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Lives in the
theatre

The Educational Theatre
Association honors Tom
Jones and Harvey Schmadt

By Don Corathers

ONEZ AFTERNCON in Angust, Tom

Jones and Harvey Schmidt were sharing
a table ina French Quarter restaurant
with Jones's teenage son Sam and a
writer. The mable was cluntered with va-
cant gumho bowls, plaiers of oyster
shells, a tape recorder, and two Lifetime
Achievement Awards from the Educa-
tignal Theatre Association, heaw en-
graved fRuxcrysial rhomboids celebrat-
ing the accomplishments of the men
whor wrote The Fantasticks, T De! T D!, 110
mt the Shadde, and more than foroe vears

worth of other musicals.

Lo Jomes (at left) and Harvey Schmidl offered o fae songs from their shows when they oe-

f# }'; e

What is the secret, the writer wanted
to know, to sustaining a productive cre-
ative partnership for so long?

Schmidt, the composer of the pair,
offered a reply that sounded like an
ahstract for one of his songwriting
partner’s lyrics. “Mostly,” he said, “its
that time passes very quickly. You just
keep working and suddenly vou find
that you're old.”

Jones and Schmide may have been
around a long tme, but it is difficul o
think of them as ald by the evidence of
that afternoon at the Educarional The-

- ‘Fantasticks’ closing

THE SULLIVAN STREET THEATER pro-
duction of The Fantasticks. which has
been going for more than foroy
vears and which seemed desiined to
run forever, will close early in Janu-
ATY.

Producer Lore Noto, who has
been with the show since it opened
on May 3, 1960—more than 17000
performances ago—said the long-
est-running musical will close on
January 13. For the first time in its

history, the show has been operatng at
a loss this vear,

Noto annonnced plans o close The
Fantavlickys once before when the box
office was .-ﬂumping_. i 1986; but the
closing notice stimulared ticker sales
and the recordsetting run continued.
Ir seems unlikely that will happen agun.

“Ohar business has just about col-
lapsed,” the producer wld The N York
Times, “The signs are there. It can’t go
on forever.”

Lijeltme Achievemeni Awards from the Educational Theatre Association

alre Association convention m New O
leans, An hour earfier they bad charmeed
an auwdience of high school theatre
teachers, accepling the association’s
first-ever Lileume Achievement Awareds
and performing a lew tunes from their
enormous repertoire. They did five
songs, including their most famous one,
“T'ry to Remember,” and a number from
A E:|'1'-Ffzr.'rr.-'.'.|'£r.i:.'1 revie, and one from
their Iatest musical, d returm o their
Texas roots called Remgdside

The Jones-Schmidl partnership dates
from 1950, when they collaborated on a
college musical called Hifsy-foe while
they were undergrduoates at the Univer
sity of Texas, A few vears latwer they were
both living in New York. Schmidt, a tal-
cnted illustrator, was busy with Iucrative
magazine assignments; Jones was strug-
gling financially, working in a bookstore
and teaching drama at a community
center. They continued to work on
songs together and assembled a portfo.
lio that they hoped o wrn into a rewe.

One project they kept coming back o
through the 1930s was a musical adapta-
tdon of a play by Edmond Rostand called
Las Roma Mg U, the story of two lavers
whaose fathers contrive o bring ogether
by pretending to want w keep them

CCTOBER 2001 = DRAMATICS B

CoRalHERS

by

O



apart, In 1959, Waord Baker, who had
directed their college shows, ap-
proached Jones and Schinide with a
proposidon. The actress Mildraed Dun-
nock was mounting a threeshow pro-
fessional summer season al Barnard
College. If they could get that Rostand
thing into shape as 2 one-ac musical in
the next three weeks, he would direct
it. Thev did, and he did, and that's how
The Fantasticks, which was expanded
and moved downtown the following
spring and has been running ever
since, was born,

That show, which has plaved the 153-
seat Sullivan Street Theater for forty-
one vears, is the longesi-running musi-
cal in history and quite possibly the
most-produced one among schools and
community thearwres. It is also the foun-
dation of its creators” careers. Impresa-
rio David Merrick was dating the
woman playving Louisa carly in the run,
and it occurred 1o him that Jones and
Schmidt might be the right guys 10
work on his next project. a musical ad-
apiation of Richard Nash’s play The
fRainmaker, The result, 110 in the Shede,
introduced the writing team to Broad-
way, where the show had a ten-month
run in 1963, There followed [ £of [ ig!
(1966), Celebration (1969), Colette
(1970), and Phifemon (1975).

