 

 
JULY 28-29, 2008 
 

Re: dissertation work in Lubbock, Texas  
Richard Rose [artdirector@bartertheatre.com]  

Sent:  Tuesday, July 29, 2008 3:22 PM  

To:  Justice, Debra  

  

  

No problem. Thanks, in advance, for sharing your materials. We have a lot of publications and very 
extensive media interviews that we did this year. If any of those might be helpful, let me know and I will 
send them to you via mail. 
 
Richard Rose 
Producing Artistic Director 
Barter Theatre 
PO Box 867 
Abingdon, VA  24212-0867 
Phone:  276/619-3301 
Email:  artdirector@bartertheatre.com 
Visit our web site @http://www.bartertheatre.com 
 
“The cure for too much to do is solitude and silence, for there you find that you are safely more 
than what you do.” - Pascal 
 
 

 
From: "Justice, Debra" <DEBRA.JUSTICE@ttu.edu> 
Date: Tue, 29 Jul 2008 14:19:17 -0500 
To: Richard Rose <artdirector@bartertheatre.com> 
Conversation: dissertation work in Lubbock, Texas 
Subject: RE: dissertation work in Lubbock, Texas 
 
It opened without an issue.  Thank you. 
  
You may be right about the name change.  Everything I have read about Porterfield would indicate a consummate 
promoter; the type of person who was adventurous enough to try just about anything.  I have a copy of Jordan's 
dissertation.  When I have some time, I'll scan it and email it to you.  It was written in 1975.   
  
I'll check my other research at home and send you a list of what I have.  If you do not have any of these publications, I'll 
be happy to scan and send. 
  
A very busy season!  It sounds like you have really matured the operation of the theatre during your tenure.  That must 
have been difficult to move it forward into more contemporary management styles while still maintaining some of its 
traditions (ie. curtain speech). 
  
Again, thank you for your help.  If I think of something else, I will certainly contact you. 
  
Debra 
 
________________________________ 
 

https://mail.ttu.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=9fb34126cf4b426d9a253143f5c2169a&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.bartertheatre.com
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From: Richard Rose [mailto:artdirector@bartertheatre.com] 
Sent: Tue 7/29/2008 11:24 AM 
To: Justice, Debra 
Subject: Re: dissertation work in Lubbock, Texas 
 
 
Interesting; thanks for that information on the Foundation, although it doesn't quite make sense to what really occurred. 
More like smoke and mirrors. All that really happened is Barter changed it's non-profit name from The Barter Theatre of 
Virginia to The Barter Foundation, Incorporated. I suspect that Bob thought the name change would spur people to 
donate. 
 
MISSION STATEMENT and ARTISTIC PURPOSE statement attached. Please confirm that you can open the attached 
documents. 
 
TYPICAL SEASON: This season is typical: Around 25 plays including all of the children's play produced by The Barter 
Plays. We usually do 8 or 9 productions at Main Stage (historic Barter Theatre) and 8 or 9 production at Barter Stage II; 
There are typically, 3 children's shows in the summer at Barter Stage II, two children's shows in the Spring (one at Main 
Stage and one at Stage II), and one children's show in the Fall and one at Christmas for a total of 7 children's shows at our 
Abingdon Spaces. This year with the Main Stage series, Stage II and The Barter Players there are a total of 25 productions. 
IN ADDITION: we do our Appalachian Festival of Plays and Playwrights (now in it's 8th year) where we produce 2 mini-
productions of plays in development (5 performances of each play; limited technical elements, but fully staged) and 6 
staged readings of new plays for potential future development. THE BARTER PLAYERS also tour 3 productions in the 
Spring from January through March. BARTER also, on occasion, tours productions nationally. The production values of 
Barter's shows are pretty competitive with any of the LORT theatres. 
 
AS TO REPERTORY:  Bob used to select his shows as he went through the season. Of course, in this day and age, you 
cannot do that. So Bob was able to bring back shows within the same season. He also, for years, would rep all of the 6 to 
10 shows from the summer during one week in August as a part of the Virginia Highlands Festival. We are more likely to 
repeat shows the following season, or like the great rep companies of Europe, bring back shows over the years into our 
repertory programming. 
 
TERM LIMITS FOR BOARD:  Initiation period - 2 years; then 2 three-year terms. Then they must rotate off a year. If they 
are invited to return to the Board after being off, they would be allowed 2 three-year terms before having to rotate off 
again. Officers are elected every two years for a two year term. An officer can only fill 2 two-year terms and cannot hold 
that position again following 2 terms. 
 
Anything else, let me know. Thanks for sharing the information from Chester Jordan. I would love a copy of his 
dissertation if you have one. 
 
 
Richard Rose 
Producing Artistic Director 
Barter Theatre 
PO Box 867 
Abingdon, VA  24212-0867 
Phone:  276/619-3301 
Email:  artdirector@bartertheatre.com 
Visit our web site @http://www.bartertheatre.com <http://www.bartertheatre.com/>  
 
"Deep in his heart every man longs for a battle to fight, an adventure to live, and a beauty to rescue." 
John Eldredge - WILD AT HEART 
 
 
 
________________________________ 
 
From: "Justice, Debra" <DEBRA.JUSTICE@ttu.edu> 
Date: Tue, 29 Jul 2008 10:04:31 -0500 
To: Richard Rose <artdirector@bartertheatre.com> 
Conversation: dissertation work in Lubbock, Texas 
Subject: RE: dissertation work in Lubbock, Texas 
 
Wonderful.  Thank you for your responses.  I may have the answer to the foundation question.  Chester Jordan talks 
about its formation in his dissertation.  It seems that Porterfield had long considered what would become of the Barter 
once he left and the fate of Margo Jones's theatre in Dallas spurred him to action.  He wanted to establish a foundation 

https://mail.ttu.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=9fb34126cf4b426d9a253143f5c2169a&URL=mailto%3aartdirector%40bartertheatre.com%5d
https://mail.ttu.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=9fb34126cf4b426d9a253143f5c2169a&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.bartertheatre.com
https://mail.ttu.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=9fb34126cf4b426d9a253143f5c2169a&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.bartertheatre.com%2f
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that would be able to continue running the theatre when he was gone.  "He also wanted to establish a Barter Theatre 
Foundation with minimum assets of $100,000 to operate the theatre on a continuing policy should he die."  Apparently 
saving money for the future was a part of his personality influenced by living through the Depression.  The transition 
from the Barter board to the foundation began in July of 1962 and was finalized in November of 1962.  The Old Dominion 
Foundation granted $25,000 to hire three people: a general manager-planner, a pr director, and a college theatre producer 
to understudy Porterfield.  The Dominion also offered foundation support of $75,000 if Barter could raise $25,000; Barter 
did and the $100,000 foundation was established.  The rest, as they say, is history. 
  
I do have another request.  I could not find a current mission statement or general purpose statement on your website. 
 Would you mind emailing that to me? 
  
Congratulations on being able to keep a company there year round.  The scariest part of working in the theatre is never 
knowing where your next job is coming from.  Eliminate that and a person is free to concentrate more fully on their work 
rather than their next headshot or updating a resume. 
  
In my readings I noticed that Porterfield would frequently bring back plays during the same season that were very 
popular.  You indicated that you operate in repertory.  What is your typical season schedule like? 
  
What are the term limits for your board members? 
  
Thanks.  I will get a final copy to you.  I understand from the other research projects that Barter has quite an extensive 
archive. 
  
Debra 
 
________________________________ 
 
From: Richard Rose [mailto:artdirector@bartertheatre.com] 
Sent: Mon 7/28/2008 5:09 PM 
To: Justice, Debra 
Subject: Re: dissertation work in Lubbock, Texas 
 
 
Debra Justice 
PhD student 
Texas Tech University 
Lubbock, Texas 
806.790.1158 
 
 
1. Do you recall when the theatre went to a year-round operation?  I noticed that you are dark during January.  I may be 
reading the material incorrectly, but it looks as though, during Porterfield's time, that the operation only expanded to 
April through October.  April was actually for the matinee season. 
 
The first year-round season was 1999. We had been creeping toward a year-round theatre season with my arrival in 1993, 
but 1999 was really the official first year-round season. And even at that, we were not performing in the month of 
January. We first performed starting the last week in January in the 2003 Season. 
 
2. Is the Barter still involved with the Martha Washington Inn other than co-promotions? 
 
Barter once owned the Martha Washington Inn from after WWII through 1978 when Barter sold it to a group of investors. 
Since that time, Barter's only real involvement has been in packaging. 
 
3. Are company members still housed in the old Stonewall Jackson dorms?  If not, where? 
 
Our resident company members, who are here full-time, year-round, of course, have their own homes and apartments. 
Yes, Barter still owns and utilizes the old Stonewall Jackson College, known as The Barter Inn. We use this to house 
interns, job-in craft folks and some actors/designers, etc. We also have a house in Abingdon that we use for housing some 
of our directors and our AEA actors. 
 
4. What is the relationship with Emory & Henry College?  Do you still offer internships and apprenticeships? 
 
We have a formal association with the E&H theatre program through which we provide mentorships, classes, workshops, 
talk-back and other experiences and associations with the students and faculty. We also offer internships seasonally and 
year-round and apprenticeships at all times of the year in association with various University programs and 

https://mail.ttu.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=9fb34126cf4b426d9a253143f5c2169a&URL=mailto%3aartdirector%40bartertheatre.com%5d
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apprenticeship experience for interested individuals throughout the year. 
 
5. Do you have a resident company of actors that changes each year?  Or, is the commitment different?  Where/how do 
you get your company?  How many, on average, do you employ each year? 
 
Our resident acting company is year-round. Generally, all of our contracts are automatically renewable unless either part 
decides that it is time for a change. Some of our company have been here for 15 years or more now. Of course, we also job 
folks in to provide the variety, diverse experiences, added artistic collaboration and new experiences. Many of our job-ins 
now come to us with the hope of becoming full-time members of our company in the future. Even a job-in actor 
frequently has to commit to come her for three or four months minimum as we rehearse and perform in repertory. 
 
We get actors from everywhere. We partake in many of the unified AEA auditions every year - Atlanta, Washington DC, 
Minneapolis, Chicago and other local unifieds. We also partake in the SETC's and were a founding member of the UPTA's 
in Memphis. We audition for particular roles in NYC with Paul Russell Casting as our casting agent. We have 
occasionally done auditions on the West coast as well. 
 
With this year as an example, Barter has 21 AEA company members full-time, year-round. We have another 6 to 10 non-
union full-time, year-round. By the end of this 2008 Season, we will have employed another 38 union and non-union 
actors and over 42 children in our productions. Barter is listed among the top 15 employers (really probably top ten) or 
AEA work weeks in LORT. 
 
6. Do you give a curtain speech?  If so, do you use the same closing phrase as Porterfield? 
 
Yes, every performance on Barter Main stage; "If you like us, talk about us....." It's a very important part of making 
everyone feel welcome at Barter and of getting the audience to become a cohesive unit before the play starts. When some 
subs for me in the curtain speech or when I do not do one of the many jokes that are a part of the speech, I get letters from 
patrons expressing the fact that they missed me. 
 
