air. It was just a wonderful whole new clear channel of comic
thought. And a whole new avenue of expression for these values
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and ideals or attitudes that were so commonly held at that time, but
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so uncommonly expressed by them.
George Carlin
Quotes: Firezine

The Firesign Theatre were
actually entertainers and
comedians commenting
through records on the
whole war. Somewhere I
have the cover of the LP
that they dedicated to me.
Bergman?
Stan Freberg
Wiebel and Ossman, 1999.

They’re real warriors. These people are revolutionaries. If you watch them long enough, you know
how much they are dedicated to the really secret place in ourselves that wants to be a warrior. As
The Firesign Theatre says, “We’re all Bozos on this bus!” Either you’re on the bus or underneath it.
Ken Kesey

ISBN 1-59393-021-6

The Recorded History of

The

Firesign Theatre
by Frederick C. Wiebel, Jr.

51995>

FPO

www.BearManorMedia.com
9

6.00 x 9.00

Backwards into the Future:

Frederick C. Wiebel, Jr.

US $29.95

Firesign Theatre

Was that just Proctor &

Backwards into the Future: The

(Firesign Theatre) It was a wonderful, more than a breath of fresh

781593

930219

.485

6.00 x 9.00

firesign theatre text 2_13_06.3

2/13/06

9:23 AM

Page 1

Backwards into the Future:
The Recorded History of

The

Firesign Theatre
Written and Edited by

Frederick C. Wiebel, Jr.
From Interviews Conducted by

Gregory J.M. Catsos and Frederick C. Wiebel, Jr.
With Additional Material by

Chris Palladino

firesign theatre text 2_13_06.3

2/13/06

9:23 AM

Page 2

Backwards into Future: The Recorded
History of The Firesign Theatre
© 2006 by Frederick C. Wiebel, Jr., Interviews by Gregory J.M. Catsos and Frederick C. Wiebel, Jr.,

and Chris Palladino
All rights reserved.
The quotes, narratives and images used in this work are purely for reference
purposes. Photographs illustrating this book belong to the author, except where otherwise indicated.
No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, digital,
photocopying or recording, except for the inclusion in a review, without permission in writing from the
the publisher.
Published in the USA by:

BearManor Media
PO Box 750
B o a l s b u r g, PA 1 6 8 2 7
w w w. B e a r M a n o r M e d i a . c o m
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data:
Wiebel, Frederick C.
Backwards into the future : the recorded history of the Firesign Theatre / written and
edited by Frederick C. Wiebel, Jr. ; from interviews conducted by Gregory J.M. Catsos
and Frederick C. Wiebel, Jr. ; with additional material by Chris Palladino.
p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references.
ISBN-13: 978-1-59393-043-1
1. Firesign Theatre (Performing group) I. Catsos, Gregory J. M. II. Palladino, Chris. III.
Title.
PN2297.F57W54 2006
791.44'72--dc22
2006003167
Printed in the United States.
Design and Layout by Valerie Thompson.

firesign theatre text 2_13_06.3

2/13/06

TABLE

9:23 AM

OF

INTERVIEWS

CONTENTS

4

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
THE RECORDED HISTORY

Page 3

OF

6

WITH:

Peter Bergman

40

Phil Austin

89

Phil Proctor

152

David Ossman

242

ABOUT

313

THE

INTERVIEWS

SELECT DISCOGRAPHY

315

DISCOGRAPHY PHOTOS

331

PHOTO CHRONOLOGY

349

COUPON

366

FOR

DISC

firesign theatre text 2_13_06.3

2/13/06

9:23 AM

Page 4

NAME
OF THE CHAPTER
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The author would like to thank The Firesign Theatre for giving their permission
to use the interviews and material for the original manuscript, corrections to it
and helping with submissions for the chronology and discography. Also, especially,
for putting up with so many “Gary The Seeker” type questions.
Photos were supplied with permission by Phil Proctor, many of which he or
Melinda Peterson took and are published for the first time.
Official publicity photographs and cover art were cleared by Phuong K. Baum
for Sony/BMG Music Entertainment, Walter Boholst and Hugh Brown of Rhino
Records and Phil Proctor, all of whom we wish to personally thank.
Some of the photos originally appeared in Firezine: The Official Official
Magazine Of The Firesign Theatre including those taken by Glen Banks, Byron
Cohen, Proctor and Peterson, Alan Gross, Chris Palladino and Fred Wiebel and
are published with their courtesy. Mark Garland supplied and gave permission to
use his vintage concert photos of Firesign and Proctor and Bergman and are
published for the first time.
We would also like to thank the various Dear Friends and fans who added
contributions to Firezine and for keeping interest in the Firesign Theatre going
for so many years, including: Chris Palladino, Alan Gross, Larry Yaeger, Lew
Tebbits, Tom (Doc Tech) O’Neil, Brian Westley, Chris Morley, Michael Packer,
Cat Ishakawa, Dr. Demento, Dia Alds, Ted Alvey, David Auer, Craig Bair, Brian
Baker, Glen Banks, Joseph Baughman, Don Benedetto, William Benzel, Bob
Blackburn, William Brehm, Jr., Robert Brewster, Edgar Bullinton, John
Charleton, Frank Cunningham, Warren Debenham, Ted Delorme, Marvin
Deupree, John Dryden, Mark Deupree, Doug Ellis, Dan Enright, Jeff Ehrlich,
Darius Firethorne, Terry Ford, Steven Gach, Bill Galcher, Mark Garland,
Michael Georgian, John Gilbert, Kris Gilpin, Paul Goldsmith, Mark Graham,
Myron Grotta, John Gurvitch, Greg Hallock, Patrick Harrigan, Michael Hatton,
Patrick Hiney, Russ Hulvey III, Taylor Jessen, Peter Johnson, Robert Johnson,
Keith Jones, Barb Klop, Timothy Korstad, Louis Krasser, Alex Krislov, Richard
Kunkle, Tom Lehman, Donald Leighty, Paul Lindblad, Marc Lipkin, Kevin
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Maynard, James McElwee, Jim McKelvey, Luke Meade, Lawrence Melton,
Richard Metzger, David Miller, Matthew Mirapaul, Tom Miller, Mark Mollon,
Bob Moulton, Andrew Orford, Ben Ohmart, Mark Time Peltier, Melinda
Peterson, J. Prokop, Randy Remote, Dr. Michael Rice, Dennis Richards, J. A.
Robertson, Richard Rod, John Rogler, Barton Savina, Steve Schultz, John Scialli,
Brad Schreiber, Steve Shaiman, Barbara Sheeskin, Steve Schultz, John Sinden,
Mike Smith, Michael Smith, John Sovitsky, Richard Spirer, Mike Sterling, Elliot
Swanson, Thane Teirney, Dr. Paul Thielen, Earl Truss, Mark Tryon, Pete Turill,
Stormy Urich, Edward Van Eckert, Andy Wallace, Bob Wayne, David Wellen,
Rudy Westray, Mike Wilkinson, Noah Yanich, Harold Zimmerman, and anybody
else we may and probably have forgotten.
For current availability of Firesign Theatre recordings, Send a self-addressed,
stamped envelope to:
FIREZINE
PO BOX 585
HAGERSTOWN, MD 21741-0585

A c k n ow l e d g m e n t s

5

firesign theatre text 2_13_06.3

2/13/06

9:23 AM

Page 6

Courtesy: Sony/BMG
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The name The Firesign Theatre evokes many mental images. A nostalgic
warmth for the good old days that never were. Of thousands of Americans
gathering around their citizen radios listening to FDR’s weekly fireside chats.
Zodiacal puns for the pot-smoking patrons of the psychedelic sixties and seventies
trying to escape from a club swinging world gone mad with war and political
upheaval. Guerrilla theater in the streets, humorously deprogramming a populous
from the narcotic of pop culture. A put-on group of cohesive thought. A group
that never was a group. A concern that puts out comedy albums but aren’t
comedians. An indefinable outfit that produces an indefinable product for an
indefinable market. Fighting clowns against the powers that be. Shakespearean
comedy in a time of Orwellian tragedy. An aural Norman Rockwell painting on
acid. A theater of the mind, built with the bricks of politics and poetry on the
solid foundation of the golden age of radio. The images pile on and on, and on,
with double, triple, quadruple entendres and non sequiturs, layering a baklava of
subconscious surreal and blatantly silly humor acting as a political poultice for
the wounds of a sick society. It is all of these things, and none of these things.
Whatever it really is, or was, or could or should be, is a collective mind of
Media Magi on the cutting edge of technology and satire; 4 or 5 crazy guys with
their fingers poised to push the buttons; Phil Austin, Peter Bergman, David
Ossman, and Phil Proctor, with the 5th being the collective entity conjured
by communal thinking. It is a comedy troupe, but not a band in the sense of
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musicians that practice what they preach every day. These highly creative
individuals have spent the majority of their lives putting their personal lucrative
commercial careers on hold, to occasionally come together to give testimony to
the masses, in the form of concerts, broadcasts and recordings.
They’re not willing or able to rest upon their laurels of almost 40 years of
collective reasoning purveyed on more than 30 albums of recorded comedy,
generating millions in sales, sold out nationwide concert tours, dozens of
syndicated radio shows and TV appearances cast into the ether, gaggles of videos,
motion picture scripts, books, plays, poetry, magazines, newsletters, newspaper
columns, comic strips, photo ops, voice-overs, commercials, and you name it.
They have also opened the windows of the microsoft world of computers and the
Internet, to breathe fresh air, and revive the undying theatre of the absurd.
The Firesign Theatre had its
humble beginnings in the small
fledgling LA Pacifica radio
network affiliate station KPFK
during the 11/17/66 broadcast
of Peter “The Wiz” Bergman’s
five-night-a-week underground
hit radio show Radio Free Oz.
Under the pretense of The Oz
Film Festival Jury, the four
improvised a series of imaginary
movies projected and narrated by
pseudo-filmmakers. There was
an instant unique chemistry
formulated that continues to
attract and combine their diverse
elements to this day. The Firesign
Theatre began a series of round
table discussion writing sessions
to script out the hours of open
airplay, gaseously filling any
vacuum or space that was offered
to them. They were their own best
audience, with the ultimate result
and the highest compliment being On stage at The Magic Mushroom. Courtesy: Sony/BMG
to make each other laugh. From the very beginning, Firesign employed the truest
sense of democracy—only material that they all agreed to incorporate became
part of their compositions. The one-man veto and the filtration system of four
high intellects stimulated a group built on trust and a handshake of legal anarchy.
They threw the flotsam and jetsam of their own daily lives into the stream of
consciousness, free-association humor of their audio mind movies, churning out
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surrealist versions of classic radio. Firesign developed a continuing theme of
power, paranoia, and populism, running the entire political gauntlet of
American culture.
Their rise in local LA radio popularity and cohesive writing skills of the
theatrically-trained well-groomed academagicians caused Columbia Records in
1967 to sniff them out with an offhanded, uncensored recording contract to
book unlimited studio time, with the only stipulation being that they make a
profit. The initial album, Waiting For The Electrician, Or Someone Like Him
(1968), was expanded from their first formally written performance-piece and
largely cooked up from Stan Freberg’s History of America LP, with a dash of the
recording techniques of the Beatles’ Sgt. Peppers into a diet of Norman Corwin
propaganda and refried Goon Shows. It heralded the anti-culture’s response to
the institution and disintegration of the counter-culture and straight America’s
manifest destiny of destruction of the land and the indigenous people. A series of
short sketches satisfied Columbia’s concept of a comedy album, leaving the entire
second side free for the title cut’s Bulgarian satire of European avant-garde plays.
The Electrician was power; power to drive the turntables of political activism,
and power to fix the broken dreams of the burnt out circuits of idealistic youth.
The theme—power and electricity, power and politics, a rondo, ever continuing
with the automatic tone arms returning to the beginning of the record until the
plug is finally pulled.
However, this was not the first recording released with the group. Electrician’s
basics were recorded in the spring of ’67, but the final mixes weren’t done until
the fall, when Bergman returned from a sojourn to Turkey. In the meantime, the
rest of The Firesign were used by producer Gary Usher to provide voices for
Sagittarius’s bubble gum 45 Hotel Indiscreet and Chad and Jeremy’s Of Cabbages
And Kings’ second-side psychedelic pre-Sgt. Pepper extravaganza, The Progress Suite.
After a rocky start,
several break ups, flat
record sales, threats from
the Columbia top brass
to drop them, and being
fired from their longrunning radio show, the
reformed Firesign Theatre
apprehensively approached
the new year of 1969 by
recording their second
album, How Can You Be
In Two Places At Once
Courtesy: Sony/BMG
When You’re Not Anywhere
At All? The side one titler was another performance piece from the previous
summer. How Can You Be . . . is a nightmare odyssey on the highway of life
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guided by a psychedelic Homer in the mantra of a used car salesman. It was
run-on writing transferred to the recorded form, using readings of James Joyce’s
Ulysses interspersed with dope deals, acting as the gods or fates tempting our
traveler away from the rightful return route to home and family.
Side two was The Firesign’s tribute to old time radio, and their most accessible
and popular recording to date. The Further Adventures Of Nick Danger, was a
sendup of every cliché-riddled ’40s-style Hollywood radio detective. Originally
written as a pilot for a canceled thirteen-week series, it was inspired by the old
Johnny Dollar show and pulp novelist Raymond Chandler’s Phillip Marlow.
Recorded on vintage RCA mikes in the old radio studios of CBS in LA, Nick
runs into Firesign’s most memorable characters as he tries to solve the mystery of
his own life by using flashbacks and more than thirty secret Beatles references to
“Cut ’em Off at The Past.” Rocky Rococo (Proctor), Catherwood (Ossman), Lt.
Bradshaw (Bergman), and Nick Danger (Austin) himself, became reference
points for Firesign voice identification, partially due to the mug shots included
in the gatefold LP jacket. Nick Danger was easily so knockout funny that he
remained the best gateway to Firesign humor and a bailout for surefire marketing
their entire careers, branding those characters upon them forever or worse.
A segmented version of side
two, with wraparounds, was put
out for radio play, as a whole
album called Nick Danger, Third
Eye, Case No. 666, and is a much
sought after collectable today. A
portion of side one, Yankee Doodle
Comes To Terms, was included on
a 7" promo EP sampler, with the
album jacket featured among
others on the sleeve.
By the time The Firesign
Theatre looked forward to
writing the next record, the
magic of their spoken words Courtesy: Phil Proctor
began to turn tricks. Sales figures took off and soared on the strength of their
second album. Mostly by word of mouth, drug-induced dorm group therapy
sessions, and minor airplay on college campus-oriented radio stations, a hardcore
following of fanatic fans began to develop. These Firesigntists dissected every
word and phrase, memorizing and repeating entire passages, much to the annoyance
of the uninitiated. At first listening, many of the unhip didn’t find anything
funny about the records at all, but were fascinated by the rhythm and musicality
of the words, and hypnotized by the subconscious humor. The surreal inducement
of a radio comedy group using rock ’n’ roll production techniques, to do movies
on television for phonograph records, played upon their minds. By the time the
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novice listener got to Nick Danger it was a welcome relief to rest in the pools of
blatantly funny and silly hilarity, finally allowing them to laugh along with their
peers, in self-satisfaction. The records were designed to be played over and over
again like a favorite music disc, revealing more of the secrets and layers of comedy
with each spin.
Dubbed the only Rock group without music, “The Beatles of Comedy” had
the clout of a major label to secure a spot in the record bins, and a path toward
their rightful and continuing place in the history of recorded comedy. Firesign’s
new rock ’n’ roll manager Jim Guercio, the genius behind such bands as The
Buckinghams and later Chicago, began to steer the group in the right directions
and started to receive offers for outside projects. An elusive single Station
Break/Forward Into The Past was released with a picture sleeve that saw little
airplay before it was withdrawn. It was the only Firesign record produced by
Guercio by himself, and is an extremely funny mini-album with the fake
commercials and TV channel switching that became hallmarks for the group.
The success of these releases spawned an East Coast live tour of ivy-leagued
campuses, cultivating the words in person to the weed-infested square gardens.

