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For Sandy, Grace, and Audrey




AUTHOR’S NOTE

With only a few exceptions, the quotes from those who speak in The Second City Unscripted come entirely from interviews with the author. He gave on a former Bravo series called Second City Presents … with Bill Zehme.
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PROLOGUE

Jim Belushi, cast member

The Second City grounded me, taught me everything about acting, comedy, writing, directing, music, rhythm. The comic rhythm. The timing. It resonates in everything I’ve done. To be honest, I don’t know how other people do it who haven’t done Second City.

Stephen Colbert, cast member

I was there for five years, and it was everything to me. At a certain point, I gave up doing other theater, and I went, “If I’m going to be good at this, I have to do nothing else.” And so I went, “Okay, I’ll find out what this has to offer me.” And it had a great deal to offer me—and still does to anybody who wants to take their stupid seriously.

Bonnie Hunt, cast member

It definitely humbles you, because there are times when you go out there and you fail and you’ve got to brush yourself off and start all over again. It’s kind of like being a Cubs fan. I think what I learned at Second City was that it was okay to take risks, to fall flat on my face and get back up and learn about myself. And I definitely learned to embrace the honesty of my own vulnerability.

Tina Fey, cast member

Being in that company, in some ways you lose your fear of failure. Because there are always nights in that set when you’re developing a show where everything tanks, or where you’re just bombing, and you come out the other side of it, and you survive it. And that’s such a great thing to get rid of—that fear of failure.

Bill Murray, cast member

It’s given many great performers their start, but more importantly, it’s killed thousands of barely talented people and it’s put them to death, and they’re now doing the jobs they’re built for. It’s because they couldn’t meet the rugged standards. I used to work at this place, and they paid me poorly and miserably, but they let me drink free, and I’ve never forgiven them for that.

On a snowless and seasonably mild Wednesday night in mid-December 1959, the Second City opened for business at 1842 North Wells Street, on Chicago’s Near North Side. By all accounts the satire-centric, improvisation-steeped theater—housed in the former Wong Cleaners & Dyers Chinese laundry and later described as “a caucus room, fit for politics and poker and vote-swapping”—was a smash success from the start. Fifty years on, with a long and luminous alumni list that includes John Belushi and Bill Murray, Steve Carell and Chris Farley, Stephen Colbert and Tina Fey, it remains a top-tier comedy crucible—the Harvard of ha-ha.

For those fortunate enough to earn a residency there, Second City has long been a noble end in itself as well as a potential springboard to fame. Without the skills it teaches (chief among them collaboration), the confidence it instills, and the failure it allows, much of the comedy (and, to a lesser extent, the drama) we have seen and continue to see on screens big and small—from Caddyshack and Ghostbusters to Curb Your Enthusiasm and 30 Rock—would be either distinctly different in tone or simply nonexistent. And it’s a good bet Saturday Night Live—whose first season starred no fewer than three Second City-trained actors (John Belushi, Gilda Radner, and Dan Aykroyd)—would have struggled to lift off. Instead, it soared into the stratosphere.

Of course, like most good ideas, Second City didn’t appear from out of nowhere. Its previous and less polished predecessor, the University of Chicago-rooted Compass Players, featured Mike Nichols, Elaine May, Shelley Berman, Barbara Harris, Severn Darden, and several other skilled actor-improvisers. Founded by David Shepherd and Paul Sills, the ensemble—which Shepherd hoped would appeal to the working class-was a big hit among hipsters in Chicago and St. Louis from 1955 to 1958. The Compass’s precursor (if only in a general theatrical sense), Play-wrights Theater Club, mounted twenty-four dramatic productions in two locations on Chicago’s Near North Side between 1953 and 1955.

When Second City set up shop, Chicago was riper than ever for smart satire and cabaret-style entertainment. Though not yet the regional theater mecca it would become four decades later, the town was home to an increasing number of happening nightclubs, including Mister Kelly’s and the Gate of Horn, where flourished a new generation of well-informed wits such as Shelley Berman, Mort Sahl, and Lenny Bruce. The revolution was further stoked by Chicago-based Playboy mogul Hugh Hefner, whose trailblazing magazine published hip humor pieces, and whose television program Playboy’s Penthouse provided a nationally syndicated showcase for budding talent—Second City talent included. Guest stars could often be found mingling with barely clad babes at Hefner’s swank North State Parkway manse, a swinging joint in its own right.

Mere blocks away, Second City was fast becoming a place—for many, the place—to see and be seen. With shows at nine and eleven P.M. every night but Monday, and an additional one A.M. performance on Saturdays (plus a postperformance improv set, which could stretch to three-thirty A.M. on Saturdays), it catered to night owl sophisticates—or those who merely fancied themselves such—and helped spur a theatrical renaissance in a city that’s now rife with stages, teeming with stage actors, and host to an ongoing influx of big-budget productions.

