
Helen and I 

San Francisco’s Burning
In 1959 the San Francisco Playhouse, one of three little theaters existing in San Francisco, produced a review, THE RITES OF WOMEN, made up of skits by James Broughton, poet, and Ann Halprin, dancer.  As Ann’s accompanist, I was there to add music, which was a 6ft loop of music concrete I’d made in Ann’s basement.  James asked me to compose music for two of his poems. This was my first time to compose music to words.  Helen Adam had a skit where she rode a scooter about the stage recting a poem.  

Not long after I was told of a “reading” of Helen’s that I ought to go to.  Helen was reading her long dramatic poem, San Francisco’s Burning, for small groups, in people’s living rooms, here and there.  It was a late summer evening when I went to a small Victorian home and gathered with a few others around the living room in front of a rather spinsterish looking woman, of about fifty, tall, thin, straight up, with tufts of black curls about her head, black eyebrows, and the strongest shade of red on her lips.  The red matched the energy with which she greeted us, happy to be “reading” her large work to another group of innocents who’d come to hear her.  And hear her we did.  She spoke with a clear crisp Scottish accent.  As she read her poem her words rolled out, dramatic, broader, precise and articulated like that of an elocutionist or Brit or a poet.  

The verses were embedded in a folklike tune, sometimes without rhythm or melody when they would resemble a chant.  Helen sang her verses without apology but with vigor and gusto, though neither a singer nor a musician was she, as if that were important?  She read the stage directions as well.  Nothing was excluded; it was going to be a long evening, this tale of murder and mayhem, lust and ghosts.  (What is it about Scottish women writers?)
I went home, my inexperienced head baffled by the bizarre and eccentric and forceful exhibition by this woman, and possibly relieved to be out from under the overwhelming Scottish accent.  Yet I thought no more about it.  

A few months later, Kermit Sheets, the owner and director of the San Francisco Playhouse, called to ask if he could visit me in my small apartment.  Very unusual this.  He said that he, with his close friend, James Broughton, had created a version of the Helen’s poem that he wanted to stage at the Playhouse, and he asked me if I would compose music for it—I0 suppose as I had for James in THE RITES.  Whew!  He had a much higher opinion of me than I had.  He didn’t know that I’d never done anything like this before.*  I was doing little composing, my creativity going into accompanying modern dance and writing an occasional piano piece for a dancer.  The only songs I knew were 30’s and 40’s pop songs that I’d voraciously collected on records and sheet music in my teens.  But I much preferred instrumental music: swing band, Stravinsky and Ravel.  I hated opera.    I didn’t think I could do it.  I declined.  

But left alone, I thought of the opportunity to compose music that would be performed and be heard.  What an opportunity, so rare?  I accepted. 

There was a meeting with Helen, Kermit and I in my room and it was settled.  (Years later, Helen confessed that it was the sounds on my tape “loop” for Ann that enticed her to bring me into the project.)  
Much too young and self-absorbed was I to realize how hard it was for Helen to have her work, the music aspect of it that was so much a part of her performance, being taken away and given to another, very different person, and one so much younger. Kermit must have persuaded her that he couldn’t put on the show with her very simplistic, unmusical tunes that were often repetitive, so childish.  How would any one learn her songs?  How would she teach them?  Helen couldn’t sing in key, much less write in one, her tunes floated in the ether.  How would they satisfy an audience?  She then must have surrendered to Kermit knowing that, at least, her story would be told, that her words would be there with real players before an audience.  Did Kermit persuade her as he persuaded me, though I would get more, while she would get less? 

Though I’d played hundreds of songs from radio and movies, I knew nothing about writing one, not even that they had 32 bars.  But neither did Helen.  In fact, none of us, including Kermit, knew anything about putting on a musical.  Still I wouldn’t be actually writing songs; I’d be simply adding music to the words.  

Taking the script to the piano, I set to work composing music for one song after another in the order they came.  My goal was to make or find—not much difference between make and find--music, a melody, rhythm, harmony, tempo, that reflected the mood and energy of the singer and the scene.  Helen’s words, for the most part, scanned well enough so the verses could use the same music, making them consistent, which is good for a song 00000000000000000000000000to be remembered.  Looking at the words on paper one wouldn’t have noticed how each poem changed to reflect a different feeling or atmosphere.  But in delving into them, the differences appeared.  This made for much variety between the songs.  (I wonder if Helen had thought about this. Her readings didn’t show it.)  It became a pleasure to explore different moods for each new song, moving me to discover different music (for instance, going from Thirty Miles, with men on a turbulent sea, to Beauty Walks the Lighted Streets, with a woman alone in a dark city.) I was happy not only at discovering the music but having it work with the scene as well. Words and music without each other aren’t the same as when they are wed.

When I had a small group of about six songs, Kermit came to hear them and give his approval.   He was content; I could continue.  When I had a similar session with Helen, things suddenly became quite different.  When I came to a particular song she broke, saying the music was not right.  “I’ll compose the music for this one.”  At my age I wasn’t about to argue with this intense,, much older woman and who was the show’s author.  At the same time I knew our different music wouldn’t mesh.  When she left I called Kermit.  He knew, too, there couldn’t be two composers; he’d already decided this.  I didn’t have to wait long before Kermit told me all was well and not to worry.  How little we knew.
Auditions began in early September. There were few musicals done in the little theaters in town then, so there were few singers trying out. But we were lucky for the few that came and for the actors who could pull off a song.  Our cast was twenty-four—unusually large—including a chorus of eight.  But none of us knew this. (I surely didn’t.)    Maybe it didn’t present a problem either, since no one was getting paid.  And there were a lot of characters in the script.   