How Can You Be . . . alternate back cover. Courtesy: Phil Proctor—Sony/BMG

The Firesign Theatre was subsequently contracted to help write a screenplay
for the first psychedelic Western, Zachariah (1971), produced by ABC Pictures,
and it was their official introduction to Hollywood, and the world of control.
Originally it was conceived by Joe Massot, the man who directed the movie
Wonderwall (1968), featuring the music of George Harrison, as a vehicle to star
Bob Dylan, Brigitte Bardot and Ginger Baker. It ended up with Don Johnson;
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John Rubinstein, son of world-class pianist Arthur; the rock groups, Country Joe
and The Fish, and The James Gang; jazz drummer Elvin Jones; and fiddler Doug
Kershaw. Massot was not very good at writing dialogue, so The Firesign was
brought in to write with him before he eventually bailed out in frustration.
Firesign, who were spoiled by writing with a total sense of freedom at Columbia,
were tethered by the unhip movie moguls. For the first time The Firesign were
being told what to do and the project slipped out of their grasp, producing mixed
results. Although 90% of the remaining dialogue was in their own words, one
would never guess in a million years that the group had anything to do it by
watching the picture. Most, if not all, of the hippie concepts, and the scene they
wrote for themselves as Doctor Firesign’s Antique Theatre Of The Plains and
Eclectic Buffalo Show, singing Marching To Shibboleth, fell to the merciless power
of the unsuitable, but well-known veteran director, George Englund.
How could the establishment understand The Firesign Theatre? Austin
walked, but the remaining three traveled to Mexicali, Mexico for on-location
rewrites and smoke-ins. Only Proctor and Bergman actually appear ever so
briefly in the film. Bergman is a robbed bank teller with a few lines, and Proctor
plays a priest at a burial, barely visible for several seconds. A soundtrack album
was released with music from the groups featured in the movie, and some bits of
dialogue written by The Firesign as well. However, these inspiring experiences
and the relatively big money, allowed them to concentrate on developing their
third album concept that was destined to take up the entire disc.
Don’t Crush That Dwarf, Hand Me The Pliers (1970) was a masterpiece in all
respects, and is considered by many, including the group, to be the best concept
comedy album ever produced. It is the life story of a man, George Leroy
Tirebiter, who sells his soul to the TV set, becoming forever young and forever
old on the reruns of late night movies. Tirebiter, named after the unofficial
canine mascot of USC’s athletic squads, is trapped in a Dantesque Hell of
perpetually watching his life unfold on the electronic screen. The Firesign
Theatre uses the audio effect of channel surfing, clicking from station to station,
developed on previous records, to tell the story of the four ages of man, and the
constant sell out of his ideals to make it in the modern world. Some of the ideas
worked up during the Zachariah writing sessions, as well as the current event of
the Kent State student massacre, were incorporated into the script. It was released
with a poster insert containing Polaroid snapshots of the group providing clues
to the secret life of the comedians.
A one-sided six-minute promo single, This Side, was edited out of the LP and
sent out to radio stations in a picture sleeve with a black-and white-version of the
Robert Grossman jacket design. Dwarf is undoubtedly the personal favorite
album of the members of the group and the majority of fans as well. Don’t Crush
That Dwarf, Hand Me The Pliers was a smash hit, selling over 300,000 copies and
spawning many spin-off comedy groups, and even college courses on Firesign
material and concepts.
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Courtesy: Sony/BMG

The follow-up LP was in part inspired by a 1939 World’s Fair souvenir booklet
showing an amusement ride on the Funway. I Think We’re All Bozos On This Bus
(1971) was a perfectly flawless science-fiction comedy recording of a disgruntled
employee-citizen, who was able to get into the system and destroy the masters of
control and bring down the evil phony government of Big Brother disguised as a
benevolent amusement park. It was the culmination of their early years at
Columbia, and the pinnacle to which none of their subsequent recordings were
ever able to measure up to. Another DJ single was pulled out of the album,
featuring a song by the group that has remained a Firesign anthem, The
Holygram’s Song, better known as Back From The Shadows Again, sung to the Gene
Autry tune Back In The Saddle Again by the projected programmed vegetables of
Bozoland. It was backed with Mr. President, the Nixon-voiced computer mask of
Dr. Memory, the true villain behind the scenes.
While all of this was going on, The Firesign Theatre was appearing weekly on
the radio in various shows at various stations, including twenty-one broadcasts of
Dear Friends, which ran on KPFK 9/70 to 3/71. The group came up with the idea
of trying to syndicate some of these shows by editing together 12 hour-length LPs
and offering them to subscribers. Only about 200 sets were pressed and
self-released, and contained hours of Firesign material not available anywhere
else. The Dear Friends LPs are highly sought items by Firesign fanatics.
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A double-album was put together by Columbia, with the best routines culled
from the radio series, Dear Friends (1972). It was released and wholeheartily
accepted by their fans for what it was, no Dwarf or Bozos but rather a collection
of hilarious improvisations and scripted funny commercials, giving them a
glimpse of what they’d been missing during all those years of live radio broadcasts.
It was also the only album of Firesign’s ever released on reel-to-reel. Two singles
were sent out to radio stations from the album. 40 Great Unclaimed Melodies was
a hilarious parody mail order record advertisement, recorded before a live
audience at Columbia University during the first East Coast tour; it was backed
with Live From The Senate Bar (If You Call That Living), from the radio show, and
Mr. President, from Bozos, with Live From The Senate Bar again as well.
The obvious tensions
and stresses of four egos,
and nonstop work for seven
years, burnt out the Firesign’s
writing sessions, causing
internal and personal
problems that the group
was not able to solve in
1972. They broke up again
during the preparation of
their next record, Not
Insane, Or Anything You
Want To (1972), originally
conceived as another fullscale science-fiction tale,
The Firesign Theatre vs. The
Dream Monsters From Outer
Space featuring Walter, The
Supreme Watch and Listen Courtesy: Sony/BMG
To Satellite Robot. The record was compromised into a salvaged mishmash of
material derived from live concert performances, including bits from their
Shakespeare parody and the soundtrack from their first short promotional film,
The Martian Space Party (1972), a low-budget pseudo-documentary of a special
Let’s Eat radio broadcast, capped off with some filler studio work done by Austin
and Proctor. Many of the group’s followers were terribly disappointed with the new
release after being spoiled by Firesign’s former audio masterpieces, and literally
stopped buying their albums.
Listening to the record 25 years later, without preconceived prejudices, it’s not
as bad as remembered, with some terribly funny bits and pieces confusingly
thrown together with dated psychedelic production qualities that tend to confuse
rather than enhance. It tries too hard to achieve a non-linearity that is not present
in the material, and doesn’t finish some of the storylines developed. A
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straight-out recording of the actual Martian Space Party broadcast that centers
around a Natural Surrealist Party Convention is far superior and one hopes that
Columbia will eventually unearth and release the 16-track mobile recording it
made of the event.
A DJ interview album, A Firesign Chat With Papoon (1972), the group’s
presidential candidate and timed for the national election, was released by
Columbia for radio stations. Papoon never shows up, and neither does the whole
group, leaving Proctor and Bergman, acting as campaign managers, to comment
on the pre-election strategies on side one and the post-election results on side
two. It’s very silly and shows just how good Proctor and Bergman worked together
as a duo, too good as a matter of fact.
Proctor and Bergman then splintered off to tour and record several team
albums, TV Or Not TV (1973), What This Country Needs (1975), and eventually
Give Us A Break (1978). Solo records were obligatorily produced by Ossman,
How Time Flys (1973) and Austin, Roller Maidens From Outer Space (1974)
individually, but with the rest of the group participating as well. Promo singles
were released from the solo recordings, Communist Love Song/Nasi Goring from
TV Or Not TV, and for airplay, Dick Private’s Mystery, an ultra-rare bonus EP
edited from Roller Maidens, backed with songs from the album, Switchblade Pitch
Forks and The Bad News.

