By Doc Heide

June 11, 2008


A great light has gone out of the world.  Paul Sills, our friend and brilliant mentor, passed away last week at age 80.


I met Paul in 1990, AFT’s inaugural year.  Gerald Pelrine and I had written a musical called “Mule for Breakfast Again”, and Paul stopped by after a performance.


“It’s good,” he said.  “But I bet I could get you 15 more laughs.”   And he volunteered to spend an afternoon doing it.


Knowing Paul was the founder of Second City and one of the most influential theatrical figures of the 20th century, I was frankly intimidated.  But Paul treated everybody the same, from the most famous star to the lowliest intern.

                                           HUMOR AND HEART


The next two seasons he and I created shows using the “story theatre” technique he’d invented and taken to Broadway.   Later Jeff Herbst co-created more.  The shows were funny, yes, but also poignant, even compassionate.   In liner notes to one of his shows, Paul once quoted Eudora Welty’s appraisal of Chekhov’s humor:  “What but the comic vision could accommodate so much and bring it all in?  What other frame is generous enough?”  The same could be said of Paul.


Paul was the funniest man I’ve ever met, but also the Vince Lombardi of theatre.    We were working on a story called “East of the Sun, West of the Moon” that featured a scary white bear.  When an actor complained about Paul’s demands, he retorted, “You can’t get by me except by doing what I want.  I am myself a white bear.”


Paul’s genius lay in his ability to go beyond the theatrical into the mystical. “Lose the ego”, he’d declaim.  “It’s that part of you that gets in the way of yourself.”


I recall him challenging an AFT actress to the edge of tears.  “You’re frustrating me”, she said in exasperation.  “I’m sure you don’t mean to.”  


“I do mean to”, Paul responded.  


Eventually I realized that Paul was as much spiritual guru as director.  He reminded me of those Zen teachers who, when approached by seekers, would take them into a lake and hold their head under water.  “When you want enlightenment as much as that next breath, come back”, the teacher would say.  Paul was just like that.


Though Paul could be ferocious in rehearsal, outside it he was sweet and remarkably humble.  He always credited his mother Viola Spolin, not himself, for his revolutionary method.  And then he’d say with a twinkle in his eye, “Everybody fakes it somehow.”

Paul apparently withheld compliments early in his career, but never with me.   Since I’d never had much regard for my acting abilities, Paul’s endorsement was deeply meaningful.

                                IMPROV FOR DOCTORS


In the last decade, Lee Becker and I’ve been teaching the theatre games we learned from Paul to psychotherapists in San Francisco and at the Medical College of Wisconsin.   I believe we may have stumbled on a method of significantly increasing therapeutic impact.   It’s yet another way Paul’s work will go forth.


When we saw him last Thanksgiving at “Story Theatre” in Ephraim, Paul told us this was probably his final show.   But his humor was still intact.  The play was several minutes late starting.  “Who’s running this show?”, he demanded.  “Oh, it’s me.”


Paul’s loss has been hard.  The night I learned of it, I could barely sleep.  I can never adequately thank him for his gift.

Paul, we wish you could have stayed with us longer.   But if the angels have been weeping lately at the state of the world, surely no one can better bring a lift back to their wings.

AFT performs at the Peninsula State Park Amphitheatre Monday- Saturday through August 30.  Fishing for the Moon plays Monday at 8pm, Wednesday at 8:30 pm, and Saturday at 6pm.  Lumberjacks in Love is at 8pm Tuesday and Friday and 6pm Wednesday, and A Cabin with a View returns at 8pm Thursday and 8:30pm Saturday.     Advanced and reserved tickets are available at www.folkloretheatre.com, by calling 854-6117, at the AFT office in the Green Gables Shops in North Ephraim, or at the theatre box office one hour prior to performance.  A park sticker is not required in the theatre lot.  

Doc Heide is co-founder, playwright, and performer with AFT.

