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Williams again battllng writer’s block

by Scott Fosdick

Haarald thaatar critlo

The inescapabie [irst reaction to meeting Tennessee Whi-
liams is one of relief that, despite years of abuse inflicted
boib by cnties and himself, America's great playwright
hasn't begun to lose his sense of bumaor,

Gregory Mosher, artistic director of the Goodman The-
atre, steps Into the room before the Interview starts to offer
refreshment

“Yes,” WHHams aays, drawing out the word with antlci-
patory pleasure. “T'd yust like a glass of white wine.”

Alter a pause, he addx:

“And then some heroin. The nsual”

Williams laughs warmly, a living advertisement for his
current production, “Tennesses Laoghs,” three one-act
comedies fone a premiere) playing at the Goodman Siydio
through Nov. 23,

THE SECOND mast striking, and certainly the most tan-
talizing, umpression emerges at the end of the interview.
Wilbams has been trying to classify his plays, eventually
coming to the conclusion that he Isn't the man for the job.

“Each play seems to find its own form.” be says. "I'm pot
any good at theater of the absurd, you know Some people
have compared certain plavs of mipe o theater of the ab-
surd, but I don't think they fit that category.

“Sometimes they'll be wildly allegoncal, but they won't
be theater of the absurd. Oue is pot always the best Judge of
his own work”

And then, just as this interviewer is rising to go out the
door, he says, “1 certainly felt that I was crossing Into an-
other type of theater altogether when 1 was writing in Van-
couver.”

But that was earlier this fall, when he was working on a
play be has vet to finish and, therefore, thinks unwise to
discuss. And, anyway, be basn't the tune. He wants to get
down to the rebearsal.

“IT DOESN'T start until 3, his traveling companion,
Vernon, assures him. It 18 now 2:3¢ p.m. on the day of the

ing

“That's the official rebearsal,” Williams says. “I'm wor-
ried about what they're doing to my plays in the unofficial
rehearsal that's going on nght now,"”

S0 we will have to wait for humn to finish the play before
we find out what this Vancouver breakthrough is all about
Meanwhile, we can comfort ourselves with the knowledge
that Willlams 15 healthy once more and writing And, for
Wilhiams, that means he 15, as usyal, downg battle with writ-
er's bloch.

“William Inge once asked me — be was suffering from it
himnself, I believe; we were having lunch at the Algonquin
{aboyt 20 years ago) — be bad this very long face, and be
said, 'Tennessee, don't you feel that you bave writer's
block”>'

“WELL, I'D been writing continually And T saud, yes, of
course I think every writer is blocked to some extent I
said, ‘If you love to write, you just go on. You don't stop.’ "

For Willlams, that block s reoted in fear, primarily a
fear that he will knock on the door to mspuration and gel no
answer, but also a fear that be will get an answer but no-
body else will want to bear it.

“I always approach the typewriter with a certain diffi-
dence. You know, there's always the attitude — it was espe-
¢sally strong when | was younger — that, well, I Just won't
be able to produce anything. You know? But 1 always do.”

Another impression: Some people say ‘‘you kpow,” and
it's meaningless, just put in for punctuation, When Wilhams
says ‘you know,” it becornes a legitimate question. Even
when placed in the middle of a sentence, it rises in pirtch
through the “know.” He says it softly, at times plaintively,
yet always casually,

It's as though, even with a stranger, be is looking con-
stantly for a connection, some sort of assurance that he is
being understood.

IN THE MIDST of the Interview, he quotes {with essential
accuracy) Chance’s last ling o “Sweet Bird of Youth:"

“'T don't ask for your pity. I don't even ask for your, ah,

Gilbert looks for challenges
beyond "Little House’ role

“M EXCESSIVELY CANDID," admits playwright
Tennessee Willlams at an interview jusl before the

for your understanding. 1 only ask for your recogution of
me Lo you, and the epemy, time, 1n us all.""”

That hne and that play weren't met with total under-
stapding from all, Williams says.

“Some people said, ‘'Why should I recognlze anything of
this, this f—Ing gigolo, in me™ You know? Nevertheless, the
play was successful.”