Courtesy: Sony/BMG

All intergroup transgressions were forgiven, or at least put aside, in 1974 for
contractual obligations, as the group reformed to put out a version of the lost
Sherlock Holmes adventure, The Tale Of The Giant Rat Of Sumatra (1974),
starring Hemlock Stones as the coke-snorting detective. The Goonish pun-filled
album, with many scatological and sexual jokes again disappointed fans looking
for another high-class nonlinear Dwarf or Bozos, and they turned their noses up
on the group. Fans began drifting more toward British rivals Monty Python, who
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were just emerging on the American scene, systematically invading ABC and
Public television, movie theaters, and record bins. Also, the spin-off comedy
groups that Firesign sales figures inspired, Cheech and Chong, The National
Lampoon, The Credibility Gap, The Congress of Wonders, and Duck’s Breath
Mystery Theatre, were picking up the chump change.
So, within the year, The Firesign Theatre tried to regain their prominence
with a comeback LP, the Ufologist Erich Von Daniken-inspired Everything You
Know Is Wrong (1974). This lunatic-fringed interpretation of American history
failed to reach the sales it deserved. It harkened back to their best work, without
being a commercial formulation. Firesign was back, just as confusing and fun as
ever. A quadraphonic four-channel mix was also made of the album and is as
stunning an aural achievement as it possibly could be. A quad-LP and 8-track
tape were released of Everything You Know . . . and Bozos was quad-mixed as well,
though not nearly so successfully. A promo Everything You Know . . . EP was
released with cuts from the album and a bit from Station Breaks on For Your Ears
Only, rubber stamped on the sleeve.

Courtesy: Sony/BMG

Columbia also bankrolled a small-budget, promotional filming of the album
as the Firesign lip-synched to the already prerecorded soundtrack. The Everything
You Know Is Wrong (1975) film, shot by burgeoning cinematographer Alan
Daviau, saw little release in the movie theaters but gained popularity on the video
market. It’s the closest the group ever got to visually attaining the comedy and
pace of their recordings, focusing out a lot of the confusion. One small section
of the album was to be animated but there wasn’t enough money, so it was
left out of the film. The group went out, showing the film as part of their
performances during their Questions And Answers Tour.
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Unfortunately, most of their audience was lost by the time the Everything You
Know . . . album was released and Columbia decided not to renew Firesign’s
long-term contract when it ran out in 1976.
The Firesign Theatre then repeated the formula for the Dear Friends
subscription set by offering a 10-tape package of selections from their radio show
Let’s Eat (1974). Though five LPs of the set were advertised, it is not believed that
they were ever issued.
The group dissolved again shortly after, and Proctor and Bergman went out
on the road. Austin and Ossman teamed and wrote most of the group’s next
album, In The Next World, You’re On Your Own (1975), knowing it was to be their
last under Columbia, and tried to sum up and conclude The Firesign Theatre
engagement. Proctor and Bergman returned for the recording but contributed
little to the writing, unfortunately, and then went back out on the road.

Courtesy: Sony/BMG
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Shortly after Next World
was released, Ossman and
Austin decided to try out their
luck as a duo, and played
many college dates on the West
Coast as Dr. Firesign’s Theatre Of
Mystery Tour. They continued
together for a year producing
several radio programs, The
Big Broadcast Of 1976, Radio
Laffs Of 1940, Shoes For Industry
Revue and campaigning for
Papoon, holding a National
Surrealist Party Convention in
Santa Barbara, California in
the summer.
P l a n s f o r a Fi r e s i g n
Bicentennial (Bisontennial) Courtesy: Sony/BMG
album, with a gatefold
g a m e board printed on the
inside jacket, were shelved,
along with the group, by
Columbia. Instead, Columbia
offered up Forward Into The
Past (1976), a best of, doublealbum anthology, as a finality.
It’s a satisfying album that is
book-ended by the Station
Breaks/Forward Into The Past
single, in a stereo mix. The
break with Columbia ended
an era, the Vietnam War was Everything You Know... alternate back cover.
over and disco was now king. Courtesy: Phil Proctor—Sony/BMG
The group reformed briefly to produce a one-off LP with Butterfly Records, a
disco label, Just Folks . . . A Firesign Chat (1977). It basically reprised recordings,
sweetened up in the studio, from the Let’s Eat broadcasts. The album’s brightest
moments, as usual, were the new fake commercials, and The Ben Bland Show, an
all-day, all-night TV matinee movie satire. Pass The Indian Please, the group’s
excellent encore performance piece, helped fill out the record. A promo 7" EP
with a special introduction by Peter Bergman was released to radio stations with
selections from the album. Before the record was released, Firesign performed
together a stage version of Just Folks at the Roxy that was broadcast live. The
album was released April 1, but by then, the two halves had split up.
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Courtesy: Phil Proctor

A bootleg record soon surfaced on the Dog and Cat label put out by Wizardo
Records of the second half of a Berkeley concert called Firesign World (1977).
Proctor and Bergman departed, produced more records, movie scripts, film
projects, toured, and were almost shot to death in a Chinese gangland massacre
at the Golden Dragon restaurant in San Francisco, after a performance. They
decided that life on the road had become less desirable, so they settled down to
revive Radio Free Oz Returns on KPFK and work on J-Men Forever (1979), a
hilariously overdubbed, highly edited collection of Republic serials spliced
together to tell the story of Moon-Men menacing the earth with sex, drugs and
rock ’n’ roll. Proctor and Bergman appeared in wraparound segments to augment
this cult film, which found an audience on late-night TV and video rentals in the
’80s, eventually being released on DVD in 2002.
In the fall of 1977, Austin and Ossman took out an ad in Billboard offering
up The Firesign Radio Show as a six-hour-a-week program assembled from their
archives.
The Firesign Theatre took a two-year hiatus from the studios, re-forming in
early 1979 to record a projected, but unbought Nick Danger radio series pilot,
The Case Of The Missing Shoe (1979) that did eventually find release on Rhino
Records as a 12-minute 12" EP. The first pressings were put out on marblecolored vinyl. The Firesign Theatre was back and ready to work. The group
produced a pilot computer adventure game parody, The Pink Hotel Burns Down
(1979) that was not sold but excerpted later, edited and remixed for a Roland
Sound Sampler CD (1991).
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Firesign was hired by MGM to write a self-starring screenplay for a modern
version of The Odyssey. MGM was sold and the new bosses canned the project.
An HBO Halloween TV special, The Madhouse Of Dr. Fear (1979), was produced
starring Don Adams and The Firesign Theatre, utilizing dubbed-over public
domain horror film clips interspersed with live action. Another project for HBO
productions had the group adding voices for the film, Below The Belt (1980),
about the rise and falls of a female wrestler.
The guys did political commentary on the 1980 election for National Public
Radio’s Morning Edition, which were collected by Rhino and offered to
subscribers and periodically mailed out as The Cassette Chronicles (1980). NPR’s
Earplay produced a full-blown radio play of Shakespeare’s Lost Comedie, Anythynge
You Want To, with The Firesign appearing with a cast of fifteen other actors and
musicians in this definitive version. The group had been developing and rewriting
the Shakespeare material, in one form or another, since its very beginnings and
still continues to do so. It must be one of their favorite pieces to perform. The
Firesign Theatre was hired to present a performance at NPR’s Airlie Conference
in Vienna, VA, The History Of The Art Of Radio, which was broadcast and released
as part of a 15-volume in-house cassette package.
The Firesign Theatre wrote and performed several new shows for the Roxy
Theater in LA, recording the last show and later releasing it, augmented by studio
productions, as Fighting Clowns (1980) on Rhino/Firesign Records. A picture
disc single, with the painting off the Fighting Clowns cover, by comedian Phil
Hartman (his brother managed the group at the time), was released with a song
on each side representing the two candidates for the presidential election, Reagan
and Carter, with the winner’s song to be placed on the album. We all know who
won. Reagan was included in the release and Carter went back to the shadows
until reemerging as a bonus track when the album was reissued on CD.
A national tour was booked featuring the Brechtian Fighting Clowns musical
revue with the guys singing and acting to a prerecorded soundtrack, drawing
relatively small crowds. Fighting Clowns failed to spark most of the old fans. Sales
were dismal, and not what the album deserved, for it was a well-thought-out
introduction to the ’80s, with songs and dialogue pieces wonderfully put together.
The Firesign Theatre referred to themselves musically as the 8 Shoes, but they
seemed to have lost their footing in the Reagan years.
Firesign appeared on the live TV comedy show Evening At The Improv,
performing another excellent Nick Danger piece, Frame Me Pretty (1981). Some
of the previously recorded projects were collected together and then put out on
Rhino, Lawyer’s Hospital (1982), an interesting assortment of unreleased live
appearances, segments from The Cassette Chronicles and real commercials for Jack
Poet VWs. An edited album-length version of the NPR Shakespeare’s Lost Comedy
(1982) was released at the same time.
The Firesign Theatre was producing a lot of work and nobody seemed to care.
All but the most loyal fans had all but dissipated. The group worked very hard at
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numerous projects but none seemed to pay off for all the effort. Nobody could
figure out how to properly sell the group or its products, a problem that continues
up to this day. Without a strong marketing guru, a self-imposed financial strain
threatened the group, particularly Ossman, who had been living in Santa
Barbara, and was out of the Hollywood commercial pipeline. Reluctantly,
Ossman left the West Coast to take a job at National Public Radio in Washington,
D.C., hosting a five-hour weekly The Sunday Show in 1982 and later pursued a
solo career producing radio programs for WGBH in Boston, and conducting
workshops in radio theater arts across the country through the decade.
Ossman wanted to close down The Firesign Theatre during his absence but
the others decided to keep the doors open. Three of the 4 or 5 Crazy Guys
appeared at Seattle’s Bumbershoot Arts Festival in early ’82. That seemed to
work, so they then formed Pyro Playhouse as a legal clearinghouse and opened
up offices in Hollywood to do business in any media they could. Some radio
commercials were produced but no outside full-fledge projects came to fruition.
The new Firesign Theatre groped through the Teflon decade of the empty ’80s
without one of its major voices, and tried to compensate for this by reinventing
themselves and by pushing the envelope of technology as a marketing gimmick
to ride out their past reputation. The Firesign name continued to open the doors
of perception for future sales that rarely materialized, as they had in the early
’70s. Many fans were just unwilling to accept the group as Proctor & Bergman
Plus, and it took them a few years to adjust to the new line-up. However,
Firesign was still talking, writing, working and producing some interesting
cutting-edge comedy.
The guys eventually hooked up with former Monkee, Michael Nesmith, who
was riding the MTV wave, surfing the airwaves with Elephant Parts, which
featured the voice of Phil Proctor in Neighborhood Nuclear Superiority. Nesmith’s
Pacific Arts Video Co. brought in a Japanese group to produce a project that was
to be the first interactive video. In a sense, all of The Firesign’s recordings were
interactive because they demanded a lot of participation from the listener. The
Japanese eventually pulled out, along with their financing, and the project was
barely salvaged by personal funds from everyone concerned. And, as usual, the
only way to solve the problem was a call to the offices of Nick Danger to come
to the rescue. The project was reformulated as The Case Of The Missing Yolk
(1983), an interesting, classy, low-budget Nick Danger vehicle with some very
funny commercial parodies, and videographical sight gags and special effects. It
received some cable TV airplay and became available in the video rental stores
and sales racks, released by Pacific Arts. It was originally designed and touted in
the trades as a video disc but was actually released only in the VHS and BETA
formats. The $60 price tag hindered sales and stalled many buyers.
The Firesign went for yet another new medium by producing an RCA CED
videodisc, using a laser-activated needle, only playable in RCA machines. Hot
Shorts (1984) was a vocally overdubbed collection of lightly edited Republic
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movie studio cliffhanger serials of the ’40s and ’50s, spiced up with blatantly
sexual humor and dialogue. It was a project that was very similar to Proctor and
Bergman’s 1978 film, J-Men Forever, though not as highly edited or as cleverly
written. Hot Shorts was eventually transferred for commercial VHS and BETA
videotapes, and regular laser disc sales.
Next, Firesign transformed the Nick Danger episode, Frame Me Pretty into
The Three Faces Of Al (1984), their first new audio material in years and the very
first digitally released comedy album, though it was actually recorded analog. It
was put out by Rhino on vinyl, tape and CD. It was nominated for a Grammy
but lost out to the one face of Weird Al Yankovic. Ossman was given credit for
some of the characters and situations but did not appear on the album. Firesign was
always expert at recycling and updating
old material for live tour performances
and successfully pieced together
products.
In 1985, The Firesign Theatre was
approached by Phillips to write two
demonstration games for their new
CD Interactive machines (CDI). Eat
Or Be Eaten was recorded as a 99-track
demo; the accompanying graphics were
made, but the actual finished project
was never published commercially.
Danger In Dreamland, a Nick Danger
Hollywood studio back lot murder
mystery game, was also written but not
recorded or produced. Eat Or Be Eaten
(1985) was salvaged and released on
Mercury Records as the first CD with
sub-code graphics, and the game paths
strung together to form a story with
some commercial parodies. The
graphics could only be viewed on CDI
machines then, but now can be descrambled on disc video game players
and karaoke machines. The commercials
were excised and put out for radio
airplay in both a 7" and 12" version
called Bites From Eat Or Be Eaten. The
theme was further developed into a
highly successful 30-minute Cinemax
cable TV special directed by Austin, Publicity photos for Missing Yolks and Eat Or Be
also called Eat Or Be Eaten (1985), Eaten . Courtesy: Pacific Arts, Cinemax
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that also was released on video. The film has an expanded story, with many other
characters and actors in loopy situations that harken back to Firesign’s better days
and writing. The results are a far more enjoyable product than the album. The
new Firesign was finally hitting their stride.
In the late 80s, Pyro Playhouse eventually ran out of fuel and Proctor dropped
out to do more lucrative Hollywood movies and ADR voice-over work. Bergman
and Austin tried keeping things going but eventually had to close their offices,
officially bringing down the curtain on The Firesign Theatre. All four individuals
concentrated solely on their own careers and families for the next couple of years.
In the meantime, Mobile Fidelity Labs, an audiophile reissue label, purchased
the rights to release the essential Columbia Firesign albums on CD, soliciting
new liner notes from the former members. Don’t Crush That Dwarf, Hand Me
The Pliers (1987) came out with startlingly good sales figures. Old fans were
delighted with the clarity of sound that was missing from their old, overplayed
phonograph records. Mobile Fidelity continued its re-releases with How Can You
Be In Two Places At Once, When You’re Not Anywhere At All (1988), I Think We’re
All Bozos On This Bus (1989), Waiting For The Electrician, Or Someone Like
Him (1992), and Dear Friends (1992). Sales were respectable, prompting the
men to talk of a reunion when all four gathered together for the first time in
many years to attend Phil Proctor’s third wedding in 1992.
A promotional group came up with the money to sponsor a one-off, 25th
Anniversary Reunion Concert, 4/24/93, at the Paramount Theatre in Seattle.
Media Moguls and die-hard fans gathered from across the country to attend the
event. The four members approached the stage with apprehension and trepidation,
but the audience received them with a five-minute standing ovation before they
could even say a word. It was a humbling and exhilarating experience, enough to
give them the confidence to allow the old chemistry to work its magic again.