“There was much less improvisation there,” former Second City actor Omar Shapli told author Janet Coleman of the theater’s first incarnation in her 1990 book The Compass. “Scruffy people came to Compass-university students in battle fatigues. Thin ties were worn by men in suits at Second City. Women dressed up for their dates. It was a red and gold atmosphere. It was meant to succeed.”

Nowadays the satirical stronghold that once bought used bentwood chairs and leftover carpet, that purchased bar and kitchen supplies from a bankrupt restaurant, that forwent (and still forgoes) elaborate costumes and expansive sets, reaps millions of dollars annually from its various ventures. With a long-running sister site in Toronto that launched Dan Aykroyd, Mike Myers, John Candy, Martin Short, and Gilda Radner (among several others); constant TV, film, and Internet projects in the works; three popular training centers that offer an array of comedy-based workshops; multiple touring companies; busy corporate divisions; floating revues on seven ocean liners; and three resident theaters (two in Chicago and one in Toronto), Second City is (as it long has been) a bona fide institution and a widely revered funny farm.

Shortly after Saturday Night Live debuted on NBC in October 1975, talks began at Second City Toronto to devise a competing program. SCTV was the result, and at first it drew heavily from Second City’s Canadian casts. Its ratings and popularity never approached those of SNL, but the meticulously honed and parody-rife sketch show had a profound impact on viewers—some of whom, such as Tonight Show host Conan O’Brien and movie star Ben Stiller, cultivated high-profile careers in comedy. The show was executive produced for its entire run by current Second City CEO Andrew Alexander and co-owner Len Stuart (Bernard Sahlins shared producing duties for seasons one and two), scripted by a staff that included Harold Ramis, Eugene Levy, Joe Flaherty, and Dave Thomas. In a flash of inspired irony, it was set at a small-time television station in the fictional town of Melonville. Debuting on Canadian airwaves in 1976, SCTV eventually appeared in syndicated reruns and original episodes (on NBC and Cinemax) in the United States. During a sporadically scheduled but frequently gut-busting six-season run, it gave millions of viewers their first peek at becowlicked übernerd Ed Grimley (Martin Short) and beer-chugging hosers Bob and Doug McKenzie (Rick Moranis and Dave Thomas)—all bound for international prominence. John Candy’s sniping superstar Johnny LaRue, polka phenom Yosh Schmenge, and quivering cowboy Yellowbelly (“the biggest coward in the West”) stood out, too. So did Eugene Levy’s humorless Vegas comic Bobby Bittman and his brittle-brained newsman Earl Camembert, Andrea Martin’s flashy station manager Edith Prickley and her disco queen Melba, Joe Flaherty’s horrible horror host Count Floyd and his wheelchair-wielding (“for respect!”) station owner Guy Cabal lero, Catherine O’Hara’s Lola “I want to have your baby!” Heatherton and her blue nightclub comic Dusty Towne. And on and on.

This book is the product of more than 170 interviews and covers the first half century of Second City’s existence. And though it is a celebration of the theater’s influence and longevity, this uncensored oral history also delves into darker corners of a vibrant past. Present-day and former cast members, artistic directors, musical directors, producers, and stage managers recall onstage hilarity, backstage buffoonery, and offstage tragedy. Eminent outsiders weigh in, too. Their accounts are by turns funny, sad, angry, touching, and occasionally stomach-churning.

To their great credit, most of those interviewed summoned detailed memories of events and people as well as of-the-moment emotions. Moreover, many were candid about peccadilloes and shortcomings of their own that emerged at Second City. It should be noted, however, that tales told and feelings expressed herein are largely of an era. What people thought and who they were then—at a deeply formative and intensely competitive stage of their lives—aren’t necessarily what they think and who they are now.

Despite publication over the past five decades of several Second City tomes and countless newspaper and magazine articles, the majority of stories in these pages have never before seen print. Even the familiar ones are more fully fleshed out than before. As for the storytellers, whether famous or obscure, a great many of them have this in common: abiding admiration for their alma mater—the comedy college that schooled them in satire, paid them to fail, nurtured their talents, and launched their careers.

Here, then, in the words of those who know it best, is the Second City unscripted.
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         AMERICA WAS IN THE MIDST of a comedy revolution when Bernard Sahlins, Howard Alk, and Paul Sills conspired in 1959 to open a bohemian coffeehouse for recreational smoking, erudite discourse, and satirical theater. Considering the times, it seemed destined for success—or miserable failure.

Alk and Sills had formed a professional bond working together at Chicago’s famed folk den the Gate of Horn, where Sills house-managed and Alk ran lights. At that point, the business-oriented Sahlins was a budding producer and a devoted theater enthusiast. In addition to sharing a vision for what would become the Second City, another thing all three had in common was a diploma from the elite University of Chicago. A successful thirty-something entrepreneur, Sahlins had graduated in 1943 and went on to run a lucrative tape recorder manufacturing business. Alk entered the school in 1944 at the age of fourteen. Subsequent to his short-lived involvement with Second City, which ended in the early sixties, he became a respected film editor and cinematographer. In 1950, former military man Sills became a director with University Theater—which staged literary productions on a campus that had no formal theater program—and joined the student drama group Tonight at 8:30, where he worked with Mike Nichols, Elaine May, and several others who’d follow Sills to future endeavors.

