
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

A Director’s Approach to Ken Ludwig’s Moon Over Buffalo 
 

Nicholas R. Hoenshell, M.F.A. 
 

Mentor: DeAnna Toten Beard, Ph.D. 
 

 
  Ken Ludwig’s Moon Over Buffalo is a comedy that presents its audience with a 

unique theatrical experience. While attempting to follow the dramatic structure of certain 

classical comedies, the thematic plot of Ludwig’s play is largely interrupted by farce. 

This thesis examines the directorial process of approaching and producing Moon Over 

Buffalo, with a consideration to the playwright, production history, critical response, 

conceptual approach, and the process of working with designers and actors to bring the 

play to a performance run at Baylor University. This thesis also provides a special 

exploration into the nature and historical development of the genre as a legitimate 

theatrical art form.     
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Background Information 
 

Farce seems to be favored by authors in their formative years. Once they have a 
reputation to uphold (or as they sometimes believe, to lose), their style grows 
more dignified, more punctilious, and their content more grave…Perhaps farce is 
a young person’s game. To stay doggedly with it on into middle age and beyond 
may require a rare blend of arrested development and wide-open arteries from the 
soul.  
 

-Albert Bermel   
 

Introduction 
 

Lawyer turned playwright Kenneth D. Ludwig has a strong desire to make a 

lasting artistic contribution to what he refers to as “the great tradition” of high comedy, 

examples of which can be found in works such as Shakespeare’s As You Like it, 

Goldsmith’s She Stoops to Conquer, Kaufman and Hart’s The Man Who Came to Dinner, 

and even Stoppard’s On the Razzle. In a 1995 Washington Post interview with William F. 

Powers, Ludwig hints at his goal of being added to the canon of high comedy but 

concludes the conversation confessing, “The new comedy I just wrote I’m sure doesn’t 

come close to fulfilling what I am talking about.”1 The play he is referring to, of course, 

is Moon Over Buffalo, which came to be Ludwig’s third commercial success. “I suppose 

I’ll go to my grave with critics hounding me, saying, ‘He wrote light commercial junk. 

This was not Art,’” said Ludwig, “But I suppose a lot of people will say, ‘I sure went to 

the theater and got a lot out of watching his work.’”2  

                                                
1 William Powers, “Ken Ludwig, At Writs End,” The Washington Post (Washington, D.C.), May 

28, 1995.   
 
2 Ibid.  
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Ludwig writes almost exclusively in comedy—an ancient theatrical art form that 

is frequently overlooked and undervalued as an artistic medium. However, if the goal of 

art is to elicit a response from spectators and provide them with a unique experience, then 

the value of comedy is clear. This dramatic art form possesses the unique ability to invite 

audiences to suspend their disbelief, pause from their everyday lives, and revel in a 

childlike joy. As such, comedy has just as much potential to encourage catharsis and thus 

purge negative emotions as tragedy does, and it has an equally important role to play in 

the dramatic craft.3 Unfortunately, it is far too easy to forget this fact, and a director of 

comedy can become careless and complacent by not approaching the play with the same 

level of academic rigor, intellect, or analysis applied to a play that is perceived as 

“serious.” This thesis will explore Ken Ludwig’s Moon Over Buffalo as a farcical 

comedy that follows in “the great tradition” and will describe the process of directing the 

play as a work that merits serious intellectual and artistic consideration. 
                                                

3 The meaning of catharsis has been famously debated in academic circles for generations. 
Aristotle says in the Poetics that tragedy should result in the purgation of pity and fear, yet he offers little 
explanation of this process philosophically or practically. It has been argued that the Poetics was intended 
to provide an alternative solution to the dangers of mimesis that Aristotle’s teacher, Plato, so strongly 
cautioned against in The Republic. Plato, effectively establishing the earliest known existence of an anti-
theatrical bias, believed that witnessing immoral conduct onstage would inevitably cause a spectator to 
enact a similar behavior in his or her life. In essence, human beings were not capable of differentiating 
fantasy from reality. However, Aristotle’s notion of catharsis seems to allow for more individual autonomy 
and control of one’s own mental faculties and decisions. Simply put, Aristotelian catharsis can potentially 
be used as a corrective measure, providing a spectator with the opportunity to witness wrong behavior on 
stage yet instilling a desire to avoid making the same mistakes as the protagonist. Thus, the spectator 
experiences pity for the protagonist and simultaneous fear for his or her own life; the purging of these 
emotions thus facilitates a beneficial state of moderation which is healthy for the polis.  Another 
explanation of catharsis suggests that Aristotle intended the term to be viewed as a metaphor for medicinal 
cleansing—an ancient holistic practice where undesirable humors were let out, and literally purged, from 
the body through a releasing of bodily fluids; this is perhaps one reason why catharsis has come to be 
loosely characterized by the act of crying. This concept of catharsis suggests a form of “palate-cleansing” 
that encourages the spectator to let go of the negative emotions that stem from experiencing tragic or 
improper behavior. Ultimately, this catharsis compels one to become a better and more beneficial human 
being (i.e., a model citizen of the polis by actively avoiding the witnessed consequences of the tragic 
protagonist. For the purposes of this thesis, I employ the familiar but contested term catharsis in order to 
explore this kind of medicinal purgation: a cleansing of the negative experience—an undesirable humor in 
the body—which is altogether healthy and personally beneficial for the spectator. Though described by 
Aristotle as an element of Greek tragedy, this kind of purgation can also be applied to other experiences of 
theatrical performance. 
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Providing the pertinent background information required to approach the play, 

this chapter will give a brief consideration of Ludwig’s career, early work, and writing 

style along with a reflection of the production history and critical reviews of the play. As 

Moon Over Buffalo is commonly referred to as a farce, the chapter also includes a brief 

critical and historical investigation of farce as a dramatic subgenre of comedy.  

 
Biography of Ken Ludwig (b. 1950) 

 
When he was six years old, Ludwig knew he wanted to be a playwright. About 

once a year his mother, a former Broadway showgirl, would take him and his older 

brother from York, Pennsylvania to New York City to see Broadway shows. While 

watching Visit to a Small Planet, by George Vidal, Ludwig recalls thinking to himself, 

“This is it. This is all I want to do.”4 Today, at sixty-six years old, he has yet to let go of 

that love and passion for writing for the stage. 

As a young man, the fear of not being able to make a living as a playwright 

steered him towards a more financially practical direction, much to his father’s relief. 

After graduating magna cum laude from Haverford College, Ludwig decided to follow in 

the footsteps of his brother and attend law school at Harvard University starting in 1972.5 

Within the first semester at Harvard, he found law school to be “excruciatingly boring” 

and spent most of his time “not studying law” as he puts it.6 After discovering that 

                                                
4 Doug Schutte, “Ken Ludwig, Master of the Farce, Passes ‘the Torch’ of Inspiration,” Southern 

Theatre 54, no. 3 (2013): 7. In nearly any interview available on the life of Ken Ludwig, he has referenced 
some semblance of this story. Though the title of the exact play might change in any retelling, his response 
remains the same: “This is it,” he says. 

 
5 During this time, Ludwig recalls his parents saying, “Do what you want but if you don’t go [to 

Harvard], we’ll kill you.” (Schutte, “Master of the Farce,” 7). 
 
6 Powers, “At Writs End,” The Washington Post.   
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Leonard Bernstein was currently in residence at the university, Ludwig began meeting 

with the famous composer in order to discuss his undergraduate compositions, which 

included his senior thesis from Haverford—a cycle of Shakespearean songs set to 

chamber music.7 In an interview with Michael Long of Lancaster Sunday News, Ludwig 

described a memory of Bernstein asking, “Hey, you don’t want to be going to law school, 

do you?” to which Ludwig replied, “Well, not really.”8 At this, Bernstein invited Ludwig 

to attend his graduate seminar on musical theatre in tandem with his current studies. 

Inspired by Bernstein’s passion, Ludwig decided to take a two-year hiatus from Harvard 

in order to study English and dramatic literature at Trinity College of Cambridge 

University in England. While abroad, Ludwig spent much of his free time riding trains to 

London and Stratford in order to see as much theatre as possible.9 

While in England, Ludwig earned his LL.B (Bachelor of Laws) from Cambridge 

in 1975 and then returned to Harvard to complete his J.D. (Juris Doctor) in 1976. He then 

promptly moved to Washington, D.C., became a member of the bar, and found 

employment with the Steptoe & Johnson law firm. While maintaining an interest in 

theatre, Ludwig became a specialist in publishing law, entertainment law, and intellectual 

property rights at the firm.10 In an interview with the American Bar Association (ABA), 

Ludwig claimed, “As far back as I can remember, I’ve always wanted to be in 

                                                
7 Michael Long, “‘Crazy for You’: Broadway playwright Ken Ludwig, a York native, is hitting his 

stride,” LancasterOnline, Jun 03, 2006, accessed on Sept. 12, 2015, 
http://lancasteronline.com/features/entertainment/crazy-for-you-broadway-playwright-ken-ludwig-a-york-
native/article_d216c91f-c5bf-58bf-b2bb-91821d792ca9.html?mode=jqm_com. 

 
8 Ibid. 
 
9 Powers, “At Writs End,” The Washington Post.   
 
10 Tarullo Hope, “Ken Ludwig,” Current Biography Yearbook 2004 65, no.5 (2004): 338.  
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theater…As I grew more and more into law, in my heart of hearts, I knew I had to find a 

way to merge everything I wanted to do.”11 Though he had only written a couple of plays 

prior to becoming an attorney, Ludwig disclosed to the partners of Steptoe & Johnson 

that he intended to pursue playwriting in his spare time. The managers gave their 

approval, and Ludwig made good on his commitment, keeping a rigorous writing 

schedule of waking up at 4 a.m. and writing nonstop from 4:30 until 8:30 before putting 

on a tie and traveling to the law office.12 Ludwig maintained this ritualistic discipline for 

years.13  

With no professional connections to the theatre world, Ludwig frequently 

attended the local library to pick up a copy of Writer’s Market, a writer’s handbook that 

listed theaters across the country. He began sending out various manuscripts to any 

theatre company that would accept unsolicited submissions, including churches and 

music halls. As a result, his play Divine Fire was produced in 1977 in the basement of a 

church in Washington D.C..14 Soon, more plays and productions followed, including the 

1982 Off-Broadway premiere of Divine Fire with the Actors & Directors Theatre. Often, 

Ludwig’s Steptoe colleagues would organize company outings to attend his 

productions.15 Regarding his first few years at the law firm, Ludwig recalled, “I don’t 

think anyone at the firm believed my theatrical work would ever amount to much. But 

                                                
11 Charles-Edward Anderson, “From Harvard Law to Broadway: Attorney-playwright wins critical 

acclaim with ‘Lend Me a Tenor,’” ABA Journal 77, no. 1 (1991): 36.  
 
12 Powers, “At Writs End,” The Washington Post. 
 
13 Schutte, “Master of the Farce,” 7.  
 
14 Ibid. 
 
15 Powers, “At Writs End,” The Washington Post. 
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they dutifully went to the small churches and community theaters where my plays would 

be staged. As time went on they became part of the moral support that made me work 

harder.”16 During this time, he formed a friendship with Kennedy Center founder Roger 

Stevens who would regale Ludwig with stories of producing plays on Broadway while 

also offering advice on his current writings. One of Ludwig’s plays, Sullivan & Gilbert, 

caught Stevens’ attention, and he decided to co-produce it with the National Theatre of 

Canada.  

Ludwig came to the conclusion that he would have to cut back on his career as an 

attorney in order to devote more attention to his playwriting. He approached the head of 

Steptoe & Johnson’s executive committee, making the argument that if women were 

allowed to work part time when they had a newborn, then he should be afforded the same 

privilege as a playwright whose work was being optioned professionally. In an interview 

with Washington Post’s Liza Mundy, Ludwig describes his superior’s reaction, saying, 

“Without blinking an eye, he said, ‘Fine, go tell accounting how many hours a week you 

want to work.’”17 Ludwig accepted a part-time contract and began working as a 

consultant with the firm, claiming later that this was the first “real” decision of his life.18  

Ludwig began staying home until noon, which greatly increased his playwrighting 

productivity, and soon Sullivan & Gilbert premiered at the National Arts Center of 

Canada in Ottawa, Ontario in 1983. The play was awarded “Best Play of the Year” by the 

Ottawa Critic’s Circle and went on to achieve further acclaim with a subsequent 

                                                
16 Anderson, “From Harvard Law to Broadway,” 36.  
 
17 Liza Mundy, “Ken Ludwig’s Brief for the Stage,” The Washington Post (Washington, D.C.), 

Sept. 7, 1988.   
 
18 Powers, “At Writs End,” The Washington Post. 
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production at the Kennedy Center.19 In attendance at one of the Kennedy Center 

performances was English director David Gilmore, who showed interest in directing 

Sullivan & Gilbert and asked Ludwig for other samples of his work. Ludwig provided 

him with a copy of his latest play, Opera Buffa (which would later become known as 

Lend Me a Tenor—his first commercial success). After providing Gilmore with a copy of 

the script, Ludwig recounts:  

A few days later, David called me from England and said that he really liked the 
new play and would like to direct it—AND that he would like to show it to a 
producer-friend of his. Being a complete jerk, I wanted to sound important, so I 
said ‘Oh, I don’t know if you should. I do have some interest from some good 
producers here in the States.’ Then, rather absently, I added, ‘What’s your 
producer-friend’s name?’ And he answered ‘Andrew Lloyd Webber.’ When I got 
off the floor, I said ‘Yeah. Go ahead and show him the play.’20 
 

Two days later, Ludwig received a long-distance phone call from a voice who said, “You 

don’t know me, but my name is Andrew Lloyd Webber. I would like to produce your 

play. Immediately.”21 Within six months, Ludwig became a produced playwright on 

London’s prestigious West End with a Broadway debut of Lend Me a Tenor following 

immediately. The play was eventually nominated for seven Tony Awards, of which it 

won two, and Ludwig’s life-long goal of becoming a playwright was finally coming to 

fruition.  

After the immense success of Lend Me a Tenor, Texas multimillionaire Roger 

Horchow and producer Elizabeth Williams, approached Ludwig with the opportunity to 

write the book for a new musical called Crazy for You, an adaptation of George and Ira 
                                                

19 Schutte, “Master of the Farce,” 7.  
 
20 Ken Ludwig, “Frequently Asked Questions: How did Mr. Ludwig get his first commercial 

production?” kenludwig.com, accessed on Sept. 12, 2015, 
http://www.kenludwig.com/faq/how_did_mr_ludwig_get_his_first_commercial_production.php.  

 
21 Powers, “At Writs End,” The Washington Post.  
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Gershwin’s 1930 musical Girl Crazy, of which Horchow had recently acquired the 

rights.22 Although he loved Gershwin, Ludwig doubted his ability to write a book for this 

type of musical, and declined the offer on more than one occasion. In an interview with 

theatre critic Kevin Kelly of The Boston Globe, Ludwig more fully explained his 

reasoning for turning down the offer: “All those musicals’ books of the ‘20s and ‘30s 

were awful, but Girl Crazy seemed to me the awfullest of all! It was dumb, silly beyond 

silly. And full of ethnic humor that wasn’t funny at all.”23 Eventually, Ludwig relented, at 

the persistence of Horchow, and agreed to write the book, deciding that he would have to 

rewrite it from scratch. The new 1992 musical, titled Crazy for You, was met with 

immense success and went on to receive several awards for “Best Musical” including a 

Tony, Drama Desk, Olivier, and Helen Hayes award. After this experience, Ludwig 

admitted that he learned the importance of never turning down a good project and to 

“keep [his] mouth shut and say, ‘Yes, thank you.’”24 After the success of Crazy for You, 

Ludwig abandoned his post at Steptoe & Johnson and became a fulltime playwright.  

The next play Ludwig would write was Moon Over Buffalo, which came to be his 

third commercial success and his second to be produced by Elizabeth Williams. The play, 

which starred legendary comedienne Carol Burnett and Lend Me a Tenor star Phillip 

Bosco, opened at the Marin Beck Theatre in 1995. The story centers on a husband and 

wife acting team—two fading stars of the 1950s—who are desperately trying to keep 

their career afloat in a time when public preference for the theatre is waning and the 

                                                
22 Long, “‘Crazy for You,’” lancasteronline.   
 
23 Kevin Kelly, “Comic ‘Lend Me a Tenor’ is Right on Key,” The Boston Globe (Boston, MA), 

Aug. 3, 1989.  
 
24 Long, “‘Crazy for You,’” lancasteronline.  
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silver screens of Hollywood threaten their livelihood. The play ran for nine months, and 

both Burnett and Bosco’s performances were nominated for a Tony Award.    

Ludwig went on to write a number of other plays (For a complete list, see 

Appendix B). As of 2015, he has had six shows on Broadway and seven in London’s 

West End. His works have been performed in more than twenty different languages in 

over thirty countries and his awards include three Tonys, two Laurence Olivier Awards, 

the Charles MacArthur Award, two Helen Hayes Awards, the Edgar Award for Best 

Mystery, the SETC Distinguished Career Award, and the Edwin Forrest Award for 

Services to the American Theatre. He has written twenty-two musicals and plays which 

have boasted several celebrated actors, such as Alec Baldwin, Lynn Redgrave, Mickey 

Rooney, Hal Holbrook, Dixie Carter, Tony Shalhoub, Anne Heche, Joan Collins, and 

Kristin Bell. In 2014,  he wrote How To Teach Your Children Shakespeare, which won 

the Falstaff Award for Best Shakespeare Book of 2014.  

 
Production History and Critical Response 

 
In 1995, Moon Over Buffalo was a brand new play, and Ken Ludwig was a hot 

commodity on Broadway due to his back-to-back Tony Award winning successes of 

Lend Me a Tenor and Crazy for You. Combined with the award-winning director of 

Grease, Tom Moore, Carol Burnett, and Phillip Bosco, Moon Over Buffalo was expected 

to become the year’s next smash hit, as well as an obvious moneymaker for its financial 

investors. After a brief run in Boston, the play had its Broadway premiere at the Martin 

Beck Theatre on October 1, 1995, where it had twenty-two preview performances 
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followed by a nine-month run of three hundred and nine performances.25 On March 3, 

1996, Carol Burnett and Phillip Bosco left the production, and their roles were assumed 

by English actress Lynn Redgrave and American singer-actor Robert Goulet. 

Unfortunately, Redgrave and Goulet’s performances could not financially sustain Moon 

Over Buffalo in ticket sales, so Burnett and Bosco were called back to reprise their roles 

in order to keep the play running.26 

Moon Over Buffalo is most well known for heralding the triumphant return of 

Carol Burnett, after a thirty-year absence from the Broadway stage. Ludwig’s play, which 

has been called a “love letter to live theatre,” focuses largely on the theme of fading stars 

and seemed like the perfect opportunity for Burnett to make her return to Broadway. 

When looking at any newspaper article or press release during this time, it is obvious that 

the words “after a thirty year absence” became a common catchphrase, recited by almost 

all the media sources when describing the new play. With such a heightened emphasis on 

Burnett’s apparent lull in her career, there developed a slight stigma around the 

production as well as her star-presence in the play. It seemed everyone wanted to know if 

Burnett could handle the strenuous task of performing a farce on Broadway.  

In March 1995, before the play went into rehearsals, a live press conference was 

conducted, and it became immediately apparent that the press was more interested in 

Carol Burnett’s involvement in the show than the actual show itself. In fact, within the 

very first moments of the conference, a reporter informed Burnett, “thirty years is a long 

time. Now, it’s hard work,” he prefaced, before sheepishly asking, “are you ready to…? I 

                                                
25 The play had a four-week trial run at the Colonial Theater in Boston Massachusetts on August 

15, 1995. 
 
26 Peter Marks, “On Stage, and Off,” New York Times (New York City, NY), Jan. 19, 1996. 
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mean, are you ready to…start working hard again?” to which Burnett quickly and 

ironically agreed by saying, “I have been sleeping for thirty years.” She then proceeded to 

ensure the reporters that she was indeed ready to work hard again.27 During this brief, yet 

masterful, interaction with the heckler-reporter, it became clear to everyone in the room 

that her perceived “thirty years” of inactivity had not tarnished her aptitude for the quick-

witted, biting comedy, and improvisation for which she was known. However, Burnett 

was not simply sitting on her thumbs for thirty years, as the media sources may have 

implied, but still had a vibrant career in film and other stage works in California. When 

asked about her return to Broadway in an interview with New York Times theatre 

columnist Todd Purdum, Burnett clarified, "I haven't been away from the stage; I just 

haven't been in New York."28  

Though the reporter’s insinuating question seemed a bit rude and amateurish, it 

may have stemmed from a deeper underlying issue in consideration of Burnett’s last 

appearance on Broadway. In 1964, Burnett played the lead role of Hope Springfield in 

the musical Fade Out, Fade In, which was directed by George Abbott. Although 

Burnett’s performance was considered a massive hit, the show was riddled with 

controversy and mired in scandal. According to press reports, Burnett missed fifty-eight 

of the first one hundred and ninety-nine performances due to a surprise pregnancy, 

alleged neck injuries and several colds. At the time, these excuses were believed by many 

to be lies because several television studios were currently pursuing Burnett to sign onto 

                                                
27 Moon Over Broadway, directed by Chris Hegedus and D.A. Pennebaker (1998; New York: New 

Video Group, 2000), DVD. 
 
28 Todd S. Purdum, “THEATER: Carol Burnett Comes Round To Where She Started From,” New 

York Times (New York City, NY), Sept 24, 1995.  
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various shows. The producers of Fade Out eventually accused Burnett of “delaying the 

show” and subsequently filed a lawsuit against her for what they considered a breach of 

contract. Burnett responded to the allegations by attending several news conferences 

wearing a neck brace and by writing a letter of apology to the producers saying, “I’m 

sorry I got sick. I’m sorry the play had to close because I was sick. I’m sorry you don’t 

think I’m sick.”29 Through litigation and the intercession of Actors’ Equity Association, 

Burnett returned to the show. Fade Out ran for seventy-two more performances before 

Burnett informed the producers that all her previous ailments had returned, which 

included another pregnancy. Thirty years later, while Burnett was preparing to undertake 

Moon Over Buffalo, she was asked about the scandal, to which she replied, “that’s all 

water under the bridge. I’m not the same person I was then. I’m not the same person I 

was five years ago.”30 

The combination of two star actors and an award winning director and playwright 

seemed like the perfect recipe for yet another success for Ludwig. As a new play, Moon 

Over Buffalo underwent a typical workshop and development process. Although this 

process can take several years to a decade before a show may even have a chance of 

appearing on Broadway, the development process for Moon Over Buffalo took only 

fifteen months. According to the scenic designer, Heidi Landesman, both she and the 

producer, Elizabeth Williams (who also produced Crazy for You), were initially 

unconcerned about the lack of development time, stating “Elizabeth and I both thought, 

‘Oh, this is a straight play, this will be a piece of cake,’ and in fact it turned out to be a 

                                                
29 Donald G. McNeil Jr., “On Stage, and Off,” New York Times (New York City, NY), Mar. 31, 

1995. 
 
30 Ibid. 
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fairly lengthy, elaborate, difficult process.”31 A documentary of the show was made by 

filmmakers D.A. Pennebaker and Chris Hegedus that showcases exactly how lengthy, 

elaborate, and difficult the development process actually became. The documentary, 

entitled Moon Over Broadway, reveals that the play had a rather tumultuous development 

process and, like most new plays, was met with a litany of criticism—criticism that 

members of the production team enthusiastically attempted to construe as “mixed.” In 

one of the more memorable moments of the documentary, the team is sitting around a 

table pouring over all of the reviews from the previous night’s performance and stated, 

“the bad comments are not good, but they’re not mean-bad.”32 Upon closer examination 

however, “mixed” seems to aptly describe the play’s criticisms.  

During the play’s trial run in Boston, many critics, like Carolyn Clay of Boston 

Phoenix, gave the new play rave reviews, claiming that Ludwig's new farce may be even 

funnier than Lend Me a Tenor, while others, like Ed Siegel of Boston's The Globe, found 

it to be "a hoot short of a hoot and a half."33 Whether positive or negative, nearly all of 

the critiques during the Boston run commented on Ludwig’s underdevelopment of 

Burnett’s character, Charlotte Hay. Such criticism is not surprising because Carol Burnett 

was the top star, billed above Phillip Bosco in all the advertising. This choice may have 

attracted negative criticism, but it also brought in needed money. Although press agent 

Adrian Bryan-Brown sought to constantly remind audiences that Moon Over Buffalo was 

not a one-person show, he admitted that listing Burnett’s name above the title of the play 
                                                

31 Diane Snyder, "The 'Moon' also rises: the journey of 'Moon Over Buffalo.' (development of the 
play)," Back Stage, 38. Nov. 24, 1995, Academic OneFile, accessed on May 7, 2015. 

 
32 Moon Over Broadway, Hegedus and Pennebaker, 2000.  
 
33 Markland Taylor, “‘Buffalo’ shuffle in Boston,” Variety Magazine 360, no. 5 (September 4, 

1995): 81. 
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made promoting the show to the press remarkably easy.34 The investors nearly made back 

their entire initial investment of 2.4 million dollars in advanced sales alone, proving that 

everyone wanted to see the spectacular return of Carol Burnett.35 

Although Burnett was the main attraction in Moon Over Buffalo, the play was 

arguably written to feature the character of George, for indeed it is George’s actions that 

drive the plot.36 Before accepting the role, Burnett realized this fact stating, “I like the 

idea that this is a repertoire piece, that we're a team…even if the part of George is more 

central. We all revolve around the problem that the character of George has, when he gets 

drunk and everything is focused on getting him on stage. That's by necessity, and I kind 

of like that.”37 Although Burnett was completely on board with a supporting role in the 

play, her very presence in the production incited a public demand to see more 

Charlotte—a fact that resulted in Ludwig constantly rewriting her role until the Broadway 

opening. After one of the plays initial rehearsals, Moore can be seen in the Hegedus and 

Pennebaker documentary candidly telling the flustered playwright, “I think we have to 

                                                
34 Snyder, “The ‘Moon’ also rises,” 1995. 
 
35 Jeremy Gerard “High Hopes Attend Bustiling B’Way Fall,” Variety Magazine, Oct. 2, 1995, 

accessed on Mar. 10, 2015, http://variety.com/1995/legit/news/high-hopes-attend-bustling-b-way-fall-
99128554/ 

 
36 Many critics suggested that Ludwig wrote the play to specifically showcase Phillip Bosco’s 

comedic talents as George. In fact, the initial production was postponed for half a year in order to wait for 
Bosco to finish his Tony Award wining role in The Heiress. However, Ludwig himself claimed the play 
was always meant to be a bipartisan story of a husband and wife team, stating, “I'd always intended [Moon 
Over Buffalo] to be a story about the two of them [George and Charlotte], but as the story evolved, George 
goes off and gets drunk and does all the things that make him the center of the action, and it was less about 
both of them than it was about him. We've tried to adjust that balance to show more of what their 
aspirations have been, and where they're both going” (Purdum, “Carol Burnett Comes Round,” 1995). 

 
37 Michael Kilian, “Funny Things Happening: Carol Burnett And Comedy Rise Again On 

Broadway,” Chicago Tribune, Nov. 19, 1995. Accessed on March 10, 2015. 
http://articles.chicagotribune.com/1995-11-19/news/9511190076_1_ken-ludwig-comedy-laugh 
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find some ways to beef her up,” to which Ludwig sharply replies, “I know that!”38 

Regarding the rewrites, Ludwig later confesses in the film, "This is the pact you make 

with the devil in the modern theatre: you need a star to sell tickets."39 Although Ludwig 

did his best to adhere to the director’s recommendation to “beef up” Burnett’s role, many 

critics, such as Howard Kissel of New York Daily News, were not satisfied. Kissel wrote, 

“No one could be happier than I am that she has come back [to Broadway], but as long as 

she waited this long, why didn’t she wait until she found a play?”40 

After the Boston run, the play finally moved to Broadway’s Martin Beck Theatre. 

Again, the play was met with mixed reviews. The reviews were now more important than 

ever to the financial livelihood of the production, and reviews like that of famous New 

York Times critic Vincent Canby (considered by the director and production team as one 

of the most important theatre critics in New York at the time), could potentially make or 

break the production.41 Predictably, Canby’s review was mixed, lauding the actors’ 

performances while simultaneously criticizing Ludwig’s writing, stating, “Moon Over 

Buffalo has only a couple of real payoffs; mostly it’s the spectacle of Ms. Burnett, Mr. 

Bosco and a cast of energetic farceurs trying desperately to make good on the 

playwright’s I.O.U.”42  

                                                
38 Moon Over Broadway, Hegedus and Pennebaker, 2000. 
 
39 Ibid. 
 
40 Kissel, Howard. “‘Moon’ Misbegotten for Carol back on Broadway, Burnett’s given a Home 

where ‘Buffalo’ Roams, but Feeble Farce Fails to Fully Show her Range.” New York Daily News, Oct. 2, 
1995, accessed on Mar. 10, 2015. http://www.nydailynews.com/archives/nydn-features/moon-misbegotten-
carol-back-broadway-burnett-home-buffalo-roams-feeble-farce-fails-fully-show-range-article-1.699231 

 
41 Moon Over Broadway, Hegedus and Pennebaker, 2000.  
 
42 Vincent Canby, “Theater Review: Carol Burnett, Game and Goofy, Opens the Season,” New 

York Times (New York City: NY), October 2, 1995.  
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In October 2001, the play had an international premiere at London’s legendary 

Old Vic Theater. The play was billed under the title Over the Moon and was directed by 

Ray Cooney with Dame Joan Collins and Frank Langella starring as Charlotte and 

George. Along with the play’s title, other obvious, albeit minor, adjustments were made 

to the script. The Hays last name was exchanged for a more English sounding “Benson,” 

and the Frank Capra plot was changed such that he was replacing both actors in his new 

film The Taming of the Shrew (instead of The Scarlet Pimpernel).  

 
Assessment of the Negative Critical Reviews 
 

Considering the frequency with which Moon Over Buffalo has been produced 

across the nation and internationally in regional, community, and educational theatres, it 

seemed odd that it was initially picked apart by its reviewers. However, an explanation 

may be found in consideration of unique circumstances Moon Over Buffalo faced. First of 

all, the play was slated to be the very first show to kick off Broadway’s 1995 season, 

which also meant that it was the first show available for criticism. It seems the critics 

were all champing at the bit to critique a playwright who up until this point had a 

phenomenal Broadway record. Second, it was the only completely original comedy on 

Broadway during a season when revivals were running rampant, such as A Funny Thing 

Happened on the Way to the Forum, The King and I, Hello, Dolly, Hamlet, The Tempest, 

Uncle Vanya, and The School for Scandal. Regarding the vast amounts of negative 

reviews for Moon Over Buffalo, Ludwig explained:  

With fewer plays being done in general, critical scrutiny burrows down on 
plays. For some odd reason, there's the feeling that everything has to be 
significant, or move you to such an extent that it changes your life…If it's 
not in that stream, they say, `Why bother?' The awful, awful toll it's taken 
is on the great tradition of American stage comedy. I was thinking about 
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one play I saw as a kid, Paul Ford in "It's Never Too Late.' In its day, it 
just made people laugh and laugh and laugh, and they loved it. It's a great 
tradition we have managed to obliterate.43  
 

Ludwig’s play seemed to immediately warrant, if not brazenly invite strong commentary.  

 One of the most common complaints reviewers had about the play centered 

around the idea of logic, including several minor comments about a seemingly 

anachronistic joke about “coming out of the closet,” and the fact that Phillip Bosco 

appeared too old to be realistically considered for a role in Capra’s filming of The Scarlet 

Pimpernel.44 One critic, Howard Kisssel, suggested, "‘Moon Over Buffalo’…is a forlorn 

attempt at farce. A good farce begins in the realm of plausibility, then leapfrogs into 

zaniness. Virtually nothing in ‘Moon’ is plausible.”45 And Vincent Canby explained, 

“farce should celebrate confusion. Too often ‘Moon Over Buffalo’ inspires it.”46 

Although it may seem that logic is antithetical to the world of farce, where fantasy should 

be sought over plausibility, reviewers like Kissel and Canby make salient points that a 

director should heed. The first of these points being a careful consideration of doors and 

their placement, and the consistency of entrances and exits. The doors must sensibly lead 

somewhere, as an audience wants to cognitively follow which door connects to where. 

According to Canby, “for farce to work, the audience must have a clear sense of the 

geography of the adjacent battlefields.”47  

                                                
43 Kilian, “Funny Things Happening,” 1995.  
 
44 Perhaps this is one reason why the title of the film in the script text is now listed as “The 

Twilight of the Scarlet Pimpernel (Ludwig, 24). 
 
45 Kissel, “Moon Misbegotten,” 1995.  
 
46 Canby, “Theatre Review,” 1995.  
 
47 Ibid. 
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Another logical inconsistency in the original production could be found in the 

lavish costumes, designed by Bob Mackie. According to Variety reviewer Jeremy Gerard, 

“very little of what transpires in this comedy makes sense…it’s also hard to reckon how a 

company in such straits could afford such snazzy, sequined costumes.”48 Gerard makes a 

very good point here as the actors of the Hay’s theatre company are described as having 

not been paid in two weeks and they are producing a “single-nostril” version of Cyrano 

de Bergerac. Moreover, in the original production, Charlotte was consistently dressed in 

extremely faniciful clothing and had several costume changes between scenes. Mackie, 

who also designed clothes for The Carol Burnett Show from 1967 to 1979, commented 

on the logical inconsistency in this way: 

The 50s were a whole other time and place…In those days, an actress 
never went anywhere without looking absolutely fabulous, just in case any 
member of her public might be lurking around. When she went to the 
theatre, if it was winter, she put her mink coat on over what she was 
wearing. Tom and Ken asked me, `But what was the equivalent of 
sweatshirt and jeans?,' and I told them, `There wasn't any.' That is why 
Carol is always changing clothes in the show, even though they're not a 
rich company. You had to keep up your facade of being the fabulously 
glamorous actress.49  
 

Mackie makes a logical point that a star actress of the 1950’s might be concerned about 

her physical appearance as a means of keeping up the façade of success, and it seems 

feasible that the Hays are not known for shirking on glamour at whatever the cost, going 

so far as to have their own china made with the inscription “Look Out Barrymores, Here 

Come the Hays.”50 Charlotte is also portrayed as having once had a vibrant Broadway 

career in the forties, which could have easily paid for her current wardrobe. Also, it 

                                                
48 Jeremy Gerard, “Review: ‘Moon Over Buffalo,’” Variety Magazine, October 2, 1995. 
 
49 Anthony Chase, “Moon Over Buffalo,” TCI 29, no. 9 (Nov. 1995): 78. 

 
50 Ken Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, (New York: Samuel French, 2010), 17. 
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appears that the dwindling finances of George and Charlotte’s theatre company are kept a 

secret from Charlotte, as evidenced when George finally confesses their dire straights to 

her in Act One. Therefore, Mackie’s various costume changes for Charlotte can be 

supported by the given circumstances of the play, though an audience may not recognize 

this logical connection.   