Helen’s sister, Pat, appeared now.  Blond, soft, gentle, quiet, reticent, unassertive, she was the complete antithesis of her sister.  She worked in an office and cooked for the both of them.   I suspect she was the wife to her sister-husband’s ambition and determination.  I heard she put her foot down when Helen’s books encroached deeper onto the kitchen shelves.  Pat wrote the verses for the scenes on Nob Hill, which must be a good half of the sccript, and I can’t say I see much difference between her work and Helen’s.  I wonder who wrote for Laura when she descended to the Barbary Coast to Spangler? .  

The work became heavier as I played for and taught everyone their music.  Few of the cast could read music.  Each would appear to learn their song; the chorus had keep to their parts.  With the Worm Queen’s song that was to be sung by Helen,  who couldn’t or wouldn’t sing anything that didn’t come for her own indomitable head, I didn’t bother with a melody but made for her an atmosphere, a series of long descending notes on mysterious chords, over which she could chant anything she wanted.  Which she did.  It worked fine, as she simply ignored everything in her role warning men of the “forgetfulness of a night in her bed,” her Scottish moan soaring out from the proscenium.  It was frightening 

As costumes began to appear, in black and white and with only shades of red, it was happening. The backdrop was a cityscape drawing by Gary Schwartzburg whose charming wiggly line drawings were used on everything: programs, PR, posters, curtain.   Then, in the middle of October, it came time to play the whole first act, non stop.  I suddenly realized I had not once thought on how all the songs would work together or as a whole.  But there nothing to say; we just went on.  While playing and teaching songs at night and weekends at the theater, during the day I continued compose music at home for Act II.   Tension began to get to my back so that I was forced to spend time during a break splayed out in the lobby.  The Playhouse was taking a huge risk.  There was only me to write, teach, and play the score for every rehearsal and performance for ten months without a backup.  My manuscript was potentially worse, unprofessional, on large symphony score paper with tiny penciled notes in narrow staves that nobody else would ever be able to read.  

The music in Act II sometimes did not make a song but reflected an interaction between the singers, becoming more dramatic in the interplay between Susan, the Sailor and Neal.  The words and music would bounce between the three singers, which made the music become somewhat operatic, which I never thought I’d do.  On the other hand, there was a scene that couldn’t have been simpler.  After a blackout the lights came up on Laura standing alone on an empty stage before a wall of dark green foliage representing night in Golden Gate Park.  She stood center stage glowing in a striking long red velvet dress.  This picture always caught my breath.   Then I began the slow introduction to the sad song I’d kept putting off because I wondered how I was ever going to set Helen’s line: “Remorseless planets rain their light…?” But then it finally came, and Inauspicious Star and this scene became one of my favorite moments in the show.  

As the December opening approached and we were further into Act II, the amount of music was becoming huge; there were sixty songs; there wasn’t time for singers to be learning anything new.  There were moments I hadn’t yet scored.  Kermit began saying that music wasn’t necessary; the scene would be acted.  

San Francisco’s Burning opened in mid December.  All the reviews were congratulatory.  Audiences came, often more than once; the houses were full for six months.  Occasionally someone would come by to tell me they were there for the second, third, or forth time.   “It’s better than anything on Broadway.”  As a matter of fact, a producer, Perry Breskin, offered Helen an option to take the show to N.Y. Off Broadway.  But it was too late.  Helen had been in and out of the hospital with a nervous breakdown, returning to the show in February.  She had finally confirmed her displeasure with the production, since it didn’t have Puss and Anubis, (a “chorus” of two people that Kermit wouldn’t cast because he couldn’t imagine two actors sitting side stage throughout the show with barely anything to say or do), nor her tunes.  Helen refused Breskin’s offer; this version was not going anywhere.  Years later I learned that her fast friend and {an} admired poet, Robert Duncan, had never come to see the production; he thought it had been “commercialized.”  Yes, it had been, but it was his protégé’s most significant work that he ignored.  I wondered if his turning against it helped Helen to do that {the} same.  He had six months to see it but remained as steadfast against it as Helen became.  Their stubbornness matched

In June, the cast was asked if they would like to continue.  They’d been with it from September to June without pay and without free weekends.  They were ready to call it in.  

Despite Helen’s belief that my music wasn‘t right, this production that Kermit had created entertained hundreds of people for six months.  Helen’s close friendship with Gail Chugg, whom she brought in to play Neal Narcissus, ended because he thought she
 was crazy for turning against it.  Who knows what money she might have made had it gone to New York, money she could have used to buy the production she dreamed of.  Instead she approached every composer (including Terry Riley) in town, looking for someone who would write down her tunes.  She looked equally hard when she and Pat were given a grant to go to New York City.
Helen immediately published San Francisco’s Burning, with her friend Jess’s beautiful illustrations.  It was not the poem that she’d done in her “readings.”  It was the script that Kermit had made and used for his production, except for the return of Puss and Anubis.
With so many people asking over the years later when the show would be done again, I would ask Helen by phone and letter if she’d relent and let it be done.  Her letters were always kind and cordial.  But they left no room for it ever being done without her music being used for more than half of it.  After the New York production, she would need permission from Al Camine
.   Someone suggested to me that I find someone to write new words for the music.  I thought this impossible: I’d built the music on Helen’s words. 
(Yesterday I met someone who said he could still sing a couple songs from the show and proceeded to do so; ten years ago at a house party a man said he same thing and did so.)

Hearing the version she finally achieved later in her life, I can understand how different are the two versions.  For her, the original version was but an ugly duckling that she quite happily abandoned, leaving it to die as if it never existed.  
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