Courtesy: Phil Proctor
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Courtesy: Alan Gross

A nationwide tour was booked and quickly sold out. Columbia/Sony, who
had kept the first few albums in print as cassettes, followed suit, helping to
promote the tour with a new retrospective 2-CD set, Shoes For Industry (1993), in
their Legacy series and advertised it in the tour programs. The tour was a nostalgic
revue for the audiences, who recited along like a Greek chorus with the updated
versions of the routines from The Firesign’s most famous and popular albums.
Sales were brisk at the souvenir tables, where patrons could purchase squeezable
rubber Bozo noses and toy pickles, T-shirts, tour jackets, and Nick Danger shot
glasses. After the shows, Firesign came out for autograph sessions to greet and
thank the fans by signing photos, books, record jackets, and CDs. They cultivated
a following of diehards, affectionately called Fireheads, who treated the band like
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Shoes For Industry alternate cover photo. Courtesy: Sony/BMG

they were the Grateful Dead, preceding them to every venue to try and catch
every show. The Firesign Theatre staged endless press conferences, and interviews
and appeared on many local and National Public Radio affiliates across the country, promoting their comeback and cementing their fan base.
Mobile Fidelity released Fighting Clowns, with the missing Carter song, on
CD in 1993. Again, the sales were less than spectacular for this fine album. Far
more salable was a new double-CD set of selected live performances from the
25th Anniversary Tour, Back From The Shadows, released in 1994. The sales
figures of the CDs caused CBS/Sony to not renew further licensing to Mobile
Fidelity with the hope of doing their own reissues. In August of 1995, How Can
You Be In Two Places At Once When You’re Not Anywhere At All was released on
the Sony/CBS Comedy Legacy series with the original artwork, again using Nick
Danger to forward the flag.
The Firesign Theatre also made a deal to market their own product creating
More Sugar, offering mail order sales of videos and audio cassettes, including the
full-length version of Anythynge You Want To (1993), and VHS versions of
Everything You Know Is Wrong (1993), The Case Of The Missing Yolk (1995) and
The Martian Space Party (1995).
After all the hard work and promotion reestablishing themselves, the highly
creative group began to feel stifled under the umbrella of a nostalgia act. With
the countless same questions and the constant rehashing of 20-year-old material,
The Firesign Theatre desired more of a current take on their visage as America’s
Comedy Theater, and Electric Vaudeville. In the summer of ’94 they booked a
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series of Festival dates to subscription theater audiences in the Northwest,
presenting yet another resuscitation of Anythynge You Want To, as a little theater
open rehearsal of the ancient Firesign piece. For some reason, the troupe seemed
moderately surprised that an upscale audience, who was mostly unfamiliar with
their work, enjoyed themselves, and found them funny.
In April of ’95 all four members of The Firesign Theatre assembled in the
studio together for the first time in fifteen years to record four Nick Danger radio
spots for Pizza Hut’s stuffed crust pizza. Also, the guys were hired to provide
voices for the animated series, The Tick, for which Proctor had been involved for
years. The group did an excellent job, but they weren’t out of the woods yet. Just
when they thought things were starting to turn in their favor, they received
several bad breaks. The group’s scheduled appearance at the Interactive Media
Festival, where they hoped to video tape Shakespeare’s Lost Interactive Comedie,
still another evolution of Anythynge You Want To, for distribution, was canceled
along with the entire day’s events, due to the promoters’ lack of funds. Then
Firesign’s newly acquired manager quit, and along with that hopes for a summer
tour dissipated with the winds of change. Frustrations mounted within the
group, personality clashes resurfaced and it seemed to be a rerun of the early ’80s
with an impossibility to produce new writing.
With this realization, they discovered that they themselves needed
deprogramming, if they wanted to survive as a unit in the 1990s. All of the
sudden, they were in their mid- to late ’50s with a whole new set of life experiences
that had to be dealt with. But how to address these revelations in an era where
the new comedy concept album is nearly nonexistent, and the TV market is
closed to groups of aging psycophants, was quite a serious dilemma. The personal
developments of the individual artists, spoiled by the freedom of calling their
own shots for years, made it extremely difficult to conform to collaboration. How
do you give up the survival instincts for an out-of-sync ideal to solve the sales
Rubric and cross the comic Rubicon? Is the fifth crazy guy dead, or just asleep
with the dreams of reason?
Again, the solution seemed to lie in advanced technology. During the
1993-1994 reunion tour, various companies approached the group with proposals
in the CD-ROM arena. Peter Bergman had been turning his attention toward
CD-ROM and computer games for several years and was on the brink of breaking
through. If he was successful, he promised to forward the flag and renew the
group as he did in the early days of Radio Free Oz. However, infighting in the
group again dissolved most of those plans.
Proctor and Bergman began writing a CD-ROM parody of the best-selling
game MYST. Eventually, Bergman took over the reigns, skimmed the cream off
the surface of the project and assembled a team to record and produce P.Y.S.T.
for Palladium Interactive. The services of John Goodman along with Proctor and
Ossman were used. A corresponding comedic website was developed with secret
members-only areas that were accessible only from the disc.
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Undaunted, Bergman forged ahead with his plans of reviving Radio Free Oz
and set up RFO.Net as a corporation with himself as the CEO. A website featuring
streaming audio performed by himself along with Proctor, Ossman, Goodman,
Edie McClurg and other members of the Radio Free Oz Players was put up. The
concept was to have clickable icons on The Funny Bone of the Internet website
to allow the browser to select their own programming.
Bergman took most of this troupe to New York City in June of 1996 to appear
live at the Knitting Factory for two shows as part of the Toyota Comedy Festival,
presented as The Firesign Theatre’s Radio Free Oz Big Internet Broadcast with the
final performance carried live on the Internet and over the airwaves. The
Internet-based routines were slightly better than run of the mill comedy sketches
with eccentric characters with interviews, and musical numbers delivered in a
radio show format. It was a highly enjoyable production but never came very
close to a real Firesign Theatre performance.
Phil Austin was unaware of the Firesign billing and, though a former agreement
allowed any of the group to exploit The Firesign Theatre name, internal tensions
mounted and the group officially disbanded before writing on the projected new
album The Illusion Of Unity was even begun.
Firesign Theatre had been based on a continuing conversation, but they were
no longer speaking to each other. Firesign fans, however, weren’t that willing to
let the group dissolve now that they were back together. A publication, Firezine:
The Official Official Magazine Of The Firesign Theatre, was approved by the
group members and started by Frederick C. Wiebel, Jr. and Chris Palladino to
solicit articles and interviews from the guys. The plan was to feature an issue on
each of the members and then the full group as the final installment. While on a
lecture tour promoting his Edison’s Frankenstein book at CinneCon 33 (1996) in
Glendale, California, Wiebel was approached by Peter Bergman at a meeting in
Phil Proctor’s Beverly Hills home to provide publicity for the group.
Mr. Wiebel was a big-time Firesign recording collector and substitute radio
talk show host for WEPM in Martinsburg, West Virginia. While the regular host
was on a week’s vacation, Wiebel took advantage of the situation and scheduled
long phone-in interviews of the various individual members and played Firesign
album cuts throughout the week. In a sense, the group was working together and
the conversation continuing, though they didn’t even realize it, at first.
Over the next year, the fans networked together around Firezine and set up
various Firesign websites and the newsgroup alt.comedy.firesgn-thtre. Their main
goal was to try to get Firesign back together and generate enough interest in
them, to get their classic albums reissued and numerous live and radio recordings
archived. Eventually, it all worked out better than they could ever imagine.
The Firesign passed around the peace pipe and desired to make a return to the
recording studios. They struck up a deal to record a pilot for a radio program for
NPR that was broadcast January 2, 1998 as Everything You Know Is Wrong About
The Future for Weekend Edition. It was a brilliant mini-masterpiece on the scale
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of Station Breaks. Ossman recorded his portions at his home in Washington State,
while the rest of the group assembled in a LA studio and then the piece was
mixed together. They had adapted a new way of working and writing together by
faxes, Fed-Ex and e-mails.
A thirty-year Firesign Theatre career retrospective symposium was held a
month later at the Museum of Television and Radio in Los Angeles. This sort of
led to the group producing a series of nine short, fake commercials and news
bytes for an April Fool’s Broadcast on the nationally syndicated Radio Today
network show Pop Quiz.

