
My Life in the Audience 
 
     Some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have greatness thrust upon 

them.  And some are destined never to be great, but only blessed or even cursed with the 

ability to know it when we see it, to rejoice in what we can’t become. I have spent over 

half a century in theatres doing just that.  I have applauded until my palms burned, and 

remained with hands clasped firmly in my lap.  I have shouted bravo, brava till my voice 

cracked, and have maintained a stoic silence. I have been the first to leap to my feet for a 

standing ovation, and stayed stubbornly seated as crowds leapt up around me. I have 

cried and laughed and generally made a fool of myself in theatres for many decades, and 

so looking back I realize that though I would have dearly loved to achieve greatness, it 

was instead my fate only to recognize and glory in it, and to spend my life in the audience. 

     The only thing I’ve never done is boo.  I just don’t have the heart for it, though heaven 

knows I’ve seen performances bad enough.  Well I did boo once, but only on cue.  It was 

at the Pantomime in London, with an all-star cast including Alastair Sim having the time 

of his life playing Scrooge.  But when the audience started to hiss and catcall at him in 

true Panto fashion, I was horrified.  I was only about twelve and as an American had not 

been brought up in British Panto tradition, and kept saying “Don’t boo, don’t boo—we’ll 

hurt his feelings!” My parents became exasperated, trying to explain “You’re supposed to 

boo! He wants you to boo!” Until finally after one of our energetic hisses he did a 

particularly evil double-take, tossing his long woolen scarf back over his shoulder and 

breaking the fourth wall by giving us all a fierce menacing glare, and everyone laughed, 

and I got it. 
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     Another vivid audience memory from my teen years is when a friend and I went to a 

performance of the first run of A Chorus Line in London in 1973.  A middle-aged couple 

pushed in at the last minute, claiming  our seats.  He was huffing at us, and she was 

dripping with furs. I loathed fur then and I loathe it now, anywhere but on the animal 

where it belongs.  An usher hurried over to sort it out, and though we all had tickets for 

those seats, since theirs were from the box office and I’d bought ours from a discount 

house, they triumphed. Everyone around glared disapproval at us, when to be fair we had 

paid for tickets, we did have those seat numbers on them, and we’d also at least had the 

theatre manners to come on time, unlike this couple shoving in at the last minute.  But we 

were the teens, and worse yet the Yanks, and the ones without official BO tix and so, red-

faced, we were led by the usher from our place as the curtain went up.  This was at the 

height of the run, and there were no seats or even SRO to be had. We ended up following 

him up dark winding back stairs getting narrower and narrower, with the far sounds of 

the opening number dwindling the further we went: 

“I hope I get, it, I hope I get it….. he doesn’t like the way I look 

 he doesn’t like the way I dance, he… 

We passed discarded props on either side, until I began to fear we might eventually be 

pushed out some back door of the building into the night, or perhaps even executed.  

Finally we emerged into a larger hallway, and throwing open an elegant door, the usher 

said “This is where the Queen would sit if she were in attendance—enjoy the show ladies, 

and never buy tickets anywhere but from the box office again!”  And we found ourselves 

in the Royal Box. Well maybe it wasn’t the actual Royal Box but it was mighty fine, and 

got better at the Interval, as when we exited we found others emerging from nearby 
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boxes and we were all greeted by waiters bearing free trays of canapés and champagne.  

So we ended up with the best seats in the house, and I’d like to say we had the character 

not to wave like mad until we got the attention of the couple who had usurped us down 

below, just to show them where we were sitting, and then to smile and toast them with 

our champagne glasses—I’d like to say we were better than that, but I’d be lying. 

     I also had the privilege of seeing Laurence Olivier on stage, again in London, in a 

production of The Party.  Or it should have been a privilege, but didn’t quite work out.  

We wanted to see him display his full range, but this play was so full of sitting around and 

political polemic that I soon lost the thread.  And part of the action called for a naked 

couple to make love in a bed on stage in several scenes, supposedly, as it was explained 

to me later, to represent metaphorical impotency. But the scenes were not metaphorical, 

and in case we couldn’t see enough detail, they were reflected in a massive overhead 

magnifying mirror.  Now I was a rather naive fifteen-year-old, seated between my 

parents, and though tried to act sophisticated was just mortally embarrassed. However a 

surprising outcome of this excruciating evening is that later in life, when I have found 

something awkward, I’ve asked myself, well, was it as awkward as that?  It seldom is, and 

so I have some perspective to move on. 