Part of Williams now seems to assume that he will got
only negative reactions, that be won't make that boped-for
connection. He was geownely surprised by the warm re-
sponse a packed Goodman mainstage house gave him three
weeks ago when he spent an hour reading some of bls poems
and stories. He lent the stories great warmth of inflection, If
not great clarity, and the audience responded in kind,

MELISSA'S FRECELED face

by Diane Mermigas

Haenid TV raadio critic

Mehssa Gilbert is one 16-year-old
who isn't taking any chances,

If her current run of luck suddenly
goes sour, the spirited actress says she
simply will “get nch quick” by getting
an M.B-A. at the University of South-
ern California. If she had her druthers,
she would become an obstetrician “be-
cause I love chuldren,”

“I love to work, and this i3 such an
uncertamn prolession that I doo't kow
what will bappen one day to the pext I
want more solid for mysel!,
which Is why 50 percent of everything
1 make goes into a trust fund antil I'm
18 and ready to ge to college,” she
said.

Such prudence and casualness about
SUCCesS are uncoumon among most
show business adults, much less young-
sters. But then, Melissa Gilbert isn't
your average television star.

Her “Sweet 18" birthday party last
May was a gala luncheon at the Bever-
ly Hills Hotel, actended by bundreds,
including fellow cast members of “Lit-
tle House ob the Prairie”

HER PARENTS granted her only

birthday wish Ip buying her a most un-
hkely gift — a Chrysler LeBaron sta-
tion wagon. “I really didn't want a
sports car because I need a lot of
room. I bave a lot of passengers every
tune I leave the house with my
younger brother and sister and our
dog,” she saud.

“It's a great car for going cut in 1
took seven other girls to see the movie
‘Friday the 13th' at a drive-in, and we
were screamning and getting bysterical
and having a great time.”

For a moment, Melissa sounds Like
any other teep-ager who has been
awed by the wonder of first cars and
tirst dates. She is limited to a weekly
$10 allowance, is required to make her
own bed each morning and only recent-
ly was allowed to begin datung, but she
has no steady boyiriends,

“My mother keeps me humble, We
bave pretty much the same tastes, so
we talk about scripts that are offered
to me. She still manages to punish me
for things I do that aren’t right, but not
often,” Mehssa said

“1 don't consider myself dufferent
from any of my fnends. I have a job
just like many of them have joba. It's
Just that a lot more people see what 1
do,"” she sald.

beams as she speaks In an energetic,
unpredictable mapner. Although she is
wise boyond ber years, a lot of the ht-
tle girl still can be seen wn her congen-
ial words and gestures.

Her curnious blend of innocence and
matunty, sensitivity and spunk Is as
captivating off camera as it Is on.

The straight “A” bigh school senior
15 tutored beiween “takes” at MGM's
Stage 1S during long days of filming
NEBC's most popular and enduring TY
senes, “Lattle House on the Prairfe.”

Speurheading ber own Half-Pint
Productions, Melissa cornmands a re-

$260,000 as co-producer of such
fine {elevision dramas as last season’s
remake of “The Miracle Worker.” She
recelves a reporied $30,000 per hour
eplsode of ‘Little House" and at least
$50,000 for her starring roles n dra-
matic specials.

But lt's the quality of television proj-
ects rather than mopey that most con-
cerns Mehssa, her doting stage
mother, Barbara (herself a former ac-
tress), and her personal manager, Ray
Katz.,

Kaiz, ope of the ghrewdest *minds
behind young taleot”’ in Hollywood, is a
regulir visitor to NBC's fvory tower
where he fights for television roles
that will chailenge and showcase
Mellissa’s talent.

“IT'S THAT KIND of persisience
that hazs made all the difference in my

recent opening of three of hls one-act plays at the
Goodman Theater.

*1 JUST DIDN'T think my voice was any good for reacing
anymore,” he says. "'l thought they might throw things.”

If he's a blt gun-shy, that's to be expected His most re-
cent full-length play. last spring's “Clothes [or a Sumumer
Hotel,” a fantastical presentauon of the last days of Zelda
Fltzgerald, drew everytluog but kindness {rom the Broad-
way critics.

“Of course, 1 never really knew Mr. Fitzgerald, nor did I
know Zalda But I read all the books about thern. And I bad
gooe through parallel problems, you know, as they had.