Radio Today sessions. Photo: Byron Cohen Courtesy: Phil Proctor/ Firezine
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A recording contract with
Rhino Records was eventually
landed for two CDs, including
a Nick Danger release as sales
security. Rhino heads Richard
Foos and Harold Bronson
were long-time Firesign fans
and had worked with the
group many times in the past
and had released several
records on their label. Firesign
sales helped establish Rhino in
the 1980s but now they were
backed by the clout of Warner
Brothers, one of the largest
record groups in the world.
Rhino, which was mostly a
reissue label, wanted a brandnew album, as did Firesign,
but they were unsure of their
marketability after a 10-year
major recording hiatus. The
Photo: Byron Cohen. Courtesy: Phil Proctor/ Firezine
suits wanted an “ace in the
hole” to cover their bets on the first record, so the Nick Danger routines, being
the most popular, accessible and saleable Firesign, were held up their sleeve, just
in case.
Some of the concepts of the Radio Today material were used and the actual
tracks as well, to be further developed for the first CD, Give Me Immortality Or
Give Me Death (1998). It was a hilarious Y2K millennial meltdown using a
continually changing radio format to tell the story of RadioNow and bring
Firesign World up to date just in time for it to go full-tilt bozo. It was full of lovable
new characters and lots of jokes harkening back to their best work and beyond.
One could instantly feel that the guys put their hearts and souls into a one last
go-round for Immortality.
Firesign was back on track as far as their fans were concerned. Everyone in a
position to do so hyped the CD as best they could to get the lost tribe back from
wandering in the comedy desert. The fans seemed to care more about the group
then the members themselves sometimes, who always depended on their Dear
Friends to keep the inspiration sparking. Fireheads still on radio, started playing
bits and commercials off the CD and interviewing any or all of the members at
any and all opportunities. A genuine excitement flared up across the nation.
Newspapers burned up the pages with fiery talk, rekindling the reformatting of
Firesign. The Rhino crew went all out with marketing wiz Thane Tierney mar-
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shalling his sales troops to make
sure that the CD occupied the end
caps and comedy bins in the
record stores. Rave critical reviews
of Give Me Immortality pumped
up enough interest to warrant a
Grammy nomination, strong sales
and another West Coast mini-tour.
The dormant www.firesigntheatre.com site was revamped by
the Firezine webmasters and the
magazine began burning sanctioned
bootleg CD-Rs of various live
concert performances and radio
broadcasts to help raise funds
for publication and website
maintenance for www.firezine.net.
Ossman, in particular, wanted
as much product available as possible
to build that 5-Foot Shelf of the
Firesign Legacy, and supplied
Firezine with many tapes and a Courtesy: P. Proctor/ Firezine
blanket approval for unreleased concerts and radio shows. Bergman also relented
stating, “Nobody’s gonna make any money off this shit, so you might as well put
it out. I want it out. I want it all out.” The Firezine staff took them at their word
and did so to supply their starving fan base with the manic manna they needed.
Among the eighteen or so related CDs Firezine Magazine eventually put out were
The Firesign Theatre Live At The Westbury Music Fair 1975, The Fighting Clowns
Ronald Reagan Assassination Show Live At The U MD 1981, In The Firezone Live:
In Seattle 1999, Let’s Eat (the syndicated radio series), Still Waiting For The
Electrician (Ossman’s Audiola program) and The WEPM Firesign Festival, with
the eventual goal of making available an example from every Firesign Theatre
tour for the hardcore collectors and fanatics. Sales were very modest, peaking at
only around 75–125 units per offering but it kept the bills paid and the homefires
burning, CDs that is. Everyone was having a lot of fun networking and developing
their pet Firesign projects.
More Sugar, Firesign’s own label, began to manufacture and distribute some of
the better Firezine Productions to beef up their catalog and get the guys some
extra royalty checks, which were a larger percentage per unit than they ever
received from any other record company. Nick Danger: The Daily Feed Tapes, a
collection of all the appearances Austin recorded for the radio subscription
service based out of DC, at one point, consistently outsold any other product in
their catalog. More Sugar revived their other catalog recordings into CDs, The
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Pink Hotel Burns Down, a collection of rare recordings, and, again, classic albums
came back into print. More Sugar pitched them directly and opened up to other
internet mail order outlets like Amazon.com for Firesign CDs.

Boom Dot Bust. Photo Courtesy: Phil Proctor/ Firezine

For the next Rhino product some ideas were kicked around about a new Nick
Danger In The 21st Century CD, a re-release of The Three Faces Of Al with new
wraparounds by David Ossman for a segmented version of it, or a collection of
various unreleased Nick Danger live recordings, including Frame Me Pretty.

30

the Firesign Theatre

firesign theatre text 2_13_06.3

2/13/06

9:23 AM

Page 31

Firesign had a much greater desire to do an all-new storyline for their next CD
rather than a Nick Danger episode or an augmented re-release of old material.
Give Me Immortality was enough of a financial and critical success to warrant this
approach. The follow-up Rhino release was Boom Dot Bust (1999), which showed
the dark side of the economy centered around the political machinations of
mythical Billville by pushing the envelope of the latest studio techniques.
Firesign had produced a Billville show at the Roxy in 1979 and some of that
material resurfaced in Boom Dot Bust. Rhino decided to use it to initiate their
advanced audio, DVDA, to be souped-up with surround-sound, short videos,
graphics and supplemental material.
Sales for Boom Dot Bust were less than spectacular. Part of the problem was
that the warmth displayed by the characters in Give Me Immortality was totally
missing and most people thought that the CD just wasn’t all that funny, though
it did have its moments.
As with many Firesign recordings, the fake commercials were the best part
of Boom Dot Bust and the group kind of used them to hurry along the story,
which was otherwise hard to follow, not that that ever hindered one of their
records before. Yet, here, there was less desire to play it over and over again to
‘get it.’ The writing seemed more of a series of individually written segments
rather than cohesive thought. There was more of a play-as-you-go formula to
the recording that just didn’t quite resolve what it set out to do. Give Me
Immortality had the advantage of the RadioNow station to tie together the
disparate elements and advance the plot. We didn’t actually get the climax to
the Boom Dot Bust story either, which built up to it but didn’t really deliver.
Bergman had a minor bicycle
accident and missed the last
scheduled recording date. Rather
than postpone it a few days, the
rest of the group just rewrote
the ending and recorded it
anyway with Bergman filling
in a couple of tag lines at a later
date. The cover art showed the
group playing with dynamite
that blew up in their faces by the
time you got to the back cover,
where the comedians were burnt
out with Austin giving the
appropriate finger. There was
displayed a sort of a humiliating
submission to this modernization
attitude, which was not lost on
the fans.
Grammy nominatin awards. Photo Courtesy: Phil Proctor/Firezine
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The DVDA format also failed to take off in the marketplace and technical
problems surfaced so that the DVDA version release of Boom Dot Bust was
delayed for over a year.
On 1/1/2000 Firesign rang in the new millennium by broadcasting over the
Pacifica network, from the KPFK studios where they began, and by phone patches,
performing The Alternative Rose Parade. Listeners were encouraged to tune in
to the real television broadcast, turn down the sound and have Firesign do the
comedic commentary. The audio was edited and released by Firezine Productions,
and later on the More Sugar label, as The Firesign Theatre’s Alternative Rose
Parade.
A Rhino DVD video project, Weirdly Cool, went through several directors and
art directors. Thousands of still photos were shot of Firesign, that were to be
animated somehow into a story or presentation, as costumed Boom Dot Bust
characters and in drag in various poses. Hours of video were shot in the recording
studio of Firesign sitting around the microphones digitally redoing their classic
bits as presented in live concerts. Live footage from the 1999 tour and vintage
film was solicited. There seemed to be a desire to do new things that were highly
tempered by a saleable nostalgia. No strong hand or clear vision of the project
ever came into focus with financial support so the project was shelved. Firesign
appeared to succumb to following orders from corporate executives to “make it,”
rather than leading in their own way, as they had before.
With these disappointments and internal friction, Firesign activity dropped
off for most of the year as the group members went their separate career ways
again. They did record some real commercials for a New Jersey Auto Insurance
agency based on one of the Billeville fake commercials and made a brief appearance
on David Ossman’s centennial adaptation of The Wizard of Oz for the LA
Children’s Museum. Firesign played the Hammerheads for this all-star production
that was broadcast over NPR and released on a four-CD set by Ossman’s
Otherworld Media.
Firesign Theatre still technically owed Rhino a Nick Danger CD as a
contractual obligation. With lackluster sales of Boom Dot Bust, and wasted time
and money spent on Weirdly Cool, Rhino called in the ‘chits.’ Hopes were high that
the radio noir detective could find a clue to turn it all around and put the group
back into the mainstream. The Firesign Theatre re-coagulated in the summer of
2001 to write and record The Bride Of Firesign, titled way in advance. They pulled
out all of the nostalgic stops by referencing almost all of their former recordings
throughout the story of their familiar characters coming together for one last romp.
Not surprisingly missing were most of the Boom Dot Bust people. The record
started off with a series of masturbatory jokes that gave the CD a desired ‘R’
rating to bring in a new audience, but instead it tended to drive away many of the
recently resuscitated old fans. The CD drifted about for many minutes but finally
kicked into gear when Nick Danger took on the case. It was all resolved into a
conclusion with a delivered climax to those that got past the beginning.
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With that obligation off
their backs, Firesign decided
that a multimedia-marketing
blitz was the only way to do it
or die as a comedy group in
the new millennium. Also,
they desired more control over
their product, so they evolved
the mail order More Sugar
label into Firesign Records
and worked out an in-store
distribution deal with Ryko
and Whirlwind Media, the
DVD re-vamp of Mobile
Fidelity Sound Labs, to release
CDs and DVDs. First up was
an augmented re-release on
DVD of the 1993 reunion
tour MFSL CD, Back From
The Shadows with a selfproduced video documentary,
Who Am Us? There was a
plan for Whirlwind to reissue
some of the Firesign video
projects from the 80s with
new wraparounds of Ossman’s
Ben Bland’s All Day Matinee.
Developed for Firesign
Records was RadioNow Live, a
double-CD recorded in Portland
during the 1999 tour, another
re-release of Fighting Clowns Photos (upper and lower): Hugh Brown Courtesy: Rhino Records
and yet again, Anythynge You Want To, the More Sugar Earplay version with a new
cover. These were expected to do well in the comedy record bins, augmenting the
Rhino CDs.
In a surprising move to control more of their products, Firesign stopped
Firezine from producing and releasing any new CDs, essentially putting the
printed magazine out of business. Firesign had always given free reign to their
unreleased semi-marketable material to be exchanged among fans. Now that
attitude changed, no matter what the consequences. The long established fan
base was abandoned for a nebulous new audience. Many of the fans that had
worked so hard behind the scenes were stunned and disappointed by this
approach but many tried to stick with them as they were stuck to it.
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Photo: Hugh Brown Courtesy: Rhino Records

Also, a deal was worked out with PBS to resurrect Weirdly Cool as a pledgeraising broadcast/DVD/video package. The viewer potential was rated in
the millions, bringing more exposure than Firesign has ever had. Rather than
spend a lot of time trying to piece together Weirdly Cool from the disparate
elements, it was decided to book time at the CBS television studios in
Hollywood in August and video Firesign in two live performances before an
audience, culling out the best of each. PBS’s WHYY out of Philadelphia
co-produced the show with Rhino, incorporating prerecorded pledge pleas,
testimonials and intros by famous comedian-fans George Carlin, Robin
Williams, Chevy Chase and John Goodman. Firesign promised to help out by
making live appearances during the pledge-drive broadcasts in Philadelphia, New
York and other cities over the Thanksgiving weekend. Rhino would manufacture
the DVD/VHS premiums with plans to mass release Weirdly Cool in late spring
2002. Prerecorded items from the former Weirdly Cool with non-broadcast and
vintage video and unreleased recordings were to be incorporated. It seemed like
a smart move as Rhino could cover some of their losses and all concerned
probably took a substantial tax write-off for donating to Public Broadcasting.
Arcadia Records, part of Evangeline Recorded Works Inc. from England, released
a superbly packaged version of Don’t Crush That Dwarf . . . with all the original
graphics and new liner notes by Ed Ward on a picture disc CD in October.
On the radio front, Firesign accepted a deal with the burgeoning directsatellite service XM Radio as comedy consultants and hosted a monthly
two-hour live show Fools In Space, ad-libbing, performing scripted material and
playing prerecorded elements with old comedy and novelty records.
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All the above was planned to come together for the 2001 Christmas season,
and theoretically designed to secure a bright new future for the group,
shedding the old baggage and securing a new, wider audience. The idea of
being a contemporary comedy group was shelved again in favor of returning
to a televised nostalgia act, like many of the Doo-Wop groups plaguing PBS
pledge weeks. However, all the plans of mice and comedians don’t always work
out. The Bride Of Firesign was released just days before the 9/11 terrorist
attacks. Even its Grammy nomination failed to spark much attention under
those circumstances
The XM broadcasts started in October 2001. Unfortunately, there was a
major distribution problem with the $300 home-receiving sets and the $10 a
month subscriptions were not pouring in as expected. The XM shows were spotty
but good enough, as Firesign was right in their proper element. Too bad the
majority of their fans weren’t able to tune in. Eventually, the group tired out and
their 12-month, 12-show contract was not renewed. The last broadcast was a
two-hour prerecorded best of obligation show.
The Philadelphia Weirdly Cool broadcast was on the Wednesday before
Thanksgiving 2001, with just three Firesign members in the studio; Austin
stayed home. This show was taped and used for the nationwide feed for most of
the other stations. A lot of the PBS stations that picked it up opted for a one-time
broadcast late Saturday or Sunday night. During the breaks, the guys looked old
and tired from their trip, forgot to mention their website and new Firesign
Record releases and spent more time talking up the upcoming Sony reissues,
offered as premiums. They only referred to The Bride Of Firesign once in the
entire broadcast. The Weirdly Cool DVD/VHS premium was prominently touted,
but their timing was slightly off for the under-rehearsed show and it failed to
bring in the expected pledges. However, it was very enjoyable and had the show
been repeated many times, as most pledge programming, the results might have
been far greater.
Not to be outdone by any upstart comedy record companies, Sony, learning
of the Weirdly Cool broadcast, wanted to cash in and they rushed into production
budget-line versions of Waiting For The Electrician, with an extra unreleased track
and, unfortunately, some missing dialogue, later corrected, How Can You Be . . . ,
Don’t Crush That Dwarf . . . and I Think We’re All Bozos, and released them, along
with the 1993 “best of collection” Shoes For Industry, right after the scheduled
broadcasts (December 4, 2001). They garnered a whole lot of free advertising by
Firesign during the pledge breaks, pitching to viewers not interested in making
the $100+ donations.
Unbeknownst to Firesign members, the new comedy CD reissuing
group, put together by George Carlin and Uncle Miltie’s real nephew, Merle
Berle (Laugh.com), had already acquired the rights to the classic Columbia
albums produced in the 1960s and 1970s. Reissues of Waiting For The
Electrician, How Can You Be . . . , Don’t Crush That Dwarf, I Think We’re All
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Courtesy: Rhino Records