Having already met during Sills’s University of Chicago directing days, Sahlins and Sills initially hooked up professionally in the early fifties to produce dramas (Brecht, Chekhov) at and to sit on the three-member board of the highbrow but ragtag Playwrights Theater Club, which Sills co-founded with comrade Eugene Troobnick and a Socialist populist Harvard man named David Shepherd. For training purposes, Sills steeped the Playwrights cast in spontaneity-enhancing theater games developed by his mother, Viola Spolin. A Los Angeles-based improvisation teacher, Spolin also taught drama at Chicago’s Hull House in the 1930s. Its Recreational Training School, founded by social worker Neva Boyd, was part of the U.S. government’s Works Progress Administration. The Playwrights Theater Club featured a stable of young actors that included Ed Asner and Barbara Harris and operated at two locations on Chicago’s Near North Side before the group folded in 1955.

That same year, Sills and Shepherd co-founded the Compass Players, which began performing extended scenario-based improv shows (essentially a modern version of the age-old Italian form called commedia dell’arte), shorter “blackout” scenes, and spur-of-the-moment material based on audience suggestions in the Compass Tavern near the University of Chicago campus in Hyde Park. The inventive ensemble was wildly popular among in-the-know intelligentsia types, and eventually migrated several miles northwest to the Argo Off-Beat Room. After leaving the fold, several Compass members—Shelley Berman, Mike Nichols, and Elaine May in particular—vaulted onto the national stage. Berman became a chart-topping stand-up (who mostly sat down), and Nichols and May formed the hottest social satire duo in recent memory, with best-selling albums and a triumphant run on Broadway.

But while the Compass drew capacity crowds night after night (the offering of then-rare Michelob beer may have played a role as well), it eventually hit financial bottom and folded in January 1957. Another incarnation opened in St. Louis shortly thereafter, but that branch dissolved before long, too. As of early 1958, after a roughly three-year run, the Compass Players was kaput. But the concepts upon which it was founded—a symbiotic actor-audience relationship and ensemble-based satire created through improvisation—were not. With that sturdy foundation already laid, Alk, Sahlins, and Sills began to build in the summer of 1959.

Little did they know that the result of their labors would become an instant hit. Sahlins, who’d produced plays in 1956 at the handsome and historic Studebaker Theatre on South Michigan Avenue, initially invested six thousand dollars, and the new organization’s defiant handle was reportedly conjured by Alk in ironic response to a snotty 1952 New Yorker magazine feature-turned-book by A. J. Liebling (Chicago: The Second City). Original members—many of them Compass and/or Playwrights holdovers—included Roger Bowen (later Lieutenant Colonel Henry Blake in Robert Altman’s film M*A*S*H), Severn Darden, Andrew Duncan, Barbara Harris, Mina Kolb, and Eugene Troobnick. Allaudin (then William) Mathieu tickled the ivories as musical director. The opening night opener, sung by the magnetic Harris and part of a revue called Excelsior! And Other Outcries, was an especially apt tune called “Everybody’s in the Know.”

And they were. That shared sense of insider savvy coupled with an appreciation of and a hunger for smart satire—always in two acts—kept people coming back. So did cheap tickets ($2.50), flowing booze, beefy burgers, a soon-opened outdoor beer garden next door for summer sipping, and a red-velvet-curtained venue in which to absorb tar-tinged toxins. On many evenings in the months that followed, 120 educated and cultured patrons (University of Chicago types were prevalent, naturally) grinned and chortled and laughed themselves silly at scenes that referenced Kierkegaard, Eisenhower, and Greek mythology. Onstage, actors played at the top of their intelligence (an edict ever since), skewering people, politics, people in politics, and, as one early cast member put it, “almost all the foibles of everyday living from suburbia to fallout shelters.” The post-intermission portion was improvised using audience suggestions. New scenes were born thusly, and eventually new shows. The formula—diluted though it became when writing nudged out improvising as the primary method of invention—would serve Second City well in decades to come.

And then, only three months after it began, in March 1960, none other than Time magazine praised the fledgling theater as a place where “the declining skill of satire is kept alive with brilliance and flourish”—lofty plaudits indeed for a tiny Midwestern outfit that boasted no national stars, a scant budget, and something of an inferiority complex. The fact that it remained afloat a few months out was—at least to the founders and early cast members—a small miracle. “For many months after that first performance we remained certain that our luck would run out and that no audience would appear the next night,” Sahlins wrote in his 2001 memoir Days and Nights at the Second City. “Even if it was a brutally cold Tuesday in February, one empty seat convinced us it was the beginning of the end.”

