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INTERVIEWEE: LOUIS LA RUSSO ]I
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LOCATION 111 wr],I,ov[ TERRACE, HOBOKEN, NJ

DATE: 13 FEBRUARY 2OO3

TAPE 2, SIDE 1

CO: You touched on this a l_ittle bit when

we talked l-ast week. You tarked about the change in your

life when your mom dled, and how you went from bej_ng a

"nter do wer1r" and not a very serious wri-ter, to something

that real1y changed you as an artist, when you came home to

Hoboken. How did your writing evolve then, in that arc of

your career, from when you started writing and you had all

your great success on Broadwdy, then you went to L.A., and

came back to Hoboken. Vfhat were the changes like?

LL: Hmmn. What were the changes like once I

came back and started wrlting?

o

o

CO: Yes. How did your writing evolve?
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LL: I thought we covered that

CO: WeII, you talked about how your writing

evolved, when you came back to Hoboken. You started writing

about your life. But there al-so was, now yourre writing

about yourself a lot more. And did going to Hollywood
o

change the way you

o

o

LL: Wel-l-, that was later. But finding a

subject matter that meant something to me made al_l the

difference in the world to me, as a playwright. I llke to

think of myself as a colloquial-ist, kind of a palooka of

playwrights. Yet, Irm always in confl-ict with the poet I

started out to be. It's been an unusual trip. I don't know

if that answers that question.

CO: WeI1, I think as a playwright you seem

to have a lot more control than a screenwriter would. Did

you find that when you went to L.A. you were being pushed

and pulled in ways that you were unaccustomed to?
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LL: Yes. When I went to L.A. I wanted to

much to be a success; to make everybody happy. But,

ultimately, I wasn't.

CO: You weren't a success, or you werentt

happy?

LL: Iwasnrtasuccess.

CO: I was just looking over some of the

plays you've done, and I was looking at your bio, and I

found something in it that did you adapt Wheel-barrow

Cl-osers yourself?

LL: Yes.

CO: And how was that?

LL: It was a nightmare. ft was not a fun

experr_ence.

CO: Who directed it?

o

LL: Some Greek guy
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CO: It was tough because you had to conform

to a1l these producers, and their idea of what you are?

LL: Yes. And they missed it completely.

They completely lost what it was about. The director once

said to me, "The dialogue is very stifling. " Wel1, I heard

that, and I knew I was in trouble. Where do I go? My

dialogue l_s stifling? My whole l1fe is a tribute to my

dialogue, and this guy says it's stifling. So I knew I was

in strange waters.

CO: Well, it seems to me there's a

musicality to your dialogue that's here, in this town. f

walk down the street and When I read Lamppost Reunion

thatrs what I could hear which is a lot of what it's

about it seems to me. What do you make of this recent

fascination with The Sopranost and with this "fiction of

Italian-Americans ? "

LL: V[e]-l, f 'm very much agai_nst all that.

I've never written negatively about my people. I I ve never

written them as killers or drunks. V[eIl, drunks, of course,

o

o

I have, but kil-Iers or bad people, evil people I wrote



o

o

o

a

o

o

o

o

o

La Russo 2 5

about them as people, and what came out came out, but I

never deliberately isol-ated them in a negatj-ve way.

CO: As a groupr or as a culture.

Yes.

Now your dad was a longshoreman. What

was his l-ife l-i-ke?

LL: Tough.

CO: He was an ltal-ian immigrant?

LL: You'll read about him, if you read al_I

the p1ays. I know that's a l-ot. But eventually you'11 get

to it.

CO: Irve got a few on order.

LL: Many you'11 have to get from my niece,

Donna, because they're not published. But you shoul_d make a

list I I 11 give you a l-ist of some of the plays about

him, that she can make you copies of.

LL

UU

o
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CO: Great. But he came from Italy. Did he

end up worki-ng on the docks right away?

LL: You have to read Mommats LittLe AngeTs,

to get that story.

CO: Were you close to him?

LL: Yeah, I was. We worked together

CO: When you worked on the docks?

LL:

CO:

follow his dad on

LL:

CO:

LL:

Yeah.

the docks?

Yeah.

a
V[as that pretty common? For a son to

When did he pass away?

o

I believe it was '85.
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CO: So he outlived your mother.

LL: Yeah.

CO: Was he stil-l- in Hoboken?