Weirdly Cool. Photo: Byron Cohen Courtesy: Rhino Records
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Bozos . . . , Not Insane,
The Giant Rat Of Sumatra,
Everything You Know Is Wrong
and In The Next World You’re
On Your Own were scheduled
to be released by year’s end.
When the news got back
to the Firesign through Wiebel,
a deal was worked up with
Laugh.com to release some new
product, Peter Bergman’s True
Confessions Of The Real World,
culled from radio rantings;
Papoon For President, selections
of Firesign political humor
from promos and old releases;
and CDs of Proctor &
Bergman’s TV Or Not TV,
What This Country Needs,
Ossman’s How Time Flys and
the Austin’s Epic LP, Roller
Maidens From Outer Space.
When Firesign fans hit the
stores for Christmas, most
opted for the vastly available
Sony reissues of their long
out-of-print favorites. Internet
shoppers went for the Laugh.com
releases. The Rhino issues were
hit or miss in the stores with
Bride . . . buried in the bins.
Also lost in the shuffle were the
overpriced, poorly distributed
Firesign Records releases that
most fans already had in one
form or another; they quickly
went out of print, with Firesign
reportedly being cheated out
of thousands of dollars.
The Firesign Theatre’s
biggest sales competition turned
out to be themselves with three
versions of Dwarf and two
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versions of their best-known records up for grabs. So much for product control.
The armchair Firesign generals still didn’t realize what their actual position was
out on the battlefield marketplace. Their Star Wars approach failed to carpet
bomb the comedy consumers into shock and awed buyers. But on the bright side,
just about every one of their albums were back in print to the utter delight of
their real fans, whose Firesign fantasies were finally fulfilled.
Firesign Theatre didn’t give up either when they landed a monthly series of
silly six-minute Holiday featurettes beginning July 4 for NPR’s All Things
Considered. Some of them were collected and edited onto an Artemis CD
All Things Firesign (2003). This was their first product to receive worldwide
distribution, on Ryko Records. Unfortunately, the suits at NPR weren’t always
pleased with the group’s output. Their Thanksgiving piece, Pass The Indian Please,
though politically corrected, was found “incomprehensible” and unsuitable for
airplay; however, it was used on the CD. The Firesign missed a deadline later in
the next year and their July 4 segment was also rejected. Again, the group was
fired off a major broadcast outlet and left hanging off the air.
It all seemed like the last go-round for the quickly aging wild bunch of the
4 or 5 Crazy Guys. However, we’ve certainly learned by now never to count the
boys out. Out of the blue, in February 2005, they self-booked another West
Coast mini-tour, pre-selling the venues with an upfront guarantee for The Big Big
Broadcast of 2005. It was a sketch-based show loosely tied together using mostly
unheard XM material wrapped around items from RadioNow and Boom Dot Bust
and, yes, even a snippet of Anythynge You Want To thrown in to boot. Firesign did
a live Internet broadcast, streaming audio from one of the dates. It was reported
by Phil Austin in their chat group that The Firesign Theatre made more money
than ever for the live gigs and that a concert CD was planned. The show was
brains-out brilliant, hilariously funny, and one of their best all-time performances.
Their timing was back and it was all well thought-out, written and edited together
perfectly, combining the new and nostalgic. Firesign Theatre had been off their
trolley, but they appeared to be finally back on track. It seemed they had finally
resolved all their problems and found the secret formula of presenting themselves
in the new millennium. And then . . . Poof, back to the shadows again.
With all of their classic albums finally back in print and available, interest is
bound to be generated and new fans captured. What will be the story by the time
this book is printed? What’s in store for Firesign’s future? Only the stars
themselves can tell and they’re not talking, astrologically speaking.
Whatever . . . The legacy is out there and not just in the bins. We now live in
a Firesign World. Everything we know is wrong! Rocky Rococco’s is a fast food
pizza chain. Nick Danger is an upscale line of clothing that sells more sweaters
than anybody and Bear Whiz Beer is now a line of low-scale T-shirts for bikers.
We wear inflatable shoes and street signs do talk to us!
We take pride in wearing advertising and are walking billboards of submission
to corporate sponsorship. We dress alike and follow people around. We survived
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Photo: Rocky Schenck Courtesy Rhino Records

1984 and are now driving forward in the brave new world of 9/11, just waiting
for a major accident on the information super-highway. Our ideas and credit
histories have become digitized and everybody is now writing a book, even me,
right at this moment.
Your 15 minutes of fame are up and there are five billion others waiting in
line. One person, one website, one cable TV channel. Yassar Arafat declared
“Democracy is More Sugar!” before he died. Our health care system plays Beat
the Reaper. Television commercials are now parodies of The Firesign Theatre.
The police are now the guilty party in crimes of passion. Reverse racism lets
murderers go free.
The once feared Chinese are now the toymakers of the world, supplying
countless little glimpses of happiness for McDonalds and Disney, whipped up
by the sweat of political prisoners in the rags of capitalistic Communism. Our
former enemies are now our creditors.
If you’re rich and famous, you can find the means to success by getting addicted
to booze or drugs, molesting little children, beating up your spouse and kids,
screwing anything that moves, or doesn’t, killing people, and then go on talk
shows to redeem yourself, sell your book and run for president, not necessarily in
that order.
The political climate has changed over and over again, with the old lines being
redrawn in the sands of time. Who am us anyway? Who cares? We’re bringing the
war back home. The mask of the enemy has lifted, and we see our own face. Is
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the good old USA, now the bad old Soviet Union? Is war now real or virtual?
Who bought the government? Do we submit to the tyranny of the majority and
quarrel and destroy ourselves in the process, just in the name of democracy?
Republicans are now the radical spenders, and the Democrats are now the law
and order party. The establishment broke the Presidency and the terrorists helped
elect the new one. Papoon is the president or is it spelled Shicklegruber? Former
pot smokers are now in the White House, Congress, and on the Supreme Court.
They’re making the laws that lock up people who behave like themselves. You can
vote for none of the above and still win.
I think we all need to be deprogrammed in this age of unreason or we’ll
continue to turn upon ourselves and open the old wounds for the return of fear.
We’re all Bozos on this bus and the only thing we have to fear is ourselves.
Without the help of The Firesign Theatre to make fun of it all and turn on
the light that scatters the cockroaches that feed on a decaying society, we’ll still
be waiting for the Electrician or someone like him to pull the plug, and rewire
the system.
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NAME
PETER
OF THE
BERGMAN
CHAPTER

