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The Subject Was Roses Synopsis
by Kyle Brenton

The Qubject Was Rosesis Frank D. Gilroy’sPulitzer Prize-winning portrait of afamily teetering onthe
brink of disaster. Itis Saturday morninginthe Cleary home—asmall gpartment in the Bronx—and John and
Nettie Cleary arecleaning up the mess|eft over from the previousnight’sparty. Their son, Timmy, returned
just yesterday from World War 11, and they all celebrated just abit too hard. A very hung-over Timmy
emerges, and Nettieishurt when he can’t remember what hisfavorite breakfast wasbefore heleft—
waffles, which she has painstakingly prepared for hisfirst morning home. Thiscrisisblowsover, and John
and Timmy head off to aGiantsgamewhile Nettie goesto visit her mother.

Theboysreturn afew hourslater with abouquet of rosesthat Timmy bought for hismother. Nettie
comeshomeand Timmy tellsher that John had remembered that her father always sent her roseson her
birthday, and that dad had thoughtfully picked up adozen for her whilethey were out. John doesn’t deny it,
and Nettieisdeeply touched that her usually inattentive husband woul d be so sweet. Thefamily happily
heads out to dinner and anight on thetown. In thewee hours of the morning they return, each at |east three
sheetstothewind. Timmy retiresand John, fedling frisky, triesto take Nettie off to the bedroom. Sheangrily
rebuffshim, ingsting that she’snot oneof his*hotel lobby whores,” andin her fury shehurlsthe vase of
rosesto thefloor. Enraged and confused, she asks him what has happened to their marriage, and hefrigidly
informsher that hedidn’t buy her theroses—Timmy did.

At breakfast the next morning, it becomesclear that, while Johnishappy to have hisson home, he
also resentsthe speciad treatment heisrecelving asaveteran—thekind of treatment to which John never
had access. John tellshissonto get ready for Mass, but Timmy doesn’t want to go; hehasn’'t beento a
sarviceintwo years, and while heinsistshe hasn't become an athei st, he’ snot surewhat he believes
anymore. Johnislivid, and when Nettietakes Timmy’ssidein the argument, John stormsout of the
apartment, furiousat their aliance against him. When mother and son get into an argument over John’s
behavior, Nettie coldly thanks Timmy for therosesand |eaves, presumably to go to her mother’s.

Twelve hourslater, John returnshometo find that Timmy isdrunk and Nettie hasvanished—she
never reached her mother’ sapartment. Father and son begin arguing—about Timmy’ ssudden drinking
habit, about John’s sdlling thefamily’slake house, about whatever topicisconvenient—and finally John
dapshissonintheface. AsTimmy getsback up, Nettiereturnsto the apartment.



The Subject Was Roses Synopsis continued

Sheingststhat she’sbeen at the moviesfor thelast twelve hours, but John refusesto believe her. Astheir
argument escalates, Timmy getssick fromal hisdrinking and rushesto the bathroom, prematurely ending
thefight.

At two am. Monday morning, neither Timmy nor Nettie can deep. Timmy tellshismother that he's
decided toleave home. Sheunderstands, and tellshim about hisfather asayoung man—vital, vibrant, loved
by everybody. But, she says, he could only shineinimpersonal situations. He could never redlly show
affectionto hisfamily. The next morning at breakfast, John triesto apol ogizeto hisson and to convince him
to stay, at least for awhile, but Timmy isadamant. Timmy realizesthat he'snever told hisfather that heloves
him, and he does so. John breaksdown intearsin hisson’sarms, but quickly regainshiscomposure. As
Nettie comesin to serve breakfast Timmy announcesthat he'sdecided to stay with his parentsafew weeks
more. But John repliesthat he'salready scheduled the paintersto redo Timmy’sroom, so he'll haveto
leavetoday after al.



Author’s Notes
| returned to civilian life in 1946 determined to go to college and become a writer.

The former goa born of a new estimate of myself gained in the Army where | realized |
wasn’t as dumb as school records suggested. The latter, a secret ambition since | was
fourteen, when | wrote a short story that my aunt, who worked in the Photo Morgue of
The World Telegram, showed to a reporter who wrote on it, “The boy has narrative
ability.”

Common to both goals was the need of a typewriter.

Someone steered me to the Royal Typewriter office located in Rockefeller Center or
thereabouts.

| asked for Mr. So-and-So.

A small, pale, eye-glassed man acknowledged me furtively and said to wait in the corridor.
After several minutes, the man appeared with a brand new Royal portable. | handed him
one hundred and twenty-five dollars—possibly one fifty.

“I’m going to become a writer, “ | announced grandly.
| recall alook of supreme disinterest and he was gone.

All my plays have been written, not to mention TV, movie scripts, and novels on that
Royal portable. If you look closely at the space bar you will see the shiny depression that
my right thumb has worn over fifty-five years.