Moon Over Buffalo has retained a remarkable level of popularity over the twenty 

years since its premiere and is heavily produced in educational and community theatres. 

The most common critiques of the play in these later productions seem to reaffirm the 

original reviews, which largely focused on dramatic structure, character development, 

and logic. In fact, these critiques included many similar comments: the first act is 

extremely slow, with many of the comedic payoffs occurring in the second act; there are 

too many cheap jokes that the audience can see coming a mile away; there is not enough 

character development; and the relationship between George and Charlotte is not worth 

emotionally investing in as an audience member.  

In consideration of all the negative critical reviews, it would seem that a 

successful production of Moon Over Buffalo is largely dependant upon several factors. A 

thorough attention to historical and logical detail must be paid by the director and 

designers, and the comedic timing of the show should be carefully orchestrated. The 

actors must be talented enough to depict believable characters, which may require a 

natural chemistry with their fellow actors that cannot be learned. Finally, there must be a 

noticeable range in the action and delivery of dialogue, providing the audience with 

visual and audible variety.  
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“The Great Tradition” 
 

Though frequently labeled a farceur, Ludwig maintains that there is more 

substance to his comedies than mere farce. In fact, he once told Marilou Donahue on her 

television show, Artistically Speaking, “I’m not sure about ‘farce.’ I don’t like the term 

and don’t really know what it means.”51 He claims that he never sets out to write a farce 

but rather a comedy about people he cares deeply about and the story they have to tell. In 

an earlier 1988 interview for the Washington Post, Ludwig explained to reporter Liza 

Mundy:  

I write plays because I have an urgent need to write them. I care about the 
structure, I care about the form, I get a great deal of satisfaction from that. And 
they’re autobiographical in funny little ways. And then, what I hope is that the 
work will move people, touch them, make them laugh, make them see themselves 
in ways that touch their lives…[Comedy] is serious to me. The plays are serious, 
they have important things to say about my life, about what I think about life, 
about how life should be led, about the surprises and adventures that life has to 
offer.52  
 

Ludwig attempts to write comedies that have integrity and are thoroughly based in classic 

comedic structure. Regarding this structure, he describes a “great tradition” in English 

comedy that begins with Shakespeare and is seen thriving after the Restoration in the 

works of John Vanbrugh, particularly in The Relapse and The Provoked Wife, and George 

Farquhar’s The Recruiting Officer and The Beaux Stratagem. In an article for The Yale 

Review, Ludwig explains that in these Post-Restoration comedies, “good nature begins to 

return to the theatre. There are still fops, but they begin to laugh at themselves and so 

                                                
51 Marilou Donahue, “Artistically Speaking: An Interview with Ken Ludwig,” cited on 

kenludwig.com, accessed on Sept. 12, 2015, 
http://www.kenludwig.com/interviews/artistically_speaking_an_interview_with_ken_ludwig_by_marilo.ph
p 

 
52 Mundy, “Brief for the Stage,” The Washington Post.  
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bring light into the room.”53 According to Ludwig, there developed a whole new world of 

baser characters for playwrights to enjoy and exploit, such as highwaymen or rowdy 

innkeepers. Within this world, there are four building blocks that all of the comedies of 

Ludwig’s “great tradition” share. First, he explains, they are “innately romantic. They are 

love stories, and they are not cynical.”54 Typically, comedies in this tradition end in 

marriage, whether it is a single marriage, multiple marriages, or a renewal of marriage. 

Secondly, he states, they often transport their characters outside of the “real world” to a 

place where everything can be turned upside down—a characteristic that appears to be 

related to the earlier model of Shakespeare’s “green world.” In his green world plays, 

Shakespeare’s characters are often displaced from their normal civilization to a rural 

place that is unfamiliar to them, such as the forest of Arden in As You Like It or the 

magical fairyland outside of Athens in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. With plays in “the 

great tradition,” Ludwig describes a similar condition stating, “the moral seems to be 

‘Leave home and find a little freedom.’”55 Thirdly, the parental figures of these plays 

often thwart the natural sexual urges of their children. Lastly, and perhaps most 

importantly, Ludwig makes the observation that these plays contain a “deep-rooted sense 

of optimism” and a hope for the possibility of joy, claiming, “These plays, no matter how 

you look at them, leave us with a strong sense that with resolution, courage, and the right 

attitude to the world we can survive anything that life throws at us. This notion is 

exhilarating, and the tradition behind it is continually inspiring.”56  

                                                
53 Ken Ludwig, “The Great Tradition in Comedy,” The Yale Review 98, no. 4 (2010): 76.  
 
54 Ibid., 77.  
 
55 Ibid., 78. 
 
56 Ibid. 79. 
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Within these four structural building blocks, Ludwig also notes four other 

characteristics that are prevalent in plays that adhere to “the great tradition” in English 

comedy, including (1) a “ticking clock in the form of a time crunch” that speeds up the 

action; (2) a strong comic premise which usually results in confusion or mistaken 

identities; (3) multiple plotlines; and (4) the “physical robustness” of traditional farce and 

slapstick comedy.57 Pulling from his musical education, Ludwig further suggests that all 

of these plays are written in “sonata form.” That is to say, they are written in three parts, 

or movements, progressing from exposition to development to recapitulation, regardless 

of how many acts there are in the play. As a play that realizes Ludwig’s “great tradition” 

while simultaneously exhibiting elements of traditional farce, Moon Over Buffalo will be 

analyzed in Chapter Two. As such, an investigation into farce as a dramatic sub-genre of 

comedy is needed and will be discussed in the following sections of this chapter. 

 
What is Farce?  

 
I have not yet seen any Definition of Farce, and dare not to be the first that 
ventures to define it. I know not by what Fate it happens (in common Notion) to 
be the most contemptible sort of the Drama. ‘Tis thought to bring least Reputation 
to an Author.  
 

- Nahum Tate “Defence of Farce,” 1693  
 
 So commonplace is the general understanding of the term farce that it is 

frequently used to describe film, literature, television, and even current events. When 

someone critiques the quality of a work as farcical, they are quite often referring to 

qualities of unbelievability, ridiculousness, vulgarity, or severe exaggeration. Farce has 

been commonly described as low comedy with critics throughout history undervaluing 

                                                
57 Ibid., 78.  
 



23 
 

the form as a legitimate artistic genre, resulting in an academic void on the subject. As 

J.D. Hurell writes, farce is a genre that seems to have “been relegated to the lowest level 

of the series headed by tragedy, [and] has continually been taken for granted as 

something if not actually beneath criticism, at least beneath the need for critical 

discussion.”58  

With such a noticeable lack of critical assessment, the question remains: What is 

farce? One common explanation of the term is that it is derived from the Latin farcire and 

the French farcie, meaning “stuffed.” In cooking practice, “farcie” refers to any food item 

that has been hollowed out and stuffed with a mixture of ingredients. It could be 

suggested that farce is so called because the farceur does the same with his plays, 

hollowing out any dramatic circumstance or complexity and stuffing them with as much 

action, slapstick and pantomime as possible. It is also believed that farce may have gotten 

its name due to the fact that short farces were traditionally tacked on to other more 

serious dramas, thus stuffing comic relief into heavier dramatic performances. Even the 

scholar who literally wrote the book on farce, Albert Bermel, did not attempt a definition 

but chose rather to identify four principal types of farce in which to loosely frame his 

research. In his 1990 book, Farce: A History from Aristophanes to Woody Allen, Bermel 

identifies the four types of farce as Realism, Fantasy, Theatricalism, and The Well Made 

Play. Bermel only briefly touches on these four types before suggesting that they are 

further complicated by the inevitable inclusion of modernist theatrical practices such as 

symbolism, expressionism, surrealism, satire, and parody. Due to this fact, Bermel 

suggests that farces are less consistent than any form of drama and have consequently 

                                                
58 J.D. Hurell, “A Note on Farce,” Quarterly Journal of Speech 46. (1960): 426. Cited in James 

Redmond’s Themes in Drama 10: Farce (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 16. 
 



24 
 

developed undefined boundaries, or “weak edges” as he calls it.59 On the other hand, 

farce’s adaptability may also be one of the reasons why it has retained such popularity 

throughout the centuries.  

Though a multivalent understanding of farce may be sufficient for most purposes, 

a specific definition is needed to accurately identify and analyze the farcical nature of 

Moon Over Buffalo. Absent an agreed upon scholarly definition, we can use the 

following common characteristics of farce as a framework for discussion. These typical 

characteristics include: (1) the plot typically extends beyond nature and plausibility; (2) 

the plot prefers action over character development; (3) confusion and mistaken identity 

are glorified through comic dress; (4) farce has a knack for violence and inflicting pain 

onto its characters in order to correct certain social behaviors; and (5) sex and adultery 

are historically common, accepted, and anticipated themes in the genre. Although a farce 

is by no means strictly limited or confined to these five elements, for the purpose of this 

thesis, they shall serve as a platform from which to build an analysis of the farcical 

elements found in Ludwig’s comedy of Moon Over Buffalo. 

 
Beyond Nature and Plausibility 
 
 From Roman Comedy to commedia dell’arte to Feydeau, farce has been 

characterized as a highly theatrical art form, which calls attention to the body above all 

else, often relying on the universal language of pantomime. It is this very fact that 

prompted scholar Eric Bentley to describe farce as the “quintessence of theatre” and 

theatre practitioner Vsevolod Meyerhold to defend farce as a serious genre. While writing 

                                                
59 Albert Bermel, Farce: A History from Aristophanes to Woody Allen (Carbondale and 

Edwardsville: Southern Illinois University Press, 1990): 63. 
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about farce, Meyerhold described his personal preference for the use of fantastical masks 

and physical gestures and suggested that an audience prefers the same, noting:  

The public comes to the theatre to see the art of man, but what kind of art is it to 
walk on the stage as one really is? The public expects fantasy, acting, skill…It is 
the actor who, with his art of gesture and movement, compels the spectator to be 
whisked into a fairyland where the blue bird flies, where the beasts talk, and 
where the loafing, roguish, or infernal Harlequin is transformed into a simpleton 
who performs wonderful tricks.60   
 

Meyerhold’s comments on public predilection for theatrical fantasy and illusion provides 

a perfect preface for the first and perhaps most important characteristic of farce: its 

unique ability to extend beyond nature and logical plausibility.  

The plots and characters inhabiting farce are typically irrational, even fantastical, 

and not based in the same common sense that bounds psychological realism. Extending 

beyond the realm of nature and plausibility, things happen in farce with absurd 

coincidence and little to no logical causation. One way we see implausibility in farce is 

through a quick pace of action. It seems that any successful director of farce tends to 

place the upmost importance on comedic timing, rhythm, and the actor’s ability to keep 

the action of the play rollicking along. The cliché that a director simply says, “Louder! 

Faster! Funnier!” is not far off the mark with farce. On the subject of how best to play 

comedy, Ken Ludwig stresses the importance of timing, explaining that an actor must 

always play a scene with energy, pick up their cues, and “never leave a little space” in 

between dialogue.61  

                                                
60 Vsevolod Meyerhold, “Farce,” in Comedy: Meaning and Form, introduced and edited by 

Robert W. Corrigan (San Francisco: Chandler Publishing Company, 1965): 313.  
 
61 Ken Ludwig, “Ken Ludwig talks about how best to play a comedy,” Youtube, posted by Samuel 

French. Dec. 16, 2013, accessed on Sept. 27, 2015. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eBEo4UoWlgw  
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There is a certain psychology to the speeding up of human behavior onstage as it 

makes a character appear to be less than human, and this transformation into something 

more machine-like heightens our inclination to laugh at the character.62 This topic is 

reflected in critic Henri Bergson’s notion of the “rigidity” and the “mechanical 

inelasticity” of man, which suggests that we laugh at the involuntary consequences of a 

character’s actions. In his famous essay, “Laughter,” Bergson illustrates this point by 

giving the example of a runner who stumbles and falls on account of an external 

circumstance, such as a rock or human mischief. In this situation, we laugh at the 

violence that occurs to the runner because of his absentmindedness, or inability to adjust 

his actions accordingly. As Bergson explains, the runner becomes machine-like when his 

“muscles continued to perform the same movement” while the unexpected circumstance 

that presents itself calls for quite another.63 We laugh at the clown who, for whatever 

reason, simply cannot change or correct his actions or behavior, and we smile at the 

dramatic irony that comes from being able to predict the inevitability of a violent 

outcome.64 We see this, for example, in Moon Over Buffalo when George decides to get 

rip-roaringly drunk. Taking a liquor bottle away from George and handing it to her 

mother, Charlotte asks Ethel to pour it out and make some more coffee—a common 

                                                
62 The speeding up of movement in classic silent movie farces has a similar effect on our comic 

sensibilities. Often, farcical moments were deliberately “under-cranked,” resulting in characters proceeding 
at unrealistic, breakneck speeds, which making their actions seem automatic and increasingly out of their 
control.  

 
63 Henri Bergson, “Laughter,” in Comedy: “An Essay on Comedy” by George Meredith and 

“Laughter” by Henri Bergson, edited, with an introduction and appendix, by Wylie Sypher (Baltimore and 
London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1965): 66. 

 
64 Along with Bergson’s theory, it would appear that we also laugh at man’s inability to become 

machine-like as well—the inelasticity of man. This idea is best seen in Charlie Chaplin’s film Modern 
Times, where Man vs. Machine is at the heart of the comedic plotline. Set entirely in a factory, we laugh at 
The Tramp’s failure to succeed as he fights (and ultimately loses) with various machines and moving 
beltways. 
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1950s remedy for drunkenness. However, Ethel’s hearing loss prevents her from 

understanding Charlotte and causes her to pour the entire contents of the bottle into the 

coffee pot. In this moment, the audience can predict exactly what will happen next for 

George and laughs at Ethel’s mechanical inelasticity, because her actions are a direct 

result of her physical impairment.  

According to Bermel, “blood flows like wine” in most serious dramas, but farce 

presents its audience with a victim who is implausibly indestructible and “apparently 

bloodless.” 65 The victim is visibly shaken after the collision but instantly picks himself 

up and heads towards the next disaster. However, there is a caveat to this particular rule: 

the character who is at the receiving end of the punishment must always come out of the 

ordeal completely unscathed in order for an audience to laugh at their misfortune. In 

other words, farce deals in schadenfreude, where we can laugh only if we somehow know 

the victim is not seriously injured. Bermel describes this caveat as a type of “contract,” a 

farceur makes with the audience, which must always be honored or else the play ceases to 

be a farce.66 This contract can only be fulfilled if an audience suspends their disbelief 

while recognizing that the staged violence they witnessed would most likely result in 

serious injury to the actor if the event occurred in real life. One aspect of farce’s 

implausibility stems from the victim’s capacity to instantly pick himself up off the floor 

and prepare for the next blow as if the previous one did not occur. Thus, the farcical 

victim’s propensity for self-healing and regeneration is unnaturally and implausibly 

fast—a characteristic which, of course, subverts normal logic.  

                                                
65 Bermel, Farce, 23. 
 
66 Ibid. 
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There is a certain amount of indifference required for human beings to 

consistently laugh at the misfortunes of other humans; as Bergson note, “laughter has no 

greater foe than emotion.”67 Were events to seem too serious, we may have our laughter 

interrupted by compassion. When we stop laughing at farce, or when the contractual 

agreement between farceur and spectator is broken, the play begins to appeal to our 

emotions rather than our intellect and assumes a sympathetic air of realism. As such, it is 

important that a farce maintain a sense of fantasy or implausibility in some degree.   

 
Action over Character Development 
 

Like unruly children, the figures in farce cannot sit still but are constantly hurtling 

from one event towards the next, a dramatic quality that does not lend itself to 

showcasing psychologically complex characters. Instead, traditional farce focuses more 

on physical action and typically relies on the use of stock character types (the cuckolded 

husband, the crotchety grandparent, the young lovers, etc.). This quality is connected to 

Bermel’s notion of the farcical contract, as a shallow character allows us to more easily 

stifle our emotional engagement and laugh at their mechanical inelasticity. The plot of a 

farce presents an absurd chain of events and depicts characters constantly reacting to 

ever-changing external circumstances. The plot gathers momentum and eventually spirals 

out of control, ultimately leading to a singular grand catastrophe—a snowball effect that 

heightens our enjoyment, because freewill is constantly being denied its characters, in 

turn causing their actions to be even more machine-like. Bergson identifies this effect as 

“The Snow-ball,” and it is one of the three childish delights in comedy.68 We laugh at the 

                                                
67 Bergson, “Laughter,” 63. 
 
68 Bergson, “Laughter,” 112. 
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automatic behavior of the farcical protagonist who is continuously reacting on impulse to 

the uncontrollable events that occur. If a proverbial snowball rushing headlong towards 

disaster is not enough, there is usually some impending situation or consequence that 

necessitates quick and immediate responses. This effect is a “ticking clock” as both 

Bermel and Ludwig describe it, and it is the biggest enemy of a farcical hero. 

Since the farcical plot typically snowballs toward breakneck speeds, there is little 

time to showcase fully developed characters. This apparent quality of farce has caused 

scholars such as Bermel to suggest that character is largely a secondary consideration for 

the farceur, noting that “the farce actor doesn’t play the character; he ‘plays the situation,’ 

for all it’s worth,”69 and Eric Bentley to claim the dialogue in farce is merely the result of 

the involuntary “activity of the vocal cords and the cerebral cortex.”70 As such, there is 

not much time for the actors to develop psychologically or emotionally complex 

characters in farce—a common criticism of Ludwig’s plays. Perhaps this is why Ludwig 

tends to write plays and adaptations that already have established and credible characters 

such as Gilbert and Sullivan, Twain’s Tom Sawyer, Shakespeare’s Oberon and Puck, 

Dumas’ D’Artagnan, Dickens’ Tiny Tim, and Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes. In his newest 

play, A Comedy of Tenors, Ludwig even relies on his own canon of work by bringing 

back most of the characters from Lend Me a Tenor.71 Instead of irreverently expanding 

upon the existing characters, Ludwig revitalizes them by adding humor and a farcical 

treatment that is mostly situational. It seems then that character development for many of 
                                                

69 Bermel, Farce, 56.  
 
70 Eric Bentley, The Life of the Drama (New York: Atheneum, 1965): 251. 
 
71 This apparent sequel to the wildly popular Lend Me a Tenor is reminiscent of Pierre 

Beaumarchais’ Figaro trilogy. Perhaps Ludwig will follow Beaumarchais’ model and produce a third 
installment in the near future.  
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Ludwig’s plays depends largely on outside literary sources and a general knowledge and 

familiarity from the audience.   

 
Confusion, Mistaken Identity, and Comic Dress 
 
 According to Bergson, “a situation is invariably comic when it belongs 

simultaneously to two altogether independent series of events and is capable of being 

interpreted in two entirely different meanings at the same time.”72 There is immense 

comedy to be mined from the art of confusion, and an audience delights in the dramatic 

irony that results from knowing something the characters onstage do not. On the subject 

of writing comedy, Ludwig explains that it is rarely enough to have a plotline of “boy 

meets girl, boy loses girl, boy gets girl back.”73 Instead, he suggests that the most 

successful comedies (at least the ones that have made a lasting significance throughout 

history) make use of mistaken identity. Therefore, according to Ludwig, a much better 

premise for a comedic plotline is “boy meets girl and then girl meets the boy’s identical 

twin and thinks that the twin is the boy she already loves.”74 Plotlines such as this one are 

ripe with farcical deception, misdirection and confusion and have formed the basis for 

many comedies of “the great tradition.”  

Deception and mistaken identity is a theme that Ludwig consistently employs and 

can be perfectly seen in his earliest plays such as Crazy for You or Lend Me a Tenor and 

then later with Leading Ladies and Twentieth Century. In Crazy for You, Bobby Child 

disguises himself as the theatrical bigwig producer Bella Zangler in order to win the 

                                                
72 Bergson, “Laughter,” 123. 
 
73 Ken Ludwig, “How to Write a Comedy Part 2,” Kenludwig.com, accessed on Nov. 4, 2015, 

http://www.kenludwig.com/articles/how_to_write_a_comedy_part_2.php. 
74 Ibid. 
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attention of the lovely, good-ol’ country-girl, Polly Baker. Similarly, in Lend Me a Tenor, 

Max reluctantly agrees to step in for the famous “Il Stupendo,” (Tito Merelli, who is 

presumed dead), for the renowned, billed performance of Otello at the Cleveland Grand 

Opera Company. Max’s assumed personae immediately invites the ravenous affections of 

Maggie Saunders—a courtship that was previously inconceivable. In Leading Ladies, two 

starving actors, Jack and Leo, pretend to be the British heirs of a wealthy 

multimillionaire, who has put out a newspaper ad in search of her long-lost children Max 

and Steve. When it is revealed that the apparent masculine names Max and Steve are 

actually shorthand for Maxine and Stephanie, the two actors continue with their scheme 

undeterred while dressed in drag. And in Twentieth Century, Matthew Clark, a religious 

fanatic, pretends to be a rich business tycoon who can save producer Oscar Jaffe’s failing 

theatre career.  

The common element of mistaken identity in these four plays can be found in the 

act of characters changing their physical appearance, thus proving the importance of 

costumes in the farcical plot. From the leather phalluses of Greek and Roman comedies 

to the colorful, circus-like, patchwork outfits of commedia dell’arte, comic dress has 

been a major contributing factor to the humor of farce. Moreover, it seems that a costume 

is particularly humorous when a character is changing his or her physical appearance for 

the sole purpose of mistaken identity and farcical confusion. While a change in costume 

can potentially denote a psychological character arc or a change of status or fortune, 

costume changes in farce seem to be explicitly designed for the purposes of misdirection, 

either deliberate or accidental. For instance, a character may deliberately change his 

appearance in order to avoid punishment or being caught by a pursuer, or a character may 
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find himself in another costume that results in unintended or accidental consequences. 

Whether used for the purposes of misdirection or confusion, comic dress in farce can 

serve to heighten audience enjoyment that is based in dramatic irony as well as a sense of 

schadenfreude.  

 
Violence 
 
 Farce has a tendency toward violence and inflicting pain onto its characters. This 

is perhaps one of the most obvious of characteristics, but it is still worth mentioning in 

our discussion. Although audiences delight in violence, they only delight in violence that 

is done to a character and not expressly by a character, and the most successful farceurs 

are mindful of this detail.  

In his essay, “The Ethics and Ethos of Farce,” E. Bruce Hayes argues that farce 

uses violence and punishment as a form of social justice, which is doled out in an effort 

to correct a given character’s behavior and reestablish a certain equilibrium. These 

punishments occur when a character oversteps the boundaries of what Hayes calls the 

“prescribed societal norms” and demonstrates some sort of excessive behavior or 

violates, in some way, the “happy medium” of the social group.75 The punishment then 

serves to humiliate and degrade the victim back to his or her proper state in the 

proletariat.76 For this reason, Hayes describes farce as a conservative genre.77 Unlike 

                                                
75 E. Bruce Hayes, Rabelais's Radical Farce: Late Medieval Comic Theater and Its Function in 

Rabelais (Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing Group, Nov. 2010): 26.  
 

76 Hayes notes that these punishments usually focus on the lower body or the scatological, which 
serves to emphasize the baseness of the offending action. 

 
77 In his essay, Hayes notes that the conservativeness of farce may have stemmed from its origins 

in mystery plays. The comedy of farce would often get so out-of-hand that the medieval writers would have 
to add explicit moral conclusions to the end of their plays. This was done in order to prevent the obstruction 
of the didactic nature or the “meaning” of the play. As the audiences would laugh at the machinations of 
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Brecht’s Epic theatre, a typical farce is not concerned with radical social change and does 

not seek to challenge or undermine the status quo but rather to reaffirm it by using 

violence and laughter as a socially corrective measure. Therefore, the violence of farce 

acts as a sort of equalizer, wherein no one is above reproach. The result is a kind of 

equality in farce, with no clearly defined heroes or villains. According to Hayes, 

punishment comes to anyone who desires “excessive gratification or advancement,” or to 

anyone “who fails to demonstrate the cynicism needed to survive in the world of farce.”78 

Such cynicism can be found in Ludwig’s Lend Me a Tenor and Moon Over Buffalo where 

threats of suicide and a cavalier attitude towards death are liberally applied.  

Albert Bermel describes a similar notion of farcical punishment, calling the 

recipient an “Incapacitated Victim.”79 According to Bermel, these victims of farce are a 

natural target for aggression because they are typically characterized as being constantly 

lost, or not belonging to the group. These victims are immediately singled out, or 

ostracized by the other characters, when they would rather remain inconspicuous. Once a 

character admits his wrongdoing, the punishment usually ends and immediately seeks a 

new victim for abuse. In Ludwig’s adaptation of Alexandre Dumas’ Three Musketeers, 

D’Artagnan manages to humorously challenge each of the three musketeers to a duel and 

must fight each of them in tandem. Though Ludwig’s adaptation is less farcical than, for 

example, Moon Over Buffalo, this particular moment seems to adhere to Bermel’s notion 

of the Incapacitated Victim. Once the musketeers realize D’Artagnan’s valor and worth, 

                                                                                                                                            
devils, it was clear that farce needed some kind of “moral backbone”—a backbone that, according to 
Hayes, still lingers in farce today. 

 
78 Hayes, Radical Farce, 29.  

 
79 Bermel, Farce, 24. 
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they accept him into the group and begin to focus their swashbuckling attention towards 

Cardinal Richelieu. 

Despite the gratuitous amounts of violence depicted onstage, there is often a 

softer side to farce as well (or a dual mask as it were). This softer side creates an 

interesting interaction between what Bentley calls the “violence and delicacy of farce.” In 

farce, it would appear that the sole purpose of delicacy is to heighten the effect of 

violence, and vice versa. According to Bentley, drama is an art of extremes and farce is 

“an extreme case of the extreme.”80 Bentley makes this argument by contrasting the 

violence of the cunning Chaplin with his extreme humaneness as The Tramp, and the 

violence of the swindling Harpo Marx with his ability to play the most delicate of 

instruments—the harp. If it is true that farce has a softer side, then it stands to reason that 

the most violent of farces must be counterbalanced by the most extreme delicacy and 

softness. As Bentley warns, “sheer aggression is just oppressive,” and it usually results in 

comedic suicide to attempt one without the other.81 It could be said that this quality 

satisfies a second “contract” a farceur must make with his audience. That is to say, we 

cannot consistently laugh at a farcical hero who is purely a reckless, blundering idiot, 

because our dramatic sensibilities have conditioned us to require a hero that has some 

redeeming qualities for which to admire. In Ludwig’s early plays, the redeeming qualities 

of his farcical heroes usually revolve around a mastery of performance, such as singing or 

acting. In his studies on humor, Sigmund Freud claimed there are two types of jokes: the 

innocent and the tendentious. As Bentley points out, the tendentious jokes are far more 

                                                
80 Bentley, Life of the Drama, 243.  
 
81 Ibid., 244.  
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capable of causing an audience to laugh, because our “receiving apparatus” for innocent 

jokes is not as sensitive as it is for jokes that are more violent in nature.82 Farce 

understands this side of the human psyche and exploits it. 

 
Sex and Adultery 
 

Sex and marital infidelity tend to permeate the genre, and laughing at these taboo 

topics is historically common in farce. Under Hayes’ theory, farce seemingly presents us 

with an “amoral universe.”83 Therefore, it is perfectly acceptable for a character to do all 

manners of “immoral” things, but as soon it is done for personal gain (i.e., stepping away 

from the proletariat), he or she becomes a prime target for farcical punishment. For this 

reason, adultery is not a condemnable act in farce. Instead, it is a historically common, 

accepted, and even anticipated theme. However, there is one exception: the infidelity 

must be kept a secret from the husband for as long as possible, in order to heighten the 

comedic enjoyment. With this in mind, cuckoldry is another historically prominent 

characteristic of farce. The husband, who is too old or too jealous, is usually “punished” 

for his inability to satisfy his young wife or for his overly shielding her from attractive 

sexual dalliance. Such is the case of Mr. Pinchwife in Wycherley’s Restoration comedy 

The Country Wife. Adultery in farce then is used as a sort of punishment to expose the 

cuckolded husband of his wrongdoing.     

Although the women in farce can be deceptive, domineering and sexually 

insatiable, Hayes notes that they are almost never punished for their excessive behavior 

or greediness. This apparent fact may be attributed, at least in part, to the misogynistic 

                                                
82 Ibid., 240. 

 
83 Hayes, Radical Farce, 27.  
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stereotypes and undertones that are present in many early farces. Hayes suggests there is 

a “profound male insecurity” projected in most farces, which most likely stems from a 

societal fear that women will eventually rebel against their subservient position in the 

household.84 

Interestingly, in several of Ludwig’s comedies, it is the husband who is usually 

depicted as sexually insatiable or suspected of infidelity by their overbearing wives and 

are swiftly and violently punished for their sexual dalliances. The topic of sex and 

adultery in Ludwig’s plays can be seen most clearly in his 2010 farce The Fox on the 

Fairway which is full of sexual innuendo and double entrendre. In this play, the sanctity 

of marriage is constantly criticized by three couples: one that is engaged to be married, 

one that regrets being married, and one that is glad to be divorced. Of the couple that are 

miserably betrothed, Bingham and Muriel, there is a particularly memorable moment of 

adulterous transgression. While finally admitting his long-held yearning for a woman 

named Pamela, Bingham’s confession of love is unintentionally broadcast to an entire 

country club through an active microphone. As soon as he realizes his mistake, he 

experiences the severe wrath of his wife Muriel, who promptly destroys the sound system 

with a golf club. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
84 Ibid., 30. 
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Historical Development of Farce85 
 

Imitation is the highest form of flattery, and it’s how we, as writers, find our 
distinctive voices. In trying to imitate the writers we love, our own voices 
eventually emerge, and these voices are expressed not only in our choice of 
words, characters and theme, but also in the stories we choose to tell. 
 

-Ken Ludwig  
 

Farce has typically been overlooked as a mode of theatrical storytelling, with 

critics preferring to devote scholarly attention to more serious forms of drama. However, 

the broad humor, physicality, childishness, and irreverence of farce are deeply rooted in 

Western history. The following brief overview will consider forms of farce in the ancient 

world, Medieval Europe, Renaissance Italy and England, nineteenth-century France, and 

early twentieth-century popular entertainment in order to contextualize the work of more 

recent playwrights who embrace the form, including Ken Ludwig.    

 
Greece 
 
 Farcical storytelling elements have been around since the beginnings of western 

theatre, at least with the satyr plays of Greek antiquity. In order to compete at the City 

Dionysia (which honored Dionysos, the Greek god of revelry, drunkenness, and sexual 

orgy), each tragic playwright was required to submit a satyr play to supplement his 

dramatic trilogy.86 While preserving the magnitude and importance of tragedy, the satyr 

play fulfilled what we might call a much-needed “Dionysian (or comic) catharsis” 

appropriate for festival. Described by Oscar Brockett as “a burlesque treatment of 

                                                
85 What follows is by no means meant to be a comprehensive timeline of farce, but merely a brief 

overview of some of the most important and distinct milestones in the genre’s development.   
 
86 Most historians credit a man named Pratinas, of the Peloponnese, as having invented the satyr 

play sometime before 501 B.C.E. 
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mythology,” the satyr play commonly ridiculed the gods and heroes of Greek culture.87 

Though similar in structure to the stately tragedies it accompanied, the satyr play tended 

to emphasize the rustic and rural pleasures of the wild countryside—where Dionysos 

ruled supreme—and included vigorous dancing, indecent language and crude gestures. 

The satyrs’ behavior seemed to cater to the lowbrow sensibilities of country folk, 

establishing a historically comic stereotype of rustics being characterized as incompetent 

buffoons for which to laugh at. The rural world of the satyr plays were heavily steeped in 

fantasy, with the typical setting thought to be far removed from the orderly and logical 

city of Athens and thus from the natural or societal laws of cause and effect.88 This 

common characteristic provides us with our first instance of farcical plots extending 

beyond nature and plausibility.  

In his essay titled, “Slaves of Dionysos: Satyrs, Audience, and the Ends of the 

Oresteia,” scholar Mark Griffith notes that the satyrs were in a constant state of 

“movement, imitativeness, and exaggerated vigor,” equating them to that of children who 

can never sit still.89 As children, the satyr would have never questioned the plausibility of 

an event but would have simply accepted it as fact in order to more fully enjoy the plot. 

So too, like children, the audience would have been invited to suspend their disbelief and 

revel more in the comic absurdity of the play rather than the logic of the plot. Griffith 

also suggests that the satyr’s more aggressive activities such as assaults, rapes, or 

                                                
87 Oscar G. Brockett and Franklin J. Hildy, History of the Theatre: Ninth Edition (Boston: Allyn 

and Bacon, 2003): 17. With the playwright’s gratuitous inclusion of satyrs into popular Greek myths, it 
could be said that he was “satyr-izing” popular culture. 

 
88 Mark Griffith, “Slaves of Dionysos: Satyrs, Audience, and the Ends of the Oresteia,” Classical 

Antiguity 21, no. 2 (October 2002): 201-203.  
 
89 Ibid., 223-224. 
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ambushes are either never completed to fruition or not sustained for very long, rendering 

their futile hi-jinks as harmless, ineffective, or naïve.90 This may be seen as the origin of 

farce’s ability to showcase unreal violence that is not an actual threat to the performers 

onstage. It is also congruous with the Bergsonian notion that comedy has no greater foe 

than emotion. Witnessing the revelry and acts of the satyrs potentially provided a 

secondary form of catharsis—a Dionysian (or comic) catharsis—granting the audience 

the voyeuristic gratification of witnessing certain fantasies or desires played out onstage, 

thus purging them of the need to enact these particular fantasies in their own lives.     