Photo: Byron Cohen. Courtesy: Phil Proctor/ Firezine
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Peter Bergman was born
11/29/39, a Sagittarius, in
Shaker Heights, Ohio, a
suburb of Cleveland. He
is the founder of The
Firesign Theatre, the offthe-top improvisational
editor, natural comedian
and political animal of the
group. Bergman comes from
a lineage of show people, a
relative was Al Bosberg, gag
writer for Harold Lloyd,
Buster Keaton, the Marx
Brothers, Jack Benny and
Fred Allen. His parents
were radio personalities,
hosting a daily program,
Breakfast With The Bergmans,
in Cleveland, where Peter
grew up. While attending
Shaker Heights Jr. High
School he made morning
announcements on the
school radio station until he
was yanked for reporting
that the Chinese Communists
had taken over the building.
Bergman started his recording
career in high school
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producing a novelty single (on Buddy Records) with his friends, The Four
Candidates, called Attention Convention, that saw some airplay in Cleveland.
It was at Yale in the early 60s that Bergman’s talents in politics and
performance began to emerge. He had written the lyrics for several musical
productions while a member of the Dramat, Tom Jones, Booth Is Back In Town,
and also adapted and translated lyrics for the newly-discovered Haydn opera,
House Of Fire. Bergman became the editor of the college newspaper, The
Yale Record, and taught courses on Labor and Economics as a Carnegie Fellow.
Peter was forced to join the Army but was put on reserve when he received
a playwriting fellowship at the Berlin Literariches Colloquium. During this
stay in Germany he wrote several plays and made his first professional and
artistic impact while in Europe and England, producing a play for the
Edinburgh Festival.
Bergman’s spiritual and mystical journey began during a trip to Majorca,
Turkey and the Middle East. During his travels he witnessed the Whirling
Dervishes dance, and studied with a Sufi Master in Damascus, and Beirut.
In 1965 Peter Bergman’s talents blossomed when he wrote, directed and
starred in the movie Flowers. After a brief stint in England writing for BBC
television, and working with Goon Show star Spike Milligan on a magazine
article, Bergman came back to the States and eventually made his way to
California. Following a self-benefit showing of Flowers in LA, he was
interviewed during a KPFK Pacifica Foundation fund-raising marathon by
Paul J. Robbins. He performed so well that he and Robbins were offered a job
hosting one of the first counter-cultural underground shows, Radio Free Oz,
which started 7/ 24/ 66, and ran five nights a week for several years in various
incarnations and radio stations. While at KPFK Bergman formulated the idea
of creating “The Beatles of Comedy” and gathered the people together, naming
his group, The Firesign Theatre.
Bergman melded his writing abilities, New Age sensibilities, and political
overtones with the group, and created a lot of their business opportunities.
From the pulpit of Radio Free Oz, Bergman coined the phrase and held the
first Love-In that surprisingly drew thousands of people to an open-air
performance of The Firesign Theatre, causing record producer Gary Usher to
have a desire to record the group. Usher wanted a “Love-In” album, but
Bergman insisted that it be a Firesign Theatre comedy record instead. Peter’s
titled Waiting For The Electrician, Or Someone Like Him, combined his
European experiences and the politics of the American pageant with the skills
of the others to form a pattern that the group successfully followed in their
first four classic albums for Columbia Records. Bergman particularly shined
during the improvisational phases of the recording process.
Peter continued his involvement with film and appeared in the
French/American film production of Claude Lelouch’s Love Is A Funny Thing
(1969), co-starring with Jean-Paul Belmondo.
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Following a lull in Firesign Theatre activity, Bergman and Phil Proctor
formed a subgroup that separately toured and produced several albums: TV Or
Not TV, What This Country Needs and Give Us A Break, movie projects: TV
Or Not TV, Love Is Hard To Get, J-Men Forever!, and Americanthon, and numerous
subscription radio series, including: The Proctor And Bergman Reports for Noxema,
and The Proctor And Bergman Comedy Service, providing more than 300 daily
one-minute routines.
Throughout the ’80s and ’90s Bergman produced college lectures, storytelling
conferences, various radio shows and production workshops, solo and group
stage performances, newspaper comic strips, screenplays, music videos, and
commercials for radio, television, and movies. One of his more successful solo
projects was the critically acclaimed one-man show, Help Me Out Of This Head.
Bergman also invaded the corporate world by hosting conventions and
workshops and earned various awards.
For the past several years, Peter has turned his attention to his fascination with
computers and has developed many games and CD-ROM projects that were
published under his own name such as PYST. Bergman feels very confident
in his abilities, and believes that he is still going through a personal renaissance
in creative activity.
Peter Bergman is a sharp, highly intelligent, close to the chest, well-guarded,
personal but friendly, individual who is quite different from his on-stage
personality. Coming from a strong iconoclastic Semitic background, he has a
strong aversion to eulogizing his personal image but is very protective in
sanctifying The Firesign’s. This author is very grateful to Peter for providing a
glimpse at his personal art and thoughts that he so carefully protects.
Basically, what is your background and how did The Firesign Theatre get
together?
PETER BERGMAN: I produced my first record in high school, it was called
Attention Convention. It was a cut-up comedy record, remember, taking snippets
from popular songs. I created a four-man group called the Four Candidates. It
was released on Buddy Records. Buddy Zellman was the record executive on that.
It saw radio play in Cleveland and Pittsburgh.
I went to Yale where I wrote the lyrics for two of the musicals, Tom Jones and
Booth Is Back In Town. That’s where I met Phil Proctor. A whole lot of other
luminaries who’ve since gone on to be very successful in American stage and film
were at Yale, either in graduate or undergraduate school at that time, in the class
of 1961. I taught at Yale, I was in the Army, then I went first to Germany on a
playwriting fellowship, and made a movie there called Flowers.
In October of 1965, in England, I saw Spike Milligan doing a play called The
Blow Off; I did not know about the Goons. I was introduced to the Goons by
David Ossman and Phil Austin less than a year later. I befriended and worked
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with Spike Milligan. We wrote a magazine article together, for Queen Magazine,
but we didn’t finish it and it was never published. I also wrote for a TV program
there called Not So Much A Program More A Way Of Life, which was a successor
to That Was The Week That Was. I also wrote for Peter Cook’s magazine called
Private Eye. When I saw the Beatles film A Hard Day’s Night in England, that’s
when I decided that I too would form a four-man group, but I didn’t want us to
dress alike. Those were my very thoughts.
I started Radio Free Oz in July of ’66, and Paul J. Robbins began it with me,
but he left after the first two months. But it was my show. He was a film critic
and a poet, and I’ve tried to trace him down recently. I’ll find him. I think he was
up in Santa Cruz, I’ll get to him. Maybe we’ll have a Radio Free Oz reunion. That
was, like, in ’66, so that will be 40 years, so maybe we’ll do 40 years of Radio Free
Oz.
I came to LA via New York, and was very much affected by a radio artist there
named Steve Post, and I listened to a couple of things late night on WBAI. That
had a lot to do with what I did on Radio Free Oz only a few months later. Steve
Post is very much an influence on me as a radio talent. And I’d come from working,
not with, but around the Living Theater. They had a strong influence on me. I
came to the West Coast in ’66 and got hired in the middle of the summer. Radio
Free Oz started on July 24, 1966, on KPFK–FM, Pacifica Radio in Los Angeles.
It was a wide-open late-night eclectic radio show. I used to call myself The Wiz.
The Firesign Theatre got together on Radio Free Oz. We all were either working
at the station, or had worked on the station. Phil Austin was engineering and
co-producing the show. David Ossman had also worked at the station. Phil
Proctor came to town with a show, and looked me up. Later on, one night out of
nowhere, all four of us got together on my show. We had decided to do this thing
called The Oz Film Festival Jury on 11/17/66. I played the host. The other three
played the eight different filmmakers.
That was the glue of The Firesign Theatre—that radio show. But I’m the one
that had the vision that there was a group there because, as I said, I had kind of
envisioned that earlier in my career.
What made you decide to approach KPFK?
PETER BERGMAN: They approached me, actually. I’d come to town in June of ’66,
and I came with that film under my arm that I’d produced in Berlin, Flowers, and
arranged a benefit for myself, to pay for my print. I ran it at the Cinema Theater
in LA, at a midnight showing. One of the people who came to see it was a film
critic named Paul J. Robbins, who also had connections with KPFK. He said,
“Well, come on the air, let me interview you tonight.” They were having a
late-night fund-raiser marathon going on. I was on, and I remember sitting
down with about eight or nine people around this table with a microphone and
I started to schmooze. The head of the station was a real go-getter named Paul
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Dallas, and he offered me a job. He offered the two of us a show, because we had
such great chemistry. We started the show, Paul and I, in July of ’66, and by
October, I was on my own. He left the show. Radio Free Oz, I fell into. I had no
idea I was gonna do that. I did not come out with a radio background.
Paul J. Robbins, as far as I know, is very much alive; I haven’t seen him since
then really. I’ve heard that he is a film critic. He lives somewhere in Northern
California. He’s a poet. He was married to a poet, at the time. Trini Robbins, I
think her name was. I don’t really know much more about him, then that. He
didn’t stay on the show because he decided that it was too show-bizzy. It wasn’t
pure enough, it wasn’t artistic enough. I think he found me too much probably
of a vaudevillian, of some sort. It’s in the blood, you know, but it may be so. I
was the guy that was making the show happen. So when he left, I just hung right
in there. I stayed on and The Firesign Theatre was formed around it right after
Paul left.
At first, Radio Free Oz wasn’t a comedy show was it?
PETER BERGMAN: No, it wasn’t a comedy show. Radio Free Oz was a combination
of everything. I was the Wizard, and I had all kinds of people on it. It was social,
it was religious, it was spiritual, comic, musical, you know.
I’d come back from Europe where I’d had some very interesting experiences
and had met some fascinating people. I’d been involved in a whole lot of stuff.
I’d just come out of too many years of college education, and all that had to be
turned upside down. LA FM radio at the time was only a medium for playing
dead Germans. Dead German musicians was about all you could get on it. That’s
about it, in fact. Anything else was out of the question. Those were the days. Of
course people hadn’t really discovered FM then, so they didn’t know what we
had in mind.
First of all, Radio Free Oz was free-ranging. It was late at night and I was really
kind of spilling my guts on the air, so to speak. In those days I was so much less
self-conscious, everything was brand new. I could deal out dollops of Astrology
without blushing. The Vietnam War was heating up. It really was. Radio Free Oz
was part of the revolution; the actual encounter of the struggle, the guerilla
struggle against the war. That kind of war doesn’t really exist in a similar fashion
today. It’s a little more difficult to galvanize people, although the problems are
immense. The fact is that we’ve brought the war back home. It’s a much
more difficult war to fight when it’s all around you, than at a distance.
So it really wasn’t a comedy show. I had Andy Warhol as a guest. I had people
come up from Timothy Leary’s place down in Mexico. I broke in a lot of artists
in LA, and I didn’t even know it. I was the first person to play Van Morrison on
the radio in LA. I was the first person to play Cat Stevens on the radio.
Absolutely. I may have played Van Morrison’s T. B. Sheets in the summer of 1966.
I had The Buffalo Springfield as guests; all kinds of people.
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I had Hopi Indians. I really sponsored the first real use of Hopi Indians on
media. The Yaqui and all that, that was on my show. I had a lot of things on the
show. I played Indian music and all this kind of pop culture.
The only counter-culture now is the over the counter culture. Everybody is
being treated according to how many pairs of ridiculous shoes they can buy.
Where they used to make fun of us wearing tie-dye and dressing weirdly, now it’s
ok to dress weirdly, as long as it’s only part of your body and you’re spending
immense amounts of money. Everything is logomania. It’s no longer possible to
just wear a shirt that has nothing more than buttons. Now it really doesn’t make
any sense at all unless you’re wearing at least one, if not three or four logos and
graphics; the more the merrier. I mean, I wear my bicycle shirts, I’m an avid
bicyclist, and people use to laugh at me and call me a walking billboard, because
those shirts have everything from batteries to health food stores to names of six
or seven bicycle companies and gear companies. Now I look conservative wearing
those. And you pay for them. The poor in LA, you can always tell if someone in
LA is really poor because they wear the Marlboro shirts, the shirts they give away
free with cigarettes. It’s always a sign of destitution, you know, and just one step
away from the street.
Why did you call your radio show Radio
Free Oz?
PETER BERGMAN: I called the show Radio
Free Oz. I used to refer to myself as the Wiz,
but never the Wizard of Oz, because it just
wasn’t the character, I know that character
well. Frank Morgan played that character,
not me. It was because I liked the books, I
grew up on the books. They were a big
influence—I wouldn’t say influence, but
I read lots and lots of Oz books, the
L. Frank Baum books. I didn’t get into
the later books.
Who came up with the name, The
Firesign Theatre?
PETER BERGMAN: I did. I was into Astrology
at the time and I learned that all four of us
were fire signs. David and I are Sagittarius,
Phil Proctor is a Leo, and Phil Austin is
an Aries. Just before my show went on that
night, 11/17/66, I said, “We’re all fire signs!