I wrote The Subject Was Roses during the epic Writers Guild Strike in 1960. A six month
strike that began with jokes about writers borrowing to pay for swimming pools and ended
as a bitter labor dispute (I can still name the scabs), including fisticuffs and enmities that
never healed. “Epic” because it led to pension, welfare, residuals, and other valued things
that today’s membership isinclined to take as birthrights.

Off the soapbox and to Roses:

It's essentially my parents and me. Insights gained later imposed on events that took place
twenty years earlier. | wrote it in arented office on Via de la Paz in the Pacific Palisades.
Except for depleted savings and the strike looking like it would go on forever, it was the
happiest time of my lifein L.A.

Since the first play | wrote had been a success, | figured getting Roses produced would be
easy.

Wrong. It took several years. Too many rejections and expired options to enumerate.

We opened on Broadway May 25, 1964. Won the Drama Critics Award, the Tony, and
the Pulitzer. Ran for two years. Let the good times roll.

-Frank D. Gilroy (from Volume One: Frank D. Gilroy'sFull-Length Plays, Smith & Kraus)



Production History of The Subject Was Roses

The Subject Was Roseswaswrittenin 1960. In April of 1962 the play was sent to several well-known
producersand returned with no expression of interest. All of these producers now say they never read or
even heard of theplay.

Frank D. Gilroy raised the money to producethe show himself. Good friends (card playing buddies) got him
started by putting up $1,000 each. Edgar Lansbury, ascene designer at CBS offered to raise therest of the
money in exchangefor the privilegesof doing the set and producing.

Roseswasfirst presented at the Royale Theatre, New York City, on May 25, 1964 starring Jack Albertson
(John Cleary), Irene Dailey (Nettie Cleary), and Martin Sheen (Timmy Cleary). ThisBroadway play had a
producer, director, scenic artist, and general manager who had never performed their tasks on Broadway
before.

The opening was uncertain with a$165 advance sale. In addition, Roses consistently lost money until its
fourth week and borrowed around $10,000 to stay afloat during that time. It did not have asold-out house
until it's 136th performance. It played inthreedifferent theatresduring itsfirst year duringwhich only the
actorswerepad.

In the end The Subject Was Roseswon the Drama Critics Award, the Tony, and the Pulitzer. A moviewas
made resulting in Oscar nominationsfor PatriciaNeal and Jack Albertson. Jack Albertson won the Oscar.
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Frank D. Gilroy and Ohrdruf Nord
by Matthew Burtner

Frank D. Gilroy, author of The Subject Was Roseswas kind enough to share some thoughtswith me
recently concerning hisexperiencesin World War |1 Europeand how they relate to The Subject was Roses
and hismorerecent work. Mr. Gilroy described The Subject Was Roses as being “ very autobiographical”
(FDG Interview 1/10/04). Timmy isof coursethe character based roughly on the author.

After servinginthe United States Army inWorld War |1 Europe, Timmy returnsto hishomein the Bronx,
and the strained marriage of hisparents (John and Nettie). Hereassures hisparents, but offersfew
substantia specificsabout hiswar experience. What isapparent, however, isthat he hasacquired ataste
for acohol, which he had shunned beforethewar. Hismother shows concern about the drinking, but does
not want to acknowledge or address potential causes:

Nettie: Hometwo daysand both nightsto bed likethat.

John: He'sentitled. You should hear some of thethingshe' sbeen through. They overran one of
those concentration camps--

Nettie: | don’t want to hear about it now.

John: You'reright. 1t'snoway to end ahappy evening.

Thisistheonly mention of the concentration camp in the play, and one of thefew specific commentsabout a
sgnificant eventin Timmy’sroleinthewar. Many thingsareleft unsaidin The Subject WasRoses, just as
many thingswereleft unsaidinthelivesof thousandsof returning veterans. The horror of aconcentration
camp or theviolenceand fear of war must have seemed out of place or even surreal after coming hometoa
family and neighborhood that remained more or lessunchanged since beforethewar. That whichisleft
unsaid, and the subjectsthat are not broached, create much of thetensionin thispiece.

Yet, subjectsthat weren't broached in The Subject Was Roses (1964) are openly and honestly addressed
in Gilroy’smuch later play entitled, Contact With the Enemy (2000). In Contact With the Enemy the
main focusof discussion and debateisthe Ohrdruf Nord concentration camp. Thiswasthefirst
concentration camp to be overrun by the Western Allies, and more specificaly, by the 89" division of
Patton’s 3rd Army, of which Mr. Gilroy wasamember. It wasasatellite of theinfamousBuchenwald
camp, and waslocated north of thetown of Ohrdruf. Generals Eisenhower, Bradley, and Patton went to
thecampimmediately upon hearing of it. Asaresult, “Eisenhower ordered everyonewho could be spared
to visit the camp- to seewhat wewerefighting for. And my unit waspulled off thelineto seethe
concentration camp. Nobody had heard that name before- concentration camp.” (FDG interview 1/10/
04). Thisishow Frank Gilroy cameto visit Ohrdruf Nord.