7. I read about the creation of the Friends of Barter.  Does that organization still exist?  If so, in what capacity? 
Yes. The Friends of Barter are a grass-roots group enrolled to sell our "Patron Books." They are lead and organized by our 
Associate Box Office Manager. Patron Books are passbooks that take the place of subscriptions only there's no reserved 
seat attached; they are infinitely more flexible. While theatre subscriptions nation-wide are getting smaller, we have been 
selling more and more pass-books each season. We have never had a year in my fifteen years here where we did not 
surpass passbook sales from one year to the next. It's been a very successful program and our Friends of Barter are a good 
part of that success. As I said, they are a very effective grass-roots marketing tool. 
 
8. How many board members do you have?  Are you a member or strictly staff? 
 
We have a Board of 30; I put in place revolving terms so that Board members have to rotate off the Board. Bob Porterfield 
and Rex Partington were both members of the Board. I refused. I do not think it appropriate in a non-profit for the CEO of 
the company to be a member of the Board. I think the Board needs to be able to have the freedom to discuss and decide 
without the pressure of me being a voting member. It's a great Board; truly great. And as one who has consulted with 
Board around the US, I can say that we are one of the best functioning and most efficient non-profit Boards I have every 
experienced. 
 
9. Is the board still called the Barter Foundation? 
 
Barter's official non-profit name is "The Barter Foundation, Incorporated" d/b/a as Barter Theatre. That name was 
changed from "Barter Theatre of Virginia" during the 1960's or late 50's. I have been unable to discover why the change in 
name was made. 
 
Feel free to ask any questions that you wish. Send us a copy of your thesis. I'd like to make sure it gets included in our 
archives. 
 
 
Richard Rose 
Producing Artistic Director 
Barter Theatre 
PO Box 867 
Abingdon, VA  24212-0867 
Phone:  276/619-3301 
Email:  artdirector@bartertheatre.com 
Visit our web site @http://www.bartertheatre.com <http://www.bartertheatre.com/> 
 <http://www.bartertheatre.com/> <http://www.bartertheatre.com/>   
 

https://mail.ttu.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=9fb34126cf4b426d9a253143f5c2169a&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.bartertheatre.com
https://mail.ttu.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=9fb34126cf4b426d9a253143f5c2169a&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.bartertheatre.com%2f
https://mail.ttu.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=9fb34126cf4b426d9a253143f5c2169a&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.bartertheatre.com%2f
https://mail.ttu.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=9fb34126cf4b426d9a253143f5c2169a&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.bartertheatre.com%2f
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" A man is never more a man than when he embraces adventure beyond his control, or when he walks into a battle he 
isn't sure of winning." 
John Eldredge - WILD AT HEART  
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APPENDIX F 

F. DALLAS THEATER CENTER PURPOSE - 1959 

 Home for a civic-organized, permanent, semi-professional theater with a 

continuing and consistent policy to provide entertainment for many who might not 

otherwise have been so provided. 

 This institution is where recreation and learning make wonderful 

companions.  This community theater has many facets and can only succeed as 

an ensemble. 

 Its main purpose: To produce plays of substance and distinction that 

would not be available in the regular way of theatrical trade – the proven play that 

through insurmountable traveling costs Dallas would not be able to obtain. 

 One of the facets: The apprentice student.  The student literally is 

processed in the step and mood of the theater.  He participates in that 

demonstration of a play‘s evolution from the first rehearsal and design to the final 

objective: the reception by the audience which has paid to see it.  In this process, 

he experiences and observes acting, direction, scene building, lighting, 

costuming, stage management and executive administration.  His privilege and 

opportunity is to embrace all.  Supplementing this general practical activity is 

class work in body posture, theater history, speech, make-up and special 

seminar discussions and exercises. 

 This school may or may not be tuition-free.  One of the advantages of 

having tuition-free students is that dramatic aptitude and not money is the 

requirement.  Every time you buy a season subscription or a ticket to a 

performance, you are helping some young person to find himself in theater; also 
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– the by-product – it teaches them to put themselves across in other walks of life.  

In essence, his basic training is to participate in the daily life of an institution in 

which the ensemble is greater than any of its parts.  Many of the future personnel 

will come up from the ranks to serve this theater and others elsewhere.  Much of 

the significance of this plant should be placed on the training of youth. 

 Another facet: Children’s Theater.  Classes to be held every Saturday 

morning through the season for children from the ages of 6 to 16.  Classes 

divided according to age groups.  Four productions to be given a year.  Nominal 

tuition to pay expenses of director and material.  First enrollment should not 

exceed 100.  Scenery and lighting to be handled by older members of children‘s 

theater group under guidance of staff member. 

 The magic of theater comes alive for our children, either in active 

participation or audience participation.  All of us who have attended children‘s 

theater know the indelible impressions that remain and the artistic tastes it 

stimulates.  (Cory 103) 
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APPENDIX G 

G. DALLAS THEATER CENTER PURPOSE – 2008 

The Dallas Theater Center will produce classic, contemporary and new plays of 

the highest artistic quality.  We will create communal experiences that inspire 

new ways of thinking and living.  Our work will nurture and help shape the future 

of the American theater.  (DTC website) 
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APPENDIX H 

H. BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH OF KALITA HUMPHREYS 

 Kalita Humphreys, a native of Liberty, Texas, made her Dallas debut in 

1935 after being graduated from Vassar where she had studied theater arts 

under the direction of Hallie Flannigan Davis.  She worked in Dallas with Charles 

Meredith and the Dallas Little Theater and as the director of the Dallas Federal 

Theater Project, and in Galveston Little Theater in Galveston, Texas. 

 Miss Humphreys worked in professional summer stock at the Westchester 

Playhouse at Mt. Kisco, New York, and the following winter did work at the St. 

Felix Street Theater in Brooklyn.  She played the ingénue lead in Marc Connelly‘s 

Broadway production of Everywhere I Roam, after which she went to Europe for 

a short time and then returned to the United States and joined the Barter Theater 

of Virginia. 

 Back on Broadway as understudy to Eve Arden in Let’s Face It, she took 

over the lead role on ten minutes notice and went on to play the role for the 

remainder of the Broadway run, a year and a half. 

 As regional representative for the American National Theater Association 

in the Southwest, Miss Humphreys visited most of the outstanding universities, 

colleges, and professional theaters in that region and one of these visits led her 

to appear as guest star in Paul Baker‘s Southwest Summer Theater production of 

The Barretts of Wimpole Street, staged at Baylor University.  While she was 

working on this production she met Joe Burson and later that year they married 

and moved to Liberty, Texas, where they continued their interest in theater in 

addition to ranching.  They both lost their lives in the crash of a private plane in 
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Pennsylvania in 1954, while on a flight to New York.  (Cory 108) 
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APPENDIX I 

I. PHONE INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT WITH ANDREW CHRISTOPHER 
GAUPP, FORMER DALLAS THEATER CENTER EMPLOYEE AND AUTHOR 

OF “FOUNDER’S SYNDROME, THE NEW THEATRE’S DILEMMA” 

JUNE 6, 2008 

AUTHOR: I appreciate you talking with me and visiting with me just a minute.  

You said you might have an interesting story about when you were at the Dallas 

Theater Center; about that mid level succession planning? 

GAUPP: In terms of Paul Baker? 

AUTHOR: Yes. What years were you there? 

GAUPP: I was there from 1976-1984. 

AUTHOR: You were there at the transition? 

GAUPP: Yes, I sat in on the board meeting in the theatre with the rest of the 

company and the board members and saw it all come down. 

AUTHOR: I‘d love to hear what happened.  I‘m not looking for any negative stuff.  

I know it was a hard transition. 

GAUPP: Yes, it was. 

AUTHOR: I‘m curious.  I‘ve read a couple of things about Baker, that he worked 

hard to have a good staff around him, that was very strong, and that knew what 

they were doing so he could spend time at two different locations. 

GAUPP: Right. 

AUTHOR: Obviously, after he left there was a struggle and then Adrian Hall 

came in. 

GAUPP: I was there during Adrian‘s first year. 

AUTHOR: Okay.  I‘m just curious how the transition happened.  It seems that 
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Dallas Theater Center is still going strong so whatever Paul Baker established at 

the beginning that‘s what I‘m looking for, that part of his personality or whatever 

he put in place at the beginning that helped to keep that place going or is that not 

true? 

GAUPP: Let‘s start back when I got there in 1976 as a graduate student.  I was 

seeing an artistic struggle occurring for the theater.  Paul Baker, at the time, 

finally caved in and allowed Actors Equity to become a part as an ongoing basis 

for the theater.  He had only been using guest artists‘ contracts part of that time 

after I‘d been there a few years.  I heard stories that there had been a time 

before my arrival that the board had challenged whether Paul Baker should 

remain or step down.  He had essentially brought his artistic company together 

and told the board that if he were gotten rid of the whole artistic company would 

walk.  The board backed down. 

AUTHOR: Why were they interested in removing him at that time?  Was it just a 

difference of opinion? 

GAUPP: From what I gathered.  I‘m not sure if it had something to do with them 

feeling that it was time for him to retire or if it was that they felt that they needed 

some new artistic direction in terms of the next stage of the theater‘s 

development or what.  I‘m not real clear on that part of it.  But I do know that 

Baker brought the company together and they agreed that if he left they would 

leave and the board backed down.  That was before I got there in 1976. 

AUTHOR: Okay. 

GAUPP: Then came the late 1970s they brought in a … Paul Baker was titled 
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managing director though he really was artistic producer.  He really was the head 

for everything when I first got there.  Then they brought in a person called a 

general manager which was the only title Paul Baker would go with who really 

served as managing director in the administrative sense of the theater while Paul 

Baker remained solely as the artistic director around 1980.  Bruce Swerdfager 

was brought in from Canada and was there for a short period of time, one to two 

years, and went back to Canada.  During this time I was being put into different 

administrative positions along the way until finally, when I left in 1984, I was 

assistant managing director and special producer and a member also, on the 

other side, of the resident company as an actor/director/playwright.  I was one of 

the few people working in the early 1980s both in the artistic side of the theater 

and the management side of the theater.  I was seeing a lot of stuff coming down 

on both sides which was interesting in perspective though it did kind of put me in 

an awkward position at times. 

AUTHOR: Yes, I would think so. 

GAUPP: Bringing in Bruce Swerdfager, the board was trying to make Dallas 

Theater Center, in their words, a world class theater with the same kind of 

recognition as the Arena Stage in Washington at the time.  They thought that by 

bringing Bruce Swerdfager, who was from the Stratford Festival company, that 

his management would help do that.  Swerdfager, for reasons I am not clear 

about, left after a short period of time.  I do know his wife was not happy in 

Texas.  He got a good position that he thought he couldn‘t turn down.  Then they 

hired someone else who came in under the general manager title.  This person 
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had a background of being … to get rid of artistic directors.  In fact, after Dallas 

Theater Center, he went up to another theater company where he was managing 

director and helped them get rid of another artistic director who had been there 

since its founding or near founding. 

AUTHOR: Interesting. 

GAUPP: Yes, he was kind of a hit man. 

AUTHOR: That‘s a job I wouldn‘t want.  You do not make many friends that way. 