In the late sixties Jones and Schmido
established the Portfolio Studio, a place
where they could concentrate on the
small, simple, imimarte pieces that inter-
ested them most, austere works that de-
mand the audience bring their imagi-
naton to the theatre with them, The
Fantasticks was an expression of that im-
pulse. Jones said the closest he and his
partner came 10 realizing their musical
ideal was Grmer’s Cormers, their 1987 ad-
apration of Our Town. It opened in Chi-
cago but has been denied a fuller life
by the reluctince of Thornton Wilder's
estate (o extend iis grant of rights w
the original work.

After the awards presentation and
their performance, and before they
spent forty minutes autographing pro-
grams, Cs, and mable Bivors, Jones and
Schmidt fielded guestions from the au-
dience of a couple hundred high
school theatre teachers, One wondered



what they would advise her 1o ell her
students who wanted 1o pursue writing
careers in the theatre.

“First thing," said Jones, "begin work-
ing with friends and gt:ning lineed up
with people, hecanse vou can only de-
[.H:‘T]I{ omn vourself, :Ehiln:dll.']}', ancl pasitiy
own group that vou finel, and make vour
own thing., Andd the second [rart of my
acvice 18 1o Iy not 1o become tarnished,
not to hecome cvnical, in whart s a very
cruel, cynical worlel "

“T think the main thing is the doing
of it,” Schmidt offered. "Whatever lack
of skills vou may think you have, or op-
portunities that aren’t there, just get out
and do i TF vore wand toowrite musicals,
Just start writing, and sonnehow ger it
put on, in yeur neighborbood or wher-
ever. It's the doing of it that counis,
over and over again,”

“Td just Tike: 10 say one ol her rhing
abowt thae,” Jt}nt‘.& acdedecl. “As vour work
becomes increasingly august and fmpors-
mnt. don’t forget where vou cune from,

fulks. There's got to be some fun in
there, some joy in there, and not just im-
portnee,”

Later, at lunch, [ asked a question
that seemed appropriate to the occa-
sion: why is theatre important? Why
should a talented voung person shoot
for a lifetime achicvement award in the-
atre, as opposcd to medicine, or engi-
neering. or the militan?

“The ideal thing for anybody s to do
what they love, and very fow poople actu-
ally do that in life,” Schmidt answered.
“MNew York is full of people who absolutely
love the theatre, They may not have had a
role for twenty vears, but they still say
they're actors and if they get 3 moment
on stage it's worth it to them, it means
that much o them. It requires that kined
of dedication. But I think it's great if ev-
ervbady could just end up doing what
they love”

Jomes, who had been giving me a groe-
some {isheve as he listened w the ques-
tion, considered it for a moment after lis-



teming b his friend’s answer, and deliv-
ered the [ollowing speech;

“The question implies the larger
epuestion, why do the aris? The arts help
us wnderstand who we are and why we
are living, The arts are a natural part of
the: human condition. The ars are natu-
val o us, just as natoral as killing, mayhe
EVET1 IO so,

You can capture something that's
inside people and put it in a form that
expresses it for them as well as for your-
self. For example, in a musical you can
capture all of these rich emational
things we all have inside that don’t usu-
allv come out of us. We most of us don't
hiave ways to express many of the things
that we are fecling. But ence thev're
captured they can be held on to and
they mean something o people. You
can present them. If religion has mean-
ing, vr philosophy has meaning, then
art has meaning, and certainly drama
has meaning, And also it's more fun
SOMELmes,

"My ovm atraction, which is clearly
dangerous in our day and time, is for
the lving stage, and that's where vou
really get into a lot of problems in terms
of survival, just because of supply and
demand, But the thing thar T am drawn
tiris this human direct thing, and the
power within that. There is magic there.

"I often make the comparison: it's
very much like siting by a fire in a fire-
place, You know, its not 1he most pract-
cal wav to heat a room. But it tauches
something in our species, it connecis
with something, vou know what T mean,
and releases certain Kinds of thoughts
and ruminations. Anc T think that’s wrue
of theatre, oo, Nowadays vou can get
electric heat and gas heat, and vou can
get a videocassetie of a fireplace. Have
vou over seen those? You see the flames,
hear the sound, the crackling fireplace,
but it’s not the same thing. There's
something about having this primive
thing in our world that’s the uldmarte
kind of hwawy of human connectdon.”