Around 487-486 B.C.E., the city of Athens recognized komoidia (comedy) as a 

new genre to be included in the City Dionysia competition. Of all the comedians who 

participated, Aristophanes was the most famous. His plays included larger than life 

characters, ridiculous situations, and plenty of vulgar humor. They relied heavily on 

fantasy and ignored the boundaries of plausibility, having humans interact with animals 

or inanimate objects (as is seen in The Birds and The Clouds), and mortals could exist on 

the same plane as gods (as is seen in The Frogs and Peace). Although Aristophanes’ 

plays displayed many of the characteristics of what we would now call farce, they also 

carried serious political messages and social commentary through the use of satire. The 

playwrights who followed Aristophanes, writing in what is known as Greek New 

Comedy, began to focus less on the established satirical nature of comedy and more on 

stories of romance, marriage, and adultery.91  

                                                
90 Ibid., 216. 
 
91 What is known of Greek New Comedy is derived almost entirely from the works of Menander. 

According to Northrop Frye’s famous essay regarding the Theory of Myths, the plot structure of Greek 
New Comedy would form the basis for most comedies centuries afterwards, from Plautus to Molière to 
Shaw and influenced Ludwig’s thoughts on “the great tradition.” In his essay, Frye describes the comedic 
formula as having a singular movement from one kind of society to an altogether new one. At the 
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Around this time, less formal types of comedy began to spread across Greece and 

the Italian peninsula in the form of pantomime, with the development of localized acting 

groups called phlyakes (gossips).92 Phlyakes troupes parodied Greek mythological 

characters and pioneered the concept of highly exaggerated stock characters, setting the 

foundations for the development of commedia dell’arte centuries later. By the third-

century, the pantomime sketches of the phlyakes eventually transformed into a more 

consistent and credible form of farce called the Fabulӕ Atellanӕ (“Atellan fable”), more 

commonly referred to as the Atellan farce.93 Created by the Oscans of southern Italy, this 

type of farce could be best described as an improvised comedy of manners and featured 

four main types of stock characters and corresponding masks to identify them: Bucco, the 

braggart; Maccus, the greedy blockhead; Dossenus, the clever hunchback; and Pappus, 

the stupid old man.94  Along with standardized costumes and masks, the four stock 

characters eventually became associated with more exaggerated physical characteristics 

and very little else, which seems to showcase farce’s preference for physical action over 

character development.  

 

                                                                                                                                            
beginning of the play there are characters (whom the audience recognizes as “usurpers” or “scapegoats”) 
who are obstructing the movement. By the end of the play, the new society forms around the hero and/or 
heroine during the point when the action of the play resolves. The emergence of this new society is one that 
the audience has recognized to be the proper state all along, and it is frequently heralded by some sort of 
party, festive ritual, or wedding. Frye also suggests that there is a tendency to include as many people as 
possible in its final society. As such, there is usually a ritualistic expulsion or conversion of the usurpers 
and scapegoats. 

 
92 Paul Kurtiz, The Making of Theatre History (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1988): 40. 
 
93 After 100 B.C.E, the Atellan farce became a widely accepted and documented art form 

throughout Greece, Italy and Rome. Though no Atellan farce has survived antiquity, much is known about 
their content and structure. 

 
94 Kurtiz, Theatre History, 41. 
 



41 
 

Rome 
 
 The next developmental leap in farce can be found in the second-century Roman 

era with the comic works of a playwright who called himself Titus Maccius Plautus (c. 

254-184 B.C.E.)95 Although he was writing several centuries after Menander, it is 

assumed that most of his plays relied heavily on pre-established plot devices, ideas, and 

characters of Greek New Comedy and the Fabulӕ Atellanӕ. Even so, it seems that 

Plautus added his own Roman flare to these items, specifically with the incorporation of 

violence, either threatened or actual, into his plays. Although this is certainly a large 

advancement towards the type of physical humor and slapstick characteristic of most 

farces today, Plautus’ most important contribution to the world of farce was his mastery 

of mistaken identity. This farcical convention is best seen in his play The Menaechmi, 

which depicts two identical twins, both carrying the name Menaechmus, who have been 

separated at birth and end up in the same city of Epidamnus. Described by Robert B. 

Heilman as “an almost flawless archetype of farcical procedure,” 96 Plautus’ play glorifies 

confusion over probability as most of the humor results from accidental encounters, 

confusion, and mistaken identity.  

In many Plautine comedies, the audience would have been fully aware of the 

tricks and machinations of the plot and was therefore placed in a position of superiority 

over the confused and bumbling characters they watched onstage. By incorporating such 

dramatic irony into his plots, Plautus quickly became a favorite of the Roman populace. 
                                                

95 It seems apparent that the playwright had an unusual sense of humor in consideration of the 
etymology of his name—the name Maccius being a clear derivative of the Atellan stock character Maccus 
and Plautus meaning, “flatfooted.” (Bermel, 73) In other words, the playwright’s chosen name was 
synonymous with “Titus, the greedy, flatfooted, ignorant blockhead.” 

 
96 Robert B. Heilman, “Farce Transformed: Plautus, Shakespeare, and Unamuno.” Comparative 

Literature 31, no. 2 (Spring 1979): 115. 
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Unlike his successor Terence, who built his plots on discovery, suspense, and wit, 

Plautus’s plays required very little attention, emotional investment, or intellect in order to 

appreciate his plots that were steeped in physical humor. 

 
The Middle Ages 
 
 Somewhere between Antiquity and the Renaissance, farce once again began to 

rear its low-browed head in the most unlikely of places: the medieval church. Ironically, 

the blossoming Christian faith, which initially tried to eradicate the spreading disease of 

theatre, was largely responsible for the resurgence of theatrical performance in medieval 

cycle plays. Unlike the liturgical dramas that preceded them, these plays were performed 

in the vernacular and were produced by the community under the approval of the church. 

The craftsguilds responsible for producing them gradually began to enhance and 

supplement their scripts with extended scenes and comedic exaggerations that appealed 

to the curiosity of the general public, giving larger dramatic roles to more minor 

characters, such as the blacksmith of the crucifix nails, or the boasting, braggart soldiers 

at Christ’s execution. Embedded in these plays were moments of farce, which typically 

consisted of no more than a few hundred lines of verse and no complicated exposition.97 

One of the most substantial and famous farces to come from the medieval cycle plays 

was England’s Second Shepherds’ Play, which features a fully developed farce “stuffed” 

within the narrative of a traditional nativity story. In the play, a local rustic and his wife 

steal a sheep and attempt to hide it from three shepherds, dressing the sheep in swaddling 

clothes and claiming it is their baby. The unnatural birth of the rustic’s wife served to 

parody and foreshadow the story of the Immaculate Conception later on in the play.  
                                                

97 Brockett, History of the Theatre, 95. 
 



43 
 

The short farces that were stuffed into religious plays honored virtue while 

punishing sinful vice, but the secular farces, which flourished outside the confines of the 

church, tended to showcase the imperfection of humanity and typically included topics 

such as marital infidelity, cheating, and hypocrisy. In these farces, the cleverest man was 

depicted as the farcical hero (even if he was a “sinner”), while the gullible fools, who 

were dumb enough to be scammed, were usually the brunt of the jokes and farcical 

punishment. As noted by Oscar Brockett, “sentiment [was] almost totally absent” in 

medieval secular farce.98 However, that is not to say that morals were totally absent in 

secular farces. For instance, the late fifteenth century La Farce de maître Pierre 

Pathelin—one of the most popular farces of the Middle Ages—describes the story of a 

down-on-his-luck lawyer who tricks a merchant into giving him a piece of cloth on credit 

and schemes his way out of paying his debt. What goes around comes around, and 

eventually the lawyer receives his comeuppance with a comic bit of poetic justice. Full of 

farcical action and ridiculous business involving sheep, Pierre Pathelin is a perfect 

example of how farce both has its own moral code and is strongly connected to the satyr 

through its simplicity and childishness.  

Medieval secular farces of this nature could also be found the Feast of Fool’s 

holiday (which inspired Mikhail Bakhtin’s notion of the “carnivalesque”), and were seen 

in the activity of the Basoche society.99 Founded in France in 1303, the Basoche was a 

group of law clerks and apprentices, who would meet twice a week to practice law, 

reserving one of their sessions for fictionalized, mock cases. Inside the Palais de Justice, 

                                                
98 Brockett, History of the Theatre, 95. 
 
99 It is believed that the Basochiens derived their name from the Greek basochein, a word that 

denotes long-windedness, dramatic histrionics, theatricality and playfulness. 
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the Bascohiens would perform their mock trials for one another, imitating bailiffs, court 

recorders, prosecutors, plaintiffs and judges.100 By the mid-fourteenth century, the term 

Basochiens became synonymous with sots (fools) and farceurs.101 As Jody Enders points 

out in her introduction to her 2011 book The Farce of the Fart, the Basochiens had an 

immense influence on all forms of medieval French theatre, which explains why so many 

farces of this time have a preponderance of legalistic scenes. Farces of this nature were 

usually domestic and revolved around disputes between a husband and wife.102 For 

example, in Farce nouvelle et fort joyeuse du pect (The Farce of the Fart), a man named 

Hubert accuses his wife, Jehannette, of disturbing the “quiet enjoyment of his dwelling” 

with a tremendous fart, and promptly takes her to court.103 Since Hubert married “all of 

this woman” when he accidentally sodomized her on their wedding night, the judge rules 

in favor of Jehannette, saying to the husband:  

Inasmuch as you hold title to the asshole that laid the fart, then it follows that you 
were the one who laid it. That is clear and compelling proof. What’s good for the 
goose is good for the gander. [To Hubert] And, therefore, I rule that you must 
acknowledge having done it. That is my verdict.104   
 

Like the Pathelin farce, The Farce of the Fart ultimately presents its audience with a 

moral as the judge renders a verdict that is reminiscent of the childish colloquial “he who 

smelt it, dealt it.” 

                                                
100 Considering the types of legal cases they would have been most familiar with, these mock 

cases were sure to have been a riot. 
 
101 Around this time, Bascochiens were socially identifiable by their wearing of ridiculous furry 

hats in public spaces—not unlike its royal counterpart, the jester’s hat. 
 
102 Jody Enders, The Farce of the Fart and Other Ribaldries: Twelve Medieval French Plays in 

Modern English, edited by Jody Enders (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011): 9. 
 
103 Enders, Farce of the Fart, 79. 
 
104 Ibid., 82. 
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Renaissance Italy 
 
 Unlike the theatre troupes of the Middle Ages who struggled to make a living, the 

actors of traveling commedia dell’arte troupes, during the 1500s and 1600s, were skilled 

tradesmen, performing for the sole purpose of making money. A commedia performance 

featured the art of improvisation within an outline of predetermined scenarios and the 

addition of pre-rehearsed bits called lazzi (tricks, or stage business).105 Perhaps descended 

from the Atellan farce, Italian commedia dell’arte employed stock character classes, 

costumes, and masks. Each company had four young lovers called the innamorati; a 

collection of vecchi (or masters), which usually consisted of old men (the most famous 

being Pantalone and Il Dotorre), and a “handsome” suitor (usually Il Capitano); and a 

variety of servant characters known as the zanni.106 The zanni, whether clever or dumb, 

were usually a favorite of the audience—who often shared their station in life.107 Most of 

the actors, with the exception of the innamorati, wore masks that would identify them 

with their individual stock character types.108  

Although there were many other stock character types that came and went 

depending on location, the most historically common, famous, and enduring characters in 

the vecchi class were Pantalone, Il Dottore, and Il Capitano. Pantalone was typically 

characterized as a doddering, miserly old man with a hooked nose and lustful eye for the 
                                                

105 The improvisation of jazz musicians uses a similar technique. 
 
106 The zanni usually wore short garments like the sannio slaves of Atellan farces, while long 

robes and capes were reserved for the nobles and old men of the vecchi class (Duchartre, The Italian 
Comedy, 29). 

 
107 Kurtiz, Theatre History, 171.  
 
108 The innamorati, were often unmasked in order to showcase their natural beauty and fashion. 

There was a certain quality of inevitability, or “wish fulfillment,” surrounding the pairs of lovers; it was 
always obvious to the audience who should end up with whom, as each lover had a perfectly equal and 
opposite counterpart.  
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youth. He would often attempt to make himself appear young to impress one of the 

inamorati.109 Il Dottore, who was often assumed to be a graduate of the University of 

Bologna, was a latin-spouting doctor of medicine, law, or philosophy who would 

occasionally dabble in alchemy and other occult sciences.110 Likely due to the national 

Italian resentment of Spain in the 1600s, Il Capitano, the braggart soldier of Spanish-

sounding pedigree, was famously ridiculed and subject to constant farcical punishment.111 

His costume was usually fanciful with a ruff around his neck, cape, feathered hat, and a 

long, imposing nose on top of a ferocious mustache.112 An important distinction to make 

of the vecchi class is that they were almost always characterized as hypocrites. For 

instance, if the boastful and prideful Il Capitano was challenged to a fight, he would 

ultimately cower in fear or run away entirely.  

One of commedia’s most important contributions to the world of farce can be 

found in the topic of violence, with the development of the slapstick—a handheld device, 

usually carried by audience favorites Arlecchino or Pulcinella.113 The slapstick consisted 

of two flexible wooden boards that would clap together when struck against an object, 

109 Kurtiz, Theatre History, 171. 

110 Pierre Louis Duchartre, The Italian Comedy: The Improvisation Scenarios Lives Attributes 
Portraits and Masks of the Illustrious Characters of the Commedia dell’ Arte, translated by Randolph T. 
Weaver (New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1966): 196-197. 

111 Bermel, Farce, 88. 

112 As a friend of the older men, Il Capitano would often be presented as a potential suitor to one 
of the female inamoratas. It is believed that the character of Il Capitano is almost a perfect imitation of the 
character Pyrgopolynices in Plautus’s play Miles Gloriosus (The Braggart Soldier)—a play which is 
thought to be yet another adaptation of a non-extant Greek play(s) (Kurtiz, 171). 

113 Pulcinella was a white mime that bore an extraordinary resemblance to the quick witted and 
humpbacked Maccus of Atellan farce (Duchartre, 29). 
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making an audience cringe with delight at the unnatural and painful sound.114 Once again 

we see what Bermel identified as the “unreality” of farce and the use of schadenfreude in 

commedia dell’arte sketches. The use of the word “slapstick” has since become a 

dramatic term used to indentify any exaggerated physical humor.  

The common commedia plot usually followed as such: two sets of young 

inamorati are in love with each other, but a vecchi (usually a parental figure—Il Dottore 

or Pantalone, or both) stands in their way, preventing the lovers from being together. 

Through a combination of dumb luck and skill, the zanni servants manage to work 

around the parentally imposed obstacle(s) and bring the lovers together, resulting in an 

inevitably happy ending.115 This comedic structure would be used for centuries to come 

and can be seen in the comedic writings of Shakespeare, the Restoration, Molière and 

countless other comedic playwrights and begins to form the basis for comedies in “the 

great tradition.”  

Shakespeare 

According to Albert Bermel, over half of the thirty-seven plays attributed to 

Shakespeare contain some elements of farce.116 It has been argued that Shakespeare 

included farcical moments solely for the benefit of the groundlings, while reserving the 

114 The invention of this device was certainly a healthier alternative to the actual beatings in 
Medieval farces, many of the actors of which were frequently reported to having barely survived 
performances, if they survived at all (Enders, 21). 

115 The importance of the zanni in a standard commedia plot reveals a tradition in farce to cater to 
the lower classes. With the beloved and highly acrobatic servant Arlechino, and his slapstick sword, 
commonly instigating the hi-jinks at the expense of the hypocritical master classes, much of the humor 
stemmed from the plot’s farcical implausibility. That is to say, the caste system of the Middle Ages was 
firmly in place and upsetting the hierarchical structure was highly implausible if not downright impossible. 

116 Shakespeare’s plays that do not contain farce are comprised mostly of the history plays, and 
several of his darker tragedies, including Titus Andronicus and Othello. (Bermel, 92) 
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serious scenes for the enjoyment of the aristocrats and upper class. However, Henri 

Fluchère suggests that it should not be assumed that Shakespeare alternated high poetry 

and farce in order to please both sets of classes, claiming “the Court equally with the Pit 

required clowning of him.”117 Although the architecture of Elizabethean theatres was 

hierarchical, the plays that inhabited them may have appealed to all classes.  

While farcical moments may be seen throughout Shakespeare, the most famous 

example of a complete farce in his canon is probably The Comedy of Errors, written in 

1589. This play is an obvious adaptation of The Menaechmi and shares many similarities 

with the Plautine plot while expanding the original’s use of confusion, mistaken identity, 

and violence. In Shakespeare’s version, the brothers are renamed Antipholus, and each of 

them have a slave twin named Dromio—doubling the possibilities for confusion and 

mistaken identity. Like The Menachmi, the comedy in Shakespeare’s play begins when 

Antipholus of Ephesus’s wife mistakes the other brother for her husband. Antipholus of 

Syracuse then proceeds to unknowingly ruin the other brother’s comfortable life in 

Ephesus. Through various mix-ups and episodes of mistaken identity, the unfortunate 

Antipholus of Ephesus is driven to the brink of insanity, arrested for debt, and almost 

given an exorcism. In the final moments of the play, everyone convenes at a nearby 

abbey, including the Duke who is about to execute Egeon, the twin’s father. With both 

twins present at the abbey, the source of confusion is finally understood and, against all 

plausibility, it is revealed that the abbess is none other than Egeon’s lost wife and mother 

of the brothers Antipholi. The play ends in a celebratory feast and social balance is 

inevitably restored.    

                                                
117 Henri Fluchère, Shakespeare and the Elizabethans, translated by Guy Hamilton (New York: 

Hill & Wang, 1956): 23.  
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With Elizabethan playwrights typically “stuffing” elements of farce between 

scenes of heightened language and poetry, it appears that the nature of farce began to 

transform to include elements of “high comedy” such as wordplay, wit, and sexual 

innuendo, which took center stage in Restoration comedies of the late 1600s. Though 

complete farces were much scarcer during the Restoration period, key farcical elements 

such as deliberate disguise, mistaken identity, confusion, sexual immorality, and 

cuckoldry were prevalent in the era and can be seen most prominently in William 

Wycherley’s The Country Wife and William Congreve’s The Way of the World. After 

Jeremy Collier’s famous 1698 essay, entitled “A Short View of the Immorality and 

Profaneness on the English Stage,” English comedies began to drop many of the most 

farcical elements from their plots, preferring a more sentimental approach that 

recommended virtue over vice. This can be seen, for example, in Richard Steele’s The 

Conscious Lovers. In continental comedy, however, the popularity and continuation of 

traditional farcical elements survived most clearly in the plays of Molière, whose works 

are commonly attributed to the revitalization of farce in France that climaxed with farceur 

Georges Feydeau.  

 
Feydeau 
 
 In the last decades of the nineteenth century, farce reached technical perfection in 

France, particularly in the works of Georges Feydeau, whose plays were famously fast 

paced and technically precise. J. Paul Marcoux in his essay, “Georges Feydeau and the 

‘serious’ farce,” describes the typical characters of a Feydeau play as machines who start 
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off in “low gear.”118 Valuing action over character development, Feydeau would 

commonly increase the speed of his plots by introducing a heightened sense of urgency, 

compelling his characters to race against the clock in order to avoid impending ruin or 

social embarrassment. For instance, in his 1894 play, Un Fil à la patte (Get out of my 

Hair), Monsieur de Bois-d’Enghien must find a way to inform his lover, Lucette, that he 

is marrying another woman that very evening. To make matters worse, a jealous Spaniard 

general (a la Il Capitone), who is a self-professed “lorver” of Lucette, is murderously 

intent on killing d’Enghien when Lucette turns down his generous advances. Lucette 

explains to the general that she will love d’Enghien until the day he dies. At this, the 

general concludes, “Bueno! Now I see what eet ees I must do!” and diverts his efforts to 

killing d’Enghien.119 Most of the comedic scenarios of this play stem from d’Enghien’s 

inability to communicate the announcement of his impending marriage. Unbeknownst to 

d’Enghien, however, Lucette has been contracted to sing at the marriage ceremony later 

that evening. While at the ceremony, Lucette eventually discovers the truth and proceeds 

to ruin the d’Enghien’s marriage with a scandal, and the wedding is promptly called off.  

Bois-d’Enghien’s self-inflicted predicament stems from another common device 

that Feydeau implements in many of his plays, in which a character has crucial 

information that would help avoid a catastrophe but for whatever reason cannot impart. 

Other such examples of this device can be seen in La Puce à l'oreille (A Flea in Her 

Ear), when Camille’s cleft palate prevents him from talking coherently, or in L’Hôtel du 

                                                
118 J. Paul Marcoux, “Georges Feydeau and the ‘serious’ farce,” in Themes in Drama 10: Farce, 

edited by James Redmond (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988): 138.  
 
119 Georges Feydeau, Get out of my Hair! In Three Farces, translated by Frederick Davies 

(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books Ltd, 1973): 218.   
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Libre-Echange (Free Exchange Hotel) when Martin suffers from a stuttering speech 

impediment whenever thunder strikes.120 This device capitalizes on farce’s comic 

tendency towards confusion.  

 
The 1920s and Beyond 
 
 Farce traveled into the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries through the 

vehicles of vaudeville and burlesque performances and had another revival in the 

Twenties with the silent films of Charlie Chaplin and Buster Keaton. These comics 

seemed to revitalize the tradition of wearing masks if only metaphorically; Chaplin’s 

persona is dependent on his mustache and hat, just as Keaton is identified by his uncanny 

ability to never smile. Later with the “talkies” of the Marx Brothers and the Three 

Stooges, the concept of stock characters in farce would again find an accepting audience. 

Farces presented at the Aldwych Theatre, in London, between the world wars were 

enormously popular, and by the second half of the twentieth century, farce was firmly 

established as a legitimate genre for theatrical storytelling. Playwrights such as Dario Fo, 

Michael Frayn, Alan Ayckbourn, Peter Shaffer, and Tom Stoppard were writing farce 

with the same dramatic attention as tragedy and comedy, and scholars, such as Eric 

Bentley and Albert Bermel, were finally beginning to consider farce from an academic 

standpoint.  

 

 

 

                                                
120 The failure, or complete rejection, of language in Feydeau’s plays has caused many scholars to 

believe that Feydeau may have been a precursor to the absurdist movement in France, and similar language 
conventions can be seen in the works of Eugene Ionesco and Samuel Beckett. 
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Conclusion  
 
 Farce can thus be seen as a robust element in theatre practice from the ancient 

Greeks to the present, despite a scholarly predisposition to treat the broad comic form as 

inconsequential. Even Ken Ludwig, author of several successful comedies labeled as 

“farce,” seems uncomfortable with the term, preferring to view his work as following 

“the great tradition” of comedy. Yet understanding the history and techniques of farce are 

key to analyzing the unique style of Ludwig’s Moon Over Buffalo. The next chapter in 

this thesis will thoroughly explore the play’s form and content.
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Analysis 
 
 

Introduction 
 
 In a 2010 preface for Moon Over Buffalo, Ludwig revealed that the idea for the 

play came from reading an article in the New York Times about the reunion of two 1940s 

British film stars, Trevor Howard and Celia Johnson. According to Ludwig, this article 

inspired him to write a play for two seasoned actors who were romantically involved. 

While brainstorming, Ludwig imagined, “What if they were married, beloved by the 

public for what they had done in the past but were now…touring in smaller and smaller 

towns, trying to revitalize their failing careers.” 1 He then imagined the couple onstage, 

playing two scenes at the same time. “One was the balcony scene from Private Lives,” 

Ludwig explained, “and the other was the boasting scene from Cyrano de Bergerac. And 

one of them was drunk.” 2At this thought, Ludwig says he laughed out loud which 

indicated he had an idea worth pursuing. However, after several weeks, he simply could 

not get any further than the initial seed and eventually shelved the play entirely.  

Several months later, while having lunch at the Four Seasons Restaurant with Bob 

Montgomery, the “dean” of the entertainment lawyers in New York, he was convinced to 

give the play a second consideration. Ludwig recalls the conversation, saying: 

                                                
1 Ken Ludwig, author’s preface to Moon Over Buffalo, in Lend Me a Tenor and Other Plays (New 

Hampshire: Smith and Kraus, 2010): 83. 
 
2 Ibid. 
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I remember holding my head in my hands and bewailing the fact that I could not 
for the life of me devise a story to go with the one scene that kept playing through 
my head. Bob [Montgomery] waited until I was finished, and then said quietly, 
‘Ken. Listen to me. Listen very carefully. Finish your overpriced plate of crème 
brulée, go home, sit down at your desk, and write me the whole play. Don’t 
second-guess yourself. Don’t dawdle. Don’t whine. Just bring me a play by this 
time next week. I don’t care if it’s good, I don’t care if it’s lousy. Just bring it to 
me. Now get the hell out of here.3 

 
At Montgomery’s stern matter-of-factness, Ludwig went home and wrote Moon Over 

Buffalo within a week, and the play premiered on Broadway only a few months later. 

Ludwig calls Moon Over Buffalo a play about the recovery of romance, and the courage 

that is required to try again. “There is something finally valiant about George and 

Charlotte,” Ludwig explains, “They do not give up, even in the face of almost certain 

defeat.”4 Ultimately, the play is a story of redemption and the struggle to return home.5  

Ludwig’s recollection of Moon Over Buffalo’s conception, and his description of 

George and Charlotte’s ultimate bravery, reveals several thematic ideas in the play. Moon 

Over Buffalo is a play that (1) revolves around established lovers; (2) is steeped in 

performance and theatricality; (3) showcases the process of rekindling lost passion; and 

(4) glorifies the act of fighting to retain passion. This chapter will explore these thematic 

ideas while analyzing three main areas of the play that are most relevant to the directing 

process. First, it will discuss the dramaturgical structure of the play as an example 

modeled on what Ludwig calls “the great tradition” of comedy. Second, by using the 

definition of farce proposed in Chapter One, this chapter will also address the farcical 

elements found in the play. And, finally, this chapter will seek to provide an analytical 
                                                

3 Ibid., 83-84. 
 
4 Ken Ludwig, introduction to Lend Me a Tenor and Other Plays (New Hampshire: Smith and 

Kraus, 2010): xvii. 
 
5 Borrowing from Cyrano de Bergerac, perhaps the phrase “thrust home” might be a more 

appropriate. 
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examination of the characters of the play as they relate to both its thematic ideas and 

farcical elements.    

 
An Analysis of Action  

 
Moon Over Buffalo is a unique comedy because it seems to have two prominent 

plotlines. At the heart of the play, we see a family desperately trying to stay together. 

This plot, which I will call the thematic plot due to the consistent occurrence of the four 

key themes listed above, is largely interrupted by a second one, which I will call the 

farcical plot because it contains most of the traditional farcical elements. The thematic 

plot begins and ends the play, with the farcical plot sandwiched in between. In other 

words, the dramatic structure of Moon Over Buffalo can be simply thought of as    

Theme/ Farce/Theme, or A/B/A. Although there are a few elements of farce to be found 

in the thematic bookends, and vice versa, the three portions can be predominantly 

characterized as listed above. Moreover, each part of this structure can be conveniently 

paralleled to the three movements of a sonata. Ludwig has said that comedies found in 

“the great tradition” are written in sonata form with three parts: Exposition, 

Development, and Recapitulation. What follows is a thorough and analytical synopsis of 

the play separated into this three-part structure. This action analysis will demonstrate that 

Moon Over Buffalo is not simply a farce (as many critics have called it), but something 

more complex that is on par with comedies of “the great tradition.”    

 
Exposition 
 
 The play opens to reveal the stage of the Erlanger Theater in Buffalo, New 

York—unlovingly described by George and Charlotte Hay’s daughter, Roz, as “Scranton 
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without the charm.”6 It is mid-morning in June, and the company is in the middle of a 

rehearsal for Edmond Rostand’s Cyrano de Bergerac. Five listless actors, dressed as 

seventeenth-century French soldiers, are unable to conceal their lack of enthusiasm for 

the production. George, onstage acting in dual capacity as both director and lead actor, is 

soon joined by Charlotte as Roxanne. As the point of attack in traditional dramatic 

structure, this opening moment tells us a great deal about Moon Over Buffalo. First, it 

instantly establishes the theatricality of the piece, foregrounding the act of performance. 

As the audience, we are witnessing a rehearsal for a play within a play, in a theatre within 

a theatre. By including a Brechtian sense of alienation, Ludwig is instantly establishing 

the aesthetic distance necessary to laugh at what is about to unfold, inviting his audience 

to set aside their emotions and accept the Bergsonian contract, outlined in Chapter One. 

What’s more, this first scene is led by a man dressed as Cyrano de Bergerac—a character 

who is a charismatic performer and consummate romantic with an uncompromising sense 

of honor, justice, and morality. Armed with a previous knowledge of the plot of 

Rostand’s play, the audience would be able to recognize George and Charlotte as the 

main dramatic love interests of the play, while simultaneously understanding that their 

relationship is complicated. Significantly, the point of attack is a battle.7 Along with 

establishing a world of performance and theatricality, Ludwig is suggesting that we must 

fight for a cause, just as Rostand’s Cyrano does. In Moon Over Buffalo, George and 

Charlotte will fight not only for the theatre but also for their family. In a sense, this is a 

                                                
6 Ken Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo (New York: Samuel French, 2010): 16 

 
7 There’s an immense dramatic irony to be found in this moment, as the “point of attack” begins 

with soldiers yelling “retreat! For God’s sake retreat!” (Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, 9) 



57 
 

singular cause, because the family has made their livelihood in the theatre. If the theatre 

fails, so too will the family.  

In the middle of George’s Cyrano monologue, the stage suddenly transforms from 

the set of Cyrano into the backstage greenroom of the Erlanger as Ethel, Charlotte’s 

nearly deaf mother, is reciting George’s monologue along with him. Eventually, Ethel is 

alone in the greenroom and all evidence of the Cyrano production has disappeared as the 

play proper begins. This magical transition from the stage to the greenroom marks the 

only instance of this effect in the entire play.8 While the effect is unusual, due to its 

singular use in the text, this transition (which leads into what we will call “Ethel’s 

prologue”) is important, because it reinforces the idea that Moon Over Buffalo is a play 

steeped in theatricality. Where else but the theatre can the audience simultaneously be in 

two places at the same time? When asked about this transition, Ludwig offered an 

explanation reminiscent of Antonin Artaud’s concept of “The Theater and Its Double,” 

suggesting that the theatre parallels real life and vice versa. According to Ludwig, “that 

sort of parallel is what the theatre is all about…living in two different dimensions.”9 In 

this moment, reality and theatricality are blended together, which suggests to the 

audience that the characters they are about to witness onstage may always be “acting.” It 

may be very difficult to differentiate, at any given moment, between a character’s 
                                                

8 In the original Broadway premiere, this one-time effect was lavishly intricate. As Ethel moves 
from the raked set of Cyrano to the greenroom, the entire floor moved upward as she descended a flight of 
stairs. Eventually, the floor of the Cyrano set constituted the ceiling of the greenroom. This, of course, is an 
expensive transition, the likes of which might only be found on Broadway. As such, this opening moment 
offers a director with an important opportunity to devise a creative solution that may even further enhance 
the theatricality of the piece. In Baylor’s production, Ethel entered from the house [i.e., the audience]. 
Looking as if she was a legitimate patron who was simply late to the performance, Ethel eventually finds 
her way onstage and begins mirroring George’s actions and vocal intonations as the transition to the 
greenroom happened around them. With a feather duster in hand, Ethel perfectly matched all of the 
gestures George was doing with his sword. This blocking was staged specifically in response to Ludwig’s 
comments on how the theatre parallels real life. 

 
9 Ken Ludwig, in discussion with the author, November 30, 2015. 
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constructed persona (a proverbial “mask”) and their actual selves, particularly regarding 

their desires. Perhaps the characters themselves do not yet know what they want.  

As a part of Ethel’s prologue, Roz enters the greenroom and reveals that she and 

the company’s manager, Paul, are no longer in a romantic relationship. Instead, she is 

engaged to marry a timid man named Howard, a television weatherman. Six months 

earlier, Roz abandoned her role as a life-long member of her parents’ acting company for 

a career in advertising—a job she describes as “normal.” Ethel admonishes Roz and 

explains the importance of staying in the theatre, claiming it is their “lifeline to 

humanity.”10 In this moment, Ethel poses the main dramatic question of the play: “Will 

the theatre [i.e., Hay family] survive?” As we will see, the theatre is a social space 

representative of the Hay family at large, so the main dramatic question includes the 

problem of whether or not their family will stay intact. For this to happen, Charlotte must 

stay with George, despite the news of his infidelity, and Roz must return to Paul. As a 

comedy that follows in “the great tradition,” the answer to this question should feel 

inevitable to the audience. That is to say, that the events of the play ought to result in a 

grand marriage moment that is deeply satisfying to the audience who is expecting 

everything to work out for the best.  

After Ethel’s prologue, it is revealed that Roz has brought her fiancé, Howard, to 

Buffalo in order for him to meet her parents (of whom Howard is a big fan). 

Unfortunately, Howard does not receive the benefit of a traditional introduction to Roz’s 

unpredictable parents. Instead, he is accidentally caught up in an intense sword battle 

between George and Charlotte whose daily exercise breaks into the greenroom at the 

                                                
10 Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, 15. 
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exact moment when Roz leaves Howard alone. After the flash fight, Howard exits 

without properly introducing himself to the Hays.11 

After the swordfight, George and Charlotte discuss the casting decisions of famed 

director Frank Capra’s newest film The Twilight of Scarlet Pimpernel,12 each claiming 

they would have been better choices than Ronald Colman and Greer Garson. As events 

rapidly unfold, it is revealed that Eileen, the ingénue of the company, had a fling with 

George when they were in Cincinnati and is now pregnant. Soon after Eileen privately 

informs George of the situation, Charlotte discovers a handwritten note in her copy of 

Variety that reads, “Dear Charlotte. I’m carrying your husband’s child. I thought you 

should know. Eileen.”13 After assaulting George with the newspaper, Charlotte declares 

that this is indeed the last straw, and she is leaving with Richard, their lawyer, on the next 

plane despite the matinee performance due to start in a couple of hours.  

 
Development 
 
 The development portion of Moon Over Buffalo is where most of the traditional 

farce is found, and it is initiated with Charlotte beating George with a copy of Variety. 

This marks the moment when the “ticking clock” is set by the farce’s inciting incident. 

As soon as Charlotte exits to pack her bags, the farcical plot takes off, and the Bergsonian 

snowball begins to roll downhill. George receives an unbelievable phone call from his 

agent informing him that Ronald Colman broke both of his legs during the first day of 

                                                
11 He gets a second chance a bit later, but hilariously forgets his own name while first introducing 

himself to Charlotte. 
 

12 A fictitious title, which seems to have been altered from the original Broadway production, 
where Capra’s film was described simply as The Scarlet Pimpernel, in reviews.  
 