GAUPP: Yes.  What I‘m saying needs to be tempered a bit in terms of quoting, 

needless to say.  It was kind-of a set up.   

AUTHOR: So, they brought in this second guy as a general manager… 

GAUPP: His name was Al Milano.  I was working as his assistant when he came 

in.  I was moved from being marketing development director into being the 

assistant to the general manager and a special producer.  It became evident the 

board was trying to replace Baker and they did so.  Baker tried to stage the same 

thing he did before which was to have the artistic company show up at the board 

meeting to stand their ground.  It didn‘t work.  The board said fine, you can leave.  

We are going to replace Paul Baker.  We hope you won‘t leave.  You will go 

through this transition and we will see what happens when the next artistic 

person comes in.  I think a lot of people realized that the next artistic director 

would be bringing in his own people.  That was pretty much the case when 

Adrian Hall came in.  I remained on for a year and was one of the few 

administrative…let me back up for a minute.  When Paul Baker was let go, Paul 

Baker had been grooming Mary Sue Jones who was his assistant.  He appointed 
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her associate artistic director around 1982.  This was without the board having 

passed any approval on that but he was trying to maneuver to keep his legacy 

continuing through the appointment of Mary Sue Jones to the associate artistic 

director position with his feeling that she should become artistic director when he 

retired or stepped down.  The board didn‘t feel that he had the right to make that 

decision though they did ask Mary Sue Jones, when Paul Baker was essentially 

given the boot, if she would remain on in an interim basis as artistic director for a 

year while they did a search and she could apply and be considered for that 

position also.  She agreed.  They searched.  They hired Adrian Hall from Trinity 

Rep.  Mary Sue Jones was let go and went off to Santa Fe to teach at Santa Fe 

College.  The artistic company was essentially told their time was up.  Many of 

them were already starting to leave during Mary Sue Jones‘s time there.  Robyn 

Flatt started the Dallas Children‘s Theater at the time.  Some other people were 

leaving to go off and do other things because they saw what was coming.  A few 

of them hung around and a few of them were hired by Adrian Hall, one of them 

being Randy Moore, but generally he was casting out of New York or from 

people he had worked with at Trinity Rep. 

AUTHOR: Well, that seems to be the direction the board wanted it to go.  To get 

more, I guess, nationally recognized people or more what they considered 

professional actors in there. 

GAUPP: It was an Equity company; guest artists, equity artists were coming 

there all the time.  They didn‘t feel that the quality of the productions matched 

what they were seeing at some of the other nationally recognized theaters or that 
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the work that was being done wasn‘t bringing the same kind of focus and 

attention to it that was being done at other theaters that they wanted. 

AUTHOR: I was reading a lot about the beginning of the theater too and that Paul 

Baker seemed really, and it looked like throughout most of his life, of course 

correct me if I am wrong, that he seemed really interested in education and 

training people and so … 

GAUPP: Experimentation, new works, premiered dozens and dozens of new 

plays. 

AUTHOR: Right.  So, did the board change, of course Paul Baker was there for 

over what 25 years, did the board change that much from their original idea when 

he was first a part of it that they wanted to get away from some of that or…  

GAUPP: I would say, yes.  Because the association at Trinity University was 

severed in the early 1980s and the children‘s theater as such that was running at 

the same time, children‘s productions, was eventually stopped in the early 1980s 

when Adrian Hall came in.  There were still children‘s classes going on for a 

number of years and I think still continue though not at the same kind of 

educational artistic philosophy that was developed by Paul Baker and his 

colleagues. 

AUTHOR: He seemed to really want to establish, it said in one quote, he was 

looking for a graduate training program that was a stepping stone into the 

professional world. 

GAUPP: Well, I don‘t think Paul Baker would have agreed with that.  He saw that 

he had both going.  He had a professional theater going that had a graduate 
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school associated with it, like you might find at a number of theatres around the 

country.  I think that his reluctance to bring Actors Equity in on a full-time basis 

earlier, that if he had done that early on it might have helped his case a little bit 

more. 

AUTHOR: As far as staying and continuing his career there? 

GAUPP: In terms of perhaps the board‘s perspective on it.  I think he tended to 

use a lot of the same…he had a resident company that he supplemented with 

outside people.  I think there was some feeling that the resident company was 

overused and that new artistic blood needed to be coming in.  That‘s the nicest 

way I can put it. 

AUTHOR: That‘s fine. I find it interesting… 

GAUPP: I have to be careful what I say because I realize that I am going to be 

quoted here probably. 

AUTHOR: You may, but I tell you what, I will get you a copy of it before it goes to 

print just like I did with the proposal and if there is anything you don‘t like just let 

me know. 

GAUPP: I want to be honest with you so that you will have a good understanding 

of the story. 

AUTHOR: I appreciate that.  I was hoping ... I didn‘t realize you were there during 

the time.  I didn‘t know what years you were there.  

GAUPP: I was fairly young.  I came in at age 21 and I was 28 when I left.  I, 

amazingly, I still don‘t know how, because I was really an actor more than 

anything else when I arrived there from college.  Paul Baker saw something in 
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me and turned me into administration heading up the season ticket office.  I 

moved up to marketing then other things.  I really had not had the training.  I 

learned on the job and self-train.  I did and I was very successful at it; the board 

did not want me to leave.  But Adrian Hall came in and saw that the work I was 

doing, we founded the Broadway Theater series with Al Milano which was 

booked in the Majestic downtown, so we were booking in Broadway touring 

productions, so that quarter of a million dollars we were getting from that was 

helping to support the productions we were doing at the theater, but Hall saw that 

as too much of a distraction or challenge to his own work so that was gotten rid 

of.  I left after about a year with Adrian Hall and went up to the Arkansas Rep 

Theater.  

 I think another reason the board wanted Paul Baker gone was because he 

didn‘t change quickly enough with the direction the theater was moving at the 

time which was essentially to get rid of artistic companies, resident companies.  

For one, it was a cost factor.  Paul Baker had people on equity contract and 

working on staff.  He developed a very loyal group of people working for him 

because he was keeping them employed full-time year round at least 9 months 

out of the year.  That loyalty was very important to him and his work and to 

maintaining and developing his artistic philosophy that we worked under, the 

creative philosophy that we worked under. 

AUTHOR: Just out of curiosity, I‘ve been reading about that integration of abilities 

and I know it applied to how he directed and to the acting classes.  Is that 

something similar to how he felt about management, as well? 



Texas Tech University, Debra Justice, December 2010 

 166 

GAUPP: To some degree.  Integration of abilities is more an artistic philosophy 

making sure as you consider any artistic work you are considering all of the 

creative elements, line, color, texture, sound, silence, rhythm, that everything is 

connected and that everything you do artistically … so you don‘t come up with 

something two-dimensional but multi-dimensional.  Did that fall over into 

administration, not really.  I think that was something that applied more to … I 

think … He ran a ship.  If you were to have a captain and a loyal crew, that‘s 

what he had.  They were loyal to him in part because if he kept them on it was 

because he believed in something in them and they appreciated that and the fact 

that he was supporting them in their artistic work and providing employment that 

was in the theater not outside the theater.  

AUTHOR: That is interesting.  All three of the companies I am looking at, right 

about the times that their founders left, their resident companies left, they fell 

apart.  The continuing people did not keep them there. 

GAUPP: You are getting people, though, who are graduating out of a lot of 

graduate schools with arts administration degrees in a lot of different specialized 

areas so the whole theater management area was changing rapidly, also the 

finances of theater were changing rapidly.  In order to have the kind of artistic 

company called a world class quality that the board wanted required them getting 

rid of an artistic company because they couldn‘t support it year round.  Not 

unless they did what Paul Baker did which was also have those people work in 

the administration of the theater company too because then, say you were on an 

equity contract and you were working in the box office you would get your equity 
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pay but because you wouldn‘t be working in the box office as many hours, your 

administrative salary would be reduced but you would still be guaranteed an 

annual salary.  People much preferred to be working in the theatre than to be 

working outside of it and having to hit the pavement and look for jobs.  The 

finances of nonprofit theaters were changing all across the country in that regard 

and companies just really weren‘t something that existed much anywhere.  Now 

Adrian Hall did get a grant from the NEA like he had gotten at Trinity to have a 

small group, but that only lasted for a short period of time. 

AUTHOR: Do you know after Baker left and while they were searching for Adrian 

Hall, were there any talks about changing mission statements or coming up with 

new plans for the future or did people just want to wait until the new artistic 

director came on?  What was the general idea there? 

GAUPP: I really couldn‘t tell you.  It seems to me that I recall the president of the 

board coming to a meeting of the resident company because we were just raising 

… artistic company was really upset about what was going on and he came, as I 

recall he read, I may be wrong but I am recalling as you bring this up now, he 

read to us what the board‘s mission was.  Now whether that was a change in the 

mission statement … it may have been that he read to us what the board‘s 

mission was.  The words wc, world class, were in that their goal being the theater 

center to have world class status.  I think that might have been a mission 

statement change, I just can‘t remember for sure.  

AUTHOR: I was just curious if they did some of that before Adrian Hall came on 

or if they decided to wait until he was there. 
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GAUPP: I think part of their search was, or their justification for their search was, 

a change in their focus and mission.  That was how they justified it to the artistic 

director.  That‘s what I remember as I sat in my studio.  Some other resident 

company member or staff member who was there might have a little different 

memory of that. 

AUTHOR: You said that you though the president of the board was named Bill 

or… 

GAUPP: Bill and Linda blank…I have the information back in my office. 

AUTHOR: That‘s fine.  That gives me a place to start.  At least I know a name I‘m 

looking for and sometimes if I can get somebody there actually at the Dallas 

Theater Center right now they have records and they can go back and take a 

look. 

GAUPP: When I get to my office I can find it.  Now I bet, I‘m on my computer 

right now, I will bet at the Dallas Theater site that has history on it.  Dallas 

Theater Center spells theater er. 

AUTHOR: Yes, so does the American Conservatory Theater and the Barter 

Theatre does it with an re. I‘ve had to be really careful in my dissertation. 

GAUPP: They‘ve changed it. 

AUTHOR: The mission statement? 

GAUPP: Yes, they‘ve changed it since I was there.  And my computer just froze.  

I know I have it somewhere, perhaps in an old playbill at my office.  If I find it, I‘ll 

email or call you.  Do you have any other questions for me? 

AUTHOR: Well, I‘m not sure how to phrase this, just in your opinion how do you 
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think or why do you think the Dallas Theater Center kept going when Baker had 

molded it, it was his basically, everything about it were his ideals and his beliefs.  

GAUPP: I think because they brought in someone who produced some good 

theatre and eventually won over the old audiences to attend through the quality 

of the productions the new artistic director was doing.  I know that there were a 

number of people because it was a very public kind of thing that hit the papers 

about all this and there were a number of people who stayed away because of 

what happened, but they engaged a pretty cagey management staff to put the 

new face on the Dallas Theater Center. I think that the quality of the theater 

productions they saw when they came there helped win them over.  

AUTHOR: Interesting. 