“I think it was reading ‘Save Me the Waltz’ by Zelda
Fitzgerald that moved me (o write ‘Clothes for a Summer
Hotel,’ be says. *'1 realized that 1l was a mlistake to do it
becayse there were to0 many people, the critics especlally,

herself to discover qualities and abil-
ties that made her a better person. Her
life provides a model for the rest of us.
There's a lot of satisfaction in playing
roles that demand tore of you thap
being just a sarcastic or belligerent
teen,” Melissa said.

For the zame reasops, Melissa has
tackled the title rofe in “The Diary of
Anne Frank,” which ajrs Monday at 8
p.m. oo Chaopel 5. The two-hour dra-
ma (to be reviewed in Monday's TV
column} is a riveting cul above the
1950 fiim based oa the Lrue stocy of a
young Jewish girl and her family who
hid more than two years ln & amall
garret 1o Amsterdam during the Nazi
occupation of Holland during World
War IL

OSCAR-WINNER Boris Sagal
directs a cast that includes Maximitian
Schell, Joan Plowrlght and James
Coco,

“The story has a lot of persomal
meaniog bechuse many of my relatives
going way back died in concentration
camps. It was very special for me o "¢
work with suck experienced actors.

You learo se much by observing and
talking with them,” she sald,

The polgnant relationship between
Anpe and ber father became a melan-
choiy remembrance for Melissa of ber
late father, comedian Paul Gilbert

Altbough already slender, Mellssa
and other cast members were placed
on & strict diet to achleve a “lean look™

Melissa blushiogly explained. Before
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who resented my writing about legends.”

The critics assumed everybody already knew all atout
the Fitzgeralds, Wilbams contends, althou th be belleven 80
percent of the audience didn’'t know that Zelda died in an
asylum flre.

HE'S REWRITTEN the play, ahortenin; and simplifying
It and hopes to get It staged in London.

Part of the problem, he believes, is that many audiences
are ynwilling to let bumy branch out into le, . realistic styles

“They get accustomed to assoclating you with a certain
kind of writing. Lf you have a restlesy natw; e, you don't want
to keep on doing that over and over again [ou embark vpon
some experiment, you know. They dop't always want to go
along.

*“The critics are less likely to go along t1an the audience,
actuaily, What you should do Is try it o some other theater,
you know, pot to face the same critics,” Williams says.

This I3 why he's io Chicago now and wh - he hopes to lake
hls pew “Clothes” to London, where the critics are much
rooce to his king than those in New York

“I just won't work there anymore. I v on't bring a new
play ever to New York agaln. If you don't get the New “ork
Tunes, you can't nn a serjous play 1 Jew York. Aond I
know that I can't ever get a good notice oy of the New “fork
Times"

HE BLAMES the Inhubiting influence of the Times's roap-
agement more Lhan the crtics themselves for their reviews.

"On opening aight, the critic for the New York Times
finds himself totally surrounded by the op brass, [ mean
the owners of the newspaper.”

That, he says, explains the rapld turnov »xr of critica at the
Times since the end of Brooks Atlkunson 1 tenure two dec-
ades ago

Willlams slightly recpens the door t« Broadway sehen
asked about Frank Rach, the Times's youn ; pew critic.

“Now be's a quesion. He wntes very hjlliantly, and he's
made the statement that he will ot be inf luenced by the top
brass, as the others were.”

The door to working again at the Gow] nan remalns wide
open

“I'll wait and see” Be says. “You krow, ['m not thelr
playwright-lp-residence. David Mamet ( ccupies that posi-
tion bere. Whose work I admolre very muc 1. I imagine 1 will
be up to them if they want to do more pla 5 or not."

That's assumiog, of course, that he ootnues to keep
writer's block at bay.

“ONE DOESN'T know what sets it o [ Right after the
first big success, ‘Menagerie,' 1 couldn write for about a
month, The circumstances of my life ware so termib'y al-
lered. I felt so conspicuous all of a sudds n. I didn't fecl the
privacy thal a wniter seems to need to do his best work.”

He admuts he pever has guarded that | rivacy very close-
ly

“I'm excessively candid, I think. I thun] roore candi¢ than
the interviewer would like sometimes.”