13 Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, 45.  
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filming on the set of Capra’s Pimpernel. What’s more, Capra is considering replacing 

Colman with George and is flying to Buffalo to watch the matinee. It is assumed that if 

George gets the role, then Charlotte will replace Colman’s counterpart, Greer Garson. As 

Charlotte is heading out, George tries to explain the fortuitous news to her, but his 

previous dishonesty makes it difficult to impart the information to Charlotte, who replies 

with “this is easily the most ridiculous lie you have ever told me.” At this, she promptly 

walks out the door, causing George to decide that he is going to get very drunk as he 

wanders off into the theatre.14 Suddenly, Charlotte re-enters from the street, having just 

read the newspaper’s confirmation of Colman’s injury. What follows is an elaborate 

chase scene where Paul, Roz, Charlotte, and Richard run in and out of various doors in a 

frantic search for George. Meanwhile, Ethel sits on a couch, oblivious to the action 

around her, mending George’s torn Cyrano pants. With a bottle of scotch in one hand and 

a handwritten note to Roz in the other, George reappears and hands the letter to Ethel 

who reluctantly accepts it with George’s instruction: “Give it to her OR I’LL HAVE 

YOU KILLED!”15 He then exits out the stage door to the street. As soon as he does, Paul, 

Roz, Charlotte, and Richard rush into the greenroom, and Act One ends as soon as they 

read George’s letter declaring that he will be back in a few days. 

 Act Two takes place in the greenroom two hours later. Paul, Roz, and Charlotte 

have been searching around town for George with no success. The phone rings and Paul 

gets a tip that George may be at a bar down the street. At the news, Charlotte exits toward 

the street, leaving former lovers Paul and Roz completely alone for the first time since 

Roz’s return to the theatre. Eileen has taken the day off and will not be able to perform in 

                                                
14 Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, 50.  

 
15 Ibid., 56. 
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the matinee, and Roz has reluctantly agreed to cover her role as one of the leading love 

interests in Private Lives, alongside her father who plays Elyot. While Charlotte is gone, 

she and Paul rehearse lines, which eventually culminates in the couple passionately 

kissing on the couch. Just before things start to heat up between Paul and Roz, they 

receive a phone call from a hotel claiming there is a madman reciting King Lear on their 

dining room buffet table. Assuming the man to be George, Paul and Roz immediately 

leave the greenroom in order to apprehend him. Once they are gone, George suddenly 

reappears. He is incredibly drunk and still holding a bottle of whiskey.16 During a lengthy 

monologue, George scratches out the words “Private Lives” on the matinee callboard and 

scrawls the word “Cyrano” across it. Eventually, he passes out, and when Charlotte, Paul 

and Roz return to the greenroom, they attempt to sober him up by walking him to his 

dressing room for a cold shower. Charlotte hands George’s bottle of whiskey to Ethel, 

telling her to pour it out and make some more coffee, but Ethel misunderstands and pours 

the entire contents of the bottle into the coffee pot.  

 At this time, Howard shows up once again and is met only by Ethel. He expresses 

his excitement for Frank Capra’s impending visit. Ethel cannot understand most of what 

he is saying, because of her loss of hearing, and he ends up shouting the words “FRANK 

CAPRA” to which she responds, “Oh. How nice.”17 Charlotte and Paul return from 

George’s dressing room and Charlotte mistakes Howard for Frank Capra, based on 

                                                
16 In the text, the stage directions describe the bottle George is holding in this moment as 

“whiskey,” which is literarily different from the bottle of “scotch” he left with. Though the two terms are 
often synonymous, it is humorous to think that George has already finished the bottle he left with and is 
actually holding an entirely new bottle of liquor during this moment. This, of course, would reinforce the 
farcical element of implausibility. Baylor’s production followed this model. However, since the events of 
this moment happened so rapidly, the sight gag was overlooked by the audience. 

    
17 Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, 73.  
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Ethel’s description of their previous encounter. As George stumbles about the room, 

Charlotte tries to convince Howard (under the presumed persona of Frank Capra) that 

George is not drunk but simply acting, and she insists that he get to his seat in the 

auditorium for the matinee performance. Howard leaves, but only briefly as Paul and 

Charlotte attempt to dress George for the show, while he in turn gets more drunk from the 

spiked coffee. Howard returns with a gift for George, who is no longer visibly present in 

the greenroom but hiding with Paul in the closet. It is the General George S. Patton 

costume George wore for the Hollywood film Sergeant Yukon, complete with a helmet 

and working gun—a fact unbeknownst to Howard who uses the “prop” rather carelessly 

in another scene. Howard suggests that he wear the costume himself in order to surprise 

George, but Charlotte once again pushes him politely out the door. Immediately after he 

leaves, George and Paul come barreling out of the closet and Paul attempts to forcibly put 

George’s pants on him—an act that is comically mistaken by Richard as a sexual act.   

By this time, George’s previous callboard correction has caused much confusion 

backstage regarding what play they are performing for the matinee. To make matters 

worse, George has once again gone missing, and Charlotte has committed to simply 

throwing in the towel. Roz manages to take charge of the situation, leading a call-to-arms 

of sorts, by saying, “Mother, go put your costume on. Paul you take the first floor, I’ll 

take the second. And Mother, check the stage before you change. We’ll meet back here in 

five minutes.”18 This is the first time Roz shows any kind of commitment or interest in 

the prosperity of her parent’s theatrical endeavors. In essence, she is taking up the mantel 

to fight for her family when both Charlotte and George have apparently given up on the 

fight.  
                                                

18 Ibid., 87. 
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It is interesting that this renewal of commitment comes only a few minutes after 

she rehearses lines with Paul, because it seems to reaffirm a common trope that Ludwig 

incorporates in many of his plays, particularly those involving the theatre. Ludwig often 

uses the act of performance to drastically alter a character’s attitude, resulting in a 

restoration of balance to the community. This can be seen most prominently in Sullivan 

& Gilbert, Ludwig’s first commercial success. In the play, Gilbert and Sullivan are 

constantly at each other’s throats, until they are forced by their cast to perform a duet 

together. This construct can be also be observed in Crazy for You and Lend Me a Tenor, 

when male young lovers disguise themselves in order to win the affections of their female 

counterparts. Ludwig uses the theatre as a Shakespearean “green world” in order to either 

ignite or re-establish romantic connections. When asked about his preference for 

theatricality and using performance as a form of green world restoration, Ludwig 

admitted,  

[Theatre] for me, was always a sort of magical fairyland. And so, as I grew up and 
thought about subjects for my plays, I always just gravitated to using the theatre 
as a background…as a metaphor for the world at large.19 
 

Using the theatre as a metaphor to represent his view of the world is commonly seen in 

much of Ludwig’s work (particularly his early work), and his comment here reflects once 

again on Moon Over Buffalo’s underlying theme of performance and theatricality.  

During the few minutes everyone is looking for George, he appears in the 

greenroom again, pondering the quality of the coffee he is drinking. By this time, Eileen 

makes a brief cameo by rushing into the greenroom from the street and warning George 

that her militant brother is very upset about the pregnancy and is coming to the theatre 

with a gun. Not long after she leaves, Howard returns to the greenroom dressed as 
                                                

19 Ken Ludwig, in discussion with the author, November 30, 2015. 
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General Patton and George immediately mistakes Howard for Eileen’s vengeful brother. 

George and Paul apprehend Howard, who eventually passes out from fright. They tie him 

up and put him in the closet. With George having been found, and the threat of being shot 

dealt with for now, everyone is ready for the curtain to go up in three minutes.  

Borrowing once again from Shakespeare’s play-within-a-play convention, the 

next scene takes place on the stage of the Erlanger Theater. The set for Private Lives is in 

place, and Roz enters, improvising while she waits for George to enter with the second 

line of the play. When George finally arrives, he is dressed in his Cyrano costume and a 

proper train wreck ensues. The catastrophe becomes unsalvageable when Howard, who 

has escaped from the closet, comes hopping across the stage calling for the police. 

Quoting one of the most famous lines from Cyrano, George says, “Then, as I end the 

refrain, thrust home!” and immediately falls into the orchestra pit.20 This moment marks 

the climax of the farcical plotline in the play. However, we know the play is not over, 

because the main dramatic question has not yet been answered with a thematic climax in 

the A plot.  

 
Recapitulation 
 
 The last scene takes place two hours later, as George is being led into the 

greenroom by Paul and Roz. He is bandaged and sobered up from his embarrassing fall 

onstage. The three discuss the miserable events and sit in silence for a while. This is 

certainly a very startling change of pace for the play. In fact, after George’s climatic 

plunge into the pit, the rest of the play abandons almost all of its farcical nature and takes 

on a more subdued air you could expect to find in a comedy of “the great tradition.” That 
                                                

20 Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, 103. 
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is to say, the audience, in this moment, can expect true romance between the lead 

characters to be finally revealed and reaffirmed, leading to a grand marriage moment. As 

referenced in Chapter One, this moment can be a single marriage, a multiple marriage, or 

a renewal of marriage, according to Ludwig.21   

During the final scene, George begins to chuckle, which starts a chain reaction of 

uncontrollable laughter from the trio. The gaiety is briefly paused when Charlotte enters, 

carrying an overnight bag, and declares, “I’m leaving you, George.” To which George 

replies simply and sincerely with, “Yes, I know.” The three immediately break into 

riotous laughter again and Charlotte begins to head for the door for a final time. As she 

does, George stops her and pleads with her to stay. At this point, Roz and Paul exit, as 

George appeals to her love for the theatre. She immediately breaks down, crying, “I 

wanted to be a movie star!”22 During the following, George consoles her and 

simultaneously manages to gain her forgiveness and reaffirm their love for each other:  

GEORGE. Perhaps we’re not meant to be movie stars. Isn’t it nice to know our 
limitations?  
CHARLOTTE. No. I hate it. 
GEORGE. I find it rather comforting, now that I think about it.  
CHARLOTTE. I don’t. I despise it. And I hate getting older. I’m starting to look 
like Ed Sullivan. 
GEORGE. You’re as beautiful now as the day we met. No. I take it back. You’re 
more beautiful. 
CHARLOTTE. You have Glaucoma. 
GEORGE. (Shakes his head.) Cataracts.23 
 

 At the height of such romantic yet ironic dialogue, the two soul mates kiss just as 

Richard arrives to take Charlotte away from the theatre forever. This moment offers the 

                                                
21 Ken Ludwig, “The Great Tradition in Comedy,” The Yale Review 98, no. 4 (2010): 77.  

 
22 Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo,108. 
 
23 Ibid., 109. 
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climax to the thematic A plot. Interestingly, the old lovers’ story does not end with a 

change of heart, but with a renewal of their marriage as well as a reestablishment of their 

rights as parental figures. This is why George can oversee and approve the two other 

unions that are to follow shortly after in the plot’s falling action. It is important to note 

that there has been no real substantive change between George and Charlotte as 

characters.24 They are still the fiercely passionate couple we saw sword fighting in the 

greenroom. Their ultimate reunion in this scene serves to reaffirm what the audience has 

known all along: they are perfectly suited to each other despite their flaws. Though they 

will likely continue to fight each other, they will continue to fight for each other as well.     

 Moon Over Buffalo would certainly not qualify as a comedy in the manner of “the 

great tradition” if the four young lovers (Paul, Roz, Howard, and Eileen) did not also 

have their own grand marriage moment. As expected, Ludwig does not disappoint, 

having all of the lovers enter the greenroom simultaneously. As Roz is being chased by a 

lovesick Paul, Howard enters to confess that he has fallen in love with Eileen, whom he 

ironically describes as “normal.” Howard (who previously expressed his desire to have 

six children) is elated to discover that Eileen wants to start a family “right away!” much 

to the relief of Charlotte and George who ask to be godparents of their firstborn.25 It 

seems there is a convenient solution to everyone’s problem, save for Paul and Roz. 

However, Ludwig also gives this pair their own moment of reconciliation, which leads to 

another grand romantic kiss when Paul literally sweeps Roz off of her feet, after she has 
                                                

24 Like Cyrano and Private Lives, Moon Over Buffalo is a very cynical play; it starts with a retreat 
and ends with an argument. It appears these characters are always going to struggle, because they prefer the 
fight. It is what makes them feel most alive. This desire and need to continuously fight is evident in both 
Rostand and Coward’s plays, and perhaps as a nod to these literary greats, Ludwig has designed a play with 
a similar attitude.   

 
25 Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, 111. 
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repeatedly told him that she is not interested. According to Ludwig, these final moments 

between George, Charlotte, Paul, and Roz are intentionally stylized and are meant to be a 

nod towards several classic comedies, such as Some Like it Hot and It Happened One 

Night. Just as the camera would often use soft focus to highlight the overly romanticized 

moments in classic films, the “Capra-esque” moments in Moon Over Buffalo should 

similarly “glisten,” as Ludwig so aptly described it in discussion.26  

After Paul and Roz kiss, the main dramatic question is fully answered and George 

proceeds to deliver a long-winded, patriarchal speech in approval of their union. He is 

comically interrupted by Ethel who has just received a phone call from a man named 

Frank. As she is about to hang up on a figure who is obviously Frank Capra, Charlotte 

grabs the phone from her mother. In true deus ex machina fashion, it is revealed that 

Capra’s plane was delayed, and he did not see the matinee performance but is planning to 

attend the evening performance instead. In the end, love’s labors are not lost and Jack 

certainly has his Jill. The Hays have been miraculously granted a second chance at 

stardom and their family has been redeemed. At the end of the play, balance is magically 

restored to the world, if only for a moment. The characters have ultimately rejected 

change for a preference to renew and reaffirm their previous commitments.   

In Moon Over Buffalo, Ludwig has chosen to bookend the play with moments of 

intimacy and romance between George and Charlotte, suggesting that the play is mostly 

about their relationship. This is why their final kiss can be considered the climax of the 

thematic plot. What is interesting is that the thematic bookends occur immediately after a 

farcical performance. In the beginning of the play, George and Charlotte kiss on the 

couch and discuss their innermost desires only after practicing their swordfight for 
                                                

26 Ludwig, in discussion, 2015. 
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Cyrano, with Howard comically caught in the middle. At the end of the play, we have 

another moment of emotional reality, but only after we witness a highly farcical train 

wreck of Private Lives, which ends in one final sword thrust from George as Cyrano. 

This thrust home, marks the conclusion of the farcical plot and ironically suggests that we 

are returning to the emotional heart (or home) of the play. 

The fact that Ludwig’s play has two climaxes (one farcical the other thematic) 

provides important insight into the play’s style and form. It would seem that Moon Over 

Buffalo is not a true farce in the traditional sense; if it were, the play would end shortly 

after George falls into the pit, allowing no opportunity for a psychologically emotional 

character arc. Instead, like the parallel dimensions found in the nature of theatre, 

Ludwig’s play provides its audience with a double plot. One involves the zaniness of 

farce while the other shows a family of characters driven by real love. Thus, it is 

appropriate to offer an analysis of the play’s farce as well as an analysis of the play’s 

characters. 

 
An Analysis of Farce  

 
As mentioned in Chapter One, there are five common characteristics of farce 

which we will use to analyze the farcical plot of Moon Over Buffalo: (1) the plot typically 

extends beyond nature and plausibility; (2) the plot prefers action over character 

development; (3) confusion and mistaken identity are glorified through comic dress; (4) 

farce has a knack for violence and inflicting pain onto its characters in order to correct 

certain social behaviors; and (5) sex and adultery are a historically common, accepted, 

and anticipated themes.   
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Beyond Nature and Plausibility 
 
 The plot of Moon Over Buffalo is rife with implausibility, which, as we have seen, 

has been the source of much of the play’s negative criticism. For instance, it is 

implausible to think that a theatre company of only five actors could produce two shows 

in repertory, let alone Edmond Rostand’s Cyrano de Bergerac; it is absurd to think that a 

Hollywood director of the caliber of Frank Capra would fly to see a matinee performance 

of two washed-up actors in Buffalo, New York; it is highly unlikely that anyone could 

consistently lose, or misplace, a man such as George Hay so many times in such a small 

greenroom over the span of several hours; and it is ridiculous to think that anyone could 

get as drunk as George in so little time without contracting alcohol poisoning and then 

become almost completely sober only two hours later. Nonetheless, this is what happens 

in Moon Over Buffalo. Ultimately, these implausibilities are what drive the farcical plot 

and keep the Bergsonian snowball rolling downhill. It is also where most of the humor is 

found in the play. Audience pleasure derives not from realistic cause and effect that is 

based in reason and intellect but from the fantasy of the implausible story being told.  

Furthermore, farce deals in schadenfreude. Therefore, an audience must separate 

their intellect and emotion in order to enjoy the violence of farce and the implausibility of 

Moon Over Buffalo. Throughout the farcical plot, Ludwig presents George as an elastic 

hero who can seemingly bounce back from any punishment, and the audience delights in 

the implausibility of everything that occurs to him. In the final scene, however, the 

farcical plot is over so the farcical “contract” is now void. In this moment, the audience 

witnesses George, not as a bloodless clown but as a real human being that is susceptible 
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to pain and injury and capable of expressing a vast range of complex human emotion.27 

George’s uncontrollable laughter in the final scene is a cathartic moment that allows him 

to finally express and release all of the emotion that has been stifled by the farce of the 

previous scenes. In this moment, we see George bandaged and limping. We can assume 

that if he can be physically damaged, then he can be emotionally damaged as well. The 

moment when Charlotte declares that she is indeed leaving George, the audience should 

feel the realistic gravity of this statement. Therefore George’s simple response of “I 

know” should carry heavy emotional weight as well as vulnerability because the main 

dramatic question is being scrutinized: will the Hay family indeed stay intact? Such 

emotional sensitivity cannot happen in farce, which explains why the farcical plot must 

end before this moment can occur.  

 
Action over Character Development 
 
 Referring once again to the play’s sonata structure, it is interesting to note that the 

entire farcical plot is contained in the area formally described as “development.” This 

particular area comprises roughly half of the script. Ironically, as the plot develops in this 

section, the characters themselves do not. They cannot, because they simply have no time 

pause and reflect on their actions once the ticking clock is set. During the farcical plot of 

Moon Over Buffalo, the characters are merely trying to survive the onslaught of farcical 

punishment. It is only after the farce is completed that everyone can observe a moment of 

reflection and thus exhibit a semblance of a traditional character arc. For instance, 

George realizes that he has deeply wounded Charlotte, Roz realizes that she indeed has 

                                                
27 Earlier in the play, before the farcical plot is initiated, we see a similarly fragile George who is 

subject to back pain and the effects of getting older. 
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feelings for Paul, and Howard realizes that he does not have to be bullied by the insane 

world of the theatre but can simply leave it. However, we see no indication that the 

characters understand or recognize their inner-emotional thought processes leading to 

these character arcs until the last moments of the play.  

Although the play ends happily, we cannot assume the characters will enjoy the 

armistice for very long. In fact, they exit arguing about what play they are performing 

next. Is it Cyrano or Private Lives? There has been no true development of character, 

only the type of farcical stuffing that glorifies action. As a result, the characters have not 

learned much from the error of their ways, and we can assume that another disaster is 

waiting just around the corner. By the end of the play, there is a definite change in 

attitude amongst the characters—for instance, the image we have of George in bandages 

is quite different than the overly confident Cyrano we see at the beginning—but there has 

been no substantive change, only a reaffirmation that the Hay family works best when 

they are wholly together in the theatre.  

 
Confusion, Mistaken Identity and Comic Dress 
 
 Confusion fuels the fire in the farcical plot of Moon Over Buffalo, most notably in 

the moments when the characters are looking for George or when someone is talking to 

Ethel. There is an ever-present air of confusion during the farcical plot, and it is only 

heightened by George’s drunkenness. Though confusion is liberally implemented 

throughout the play, the concept of mistaken identity is used more sparingly. That being 

said, it still plays an important role in the actions and responses of the characters. As we 

have seen, mistaken identity is a characteristic that Ludwig considers to be one of the 

most important ingredients for comedy, and his use of the convention is expressly 
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showcased through Howard—a person who is constantly being mistaken for someone he 

is not, including General Patton, Frank Capra and an appropriate suitor for Roz. 

Interestingly, Howard being mistakenly identified as Patton and Capra exclusively serves 

the farcical plot; it is topical and inherently comedic. However, a more important instance 

of mistaken identity can be found in his engagement to Roz. This is a characteristic that is 

fundamentally outside of the nature of farce due to its reliance on internal emotion, and it 

is pivotal in the development of the thematic plot. Throughout most of the play, the 

characters in Moon Over Buffalo tend to lack the self-understanding required to know 

what they desire, adding a unique complexity to the idea of confusion, and the thematic 

plot serves to illuminate their true selves. In the climax of the thematic plot, Howard 

realizes that he actually wants nothing to do with the Hay family or the theatre in general 

and realizes that Eileen is his true companion.      

The costumes in farce are often used to heighten confusion. The most blatantly 

comic dress in Moon Over Buffalo is George’s Cyrano costume, which Ludwig employs 

in very interesting ways. Not only is it used to constantly punish Howard, whenever he 

and George interact, but its very presence seems to indicate and initiate moments of 

heightened farcical elements, such as violence and confusion. For indeed, every time we 

see implements of George’s Cyrano costume, farcical elements tend to follow. The 

appearance of the Cyrano costume in the failed Private Lives obviously heightens the 

farce, but there are also several minor moments when the costume is present that are 

worth mentioning. For instance, the costume is present when poor Howard is accosted by 

swords, and later, he faints at the sight of the nose providing George and Paul with the 

convenient opportunity to tie him up. Also, immediately before Paul informs George that 
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Eileen is pregnant, Ethel enters, carrying Cyrano’s trousers. She is immediately and 

comically pursued by George who says, “Stop! Give me those Cyrano pants!”28 Here we 

see yet another skirmish in Moon Over Buffalo, emphasizing the theme of fighting for 

your passions. It is the introduction of the trousers that marks the beginning of the 

farcical plotline with the inciting incident of Eileen’s pregnancy following immediately. 

The topic of pants becomes a source for much farcical confusion and misdirection 

throughout the play. During the scene when everyone is frantically searching for 

George—a textbook example of the use of doors in farce—Ethel is anchored in the 

middle of the couch, orchestrating the confusion by misdirecting the searchers, as she 

quietly sews George’s trousers back together. Once George is found, the moments 

leading up to the matinee are all about getting George into the correct pair of trousers, for 

if he remains in his Cyrano costume, the Private Lives matinee is bound to fail, but the 

farce is guaranteed to continue. 

 
Sex and Adultery  
 
 From Plato to Tertullian, the theatre has been criticized as an institution with 

loose morality. It is no wonder that farce has been regarded so lowly as sex and infidelity 

tend to permeate the genre. True to form, Ludwig incorporates the topic of sex into the 

story of Moon Over Buffalo. There are the obvious instances that instigate the farcical 

plot, such as George and Eileen’s past indiscretions and the closet bit Paul has with 

George when he tries to put his pants on. But there are two other brief yet blatant sexual 

moments that are worth mentioning. Interestingly, these are the only two moments of 

sexuality that are physically presented onstage but do not serve the farcical plot at all. 

                                                
28 Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, 38. 
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Instead, they are much more relevant to the thematic plot as they reveal the emotional and 

sexual desires of the leading couples. The first instance of blatant sexuality occurs in the 

beginning of the play, immediately after the swordfight, when Charlotte and George are 

reenacting lines from Cyrano. Acting as Cyrano, George kneels before Charlotte and 

gently kisses and caresses her hand and Charlotte confesses, “When you do that, George, 

center stage, in front of a thousand people holding their breath, I wet myself, I can’t help 

it,” to which George, knowing the full extent of his charm, responds simply with, “Thank 

you, my darling.” Charlotte then demands, “Kiss me. Now. Before the moment passes.”29 

At this, they begin “necking” on the couch. It is easy to assume that Charlotte’s line of 

wetting herself references the act of accidental urination and not sexual excitement. 

However, this line may have been an artifact from an early, more risqué draft of the play. 

As seen in the Pennebaker and Hegedus film, George complains about his back being 

sore and Charlotte admonishes him for trying lift her onstage. George responds, “I was 

carrying you to the Throne of Hymen, I was being romantic.”30 With this in mind, it 

seems that the aforementioned line is likely an innuendo meant to be a continuation of an 

excised sexual joke.  

Paralleling George and Charlotte’s kissing sequence on the couch, there is a 

second instance of sexual activity with Paul and Roz in the beginning of Act Two. While 

they are rehearsing their lines for Private Lives, they begin kissing on the exact same 

couch George and Charlotte were on earlier. Hopefully, an audience will notice the 

similarity as it can serve to suggest that Paul and Roz are soul mates just as George and 

                                                
29 Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, 23. 
 
30 Moon Over Broadway, directed by Chris Hegedus and D.A. Pennebaker (1998; New York: New 

Video Group, 2000), DVD. 
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Charlotte are. The kissing grows more passionate, leading to the following dialogue, 

which is spoken in gasps between kisses: 

ROZ. OH, Paul…We have to rehearse…It’s so important…to Mother and Dad… 
PAUL. You’re right. …I agree. …Take your clothes off.  
 (PAUL starts to undress Roz.) 
ROZ. Wait! Paul, there’s something important I have to tell you [i.e., her 
engagement to Howard]. 
PAUL. Tell me later, when you’re naked.  
ROZ. Okay.31  
 

These moments are significant to include in this analysis because both instances occur 

after a character has performed with someone else, ironically suggesting that maybe those 

with an anti-theatrical bias were correct all along: the theatre will cause you to act on 

your desires even if it results in infidelity. 

We have seen in Chapter One, adultery is traditionally expected in the genre of 

farce, yet farces maintain their own unique moral code. In Moon Over Buffalo, the 

morality regarding infidelity is established by Charlotte, who appears to be more upset by 

the fact that George lied to her about Eileen rather than the actual act itself. When she is 

massaging George’s shoulders in the beginning of the play, she simply asks him if he 

slept with Eileen, saying, “I don’t mind as long as you tell me the truth!”32 As we have 

seen, adultery is not a condemnable act in farce but is to be expected, and Charlotte’s 

behavior is congruent with this fact.  

In most traditional farces, the act of infidelity is kept a secret for as long as 

possible, in order to heighten the comedic enjoyment and perpetuate a ticking clock, 

however, George’s infidelity is revealed to all very early in the plot. This fact suggests 

that Moon Over Buffalo is not a play about secrets but about honesty. As soon as 

                                                
31 Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, 64. 
 
32 Ibid., 27. 
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Charlotte discovers the truth about George and Eileen, she makes a plan to leave with 

Richard on the next plane, explaining her reasoning by simply telling George, “you lied 

to me.”33 Charlotte appears to be more hurt by George’s lie than the actual act the lie was 

covering.  

 
Violence 
 
 Farce uses violence as a form of social justice in order to reestablish a certain 

equilibrium. As we have seen, anyone who is in opposition to the social world is a prime 

target for farcical punishment. There are two types of punishment in Moon Over Buffalo: 

physical and psychological. Having two types of punishment seems to correspond with 

Bentley’s notion of the violence and delicacy in farce. The physically violent 

punishments are inflicted almost exclusively on George and Howard, while the 

punishments that are psychologically and more subtly devastating are reserved for 

Charlotte, Roz, and Richard. 

Both Richard and Howard offer romantic alternatives to the leading women of the 

play (Charlotte and Roz, respectively). These men offer opportunity for financial stability 

and a life away from the theatre. Richard represents everything that George would have 

become if he used his wit and passion for climbing the social ladder instead of pursuing 

theatre, and Howard represents what Paul may become if he ever chooses to leave the 

theatre. Both men offer the complete antithesis of the women’s established lovers. As a 

result, both men fulfill the roles of the “incapacitated victims” in Moon Over Buffalo. 

They are natural targets for farcical punishment because they are trespassing. 

                                                
33 Ibid., 46. 
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They are, however, punished in very different ways. Howard’s punishment in the 

play is physical while Richard’s is much more psychological in nature. An explanation of 

this disparity can be found in the consideration that Richard, as the Hay’s lawyer, has a 

role to play in the theatre and therefore is key to the survival of the Hay family as a 

theatre company. He is not trying to infiltrate the family; he is, however, trying to steal 

from it. Howard, on the other hand, is in the television industry, hoping to marry into a 

world where he simply does not belong. This explains why he is the character punished 

most obscenely and ridiculously in the play. Indeed, there is not a single scene with 

Howard present where he is not the brunt of some farcical joke or violent abuse. For 

instance, when we are first introduced to the meek weatherman, he is immediately 

apprehended by George in a feverish rehearsal swordfight with Charlotte, marking the 

first instance of punishment in the script.34 Furthermore, he is constantly dismissed by 

Charlotte, throughout the play, and is eventually tied up and stuffed into a closet by 

George, only after he has fainted from an understandable fear of being sodomized by a 

certain Cyrano appendage. Richard’s punishment, on the other hand, is subtler and 

perhaps more sophisticated than Howard’s. As soon as Richard tries to actively take 

Charlotte away from the family, his punishment commences as he is unwillingly forced 

to search for George. After running back and forth, and climbing stairs, Richard states, “I 

find this very tiresome.”35 

Like Howard, George’s punishment is largely physical—culminating with him 

physically injuring himself by falling into the orchestra pit—but it is also slightly 

                                                
34 Like the victims of Rostand’s Cyrano, Howard’s first punishment ironically occurs immediately 

after he makes a joking reference to Cyrano’s nose, calling George’s production a “single nostril version.” 
(See: Ludwig, 17) 

 
35 Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, 55. 
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psychological as well. His farcical punishment commences as soon as his secret 

regarding Eileen is revealed and Charlotte assaults him with a copy of Variety. In 

consideration of traditional farce, it is appropriate that George’s punishment begins in 

this moment, because his relationship with Eileen puts him in direct opposition to the 

emotional welfare of the family and disrupts the balance of the social world. From this 

point on, most of George’s physical punishment is a direct result of his drunkenness, 

which is a consequence of a deeper, psychological punishment of despair at Charlotte’s 

leaving him.  

Charlotte and Roz are not above reproach in Moon Over Buffalo. Their 

punishment is almost exclusively psychological in nature and is most prominently 

displayed during the Private Lives scene, with the exception of Roz who is subtly 

punished in the thematic bookends for her engagement to Howard. In the beginning of 

the play, it is acceptable that Roz is engaged to a television weatherman, because she has 

established herself in a similar opposition to the theatre by seeking a career in 

advertising. In her theatrical transgression, Roz’s initial union with Howard makes sense 

(although it certainly feels like a temporary engagement to the audience, who is guided 

by Ethel’s premonition). In a sense, Howard can be thought of as Roz’s farcical form of 

punishment personified. He is a source of frustration and embarrassment for Roz, which 

can be seen early on in the exposition when Howard is first knocking at the door to the 

greenroom, and Roz politely beckons him to come in. After several more knocks, Roz 

immediately loses her patience and shouts, “Would you come in, please, the door’s 

open!!!”36 She is once again punished by Howard in the final scene when she experiences 

an episode of social embarrassment as Howard announces his new engagement to Eileen. 
                                                

36 Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, 15. 
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This particular instance of farcical punishment in the thematic plot ironically helps 

develop the theme of rekindling lost love.   

Although the act of frantically searching for George and trying to sober him up 

could be thought of as a form of physical punishment (which consequently begins the 

moment Charlotte leaves with Richard), it seems that the most significant form of 

punishment that both Charlotte and Roz receive is psychological in nature and mostly 

occurs during the Private Lives matinee. During this scene, both women suffer immense 

amounts of mental anxiety and social embarrassment as they attempt to salvage a doomed 

production. It would appear that their punishment is a direct result of their previous 

desires to leave the theatre. The punishment of women is unusual in traditional farce, and 

the presence of it in Ludwig’s play suggests that Charlotte and Roz are equal counterparts 

to the men.    

 
An Analysis of Character 

 
As a play that is steeped in theatricality, Ludwig makes use of many theatrical 

constructs in Moon Over Buffalo, the subtlest of which is his use of masks. The masks in 

Ludwig’s play are proverbial and subconscious rather than literal, but it is important to 

note that most of the main characters wear one, which they very rarely remove. A rare 

moment of mask-removal provides the audience with a chance to see the real character 

underneath the constructed personae they have so carefully crafted for their everyday 

lives. If, as Bentley suggested, farce offers the interaction of “violence and delicacy,” 

then Moon Over Buffalo also offers the playful interaction between “fake and real” in 

regards to character. This is perhaps the most important way Ludwig’s script strays from 

the common characteristics of farce. Instead of showcasing shallow characters with little 



80 
 

to no substance, the characters in Moon Over Buffalo possess hidden qualities of 

psychological realism and emotional depth.  

Interestingly, the moments of “mask removal” usually take place during the 

thematic bookends. This is particularly true of the last scene, when all of the farcical 

elements are completely removed and we are able to witness how these characters truly 

feel. In discussion, Ken Ludwig, recalled a conversation he had with legendary farceur 

Ray Cooney (Director of the London premiere of Over the Moon) who marveled at the 

inherent “heart” of Moon Over Buffalo. According to Ludwig’s account, Cooney 

suggested that there is an emotional sensitivity found in the play, and indeed in many 

American farces, that most British farces lack. According to Ludwig, British farces are 

“little machines that work,” which strictly adhere to the traditional elements laid out in 

Chapter One.37 However, in Moon Over Buffalo, there is an underlying sincerity that 

guides the thematic plot, and it often peeks its head out from behind the indifferent mask 

of farce. For the purposes of this portion of the analysis, we will discuss each character at 

length and further interpret what their so-called mask might be and whether or not they 

remove it. We will also discuss what is at the “heart” of the main characters in regards to 

their wants and desires.  

 
Ethel 
 

Theatre is the social world of Moon Over Buffalo to which all characters are 

expected to conform. As we have seen, the theatre and the Hay family are interconnected. 

Whenever a character deviates from the social world, they are subsequently punished in 

the play until they recognize their transgression and return to equilibrium. As Ethel is the 

                                                
37 Ludwig, in discussion, 2015.  
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only character who never exits the theatre, or threatens to, she is consequently never 

punished by the play’s farce. Instead, she helps exact and even perpetuate the punishment 

by ignorantly misdirecting the chase scene and adding whisky to the coffee pot. She is 

unfaltering and unwavering in her commitment to the theatre. As the constant mender, 

she is always trying to keep the balance of the social world. This can be seen not only in 

her accepted role as company launderer and stitcher but also when she tries to salvage the 

train wreck of Private Lives by continuing to improvise as a 1920s British dowager long 

after the play is butchered beyond recognition by George’s appearance as Cyrano.  

Viewing Ethel as representative of the theatre may explain, in part, why she 

doubles as Cyrano in the opening sequence of the play when she recites the lines to 

George’s Cyrano monologue. This magical sequence inexplicably links Ethel with 

George, raising the question of why they argue and fight so fiercely throughout the play 

proper. During Ethel’s prologue, the real Cyrano becomes blurred. Who is the real 

theatrical romantic who fights for a cause, George or Ethel? This is further complicated 

by the fact that she continues on with the monologue while George’s voice seems to fade 

away, allowing Ethel to briefly be the more prominent Cyrano from the audience’s 

perspective, suggesting that she metaphorically “wears the pants” to the Cyrano persona.  