While tough times ahead would continue to cause concern, the beginning was more auspicious than anyone had imagined. From night one, even as the budget carpet was still being installed, there were crowds in the lobby and lines out the door to witness the birth of a sensation.

Bernard Sahlins, co-founder and former owner, producer, and director

I had sold out of my business, which was manufacturing tape recorders. And I had been involved with Playwrights Theater Club as a business director. And when everybody was free—Paul Sills, Howard Alk, Barbara Harris, Eugene Troobnick, Andrew Duncan—we decided that since this was the beat generation, we would start a coffee shop. And we looked around and found this old Chinese laundry and hat shop on Wells Street, and we rented it and went to work fixing it up, not realizing we were going to do a show until a month or two after we started working on it.

But we started to do a show and were a bit uncertain as to what shape it should take. We knew we wanted to do political sketch comedy, but whether it was to be disparate scenes or linked by theme or what, we weren’t sure. So we called Mike Nichols in before we opened, and he said, “No, leave it the way it is. One of the joys for the audience is in seeing an actor in so many different roles, exhibiting a diversity of talents.” We listened, and he was right.

We sent for a man named Jimmy Masucci. He was a sort of primitive genius, able to take a rag of bone and a hank of hair and make a palace out of it. And he had done a lot of work in St. Louis, where they had a phenomenon called Gaslight Square, which was like Old Town. And everybody was deep into Victoriana, and Masucci would do all the designing. When he came to us, he purchased a lot of old telephone booths with glass panels, lined the walls with them, and put prints inside the glass panels. And lo and behold, we had a decorated nightclub. Everything was budget. We bought the chairs at auction for a dollar apiece—bentwood chairs.

Dennis Cunningham, bartender and cast member

There were two storefronts next to each other, the southernmost one smaller, with an entrance and a lobby and a coat check, and in back was the kitchen. The bigger place was the showroom. The stage was in the middle of the long north side and was narrow in the middle and big on the sides. There were banquettes around the outside, and it was intimate. It was large enough to be successful by being full, and small enough so that everybody could hear and see and feel.

Sheldon Patinkin, former manager and director and current artistic consultant

The woman who did the design for the Second City logo was a girlfriend of mine, Selma Quaitman. That’s how I found out about the possible names. I thought Second City was a good one. It was snotty. It was an F-you to The New Yorker magazine and to A. J. Liebling and to the idea that we were second in everything, including quality and culture.

Bernard Sahlins

A. J. Liebling came in. And he got a great kick out of the fact that we called it the Second City. I said, “You’re gonna change your mind.” He said, “I already have!”

Richard Christiansen, former Chicago Tribune chief theater critic

They did have a following, but remember that [Playwrights and the Compass] were failed efforts. The Second City was not a failure. It suddenly clicked, and it was attracting more than the core audience that they had brought over from the Compass as time went on. And most importantly, it began to be noticed by newspaper reviewers. You would get top-line reviewers—Claudia Cassidy, Sydney Harris—they would come and review the opening night of Second City. So it was considered a major entertainment event even in those early days.

Melinda Dillon, cast member

Opening night, I was collecting coats. They didn’t have a coatroom yet. I was just collecting the coats and putting them in the ladies’ room. Once we got the coatroom built, which was pretty soon, the gangsters started coming with all their molls and their girlfriends and giving me huge tips. I was doing very well in the cloakroom.

Bernard Sahlins

After we opened, a very tall and sort of menacing guy came in and said he was there to help us. He was dressed respectably and just oozing B-movie menace. I said, “In what way?” He said, “Well, you can either put us on the payroll and pay us so much a week, or give us a lump sum. But we’ll help you see that there’s no trouble.” So I said I’d think it over. And when he left, I called the alderman and the police, and the police came down and identified the guy. I don’t remember who he was. And we didn’t hear any more from him except about a month later. Through our plate glass window came a stink bomb, which shattered the glass and sprayed foul-smelling stuff all over. And then a month later, another one, and that was it.

Sheldon Patinkin

Here’s the thing about that first place. Try this now: the box office was a card table set up in the lobby open to the air, to the front door, to anybody who wanted to come in and rob it. It was only set up before the show and during the show, but with the cash box right there. And it was never held up. Never.

Richard Christiansen

Second City never had any kind of advertising budget, but they did have Irv Seidner, who was the perfect public relations guy for them. Very serious, very intense, glasses and so on. Button-down, the whole thing. He was very, very efficient and good at publicizing the company. So they did attract the prime reviewers of the time, and the word spread because of that. And you would get not only the aficionados, who remembered the brilliance of some of the Compass programs, but also new people who came and were attracted to that same kind of hip, sophisticated material that Second City presented. And it became, in those days, the thing to do—go to Second City. People thought it was smart to do, to be able to talk about the latest Second City show and to have been there and to recognize the personalities in the cast.