     It’s surprising I love theatre so much considering my first introduction to it was 

downright traumatic.  When I was six I saw my father in “The Claudius Play.”  Or that’s 

what I called it, wanting him to be the star.  We were living in Finland where he was 

teaching Shakespeare, and helping students put on their first English drama. I was 

fascinated by it all, especially when he started coming home orange-headed from thick 

hair dye, and seemed to be simultaneously my father and not my father. I knew he was a 
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king and assumed he was the hero, so when my mother broke it to me that he played the 

villain, I cried and cried, saying, “Couldn’t they find someone who isn’t a little girl’s daddy 

to be the bad guy?” Still they tried to talk me around, and took me to his dressing room in 

hopes of getting me on board with this dubious project.  They showed me his dressing 

table; I remember his orange-stained comb, and next to it a dagger which they assured 

me wasn’t real, a claim which backfired when he dropped it on his foot and cut himself.   

     When the day came I got to stay up late to see the show which mollified me somewhat.  

I was OK through most of it, even the sword fights, and they’d explained he would 

pretend to die, so I was OK when he slipped off the throne and even when his crown 

rolled off his head and he just lay there.  But then it was too long. I think I was picturing 

like when kids play dead, it lasts a second and then they jump up.  That wasn’t happening, 

and I suddenly called out ”Get up daddy, get up get up, don’t die daddy, get up!”   All I can 

say is thank heavens it was only a dress rehearsal; there had already been several 

interruptions, and Finns like children, so people just laughed and tried to reassure me, 

then carried on.  However I couldn’t help but flash back to that night a mere twelve years 

later when my father and I played out the identical scene, only this time with more 

permanent results. 

       So it’s surprising how much I grew to love theatre. I even enjoy amateur and school 

productions, and have found over the years they’re usually high quality.  When I was 

attending the American High School in London my classmates put on a production of L’il 

Abner.  They were superb if I do say so myself, but what I recall most is the night I 

attended Julie Andrews was in the audience, as her son was in the cast.  She sat in a far 

back corner of the auditorium before the curtain went up, in heavy headscarf and dark 
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glasses, but word got round and people started gathering around her for autographs, 

which she graciously allowed.  I wrestled with myself as she was on the opposite side of 

the theatre and the show about to start—I dearly wanted her signature and also didn’t 

want to bother her, as she’d tried to disguise her identity--and stupidly propriety won 

out.  Now of course I wish I’d been rude and joined the queue. 

     I only ever once tried to trod the boards myself, in our junior high production of Stage 

Door in which I played Kendall and was staggeringly mediocre though enjoyed it 

immensely.  I also recall being proud watching my older sister perform in her high school 

productions of Trifles, and also Under Milk Wood, in which one of her classmates carrying 

a tray of drinks in one scene dropped it, making a thundering clatter. The audience just 

laughed a bit, no one cared, but she told me as soon as he got off stage he burst into 

tears—I didn’t have brothers and didn’t know boys could cry over things like that, not 

great big senior high school boys.  Over what seemed such a little thing, but I guess when 

you’re an actor, and a teenager, it isn’t. 

     Another result of spending lots of time in the theatre is that you start to notice when 

things go wrong.  In graduate school at Indiana University, famed for its opera school, 

three friends and I always got season tickets.   We were sitting together enjoying a 

performance of Tales of Hoffmann when the gondola broke.  It had been such a clever bit 

of stagecraft the way they’d mounted it on some sort of barely visible track so it glided all 

the way across the stage, but unfortunately this particular evening it wouldn’t glide back.  

Eventually there was nothing for it, three stagehands had to come out and push the bally 

thing all the way back across the set. Of course the audience roared and clapped 

encouragement. Meanwhile around them, the actors tried valiantly to stay in character. 
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After they got it all the way across, they bowed to our whistles and shouts of bravo. I’ve 

seen lots of things go wrong on stage before and since, but that one stuck with me for its 

Thurberesque sense of group chaos, and joyous audience participation. 

     During a performance of the original run of Equus was the first time I ever felt really 

ashamed of human nature, both of observing it and being part of it.  I think I was about 

seventeen. When the young man and woman stripped off and stood naked on the stage, 

the theatre erupted in a chorus of coin clicks dropping into the armrests to retrieve 

binoculars; how appalling I thought it, and how my hand itched to follow. It must have 

been murder for those actors to stay in character when they were already standing there 

starkers, and about to play a very serious scene indeed, to be greeted by that ridiculous 

noise, and the laughter following.  I give them credit to this day for never flinching. 

     When I was eighteen and studying in Paris, our seminar director took us to a 

production of Ionesco’s Rhinoceros, which we were looking forward to as we’d been 

reading his work.  But before it started, I had a panic attack: I was frightened by the 

masked actors roaming the audience before the show, wandering through the aisles and 

leaning close in to our faces and grinning, and making odd gestures and just generally 

being absurdist and surreal, which to be fair is not out of place for Ionesco.  But to me it 

was scary, and I tried to escape.  (I was easily panicked back then as I was recuperating 

from a bad drug experience, which I count as one of the stupidest things I’ve ever done in 

my life—kids, do not try this at home!)  It was an experimental sort of theatre, full of 

corridors all painted black, and I ended up going the wrong way; what I thought was a 

quiet side door onto the street exited into a fenced courtyard with a massive locked gate.  