Her stationary position in the social world of the theatre also uniquely qualifies 

her to act as the moral backbone of the play; it is her job to point out when a character is 

wrong or strays from the community. For example, when Roz explains that she is leaving 

the theatre and not marrying Paul, Ethel remarks, “Yes, I know, and it’s revolting.”38 

Though this line is meant to receive a quick laugh from the audience, it has an underlying 

message. She is ultimately warning Roz not to abandon her roots in the theatre by 
                                                

38 Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, 14. 
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marrying Howard. Immediately after this moral chiding, Ethel proceeds to express the 

most blatant thematic message of the play as she explains to Roz:  

Now listen to me, young lady. The theatre may be dying. The glamorous invalid 
may be crawling through the desert with but a single lung in its feeble chest, but it 
is still breathing and it is all we’ve got. It is our lifeline to humanity.39  

 
Here in the very first moments of the play proper, Ethel establishes the theatre as a living 

organism. This organism is representative of the Hay family, who has spent their entire 

lives in the theatre. Therefore, Ethel’s comment that the theatre may be dying can be 

interpreted to suggest the current crumbling dynamics of the family. Ethel’s comment to 

Roz is meant to foreshadow that there is hope for the Hays. The story of Moon Over 

Buffalo that follows is not so much about “if” everything will work out for the family, but 

“how” it will work out.  

Ethel wears the mask of a stock elderly comic character. Though deaf, she may 

not be as handicapped as she lets on but simply uses her mask as an excuse to ignore 

things she does not want to hear (namely George). With her joint Cyrano monologue in 

the opening, Ludwig immediately establishes her as a good actor at the very beginning of 

the play, suggesting that she may not be as helpless as she appears. This is seen later in 

her attempts to salvage the Private Lives performance.  

 
George 
 
 Of the leading couple, George appears to be the more violent character as he is 

constantly threatening to kill himself and others, but his violence is never physically 

expressed or brought to fruition.40 Instead, it is Charlotte’s violence that is allowed to 

                                                
39 Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, 15. 
 
40 Like the satyrs of Greek comedy, George’s violence is ineffectual.  
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make contact (which is exclusively directed at George). Referencing once again 

Bentley’s notion that violence is counterbalanced with delicacy, George’s character must 

satisfy this particular “contract” in order for the audience to accept him as the farcical 

hero of the play. Interestingly, both the violence and delicacy of George’s character can 

be found in a singular trait: his immense love and passion for Charlotte. For it is his love 

of her that leads him to drink himself to near destruction, and it is what also draws 

Charlotte back to him by the end of the play.  

Of the Hay’s company, George has cast himself in the leading roles of Cyrano 

and Elyot. Although it is apparent that he prefers the role of Cyrano (as he is dressed in 

some variation of the Cyrano costume for much of the play), the character of Elyot may 

be a closer fit for his actual personality.41 With this in mind, it could be said that the mask 

George wears is his Cyrano persona. For most of the play, he presents himself as a 

natural performer who thrives in the arts. Someone who is “genial, courteous, intellectual, 

Virile, [and] courageous” as his character states, but we see the real personality of George 

in the thematic bookends of the play as someone who is getting old, has become 

emotionally vulnerable, and is susceptible to aches and pain.42 But most importantly, we 

see someone who is deeply in love with Charlotte in these moments.  

Interestingly, throughout the play, Ethel is constantly denying George of his 

Cyrano persona. When they first interact, after the swordfight with Charlotte, Ethel enters 

to collect the discarded Cyrano costumes, stating, “I’m just the help.”43 At this, George 

                                                
41 In Private Lives, despite their flaws, the audience never questions Elyot’s sincere love for 

Amanda. However, in Cyrano, some critics have suggested that Cyrano does not truly love Roxanne but 
simply loves the chase instead. 

 
42 Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, 101. 
 
43 Ibid, 23. 



84 
 

hurls a list of insults at Ethel, calling her the “Hound of the Baskervilles” and 

Quasimodo. He then suggests that she is a witch and a troll and that Ethel’s real daughter 

must have been a changeling. This list of insults reaffirms the idea that Ethel is the 

theatre. She is ethereal, mythological, and at times even monstrous. After all, most of the 

characters are fighting against the theatre for much of the play as if it were some monster 

to be avoided. The next time we see Ethel and George, she is escaping capture with his 

Cyrano pants held hostage. George and Ethel physically struggle over the pants as Ethel 

declares, “They need fixing!” to which George suggests, “Your ears need fixing!”44 What 

is interesting about these interactions is that whenever Ethel takes away or denies George 

of his Cyrano costume, she exposes his Elyot-like capacity for physical violence toward 

someone he is supposed to love. By denying him his fantasy persona, it is almost as if she 

suggesting that George cannot be Cyrano yet because he has not earned the right. When 

she finally relinquishes the pants, it has been mere seconds since Charlotte left him. At 

this, George wraps the pants around his fists as if to strangle her; in a moment of comedic 

irony, George finally has his Cyrano costume but no Roxanne to complete it.  

 
Charlotte 
 
 Charlotte finds herself in an uncomfortable place in her career, as she believes 

that she and George are on a slow decline after having peaked professionally.45 As an 

acting team, the Hays had two big, back-to-back flops on Broadway before trying their 

hands at Hollywood—an endeavor that did not award them the fame Charlotte seeks. 

                                                
44 Ibid., 39. 
 
45 Charlotte was a successful Broadway actress before she “stooped” to marry George, much to her 

mother’s disapproval. 
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Though George seems quite content to continue playing all of the lead roles in their 

failing theatre company,46 Charlotte still longs for a major film career and has become 

tired of playing “the road” to survive.  

Like George’s Cyrano, the true character of Charlotte is also illumined through 

the acting roles she undertakes. In Moon Over Buffalo, Ludwig has given us two 

characters that are assumed to fit Charlotte’s type: Roxanne and Amanda Prynne. It could 

be said that her “mask” is her Roxanne persona, while the real Charlotte is much more 

similar to Amanda—sharp, witty and cynical. Like Roxanne, Charlotte desires to be 

loved, admired, and wooed. In short, she is a glamorous star of a bygone era that has 

almost forgotten her. 

 When we first see Charlotte, she is dressed as Roxanne. This immediately reveals 

several things about her character: (1) she is the object of desire for Cyrano; (2) she is a 

woman of noble upbringing who would be expected to marry in her class; (3) she is 

Cyrano’s intellectual and romantic equal; and (4) she is a woman who is easily swayed 

by heightened language and a hope for true romance. All of the qualities listed above, 

though used to describe Roxanne, are also true of Charlotte. For instance, it is clear that 

George loves her, she was a Broadway star before she “stooped” to marry George, she 

can match George’s skill in a swordfight, and she is easily won over by George’s “Capra-

esque” dialogue in the final moments of the play. The parallels are obvious. However, 

comparing Charlotte to Roxanne only provides a partial analysis of her true character. 

Instead, more important insight can be found by viewing Charlotte in the role of Amanda 

Prynne in Private Lives. More importantly, a clearer understanding of George and 

                                                
46 A trait that is reminiscent of Noel Coward, who cast himself as the lead role for the original 

production of Private Lives. 
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Charlotte’s marital relationship can be gleaned by equating them with the characters they 

portray in Coward’s play.  

In Private Lives, Amanda is a strong-willed woman and is the only person who 

can match Elyot’s passion and violence. Their relationship is bipolar. It is volatile and 

passionate; violent and delicate. When they are at their best, the couple exhibits a 

romance that is unrivaled, but given enough it time turns to abuse as the couple cannot 

help but fight. We have seen George and Charlotte thrive in the war zone of the theatre; 

they prefer the fight. Like Elyot and Amanda, when George and Charlotte are fighting, 

they are simultaneously at their best and worst versions of themselves. At best, we see the 

couple at their most intimate immediately after they conduct a physical swordfight.47 At 

worst, George wrestles Charlotte to the ground and is consequently kicked in the groin 

after Charlotte discovers the truth about Eileen.  

 
Paul and Roz 
 
 Paul and Roz can be thought of as the young lovers of a commedia sketch. They 

are the straightforward, young, attractive lovers who are expected to be largely 

“unmasked.” While it could be said that Roz is emotionally “masked” for most of the 

play, with her current distaste of the theatre, it is certainly a disguise that is unbecoming 

and one that the audience should easily see right through. Early on, through Roz’s 

interactions with Paul combined with Ethel, George and Charlotte’s commentary 

regarding her romantic affairs, it is apparent that she and Paul are meant for each other. 

Nonetheless, Roz insists on denying it. Their romantic compatibility is foreshadowed in 

                                                
47 The swordfight is also a type of performance, which once again reaffirms Ludwig’s use of 

theatricality as a means to ignite passion. 
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the first scene when Roz informs her grandmother that she is finally getting married, and 

Ethel—our moral guide—joyously responds: 

ETHEL. Oh, Rosalind, how wonderful! I’ve always said that you and Paul were 
made for each other.  
ROZ. It isn’t Paul. 
ETHEL. The boy has spunk— 
ROZ. Grandma, it’s not Paul! Paul and I broke up! 
ETHEL. …It isn’t Paul? 
ROZ. NO! 
ETHEL. Well that’s a mistake.48 

 
The mask that Roz wears then serves to disguise her true feelings for Paul—feelings that 

we know are right, thanks to the moral chidings of Ethel. Interestingly, Roz only removes 

this mask once the theatre breaks down her defense, which can be seen when the couple 

rehearse their lines for Private Lives. A common theme found in Coward’s play is lovers 

trying to avoid their true nature and romantic inclinations. A similar theme can be found 

in Roz’s reluctance to accept her true feelings towards her former lover. Throughout most 

of the play, she is firmly committed to leaving the maddening world of the theatre and 

declares that she wants nothing to do with Paul—a man who refused to leave the theatre 

in order to be with her when she first left. During the tense moments she is forced to 

rehearse with Paul, the couple end up ferociously kissing on the couch.  

Paul is the only character in Moon Over Buffalo who truly does not wear a mask. 

Like Bobby Fairchild in Ludwig’s Crazy for You, who has found his life-long calling in 

the theatre, Paul can be considered the “voice” of Ken Ludwig. That is to say, he is the 

straight man who expresses what the playwright may be trying to convey most with his 

play. Like Ludwig, Paul is honest and unflinching in his commitment to and passion for 

the theatre. Similar to Ethel, Paul embodies the world of theatre. This is why Paul can 
                                                

48 Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, 14. 
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make the statement to Roz, “You’re in love with me and you know it!” without being 

wrong or overly assuming.49 As we will see in Chapter Four, however, this particular line 

combined with Roz’s constant denial was potentially problematic for Baylor’s 

production.  

 Paul is in love with Roz, but he refuses to abandon the theatre. Roz is seeking a 

new career in advertising and showcases an immense amount of disdain for the theatre. 

This fact immediately sets her up as an enemy to the social world Ludwig has created and 

is thus subject to farcical punishment. Roz’s punishment, however, is not physicalized 

(like her father’s), but is rather personified through social embarrassment by her fiancé 

and the Private Lives performance. Roz’s acceptance of Paul’s “Capra-esque” advance in 

the final scene serves to signify that Roz has finally relented and chosen to return to the 

theatre. As soon as she does, all punishment for Roz ceases.  

 
Howard and Richard 
 

According to Ludwig, there is a tendency in farce to make certain persons the 

“figure of fun.” While discussing the characters of Howard and Richard, Ludwig 

suggested that the audience is never given the benefit of seeing things from the 

perspective of these so called figures of fun, saying “you are never in [their] corner.”50 As 

Howard and Richard can be thought of as two different types of “figures of fun,” and 

both types are perfectly represented in Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night through the differing 

characteristics of Sir Andrew Aguecheek and Malvolio. In Moon Over Buffalo, Howard 

can be compared to the lovable, but laughable rustic, Aguecheek, while Richard is the 

                                                
49 Ibid., 110. 
 
50 Ludwig, in discussion, 2015. 
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serious and humorless Malvolio—a character described by Ludwig as someone you do 

not make fun with (as you might with Aguecheek), but rather someone you make fun of. 

This usually occurs because the character is an authority figure. Scholar E. Bruce Hayes 

makes a similar point by saying those who are in higher social positions often become the 

“final victims” in farce due to their excessive greediness.51  

The main area where Richard and Howard differ is seen in how the two characters 

are punished throughout the play. Though Howard is punished for excessively not fitting 

in with the non-normals of the theatre, he is not the final victim in the farce. Instead, this 

title seems to be reserved for Richard who never admits his wrongdoing. Once Howard 

eventually decides to marry Eileen—someone who also does not belong to the world, 

because she dreams of being in television—all farcical punishment stops for Howard. 

Howard lacks the cynicism needed to survive in the world, and he eventually realizes his 

transgression and lets Roz know that he cannot continue with the engagement. As awful 

as this act appears to an audience, Howard is actually following the rules of farce. 

Richard, on the other hand, receives the ultimate emotional punishment by losing 

Charlotte to George once again in the final scene. Unlike Howard, Richard does not 

concede but constantly pressures Charlotte to leave the theatre until the end of the play, 

and his punishment is potentially the most emotionally severe of all the characters. The 

effects of which can be seen when he witnesses Charlotte kissing George and says, 

RICHARD. I take it we’re not running off together. 
CHARLOTTE. Oh, Richard. I’m so sorry. You must think I’m hateful. 
RICHARD. No, no… 
CHARLOTTE. Can you ever forgive me? 
RICHARD. Well— 

                                                
51 E. Bruce Hayes, Rabelais's Radical Farce: Late Medieval Comic Theater and Its Function in 

Rabelais (Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing Group, Nov. 2010): 26. 
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CHARLOTTE. You know I love you, but just in a different way. 
RICHARD. I like his way better.52  
 

Charlotte’s dialogue here resembles that of Amanda Prynne’s in Private Lives, when she 

explains to Victor that she loves him differently than her ex-husband Elyot; she loves him 

“much more calmly.”53  

As a comedy, it is important for the actor playing Richard not to deliver these 

final lines too realistically or with any level of emotional distress, otherwise the audience 

may sympathize with him and might not be able to delight in George and Charlotte’s 

reunion. Losing an air of schadenfreude, the play runs the risk of transforming into 

sentimentality during this moment. Although the farcical plot has concluded, the 

audience must still separate their emotion, intellect, and reason in order to enjoy the 

play’s conclusion. The actor playing Richard, then, must help the audience maintain this 

separation by displaying a certain level of disaffectedness or even asexuality. The stakes 

of Charlotte leaving Richard are not as high as they are for George because we should 

never be in Richard’s “corner.”54  

Throughout the play, Richard is presented as the antagonist to George, constantly 

trying to take Charlotte away from the family. In other words, he is the De Guiche to 

                                                
52 Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, 109. These are some of last words Richard speaks in the play. Like 

Malvolio—the “figure of fun” in Twelfth Night—Ludwig gave Richard the very last line of the play, 
effectively making him the final victim of the farce. While the Hay family is arguing about what play they 
are doing next, Richard adds, “Definitely Private Lives.” (Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, 116) It seems this 
line was written for Richard to join in the argument, but Baylor’s production sought to separate this line 
from the conversation entirely. As the family leaves Richard alone in the greenroom, he would deliver this 
line to himself, suggesting that he has finally realized that he does not belong in the theatre, which he finds 
“totally revolting” anyways (Ludwig, 113). 
 

53 Noel Coward, Private Lives in Three Plays: Noel Coward (New York: Grove Weidenfield, 
1979): 193. 
 

54 In Baylor’s production, after saying “I like his way better,” Richard decides to sit down and read 
a phonebook. As Paul and Roz conduct their “Capra-esque” moment, it was very easy to forget Richard 
was even in the room until he comically interjects, “I find this totally revolting” (Ludwig, 113). 
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George’s Cyrano; he is the complete antithesis of the man whom Roxanne loves. In the 

original Broadway production, the actor who played Richard also doubled for De Guiche 

in the opening sequence of the play. Though the audience would have most likely not 

recognized the significance of this doubling, it seems to be a deliberate literary nod, by 

Ludwig, to the character dynamics of Cyrano and De Guiche in Rostand’s play. 

Furthermore, comparing Richard to De Guiche would help an audience mentally discredit 

the emotional severity of his loss of Charlotte at the end of the play.  

Richard is also the Hays’ attorney. As such, he can offer Charlotte a life of 

financial and emotional stability—something that George will never be able to provide 

her in the theatre. The fact that Richard is a lawyer is interesting, because the decision 

that Charlotte ultimately has to make seems to parallel Ludwig’s own struggle with 

career choices. Does she choose a reasonable life of luxury by denouncing the theatre, or 

does she continue to follow her passion, knowing it will most likely reward her with more 

pain and suffering?  

While discussing the character of Howard with the author, the first thing Ludwig 

responded with was a laugh, followed by the simple yet remarkably appropriate words: 

“Poor Howard.”55 Though Ludwig most likely never intended this brief comment to 

reveal any hidden truth about the character, I found his wording to be remarkably similar 

to that of Amanda Prynne’s “Dear Victor” in Private Lives. As Amanda describes him, 

Victor is “dumpy, and fair and very considerate, with glasses. Dear Victor.”56 With this in 

mind, a comparison of Victor to Howard provides one explanation of why Howard ends 

up with Eileen over Roz. In the Hay’s matinee production, Eileen was slated to play the 

                                                
55 Ludwig, in discussion, 2015. 
 
56 Coward, Private Lives,206. 
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young and naïve Sybil Chase—a character who appears to be mismatched with Elyot and 

perfectly compatible with Victor. Similarly, Eileen is an inappropriate substitute for 

George’s true love and is much more suited to Howard in age and professional goals.57  

 
Eileen 
 

Eileen is the most ancillary character in Moon Over Buffalo, but she serves an 

important function in the play that is strictly farcical in nature. In fact, almost every time 

she enters a scene, she initiates or reveals some kind of farcical punishment immediately 

before she exits, yet, Eileen herself is never punished in the play. This may be due to the 

fact that she does not stick around long enough to be affected. Simply put, she is the 

purveyor of punishment in the play, and her presence in a scene usually indicates some 

impending doom that solely affects George. This makes sense, because she is George’s 

mistake and effectively personifies his transgression from the family. After the 

exposition, Eileen helps launch the farcical plot by revealing to Charlotte that she is 

pregnant with George’s child. What follows is a severe beating of George administered at 

the hand of Charlotte. The next time we see Eileen, she tells George that her brother is 

coming to the theatre to kill him. The last time she appears is during the recapitulation, 

after the farce has concluded, and she finally brings good news for George. It is revealed 

that she is going to marry Howard, who has said he wants to start a very large family, and 

                                                
57 Another reason Ludwig’s immediate response to the discussion of Howard was important can be 

found in consideration of directing Moon Over Buffalo. By simply mentioning his name, Ludwig laughed 
out loud, suggesting to me that the character had an important role to play in the humor of the piece. As 
such, Baylor’s production sought to make him look as ridiculous as possible—a trait that was effectively 
achieved through costume design and compounded by the actor’s physical performance. Like Ludwig’s 
response, it was important that the audience instantly laugh at the appearance of Howard in the play in 
order to suggest his immediate transgression as a “usurper.” 
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is elated to discover that Eileen wants to start a family “right away.”58 It appears in this 

moment that all of the punishments leading up to the recapitulation have worked out for 

the best, as all of the lovers have been finally and rightfully paired. The ending then 

presents us not with change but with a celebration of couples that already were previously 

established before the family started to suffer. 

 
Conclusion 

 
This analysis demonstrates how the dramatic structure of Moon Over Buffalo 

follows the three-part sonata form of comedies in “the great tradition.” While retaining 

the key characteristics of farce, Ludwig’s play is bookended with non-farcical moments 

of thematic “heart” focused on the family as well as George and Charlotte’s relationship. 

These sections of the play support several overall themes in the play regarding romance, 

theatricality, rekindling passion, and fighting for what you want. Analyzing the characters 

reveals how both the farcical elements and thematic ideas of the play are reflected in a 

character’s behavior and can serve to illuminate his or her true identity within the world 

of the play.   

A thorough analysis is paramount when approaching a play and helps a director 

make important and informed decisions throughout the production process. Ultimately, 

the playwright gives the director a blueprint for the production—a line drawing on a 

canvas for a larger work of art—but a thoughtful analysis helps to color in the details and 

make the play come to life in a way that provides a unique theatrical experience for its 

spectator. Understanding how a scene works or why it is significant allows for smoother 

and more efficient rehearsals, but perhaps the most important area where an analysis is 

                                                
58 Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, 111. 
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beneficial can be found in the design process when talking with designers and developing 

a concept that adequately exposes the themes of the play. An analysis forces the director 

to become the resident expert on the play, providing him with the necessary means to be 

decisive and focused while leading the production team towards a unified goal.     
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

The Design Process 
 

A director must be a dramatist and artist [stage designer] and musician and 
electrician and tailor. 
 

-Vsevolod Meyerhold 
 

Introduction 
 
 This chapter will discuss the working relationships established between the 

director and designers for Baylor’s production of Moon Over Buffalo while tracing the 

design process from its early stages to final execution. While exploring areas of design, 

including scenic, costume, lights, sound, and props, this chapter will seek to illuminate 

the most important aspects of each area as they relate to the play’s Theme/Farce/Theme 

structure. The thematic portion of the play was most pertinent to consider in the lighting 

and sound designs, while the farcical nature played an important role in the scenery and 

costume designs. Discovering how to discuss the overall look of the play with the 

designers was difficult, but an effective collaboration was initially unlocked through the 

use of the term “nostalgia” and Vsevolod Meyerhold’s notion of “teatralnost.” 

 
Conceptual Approach 

 
When mounting a play, it is much easier to approach the process with a firm 

concept in mind. In directing, a concept can be thought of as a guiding metaphor for the 

play at large, and its importance when talking with designers cannot be overstated. 

However, establishing a concept for Moon Over Buffalo was much more difficult than 

anticipated. As a director, it seems I had fallen prey to the historical bias against farce by 
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thinking this play would not lend itself to conceptual ideas that had any aesthetic merit. 

Moon Over Buffalo appeared to me as a play that was meant to make an audience laugh 

and nothing more. Simply put, I was approaching the play from an intellectual standpoint 

(i.e., understanding the mechanics of comedy) rather than an emotional one (i.e., 

understanding how comedy makes an audience feel).  

While initially approaching the play, I considered the conceptual idea of 

comparing Moon Over Buffalo to a Frank Capra movie. This approach seemed 

appropriate considering Capra’s role in the farcical plot and the identified “Capra-esque” 

moments. Capra’s films typically invoke an intangible feeling of nostalgia in its viewer; 

they serve to remind a contemporary audience that the world is definitely not as it used to 

be. It is a lost world, much like the world of touring theatre that George and Charlotte 

find themselves in. There is also an interesting falseness to Capra movies, as he typically 

creates a semi-magical world where anything can happen. Angels named Clarence can 

exist; Mr. Smith can go to Washington and filibuster for twenty-four hours in order to 

expose corruption in the senate; Mr. Deeds can unexpectedly inherit twenty million 

dollars during the Great Depression. It is an ideal world where something magical can 

and usually will happen. As such, there is a constant blending of reality with falseness in 

Capra’s films—a doubling that is obviously congruous with the world of the theatre. 

Again, we see the Artaudian idea of doubling, and it is one that Ludwig has firmly 

established in his play. Although these discoveries greatly influenced the design of 

scenery, costumes, lights, and sound, the specific approach of comparing Moon Over 

Buffalo to a Capra film was inappropriate as a concept. After thorough analysis, it 

became apparent that Ludwig’s play did not fit the structure of a Capra film but was 
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instead uniquely theatrical in composition. Even so, it was important that the designs still 

provide some of the nostalgia and magic inherent in Capra’s films.  

When I asked Ken Ludwig what he wanted an audience to “take away” from a 

production of Moon Over Buffalo, his response was immediately inspiring: he wanted the 

audience’s “spirit to soar.” According to Ludwig, there is something uniquely important 

about comedy and its role in our everyday lives. “I think comedy always gets short-shrift 

in intellectual circles like an ugly step child,” he told me, “because [critics] think that, in 

order to be important, a work of art has to address social issues or have an unhappy 

ending—because life is both difficult and unhappy.”1 While there is a time and place for 

such lofty drama in the theatre, there is another face to the craft that is of equal 

importance and complexity. This face, which is characterized by laughter, wonder and 

sheer delight is most likely what drew many practitioners to the world of the theatre in 

the first place. In our discussion, Ludwig suggested that we “make room” for that which 

lifts our spirits. In short, that we make room for comedy.2  

 
Teatralnost 
 

After talking with Ludwig, it was clear that the play had larger artistic goals, and 

a strong concept would be needed to unlock the play’s potential to lift an audience’s 

spirits (as the playwright intended). I soon realized that I had already come across a 

wonderful conceptual metaphor for the play during my research of critical reviews, and it 

was one that offered an endless wealth of potential not only in design but also in audience 

experience. As discussed in Chapter One, Moon Over Buffalo has been described as a 

                                                
1 Ken Ludwig, in discussion with the author, November 2015.  
 
2 Ibid.  
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love letter to theatre. So, I decided that the design for Baylor’s production should utilize 

this idea as a conceptual metaphor aided by Meyerhold’s notion of teatralnost. Coined by 

Meyerhold, in his essay titled “The Fairground Booth,” the term teatralnost was 

appropriated from Viktor Shklovsky’s notion of literaturnost, which is commonly 

translated as “literariness.” If something is said to have literaturnost, it contains qualities 

that are intrinsic and unique to literature itself. Similarly, if something is described as 

having teatralnost, it refers to having the qualities that make theatre uniquely theatrical, 

which Meyerhold referred to as “pure theatricality.”3  Though never realized, Meyerhold 

envisioned a theatre based in physicality that celebrated its origins in the circus (or the 

“carnivalesque” as Mikhail Bakhtin would later describe it).  

I asked the designers to explore this idea of teatralnost and let it guide their 

designs. In a brainstorm session, we carefully considered how teatralnost might 

specifically relate to each area of design. This, of course, warranted a discussion of 

various theatrical elements, such as exposed lighting instruments, batons, and “trees”; 

false proscenium arches; Broadway flats; masking curtains; scrim; chiaroscuro painting 

techniques; moving set units, fly-rails, and automation; Foley sound effects; lavish 

Shakespearean costumes; and wigs.  

 
Scenic Design 

 
 In terms of both scenic and costume design, there are three looks, or “worlds,” 

required by the text of Moon Over Buffalo. There is a Cyrano set, a Private Lives set, and 

a backstage greenroom. The scenic designer and I agreed that (with these three looks) 

                                                
3 Christopher Innes and Maria Shevtsova, The Cambridge Introduction to Theatre Directing (New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 2013): 81. 
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there is the opportunity to highlight both the farcical theatricality of the play as well as its 

thematic reality. We can showcase the juxtaposition between reality and falseness with 

the greenroom and the plays-within-the-play respectively. As most of the action takes 

place in the greenroom, we determined that this location should have a feeling of reality, 

while the theatrical sets (both Cyrano and Private Lives) should exude theatricality and 

even overt falseness.  

Regarding the greenroom, it was important to promote confusion while being 

mindful of an audience’s preference for logic (which was revealed by the critical reviews 

of the play, as explained in Chapter One). This was particularly important in designing 

the entrances and exits, as it should be clear where each door leads: to stage left or stage 

right, to the street level, and to the upstairs dressing rooms. Furthermore, the Hays 

operate a theatre company that is currently touring through Buffalo, New York. 

Therefore, the greenroom does not technically belong to George and Charlotte, but they 

should still feel comfortably “at home” in the space. To accommodate this, the set design 

for the greenroom was slightly cluttered, eclectic, and worn with a clear indication of 

other companies who have passed through this particular theater. The inclusion of past 

show posters from other companies, along with various props populating the space, 

achieved this desired effect while also promoting a sense of nostalgia. With the initial 

sketch, the designer exceeded my expectations and captured the “feel” I was hoping for. 
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Figure 3.1. Initial sketch of the greenroom design with notation of personal thoughts from 
the director. The labels on the doors (“To SL,” “To SR,” and “Dress”) were added by the 
director.4   

 
 

After reading through the script several times with the initial sketch in mind, I 

encountered a few theoretical blocking problems. First, I anticipated most of the 

characters’ entrances and exits coming from the open hallway, as this is where it seemed 

to me the dressing rooms would logically be (especially since I was interpreting the 

design as having two backstage doors). Second, the landing to the apparent stage door 

(i.e., the door which opens to the street level) needed to be larger in order to 

accommodate someone opening the door for whoever is knocking outside, and the stairs 

                                                
4 The Artaudian idea of blending reality and falseness was also shown in Figure 3.1 by exposing 

the actual backstage of Baylor’s Jones Theater. Ultimately, we decided to incorporate black masking 
curtains in order to hide the actual theatre, thus giving the greenroom a more traditional set design (a type 
of teatralnost in its own right), which promoted an audience’s suspension of disbelief. Set designs in a 
proscenium theatre space often make use of masking curtains. These curtains are intended to hide (or mask) 
anything a designer does not want the audience to see, including lighting instruments or backstage wing 
space. 
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leading up to it should be wide enough for two people to comfortably traverse while 

walking side by side. Third, there are several references in the play to the dressing rooms 

being upstairs, but there did not appear to be a noticeable second level in the design. With 

these concerns in mind, I met with the designer, and we had a very constructive 

discussion about possible changes. It soon became apparent that both the designer and I 

were interpreting the sketch in entirely different ways. For instance, I imagined the 

upstage center door as leading to the street level [i.e., the stage door], but the designer 

intended it to be the upstairs dressing room. Therefore, my concerns regarding stairs did 

not make any sense, and it took another draft to realize where the break in 

communication was occurring.5 I thought it was important for the stage door to be center 

stage in order to draw the most attention to characters as they entered the space from the 

outside. There are too many sight gags in the play (e.g., Charlotte slamming the door on 

Howard’s face, George entering drunk, Howard entering as Gen. Patton, and George 

entering with bandages) for the stage door not to be located in the center of the set. 

Moreover, having a stage door that was squarely in line with the audience view felt more 

comedic due to its presentational nature. All in all, the confusion and miscommunication 

I experienced with the set designer reaffirmed my suspicion regarding the need for logic 

in any given set design for Moon Over Buffalo. After several renditions involving the 

placement of doors and stairs, the final design (pictured below) was something the 

designer and I were both very happy with.  

 

                                                
5 The second draft simply had more stairs leading to the same centralized door, with two flights of 

stairs making a V-shape.  
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Figure 3.2. Final digital model of the greenroom design. Black masking curtains not 
pictured.  

 
 

In order to heighten the goal of nostalgia, the scenic designer conceived of various 

blank show posters lining the walls of his model. For this design element, we enlisted the 

aid of two dramaturgs to determine what posters should be displayed. Ultimately, we 

decided that it was more important that the posters have a certain commonality with the 

thematic plot of the play over historical accuracy of what shows were actually performed 

at the Erlanger Theater before 1953. The dramaturgs looked for any show posters from 

the 1920s to the late 1940s that might visually comment on plot and theme. Examples are 

pictured below, in Figure 3.3. 
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Figure 3.3. Sample of poster designs.  
 
 

There were also some posters that were chosen to serve as a metatheatrical nod 

towards the playwright’s own proclivities, including a Gilbert and Sullivan poster, 

Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, and Charles Gaynor’s Lend an Ear—a title that is 

obviously reminiscent of Ludwig’s own Lend Me a Tenor. In the finalized version of all 

the posters, show dates and the words “Erlanger Theatre” were added to the designs. The 
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posters added a unique dressing to the set and also served to provide a sense of dramatic 

irony for the audience members.     

Regarding the two sets for the Cyrano and Private Lives look, it was important to 

find ways to emphasize the theatricality of the play’s conceptual approach. When the 

action of the play takes place outside of the greenroom, the designer chose to illuminate 

the artifice and mechanization of the theatre by revealing all its ropes, pulleys, and 

“magic tricks.” For this effect, his design would make full use of the Jones Theater’s fly-

rail system for scenery changes as masking curtains, lighting batons, scenic flats, and a 

false proscenium arch flew in and out of the space. As this magical effect is supported in 

the very beginning of the play during Ethel’s prologue, we decided to use a similar effect 

for every scene transition, avoiding the need for any unnecessary blackouts in the lighting 

design. A special collaboration with the lighting designer was necessary in order for these 

transitions to have a unified and mystical feel.  

In the transition from the greenroom to the Private Lives set, the black masking 

curtains would be flown out, exposing the lighting instruments of the Jones Theater. As 

this effect took place, a false proscenium (which was attached to a scrim6 wall) and a 

scenic flat attached to a curtain would be flown in. As pictured below (in Figure 3.4), the 

completed changeover was intended hide the greenroom set and bring the action of the 

play to the furthest most downstage area in front of the orchestra pit.  

  

                                                
6 Scrim is a lightweight, gauze-like material that is commonly used in theatre for its apparent 

“magical” qualities. When correctly lit from the front, a piece of scrim will appear opaque but when lit 
from behind appears translucent.  
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Figure 3.4. Final digital model of the Private Lives design.  
 
 

These magical transitions helped make sense of Ethel’s prologue and provided a 

nice overall unity in design as well as action, allowing Ethel to make the comment to 

George “You’re right where you belong. In the pit”7 as the transition from Private Lives 

to the greenroom took place around her (pictured below, in Figure 3.5). A similar 

transition was designed for the shift from the Cyrano set to the greenroom at the top of 

the show. Making use of the false proscenium and the scrim wall, the Cyrano “look” 

simply showcased a red Grand Drape—another attempt at teatralnost. This look appeared 

during preshow as the audience would file into the auditorium to find their seats. The 

decision to incorporate this “look” as the first image an audience sees was made in an 

effort to lessen the spectacle of the transitions and help the audience more fully 

understand the narrative. As the transition from the greenroom into Private Lives would 

                                                
7 Ken Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo (New York: Samuel French, 2010): 104.  
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be highly unusual (i.e., something an audience might not anticipate during a typical 

production of Moon Over Buffalo), it was important to establish the convention of seeing 

the magic behind theatre as soon as possible so as to not distract from the story being 

told. By showcasing this look during preshow, the transition from the greenroom into 

Private Lives would hopefully be less visually shocking and distracting.       

 

  

Figure 3.5. Ethel tosses George’s Cyrano hat into the orchestra pit as the scenery for 
Private Lives begins to shift around her.  
 
 

Costume Design 
 
 As Moon Over Buffalo is a play with two plots, both thematic and farcical, it was 

important for the costume design to have two distinct looks in harmony with the set 

design. The costume designer had to consider the thematic heart of the play while 

designing the character’s “base look,” but when it came to the farcical nature of the 
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plays-within-the-play, it was more important that she consider the characters’ overall 

silhouettes. 

 
Thematic 
 
 As proposed in Chapter Two, the main dramatic question of the play, “will the 

Hay family stay together?” is positively confirmed in the final scene. As a comedy in “the 

great tradition,” the audience should never fear that the answer to this question might 

suggest anything else. As Northrop Frye would suggest, a happy ending is inevitable and 

wholly expected by an audience in a comedy of this nature. Much like the 1940s film 

Moon Over Miami, which Ludwig said inspired the title of the play, the audience should 

recognize who the ideal romantic partners are the very moment they are onstage together. 