Paul Sand, cast member

We were just having a great time. Some people would say to us, “What do you guys do in the daytime?” Because we were just playing all the time, playing with the work. Something clever would come up that night, and we’d work on it the next day and turn it into a scene. Or if we saw a movie, we’d do an Italian movie. It was wild. It was almost ancient. It was like The Golden Coach or something—a wild band of players. And the newspapers, they called us geniuses. We were stars in Chicago. It was like being extremely popular in high school.

Then again, popular high schoolers rarely draw interest from famous adventurers and Hollywood big shots. Not long after its inception, Second City began selling out nightly and hosting such notables as mountain climber Sir Edmund Hillary and movie star Anthony Quinn. “The waitresses fought to get his table,” remembers Patinkin, who joined the fold as manager in November 1960 and soon took over as artistic director.

Over the next few years, Second City expanded operations locally, nationally, and internationally. There was a new venue for drama next door, fronted by ornate Louis Sullivan-designed arches from a razed theater downtown. There were stints on and off Broadway, and forays into England and Canada. There was even an appearance on Playboy magazine mogul Hugh Hefner’s new nationally broadcast television program Playboy’s Penthouse, which earned the cast an invite to the pajamaed one’s palatial residence mere blocks from Second City.

Bernard Sahlins

We went on the show and there was a clean-shaven, kind of diffident young man with us, a comedian, named Lenny Bruce. Totally different than the Lenny Bruce we knew subsequently. And I don’t even remember what we did. I do remember Severn Darden wandering around the mansion, with his jaw agape. We taped the show, and then there was a party. There was swimming. It was not the kind of thing that we loved. We were the University of Chicago. This was low-life.

Hugh Hefner

I have always had a strong feeling that the whole postwar era after World War II—the late forties and throughout the fifties—was a very conservative time. Socially, sexually, politically. And the changes that took place that led then to the social-sexual-political changes [of] the sixties really began not in political forms, but in the most unusual places. They began on comedy stages with Mort Sahl and Lenny Bruce and others. They began in the pages of Playboy. They began on the stage with rock ‘n’ roll. And it was these voices that changed the world.

I practically lived at Second City. I took [cartoonist and playwright] Jules Feiffer to see Second City. He was completely blown away by them. He was already doing work for me, and I realized that what he was doing on paper was the same stuff that Second City was doing on the stage. That kind of improvisational theater was truly unique and innovative and very exciting. You never knew from night to night what was going to happen.

Melinda Dillon

I was keeping my eye on the show, and Barbara Harris got sick one night, and they were going to have to cancel the whole show and give everybody their money back. It was a weekend, and it was going to be a big thing to go out there and say, “We just can’t do the show.” Because there were no backups—there was nobody but me. I was just doing it on my own. And I went up to them and said, “Excuse me, but I know the show.” Bernie and Howard and Paul were the three owners and producers, and they were in this little huddle having a heated discussion.

So Bernie just said, “Get out of here.” He was right, too. Bernie was right about me, because I knew nothing about current events. I was ignorant, I was slow, I wasn’t funny. I was all of those things that you don’t get up on the stage at Second City. But I knew that show and I could sing and I can sing. And Barbara had some songs and things, and they had an opera in gibberish, and I knew it totally. So Paul just said, “Let’s go; let’s do it. She’s doing it. She’ll do the first show, and if it’s a total bomb, we’ll give everybody their money back for the second show.” And I went on, and it was just a huge success! Barbara was told [about it] and came back for the second show, and I was back in the cloakroom.

Sheldon Patinkin

Barbara was beautiful; she was funny. You couldn’t take your eyes off her when she was onstage. She was really a wonderful presence. She wasn’t the world’s greatest improviser, but it didn’t matter. She didn’t come up with ideas, but she came up with responses to ideas.

About six months after Second City opened, a Brooklyn-born folksinger named Alan Arkin (his band, the Tarriers, had a top-five hit with their version of “The Banana Boat Song”) came on board—reluctantly at first. Arkin was in a bad way after the breakup of his marriage, and his outlook was bleak. Professional woes contributed greatly to his festering funk. Having made a less-than-successful go of it in New York, the seat of theatrical success, he’d resigned himself to the fact that he might die in obscurity in Chicago. It didn’t happen, of course—there’d be hit movies and big money and gleaming award statues down the line—but it took a while for things to click.

Alan Arkin, cast member

I was at a crossroads. I’d just gotten divorced, and I was upset about that. And I just felt that I needed work, which I wasn’t getting in New York. And I went to Chicago thinking it was going to be the end of any kind of career of any size, and I thought I’d be at this crazy place they called Second City for the rest of my life for a hundred bucks a week, but I didn’t care.

Sheldon Patinkin

When Dostoyevsky is your reading choice for your mood, then you know you’re not in very good shape. It seemed to help him a little bit in that it made him feel that there were other people who were in even worse shape than him. Lord knows there are in The Idiot or Brothers Karamazov. He played the guitar a lot, sang a lot. And he introduced me to folk music and jazz. He was living across the street at Emma’s, which was a really depressing rooming house. It was also where Joan Rivers lived, depressed.