I was trapped, and too panicked to go back through the way I’d come.  Suddenly a 



 7 

bowler-hatted figure appeared out of nowhere, in mime whiteface, and silently and in a 

what felt to me kindly way, unlocked the huge iron railings.  When I looked back he was 

gone. My theology is uncertain on this point, but if ever I thought I might have seen a 

rescuing angel manifest, I’ve wondered if that was a time. 

     Also in college, I had the opportunity to see Yul Brynner in The King and I on 

Broadway.  The director of our program took us, a group of students studying Russian at 

the Tolstoy Farm near Nyack, into the big city to see the show.  I am a fan of Brynner, but 

that evening he was just not having a good night.  I think it was toward the end of a long 

and exhausting run.  He was stiff and froze up and stuttered his lines not just once but a 

few times, and in several scenes. It was distracting.  But at the end he got a huge standing 

ovation just the same, and numerous curtain calls.  I guess when it comes down to it we 

were just acknowledging that even on an off night he was Yul, and we were not. 

      After the show, the director took us all out to dinner at Twenty-One.  Just as we were 

about to order, news flew throughout the restaurant that Andrea McCardle, currently 

starring in Annie, had just arrived. We were near the same age, and I contrasted our lives. 

What it must be like to make waiters and maître d’s swirl, to have an entourage and a 

coterie, to have strangers burst into applause when you set foot cross the threshold.  I 

thought at the time that I will never know, and of course I was right.  Instead, our party 

took a curious pride that we were eating at the same place she was, as though we had 

somehow made a sophisticated choice and were dining with the elites, even separated as 

they were in their private banquet hall. 

     I also have a few memories from movie audiences: I went with some friends to see 

Women in Love, famous in part for starring the striking Glenda Jackson and Jenny Linden, 
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and for its nude wrestling scene between male leads Oliver Reed and Alan Bates.  A 

young couple was sitting next to me: she said to him, as the opening credits rolled, “So, do 

you fancy her?” and he laughed, “No, I fancy him!” And my young eyes were opened to a 

new reality.  Another film audience memory I have took place when a group of friends 

went to see Tootsie.  As the closing credits rolled, the man next to me turned to his friend 

and said, “Hey look at that, did you know the same actor played both the male and female 

leads in this movie?”  There is just no answer to that. 

     Though I am a fan of ensemble acting, I have also learned from the theatre the impact 

of individual performance. I learned from Rowan Atkinson the power that can be packed 

into just one word, when he spoke his first line as Fagin in the revival of Oliver with the 

single word “What?”  He made it sound about eight syllables long, and with such 

resonance as though three people were speaking at once. The audience had been waiting 

for his appearance, and he did not disappoint.  And Bernadette Peters made me gasp out 

loud when she sang “Losing My Mind” in a production of Sondheim’s Follies at the 

Kennedy.  When she brought that song around back to its beginning again, and made the 

audience feel the character’s inescapable obsession, we were thunderstruck. 

     Recently I’ve found a new role in the theatre as usher.  I love it.  I love giving out 

programs, helping patrons find their seats, talking with the theatre managers, and as a 

welcome treat on my limited budget, seeing the shows for free.  On one occasion when 

ushering for the Virginia Shakespeare Festival, an elegantly dressed older woman came 

up to me at intermission asking for help finding her seat.  She could not remember where 

she had been sitting, and could not find her coat or bag anywhere, and was becoming 

increasingly alarmed. As it turned out, she had come up to the second floor and forgotten 
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she had done so, and was in fact seated downstairs.  She was mortified when the problem 

was sorted out, and in her dilemma I saw the future of us all. 

     So over the years it’s been hard to say which side of the orchestra pit holds more 

drama. In fact I wonder if the divide between the stage and the stalls isn’t a false 

dichotomy; we all have our stories to play out as best we can, and so little time to make 

our exits and our entrances.  We all seek desperately for approval, and we all only want 

to be laughed at when we’re trying to be funny. 

     Anyway there are dozens more tales I could tell, of waiting in lines for hours in the 

rain, of last-minute tickets and standing in the back, of third balcony railings and 

restricted view, of clapping and crying and carrying on, but they’ve all merged into a sort 

of a blur over the years, and the main thing is that looking back, I’ve always been glad I’ve 

gone.  Except for my dad playing Claudius.  Oh, and a wedding once for which I was an 

audience member and would have preferred a different part.  Other than that, there 

really aren’t any times I can say that, in over fifty years, I’ve ever been sorry I went to the 

theatre, or the dance, or the concert hall, or the comedy open mic, professional or 

amateur, good or bad shows, win or lose, and have learned to embrace the life’s role I 

was born to play--a quiet but committed and enthusiastic member of the audience.   