Costume design is perhaps the most effective way of instantly establishing romantic 

compatibility, while also communicating age, status and personality, and it played an 

important role in differentiating between the various lovers of the play (both young and 

old)   

In the first few scenes, Ludwig provides George and Charlotte with plenty of 

occasions (both in dialogue and action) to clearly broadcast their romance to the 

audience, suggesting that they are the ideal romantic counterparts for each other, despite 

their conflicts. Therefore, it was more important for their costume design to communicate 

their age and certain character personality traits rather than their overt compatibility. We 

decided that George’s character was a bit unkempt (like the greenroom) while Charlotte 

was trying to imitate the effortless glamour of a typical 1950s movie star.8  

                                                
8 Ultimately, we decided that our Charlotte could not afford the luxury of the constant wardrobe 

changes offered in the Broadway premiere. Instead, Baylor’s production showcased a Charlotte who had a 
“base look” that could be supplemented by various accessories throughout the play.   
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Figure 3.6. George and Charlotte costume design renderings.  
 
 
The relationship between Paul and Roz seemed a bit more complex and harder to 

communicate to an audience solely through the text. Although, they have a final “Capra-

esque” kissing tableau like George and Charlotte at the end of the play, the mental 

acrobatics needed from the actor playing Roz to depict the necessary character arc 

seemed unusually difficult. In the play, Roz is constantly avoiding (though largely 

unsuccessful) and chastising Paul. By the end of the play when the couple kisses for a 

final time, it is assumed that George and Charlotte will step aside for the younger 

generation to take the lead. In a sense, Paul and Roz are supposed to replace George and 

Charlotte Hay in the company, so their compatibility should obviously be similar. Adding 

certain character quirks and bits of blocking helped explain their compatibility and 

suggest similar dynamics seen in George and Charlotte’s relationship, but the use of 

costuming was perhaps the most helpful in this regard. 
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Figure 3.7. Paul and Roz costume design renderings. 
 
 

With costumes that are visually complimentary, an audience would hopefully recognize 

these former lovers as the perfect counterparts for each other as soon as they are paired 

onstage together. Other such subliminal tactics, including body language and physical 

synchronicities, were employed through directorial choices, but the costume design for 

Paul and Roz was indeed the most useful in establishing a subconscious sense of 

compatibility. Though they are constantly fighting against their desires throughout the 

play, the costume design sought to suggest an inevitable union between the two that the 

audience could predict.   

Just as we are meant to forecast the reunion of Paul and Roz, we are also meant to 

view Howard as an incompatible partner for Roz. As such, Howard’s costume not only 

sought a stark contrast to Roz’s but also to the world around him in general. (See Figure 

3.8 below.) As we have discussed, Howard is intruding on the Hay family and is 
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subsequently punished by the play’s farce most topically and ridiculously. Therefore, it 

was important that the audience laugh at “poor Howard” every time he entered the room. 

The act of laughing at someone’s initial physical appearance would hopefully suggest to 

an audience that they have become sympathetic to the cynical world of the theatre and 

may further suggest that they are in fact rooting for the Hay family from the very 

beginning. With this in mind, everything about Howard’s costume clashed with the world 

around him and, more importantly, placed him in stark contrast with Roz. On the other 

hand, his orange costume paired nicely with the light blue costume designed for Eileen. 

Due to limited availability of materials, Howard’s final costume ended up being a pale 

lavender color. When the two young lovers embraced in the final scene, one could not 

help but compare the couple with the color palette of Easter. Northrop Frye’s theory 

regarding “The Mythos of Spring” was thus ironically prevalent in this scene, not only in 

the action of the play, but also in the costume design of the “scapegoat” characters.  

 

 

Figure 3.8. Howard and Richard costume design renderings. 
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The costume design for Richard—a potential lover to Charlotte—mimicked the 

checkered-pattern of Howard’s, though it was much more subtle, sophisticated, and 

mature in its execution. The subtle similarity of both costumes sought to reaffirm the idea 

that these men are both trying to infiltrate the Hay family, though each in their own way. 

What is interesting about the color scheme for Richard’s costume is that it is a primary 

color, which fundamentally contrasted with Charlotte’s fuchsia-colored, pencil skirt 

dress. On the other hand, fuchsia is not out of the realm of possible complimentary colors 

for the green shirt worn by George—an intentional color choice made by the costume 

designer to reaffirm their blatant compatibility. 

 
Farcical 
 

When meeting with the costume designer to discuss her designs for the Cyrano 

and Private Lives looks, I was constantly pushing for farcical ridiculousness while she 

continually advocated for historical accuracy. The resulting designs achieved a nice 

middle ground between our two artistic sensibilities. The costume design for George’s 

Cyrano borrowed several brown and leather accents found in traditional designs for 

Rostand’s play while retaining flashes of bright circus-like colors—an arguable 

prerequisite in comedy. Inspiration for the color scheme of George’s Cyrano costume 

was ultimately found in a drawing of Il Capitano by nineteenth-century illustrator 

Maurice Sand. Comparing George’s Cyrano with Il Capitano was initially inspired by his 

long nose, and the pompousness and exaggeration of this particular stock character 

seemed to fit Ethel’s description of George as a “walking ham” quite nicely. The circus-

like quality of commedia dell’arte also ties this design back to Meyerhold’s notion of 

teatralnost.   



112 
 

  

Figure 3.9. Maurice Sand’s illustration of Il Capitano, year 1577 (left) and George’s 
Cyrano costume design rendering (right). 

 
 

Since the actor playing George was fairly short, the costume design for Cyrano sought to 

both draw attention to his stature and simultaneously make him look as large, inflated, 

and grandiose as possible.   

As the Private Lives matinee constitutes Roz and Charlotte’s own unique form of 

farcical punishment, it was important that their Private Lives costumes both enhance the 

comedy of the scene as well as their punishment. Although, Noel Coward opens his play 

with Sybil Chase and Amanda Prynne in leisurely eveningwear, the designer and I made 

the decision to go “over-the-top” with Roz and Charlotte’s costumes by adding an absurd 

amount of glittering embellishment and other articles of clothing that the actors would 

have to continually fight with while navigating the train wreck of the matinee. As the role 

of Sybil was originally meant for Eileen, the costume designer decided to put Roz in a 

platinum blonde wig that would have been iconic for a young ingénue of the 1950s. The 
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wig was intended to get an instant (albeit cheap) laugh, because it could not be any 

further from the truth of who Roz is as a character—another punishment taking the form 

of social embarrassment. The resulting design was another that carefully balanced 

farcical ridiculousness with historical practicality. 

 

 

Figure 3.10. Roz and Charlotte Private Lives costume design renderings. 
 
 

Lighting Design 
 
 The lighting design for Baylor’s production sought to showcase the stark contrast 

between reality and theatricality. During the Cyrano and Private Lives performances, the 

lighting instruments were completely exposed and the set was lit with deep blues, 

purples, and pinks. While in the greenroom, the instruments were masked and the lighting 

design took on a more realistic feel. In order to unify the magical transition from the 

Cyrano set into the greenroom during Ethel’s prologue, the decision was made to forego 

the use of blackouts for any of the scene transitions. Instead, the blackouts were reserved 
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for the end of the acts; similar magical transitions were implemented during the scene 

change from the greenroom into Private Lives during Act Two. 

If Moon Over Buffalo is a play steeped in theatricality, then it makes perfect sense 

to suggest that the magic of theatre can sometimes seep into the realistic realm of the 

greenroom. Reality and theatricality blend in the very first moments of the play—they 

parallel each other. As such, it was agreed that the lighting design could include several 

unrealistic lighting shifts during the realistic greenroom look. These shifts occurred 

during moments of heightened theatricality, whenever a character would perform for 

another. For instance, as George and Charlotte perform their Cyrano lines and end up 

kissing on the couch, the blues, purples, and pinks from the Cyrano/Private Lives look 

would slowly begin to fill the space until the greenroom was completely saturated with 

these colors. This effect served to give these particular moments an atmosphere of 

romance and passion, while offering a convenient solution to Ludwig’s comment that the 

“Capra-esque” moments of the play should “glisten.” As soon as the moment is 

interrupted by a third party (such as Ethel speaking, or a character answering a ringing 

telephone), the lights immediately shift back to the realistic greenroom look. It was 

important to make these particular shifts as subtle as possible, even imperceptible at first, 

while still maintaining the quality of an intentional stylistic choice. If initiated too 

abruptly, they ran the risk of looking like a mistake, as we discovered in technical 

rehearsal.  

There are four moments where reality and theatricality blend in the greenroom 

look. The first one occurs between George and Charlotte when they are recreating the 

Cyrano scene, which was depicted at the top of the play. Unsurprisingly, the second 
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moment of performance between characters occurs in Act Two as Paul and Roz rehearse 

their lines for the Private Lives matinee. They too end up kissing on the couch.9 The third 

moment is not actually extant in the text, but it is a moment of performance that we 

crafted specifically for our production. It occurs in the final scene as George (still 

wearing his Cyrano pants) convinces Charlotte not to leave him. The lighting design 

allowed us to construct a final moment of performance between the two characters that 

served to bookend their relationship (as well as the play) nicely. As George says, “You’re 

as beautiful now as the day we met. No I take it back. You’re more beautiful,”10the actor 

would get down on one knee, take Charlotte’s hand and kiss it (just as he did in Act One), 

which would lead into a much more grand kiss immediately before Richard enters to take 

Charlotte to the airport. The fourth and final moment of performance occurs at the very 

end of the play as George is making his “announcement” and begins to quote a famous 

monologue from Shakespeare’s The Tempest. Having the lights slowly shift for this final 

moment produced an interesting effect, because it suggested a certain romance with the 

theatre itself, as George delivered his monologue center stage, facing the audience. 

The final lighting consideration is the genre of the play. Regarding this topic, 

there is a certain audience expectation for comedy. This expectation could be thought of 

as warmth or cheerfulness. Arguably a prerequisite for comedy, there is something about 

the right combination of light and color that encourages laughter. Unfortunately, this is 

not a conversation I had with the lighting designer during this time, and it was an issue 

that had to be addressed in technical rehearsal, which will be discuss in Chapter Five. 

                                                
9 In our production, this moment served to suggest that Paul and Roz are as perfect for each other 

as George and Charlotte and thus warranted a similar light cue. 
 

10 Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, 109. 
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Sound Design 
 
 Sound is one of the biggest triggers of emotion in an audience, and a well-

designed soundscape in a theatrical production has the unique potential to help an 

audience more fully empathize with the story being told. As empathy is antithetical to 

farce, it was not surprising to find that only a few effects needed to be designed for this 

play. These effects included a telephone ring, a taxi horn, horse and carriage sound 

effects, and an effect that is described in the text as a “fusillade of musket and cannon, 

the bloody cries of a pitched battle.”11 

Designing the telephone and horn sound effects was a simple matter of finding a 

sound in the designer’s library that was “period appropriate” (meaning, of the style of the 

1950s). However, the other two sound effects were obviously more complicated and 

warranted an actual design and composition. Considering Ludwig’s description of the 

battle sound effect in the text, it seemed that this effect was meant to be epic in order to 

heighten the comedy of the immediate appearance of four goofy and listless soldiers. The 

resulting design for this sound effect served this joke nicely. However, the horse and 

carriage sound effect that announces Roxanne’s arrival (with bread, wine, and chicken) 

seemed out of place. As it was already established that the actors playing the Cyrano 

soldiers were a ragtag group of stagehands, who were both underpaid and unenthused by 

George’s constant direction, a realistic sound effect of a horse and carriage did not feel 

appropriate. In an attempt to move back towards a feeling of teatralnost, the decision was 

made to cut this sound effect from the production. Instead of a designed sound for this 

moment, the actor playing De Guiche would march “offstage” (i.e., past the false 

                                                
11 Ibid., 9. 
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proscenium, standing behind the scrim wall in full view of the audience) and immediately 

pick up two coconut halves in order to create a Foley effect for the horse and carriage. 

This seemed to work very well, although it was a blatant nod to the 1975 cult-classic film 

Monty Python and the Holy Grail.  

 The next item that had to be designed was the preshow and intermission music, 

which served to provide empathy for the thematic plot of the play. Initially, the designer’s 

approach to gathering songs to include in the playlist was guided by the term “nostalgia.” 

The idea was that an audience would sit in the auditorium before the show began and 

think “Oh! I love this song!” but would not necessarily remember where they knew it 

from. I liked the idea at first, but the only song he could think of that fit the criteria was 

Louis Prima’s 1936 swing classic “Sing Sing Sing.” In an effort towards unity in design, 

the resulting initial playlist was strictly limited to Big Band and Swing music. Though 

period appropriate, this playlist did not have right feel for a show that was attempting to 

be a “love letter” to theatre.  

We decided on a new approach and looked towards Broadway showtunes during 

the years spanning from 1943 to 1959—a period of time that is commonly referred to as 

the “Golden Age” of musical theatre. With this approach, the original goal of nostalgia 

could still be achieved while remaining relevant to the heart of the play. I suggested that 

we specifically consider using songs that George and Charlotte would have picked out to 

describe their own relationship. In other words, we should look for songs that were 

appropriate to the thematic plot of Moon Over Buffalo—songs about romance, fighting, 

performance and theatricality. Drawing once again from the idea of teatralnost, we also 

included all of the songs that are routinely associated with theatre, such as “Give my 
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Regards to Broadway,” “Puttin’ on the Ritz,” and “There’s No Business like Show 

Business.” (For a complete list of songs, see Appendix C.)   

 
Properties Design 

 
 Baylor’s production of Moon Over Buffalo made use of many props. Fortunately 

most of these props did not need to be designed, but simply collected. In fact, there were 

only two unique items that required a special attention and ingenuity from the designer 

(who doubled as the Props Master): the Variety magazines and Howard’s rope bindings 

around his hands and feet. Several “period appropriate” Variety magazines were designed 

for purposes of posterity in rehearsals and the performance run. They had to be sturdy 

enough to not fall apart in performance and thin enough to not cause any actual harm to 

the actor playing George while he is beaten with one by Charlotte. As a safety precaution 

and solution to a costume change, the props designer decided that Howard’s rope 

bindings should be pre-tied and loose enough for the actor playing Howard to easily slip 

in and out of without the need for a dresser, in case of an emergency.12 However, we 

found the initial prop to be too loose and actually caused a greater safety concern in 

regards to potentially tripping as the actor attempted to hop across the stage during the 

Private Lives matinee. In fact, he often hopped out of the bindings entirely in rehearsal. 

In order to address this issue, the prop was redesigned by permanently attaching the ropes 

to backpack buckles, resulting in a much tighter-looking fit while maintaining an ease of 

accessibility for the actor.         

As the greenroom was cluttered with various items that served as “set dressing,” 

the design process for props was largely a matter of finding, gathering, and coordinating. 
                                                

12 The term “dresser” here refers to a run crew member who would have to assist the actor in 
costume change backstage. 
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The props designer frequently met with the scenic designer in order to approve certain 

looks of certain items. It was important to keeping the Props Master abreast of any new 

props we wanted to add that were not in the original props list. Items such as a feather 

duster for Ethel, a record player, signed headshots, two trees for the Private Lives set, and 

coconut halves were requested from the Props Master throughout the rehearsal process. 

The Props Master was also our liaison for gun safety and protocol and informed the local 

police of the exact dates and times we were using a firearm.   

There is an interesting debate over props that seems to occur in many production 

processes which stems from the inevitable question: “Whose job is it?” The final answers 

to these questions are almost always comical. For example, there can be hundreds of 

pictures lining the walls of a set. These pictures obviously fall under the responsibility of 

the scenic designer, but if an actor physically takes a picture off the wall during a scene, 

then that particular picture is considered a prop, which falls under the design 

responsibility of the Props Master, because the actor “uses” it. Similarly, in Baylor’s 

production of Moon Over Buffalo, it was decided that the Cyrano nose George wears was 

a costume piece, while the Cyrano nose that Howard plays with was a prop. It was also 

decided that George’s arm sling (used in the final scene) was a prop, while his head 

bandage was a part of his costume. Often in property design, the explicit roles of 

designers tend to blend together and a careful collaboration must be sought in an effort 

for unity of design. The key for a successful collaboration can be found in the act of 

clearly communicating and agreeing upon exactly what is expected from each designer 

and department.  
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For the most part, an effective collaboration was achieved in the production 

process, particularly regarding props, scenery, and costumes. Evidence of this 

collaboration could be found in the design of the Cyrano trick pants that are expected to 

rip apart onstage. The pants are handled as a prop but were created and designed by the 

costume shop. However, there were a few items related to costuming included in the 

scenic design that seemed to cause a bit of contention: a costume rack and various dress 

forms. (See Figure 3.2.) For these items, the design responsibility was unclear as they 

were both props and scenery. Communication broke down as the three departments 

(props, scenic, and costumes) assumed it was another’s responsibility to provide these 

specific items. Eventually, during our first technical rehearsal, a costume rack and 

various dress forms were loaned by the costume department for the run of the show.  

 
Conclusion 

 
As stated in the analysis, the story of Moon Over Buffalo has four main themes. It 

is a play that revolves around established lovers; it is steeped in performance and 

theatricality; it showcases the process of rekindling lost passion; and it glorifies the act of 

fighting to hold on to passion. By considering the terms teatralnost and nostalgia, most of 

these themes were successfully revealed in the design elements and were unified under 

the guiding concept of “a love letter to theatre.” The costume design solidified who the 

established lovers were, while the scenic, light and sound designs showcased the 

theatricality and passion of the play. It seems that the theme of glorifying the act of 

fighting was something that must be reserved for discovery in the rehearsal process. The 

specific design decisions outlined in this chapter aided the actors in their ability to tell the 

story and further illuminated the heart of the play for the audience. The design suggested 
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that Ludwig’s play is not a mere farce, but it is something more complex, engaging and 

altogether delightful. It is a comedy that offers its audience a meaningful message.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

The Rehearsal Process 
 

A director who claims he can stage only tragedies and doesn’t know how to stage 
comedies or vaudevilles, is certain to fail, because in genuine art the high and the 
low, the bitter and the funny, the light and the dark always stand side by side. 
 

-Aleksandr Gladkov 
 

Introduction 
 

Moon Over Buffalo’s production concept was intended to reveal and heighten the 

theatricality of Ludwig’s play. This goal was effectively met in design and was further 

developed by the actor’s performance—arguably the teatralnost of the craft of theatre 

itself. This chapter will explore key events in the rehearsal process, from casting to 

technical rehearsal, that were undertaken in order to bring the play to fruition in a 

performance run at Baylor. Within this framework, I will further describe several areas 

that required special attention and consideration, including how we approached farcical 

elements, such as sex and violence; the process of uncovering, expanding, and trusting 

the humor of the piece; and problematic scenes that required specific approaches to 

acting.   

 
Casting 

 
As the second production of Baylor’s Spring season, initial auditions for Moon 

Over Buffalo were jointly conducted with auditions for Mary Stuart—the production that 

would immediately precede it in the season. Auditions took place approximately three 

and a half months prior to the start of our rehearsal process. After meeting with the 
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director of Mary Stuart, we made the decision to cast both shows simultaneously. Moon 

Over Buffalo would begin rehearsals about two weeks before the performance run of 

Mary Stuart, making it imperative that the two shows not share any cast or run crew 

members. Fortunately, we were looking to cast entirely different types of actors. 

According to the director of Mary Stuart, he was looking for actors who could pull off 

the heightened language and verse, while I was looking for actors who could “bring the 

funny.”    

Typecasting while considered “in bad taste” for most audition processes, is the act 

of casting an actor based largely on their physical appearance and types of roles they 

have played in the past. As we have seen, farce makes use of certain comedic types and 

stock characters reinforcing the idea that the action is completely inevitable. I believe the 

ease of casting this show can be attributed partly to the fact that many of the actors at 

Baylor are very conscious of their “type” and have a tendency to pursue roles that seem 

to fit them best. Compounded with the benefit of my familiarity with the casting pool, I 

was largely able to typecast the roles of Richard, Howard, Eileen, Ethel, and Charlotte 

after the initial round of auditions. Although typecasting helped me in general ways, it 

also created a real issue in my decision making process, as will be discussed below.    

Casting the roles of Paul and Roz—the more or less “straight characters” of 

farce—was a matter of finding actors with compatibility in look, personality, and 

romantic chemistry. Admittedly, there were a number of actors who could have played 

these roles very well. However, the actor I eventually cast in the role of Roz auditioned 

for the part with a unique sense of sarcasm and aloofness of that seemed to compliment 

the latent cynicism of the character nicely. As soon as I decided that she had the role, I 
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needed to find a Paul who could compliment her look and match her personality. It was 

also important that he be able to fill the shoes of someone who could keep up with a 

bombastic George as his “right-hand man.” I chose that actor and was pleased with the 

pairing.  

Casting the role of George was much harder than it should have been. The 

problem stemmed from my reliance on typecasting, as none of the actors who auditioned 

seemed to fit the preconceived “type” I had established mentally for George. Throughout 

callbacks, I had almost every male available read for the role but, by the end of the night, 

it came down to three actors. In my estimation, roughly eighty percent of the comedy in 

Moon Over Buffalo relies on farcical elements. Therefore, I was mostly looking for 

someone with an aptitude for physical comedy and slapstick. I found Actor 1 to perform 

exceedingly well with the farce. During the initial audition, I thought he had the funniest 

drunk-monologue of all three actors. That being said, he did not quite fit the role, though 

I could not articulate the exact reason why. His appearance, physical comedy, and 

comedic style were appropriate for the role, but it seemed as though his talent for 

psychological realistic acting was lacking. The exact same description could be said of 

Actor 2. Simply put, it was hard to empathize with either actor’s portrayal of George as 

an audience member—a fact that placed me at an impasse and forced me to consider 

what I knew to be the most important aspect of the play.  

Eventually, it came down to a decision between Actor 2 and Actor 3. I had the 

two actors perform George and Charlotte’s final scene with the actor whom I would later 

cast as Charlotte. This is the scene where George convinces her to stay with him and 

continue the life they have built in the theatre. Both Actor 2 and Actor 3 performed the 
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scene three times, and each time I would give them a new note, describing a different 

quality I would like to see from their next performance. As a result, I saw three 

drastically different scenes from Actor 3 (each one better than the last). With Actor 2, I 

saw three renditions of practically the same performance. It became apparent that Actor 

2’s ability to receive and synthesize directorial notes was still developing—a 

characteristic I knew would prove detrimental in the rehearsal process. Interestingly, I 

saw two very different performances from the actor playing Charlotte during this time. 

When paired with Actor 3, the resulting performance was believable and altogether 

lovely, but when paired with Actor 2, she seemed to drop all characterization and the 

performance consistently flat-lined. There was an important baseline chemistry and 

rapport between her and Actor 3 that I suspected might be impossible to fabricate in 

rehearsal if I cast Actor 2 as George.  

After much deliberation, discussion, and a deep consideration of the unanimous 

opinions of my advisors, I chose Actor 3 over Actor 2 for the role of George. At the time, 

I had never felt so uncertain about a casting choice, but it was apparent that my 

dissatisfaction stemmed solely from what I perceived as his type. That is to say, I 

assumed him to be a Young Lover, while I was looking to cast a Cuckolded Husband. At 

this, my advisors strongly recommended that I cast “talent over type,” meaning I should 

cast someone who is a good actor over one who simply looks right for the part. When 

stuck for a solution in rehearsal, I should be able to ask the experienced actor to show me 

something different and know that he will be inventive which would allow us to move 

forward more quickly in rehearsals. In my final consideration for the role, I had to ask 

myself what was the most important aspect of Moon Over Buffalo. Was it farce or theme? 
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If the play is truly a farce (as most critics seem to suggest) then the most important aspect 

of the play has to be physical comedy. After all, empathetic response from an audience is 

antithetical to farce’s tendency towards schadenfreude. However, if the play is truly one 

that attempts to follow “the great tradition,” as Ludwig seems to suggest, then the answer 

to the proposed question must undoubtedly be theme.  

Ultimately, I relied on my analysis that showed Moon Over Buffalo to be a play 

that was not merely loaded with farcical stuffing but one that was meaningful and 

poignant. It is a play that is bookended with heart. For this to happen, I needed an actor 

who could deliver a performance that would be founded in emotional realism. Once 

decided, the only choice for the role of George was Actor 3, and I could not have been 

more delighted by his performance in the rehearsal process. I found that the physical 

comedy I was so concerned about in auditions revealed itself in rehearsal from the actor 

living truthfully in moment. This confirmed what Ludwig said about the play when he 

mentioned that an actor must play the role truthfully and trust that the comedy will 

follow. 

When the play was cast, I was pleasantly surprised to discover that I had 

unknowingly cast six members of Baylor’s improvisational comedy group, known as 

Guerilla Troupe, in Moon Over Buffalo. The roles of George, Charlotte, Roz, Howard, 

and two of the soldiers were given to actors who specialized in the art of improvisation—

a fact that allowed us to really hit the ground running in early rehearsals.   

 
Early Rehearsals 

 
 As the process began, I quickly decided to forego the rehearsals that are 

traditionally set aside for table work—a common early rehearsal tactic where the actors 
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and director spend time talking about and discussing the script in depth—in order to get 

the play “up on its feet” as soon as possible. This decision was made, in part, as a 

response to Ludwig’s comment that farces are “little machines that work,”1 but it also 

stemmed from a personal insecurity as a director of comedy. In a word, I was terrified. 

This sense of terror is a common condition for me, and a fear of failure is something I 

constantly rely on to push myself forward in any directing process. Anne Bogart writes 

about a similar condition in her book A Director Prepares, describing an artist’s sense of 

initial terror as a healthy means for creation, saying, “In combination with the artist’s 

deep sense of play, terror makes for compelling theatre both in the creative process and in 

the experience of an audience.”2 She goes on to describe terror as a primal motivation 

that initiates instinct, intuition, and ingenuity. According to Bogart, theatre that does not 

invoke a sense of terror in its creators results in a play that lacks the energy, or life, 

needed to survive and thrive artistically. 

Admittedly, I was intimidated at the size and scope of the play, and comedy 

(although I had experience in writing and acting) was not something I had much 

experience in directing. For this reason, I wanted to establish a skeletal framework of 

blocking as soon as possible and come back to polish and explore the play later. As an 

artist, I have always equated the act of directing with that of painting on a large canvas. 

When painting a landscape, the painter must apply broad strokes, working in layers from 

large to small. Ultimately, s/he cannot add any intricate details without a solid base coat. 

Typically, when I describe this process to someone who is unfamiliar with painting, I 

                                                
1 Ken Ludwig, in discussion with the author, November 30, 2015. 

 
2 Anne Bogart, A Director Prepares: Seven Essays on Art and Theatre, (New York: Routledge, 

2005), 79.  
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prefer to use the metaphor of a birthday cake. A good director must be able to 

differentiate between what items are considered cake and what items are simply icing. In 

other words, s/he must figure out what is absolutely essential for someone to recognize 

the final product as a cake. If you run out of time, at least you still have a cake for the 

birthday party. A great director can have his cake with icing and have enough time to eat 

it too.    

Another reason I decided to subvert the traditional table work process was based 

on our initial read-through of the script. This casual read-through was conducted several 

days before we officially began rehearsals.3 It started with me explaining my conceptual 

approach to the play with the actors and ended with me attempting to explain the ethereal 

notion of farce. As I talked ad nauseam, struggling to explain my research to a cast who 

only just now had their first read-through, I began to recognize a potential pitfall. It 

appeared that an approach heavily steeped in table work and analytical discussion ran the 

risk of sucking all the joy out of a play that is meant to be a comedy. This was an 

important discovery to make, as I did not want to lose the “deep sense of play” Bogart 

referred to while attempting to foster a creative ensemble relationship amongst the actors. 

 All in all, I found that it was beneficial to explain my research to the cast in one 

fell swoop after the read-through, because it introduced and established a common 

vocabulary that we could reference in later rehearsals. Forgoing traditional table work 

rehearsals, we jumped right into the action of the play to begin immediately building our 

                                                
3 Proving more than a formality, the read-through for this play was actually quite important (which 

has not always been my experience), because it allowed me to ascertain where the cast’s comedic baseline 
was, and I was able to make note of their aptitude for comedic timing as well as their ability to “sell” a joke 
verbally. It also provided validation to a common criticism of the play as I realized I would have to spend 
some time preventing certain actors from shouting all of their lines in the rehearsal process. After the read-
through, I explained to the cast that we must add variety to the volume of our production; we need to find 
other ways to express urgency. 
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own “farce machine.” After attacking each new scene, we would lounge around the set 

and discuss what the scene they had just explored was about. What was going on? What 

worked and what didn’t? Where are the jokes? How does the action appeal or not appeal 

to elements of farce? After discussing these questions, we would then run the scene again 

and look at specific moments more closely. The actors seemed to appreciate this 

approach, describing the rehearsals as “just hanging out.” By adopting this form of “table 

work,” we progressed in strides—blocking the entire play within the first few days of 

rehearsals, giving our production a solid base coat. This gave us plenty of time to explore, 

experiment and continue polishing our ever-developing machine. As more scenery, stairs 

and doors arrived each day, the machine was constantly adapting, evolving, and 

becoming more complex—a process that retained an air of freshness for the actors, who 

thrived on spontaneity and improvisation.  

As we explored what it meant to be machine-like, three key rules for the world of 

the play eventually formed. First, it was decided that whenever one door closed, another 

should immediately open for many of the scenes. “Door close, door open” became a 

common catchphrase I would rely on in rehearsals in order to keep the Bergsonian 

snowball rolling down the hill. Second, we agreed that complicated sequences that 

required a lot of physicality must be executed with precision and must further be “one-

hundred percent repeatable” for every performance—a catchphrase borrowed from the 

fight choreographer. This included instances of farcical violence, the ripping of the 

Cyrano pants, George’s various pratfalls, and the way George expresses the line “Oh my 

God, Charlotte, you’re back!”4 Thirdly, we discovered that pacing was immensely 

                                                
4 Breaking comedy’s Golden Rule of Three, Ludwig has George say this line four times 

throughout Act Two: Three times in the greenroom and once during Private Lives. Attesting to his comedic 
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important, as any perceived lull in the action would instantly kill the comedy and run the 

risk of making an audience uncomfortable. Focusing on picking up cues was key. This 

did not necessarily mean a denial of dramatic pauses during speeches, but there should be 

no pauses, whether in word or action, between lines of dialogue. This required actors to 

stay engaged in what they were doing onstage at all times and to respond to outside 

stimuli immediately. The actors had to constantly play the scene “on their toes”—an 

acting trait that Ludwig said is characteristic of many of the great screwball comedies, 

such as Bringing up Baby, It Happened One Night, and Some Like it Hot.5 There was a 

delicate balance to be found in regards to pacing. Keeping the action rollicking along 

with cue-pickups was important, the actors had to take care not to speak the dialogue too 

fast.  

 
Sex and Violence  

 
Comedies often capitalize on sexual, crude, or low humor in order to get a cheap 

laugh from the audience. Though you may be hard-pressed to get certain people to admit 

their amusement at such topics, it seems most people will always smile at a well-inserted 

penis joke. Farce often takes advantage of an audience’s delight in low humor and 

schadenfreude and tends to push the subject towards the extreme. We discussed the 

sexuality and violence of Moon Over Buffalo very early on in the process, as I sought to 

empower the actors with the ability to openly vocalize or express any and all concerns 

they may have without fear of being ostracized by others. As I have said, the most 
                                                                                                                                            
genius, the four instances of this line elicited laughter from the audience during every performance. In 
rehearsal, we discovered that this line was only funny if George becomes a machine and says the line the 
exact same way every time. Ultimately, he could vary the first part of the sentence anyway he wanted to, 
but the comedy came from him exclaiming, “you’re back!” in exactly the same wailing and desperate 
manner each time. 
 

5 Ken Ludwig, in discussion, 2015. 
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important aspect of the story was theme, not farce, so any decidedly obscene moments in 

the play would be handled carefully. Ascertaining the cast’s level of comfortability with 

both the sexuality and violence prevalent in the script was immensely important in order 

to move forward with blocking and understand how far we could push the low humor. 

 
Sex  
 

Considering the play is technically a domestic farce, the sexual references in the 

script were actually quite mild and inexplicit. Besides the loose morality of George and 

Charlotte in regards to fidelity, the most blatant sexual reference stems from Howard 

mistaking George’s Cyrano nose for a certain male appendage. However, this joke is only 

visually referenced twice, and it is incredibly brief both times. The sexuality of the play 

was so meek that we found that it could stand to have a few more instances. In fact, we 

added an extra crude joke when George apprehends Howard with a sword and uses him 

as a human shield against Charlotte. In this moment, George warns Charlotte saying, “if 

thou dost move one inch, the lad shall spout blood like a fountain.”6 As he said this line, 

George would thrust his sword to emphasize the words “spout-blood” and “fountain.” 

The precarious placement of George’s sword at Howard’s waist combined with the 

exaggerated thrusting motion suggested an obvious double entendre for this line. 

Another moment of sexuality that we crafted for our production involved 

extending the amount of time George and Charlotte spend in their undergarments after 

their “necking” sequence on the couch. In the script, it is written to have them change out 

of their Cyrano costumes and into their normal clothes as Ethel tidies up the greenroom. 

                                                
6 Ken Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, 20.  
 



132 
 

While staging the moment leading up to this scene, when Charlotte massages George’s 

back, I drew inspiration from the original Boston trial run (Figure 4.1).  

I wanted this moment to have a feeling of both intimacy and vulnerability, 

because Charlotte immediately asks about Eileen in the middle of the massage. I 

expressed these thoughts to the costume designer in our very first meeting, and she 

designed a black slip for Charlotte and polka dot boxers with garter socks for George. 

The actors who played George and Charlotte were also aware of this proposal from the 

very first rehearsal and said they were completely comfortable with it. 

 

 

Figure 4.1. Charlotte’s massage. Colonial Theatre production (left),7 Baylor Theatre 
production (right). “Let them have their Ronald Colman and their Greer Garson. Who 
gives a damn.”   
 
 

In rehearsals, we would simply mime the act of shedding their clothing, until we 

could use their actual costumes. As to be expected, complete costumes were not available 
                                                

7 A still from Hegedus and Pennebaker’s Moon Over Broadway, available on Youtube.com. In the 
photo, Carol Burnett is performing a brief rendition of “Singin’ in the Rain” as she dances on George’s 
back—a moment that appears to have been cut from the Broadway premiere.   
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until our first technical rehearsal, but I was confident in their ability to improvise 

appropriate actions based on our rehearsal. To my surprise, however, when we arrived at 

this moment in technical rehearsal, the actors did not improvise anything but remained in 

their Cyrano costumes for the entire scene, which of course left very little for Ethel to 

pick up as she says, “Don’t mind me, I’m just the hired help.”8 The absence of stage 

business for Ethel resulted in an entrance that seemed completely unmotivated. It was 

initially unclear what had gone wrong in this run of the scene.  