Alan Arkin

[Second City] was my haven in every conceivable way when I got there. I was there from the time I got up in the morning till midnight every night. Then, after the last show and everybody calmed down and had a couple of beers, Sheldon Patinkin and I would walk down to the Clark Theater and see foreign films until three or four o’clock in the morning, and then walk back, talking about them and analyzing them. Then I’d go to bed and wake up and go back to [Second City]. So it was a twenty-four-hour-a-day learning experience.

Joyce Sloane, former associate and executive producer, current producer emeritus

I was afraid to talk to Alan then. I really was. He was this moody, brilliant guy, and I never had long conversations with him.

Melinda Dillon

Oh, I remember how beautiful he was! Oh, God, he was so gorgeous! And he and Barbara Harris fell in love, and there was this romance going on.

Alan Arkin

It started in Chicago, but it was just before we went to New York. It didn’t go on terribly long.

Melinda Dillon

Alan could do anything and everything—sing and play his guitar, and he was funny, and he had all these characters he could do, all these accents he could do. And he was always at home on the stage. To me, he never seemed to be uncomfortable. Ever. He never had an awkward moment on the stage, and most of us do. He was very confident, and he had such a bag of tricks.

Alan Arkin

I didn’t feel funny as a person at all. In fact, I didn’t touch my own personality. I never got into using myself at Second City. That was the one thing I never did was play myself. I didn’t know if there was anybody home.

I thought I was going to get fired initially, because I wasn’t funny at all for about a month. I was waiting patiently for Paul to fire me. And then, after about a month, I found a character that worked. Whatever I did in that character was funny. And I hung on to that character like a lifeline, and everything I did for a while was in that character. I don’t remember what character it was, but a series of characters followed shortly after that.

Sheldon Patinkin

There was more of a willingness to fail then, because we all knew that was the only way you were going to find the good stuff. That’s true of Chicago theater. You can fail in Chicago and still get work.

Alan Arkin

First and most important, Second City gave me a place to go; it gave me a place to function. That was the main thing. And the second most important thing, which was very, very close to the first, was that it gave us a place to fail. Which doesn’t exist in this civilization anymore. There is no place to fail anymore. And failing at something is crucial. You don’t learn from anything unless you fail. And we were not only allowed to fail, but almost encouraged to take chances every night onstage. We knew that twenty, thirty, sometimes forty percent of what we were doing wasn’t going to work, and Sills never said anything about it, Bernie never said anything about it, and the audience didn’t mind. They knew that two things would fail and the next thing would be glorious.

Sheldon Patinkin

One of the things that has changed is, if the actors don’t get a laugh right away, they get scared and they start falling back on tricks and dirty words. There were sketches then where the audience never laughed at all, that were terrible. You take out a scene at Second City on a laugh, usually, or on a nice down ending. And it’s up to the stage manager who’s running the lights, or the pianist, to decide “Okay, that’s the end of the scene” by either hitting the lights or starting the piano or both. There was one night during an improv between Barbara Harris and Alan Arkin that went on for forty-five minutes without the stage manager or the pianist being able to find a laugh. Just awful. We were all waiting for something to happen. It wasn’t really forty-five minutes, by the way. It just felt like it. It was probably about twenty.

Arkin and Harris performed a now legendary scene called “Museum Piece,” in which they played diametrically opposed characters (he a guitar-strumming beatnik, she an uptight art aficionado) who engaged in awkward yet revealing conversation at an art gallery. Arkin nailed the role of a free-spirited ne’er-do-well, and Harris’s alluring vulnerability was on full display. “It’s the same kind of vulnerability that Marilyn Monroe exhibited,” Patinkin says, “but without that added oh-I’m-so-sexy part.”

Alan Arkin

That was the only scene the two of us did together that really worked. It was very endemic to the time. It was very much about the sixties. It was very much about the clash of consciousness in the sixties between all the young people coming up with kind of a new sense of freedom and openness and peace and confusion, and the old guard, which Barbara represented.

Bernard Sahlins

That was as perfect and brilliant a performance as has ever been done on our stage. Absolute fidelity to truth, to character, to the work itself.

Another early Second City favorite, Severn Darden, was the child of privilege and was a bona fide eccentric. Bright and bearded, he appeared older than his years and was a born improviser. Among his most beloved characters was a know-it-all professor named Dr. Walter von der Vogelweide. As many in the well-educated audience probably knew, he was named after a prominent medieval German poet who penned odes to the importance of living a harmonious life. Darden also stood out in another audience favorite—a reprised Compass original scene called “Football Comes to the University of Chicago,” wherein U. of C. brainiacs are schooled (unsuccessfully and often hilariously) in gridiron basics.