LL: I donrt want to ruin it for you.

CO: Okay.

LL: You've got to read Mommats Little

AngeTs.

CO: Okay. You talked a l-ittle bit about

Hoboken and what a great place it was to l_ive, to grow up

in; that you wouldnrt trade it for anything. What have you

seen So much has changed. Irve only been here for five

years and I've seen a lot of change. You went away for a

whil-e, then you came back, then you went away again. Do you

have any thoughts about how the city has changed?

LL: It has changed, a lot. f 've l-oved it,

personally. I guess because I'm an artist. So I've been in

o

favor of the changes. But, y€s, it's been exciting.
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I need help today.

CO: Okay. So even now, the character of the

city has changed. r think the ethnic character has changed.

My idea of what Hoboken was like twenty years ago is that

it was a lot more Italian, and now itrs diluted; there's a

lot more upwardly mobile, young professionals here. fs that

a pretty accurate statement?

LL: I think so.

CO: Have you written anythlng about that?

About the changing currents in Hoboken?

LL: f don't know.

CO: I think at one time there might have

been friction in the city, as the real estate boom started

happening.

LL: I rm not sure.

CO: How about the theatre? Do you sti1l pay

o

o

o

o

attention to what's going on in the worl-d of the theatre?
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LL: f'm sorry to say I don't.

CO: ft's a lot to keep up with. When you

were working in New York, where was the theatre going at

that time? r guess there was a lot of experimental stuff.

Were you just kind of on the outside of that, and pretty

much on Broadway? or were other forces infruencing you in

an way?

LL: I don't know how to answer that.

CO: What would you advise a writer, a young

writer what advice would you give a young writer,

starti-ng out? r'm working wlth a lot of younger praywrights

at Rutgers. How would you advise someone who's going out

there ?

LL: I don't know i-f f 'm in the state of

mj-nd, today, to give that Iecture. Sorry. Sorry.

o

o

day?

CO: That's okay. Shal-l- we just try another
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LL: Unl-ess you want to just pop shot

around.

CO: I've got a few things written down. Let

me just try them and see AS Iong AS they donrt

LL: See, my fear about trying another day

is that Irm deteriorating. So I don't know where IrlI be

the next time.

CO: Wel-l-, I ' ll- run through this, and we I 1l

see what happens.

LL: A11 right.

CO: We tal-ked a long time last time, and

you said a l-ot of great stuff. One of my fears was that I

was going to ask you questions that covered stuff you

talked about

Here you are, your first play on Broadwdy,

and you get nominated for a Tony. What was that experi_ence

like? Was it a surprise?

o

LL: [Long pause] No.



o

o

a

o

o

o

o

o

o

La Russo 2 1l

o CO: You weren't surprised?

LL: No.

CO: It made sense?

LL: It was the biggest hit on Broadwdy, SO

f wasnrt surpri-sed. As a matter of fact, I was very

disappointed that I didn't win.

CO: I forget what won instead

LL: Tom Stoppard's play.

CO: Oh. Travesties.

LL: Travesties. f'm losing my memory, too,

which is part of this. This is so horrj_bl_e

CO: Yes, I'm sure 1t is. How did your

family and fri-ends react? You're the same person. Was the

dynamj-c in your relationship with your friends, your

o

friends back home, and your family did that change?
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LL: [Whispers] No.

CO: Same Louis to them.

LL: Yes. Nothing changed.

CO: You know, you hear of people who gain

success, and suddenly the people around them don't know how

to theyrre in awe of them.

When you were growing up, what was your

fol-ksr expectations of you? What did they think you were

going to be? Did they encourage you to wrlte? Did they

encourage you in that?

LL: fl,ong pause] They had no idea. They

were proud. I mean, ily mother had passed away, but my

father was very proud. He showed up at all my opening

niqhts.

CO: So he was able to see aII that

o

o

LL: Yes.



o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

La Russo 2 13

CO: I was wondering you talked about

Michael- Bennett; how great he was to work with; your

working relationship with Michael Bennett. Actual1y, you

had talked a littl-e bit about your working with Laurence

orivier, but we were upstalrs, before we were j-nterviewing.

What was that like?

LL: IInterruption. Shows a photo of himself

and his brother as children. l

CO: So what are these? Uniforms?

LL: They're like sailor suits, made for

Iittle boys. They were brown, actualIy.

CO: Do you know where this was taken? This

one of your folks?