Leading up to that rehearsal, I had begun to suspect that the actors were receiving 

outside notes and direction in regards to blocking, and there were discussions taking 

place between them and the costume department that I was not a part of. Many of these 

notes appeared to be minor suggestions, such as when to take off their hat or how to 

incorporate accessories like gloves and clutch purses into their characterizations. I 

became aware of these notes when the actor playing Charlotte mentioned that she was 

instructed by the costume department to put on her normal clothes behind a costume rack 

where Paul would not be able see her immodesty. When she discussed the note with me, 

before the technical rehearsal, I told her that if she believed it would not deter from the 

pacing or the action of the play, then the new blocking would be fine, but the audience 

should still be able see her face whenever she speaks. Little did I know, the costume she 

was referring to changing out of behind the rack was her Roxanne outfit.      

When we arrived at the massaging scene mentioned above, I eventually realized 

why the actors remained in their Cyrano costumes instead of taking them off as planned 

earlier. It seems they were given a note to suggest that it was inappropriate for a married 

couple living in the 1950s to lounge around a public space without being fully clothed, 
                                                

8 Ken Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, 23. 
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despite everyone in the Hay’s Company being “family.” I asked the stage manager to 

allow us to quickly look at this particular scene after the technical rehearsal. When given 

the extra minutes of rehearsal time, I had a brief conversation with the actors playing 

George and Charlotte to reconfirm their level of comfortability with what I was asking 

them to do. I reiterated why I thought the visual image was important for the play, 

suggesting it was a moment that served both theme and farce. Occurring immediately 

after the swordfight, it was a moment that balanced the extreme violence with extreme 

delicacy. We quickly looked at the scene and decided exactly when/how the clothes come 

off, where the clothes should be discarded for Ethel’s benefit, and when/how they put on 

their normal clothes. We decided that they could change into their normal clothes as they 

are arguing about whether or not George slept with Eileen, eliminating the possibility of 

anyone other than George (i.e., Paul) seeing Charlotte’s “immodesty.” The resulting 

blocking found an acceptable compromise that appealed to both farce and historical 

accuracy.     

 
Violence 
 

In farce, extreme delicacy must be balanced by equally extreme violence. The 

relationship of George and Charlotte seems to constitute the softer side of Moon Over 

Buffalo. If follows that most of the violence is expressed through them as well. One of the 

most complex moments of violence in the play is the swordfight between George and 

Charlotte, which I intended to mine for spectacle by crafting it to be as complex as was 

safely possible. Unfortunately, neither of the actors playing the roles had any experience 

in stage combat or sword fighting. They agreed to regularly meet with the fight 

choreographer two weeks before the rehearsal process in order to learn the basics of 
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sword fighting. Each time they met with the choreographer, he would give them a new 

drill sequence to practice. They would continue to meet with him extracurricularly after 

rehearsals began as well. Before he would agree to choreograph the sword fighting scene 

in rehearsal, the fight choreographer recommended that the actors complete at least thirty 

hours of basic training. I have worked with this choreographer in the past, and he tends to 

operate under two golden rules: (1) any moments of staged violence must be one-hundred 

percent repeatable and (2) the victim must always be in control. 

Perhaps because of this intense preparation, the actors became tentative about 

other violent moments. Whenever we arrived at a scene that necessitated violence, the 

actors would eventually shut down and suggest that we block the violent scenes once we 

met with the fight choreographer. I agreed with this solution for about two days of 

rehearsals. After all, I am not licensed in stage combat, and I did not want to ask the 

actors to do anything in which they felt unsafe. However, I soon realized that this is not 

how we should be operating. I told the actors that we could not simply assume that 

someone else was going to create our scenes for us; that it was our job to create a story to 

the best of our abilities or qualifications. If the fight choreographer could make any 

scenes better, then it should be thought of only as a bonus. Ultimately, it is our 

responsibility to make sure we have a cake for the birthday party.  

Using the few drills that the actors playing George and Charlotte were already 

comfortable with, we blocked the basic outline of the swordfight as best as we could. I 

told the actors that they should consider this blocking as conducting “drills with spoken 

lines,” and that they should immediately vocalize any uncomfortability they felt. They 

had none, and we were able to block a fairly believable scene using a basic five-count 
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sparring drill. Next we looked at George and Charlotte’s wrestling with the copy of 

Variety and subsequent crotch kick scene. We found that by positioning George in a 

particular way, the actor playing Charlotte could actually kick his buttocks with such 

force that it would look like she is kicking him in the groin. However, she was very 

uncomfortable with expressing any sort of physical violence onstage, and when she did it 

always looked unbelievable. We had our cake for this moment, but it was obvious that 

this was a scene that would greatly benefit from the help of a trained professional.  

As it turned out, it was the right decision to block the violent scenes before the 

fight choreographer arrived. Although the violence was simple, it gave him an idea of 

what we were trying to do or where we wanted to go with the scenes. When he ultimately 

joined our rehearsal, the choreography only took about an hour and a half, as he simply 

added more complexity to the maneuvers we already blocked. Regarding Charlotte’s 

assault on George with a Variety magazine, the choreographer recommended that she aim 

for muscle areas (i.e., biceps, thighs, and glutes) and follow through with her blows at a 

slant instead of direct vertical hits. Making larger and fuller swings resulted in safer hits 

with less blunt force, yet appeared even more violent. As he choreographed the scene, he 

brilliantly identified and discussed a psychological problem/reservation with the actor 

playing Charlotte. It was a problem that I had previously addressed but was not able to 

express as eloquently. He suggested that she, as an actor, is extremely reluctant to cause 

any actual pain to her fellow actor. In the scenes where she has to “hurt” George, she 

seemed to drop all characteristics of Charlotte and immediately resort to her personal 

pacifism. In previous rehearsals, we came up with a safeword, and the actor playing 

George promised that he would let her know if she ever actually hurt him. The only 



137 
 

gauge for his pain tolerance, however, was the actor saying, “nope, doesn’t hurt…I 

promise.” This type of gauge is one that did not instill any confidence in the actor playing 

Charlotte. The fight choreographer was able to establish a one to ten rating system for 

pain tolerance. He recommended that the actor playing Charlotte should shoot for a rating 

of a five for each blow. At this direction, she hit the actor playing George as she usually 

does, and he gave the blow a meager rating of two. Incorporating a rating system seemed 

to mark a turning point for the actor playing Charlotte regarding violence. Giving her a 

quantifiable measurement for her actions, allowed her to become more confident. She 

also realized that the actor playing George was not lying to her, as the ratings he gave her 

varied in number after each hit. It became apparent that he was acutely aware of his own 

tolerance for pain and would honestly express any feelings of discomfort. During this 

time, the fight choreographer also recommended that the actor playing George not react 

in character while training and choreographing this scene. He was not suggesting that 

George not react in performance but that the actor wait until the actor playing Charlotte 

had breached her own psychological barrier and built muscle memory.  

The biggest psychological barrier for the actor to breach was found in the crotch 

kick. Regarding this stunt, the choreographer recommended that she place her foot as 

close as possible to the actor playing George’s groin while kicking the inside of his upper 

thigh and buttocks. The choreographer reiterated again that it is the victim’s 

responsibility to make sure he positions himself in the right orientation for a successful 

stunt—a comment that was meant to take the psychological pressure away from the actor 

playing Charlotte. We found that the actor playing George had to give her a visual cue 

that served to indicate whenever he was in the correct position. This cue occurred after 
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George wrestled Charlotte to the floor, he stands up, motions with his hands and says 

“alright?” As soon as he gave her the cue, she would kick away.    

Throughout the rehearsal process, sometimes this stunt looked believable, but 

most of the time it was obviously fake. I began to take note of the times the stunt looked 

painful, and I realized that it had to do with the actor playing Charlotte’s ability to sell the 

force of it by incorporating her whole body in the stunt. The only adjustment that was 

required to accomplish this was including a simple twist of her shoulders to make the 

kick look extremely powerful. With that, the stunt was consistently met with an audible 

groan from the audience during every performance.   

 
Finding “The Funny” 

 
The rehearsal process for Moon Over Buffalo became remarkably easy once I 

accepted that my role as a director was to simply edit the things my cast was finding in 

rehearsal and through various character exercises. My relationship with the actors 

reached a point where I could simply say, “that’s funny, keep it,” or “that isn’t funny, 

let’s find a way to fix it” without hurting anyone’s pride or causing them any shame. The 

affirmations and criticisms given to the cast regarding comedy were evenly dispersed, 

and the actors seemed to understand that we were all working towards the same goal of 

“finding the funny” together.  

While working through any given scene, if an actor did something that caused 

everyone in the room to laugh (sometimes even the actors in the scene), then we knew we 

had a solid joke and should investigate it further with the hopes of “keeping it.” There 

came a point in the rehearsal process where it was very easy to forget how funny these 

jokes actually were. The answer to the question of whether or not a joke would make an 
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audience laugh during performance became increasingly difficult to ascertain. Ultimately, 

we had to trust that the jokes we once found collectively hysterical would retain their 

humor and provoke laughter from an audience during performances. To our relief, they 

did. Eventually, as we began solidifying blocking, if an actor did something that caused 

only myself to laugh, as I watched from the audience, the actor would just know to “keep 

it,” without me having to say anything at all. We developed a very interesting and 

intuitive collaboration—one I had not had the pleasure of experiencing with anything else 

I have previously directed. This type of collaboration may have formed as a direct result 

from casting actors who were skilled in improvisation, where “Group Mind” is an 

important relationship to foster. 

 
Finding Character Details 
 

Audiences seem to delight in the dramatic irony that comes from being able to 

predict an outcome (for better or worse) while the characters in the story remain 

completely ignorant until the moment the result unfolds. With this in mind, I asked the 

actors to develop a handful of character traits that an audience could expect to see from 

them. In other words, I wanted them to develop quirks that made their characters 

distinctive yet also related to a stock type. We conducted several improvisation exercises 

in order to explore what these quirks might be and to help develop relationships between 

characters. One of the more successful exercises came from having two actors improvise 

a scene in character. After a moment, another actor would promptly enter the scene, 

causing one of the other actors to come up with a reasonable excuse to leave. A new 

scene would thus form between the remaining actors. Important quirks regarding posture, 

style, and vocalization began to form during these exercises. We found Paul is constantly 
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moving, working with his hands, and catching people; Roz became the only one who 

gives him pause in action. Howard reveals a hidden dual personality (something along the 

lines of Clark Kent turning into Superman) when he performs as a weatherman. On a 

scale of one to ten, Eileen only has two modes—she’s either a “one” (saccharinely sweet) 

or a “ten” (wildly irate), and she switches between the two at the drop of a hat. Perhaps 

the most important quirk we discovered came from a realization that George is the only 

one who literally “grovels in the dust,” as his Cyrano line suggests. We found that there 

were many moments in the play where it was incredibly appropriate for him crawl around 

on his hands and knees especially when he asks “forgiveness” from Charlotte or when he 

is hiding from General Patton.  

The word forgiveness is in quotation marks here, because we discovered another 

unique trait to George in that his apologies are always fake. Technically, he apologizes to 

Charlotte several times throughout the play, but we had him deliver these lines in such a 

way that his apology either felt rehearsed or altogether insincere (or adulterated by 

alcohol). By adding this unique quirk to George, his final apology (when Charlotte is 

about to leave him) was able to have much more weight and magnitude to it, because it 

was the first time in the play when he actually meant the words—it was the first time he 

was honest with Charlotte.    

Theatricality was an important consideration with this play, as almost all of the 

characters have a moment where they perform for someone else. As we continued our 

characterization exercises, I would often ask the actors to show me what their characters 

look like when they are performing for the benefit of another person. This was 

particularly important to consider for developing George and Charlotte’s characters. 
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Described by Ethel as a “walking ham,” George’s Cyrano voice, as well as anytime he 

quoted Shakespeare, had to be substantially different from his regular voice. This 

convention is established in the beginning of the play, and there was a lot of humor to be 

mined from seeing George switch in and out of character as he rehearses with the listless 

soldiers. We decided that when George “performs,” he should do so with the bravado and 

grandiloquence of an actor trained in Shakespearean acting. The type of performing that 

Charlotte does, on the other hand, is more for the purpose of socializing and trying to 

maintain the persona of a glamorous movie star. These moments occur exclusively during 

her interactions with Richard and Howard (as Capra). As with George’s first scene, there 

was a similar humor to be found in witnessing the instances when Charlotte puts on her 

performance and when she decides to drop it. 

 
Finding Dramatic Irony  
 

We added many visual jokes in an effort to appeal to an audience’s sense of 

dramatic irony. In rehearsal, we crafted several jokes that started out very “heavy 

handed” with a very obvious punch line. The manner in which they were delivered felt 

almost as if the actors were winking at the audience by saying, “did you get it? See what 

we did there?” While these jokes were funny, I was afraid an audience would not be 

amused if they believed their intelligence was being insulted. For this reason, we made a 

conscious effort to downplay these jokes, making them more subtle with the hope that an 

audience might not even realize the joke was on purpose but smile at the proffered irony 

regardless. For instance, Charlotte’s metatheatrical reference to the act of being center 

stage “in front of a thousand people” as George kisses her hand; George stomping down 

the stairs during his “pitter patter” speech; George literally driving Howard “back to the 
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wall” (i.e., the wall of the theatre) with his sword during the Private Lives matinee; the 

bookends of George kneeling as Cyrano before his Roxanne; the inclusion of the “Romeo 

and Juliet Overture” in a “Capra-esque” moment, and the emphasis George puts on the 

word “my” when he says, “Children. My children” pointedly towards the pregnant Eileen 

in the final scene. 

Other visual jokes we included in the name of irony made use of subverting the 

audience’s expectations before eventually providing them with the punch line they most 

likely predicted. The first joke, of this nature, made use of the poster design for the show. 

Looming at the very top of the stairs, a poster with the words “I Faw Down An’ Go 

Boom!” written in bold letters (Figure 4.2), served as a constant warning that 

foreshadowed an event to come. In other words, this poster made a promise to the 

audience that someone was going to fall down the stairs. As soon as George gets drunk, 

that someone becomes painfully obvious.  

 

  

Figure 4.2. “I Faw Down An’ Go Boom!”9 Poster design for Baylor’s production of 
Moon Over Buffalo. 
                                                

9 The image for the poster was taken from the cover of the sheet music for a song of the same 
name written in 1928 by James Brockman and Leonard Stevens. 
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When it came time for a drunken George to traverse the treacherous staircase, he 

would pause at the top of the stairs and sway a bit before managing to successfully barrel 

down them without spilling a single drop of coffee. After this stunt, while on the landing, 

George would make a gesture indicating that he was proud of himself, comment on the 

quality of the beans, and take one last sip of coffee before tumbling backwards down a 

remaining (smaller) section of stairs.  

The other joke that played with subverting and fulfilling audience expectations 

regarded George’s fall into the orchestra pit. For this moment, George would deliver the 

famous line from Cyrano and thrust himself to the outermost edge of the orchestra pit. 

Once again, George would appear to lose his balance but initially not complete the 

anticipated fall. At this, he would once again be proud of himself for a moment—bowing 

in this instance towards Charlotte—and then immediately tumble downwards.   

 
George’s Drunk Monologue  
 

Although, as discussed in Chapter Three, we did not have the dress forms for our 

rehearsal process, the actor who played George was able to incorporate one of them into 

his drunken monologue, thanks to his experience in improvisation. Having George 

drunkenly interact with a dress form as if it was Charlotte was a gag I wanted to include 

from the very beginning of the rehearsal process, and I was delighted that we were able to 

work something out with minimal complication during technical rehearsals.  

Once we had the dress form, complete with a green dress stretched over it, the 

actor who played Charlotte instinctively began to hang her hat on the form whenever she 

would enter from the street. The act of hanging her hat on the manikin not only gave the 

actor a unique character quirk to play with but also served to intimately associate 
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Charlotte with the dress form. Thus, George’s interaction with the form, during his drunk 

monologue, added a certain absence and loneliness to the scene that helped showcase the 

gravity of how he felt towards Charlotte leaving him, while also providing the audience 

with an opportunity to smile at the doubling. Immediately after his monologue, Charlotte 

comes into the greenroom and stands directly beside the dress form when Roz asks, “No 

luck at the bar?” and Charlotte replies, “It wasn’t him. It didn’t even look like him!”10 In 

this moment the audience is able to visually compare the actual Charlotte with a figure 

that only moments ago had represented her presence. In this light, the form hardly looked 

like Charlotte at all—an ironic congruency with her spoken line.  

Referring again to the rules of our “farce machine,” we found that pacing and 

precision took on a different meaning during George’s monologue. Obviously, the 

soliloquy calls for dramatic pauses in order to accommodate his shifting thought 

processes, but pauses were fundamentally opposed to our constructed rules. We 

discovered that the act of staying engaged was particularly important during this scene. 

Otherwise, a perceived lull in the action might stop the comedic momentum of the play. 

As we constantly experimented with the monologue, I explained to the actor playing 

George that it was imperative that the audience can see how George’s mind is working. 

Thus, everything the character said and did during the monologue had to be based in 

logic (albeit a drunken logic) that would compel him towards the next bit of action. This 

direction worked surprisingly well for the monologue, and we found that George could 

actually have a rather long moment of verbal silence when he tries to write Ronald 

Colman a “get well” letter, as long as his mind and body were constantly (and visibly) 

                                                
10 Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, 67.  
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engaged and his psychological narrative was clearly displayed. For instance, the narrative 

of finding paper for the letter, finding a pen, finding a place to write, etc… 

After he decides to write the letter—a thought that is induced by the singular word 

“leg”—he then searches for a piece of paper and a pen. With these items in hand, he 

walks over to the coffee table, looks at the distance between the chair and the table, sets 

the pen and paper on the table, and proceeds to pull the table closer to the chair. When he 

thinks he has adequately closed the gap, George blindly sits down but misses the chair 

entirely, falling directly to the floor—an episode of mechanical inelasticity that would 

have made Henri Bergson smile. After realizing his mistake, George gets up and 

proceeds to pull the chair closer to the table but is tripped by the table and accidentally 

sits on its surface. With the chair in front of him, George finally decides to simply write 

the letter on the seat of the chair. During preview performances, we found that an 

audience would condone this long stint of silence (and even applaud the conclusion of it) 

as long as George’s mind was still engaged and his actions were clearly transmitted and 

easily interpreted every step of the way. 

 
Psychological Realism and Playing the “Truth of the Moment” 

 
For most of the play, the simplistic tactic of “it’s funny, keep it” was effective and 

worked surprisingly well for the purposes of comedy and farce, but there were three main 

areas where a special attention to psychological realism had to be paid. In other words, 

the actors had to play the truth of the moment in order for the scene to work. The act of 

living truthfully in the moment refers to a common definition of realistic acting, made 

popular by Konstantin Stanislavski, wherein an actor submits to the given circumstances 

of the play as if they are happening for the first time. The three areas where this form of 
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acting was especially important to consider were found in George’s uncontrollable 

laughter after the Private Lives matinee, George and Charlotte’s final scene together, and 

Paul and Roz’s final kiss. All of these moments take place during the last scene of the 

play, and we spent a considerable amount of time examining them, as they consistently 

did not feel right in rehearsal. The root of the problems seemed to stem from trying to 

reconcile an analytical understanding of the text with the details of our specific 

production.  

 
George’s Laughter  
 

The actor playing George had a tremendously difficult time attempting to laugh 

uncontrollably during the final scene when he is in bandages. It is a moment that is meant 

to express George’s catharsis after a truly devastating afternoon of events. It is the type of 

laughter that inexplicably replaces weeping. George ought to cry when he realizes that 

the love of his life is leaving him for another man but instead he laughs, and his laughter 

becomes contagious, eventually infecting both Paul and Roz who are also haggard from 

the day.  

Laughing onstage is a famously difficult skill for an actor to master. It was 

important for the actor playing George to consider the given circumstances of everything 

that has culminated in George’s life during this moment. It was suggested by an actor 

coach that laughter comes easily when you play the tragedy of the moment. Thus 

truthfully living “in character” as George, the actor should be able to naturally laugh with 

hardly any effort. However, this ideal was not achieved, and it seemed that the actor 

found himself facing a psychological barrier when this moment arrived onstage. He 

explained that he could not laugh onstage. I knew this was not true, because he laughed 
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perfectly fine during his drunk monologue when he talks about Ronald Colman falling 

down and breaking his legs. The difference between that scene and this final scene was 

that he was not thinking about the act of laughing. It was an afterthought and came 

through in his performance naturally. Our labored rehearsal of this moment only served 

to make the psychological barrier even thicker and unintentionally heightened the 

importance for the actor to get it right. Eventually, when we came to this scene, he would 

break character entirely. We had rehearsed this moment to death.  

As I began to recognize the unfair stress and unrealistic expectation I was putting 

on the actor, I decided to focus more on Paul and Roz’s laughter, suggesting that they 

should join in George’s laughter much quicker. I also decided to focus my attention of 

laughter towards the cast as a whole, by implementing a group laughter warmup before 

rehearsals. This would hopefully take the pressure off of the actor playing George while 

simultaneously helping him build his actor “laughing muscle.” I discovered this exercise 

through researching something called Laughter Yoga. Through various “he, he, hee’s” 

and “ho, ho, ho’s” the exercise is designed to start with obviously fake laughter and allow 

it morph into legitimate laughing. Another exercise we used in group warmups made use 

of improvisation. It was a simple A/B quip. Standing in a circle, each actor would 

alternate being A or B. Actor A would set up a joke, Actor B would respond and then the 

whole group would laugh maniacally (whether the improvised line was funny or not). 

Switching the focus from the individual actor to the group as a whole was an important 

direction to take and ultimately helped demystify the psychological barrier for the actor 

playing George.   
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George and Charlotte  
 

Regarding the last scene between George and Charlotte, where George convinces 

her to stay with him, I asked the actor to “charm her,” to “win her back,” with his 

charisma. This was a good direction for George, but the scene consistently fell flat as 

soon as Charlotte arrived at the line: “You give me a pain, George.”11 It seems I was 

trying to force my own interpretation of the line for far too long, and it was causing the 

actor who played Charlotte to completely lose her character. I would find out later that 

this occurred because she fundamentally disagreed with my reading of the text and 

simply could not make my direction work in the moment. I told her I wanted to see an 

internal struggle from Charlotte with this line as George’s words begin to soften the 

character’s heart. Even though she wanted to stay mad at him, she just could not help 

loving him. “You give me pain” then was supposed to hint at how Charlotte’s defenses 

were weakening before she completely broke down in tears and cried about how badly 

she wanted to be a famous movie star. Once this happens, George has won the fight for 

Charlotte’s love and is free to seal the deal by playing the “Romeo and Juliet Overture” 

on the record player (an action I referred to as George’s Hail Mary play—something 

George always does to get back into Charlotte’s good graces). When Charlotte admits 

that he gives her a pain, I believed it should become obvious to the audience that she is 

going to stay with him.  

In one rehearsal, as the actors were performing the scene, I side coached by 

offering subliminal information to the actor playing Charlotte after every line that George 

spoke. For instance, when George says, “you’ll be laughing about my Cyrano entrance 

                                                
11 Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, 108. 
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for months,” I would tell the actor playing Charlotte, “you probably will. It was funny.” 

Or George’s: “Think of all the fun we’ve had, traveling from town to town like minor 

royalty signing autographs,” to which I would suggest to Charlotte, “You love signing 

autographs!” When George arrived at the line immediately before “you give me pain,” I 

would suggest to her “it’s working!” After an intensive scene study and discussion, the 

actor finally admitted that she did not understand what I meant by “it’s working.” 

Furthermore, she told me that she simply could not fathom why Charlotte would dismiss 

George’s infidelity so easily, suggesting that she could find no reasonable motivation to 

drop her defenses in the moment. I explained that it goes back to how Charlotte is more 

concerned with George being honest than with the actual act of infidelity itself and 

reiterated the fact that ethical dilemmas are virtually nonexistent in farce.  

It took me far too long to realize my mistake in the direction I was giving her. 

This moment is not farce. In fact, it is the climax of the thematic plot, as the answer to the 

main dramatic question is brought to the forefront of the action. As such, psychological 

realism was what we needed for the scene, and the actor had been giving me just that. 

She was playing what she knew as a Charlotte who was psychologically complex, and 

what she knew was that some goofy monologue about fame and signing autographs was 

not enough to convince her character to stay.  

Once I realized my mistake, I asked the actor to discard my previous direction and 

show me an entirely different scene based on the idea that George’s charisma and charm 

was actually not enough to convince Charlotte to stay in this moment. Before Charlotte’s 

“you give me a pain” line, George asks, “Are you really going to turn your back on [your 
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fans] because you lost a measly role in a film?”12 This is one of the many times George 

mentions the topic of film to Charlotte. We discovered early in the rehearsal process that 

George constantly uses the topic of film to change the subject or avoid being completely 

honest with Charlotte. For instance, when Charlotte finds out that the company is not 

making their payroll, George diverts the conversation by blaming film for their downfall. 

Similarly, in the last scene, when George references the “measly film,” he is reverting 

back to his inclination to change the subject when it comes to meaningful or honest 

connection with Charlotte. Considering this, we found that Charlotte’s “you give me 

pain” should be in reference to George refusing to tell the truth once again. It is the last 

straw for her. As such, the actor decided that she should head towards the door after this 

line. We found that Charlotte physically leaving George in this moment would satisfy 

both the emotional intensity I was looking for directorially as well as appeal to the 

psychological dilemma expressed by the actor playing Charlotte. I told the actor playing 

George to stop her with his next line. With Charlotte being physically apart from George 

in the new blocking, his line “I know, and I’m sorry” carried much more weight and 

importance, as we see him completely alone, vulnerable, and honest for the very first 

time in the play. Therefore, his following line, “The thought of living without you 

terrifies me” took on a wholly different, poignant and altogether sad meaning, which 

allowed for the actor playing Charlotte to make the cognitive leap from anger to the 

childlike and tearful behavior written in the script.  

  

 

                                                
12 Ibid. 
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Paul and Roz  
 

Though an audience is expected to suspend their disbelief when watching any 

given theatrical production, a consideration of current affairs should not be overlooked. 

For this reason, Paul and Roz’s ultimate reunion requires a bit of creative design. In the 

final scene, as Paul and Roz exit the greenroom in order to give George and Charlotte 

privacy to work out their marital quarreling, Paul attempts to take Roz’s arm by saying, 

“Come on. Let’s go,” to which Roz responds with “Don’t touch me.”13 Paul and Roz 

leave the room and re-enter later, bickering, as Paul says, “You’re in love with me and 

you know it!” with Roz constantly denying the statement and telling Paul to stop.14 At 

this moment Roz’s fiancé, Howard, enters and reveals that he is running off with Eileen. 

The next interaction Paul has with Roz is written in the script as follows:  

ROZ. …I guess I shouldn’t have come back.  
PAUL. (Bitter.) And you wouldn’t have if you’d known I was here. You said it 
four times. 

(PAUL starts to put on his sport coat and leave, as GEORGE looks up.) 
GEORGE. Roz…? 
ROZ. Daddy, stay out of this. 
GEORGE. Rosalind. I told you last week on the phone that Paul was here. 
ROZ. Did you? I guess I forgot. 
PAUL. You “forgot”? 
ROZ. Yeah, I forgot! I have a lousy memory! Okay?! 
PAUL. (He gets it.) …Hey. Come here. 
ROZ. No. (He walks to her, but she backs away.) Paul—! 
PAUL. I think our first play together should be Much Ado About Nothing. 
ROZ. (Overlapping.) Paul, stay away from me— 
PAUL. And then She Stoops to Conquer, and Arms and the Man.  

(PAUL picks ROZ up—) 
ROZ. (Overlapping.) Paul! Put me down! Paul, stop it!  

(—and kisses her. She throws her arms around him.)  
ROZ. Oh, Paul…15 

                                                
13 Ludwig, Moon Over Buffalo, 107. 
 
14 Ibid., 110.  

 
15 Ibid., 113.  
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Though Moon Over Buffalo is set in the 1950s, where leading men can get away 

with certain chauvinistic behavior, an awareness of rape culture, especially in the context 

of a university, colors our reading of aggressive sexual and romantic situations. Simply 

put, “No” cannot mean “Yes” when considering Paul and Roz’s relationship, and it was 

important that our production did not suggest otherwise. In this case, the act of “living 

truthfully in the moment” referred to our production’s commitment and sensitivity to its 

contemporary audience.    

In this moment, Roz’s lines should be delivered in a way that suggests an 

underlying desire and internal struggle with wanting to accept Paul’s advances while 

simultaneously seeking a life away from the theatre. Hopefully an audience would 

recognize their consensual compatibility enough to interpret Paul’s behavior as charming 

rather than sinister in this final scene. We attempted to add this psychological aspect to 

Roz’s performance, but ultimately found it necessary to craft a specific “moment of 

acceptance” for Roz. Paul makes his “arms of the man” speech, he sweeps Roz off her 

feet and immediately sets her down at her insistence. Then, in a final act of bravery, Paul 

decides to kiss Roz in a way that suggests he is fully expecting to be slapped for his 

actions. In a brief, yet terse, moment, Roz ultimately decides to return the kiss on her own 

accord, throwing her arms around him (and subsequently lifting her back leg—a nod to a 

clichéd 1950s kissing tableau). Instead of forcing Ludwig’s highly romantic yet 

chauvinistic, “Capra-esque” dialogue into the scene, Baylor’s production sought a softer, 

more contemporary model to clarify Roz’s final “Oh Paul” as a line that was intended to 

suggest: “Oh Paul […I accept].” 
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Technical Considerations 
 

The technical rehearsals for our production ran quite smoothly, despite the fact 

that they began immediately after the weeklong hiatus of Spring Break. In order to 

combat the impact the long break would impose on the actors, we met for a short “pickup 

rehearsal” before the start of tech week—a weeklong process devoted to technical 

aspects, such as lights, sound and costumes, that would culminate in an invited audience 

dress rehearsal. During tech week, the actors learned how to incorporate all of the 

finalized costumes and props into their performance and figure out how to navigate their 

way backstage, which was populated with over twenty run crew members. During this 

week, several items had to be addressed. We found that all of the lighting cues had to be 

rewritten, because the design was decidedly too dark for a comedy. During the plays-

within-the-play, it was important that run crew members and actors stand completely still 

or else hide themselves entirely as the scrim wall exposed and revealed their slightest 

movements. Orchestrating and mastering quick-changes and transitions was another 

important aspect to consider during this time. In fact, we devoted about an hour for a 

“quick-change rehearsal,” where the costume crew and dressers figured out their roles in 

helping certain actors out of their costumes and into new ones. All in all, this process was 

painless. However, there are two main areas involving special technical consideration 

that are worth mentioning in this section. The first has to do with the scenic transition 

into Private Lives, and the second involves George falling into the orchestra pit.   

 
Transition into Private Lives 
 

In rehearsal, I became worried that the transition into Private Lives was going to 

take up an inordinate amount of time, as four costumed stagehands (the four listless 
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soldiers from the opening) were required to assemble the balustrade onstage, by joining 

three cumbersome sections together in full view of the audience. Consequently, Ken 

Ludwig generously agreed to write a short “curtain speech” for our production, which 

would be delivered directly to the audience by Paul, during the transition. (See Appendix 

C.) This addition allowed more time for the transition, and it also helped the audience 

make sense of what they were about to witness—the matinee performance that everyone 

but George has been so worried about. As it turned out, we ended up perfecting this shift 

during technical rehearsals and did not need the extra time offered by the additional 

scene. However, I opted to keep the scene for the clarification it provided and for its 

authorial uniqueness.   

 
George’s Fall into the Pit  
 

Perhaps the most complicated technical problem we faced in producing Moon 

Over Buffalo at Baylor concerned George’s fall into the orchestra pit. From my research, 

most productions have George pretend to lose his balance at the edge of the stage before 

immediately issuing a blackout, preventing the need to have an actor physically fall into 

the pit. For all intents and purposes, this effect seems to work well and can be enhanced 

with the inclusion of sound effects or crash boxes.16 However, I was strongly opposed to 

this solution, as it was inappropriate for the conceptual approach to the play, which 

limited the amount of blackouts to only two (one to signify the end of each Act). Ideally, 

George would fall into the orchestra pit and be completely hidden from audience view. 

While in the pit, the actor playing George would change out of his Cyrano costume and 

                                                
16 A “crash box” is a constructed box that contains small items or fragments such as glass, 

ceramic, or silverware. A crash box is typically used to create a Foley sound effect of an accident or a 
crash. 
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slip into various bandages for the final scene. He would then escape through the 

basement and head up a flight of stairs to the stage level. Since the auditorium of the 

Jones Theater is raked, the actor playing George would have to fall at least six feet down 

in order to be completely hidden from view. A successful six-foot fall would require the 

inclusion of various safety precautions and fall protection systems that would have to be 

approved by Baylor’s Environmental Health and Safety department.17 Moreover, any fall 

that was greater than four feet was considered lethal and subject to litigation should 

anything go wrong during the stunt.  

I met with the design team several times in order to discuss potential solutions. 

The first solution involved padding the floor of the orchestra pit with thick, soft foam. It 

was decided, however, that this would be too expensive and would ultimately increase 

the risk of the actor rolling his ankles upon landing. Another option involved using an 

inflatable “crash bag” and training the actor to properly land on his back as he fell into 

the bag. For this effect to work, the pit would have to be lowered even further, thus 

increasing the safety risk. Various types of crash bags are commonly used in stunts, 

construction zones, and even pole vaulting. Once again, it was decided that renting a 

crash bag would be far too expensive, so we looked into the possibility of borrowing one 

from Baylor’s Track and Field program. Unfortunately, they were in the middle of their 

training season and could not accommodate this request.  

The amount of time we spent discussing George’s pit fall reached a level of 

absurdity when compared to the solution we ultimately settled on: simply have the actor 

fall four feet. The idea was not to “trick” the audience into believing that George had 

                                                
17 It was the general consensus of everyone in the EH&S department that the preferred course of 

action should be to “rewrite the script” in order to avoid having a student fall into the orchestra pit. 
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fallen further than four feet, but to simply embrace the possibility that the Erlanger 

Theater had a shallow orchestra pit. As an added precaution to the four-foot fall, blue 

gymnast mats were added to the floor of the pit. These mats were masked with black 

duvatine fabric. Ultimately, a shallower pit actually increased the comedy of this moment 

because the audience could see the top of George’s head as he fumbled around after the 

fall. During the transition from Private Lives back into the greenroom, one of the 

costumed stagehands would simply pull George out of the pit and the actor would limp 

offstage in order to change into his bandages as the transition back into the greenroom 

was being completed. George’s bandages were designed to accommodate this quick 

change, allowing him to easily slip into a sling and headdress that were pre-fitted.   