Sheldon Patinkin

Among other things, Severn as his German professor would take a college subject from the audience, do a fifteen-minute lecture on it, and then do a Q&A.

Paul Sand

Severn’s brilliance was sort of jaw-dropping. If you had a cold, he’d come into your room and grab your cough syrup and drink it down in one gulp. He knew if someone had a cold they’d have cough syrup. He’d be stiff-arming you with one arm and chugalugging whatever that cough syrup was. He was delicious, this guy. Just astonishing.

Alan Arkin

Severn was there when I got there. I enjoyed working with him, but I didn’t hang out with him for two minutes in two years of work together. I just didn’t get him at all as a person. I just thought he was like a martian. I couldn’t find him emotionally at all. I used to relate to people emotionally, and I think he was very much in his head, and I didn’t particularly relate to that.

Neither could Arkin fully comprehend Second City’s original and still influential artistic godfather, Paul Sills. He wasn’t alone. Never a master communicator—not in the traditional sense, anyway—the deep-thinking but plainspoken Sills had frequent trouble getting his points across. Oftentimes he yelled. Sometimes he hurled furniture. Even so, he was by all accounts immensely talented and intensely devoted, and his no-bullshit approach was ultimately beneficial in big ways. He also relished the writings of Austrian-Israeli philosopher Martin Buber, who authored the treatises on interpersonal relations Between Man and Man and I and Thou. In the latter, Buber declared that “All real living is meeting.” While Sills’s mother, Viola Spolin, schooled actors offstage in the art of improvisation, her son molded them onstage in rehearsals and performances. Besides overseeing the revues at Second City, he also directed dramatic works next door (1846 North Wells) at a newly built and larger venue christened Playwrights at Second City. Opened in 1961, the theater was named in an homage to pre-Compass years. It was a “colorful and exciting night club with a spacious, smoothly flexible stage that holds the promise of fine things,” as one journalist described it. Nonetheless, the more serious Playwrights struggled to fill its 225 seats. When the burgeoning Second City needed new digs, the two theaters traded spaces. Despite the downsizing, however, Playwrights folded in 1963. That August, Second City began screening silent films after dark in its outdoor Roman beer garden. When the weather turned cold, the films migrated to the bar area inside—a value-added attraction for the pre-and post-show cocktail crowd.

Mina Kolb, cast member

One time, Paul had called us all together and we were all onstage, and he was giving us some instructions about something, God only knows what. And Barbara was standing at the back of the stage reading a newspaper. And he got so mad that he jumped up and knocked the paper out of her hands because she wasn’t paying attention. Paul got down off the stage, and she came after him like a flying saucer, jumped on his back, and knocked him down. And right after her came Andrew Duncan. He dragged her off of Paul, and—Oh, god, it was marvelous!

Paul Sand

I was in the audience. I wasn’t in the scene, so I was sitting there, and Paul got really mad at her. They knew how to drive each other crazy because they were lovers and married and everything, so they knew all the buttons to push. They were already divorced or separated. So there would be these invisible flash fires. You didn’t know where they came from. So he went up and screamed at her, and then one of the other actors—I won’t mention his name—he gets up and he slaps her. It was like, “What is that?” It was astonishing. It was so weird. That put a freeze-frame on the whole moment. It was like, “Whoa.” It was too deep for me.

Sheldon Patinkin

There were arguments. There were major arguments. There were occasional fistfights—usually about the work. It was usually at night, planning the set or after the set. There weren’t that many physical fights. Paul would throw chairs every once in a while. He never hit anybody, by the way. He’d just throw them. He almost clipped Mina one day. Alan was in the company by then, and he walked up to Paul afterward and said, “If you ever talk to me like that again, I’ll kill you.” And I believed him.

Alan Arkin

A chair went whizzing by my head one day. Paul was very, very vocal. It was very loud, that’s all I remember—very loud and incomprehensible. I could understand the swear words, but the rest of it I couldn’t understand at all. It didn’t make me particularly happy, since I had an enormous amount of respect for him and I felt like I was working my ass off there nonstop. It was only directed at me once, but I didn’t understand it at all because I felt like it was not warranted. I took the work there very seriously.

Mina Kolb

Arkin didn’t like people telling him what to do. He kind of figured that Paul was not any smarter than he was—that kind of thing. I’m sure Paul fought with everybody. He even made me cry. He made everybody cry. He had to break you in with a few tears.

Sheldon Patinkin

Paul was very volatile. Partly out of the frustration of not being able to find the language he wanted. Most of the anger that I know of was about the work. It was rare to get mad at an audience. What’s the point? It’s just that night’s audience.

Paul Sand

The day after I arrived, Paul said to come into the theater, so it would just be him and me. And I was standing up on the little stage and he was sitting there in the empty cabaret room, and he started asking me to do certain things, and then all of a sudden he insulted me. And I don’t know where it came from, because I’m not a violent man, but I picked up a chair on the stage and I threw it across the room, aiming it at him. And I saw him duck and smile at the same time. Then I said to him, “If you want me to be great, don’t hurt my feelings.” Because Paul had a way of insulting when he was directing, which could be just devastating unless you sort of made a joke out of it or something.