GAUPP: Now, I think that also the theater while Adrian Hall was there, he 

immediately had the board shell out money for the Arts District warehouse 

theater and that also was something pretty different.  At first it was pretty much a 

financial sinkhole, but it allowed for some innovative work to occur which 

captured the attention of the critics and they found it exciting and interesting and 

so did design people like Eugene Lee that we brought in to do some work.  The 

artists we brought in were helping to provide a quality product we were able to 

sell, the management people were able to sell.  

AUTHOR: Okay. 

GAUPP: You know, I think anytime any theatre company goes through a change 

of an artistic director who has been there since its founding or been there for a 

long period of time there are loyalties that have developed with an audience that 
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many times are associated not so much with the artistic director but with the 

company they develop around themselves.  Those people they work with start 

feeling like they are family.  That was much the case, I think, with the Dallas 

Theater Center, there was a family feeling connection between the audience that 

had been developed over those 25 + years and the artists.  I think that Hall was 

smart when he tried to retain a few of the better known faces of the artistic 

company that the audience loved to see like Randy Moore, so that there was a 

sense of continuation, but also of change at the same time.  

AUTHOR: That really helps. 

GAUPP: They did have to put a new face on the theater. 

AUTHOR: So, they didn‘t stay, they didn‘t try to maintain his work and his ideas. 

GAUPP: Not at all. 

AUTHOR: They went a completely different direction.  Well, that is an interesting 

way to deal with it and I guess it worked.  

GAUPP: Unfortunately, I don‘t think Baker or the board acted … I didn‘t think that 

either one of them handled the situation in a positive way.  I think the idea of 

having Mary Sue becoming associate artistic director should have happened five 

years earlier, with board approval.  I think there might have been a better shot at 

some of what he built continuing.  I think Mary Sue exhibited in her work there 

that she might have made some interesting and exciting changes in the artistic 

product.  I hate to use that word product.  It‘s the management side of me.  The 

artist side of me cringes when I say that, but it was not in the board‘s mind that 

they wanted to see anything of the past. 



Texas Tech University, Debra Justice, December 2010 

 171 

AUTHOR: It seemed to have worked this time. 

GAUPP: Yes, and I think that they saw some success even though they were 

deeply in debt at the beginning of Hall‘s time. 

AUTHOR: This was really helpful.  Thank you so much. 

GAUPP: I‘ll try to find that person‘s name. 

AUTHOR: If I happen to think of something else, do you mind if I call or email 

back? 

GAUPP: That‘s great. 

AUTHOR: Goodnight. 

GAUPP: Goodnight. 

 
 



Texas Tech University, Debra Justice, December 2010 

 172 

APPENDIX J 

J. EMAIL DIALOGUE WITH HILLARY HART, GENERAL MANAGER OF THE 
DALLAS THEATER CENTER 

OCTOBER 2008 
 

>>> "Hillary Hart" <Hillary.Hart@dallastheatercenter.org> 10/27/08 11:15 AM >>> 
please see responses below.  CAPS are for clarity 
  
____________________________ 
Hillary J Hart 
General Manager 
Dallas Theater Center 
214252.3901 
hillary.hart@dallastheatercenter.org  
  
  

 

 
From: Debra Justice [mailto:DebraJustice@mail.ci.lubbock.tx.us]  

Sent: Tuesday, October 21, 2008 4:38 PM 
To: Hillary Hart 

Subject: help with research on my dissertation 

Ms. Hart, 

Hi.  I am a PhD student at Texas Tech University working toward a specialization in Arts 
Administration.  My dissertation centers on successful transitions from theatre founders to 

subsequent directors.  My analysis of DTC has been interesting since the transition from Baker to 

Hall was not amicable, but was successful. 
  

I was wondering if I might ask you a couple of questions? 
  

1. What will happen to the Kalita Humphreys Theater when you move to the Performing Arts 

Center?  I found a reference that the Theater was gifted to the City of Dallas.  Is this true?  AT 
THIS TIME, DTC PLANS ON USING THE KHT FOR CONTINUED PROGRAMMING 
PURPOSES.  THE THEATER WAS GIFTED TO THE CITY OF DALLAS.   
2. I noticed some photos on your website that are downloadable (is that a real word?!).  May I 
have your permission to use these in my dissertation?  I believe the two are your logo and a 

picture of the Humphreys theater.  FINE WITH ME.  
3. Do you know what the mission statement contained that the board in 1982 was interested in 

pursuing?  A person I interviewed mentioned the phrase "world class."  Is there a statement that 

you know of that contains this phrase?  Just curious.  I'M NOT SURE EXACTLY WHAT MISSION 
STATEMENT YOU ARE REFERRING TO.  AS THE YEARS AND ADMINISTRATIONS HAVE 
CHANGED, AS HAS THE MISSION STATEMENT.  IT IS NOTABLE TO MENTION THAT IN ALL 
OF THE MISSION STATEMENTS I AM AWARE OF, THE IDEA OF "WORLD CLASS" THEATER 
AND ASSOCIATED PROGRAMMING HAS BEEN A CORE VALUE OF THE THEATER. 
  
I appreciate your assistance with this.  I am wrapping up my writing and have found a few holes. 

http://us.mc808.mail.yahoo.com/mc/compose?to=hillary.hart@dallastheatercenter.org
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Best, 
Debra Justice 

 
 

From: 
"Hillary Hart" 
<Hillary.Hart@dallastheatercenter.org> 

Monday - October 27, 
2008 11:18 AM 

To: "Debra Justice" <DebraJustice@mail.ci.lubbock.tx.us>  

Subject: RE: a couple more questions 

 
Hillary J Hart 
General Manager 
Dallas Theater Center 
214252.3901 
hillary.hart@dallastheatercenter.org   
 

________________________________ 
 

From: Debra Justice [mailto:DebraJustice@mail.ci.lubbock.tx.us]  
Sent: Tuesday, October 21, 2008 5:02 PM 

To: Hillary Hart 
Subject: a couple more questions 

 

 
Ms. Hart, 

Just a few more questions I forgot to ask. 
 

1. What is your current operating budget? APPROX. 6 MILLION  

2. What is the size of your full-time staff? 

Part-time/seasonal/interns? FULL TIME = 47 / PART TIME = 1 / SEASONAL = 
3 / NO INTERNS  
3. Do you have any resident company members? WE ARE IN THE PROCESS OF 
PUTTING TOGETHER THE FIRST RESIDENT ACTING COMPANY DTC HAS SEEN IN MANY 
YEARS. THE TARGET NUMBER OF MEMBERS IS 9 AND WILL BE ANNOUNCED LATER 
THIS YEAR.  
 

Thanks, 
Debra Justice   

http://us.mc808.mail.yahoo.com/mc/compose?to=hillary.hart@dallastheatercenter.org
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APPENDIX K 

K. AMERICAN CONSERVATORY THEATER PURPOSE – 1965 

1. Whereas, The United States is the only country in the civilized world without a 
national conservatory of theatre art, and there is no immediate likelihood of one 
being created within our existing theatrical structures; 
 
2. The commercial theatre is so heavily burdened with the pressures of 
immediate projects, that it cannot be expected to provide development and 
training for theater artists; 
 
3. Such training as exists in universities and professional schools often suffers 
from inadequate standards and is often limited by the highly individualistic stamp 
of one teacher or method; 
 
4. There is no consistently available link for young professionals of these schools 
and the competitive commercial theatre; 
 
5. The creative artists in many professional theatre structures often find their 
work limited or dominated by institutionalism, financial or pedagogic interference 
or the personal whim of a proprietary interest; 
 
6. The theatrical trade unions generally refuse or are unable to use their power to 
initiate constructive programs toward revitalizing the theatre; 
 
7. The metropolitan theatre audience consists mainly of hit-followers; the minority 
of thoughtful theatre lovers is offered little in the way of a sustained meaningful 
repertoire; 
 
8. A handful of drama critics find themselves in a position to shape the canons of 
theatre art and the tastes of the entire nations; that their mere opinion may make 
or break the self-esteem, progress, and longevity of an artist or company; 
 
9. The exaggerated values of ―fame and fortune‖ and the panicky 
competitiveness accompanying them have intimidated most theatrical artists to 
the point of paralysis; these myths have misled others in the conviction that their 
work has achieved an incontestable excellence, that their venerated talents are 
no longer in need of training and extension; 
 
10. Everyday, innovators announce new theatre projects, each determined in his 
own way to solve the problems of today‘s theatre; but lacking valid experience 
and research they are frequently unaware that their formulas for tomorrow‘s 
theatre have already proven yesterday‘s mistakes;  
 

Therefore We Resolve to Found: The American Conservatory Theatre 
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1. As a non-profit tax exempt educational institution resembling the European 
concept of Conservatory – adapted so that development and performances are 
integral and inseparable parts of the professional‘s creative life.  Training and 
production shall be indigenous, the one to the other, not working as separate 
programs with separated personnel.  All participants in the Conservatory – as in 
a ballet company – will always be in training; 
 
2. To bring together the finest directors, authors, playwrights, actors, and 
educators in the theatre arts to provide comprehensive advanced training to a 
large professional company and to make this aggregate training available to 
representatives of regional theatres and educators in university and professional 
schools of drama; 
 
3. To restore to the creative artist himself the right to leadership in shaping and 
fulfilling his own potential; 
 
4. To determine the qualifications for membership and welcome as participants in 
the Conservatory any union person who demonstrates creative ability and who 
agrees to participate in the triple role of student, instructor, and production artist.  
It shall not, however, demonstrate prejudice against gifted young talent merely 
because they are not union members; 
 
5. To engage artists on long contracts so that within an explorative atmosphere, 
with reasonable security, the adventuresome artist may test his potential; 
 
6. To structure the Conservatory-Theatre to insure the maximum freedom from 
proprietary interference, and to vest in the artistic directors of the Conservatory 
the authority to determine continuity and policies of the Foundation; 
 
7. To build and rely completely upon a subscribed membership audience offering 
a meaningful repertoire at a popular, accessible ($4.95 top) price scale; 
 
8. To enlist the cooperation of national leaders, publishers, editors and theatre 
critics themselves in an experiment by which television and journalistic reviewing 
will be limited to exclude both praise and disparagement of the repertory 
performances for a period of three years; in return, the Conservatory-Theatre will 
agree to limit advertising to exclude ―quotes‖ from any source; 
 
9. To found the AMERICAN CONSERVATORY THEATRE upon the observed 
and reported experience of all related theatre projects; principles derived from 
research and experience collated from former theatre projects with the aim to 
avert the misjudgments that have caused so many projects to founder, to leave 
provision for expansion and adjustment within the Charter and By-Laws; to 
encourage, through future programs (already drafted) the growth of 
playwrighting, criticism, design, architecture, opera, mime, and the theatre 
literature; to provide a receptacle for the focus of isolated theatre projects and to 
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aid all efforts towards unity and economy in the national theatre. (Wilt 175-177) 
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APPENDIX L 

L. AMERICAN CONSERVATORY THEATER PURPOSE – 2010 

American Conservatory Theater nurtures the art of live theater through 

dynamic productions, intensive actor training in its conservatory, and an ongoing 

dialogue with its community. Under the leadership of Artistic Director Carey 

Perloff, A.C.T. embraces its responsibility to conserve, renew, and reinvent the 

rich theatrical traditions that are our collective legacy, while exploring new artistic 

forms and new communities. A commitment to the highest standards informs 

every aspect of A.C.T.'s creative work.  (Website) 
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APPENDIX M 

M. PHONE INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT WITH EDWARD HASTINGS, 
FOUNDING MEMBER AND SECOND ARTISTIC DIRECTOR OF THE 

AMERICAN CONSERVATORY THEATER 

MAY 7, 2008 

HASTINGS: Hello. 