 
Conclusion 

 
Throughout the rehearsal process, our production sought to become as machine-

like as possible, which resulted in a hilarious play that maintained immense energy 

throughout its performance run. By paying considerable attention to detail, faithfully 

adhering to the rules we established for ourselves, and handling extreme moments of 

farce with equal amounts of delicacy and training, Baylor’s production of Moon Over 

Buffalo became one of the most technically precise and personally rewarding plays I have 

ever had the pleasure of directing. Relying on intuition, actor improvisation, and “Group 

Mind” allowed me to develop a relaxed and comfortable rapport with the actors, while 

maintaining my ability to make definitive directorial choices and cut things when 

necessary. Directing this play proved the importance of providing comic actors with the 

authority to constantly try new things and adapt in rehearsal, and our production 

showcased the results of a rehearsal process that was truly collaborative.      
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

Self Analysis 
 

Finally, the complexity of the piece ultimately leaves us with a sense of 
exhilaration. We feel not simply that we’ve had a good time, but also that we have 
witnessed a piece of life that leaves us with a feeling of renewal and hope. We 
have partaken of not just entertainment, but of that indefinable something we call 
“art.” 
 

-Ken Ludwig 
 

Introduction 
 

Self-reflection is perhaps the most important aspect of creating a theatrical work 

of art, because the ability to identify and name both success and shortcoming allows for 

the opportunity of personal growth not only as an artist but also a human being. By 

reflecting on the past, one can ultimately look forward to the future with an ineffable 

sense of hope. This chapter will seek to reflect on such specific issues as they relate to 

Baylor’s production of Moon Over Buffalo. 

 
Audience Response and Critiques  

 
The production of Ken Ludwig’s Moon Over Buffalo at Baylor University ran 

from March 15th through the 20th and received an overwhelmingly positive response 

from patrons and the theatre faculty. For lack of a better term, the audience’s reaction to 

the piece was  “riotous.” Enjoying the anonymity of sitting amongst a large audience, I 

experienced a strange sensation while watching people read my director’s note in the 

program during the preshow. As I sat in the audience for each performance, no one knew 

who I was but almost everyone was reading my words. I found a certain freedom, relief, 
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and perhaps even pleasure in knowing that I did not have to apologize for anything at this 

time but simply enjoy the production that so many people helped realize. I felt a peculiar 

sense of pride to hear various audience members singing along with certain songs during 

preshow or comment on how much they miss being in theatre. The specific goal of the 

production to provide a sense of nostalgia was verifiably achieved in some patrons. The 

most personally memorable response came from a conversation I overheard from a 

student who had apparently seen the play performed elsewhere. Commenting to his 

friend, as we filed out of the theater, the student raved about how much content was cut 

from the production, insisting that the play made so much more sense with the cuts, and 

he could actually follow the narrative “this time.” I was very pleased with this stolen 

critique for two reasons. First, we did not cut anything from the script; and second, he 

confirmed that we were successful in presenting the thematic heart of the story to the 

audience in a way that was accessible and coherent.  

I was very pleased to discover that the faculty offered very little in the way of 

negative criticism for the production. Instead, they commented on the humor, precision, 

and timing of the piece, noting that we did a good job of telling the story without 

becoming too “wrapped up” in concept. They also praised the cast as an ensemble, 

pointing out the compatibility and chemistry between the actors and their ability to 

honestly portray their characters in a highly comedic style without becoming too 

“hammy” or over-done. The success of the rehearsal process and production run 

solidified an important moral for me as a director. In future directing endeavors, I will 

always cast talent over type. Although the faculty did not explicitly say, “I told you so” in 

their critiques, I made sure to let them know they were right.  
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The most common note of criticism I received had to do with the character of 

Roz, as many faculty members noted that her performance did not stylistically match the 

others in regards to energy and quirkiness. This is not to say that her performance was 

bad but that she appeared to display a certain disaffectedness that made her stick out. As 

discussed in Chapter Three, this trait marked the reason why I cast her for the role in the 

first place, but I was unable to help the actor further develop her characterization in 

rehearsal. This is the only instance where type-casting the show seemed to fail me.  

In the rehearsal process, it was clear that her style was incongruous with the 

others, and I tried my best to rectify the situation as an acting coach. I would tell the actor 

to stay engaged with the given circumstances and match the others’ intensity as the 

pressure mounted in the action of the play. However, I began to realize that these 

comments were making her feel like a bad actor as she noticeably began to ostracize 

herself from group collaboration in later rehearsals. Giving the actor specific actions to 

play helped tremendously in a few key problem areas, but it is possible that she did not 

feel as much ownership in these choices, and her performance seemed to reveal an actor 

who was disengaged and separated not only from the Hay family but also from her own 

character. I feel as though I failed her as a director, but I am unsure of what else I could 

have done to improve her experience and performance. One postmortem suggestion was 

that I could have adopted a backwards approach Roz’s relationship with the family. That 

is to say, that I could have directed the beginning of the play with a special consideration 

for the end, in order to match Roz’s ultimate enthusiasm for recapitulation with her 

façade of disdain in the beginning. Visually clarifying Roz’s unconditional love for her 

family in the beginning would have certainly aided in her difficult character arc in the 
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ending moments and would have further supported the claim that the characters in Moon 

Over Buffalo experience no true development but re-embrace a previous stasis. 

Regardless, I should have found more creative ways to coax the performance out of the 

actor that I knew the production needed. That being said, some viewers interpreted her 

apparent separation from the group as a deliberate character choice. In spite of her 

underlying love for the family, Roz appeared to be a character who was actively trying to 

take herself too seriously with her new found career in advertising and was not eager to 

readily jump back into the theatre until the very end. 

 
Keeping “The Funny” 

 
As discussed in Chapter Four, after fully immersing ourselves into the rehearsal 

process, it was very easy to forget that the play we had created together was in fact funny. 

Ultimately, we had to trust in and remain faithful to our initial intuitions and comedic 

proclivities. During our dress rehearsal, the laughter was immense and seemed to breathe 

new life into a play that had started to become stale in late rehearsals, as we focused our 

efforts on moments of the play that required a considerable attention to psychological 

realism. In fact, the laughter from the first audience was so intense that many of the lines 

of dialogue were completely lost as the unassuming actors forgot to hold for laughter. 

Holding for laughter was an event I had warned the actors to be aware of, but it seemed 

that no one was anticipating the type of reception the actors received from this trial 

audience.  

Throughout the run, the actors eventually perfected the art of holding for laughter 

and letting the audience guide their cue-pickups, but the first few performances took 

some exploration. After the dress rehearsal, I suspected that I might have focused too 
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much on pacing and cue-pickups in rehearsal, in an attempt to keep the snowball rolling 

downhill. As a result, pausing for laughter felt incredibly foreign and unnatural to the 

actors and had to be learned over time. Discovering this quality in performance was 

certainly the lesser of two evils, because it is always easier to subtract than to add in 

comedy. In rehearsal, it was important that the actors not assume they will ever get a 

laugh but continue the pace of the action regardless. By developing a foundation that was 

based in speed and precision, it was much easier for the actor’s to adjust their 

performance and slow down accordingly (or when the laughter called for a pause) than it 

would have been to build a play that was based in assumption, which would have resulted 

in a play that dragged and ultimately perpetuated non-laughter.  

The most notable moment where an extremely long hold had to be observed was 

found in Paul attempting to put George’s pants on as Richard walks in. Although 

precision in holding for laughter was eventually perfected for most of the performances, 

the actors never quite seemed to master this particular hold, and Charlotte’s comment 

about how George just came out of the closet was consistently lost amongst a sea of 

uncontrollable laughter.  

Collective audience laughter is like a hill in a roller coaster. It starts off low, rises 

to an apex, and then falls back down. Dialogue simply cannot be delivered during the 

apex of such laughter. Holding for laughter then requires a different breed of precision, as 

there is a specific point where it is appropriate to resume dialogue. Holding past this point 

will result in a fumbling of the comedic momentum and will potentially cause confusion 

in the audience, preventing them from laughing too obscenely during the next joke so as 

to not miss any important information in the future. With no perceived apex in the 
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laughter for the closet gag, the actors would eventually continue with the dialogue 

without waiting for a fall in the laughter. It seemed as if they were too uncomfortable 

with the act of pausing the action for such a large amount of time. This was a weakness in 

our production, because a slight opportunity for further comedy was missed. In live 

performance, audiences seem to enjoy seeing glimpses of the actor “peek out,” as it were, 

from behind the mask of their character. Although it is unavoidable, pausing for laughter 

will always interrupt the created reality onstage, effectively breaking the fourth wall 

every time. Though it is important for a comic actor to never break character, there is 

even more comedy to be found in the sight of actors resuming the action onstage as if 

nothing unusual, such as pausing dialogue for an inordinate amount of time, ever 

occurred.  

The insatiable reaction to the scene mentioned above can also be attributed, at 

least in part, to the conscious decision to “keep” a moment that the actors and I 

collectively found hysterical in the rehearsal process. This was a moment that had me in 

tears the first time I saw it, and the actors stopped to gawk at the sight of their usually 

stoic director rolling on the floor. Although the scene was initially hilarious in rehearsal, I 

became concerned that the stunt would be found in “bad taste” by its Baylor patrons. As 

George accidentally finds himself bent over a chair, he screams, “No!” while Paul 

repeatedly thrusts upward trying to put on George’s pants. While attempting to carefully 

craft a Paul who is not overly aggressive in relation to his romantic dealings with Roz, 

this particular moment between him and George was one that our modern audience 

would more readily condone at this point in our cultural history. As such, we were free to 

go as far as we wanted to with this particular moment of spectacle. As Paul tries to force 



163 
 

George’s pants on, the patriarchal armchair that has been firmly anchored to the stage left 

side of the stage begins rocking its way, back and forth, center stage before Richard 

interrupts the scene. Although this scene was obviously a moment of farce, the humor of 

this joke was decidedly too low, and I began to worry that we should cut it due to its 

vulgarity. Then again, farce is really the only theatrical genre in which such an event 

could be celebrated in this manner. In the end, I’m glad we decided to keep the joke.   

Another scene that caused outright hysteria from the audience was found in the 

moment after George falls into the orchestra pit. After Charlotte, Paul, and Roz shout 

down to him in the pit, George unexpectedly and quite surprisingly appears at the furthest 

most downstage area of the pit, attempting to climb over the barrier separating the 

audience from the stage and effectively breaking “the fourth wall” before falling back 

into the pit.  

In rehearsal, we had to find a reasonable way for the actor playing George to get 

out of the pit in order to change his costume for the final scene. As technical solutions to 

this stunt were constantly in flux during the rehearsal process, we experimented with 

several options for this particular moment. After it was decided that the fall into the pit 

could be no more than four feet, the challenge of effectively hiding the actor in a shallow 

pit eventually arose. As such, it was important that George not be seen by the audience 

immediately after the stunt, because a visual absence would encourage imagination, 

resulting in a fall that was apparently more violent than it actually was. With this in mind, 

the actor playing George asked if he could improvise a particular bit of action that might 

add to the stunt, during a final rehearsal before tech week. Ultimately, his inclusion to the 

staging of this moment would not offer a solution to the concern of his imminently 
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following costume change, but it was one that added immense comedy to a scene that 

was already rife with spectacle. 

Stuck for a solution, I happily agreed to the actor’s request for the addition, and I 

immediately sat in the first row of the house in order to watch his proposed performance. 

After falling into the pit, the actor (unbeknownst and unseen by me) crawled away from 

the stage and abruptly appeared at the downstage barrier of the orchestra pit. Taken by 

complete surprise, I laughed uncontrollably at the delightful addition, once again 

stopping the flow of rehearsal. I was grateful for the opportunity to experience a moment 

exactly how an audience would, because it occurs so infrequently for a director in the 

rehearsal process. When my laughter calmed down, I explained to the actor that “it’s 

funny,” but I did not want to risk overly shocking patrons in the first rows. In short, we 

should not “keep it.” Refusing to give up on this recently discovered comic gem, the 

actor quickly responded with “Ok, yeah, I know, you’re right. What if I did something 

more subtle? Like, I could just gradually reveal myself by grabbing the ledge with my 

hands first and then try to crawl over. Can I show you that?” I confirmed, and the actor 

immediately dropped back down below eyesight. As soon as he did, he instantaneously 

appeared again in the exact same manner as before but with more intensity and 

suddenness. By this time, I was in tears because he managed to subvert my expectation 

and surprise me for a second time with the exact same stunt. I reconfirmed that it was an 

extraordinarily funny sight gag, but I simply did not want our production to give someone 

a heart attack.  

Regarding the two moments of personally uncontrollable laughter, I was 

extremely leery of keeping the jokes for fear of a negative reaction from the audience. 
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While debating whether or not we should keep these moments, confirmation ultimately 

came from the most unlikely of sources: the Props Master. When I casually explained my 

concerns, he expressed a statement that I will likely never forget. He said, “If you haven’t 

made the audience believe they might have a heart attack while watching this show, then 

you haven’t successfully staged a farce.” After this comment, I abandoned all hesitation 

and allowed the actors and myself the freedom to create a show that was the 

uncontrollable laugh riot we all wanted it to be. Trusting our instincts and personal 

proclivities for comedy, we opted to keep both of the jokes described above, and these 

moments proved to be some of the most memorable in performance.   

 
Technical Considerations 

 
I suspect the technical process for any given show is unique, and the experience 

can vary (for better or worse) based on a variety of factors. Just like the rehearsal process, 

there is a certain amount of exploration that is required before efficiency can be 

effectively achieved in technical rehearsals. As such, the act of scrutinizing this particular 

technical process seems unfair, because the end result was extremely successful. That 

being said, the technical process for Moon Over Buffalo is one of the areas where I 

struggled most as a graduate student director.  

Throughout the rehearsal process, the undergraduate stage manager and I 

developed a fantastic working relationship. However, when it came time to enter the 

technical process, I experienced pressure from her to relinquish all control of the 

production during this time. In fact, I had to continually impose myself in order to join in 

any pre-tech discussions, planning, and even the informal paper-tech. I was, quite 

literally, not invited to this aspect of the production. During tech week, the stage manager 
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became increasingly difficult to approach, both physically and emotionally. She usually 

positioned herself either behind a barricade of tech tables and designers or in the tech 

booth high above the house. Throughout the process, many of her responses to my 

requests or comments were uncharacteristically cold and met with resistance. After such 

a successful rehearsal process, it was strange to experience such opposition. Although it 

was apparent that our conflict was likely fueled by stress, I think a large portion of the 

problem stemmed from a fundamental misunderstanding of the technical process, with 

both parties having completely different expectations as to the goal and procedure of tech 

week. The infamous question of “who’s job is it?” seemed to surface once again, as I 

struggled to maintain control of the artistic aesthetic of the production while providing 

the stage manager with the important educational experience of running all aspects of the 

technical rehearsals.  

It is true that the stage manager typically “takes over” during this time, and I 

made a point to explain to my cast that they should listen to her, be respectful, and limit 

their tendency towards horseplay as we all tried to get through cue-to-cue rehearsals in an 

efficient manner. However, it is still vitally important for a director to continue to seek an 

effective collaboration between all parties involved during the technical process. 

Unfortunately, we did not achieve as smooth of a collaboration as we did during the 

design or rehearsal processes. Along with the stage manager, the light, sound, and 

costume designers were all undergraduate students, and I suspect the reason our tech 

week felt like such a struggle was due to a collective professional inexperience. It was 

indeed a learning process for almost everyone involved, which is ultimately the goal of 

educational theatre. I have no doubt that the next technical process any one of us attempts 
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in the future will be better from the experience gained during Moon Over Buffalo at 

Baylor University.  

While a relaxed, playful, and perhaps even lackadaisical approach to the 

production was incredibly effective for working with improvisational actors, it seems that 

this mentality, once established in the rehearsal process, may have prevented me from 

developing the necessary perception of authority from the technicians in order to 

successfully rally everyone together and lead them through the arduous technical process. 

This attitude may have also been compounded with the fact that I am technically a 

student myself (commonly described in the department as “junior-faculty”), so my 

opinions during this time were regarded with a certain amount of indifference from my 

fellow classmates. As a result, I found that when I insisted on certain cue changes or 

adjustments, I was often met with a unique resistance. Eventually I found that attempting 

to give the student stage manager and designers notes about potential changes was more 

effective when delivered directly to their advisor, who could confirm the need for the 

note and recommend the change to their student. Such notes usually had to do with cue 

intensity, vibrancy, timing, volume, or placement. I also found that it was much easier to 

discuss these notes (especially if they were substantial) at the end of the night rather than 

attempting to negotiate them during a cue-to-cue. As a result, I had to trust in my ability 

to adequately explain the technical problem and also trust that the appropriate changes 

would be made in time for the next tech rehearsal. As I briefly mentioned in the previous 

chapter, all of the initial lighting cues had to be redesigned in order to incorporate a 

brighter feel for a play that was supposed to be a comedy. Adequately fixing this 

particular problem proved to be a slow process and the note for brighter cues consistently 
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reoccurred throughout the week. Begrudgingly increasing the brightness and intensity in 

increments, the designer only did so once his advisor confirmed the need for the change. 

Though redirecting the note through a conduit of greater perceived authority was 

effective, the real solution to the problem would have been conducting more in-depth 

conversations with the lighting designer earlier in the design process. 

Before we entered tech week, I sat down with the stage manager and attempted to 

discuss our joint-expectations for the process, but the discussion was cut short with “you 

don’t have to worry about anything. I’ve got it all under control.” Initially, this response 

was reassuring, but it seems I should have instigated a more in-depth conversation. 

During the cue-to-cue, the stage manager was concerned with calling hundreds of cues 

precisely as they were written down in the master cue-script (not to mention managing 

the stress of organizing, incorporating, and wrangling the crew members), while I was 

more concerned with the look, placement, or timing of the cues. Our equal-yet-opposite 

personalities, while constructive in the rehearsal process, tended to clash in technical 

rehearsal.  

Eventually, the final product was technically sound and looked fantastic. As an 

artist, I did not feel like anything was passively “settled” for, or that the production 

lacked any desired (or wished for) technical elements or cues. Though certain events of 

the tech week seemed to lack the precision of a well-oiled machine, the run of the 

production certainly did not. Ultimately, it was a good-looking show, and it was one that 

appeared technically precise, unified, and artistically intentional. Though painstaking and 

oftentimes frustrating, technical rehearsal for Moon Over Buffalo was a success. As a 

director, I learned several lessons from these rehearsals, but perhaps the most significant 
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was this: though it is important to have faith in the process, it is equally important to 

realize when to speak up when it comes to technical considerations.  

 
Conclusion 

 
This production of Moon Over Buffalo represents a specific turning point for me 

in several ways. With this process, I have come to respect comedy and recognize its 

importance in the human condition. Not only do I respect comedy, but I now have an 

even greater appreciation for a genre of comedy that has been historically characterized 

as being beneath the need for criticism and artistic consideration. As the final production 

of my career at Baylor, Moon Over Buffalo also represents an opportunity to move on. 

Loosely defined, I experienced my own sort of catharsis with this project.  

Before arriving at Baylor, my father unexpectedly passed away. This event has 

had an immense impact on my artistic preferences and the projects I chose to undertake 

while in the M.F.A. program. In fact, many of the plays and workshops I directed dealt 

heavily in tragedy and coping with loss, and if they didn’t I would spin the production in 

such a way that would force the audience to view the action through some convoluted 

existential lens. Admittedly, I was producing “art for art’s sake.” Even so, I have been 

very proud of these past projects, and they have helped me cope with my own loss by 

providing a necessary medium through which to grieve. I am very good at staging 

tragedy, and I have an inexplicable preference for the melancholic. For this reason, I am 

deeply grateful to the faculty for suggesting Moon Over Buffalo as my thesis show. After 

considering my past work, they believed a farce would provide an important challenge 

for me, and they were right. This particular challenge caused me to grow and become a 

more well-rounded artist, and it forced me to confront an ancient side of our dramatic 
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craft that I heretofore had very little interest in. The process of devising a concept for this 

production was difficult, because I believed that the play could not lend itself to any 

deeper meaning or worthwhile message. I was very fortunate to have been given the 

opportunity to personally talk with Ken Ludwig, because he revealed the artistic merit of 

his comedy when he suggested that the audience’s spirit should soar while experiencing 

his play.  

Moon Over Buffalo at Baylor University sought to make the audience’s spirit soar 

while being presented as a “love letter to theatre.” As such, a thoughtful exploration into 

what theatre means was a necessary step in approaching the play. After over a year 

working on this thesis project, the two iconic masks finally made sense. Tragedy and 

Comedy. Violence and Delicacy. Theme and Farce. Although, historically, privilege has 

been given to the art of tragedy, the theatre needs both dramatic forms to survive as an 

artistic medium. Similarly, as creative artists and human beings, we also need both to 

survive. While there is a time and a place for serious drama, or “art for art’s sake,” there 

should also be a time for laughter, wonder, and sheer delight. After all, these magical 

elements are most likely what drew us to the theatre in the first place. It is important to 

not forget this fact, and from now on, I will constantly endeavor to “make room for 

comedy.” 
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APPENDIX A 
 

Selected Production Photos 
 

 

 
 

Fig A.1. “Be damned your numbers! And damn you! I am Cyrano de Bergerac!”  
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Fig A2. “How is the tour going? Do you like Buffalo?” 
 

 
 

Fig A3. “They will love you for who you are.” Roz and Howard’s visual and physical 
incompatibility.  

 



174 
 

 
 

Fig A.4 George and Charlotte swordfight as Howard looks on. 
 

 
 

Fig A.5. “If thou dost move one inch, the lad shall spout blood like a fountain.” 
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Fig A.6. Proverbial spotlight as Charlotte floats down from the carriage like an angel 
from heaven. “In the service of my own king: Love.”  

 

 
 

Fig A.7. George kisses Charlotte’s hand as Cyrano. 
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Fig A7. George and Charlotte’s “necking” on the couch sequence.  
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Fig A.8. “Mister Pimpernel Goes to Washington.”  
 

 
 

Fig A.9. “She was making love to Laurence Olivier…”  
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Fig A.10. “We were just talking about you. This second!” Charlotte imposing her 
maternal will on her “children” as she pushes Roz towards Paul.”  

 

 
 

Fig A.11. “Dear Roz, don’t worry about me, I’ll be back in a few days. Love Daddy...”  
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Fig A.12. Paul and Roz’s “necking” sequence after a read-through of the first scene in 
Private Lives. 

 

  
 

Fig A.13. Paul and Roz interrupted by a phone call.  
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Fig A.14. George’s drunken logic as he writes Ronald Colman a “get well” letter.  
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Fig A.15. George’s Shakespearean performance for “Ronnie” (i.e., the letter). 
 

  
 

Fig A.16. “I can still see you, flopping around on the table like a tuna on a hook.” George 
interacting with the mannequin as Charlotte.  
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Fig A.17. “I can’t even tell you now that I love you. Too late. She’s gone. Gone with the 
wind.” George responding to Charlotte’s “invisible other.”  
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Fig A.18. “Thank you for our daily bread.” Prayer sequence.  
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Fig A.19. “We can still make it!” Charlotte’s game plan for the matinee.  
 

  
 

Fig A.20. Howard meeting a deaf Ethel for the first time. 
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Fig A.21. “They think it’s all just a matter of barometric pressure.”  
 

 
 

Fig A.22. “Oh my God, Charlotte, you’re back!” 
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Fig A.23. Paul and George coming out of the closet. 
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Fig A.24. “Your brother the hairdresser? What does he plan to do? Put me under a hot 
dryer? Wrap my curlers too tight?! Stick my head in a basin and shampoo me to death?!” 

 

 
 

Fig A.25. Paul apprehends Howard as General Patton.  
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Fig A.26.Roz gives George a final cup of coffee before the Private Lives matinee. When 
asked what his first line in the play is, George mechanically responds, “Not so bad.”  

 

  
 

Fig A.27. Ethel tries to salvage the Private Lives performance. 
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Fig A.28. George accidentally pulls of Charlotte’s wig. 
 

 
 

Fig A.29. After George’s fated fall into the pit. He attempts to climb over the barrier 
separating the orchestra pit from the audience, breaking the fourth wall convention.  
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Fig A.30. Paul, Roz and George experience a cathartic moment as they laugh at the train 
wreck matinee performance of Private Lives. 

 

 
 

Fig A.31. After Charlotte’s infamous line: “You give me a pain, George.” George 
honestly emotes his feelings for the first time, saying, “I know I do. I’m sorry. I can’t 
help it. But I do love you, Charlotte. I haven’t the faintest idea why. But the thought of 
living without you terrifies me.” 
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Fig A.32. George’s Hail Mary play: The Romeo and Juliet Overture. Still in his Cyrano 
pants, George renews his marital vow to Charlotte. 
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Fig A.33. “So we went to the cafeteria, for some jello, and then it just ‘happened.’ It was 
like magic. We sort of…knew.” 

  

  
 

Fig A.34. After the final “Capra-esque” moment between Paul and Roz, Richard 
interjects, “I find this totally revolting.”  
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Fig A.35. George’s patriarchal speech about “the man from Stratford.” Paul and Roz 
mimick his speech from the “father’s chair.” 

 

 
 
Fig A.36. Richard’s “Malvolio Moment” (albeit less vindictive) when he asks what play 
the Hay family will do next. (Not pictured: Richard’s final line when he says, “definitely 
private lives” as the family exits stage right.)  
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APPENDIX B 
 

List of Ken Ludwig’s Works and Accomplishments 
 
 

Plays Include:  
An American in Paris—Music by George Gershwin; lyrics by Ira Gershwin; book 

by Ken Ludwig. Premiered at the Alley Theatre in Houston, Texas in 2006  
A Comedy of Tenors—Sequel to Lend Me a Tenor. Co-produced by the Cleveland 

Play House and the McCarter Theatre. In celebration of their 100th 
anniversary. First Preview September 5th, 2015.  

Baskerville: A Sherlock Holmes Mystery—Premiered at Arena Stage in 
Washington on January 16, 2015. 

Be My Baby—Premiered at the Alley Theatre in Houston, Texas on October 2005, 
starring Hal Holbrook and Dixie Carter. 

Class Night—Sketches Premiered in Haverford, Pennsylvania 1970. 
Crazy for You—Music by George Gershwin; Lyrics by Ira Gershwin; Book by 

Ken Ludwig; Conceived by Ken Ludwig And Mike Ockrent; Adaptation 
of the Gershwins’ 1930 musical Girl Crazy. Premiered at National Theatre 
in Washington D.C. 1991. Broadway Premiere February 19, 1992. Winner 
of the Tony, Olivier and Helen Hayes Awards for Best Musical of the 
Year Crazy for You ran for four years on Broadway at the Shubert Theater 
and three in London at the Regent’s Park Open Air Theatre.  

Divine Fire—Based on the story of Abelard whose religious teachings and love 
for his student Heloise shook the foundations of church and state during 
the 12th century. Premiered in the basement of a church in Washington 
1977. Performed by Actors & Directors Theatre Company in 412 W. 42nd 
st. New York 1982.  

Dramatic License—Cleveland, Ohio, 1985 
Fox on the Fairway—Premiered at the Signature Theatre in Washington D.C. on 

October 19 2010.  
Joy in Mudville—A lack of production evidence seems to suggest that this play 

may have never been professionally produced, but the title was frequently 
listed in early descriptions of Ludwig’s canon.  

Leading Ladies—Co-produced by Cleveland Playhouse and the Alley Theatre. 
This production marked Ludwig’s directing debut. Premiered at the Alley 
Theatre in Houston, Texas on October 15, 2004.  

Lend Me a Tenor—Originally titled Opera Buffa. Premiered at the American 
Stage Festival in Milford, New Hampshire in 1986. West End debut at the 
Globe Theatre in London on March 6, 1986. Won two Tony Awards and 
was nominated for seven. Won four Drama Desk Awards and three Outer 
Critics Circle Awards.   
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Midsummer/Jersey—Premiered at James W. Robinson Jr. Secondary School in 
Fairfax Virginia on November 17, 2011. 

Moon Over Buffalo—Premiered at the Colonial Theatre in Boston, Debuted on 
Broadway at the Martin Beck Theatre on October 1, 1995.  

Over the Moon—Premiered at the Old Vic Theatre in London October 2001. 
Postmortem—Milford, New Hampshire, 1984 
Shakespeare in Hollywood-- Premiered at Arena Stage in Washington, D.C., in 

2003 and won the Helen Hayes’ Award for Best Play of the Year.  
Sullivan & Gilbert—Coproduced by the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts 

and the National Arts Center of Canada. Premiered at National Arts Center 
of Canada, where it won the Ottawa Critics’ Circle award for Best Play of 
the Year in 1983 (Samuel French sources says1988). 

The Adventures of Tom Sawyer—Music And lyrics by Don Schlitz; book by Ken 
Ludwig. Based on the novel by Mark Twain. Premiered at the Shubert 
Theatre in New Haven on February 27, 2001. Broadway debut at the 
Minskoff Theatre in New York on April 26, 2001. 

The Beaux’ Stratagem—Originally written by George Farquhar. Adapted by 
Thornton Wilder and Ken Ludwig. In the summer of 2004, the estate of 
Thornton Wilder asked Ken Ludwig to complete a play that Wilder had 
begun in 1939 and never finished. It was an adaptation of the Beaux' 
Stratagem, a Restoration comedy written in 1707 by George Farquhar. 
According to Ludwig, Wilder finished about half of it and he was 
delighted to be asked to complete the rest. Premiered at the Shakespeare 
Theatre Company in Washington, DC on November 7, 2006. 

The Game’s Afoot; Or Holmes for the Holidays— Winner of 2012 Mystery 
Writers of America Edgar Allen Poe Award for Best Play. Premiered at 
the Cleveland Play House in Cleveland, Ohio on November 30, 2011.  

The Three Musketeers—Adapted from the novels of Alexandre Dumas. Premiered 
at Bristol Old Vic in England on December 6, 2006 

Tiny Tim’s Christmas Carol—Written by Jack and Ken Ludwig. Based on “A 
Christmas Carol” by Charles Dickens. Premiered at the Adventure Theatre 
Musical Theatre Center (MTC), in Washington D.C. on November 14, 
2014.  

Treasure Island—Based on the book by Robert Louis Stevenson. Premiered at the 
Alley Theatre in Houston, Texas May 19, 2007.  

Twas the Night Before Christmas—First play for children. chronicles the 
adventures of a mouse, an elf and a spunky little girl who set off to save 
Christmas from an evil ex-elf who is trying to double-cross Santa. 
Premiered at the Adventure Theatre in Glen Echo, Maryland on November 
20, 2011.  

Twentieth Century-- Based on a play by Charles Bruce Milholland. Premiered at 
the Signature Theatre in Arlington Va on August 25, 2003. Broadway 
debut at the Roundabout Theatre Company on March 25, 2004, starring 
Alec Baldwin and Anne Heche.  

Where’s Charley?—New adaptation of Brandon Thomas’s Charley’s Aunt. 
Premiered at the Kennedy Center on August 13th, 1998.  



196 
 

Books Include:  
How To Teach Your Children Shakespeare Published in June 2013 by Crown 
Publishing Won Falstaff Award for Best Shakespeare Book of the Year.  

 
Accomplishments Include:  

Six shows on Broadway.  
Six shows in London’s West End.  
Two Laurence Olivier Awards 
Three Tony Award nominations  
Two Helen Hayes Awards  
The Edgar Award.  
His work has been commissioned by the Royal Shakespeare Company and has 
been performed in 30 countries in over 20 languages. 
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APPENDIX C 
 

List of Songs used for Preshow and Intermission 
 
 

Preshow: 
Judy Garland (1960) – “That's Entertainment”  
Ethel Merman (1954) – “Anything Goes” 
Silk Stockings OST (1957) – “Stereophonic Sound” 
Pal Joey OST (1940) - “You Musn't Kick it Around” 
South Pacific OST (1949) – “There is Nothin' Like a Dame” 
Gene Kelly (1952) – “Singin’ in the Rain” Based on the MGM Film 
Silk Stockings OST (1957) – “The Ritz Roll and Rock” 
Fallout 3 OST (2004) – “Anything Goes” This rendition was recorded by Cole 

Porter in 1934 and the vocal track was backed with new music by Vince 
Giordano and the Nighthawks for the 2004 video game Fallout 3. 

South Pacific OST (1949) – “Bloody Mary”  
Summer Stock OST (1950) – “Get Happy”   
Carousel (OST) – “Blow High Blow Low” 
Carousel (OST) – “June is Bustin' Out All Over” 
South Pacific (OST) – “I'm Gonna Wash that Man Right Out of My Hair” 
White Christmas OST (1954) – “The Best Things Happen While You’re 

Dancing” 
Ella F. and Louis Armstrong (1957) – “Let's Call the Whole Thing Off” 
Judy Garland (2006 Digital Remaster) – “Puttin' On the Ritz” From The Very Best 

of Judy Garland: The Capitol Recordings 1955-1965. 
Ethel Waters (2003 Digital Remaster) – “I Got Rhythm” From The Essential 

George Gershwin 
 

Intermission: 
Irving Berlin’s There’s No Business Like Show Business OST (1954) – “There's 

No Business Like Show Business” 
Silk Stockings OST (1957) – “Josephine”  
Silk Stockings OST (1957) – “Satin and Silk” 
Frank Sinatra and Dean Martin (1964) – “Guys and Dolls” 
Fred Astaire (1930) – “Puttin' On the Ritz” From a Columbia 78 RPM record 

which was captured on Youtube.com  
 
Curtain Call:  

Judy Garland (1936) – “Give My Regards to Broadway” From Stompin’ at the 
Savoy Vol. 1  
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APPENDIX D 
 

Paul’s Curtain Speech Written by Ken Ludwig for Baylor University 
 
 

PAUL: (Still getting into his costume, but trying to seem finished and official:) 
Good afternoon ladies and gentleman, and welcome to today’s matinee 
performance of Noel Coward’s Private Lives at the Erlanger. There are a few 
changes we wanted to make you aware of. (Reading from a card:) Making her 
return to the stage, the role of Sybil Chase, normally performed by Eileen 
Norblunder, will be performed by our very own Rosalind Hay.  Hey, hey. 
 (Chuckles.) And the role of Victor Prynne, normally performed by Washington 
Webster, will be performed by me. Uh, Paul Singer.  In the event of an 
emergency, the exits are located on each aisle at the rear of the theatre—and 
hopefully you won't have to use them.  But you never know.  Thank you and 
please enjoy Private Lives! 
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