Frank D. Gilroy and Ohrdruf Nord continued

After touring the Ohrdruf Nord, Eisenhower wrote aletter to George Marshall dated 15 April 1945, in
which hewrote: “Inoneroom, wherethey were piled up to twenty or thirty naked men, killed by
starvation, George Patton would not even enter. He said hewould get sick if hehad doneso. | madethe
visit ddliberately inorder to beinapositionto givefirst-hand evidence of thesethingsif ever inthefuture,
there devel opsatendency to chargethese alegationsmerely to ‘ propaganda’.” (Theroom Eisenhower
referstoispictured aboveright —therewere actually fourty-four bodies present inthisshed.)

Eisenhower’ sfearsturned out to be well-founded, asholocaust deniershave since appeared. Thisisinpart
what prompted Frank Gilroy to speak more openly onthe subject, ashe* never spokeabout it until | got
older —until theselunatics started saying it never happened.” (FDG interview 1/10/04). After avisittothe
Holocaust Museum several yearsago, Mr. Gilroy wrote Contact Wth the Enemy, which dealsdirectly
with the subjectsof Ohrdruf Nord, the Holocaust in general, and the capacity of otherwise ordinary people
to contributeto such things. Theoneact play isbased upon the chance reunion of two veterans of the 89"
Infantry Division at the Holocaust Museum, but it isnot an exercisein righteousoutrage. Rather thansmply
asking “How could thishappen?’ Contact W th the Enemy takesamuch more disturbing and self-
reflectiveturn.

It took yearsfor Contact Wth the Enemy to bewritten, and Mr. Gilroy offersan explanationinits
introduction: “ Seeing Ohrdruf (thirty-two hundred matchstick corpses piled like cordwood) proved the
most influential day of my lifethoughit took yearsfor thefull impact toregister. Longing to bear witnessina
way that might resonate, | wrote reamsabout Ohrdruf without success. .. Now, with witnessesdying off and
lunaticsproclaiming ever louder that the Holocaust wasamyth, | fedl it vital to speak.” Havingat last
spoken about the camp and other wartime experiences, Mr. Gilroy said he*finally made peacewith that
element of my life. Thesubjectiscloseto my heart, and evenmoreso asl get older.” (FDG interview 1/10/
04).



Frank D. Gilroy and Ohrdruf Nord continued

Back of an Ohrdruf Nord Photo, 1945.
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From a Set Dresser’s Point of View
by Kelly Yann

The set dresser isthe person responsiblefor providing many of the physical detailsof theplay. Working
with the set designer, the set dresser’sjobisto bring life and depth to theworld of the play by decorating
the set with the appropriate furnitureand props.

Thereareessentialy threedifferent typesof properties, or “props.” Hand propsarethe small objects
handled by the actors. In The Subject Was Roses, theseinclude the dishware, money, food, and roses.
Set propsarelarger items, usually incorporated into the set design, that arealso used by the actor. In
Roses, theseincludethefurniture, rugs, practical lamps, and appliances. Dress properties, or set dressing,
aredl of the other elements not used by the actor that fill inthe set. In Roses, theseinclude the books,
throw pillows, acookiejar, and arecipebox. Althoughthe chief function of theseitemsisdecorative, their
visud dgnificanceinaredigticinterior such asthisisimmeasurable.

Defining a Stage

An intimate “thrust theater” such as ours—one in which the audience is seated on three sides of
the acting area—creates some unique challenges for the set dresser. Thistype of configuration brings
the bulk of the audience nearer to the actor than in a proscenium theater—a more common type of
theater consisting of araised acting area with the audience seated on only one side. Asaresult, the
finished detail and quality of all properties are subject to closer scrutiny from the audience than those on
a proscenium stage.

Proscawium Stopi

Thrasf Sfage

A set on a proscenium stage can have as many as three walls and the action on stage will still be
visible. Inthethrust configuration, on the other hand, the set is usually made up of aback wall, levelson
the stage floor, and properties. The wide range of perspectives afforded by athrust theater makes it
necessary for all areas of the set to be dressed. The man in the center section first row will never see
what isin the drawers of the kitchen, but those seated in the left and right balcony will. Likewise, the
balcony members will never see the book titles in the downstage round table.