Doesn't he find 1t palnful o have his private e re-
vealed?

“Not all all. It's a release for me.”

Williams still remembers something director Margaret
Webster told bum after the farlure of hus "irst professionally
produced play, “Battle of Angels,” in Bo: on:

“She sald, You must not wear your h--art on your sleeve
for daws to peck at "

Tennessee langhs

Doesn't he pund the pecking?

“YOU GET used to it .. ¥ou always k; ow that you're put-
ting yourself on the Lne with every pl:y, even these lttle
comedies here. But, as your chosen prof sslou, actually, it's
the only thing I could do, Is write, I'me ; 0 amateur pawnter.
I've never bad much success at it. Buy writing s the only
thing T can do sericusly. It's the only prifession that would
seemn to be open for me...

"Aging is inevitable And mortality |s inevitable. The
thing {s to keep going as jong as you can ’

In kls current state of evident goo| health, Wllhams
seems robust epough to survive a doze) Vancouver break-
throughs. It 1 the rest of us who may dic of curiesity.

Melissa Gllbert will always be the little glri in plgtalis
who won TV viewers' hearts in “Little Houise.” She
seeams unspoiled by her fame, preferring a station
wagon to a sports car.

pew “husband.” A Imanzo Wilder.
“I''m oot thrilled with romantie

First there was “Little
House on the Prairie,”
then “The Miracle
Worker,” and now Melissa
. Glibert is tackllr'm:g the
> tough role of Anne Frank
in the TV production
based on the diary of the
Jowish girt who dled in
World War .

career,” Mellssa said “Growing from
bralds and buck teeth ioto adulthood in
front of millioas of people has quickly
ended the careers of some actors like
Shirley Temple and Margaret O'Brien.
Y'wasn't about to let that bappen to e,

“The idea is not to wait for projects
to come along. You have {ao do some
thing: for yourselt,” she zaid.

Because contetnporsry works rarely
cater Lo teen-age stars who are serious
aboul their craft, Mellssa has turned to
classic works like “The Miracle Work-
er.” She portrayed Helen Keller oppo-
site Patty Duke Astin as Annle Sulll-
van, Helen's nurse and mentor, In the
touching NBC-TV drama that eired
last spring.

“Helen was a girl of Incredible
strength and will who resched inside of

"
.

for the production. Her light hair was
dyed a darker ahade of brown,

Bul try as she might to break out of
the moppet mold, Melissa still is best-
kpown (¢ and koved by her fans as the
trecspirited Laura Ingalls In ithe
minds of many, she stil] Is the pigtailed
little girl runniog through a fieid of
daisies at the close of every “Little
House” episode, she sald

Melissa as Laura when she was 9, She
alregdy was a voleran of television
commercials.

“ALL MY MOTHER'S friends kepl
encouraging her to have me do com-
mercials because I was so cule”

long she was a familiar TV purveyor of
Carter’s baby clothes, McDopald's
bamburgers and Crest M-
por roles loa TV serles such as
“Gunsmoke” foliowed.

But ip seven years, “Half Pint" as
Mellssa affectionately is called by
famity apd [riends, bas become a na-
tiopal TV treasure.

Landon describes her ay "unfallingly
cheerful” and “a model of profession-
alism and politeness” on the set. The
strongly opinionated actress, whose
trademark Is ber boundless energy, has
a glowing reputation among ber peers
for always giving more than 100 per-
cent. The only exception may be the
blossoming love scepes a grown-up
Laura engages o ihese days with her

scenes, Hissing T.ean (Butler} is more
like kissing my brotber becauue we're
such good friepd:.. But I do Like being
married on the show bhecause it gives
me the chance o explore sitvations
and emoticny that a younger Laura
couldn't,” she sall

Although Laws and Almasm are
getting off to & rocky start this season,
Melissa sald Liura eventuslly will
have a baby and become an influential
force inp Walnut Grove as the town's
school teacher,

“Sometimes | wonder what I'm
going to do for an encore Melissa
said perkily. “Maybe Saint Joan or
Scarlett O’Hara. Just think. I bave all
those adult hercines to look forward
w‘li
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