AUTHOR: Good Morning.  This is Debra Justice from Lubbock.  Is this a good 

time to visit? 

HASTINGS: Yes. 

AUTHOR: Great.  Were you able to find that San Francisco Chronicle article 

[mentioned in a brief previous phone conversation to set up a time for this formal 

phone interview] or know of a date that I can look it up? 

HASTINGS: I‘m going to have to look for it.  Let me see here -- the title of the 

article apparently is ―The Long Run – ACT, a Madman‘s Vision.‖ 

AUTHOR: Okay 

HASTINGS: The date, the first installment, seems to be Sunday, October 8, 

2006.  So, its farther ago than I realized. 

AUTHOR: You said it was in four parts. 

HASTINGS: Yes. 

AUTHOR: So, I look for three more after that called ―The Long Run...‖ 

HASTINGS: There are some podcasts too, but you will get that in the print out.  

The print out, let‘s see, I have the printout here, I‘ll look for it further. I‘m sure you 

will find it. 

AUTHOR: That gives me a place to start.  I‘m sure I can find it.  These 

newspapers are really good about keeping their archives. 
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HASTINGS: Yes.  Well, as you can from the title of the piece it‘s unusual.  

AUTHOR: Why are they calling him a madman? 

HASTINGS: That‘s a quotation from some of the interviews that [Robert] Hurwitt 

did.  Hurwitt didn‘t make that up.  It was a popular thing to call Bill mad and 

daring and pushing the edge and all that stuff. 

AUTHOR: It seems to be a trend I‘m finding in researching founders.  People 

think they are little out there. 

HASTINGS: In many respects, it was true about Bill.  He had many strong 

feelings about what the theatre should be and how it should be run and wasn‘t 

afraid of putting those ideas forward in opposition to other people like the board 

of trustees or somebody else in power.  He was perfectly willing to go duke it out. 

AUTHOR: You think one of the qualities might have been fearless, as well. 

HASTINGS: Yes, he was when he was defending his institution and his thoughts 

about it.  He was somewhat fearless and aggressive, so that was the source of 

that nickname. 

AUTHOR: That makes sense.  I was reading in the book, The Creation of an 

Ensemble, the First Years, it mentioned in there a manifesto that he wrote, but I 

couldn‘t find it.  Do you know does it actually exist somewhere or did that turn 

into the purpose of the theatre? 

HASTINGS: I think it exists somewhere, but I don‘t have it because I lent it to 

people and lost track of it.  But, it existed, yes, and was incorporated into the 

statement of purpose of the corporation when that was incorporated. 

AUTHOR: Okay.  Appendix A lists the statement of purpose of the ACT 
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Foundation.  That was the original one?  Is that correct?  That you know of? 

HASTINGS: Well, there was one before that but the one before that was 

incorporated into the statement of purpose. 

AUTHOR: So, when you were first putting this together a draft copy you had an 

initial idea.  When did this actual statement of purpose come about? 

HASTINGS: The one you have was created for the incorporation.  You have to 

write out a statement of purpose that incorporated the previous one that was 

more of a personal statement that Bill created.  Have you read The Creation of 

the Ensemble? 

AUTHOR: Yes.  It looks like you incorporated in 1965. 

HASTINGS: Yes, that‘s possible.  But, before 1965 like 1964 there was a grant of 

money that the Rockefeller foundation had made to the Pittsburgh Playhouse 

and to Carnegie [Institute of Technology, later named Carnegie Mellon 

University] and that was floating around.  Carnegie had asked various people 

including Bill to have a company that would be supported by this Rockefeller 

money.  Nobody seemed to be interested out of the up and coming artistic 

directors or the old artistic directors.  No one wanted to join on to an organization 

that already had a bureaucracy attached to it.  That was the Carnegie Drama 

Department and the Pittsburgh Playhouse. 

AUTHOR: They didn‘t want that control over them? 

HASTINGS: There was already an issue between those two.  To add a third 

partner to the sharing of power well, most people felt that would be too 

cumbersome.  So, I think it was two or three years that various people were 



Texas Tech University, Debra Justice, December 2010 

 181 

approached about joining it and no one had taken the bait.  Bill‘s thoughts, well 

Bill was at that point an up and coming young director Off-Broadway and in the 

regional theatres.  He had won a Ford Foundation directing grant that supported 

his work in different theatres.  I worked with him Off-Broadway three or four times 

and I became very good friends with him.  I have spoken with other interviewers 

about drinking beer at night and talking with our friends about what was wrong 

with the American theatre or the regional theatre or whatever and those ideas, 

whether they came out of beer or not, were somewhat visionary.  Bill 

incorporated those sort of what‘s wrong with American theatre ideas into a 

proposal for a theatre and it was circulated to a couple of people including the  

Rockefeller Foundation and it was a strong statement about what the theatre 

needed at that particular point.  I would say that was 1964.  

AUTHOR: Okay. 

HASTINGS: So, Rockefeller made one more try with Bill Ball and said we have 

made this grant to two institutions in Pittsburgh, we want to use it and we like 

your statement.  They looked at it and we looked at it again and the main 

difference, the new thing, and John Wilk in The Creation of an Ensemble may 

have this idea there, was one really very important thing which was the 

ownership of the work of the theatre would be put into the hands of the workers 

of the theatre.  The ensemble, the directors, the actors, the stage people, the 

technical people would actually have physical ownership and possession of 

those objects, for example, the costumes or posters or whatever was created to 

do the work of the theatre, would be owned by the theatre and not by any entity 
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that might claim a share.  That was right there in the manifesto.  I think it became 

―the manifesto‖ because it was sort of a socialist point of view that the worker 

owned his own product.  Bill said that was the main thing for him at issue, 

because the other things were all agreed upon.  That is the fact that there would 

be a school, a conservatory, attached to the performing company and using the 

same personnel.  That was agreed upon.  I mean, everyone thought that was a 

great principle.  Does John Wilk mention a theatre man named Michel Saint-

Denis? 

AUTHOR: I‘m checking over my notes.  I don‘t remember, but I can look it up and 

see. 

HASTINGS: Well, he may have, but if he didn‘t he should have.  Michel Saint-

Denis was French, obviously, and came through the conservatoire and Comédie 

Française and the notion that the school be an integral part of the performing 

company was there and it was also in the Moscow Art Theatre.  That is, the two 

things would be side by side and sharing personnel. 

AUTHOR: And, those were areas that Ball really … he used them to design …  

HASTINGS: Yes, he strongly believed that those were good ideas.  Michel Saint-

Denis first came from Paris to London and helped to start the Old Vic theatre 

school and then he came to New York.  I think he was hired to create a plan for 

Juilliard.  His thing was to do two things: a performing company and a learning 

company and the performers would teach and the young performers were 

available to play roles and the two things were side by side and coexisted.  That 

was the principle that most people bought into at least the people we were talking 
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to. 

AUTHOR: So, you didn‘t have to do it in conjunction with Carnegie Institute? 

HASTINGS: Well, yes, you had to do it with Carnegie Institute because they 

would be supplying the teachers and some of space like the gymnasium and stuff 

for classwork and they had in-kind contributions and that was a good thing.  That 

was part of the deal that they would be there, not that they would run the school, 

but that they would supply the Carnegie facilities to support the school. Many of 

the same teachers, for instance, in physical education and dance and stuff like 

that would be teachers from Carnegie.  As far as Rockefeller went they were 

supplying the money.  I don‘t know exactly the mechanics of how the money was 

distributed, but I suppose a nice little check arrived in the mail periodically that 

kept the thing alive. 

AUTHOR: Well, the book has a lot in it and different articles I‘ve found have 

talked a lot about the early years.  How difficult it was and how much of a 

struggle and all the people that Bill talked to to get them to fund this, the move 

from Pittsburgh to San Francisco, and settling in at San Francisco.  It is an 

amazing story.  It really is. 

HASTINGS: Yes, and as I recall Wilk covered the basis really well.  He gave me 

his thesis to check for factual accuracy as best I could remember, and so I did 

that with him so we got it so it‘s fairly accurate. 

AUTHOR: That‘s great.  This was originally a thesis? 

HASTINGS: Yes. 

AUTHOR: Apparently it is out now just as a regular book. 



Texas Tech University, Debra Justice, December 2010 

 184 

HASTINGS: A PhD at … 

AUTHOR: Illinois? 

HASTINGS: No, Breen State.  Is that at Michigan?  There should be a credit in 

there.  You don‘t own the book do you? 

AUTHOR: I have it in front of me.  I checked it out from our library, but it didn‘t 

say that this was originally a PhD dissertation or thesis.  

HASTINGS: Yes, it was.  So, that existed and it‘s become, whether it is totally 

accurate or not, the record of how it got started. 

AUTHOR: Well then, I can use that for the history stuff. 

HASTINGS: Yes, the newspaper article, the four episode article, it has some of 

that but he didn‘t check it with anybody there.  By the time he wrote it, I was gone 

so whatever he said he said. 

AUTHOR: I‘ll see what he said and see how it compares with the book. 

HASTINGS: Yes and Hurwitt was right on top of things.  He was the critic for the 

Examiner before he was a critic for the Chronicle.  He was not the head critic 

when he wrote that article. 

AUTHOR: Did you ever find out why he decided to write the article? 

HASTINGS: Well, Bill Ball and ACT was, and has always been, an object of 

scrutiny by the public and the audience and everybody and there was a period 

when Bill took great delight in offending all of his supporters. 

AUTHOR: Yes, I have read some of that. 

HASTINGS: That is what people meant by he‘s crazy.  ―How can he say that 

about the one angel he could always count on?‖  Cyril Magnin was a merchant 
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prince and very fond of Bill and deeply committed to the company to the 

corporation or whatever and he was for awhile chairman of the California Theatre 

Foundation which was a fundraising organization made up of citizens of the city 

that agreed every couple of years on an amount they would raise and commit to 

and Cyril was the driving force behind that.  He and Bill were very fond of each 

other, but Bill was not the kind of person that would bend to please somebody no 

matter how fond he was of somebody.  

AUTHOR: I‘ve read other articles that said quite a few times when that happened 

that‘s when you stepped in and tried to help smooth things over. 

HASTINGS: Um, yes, I mean that was my role a lot.  I eventually ended up being 

called the executive director.  

AUTHOR: John Wilk said you all just made up a title because you could not 

figure out what you did? 

HASTINGS: Yes, and there was something in my own needs.  I wanted to be a 

director not an administrator or director and teacher and Bill knew that.  Bill and I 

were very good friends, so I had no compunction about saying to him I‘d love to 

direct this play or Bill would come in with a list to show me of the plays that he 

winnowed down from hundreds of suggestions and I‘d say yeah this is good and 

this is good and this I‘d love to direct, so that was sort of part of our recompense.  