LL: Keansburg.

CO: New Jersey? Keansburg, New Jersey?

a

LL: Yes.
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CO: What did you do when you worked on the

docks ?

LL: I was a longshoreman. You're the

laborer. You take the cargo off the palettes as they come

down. You load them onto the empty palettes, ds they need

to be lifted up.

CO: Were there traj-ns down there, that they

would l-oad them on?

LL: No. No, they came in on trucks, and you

would put them onto There was a team that would put them

on the floor. Then you would put them on different

palettes, then you would have a round circle of palettes to

different locations, and you would put them on A,B,C or D

Then there woul-d be guys with forklifts to come and take

them away, which would then The forklifts woul-d take

them right to the dock, and load them off and put them on

the ship

CO: So this is all the stuff going out. It

o

o

must have been dangerous



o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

O

La Russo 2 15

LL: I never thought of it that way

CO: I guess I was thinking of the accldent

in on the waterfront, having something over your head. Did

you have to join a union?

LL: fNods yes . ]

CO: [Looking at Knockout photo.] This is

from Knockout. When did that happen, in relation to

Lamppost?

LL : V[e]-l , Lamppost was my f irst, in ' 7 5 .

This was in ''7 9 .

CO: You look so proud in thls plcture.

LL: V[e11, I hope I was proud.

CO: Who's this guy?

LL: Jimmy Donahue.

CO: Is he a buddy?

o
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LL: He's an actor. He was a quarterback at

Notre Dame.

CO: What was there to do around here when

you were a kid. You didn't have TV, and aII the

distractions that everybody has now.

LL: [Long pause] I don't know. Life seemed

so full.

CO: Was the city a draw to kids then? Like

now, kids are always going lnto the clty

LL: We never went into the city. We played

basketball. We just filIed up the time with each other,

when we werenrt working. We'd usually check in, in the

mornj-ng, praying there were no ships.

CO: Oh. So you wouldn't necessarily work

every day?

o

LL: Riqht.
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CO: Dld your dad not work every day?

LL: Wel-I , Lf there were no ships, nobody

worked.

CO: I guess that's pretty much what I did.

I grew up in a small town in Iowa. There was nothing,

nothlng there. We'd find something to do out of nothing,

baslcally. Play baseball, basketball-. Walk around.

Aimlessly.

LL: I never thought of it as aimless, until

now, actually

CO: I guess there it was a matter of where

your lmagination woul-d take you. Nowadays, kids just turn

on the machj-ne, and they don't need an imaginatlon

What about H.E.A.R.T. ? How long has that

effort been going?

LL: About three or four years. It's a nice
o

o

titIe, isn't it?
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CO: Yes, reaI1y nice. You'II leave it for

your beloved city as a legacy

LL: Yes, and I'd like to make you and Joey

the partnership that quides it for the future.

CO: So how do you see it? One of the things

you say is that you would advocate minority images. Is that

part of what the mission of H.E.A.R.T. is?

LL: Yes. I mean, I see 1t as a theat.re

company that develops new plays t ar even does old plays,

but casts different minorities, and takes the opportunity

to show, as has been done so successfullyr so often, that

good writing is not confined by those restrictions.

CO: Riqht. Irve been reading A Raisin in

the Sun recently, for a couple of things. f'm doing this

reading for Bl-ack History Month at City Hall-, and I'm going

to read excerpts from that. frm thinking what a great play

it is, an African-American play. But it's really a great

o

American play.

LL: That's the thing.
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CO: It has such universality to it. I'm

reading this thing, and frm completely moved, as a reader.

So the plays you've done at ATA you've

produced under the production of H.E.A.R.T. Has H.E.A.R.T

done work in Hoboken?

LL: Yeah, it did in December

CO: That thing that Danny did. Are there

other playwrights in Hoboken that you know of?

LL: I do. There' s a guy named Joe Gal-lo

There's a lot of talent in Hoboken, that has to find each

other.

CO: Yes. It seems to me therers no center

point, in terms of the theatre. Which is one of the reasons

why it excites me to be starting a theatre, and see who

comes out of the woodwork.

LL: Weff, I'm barely starting it. ftrs a

o

shame this had to happen.



o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

o

La Russo

CO: Yes . I should meet Joey somet j_me.

LL: I should call him right now.

IInterruption. Lou ca]-1s Joey. l
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