Dennis Cunningham

He hated actors. He hated the actor mentality that would get in the way a lot.

David Shepherd, Compass co-founder

I found Paul very direct and responsive to what was happening, and he pushed constantly for energy and pace that I think were the keys to his success, because he directed hundreds of plays. He also had a lot of contempt for acting that was not sincere, that was not real. At Compass, when we would do a show three times in one night, it would come out limper and limper and limper, and he would be furious with us because we hadn’t recreated the same sensitivity and vitality that we had in the first show. So eventually we gave up doing three shows a night and we did only two a night.

Bob Dishy, cast member

He felt a moral responsibility to the choices that you make in an improve. Now, of course, that’s not on a day-to-day basis. He was also pragmatic, and he knew he had to do shows. But he was pained, physically pained, by what he considered cheap laughs. I mean, they would drive him up the wall. He’d come backstage and yell, “Stop it! What are you doing?!” Because he had these high standards, which was great. I found it so enlightening.

Sheldon Patinkin

Every once in a while Paul would need help getting things organized. I spent a lot of time with him over the first couple of years I was at Second City, learning from him and then working with him on running orders for shows and things like that. I also learned not to throw chairs.

Dick Schaal, cast member

Paul was vague. It was never something that cleared up eventually. We were doing his Story Theatre on Broadway, and we were just about to open, and he’s all pleased and he’s kissing Paul Sand and raving, “This is terrific! This works, that works.” And he turned to me and he said, threateningly, “Schaal, you better get this.” I didn’t know I didn’t have it. I didn’t know what he meant. But I understand it now. What a genius thing to say, “You better get this,” and then it’s up to you. So I started thinking, I started working like crazy trying to find out what he meant.

Paul Sand

There’s nobody else. Everybody else elbowed their way in. And Paul was sort of cheated out of money and things by a lot of people. He was the genius originator who ended up needing some money. He didn’t strive for fame, because something else was on his mind. It wasn’t that he didn’t want it. He was really busy being the creator, and those kinds of people need a business partner so they don’t get screwed. He is the only one. He is Second City.

Dick Schaal

I remember one time I had been working with Viola all day. I’d been doing space work a couple of times a week and then going on a stage and doing space work six nights a week. The bar was downstairs at the old place, and the theater was upstairs. So as usual I went downstairs and ordered a Heineken from Benny the bartender. I gave a high sign—he was way at the other end of the bar. And then I was kind of preoccupied, and I found myself pouring the space of a bottle of beer into the space of an empty glass, and all of a sudden I realized, “Oh, my God, what am I doing?” And my hands collapsed and I looked around nervously to be sure that nobody noticed the level of insanity that I had finally reached. So I went right to Paul and told him what just happened. I said, “I’d better get away from this.” So he gave me a couple of weeks off and I went to Mexico. But that’s the level of the work. It just moved in.

Dennis Cunningham

Viola Spolin was amazing. She was like no one I’d ever been around. All that improvisation stuff was new to me, and that was my real introduction to it, the workshop. She was acerbic to a degree in doing that stuff, and she knew what she wanted and she worked hard to get it, and she worked you hard to try to do it and respond and understand it. And she was really dedicated and very glad to be participating in the enterprise as a whole. There was probably not 100 percent agreement that it was the best thing to have that workshop and have her be attached to it, but it was, and they needed it. They definitely needed it to get people to understand some of the same stuff so that they could work together onstage. And it wasn’t that easy to understand, what she was saying or what she meant or what it really was, or to really tell if you were doing it or not doing it or to know what she meant when she said somebody got it or somebody didn’t get it. But at the same time it was really rich and pithy. She would say, “No playwriting. You’re in your head, and you’ve got to get out and let the game take you out or the exercise take you out, and you have to let your mind focus on the point of concentration.” And there were a lot of those exercises that were really abstruse and mystifying, if not mystical.

Sheldon Patinkin

I never found it mystical. I know that some people did, and I know that Viola sort of felt that way about it. I think it was more that when your job is to respond rather than to initiate, which is the rule in an improv—you don’t know what your next line is until you know what just happened or what was just said—it gives you a kind of concentration that perhaps feels mystical to some people, but to me feels like human communication.

Valerie Harper, cast member

It made my career. The work. I’m well over sixty and I’m using Viola’s games to get at what I need to do. If you came out of her workshops and you weren’t an actor, you weren’t a failure. Your life would be better because her games unleash something in people that connects them to other people, that makes you observe more clearly, more keenly, be aware of the other over there. She used to say my performance isn’t here in Valerie, it’s over there in the other player. Look at them. How are they reacting to what I’m saying? Her work came out of such a pure, beautiful, inspired place, and it never really changed all through these decades.
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