Is that a correct word? 

AUTHOR: Yes, a way of giving you back, a giving to you all that you gave to him. 

HASTINGS: Yes, and to some degree I was writing my own ticket although I 

knew what Bill needed or wanted from me.  So, that title came.  Bill didn‘t like the 
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administrative end of things anymore than, if possible he even liked it less, I did.  

But, he also liked the conflict to some degree.  He would get off on being a bad 

boy and not being appropriately subservient to the people who are giving us all 

this money.  I served as a buffer between him and those people who wanted to 

run his life in a different way than he did or exercise control over the product.  I 

could say no he won‘t do that or Bill tells me that that is an insane idea, etc. etc.  

I sort-of did the things that Bill didn‘t want to do.  I wasn‘t the only one.  There 

was Jim McKenzie, who was a sort of father figure, but was mainly in New York 

and had his own theatre in Connecticut.  He was on the board of trustees and 

that board represented Bill‘s thinking.  Whereas the California Theatre 

Foundation had a whole different attitude which was you couldn‘t be in debt, you 

couldn‘t spend more than you took in and so forth, all of which was anathema to 

Bill and to some degree to me and to Jim. 

AUTHOR: That‘s really hard to do in a theatre anyways. 

HASTINGS: Yes.  The ACT board when the incorporation was created had a 

mainly a civilian board, that is, people were not involved in the actual work of a 

theatre.  Most of them had some knowledge of theatre in general, for instance, 

Julius Rudel, who was at that point the artistic director of the New York City 

Opera, was a member of our board of trustees.  He didn‘t know anything about 

the regional theatre but he knew how to run a theatre and how to make his 

artistic choices represent the statements of principle to support whatever actions 

were going on. 

AUTHOR: Did you start your board when you were still in Pittsburgh?  Did they 
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move with you?  Or, did you create a whole new board of trustees when you got 

to San Francisco? 

HASTINGS: The board of trustees was started before Pittsburgh.  It was part of 

the organization of the triumvirate of the playhouse, the university, and the 

performing company.  The playhouse was an amateur theatre.  At that point, yes, 

those people were sought out and there were ten or twelve of them that came.  I 

think you had to have a board in order to get a corporation approved.  You had to 

have a separate ... you were allowed to have employees on the board there was 

nothing illegal about that.  I think you also had to have a certain number that 

were not employees of the company that was being incorporated.  That‘s how 

that started.  Then there were a lot of people on it who were big supporters of Bill 

and he had done quite a lot of good work in New York, Stratford, and Antioch 

College and so forth and a lot of people said he‘s the leading light of the up and 

coming young guy who deserves our support.  There were heads of foundations 

and such like and we were emerging out of the confusion I would say or the lack 

of finding a leader for that Rockefeller money which was, nowadays doesn‘t 

seem like all that much, maybe $600,000. 

AUTHOR: If I remember right, it looked like a very small sum when I read about 

it. 

HASTINGS: Yes. 

AUTHOR: I was surprised that you all were able to accomplish as much as you 

did on what that number was. 

HASTINGS: I would think it would be in Wilk‘s book but there are so many figures 
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bandying about in my mind that I‘m not the person... 

AUTHOR: It is in there. 

HASTINGS: It is key to one thing.  After the controversy with Pittsburgh 

Playhouse and Pittsburgh Playhouse wanted to assert its authority over the 

company and half of the trustees of the playhouse agreed with that and half 

didn‘t, it was pretty evenly split right down the middle and there was a lot of 

agitation going on in the city of Pittsburgh because Carnegie was such a strong 

force and the playhouse itself, in terms of theatre, was very active and so forth.  

So, when Bill decided not to stay there one of the keys to that was that 

Rockefeller agreed to let the money travel.  The money was divided over three 

years – was projected over three years and…  

AUTHOR: Didn‘t he have to find a home?  Wasn‘t there a stipulation? 

HASTINGS: That was with the Ford Foundation.  He had to live in one home for 

two years.  Rockefeller told Bill before Bill broke with the Pittsburgh Playhouse.  

He went to Rockefeller and said well if we went somewhere else, if we went to 

New York or went on touring would we retain the money?   The way it had been 

set up the grant was to us, to ACT, not to Pittsburgh Playhouse. 

AUTHOR: That was fortunate. 

HASTINGS: The Rockefeller said they would not rewrite the grant.  That was the 

way they wanted it.  They were in effect supporting Bill or Bill‘s organization.  

That first year in Pittsburgh we had wowed them so nationally we were pretty well 

received.  Jim and I put together a tour of different theatres after we left 

Pittsburgh including a period in New York City where we were training and 
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rehearsing and it was supported by Rockefeller.  There was no income at that 

point except the Rockefeller income, but there were also no Equity contracts to 

deal with we were just training a company and it wasn‘t until we finally went into 

rehearsal for the tour that those actors who were in the shows were contracted 

for this entity.  It was a confusing time there because people couldn‘t believe we 

weren‘t going back to Pittsburgh because we had been such a success and the 

board of trustees in Pittsburgh had eventually, within their ranks, had found 

enough people to support the idea of a professional theatre in Pittsburgh.  My 

friend and I went off at the end of that season to go skiing for a week and during 

the time we were gone Bill decided that the atmosphere in Pittsburgh was no 

longer conducive to creative … we were off again.  So, we went back to New 

York and started classes and so forth and tried to find bookings.  There had been 

quite a bit of publicity, for instance, the New York Times in the Sunday drama 

section the top half of the paper had four pictures of our productions in Pittsburgh 

that was after we had been there for four weeks.  The people from New York 

came running, a lot of festival people and so forth, and actually had a chance to 

see the work and spread the word at the same time.  We were well received 

when we said we were going to go on tour.  We did and there were…I don‘t know 

whether John Wilk goes into the adventures in that period. 

AUTHOR: Yes, there is some.  The money about to run out and you had a day or 

two and finally making a decision about San Francisco and that it came down to 

the wire. 

HASTINGS: Yes, there was a lot of cliff-hanging. 
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AUTHOR: Yes, it makes for a good read. 

HASTINGS: Well, it was very exciting and the work was very good for something 

that we were all proud of.  The only hard thing for me was that the job was not 

about directing. I did teach somewhat. I kept telling Bill you have to get me out of 

here.  This desk…we worked it out so that I was, I could not demand but expect 

that I would be, directing at least one show and some seasons two. 

AUTHOR: It looked like it expanded over the years and you started doing some 

of the new shows and promoting the playwrights? 

HASTINGS: Right, we started a thing called Plays in Progress.  We did five new 

plays fully produced in a little theatre we created out of our rehearsal building.  

That was after San Francisco got started like the second or third year of San 

Francisco.  That was exciting and it worked very well for the company because 

when actors weren‘t working in a show in rehearsal for the main season they 

were available to Plays in Progress and, so, a senior actor in the company would 

be performing in some of these new works which as I say were fully produced in 

a little 99 seat theatre.  

AUTHOR: That was an excellent opportunities for the playwrights. 

HASTINGS: For everyone.  The old fogies, who would normally sniff at or be 

afraid to be in a new untried work, found that these young playwrights‘ new plays 

were thrilling and to work with a playwright-in-residence.  That was really the only 

stipulation that the playwright be there at least half of the rehearsal period. 

AUTHOR: Absolutely.  I think it is crucial when you do new plays. 

HASTINGS: So, that was the point of it.  That worked and we got that going. 
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AUTHOR: Good.  Do you think you could talk a little bit about the transition time. 

I know according to the history, you took over after Bill Ball left.  Was that just an 

automatic thing or did you all do a search or what happened? 

HASTINGS: No, I had resigned actually before that. 

AUTHOR: Oh, okay, that is not in the history anywhere. 

HASTINGS: Exactly, no, what was happening was I finally said I don‘t want to 

keep this desk job anymore and to make it easier for everyone that I think I 

should not be on the payroll and off to find work and do projects with ACT and so 

forth.  In other words, it was an amicable change in my job description from my 

own point of view.  People didn‘t quite understand what I was doing.  I had 

received offers from other theatres and a lot of international travel and during the 

time of my own career while I was still working full-time at ACT I still tried to do 

another production on the side. I would say, ‗I would like to be excused the 

month of July and I‘m going to go to Connecticut and work for the O‘Neill 

Foundation‘ or whatever.  I had these leaves of absence that were understood 

and eventually I just extended the leaves of absence and sort of switched the 

emphasis that I would be available and hopefully a leading candidate for directing 

a play at ACT, but I might also be a full-time director at some other theatre during 

those periods.  My role changed and it changed partly because of Bill‘s attitude 

toward the theatre itself and the success and the…well, I don‘t know if you get a 

feeling for that in John Wilk‘s thing but I think you do get a feeling in Hurwitt‘s 

article.  Bill sometimes, in the early days, he would defend himself by 

disappearing.  He needed weeks off to light his fires again and so forth.  In a way 
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he was an absentee leader.  He led from a distance, from the islands in Majorca.  

He was running the theatre by telegram.  That is where I came in.  I can‘t exactly 

remember how it all went.  Eventually, I was working fulltime for other people and 

directing one show a year and/or teaching [at ACT] and started the Black Actor‘s 

Workshop and the Asian American Theatre Company and so forth.  So, I was still 

attached and I still had my dreaded desk. 

AUTHOR: It was waiting for you. 

HASTINGS: Yes, a trap.  When Bill resigned I was actually in Ashland at the 

Oregon Shakespeare Festival.  I also had lined up a play, a new play, at the San 

Jose Repertory Theatre which was a commute from my home.  I lived in Ashland 

for six weeks.  When Bill resigned I was out and I had been really on my own 

doing my own work for other companies for about five years at that point.  But, 

when I was there I was at the desk and when Bill had some cockamamie idea 

and track me down where I was and say ‗what if we did this or that.‘  I was still on 

the board of trustees so I had not severed my connections.  I wouldn‘t say 

necessarily the right hand man but at least the left hand man.  I was off on my 

own when the moment came and I wasn‘t even really a party to the details of 

what went up.  At first, Bill was concerned and the company I knew a lot of it, but, 

Bill handed his resignation to the ACT board of trustees.  I knew that he had 

resigned and a day went by and they called me and said ‗are you available and 

interested in the artistic directorship.‘  It was just sort of a logical progression as 

far as myself and the available candidates for that job.  

AUTHOR: So, they didn‘t necessarily go looking outside of the organization? 
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HASTINGS: No, not formally.  

AUTHOR: Did you and Bill discuss his resignation at all in terms of ‗I‘m thinking I 

might be resigning, you might want to keep a better eye on things‘ or anything 

like that? 

HASTINGS: No, because that was not new.  That was sort of the way things 

were between him and me. 

AUTHOR: Already the practice. 

HASTINGS: Yes, so when the board of ACT called me and said ‗are you 

interested?‘  I said ‗give me twenty-four hours to think it over.‘  Then I called Bill.  

Actually, it had entered my mind but I thought ‗well I‘m not there to make it 

happen so that‘s that.‘  Keep the status quo.  I had another job lined up, as I say, 

at San Jose.  So, I called Bill and said ‗what do you think?‘  ‗Is this what you had 

in mind?‘  And he said, ‗in a way.‘  He said, ‗you are the only person I can think of 

that should do it.‘ 

AUTHOR: So, he didn‘t say he actually made a suggestion to the board about it? 