From a Set Dresser’s Point of View continued

_ Thesetitsdf, distinguished fromal of theitemsmentioned on
F'__: the previous page, isthefloor, wall, windows, and doors.
Thesetisconceived of by the set designer and initially takes
theform of plansand/or renderings. Set plansaretechnical
drawingsthat indicate measurementsin scaled form.

Totheleftisasmall section of the ground plan drawing for
= The Qubject Was Roses, showing only thekitchen.

the placement of the cabinets, appliancesand furnitureonthe
raised upstage platform of the set. Thisrepresentsonly a
— | 1 | small portion of thedrawings necessary to build aset.

- Obvioudy, itisdifficult tovisuaizewnhat thiskitchen might
| look likethree dimens onally—whichiswhereamode! or
B ] ' rendering comesinhandy. A renderingisasketch of what

thefinished set will look like, not waysaccuratein scae but

giving the proportionsof what the actor will ook likeonthe
Set.

P ' l' Thisdrawing depictstheback wall of thekitchen aswell as

Lo Wk

Here isasection of therendering for The Drawer Boy, also showing only the kitchen.

Althoughthisisadifferent kitchen than the one depicted inthetechnical drawing, itisclear how this
rendering addsanother level to one' sunderstanding of thevisua composition of aset. Thesedrawingsand
renderings are arepresentation of aset designer’svision, but the set dresser hasto interpret hisor her vision
and makeit aredity. And, although theactual dressing of the set doesn’t happen until after thesetis
constructed, the acquisition and research of theseitemsstartsfour to fiveweeksearlier.
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From a Set Dresser’s Point of View continued

Thereareanumber of stepsto betaken by the set dresser in preparation for decorating the set. First, it's
necessary read the play, usually morethan once. Theplay isfilled withinsightsinto the characters’ hobbies,
rigiousbdiefs, life-styles, economic Stuations, jobs, idiosyncrasesand more—a| of whichiscritical
information when choosing eventhe smallest eement of the set dressing.

Theplay aso givesinformation onthe period in which theplay isset, inthe case of Roses: May 1946. As
theplay begins, Timmy hasjust comeback from fighting in World War 11, awar that ended the Depression
Erain Americabut wasa so the cause of rationing certain itemsand saving scrap metal—animportant
context for the set dresser to understand.

Oncethe set dresser hasasolid understanding of the play, it'stimeto go over the set dressing with the
designer. Itisoften helpful for the set dresser to havealist of thefurnitureitemsand theground planinfront
of himor her for thisconversation. That way the set dresser can ask specific questionsasto what should go
onthekitchen shelf or inthehall closet, etc. Thedesigner isa so the sourcefor the color palette of the
show—another crucial thing for the set dresser to have afirm grasp of before picking even acoffee mug.
Decorating the set basically consistsof carrying out the set designer’svision, but the set dresser still needsto
employ hisor her cunning as part interior decorator and part historian to round out all of thetiny details. A
good set dresser followsthe wishes of the designer whilenot neglecting to bring hisor her ownideasand
suggestionsto thetable (sometimesliteraly!).

Thedesigner may or may not provide period-specific research. Hereisaphoto from the packet of
research for Rosesfrom abook titled Documenting America.
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From a Set Dresser’s Point of View continued

A photolikethe one on the previouspage can inform the set decoration processin significant ways. On
the Roses s&t, likein the dishwashing photo, you will seeashelf abovethesink, scalloped shelf paper and a
lamp. Youwill also seeamatch safeand atowel bar ontheset. However, therewill also beitemsonthe
shelf that are not included in the photo you see here—thingsthat are part of theuniquelifeof our play.

How one goesabout researching aplay dependslargely on the period in which the play takesplace. A play
that isset before the twentieth century isalways moredifficult to research, as photography did not become
widespread in booksand magazinesuntil themid 1890's. Whenresearching aredisticinterior of the
1940's, however, thereare many resourcesavailable. Thelnternetisoften agood starting point for
specificssuch as“What doesaradio from 1946 look like?’

A Googleimage searchfor “1946 Radio” found animage of acream colored version of theradio on our set
(www.virtualauctions.com/ images/r adio/bendix.jpg). An Ebay searchisaso agreat placefor aquick answer.
Andwhenthelnternet fails, thereisnothing likeatrip to the Carnegie Library in Oakland, where, in addition
to books, thereare a so photofilesin the Art Department, period magazines, and old Sears' catalogson
microfilm. Research might eveninclude rummaging through theattic for an ancestor’ shand-me-downs.

When one goesabout the preparationsfor dressing aset, the most important thing to remember isto add
history and life, but not overwhelm or interfere. The audience should |leavethetheater talking about the
play, not about a really distracting hot pink throw pillow. |f the setisdresser hasdoneagood job, the set
will givethe audience subtle, amost unconsciousclues, tothelifeof theplay anditscharacters. This
dimensionality isthekey to successful set dressing.
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