HASTINGS: No, he didn‘t.  I don‘t recall that.  But I did call him and he said yes, 

do it. 

AUTHOR: Did you stay in touch when he was no longer active with ACT?  Was 

he at all influential during the next years when you were in charge or did he 

completely sever all ties? 

HASTINGS: Yes, he severed all ties.  He sold his house in San Francisco and 

moved to Hollywood.  I knew he wanted to become involved with movies, but it 

didn‘t happen.  That I think was tough. 
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AUTHOR: Well, I noticed that it wasn‘t long after he resigned that he passed 

away.  That was kind of tragic. 

HASTINGS: You know, every now and then I would call him or see him.  But, I 

think we both found it simpler…I mean he was going to be a full-time movie 

director and I was a full-time artistic director and that was that. 

AUTHOR: When you took over did you want to change a bunch of things? 

HASTINGS: Not really.  I had been part and parcel of Bill‘s ideas, raised on them, 

and influenced them to the extent that I was able to say to Bill ‗you can‘t do that 

it‘s unethical or dishonest or something.‘  And he would say, ‗oh yeah, so it is.‘  

He would say ‗oops, let‘s cross that off and do it some other way, some ethical 

way‘ and accomplish what he wanted to accomplish.  I feel that I was sort-of the 

inner voice saying behave as well as you can. 

AUTHOR: Do you feel that when you took over as artistic director that you were 

as an interim or did you feel like this was, I‘m trying to figure out how to phrase 

the question… 

HASTINGS: No, and that is a good question.  Yes, I brought it up as part of the 

contract I was negotiating with ACT.  I was doing a job.  I completed the job at 

Ashland and completed the job at San Jose.  In San Jose I lived at home and 

went back to my desk.  I brought it up to the chairman of the board of trustees.  

‗I‘m not considering myself an interim director and I would like to formalize that 

that you aren‘t either.‘ 

AUTHOR: Don‘t keep looking for somebody else. I‘m here to do the job. 

HASTINGS: Exactly, I could probably have used that sentence. 
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AUTHOR: That‘s good to know, because a lot of times when people get 

promoted from within there is a sense that they are an interim, an indefinite 

interim. 

HASTINGS: The thing was a little different with me, because there was that five 

year period where I was more away than in.  The first year that I left I didn‘t direct 

anything [at ACT].  I just wanted to make it clear that I could be a person outside 

of ACT.  That worked so people weren‘t thinking of me as Bill‘s assistant except if 

they knew the whole history of the thing they knew what my role was and that 

worked pretty well.  I was, in a way, brought back in after being away.  I don‘t 

know whether that influenced Bill at all when he said he wanted to quit. 

AUTHOR: Knowing that you were there and would be available.  That would 

have been an interesting question…if he would have felt safe and comfortable 

with leaving. 

HASTINGS: Yes, he said that to me ‗you are the only person I feel right about 

leaving it to.‘  When that thought occurred to him I don‘t know.  He had a lot of 

thoughts.  I think maintaining the life of that theatre was primary for him.  He 

certainly did nothing to impede me or harass me or do anything negative to me 

when I took over.  If we had a conversation and I said ‗I want to do it this way,‘ he 

never said you can‘t do it that way.  

AUTHOR: That is good. 

HASTINGS: Yes, and we had a very close relationship for twenty years when 

that occurred and how to run a theatre.  I had learned what he thought 

AUTHOR: Interesting.  Would you mind if I called you back at some point if I 
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have another question? 

HASTINGS: That would be fine. 

AUTHOR: I want to find this article. 

HASTINGS: It may give you some ideas.  It is a little more gossipy. I mean I‘m 

fairly gossipy myself. 

AUTHOR: I don‘t really want to put anything in here that is negative.  You all are 

a good example of a successful organization and to have the founder resign and 

leave.  It sounds like it wasn‘t necessarily under bad circumstances.  He felt… 

HASTINGS: I think it was Bill‘s relationship with the board of the California 

Foundation that was horrible.  I mean there were three or four people on the 

board who would try to fire him at every meeting.  

AUTHOR: The Theatre Foundation continued all the way through this time? 

HASTINGS: Yes. 

AUTHOR: Are they still around, do you know? 

HASTINGS: Some of them.  Eventually, there was a joining or merging. 

AUTHOR: I thought I read that they became the California Association for ACT. 

HASTINGS: Yes, and so that existed but that didn‘t mean there weren‘t 

dissidents on the board who were hoping that Bill would drop dead or would 

move. 

AUTHOR: I just can‘t imagine what they thought they could accomplish if he 

wasn‘t there given how successful the company became anyways. 

HASTINGS: In the days before the final rupture for him, one of his techniques 

was to do horrible things.  I think horrible is depending on how you look at it.  For 
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instance, when we were in Pittsburgh and we were operating out of the 

Pittsburgh Playhouse and Bill didn‘t like his office, it was an interior room with no 

windows so, he got the stagehands to take his desk out of his office and put it in 

the lobby.  On the opening night of the next production there he was sitting doing 

his work right in the middle of…well the Pittsburgh people didn‘t know what to 

make of him and he did things like that.  The famous quotation that got 

misquoted that he would give San Francisco the kind of theatre it deserved, I 

think that was the correct quote.  Now, wait a minute, that may be the misquote.   

It was a sentence that was easily misquoted.  It might have been to give San 

Francisco the kind of theatre it wants and the misquote is the kind of theatre it 

deserves because it wasn‘t donating as much money as Bill felt it should donate.  

So, to back that up he did two character plays for a couple of go-rounds and 

didn‘t build any new scenery, just recycled the old scenery.  In a way to alarm 

people and call a spade a spade. 

AUTHOR: You do have to call their bluff sometimes. 

HASTINGS: Yes, it had a certain perverse pleasure in that confrontation.  It was 

a little hairy and there are today rich people in San Francisco who will not step 

foot in the theatre.  There is one lady who will not do it.  She is Cyril Magnin‘s 

daughter.  She said, she was sort of quoted as saying, ‗Bill Ball killed my father 

by being such a bad boy.‘  Luckily her name was not Magnin, she was married to 

someone else so, no one knew who this hysterical woman was.  Sort-of exciting 

in a way and gruesome in a way. 

AUTHOR: It does sound kind of hard to watch, but the things that you all 
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accomplished… 

HASTINGS: That‘s right and the work was terrific and then it came to a natural 

change when the earthquake [1989] came. 

AUTHOR: I was reading about that on the website.  It was a catalyst.  It was time 

anyways. 

HASTINGS: Yes, to some degree, it was a good goose in the pants that kept 

things moving that needed to, remodeling of the theatre.  When we finally 

decided that that was going ahead and there was enough support in the city to 

do it, I told the then chairman of the board of the California Theatre board that I 

would stay for three years or until the money was raised, at least half the money 

was raised, and that is what I did.  After just a few months of working on what 

would the new theatre be like, I realized that if it put any imprint on the new 

theater that would mean that I would have to stick around for another three years 

to make that work.  That sort of led to my departure so it should be the new 

person who has the final say on what it should look like. 

AUTHOR: That is always exciting for the new person who is coming in to have 

that. 

HASTINGS: Yes.  I knew that she [Carey Perloff] would be a persuasive 

fundraiser.  I will stand by for another call this is a good time. 

AUTHOR: This time of the morning? 

HASTINGS: Yes. 

AUTHOR: Well, let me find that article and do a little more research and if I have 

any more questions I will definitely call you back. 
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HASTINGS: Alright. 

AUTHOR: I appreciate your time.  Thank you so much. 

HASTINGS: Thank you. 

AUTHOR: Goodbye. 
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APPENDIX N 

N. EMAIL DIALOGUE WITH JAMES HAIRE, PRODUCING DIRECTOR OF 
THE AMERICAN CONSERVATORY THEATER 

JANUARY AND MAY 2009 

From: Debra Justice <DebraJustice@mail.ci.lubbock.tx.us> 

Date: Tue, 5 May 2009 14:26:35 -0700 

To: James Haire <jhaire@act-sf.org> 

Subject: RE: researching information on ACT for a dissertation 

 

Jim, 

May I beg one more favor?  Do you have the current ACT logo that I might use in my dissertation?  I am putting the 

finishing touches on the document and want to include the logos of each of the institutions. 

  

Thanks, 

Debra 

 

>>> James Haire <jhaire@act-sf.org> 1/28/2009 7:51 AM >>> 

I would go with what John Wilk says.  He gave his book much though and insight AND had Bill's ear at this time.  I was 

blissfully unaware of many of these machinations working only on the artistic side.  But if my memory serves there was 

the "board" (the national board whose chairman was Julius Rudel), the CAACT (the "fundraising arm" headed by Cyril 

Magnin) and, if you wish, the "Artists' Advisory Council" comprised of acting company members headed by Bill who met 

from time to time to discuss repertory and other artistic issues.  At some point the CAACT faded away (I don't remember 

about the National Board) and we had an ineffectual local board. This would probably  have been the "combining of the 

boards" you talk about, although I doubt if it was as planned or as structured as this sentence would lead one to believe. 

  It happened under bill.  The strong local board with teeth and responsibilities didn't begin until Ed. 

 

Bill had great vision which was (as far as I ever knew) limited to artistic goals.  Ed Hastings would know the inside track 

on how keen his financial planning was. 

 

No Carey isn't involved in long-range financial planning.  Most of our current strategies are developed by Heather Kitchen 

in conference with Carey and Tim Whalen, our Director of Development. 

 

continued best wishes, JIM 

 

________________________________________ 

From: Debra Justice [DebraJustice@mail.ci.lubbock.tx.us] 

Sent: Tuesday, January 27, 2009 12:48 PM 
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To: James Haire 

Subject: Re: researching information on ACT for a dissertation 

 

Wonderful!  Thank you.  Loyalty to a person versus loyalty to a company or ideal can make transitional periods 

particularly stressful.  I have noticed that these transitions, not unlike the death of a loved one, seem to be harder on the 

ones left behind. 

 

I guess I may be a bit confused on the board issue.  My understanding was that Bill wanted two separate boards — one 

composed of "lay" people and responsible for fundraising and the other composed of "artists" and responsible for the 

workings of the theatre.  My research shows that the California Theatre Foundation was established by Magnin and the 

others to raise the funds necessary for the operations of the theatre.  It seems that there was a second board that Bill 

was the head of and that worked on policies and programming.  Am I mistaken?  The second board was where Jim 

McKenzie came from.  Is that the national board you refer to?  John Wilk makes reference to a time in the late 70s early 

80s when the Ford Foundation wanted more oversight of the finances of the theatre and compelled the foundation board 

to create a committee comprised of a blend of foundation people and theatre people.  Budgets were to be submitted to 

this committee on a more regular basis.  Is this correct?  As I read your website today, I only see one listing of board 

members, thus my inquiry into the combining of the boards.  Carey Perloff and Heather Kitchen are both on the board. 

 

May I ask another question?  When Bill was in charge, did the company make any long-range goals or were they mainly 

concerned with the current season and perhaps the next?  It seems that Carey is looking far into the future with your 

current fundraising drive to create a substantial sum of funds available to support the theatre through lean times.  A 

kind-of savings account.  Was Bill concerned with this type of planning? 

 

I like the story on the spelling change. 

 

Best, 

Debra 

 

>>> Jim Haire <jhaire@act-sf.org> 1/23/2009 6:41 PM >>> 

Hi Debra.  I‘ve intersticed my comments below in red.  Good luck with all of this, best, JIM HAIRE 

 

________________________________ 

From: Debra Justice <debrajustice@mail.ci.lubbock.tx.us> 

Date: Mon, 12 Jan 2009 17:44:47 -0800 

To: James Haire <jhaire@act-sf.org> 

Subject: Re: researching information on ACT for a dissertation 

 

Thank you for your quick response.  I look forward to your answers and thoughts. 
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Thus far, I have found that the Barter retained many of the founder's original concepts and traditions.  In fact, many of 

their patrons are most upset by any change that is instituted.  Change there happens quite gradually.  Dallas changed 

drastically from Baker's original precepts.  The master's program went away along with the resident company.  Baker had 

a major issue with the board.  It is now a "traditional" equity house that is considering initiating a resident company 

again, much like ACT is doing.  The fact that ACT has managed to keep the conservatory going along with professional 

performances while adding new programs is amazing.  It is exciting to document three successful stories when so many 

have failed. 

 

Thank you for the information on Ms. Wynn.  I'll see if I can track her down. 

I‘ve found an address:  Kitty Winn 712 Country Club Drive, Ojai CA 93023.  She knows everything.  If you approach her 

tell her it was I who suggested you write. 

 

Best, 

Debra 

 

>>> Jim Haire 01/12/09 7:31 PM >>> 

Dear Debra:  Thank you for your query.  Your topic is actually one that interests me a great deal.  Many resident theaters 

are now into their second and third generation of Artistic Directors.  Taking over from the founder would seem to me to 

be a very difficult situation, and I‘m wondering how theaters maintain the vision and/or ―original spark‖.  Or perhaps this 

is an impossible situation and they shouldn‘t be asked to; still its a shame to see the original vision fade.  I‘m glad you 

spoke with Ed Hastings, he is the last living memory of the creation of the company.   You should know that one of the 

founding actresses of the company, Kitty Wynn, has interviewed EVERYONE involved with both the ―old‖ and the ―new‖ 

ACT with the hopes of writing a book.  She has multiple dozens of cassette tapes. Her book is still in progress but she 

might be a valuable source for you.  Unfortunately I don‘t have her current address. 

 

The answer to question one and two is Yes.  I‘ll be happy to address the rest of your email, but please give me a bit of 

time.  I‘ll get back to you soon.  Best wishes, JIM HAIRE 

 

-- 

James Haire, Producing Director 

American Conservatory Theater 

30 Grant Avenue 

San Francisco, CA 94108 

jhaire@act-sf.org 

415 439-2429 

FAX: 415 834-3326 
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Jan. 8–Feb. 8 

Rich and Famous 

by John Guare 

Directed by John Rando 

 

―A bitingly funny satire by one of our theater‘s most inventive playwrights‖ The New York Times 

―As pure comedy, Rich and Famous is like a funhouse maze.‖ Newsweek 

 

www.act-sf.org <http://www.act-sf.org>  Error! Hyperlink reference not valid.<http://www.act-sf.org/> > 

 

 

 

________________________________ 

From: Debra Justice <DebraJustice@mail.ci.lubbock.tx.us> 

Date: Sun, 11 Jan 2009 14:16:49 -0800 

To: James Haire <jhaire@act-sf.org> 

Subject: researching information on ACT for a dissertation 

 

Mr. Haire, 

Greetings.  I do hope I have the correct email address.  My name is Debra Justice and I am currently working on my 

dissertation at Texas Tech University majoring in Arts Administration.  My dissertation topic is on successful transitions in 

theatre organizations from founders to the next generation.  One of the organizations I have chosen to research is ACT  I 

had a wonderful conversation with Ed Hastings and I was wondering if you, as a long-time employee of ACT, might be 

able to fill in a few blanks. 

 

1. Just to clarify, you have been with ACT since 1971? Yes 

 

2. May I have your permission to use the photo of Bill Ball that is on ACT's website? Yes 

 

3. What is your current operating budget? Currently our budget is $20,000,000 plus, however we are in the process of 

reducing it to $18,500,000 to cope with the pressures of the current economy. 

 

4. What is the size of ACT's full-time staff, not including the Conservatory? Approx 120  How many at the Conservatory? 

50 including administration and teachers, (some not full time) but in addition there are some teaching crossovers from 

the 123. 

 

5. When did the boards merge into one? I‘m not sure I understand your question.  During Bill Ball‘s time we had a 

―national board‖ composed of leaders in the field that met rarely.  In addition we had a ―fundraising board‖ led by Cyril 

http://www.act-sf.org/
http://www.act-sf.org/
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Magnin, a city leader  When Ed became Artistic Director he began a more hands on local board in the traditional sense. 

 We have continued to expand upon this idea to have a board that is very helpful in fundraising as well as sharing 

expertise. Do you recall the reasoning behind this? 

 

6. Are there currently any term limits for board members? The term is three years but there are no limits, if desired a 

board member could serve a second or more term. 

 

7. Could you describe to me the events that took place in and around 1985 that lead up to Bill Ball's resignation?  Ed said 

that he was away from ACT at the time and was not fully aware of all of the details.  I am not interested in any "gossip" 

of he said/she said, just the events.  I understand that Bill fired a great deal of his staff and it was at this time that the 

resident company went away.  Was his resignation a surprise?  How did the boards react and what actions did they take? 

Yes, well there is a lot of ―gossip‖ regarding these years.  As to the facts I think each person will have a different spin on 

things and even though I was present at the time my opinions may not have the correct over view, just mine. 

 

In the early 80s we began having trouble with budgets.  In 1982 we cut back drastically to follow up on Bill‘s comment to 

the public that if they could not afford to help us we would be pleased to put on the kind of plays they COULD afford. We 

began doing small cast plays with small to no sets.  It was at this time that the repertory company and concept was 

phased out.  Until 1985 I was working seasonally as a stage manager.  When I came back to work in September I 

discovered that almost everyone had been let go including office staffs and all of our technical shops.. At that point I 

became both Stage Manager and Production Manager.  Bill said to me ―I think you and I can do everything around here, 

don‘t you?‖  For some totally demented reason I agreed.  I had to assemble and hire and manage a new shop, new 

designers almost new everything.  We had a development department of One: a person who had previously been Bill‘s 

assistant.  Dianne Prichard who had moved from the box office to assistant manager became General Manager and she 

and I pretty much ran everything.  Times were bad and there wasn‘t much money. 

 

We were in studio rehearsals for THE PASSION CYCLE, directed by Bill.  I was stage managing.  I noticed that Jim 

McKenzie, our Producing Director (although that may not have been his title) kept coming into the room whispering with 

Bill.  All of a sudden the doors to the studio opened and the entire organization filed in single file, students, teachers, 

administration and stood against the wall around the perimeter of the room.  ―Oh shit‖ I thought to myself, ―this must be 

the end‖.  Bill announced his resignation at this time and said he wished to step down in order to pursue other activities 

but that he would stay on and finish directing PASSION CYCLE.  He then walked out of the room leaving us all looking at 

each other.  It was said in the press that this happened during the Crucifixion of Christ scene, but I don‘t remember it 

this way.  It is a good story even if not true. 

 

Frank Ottiwell, a founding company acting/teaching member who specialized in The Alexander Technique was at that time 

President of the Board.  He came by the theater later that night and said ―I had no clue this was in the works, What are 

we going to do?‖  I said that I thought we should find someone immediately who knew the company and who could step 

in as at least interim Artistic Director as after PASSION CYCLE we had one more play to go to end the season.  I 
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suggested Ed Hastings.  This suggestion was embraced by the board and Ed started immediately changing the last play 

from the tiny play that had been scheduled to THE LADYS NOT FOR BURNING which required more than two actors and a 

large set and large production values.  In order to cope with this immediate change to a large scale production I was 

required to switch my focus from my Stage Manager hat to my Production Manager hat, and another SM finished and 

opened PASSION CYCLE.  I remember walking across Geary Street and bumping into Bill on his way to Tech rehearsal 

and my saying ―I hope you don‘t think I‘ve abandoned you‖.  And he replied ―But you did, didn‘t you‖.  I felt as 

devastated as he must have been.  It was a very sad ending to a long relationship that had been close and always 

respectful.  He then left and went to Los Angeles.  I saw him only once more after that time. 

 

 

8. Do you feel that it is still the intent of ACT to combine a conservatory with a producing theatre?  Yes Could or would 

either of them stand on their own or do you feel that Bill's idea of the constantly training actor is still at the forefront of 

ACT ideologies?  When Carey Perloff began as Artistic Director her focus was to make a ―stand alone‖ Conservatory.  Until 

that time the Company and the Conservatory were so ‗mooshed‘ up they were inseparable.  I always had reservations 

about this separation for a number of reasons: 1) MUCH more expensive to use dedicated teachers rather than a 

component of teaching actors, 2)  I felt it would be too easy for an unenlightened board member to suggest eliminating 

the Conservatory during times of scarce monies, 3) I would miss using the students in the shows and 4) The two 

programs working together were very symbiotic and provided a lot of energy to both sides.  Ironically in the last several 

years Carey has begun a program of ―Core Company‖ artists whereby a certain number of actors are hired for the year 

and when they aren‘t acting they teach.  Also the students now appear on the stage in speaking roles in CHRISTMAS 

CAROL and a new negotiation with Actors Equity allows us to use up to five students a year in speaking roles.  She is 

consciously trying to find ways to bring the Conservatory and the Theater closer together.  The old pattern under Bill of 

using students in non speaking roles has not been reestablished. 

 

Are the visiting actors encouraged or permitted to take classes at the conservatory? Yes, and to give master classes or a 

―conservatory hour‖ if they wish. 

 

9. Obscure question!  I noticed that Bill spelled theatre with an "re" and now the company name is spelled with an "er." 

 Do you know when and why this change took place? Yes.  I guess the ‗legal name‘ is still RE because that is what is on 

the incorporation documents but when Ed began as Artistic Director he strongly felt that AMERICAN CONSERVATORY 

THEATER should be spelled in the American way and not the British.  So we just changed it overnight in the press and all 

printed materials. 

 

I appreciate any assistance you can give me with my research.  The other two organizations that I am researching are 

the Dallas Theater Center and the Barter Theatre.  The histories of these three groups and their founders is inspirational. 

 Should you choose to respond to my inquiries, please be aware that I will print this email in the appendices of my 

dissertation and use your information in the body of the text. 
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If you have any questions, you may contact me via email or phone.  My cell phone number is listed below.  If you would 

like to confirm my research, you may contact my dissertation chair, Dr. Linda Donahue, at 806-742-3601 x225 or email 

her at linda.donahue@ttu.edu. 

 

Best, 

 

Debra Justice 

  
 

 