Photo: Frederick C. Wiebel, Jr., Courtesy: Firezine
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We’re the Oz Firesign Theatre!” Phil Austin had already been working with a
producer at Columbia Records. I had put together a thing called, A Love-In,
A Great Gathering In Los Angeles. That term is mine, Love-In, a term I’ve added
to the culture. So this producer at Columbia got real excited about a Love-In
album, but I said, “No! It’s going to be a Firesign Theatre album.” That’s how
we got on vinyl.
When you first did the Love-In as an event, what were you trying to do?
PETER BERGMAN: Oh, I had a radio show and I was selling these Love-In Kits.
There were these Be-Ins in San Francisco, so we wanted to have one in LA, and
I just jumped on the idea and called it a Love-In. Damn, it really worked. We got
40,000 people to go out. I was running with a guy named John Carpenter, now
dead, who I was in the Army with. John and I got back together again in LA. In
the early, early days of San Francisco, he’d been involved with The Jefferson
Airplane, people like that. Those were really strange days, pretty wonderful times.
Then Gary Usher, the producer, came to you to do a Love-In album?
PETER BERGMAN: That’s right and we said we’re not going to do a Love-In album,
we’re gonna do an Oz Firesign Theatre album. Disney told us we couldn’t use the
word Oz; it was a bluff, but we took them at their word. I’m glad we did. Usher
didn’t have any concept at all, he just saw 40,000 people appear, and he had no
idea at all. We said we’ll do a Firesign Theatre album. He said, “What’s The
Firesign Theatre?” I said, “Don’t worry, you’ll love it.” He said, “Ok!”
Did you work closely with Usher at all?
PETER BERGMAN: Well, he produced our first album, Waiting For The Electrician,
Or Someone Like Him, but, no, we didn’t write with him or anything like that.
Actually no, we actually produced it ourselves, pretty much. You know, he did
what he did. Without him we wouldn’t have had the album. He went and signed
us. So, that was good.
Did you work with him on the music for Electrician?
PETER BERGMAN: No, he did that on his own. He put the orchestra together.
Glen Campbell played guitar on Electrician. That’s true.
Didn’t you come up with some of the titles for your early albums?
PETER BERGMAN: Well, I brought that title, Waiting For The Electrician, Or
Someone Like Him, from Europe with me. It was the title for an avant-garde
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movie script that I put together in Amsterdam, in ’65. So yes, I did bring that in.
How Can You Be In Two Places At Once When You’re Not Anywhere At All is a tune
that I spontaneously whistled in Proctor’s kitchen one day, but I think it pretty
much ends there. I’ve always been a good titler. It’s one of my strengths. I do like
to do it.
What was your element that you brought into The Firesign?
PETER BERGMAN: That’s an interesting question. Well, I was really kind of the
international beatnik, not that I was into literature that they’re not familiar
with. David was also into Bob Morpheus and people like that. I brought to
them a real sense of a European Bohemian community. I’d been involved with
filmmakers, and international Hippies. I was much more the true Hippie than
the four of them, because Proctor was an actor, on the circuit. David was working
at ABC. Austin was working at KPFK. I came in and got a job. Those guys all
had jobs. Austin had a wife, David already had a family and was divorced, and
Proctor was a single actor. I brought them their international sense. I had just
come from that. I also brought them musical comedy, I could write lyrics, and
had that sense. This is hard to say because we really melded ourselves so heavily
into things, it’s kind of hard to pick apart who was doing what. I kept them
pretty political. I was the most political of the four. I formed them. I created
them. I created The Firesign Theatre. I got them all together; I named them. I’ve
always been in a sense their, as they say, their first leg. I created their business
opportunities.
Did you bring the mysticism into the group?
PETER BERGMAN: Yes, I was very heavily into that, but not the only one. Austin
had been brought up a semi-Hindu. Proctor was into, what I would call, gurus,
not necessarily Indian gurus. He was into a kind of personal magic. And David
was very serious about the American Indians and all that. No, I think we all
brought that in. I brought in Astrology; I was a very New Age Joe. Of course
I was very suspicious of it, at the same time, but I dabbled. I stopped being
intellectually serious for a while (laughs) and dabbled in that stuff. Oh, I mixed
my metaphors, but I brought in that stuff. I brought in the New Age stuff,
although they were all very aware of it. So, I can’t say I had to teach them anything.
Were you influenced by the old time radio shows of the ’40s?
P ETER B ERGMAN : Oh, of course, absolutely. When I grew up, I didn’t have
television. There wasn’t television in the world, till I was at least in fourth grade.
So radio had a lot to do with forming me as a comedian, and early television,
then, of course, with Milton Berle and Jerry Lewis. But before that, it was
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Bob & Ray, and Stan Freberg, and Henry Morgan. These are the people that really
had a strong effect on me. And a couple of DJs, local to Cleveland, Ohio, that
wouldn’t really mean anything to anybody now, but, they were real important to
me. There were some really funny people out there on the air, and I just loved
the idea that they were having fun. I’ve always thought the thing I’ve missed the
most in life is being in a community where people can have fun doing what
they’re doing. Things are so serious that I just wonder sometimes why people
even do what they do, if they’re not having fun. I know that sounds naive, but I
mean it sometimes.
Were you influenced by the radio comedians like Bob Hope, George Burns
and Jack Benny?
PETER BERGMAN: Bob Hope, one of the most successful unfunny men ever to
live, but what a trooper, I mean, God. Well, there were other people who really
affected me more. I’m much more a child of Sid Caesar, Stan Freberg and Henry
Morgan. I listened to comedians on record when I was young. I listened to Mort
Sahl. I listened to Shelly Berman. I listened to, like I said, Stan Freberg, Henry
Morgan and Bob & Ray, you bet, and Lord Buckley. And I was very much so
influenced by Lord Buckley, Nichols and May, these people are very important
to me. Ernie Kovacs was absolutely very important to my early development.
These are the people that I’m really a child of much more than say Burns,
Hope, Berle, and Skelton. I liked those folks, kind of, but they never really got
to me. The Marx Brothers got to me.
Wasn’t Al Boasberg, gag writer for the Marx Brothers on A Night At The
Opera and several other movies, a relative of yours?
PETER BERGMAN: I know he’s from my father’s side of the family. I know he’s
from, I believe, Buffalo. He wrote that stateroom scene [in A Night At The Opera,
1935]. In fact, there is a photograph they autographed for him, because he was
supposed to get credit, and he did not get writing credit on that film. Boasberg
was also a man that punched up the Jack Benny or Fred Allen Shows. He was the
highest paid gag writer in Hollywood. He would get a huge amount of money to
go every Thursday night into Studio 2, where The Firesign Theatre later made
their records, over at CBS, and punch up the show for the national show the next
day. I think he also did some work on The New Yorker, in its early days.
He also went on tour with the Marx Brothers for the stage productions of
their movies, to help pace the laughs.
PETER BERGMAN: My folks saw one of those. It must have been A Day at the Races
(1937), because it was in Cleveland. The other time it was just on the West Coast.
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Harpo, and the other Marx Brothers, would sit in the audience, when they
weren’t on stage and do it too. Sit there and clock gags.
Show business must be in your blood.
PETER BERGMAN: There you go, I’m a joke man, at least I’m a clown.
Who are some of the characters you play on the classic Firesign LPs?
PETER BERGMAN: Let’s see, on How Can You Be In Two Places At Once I’d played
the character of Babe. I’m the one that travels through; I buy the car from Ralph
Spoilsport. I’m the one that enters the journey, so I’m the protagonist of
How Can You Be In Two Places At Once. On the other side of the record I am
Lt. Bradshaw. In Dwarf I’m Mudhead. On Bozos, I’m Artie Choke. Those are
some of the characters I play, there are others, but those are some of the most
recognizable I’d say.
Who did you pattern Lt.
Bradshaw after?
PETER BERGMAN: I don’t think
I patterned Bradshaw after
anybody in particular. I think
he’s all the cops in all the
stations who have a bad attitude
about detectives. It’s a complete
cliché, right? If you turn on
television today, and every
movie and every show that has
any kind of an independent
detective, there has to have a
run in with the official police.
Bradshaw is every one of them.
I don’t think he’s anybody
specifically.
Are you surprised that the
material has stood the test
of time?
PETER BERGMAN: Well, you
know, again, I’d have to say
that I’m not surprised, because

Lt. Bradshaw. Photo: Chris Palladino, Courtesy: Firezine
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the material seemed to me to be so literary and so timeless, you know. We were
responding to a time. There’s no doubt that what we did from 1968 through
1976, or through Fighting Clowns and 1982, was in some way responsive to the
culture, and the world situation. The truth is that the culture hasn’t changed all
that much and neither has the world situation. We are also delving into pulling
out our experiences, our educational experiences, and life experiences, and a lot
of that material is quite classical. We’re making fun of stuff that’s still around,
although today it’s more distant from people’s experience to a certain degree, as
the types of education people get changes radically. I’m not happy with the level
of education. I think that some of the things that we reference now may, in a
sense, restrict our audience. We are cognizant of popular culture, there’s no doubt
about that, but we also base it on classical culture. There’s a greater distance now
between the classical and the street, than there used to be.
Are you surprised that The Firesign Theatre has endured over the years?
PETER BERGMAN: You know, actually I’m not. I’m being straightforward about
that. I always suspected that once we started working together, we’d be working
together for the rest of our lives, for the reason that we seem to have such a
unique chemistry. I didn’t find that with anybody else, and I never have. There’s
other people I like working with, but there’s nothing like working with the other
Firesigns, when we come together as an ensemble. And right now most of that
experience is on stage, and I surely do enjoy that.
Were there ever any censorship problems at Columbia Records for you?
PETER BERGMAN: Well, after we turned out our first record, the old guard at
Columbia, who were people from the Andy Williams kind of days, who were
about to pass over, as long-play records and Rock ’n’ Roll, were really beginning
to take hold, didn’t want to do our second album, because they thought our first
album was dirty. I mean, to call Waiting For The Electrician, Or Someone Like
Him dirty, you’d have to go really carefully through that to find anything that’s
even blue. I mean, really, give me break.
We were ably represented at that time by John McClure, who was running the
Masterworks label, who said, “If you fire them off of standard Columbia, I’ll put
them on Masterworks,” and Jimmy Guercio, who was quite a rising star, who also
was at the time producing Blood Sweat and Tears, and then he did Chicago, and
they were on their way; so he was hot.
Were you disappointed in the Not Insane LP?
PETER BERGMAN: Not Insane is not a fully integrated together album. We were in
disarray when we did that. The first four albums were tightest. Not Insane was an
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album in disarray, and then they did the Best Of (Forward Into The Past). Then
we went into our second series of albums for them, and I like them. I like The
Giant Rat Of Sumatra, In The Next World You’re On Your Own, and Everything You
Know Is Wrong, but they’re different really than the first four. The first four are
such tightly integrated stories. I think that we’d run out of stories for a while. I
think it would be interesting to see, if we go back to this, that if we will have this
new story, that is going to come forward, or stories. I think we just had to go in
and absorb the world again. We spilled everything out in those first four.
What was your reaction when Columbia Records decided not to renew your
contract in 1975?
PETER BERGMAN: Well, by then, I was so burned out with the work. We worked
so hard and so long, I really don’t think I had much of a feeling about it one way
or the other. The Firesign Theatre in ’75 . . . by then, the last three records I made
had been Proctor and Bergman records. I could kind of feel that that was kind of
coming to an end. I felt that the comedy market, the comedy album market, was
changing and there really wasn’t a whole lot of space in there either. So I wasn’t
that surprised. I think I was well prepared for it, so I couldn’t say that it was that
big a surprise.
Are there any Firesign Theatre recordings in the can at Columbia that were
never released?
PETER BERGMAN: Not really. Nothing of any . . . I would say basically no.
Although there is material that includes us from the old days that might be of
some interest. When I say no, I mean there is nothing that comes to my mind
immediately that I think ought to be put on an album. I’m not a great fan of
turning out stuff just for its historical context. I like material that’s absolutely top
rate. I’m not really very interested in anything else.
Over the years, you and Proctor formed a team, produced several albums and
tours outside of the group. What is your relationship with him?
PETER BERGMAN: Well, first of all, Phil and I go all the way back to Yale in 1958.
When we met, Phil was the musical comedy star, and I was writing the lyrics for
the musical comedies. So I was basically putting words in his mouth, as early as
1959. We’ve kept a pretty good relationship since then. When Phil came to LA
in the mid-’60s, I had just been on the air with Radio Free Oz, he looked me up
and became one of the comic highlights and certainly was one of the reasons why
The Firesign Theatre came together.
So Proctor and I are very close and we love the stage. At that point when The
Firesign Theatre kind of dissolved in ’73, we’d been working so long, it was kinda
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like, time to take a break, you know. Proctor and I kept at it, in terms of making
records, and going on tour, and developing material, because it was very easy for
us to partner at that time.
The Firesign Theatre burned out at that point. We had been together pretty
steadily for seven years, and it just came to an end, that cycle of The Firesign
Theatre. And I still wanted to stay in the business. I’d known Proctor for a long
time and it was pretty natural to just spin-off and be Proctor and Bergman. We
worked very easily together. We liked to write and we worked very well together,
very easily together, and we kept the momentum going. David Ossman had
already moved to Santa Barbara. Proctor and I were getting along, but I wasn’t
getting along that well with Austin and Ossman at that time. Less well with
Austin than Ossman, but that was a long, long time ago. That’s really deep water
under the bridge. I don’t think it’s really germane at this point.
How did Proctor and Bergman get underway? I don’t remember. I do remember
this, we went to Columbia and we made an individual record deal and turned out
our first Proctor & Bergman album called TV Or Not TV, based on the concept
that cable television was coming. Not only was it coming but there was gonna be
a vast number of channels. In fact, we posited channel 86 because that was the
channel you couldn’t reach on your tuners.
It was Fred Flamm, portrayed by Phil Proctor, and Clark Cable, portrayed by
Peter Bergman, two guys who ran a cable station out of their suitcase at home. It
was true pirate cable. The whole album was various takes from this cable station.
And then, not only did we make the record but we created a vast vaudeville show.
We put it out on the stage and went out under the aegis of Northwest Releasing.
Dan Bean sent us out and we played about ten dates with this huge vaudeville
show. We had dogs falling out of the flies. We had Japanese soldiers flying
around. We had breakaway bottles.
Proctor and I around this time, doing our various promotions, ended up in a
trailer, doing a remote radio broadcast with Wolfman Jack. There we were crowded
into this RV with Wolfman Jack. He puts us on the air with this, “Proctor &
Bergman, too much, too soon,” which became our motto. There were people
pounding on the window as we were trying to be on the air, “Hey baldy. Hey
baldy. Hey Wolfman. Hey baldy.” It was ‘people’s theater.’ So Wolfman Jack really
caught who Proctor & Bergman were. We were too much, too soon.
I was kind of like the business manager in a sense. Phil took care of the props
and costumes. We wrote together and we staged together and performed it
together and we kind of shared all the other things. You know that we never, in
the entire time that we were on the road, had anything that could be called a real
fight!
So we turned out this vast vaudeville show around TV Or Not TV. Then we
did our second album. And we filmed TV Or Not TV in the Fairchild mansion,
on Long Island. People loved that show. If we’d gone on at that level, we would
have been Penn & Teller today.
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It was also over our heads in a
sense that we were turning out a
show, too much, too soon. The
show was bigger than who we
were. We didn’t come up through
the clubs. We went back to the
clubs after this. So these things
happened. We did a lot of clubs,
a lot, a lot of clubs. We got a
manager who booked us, sometimes rather creatively. His name
was Len Harriman, a former
linebacker for the Philadelphia
Eagles.
We found ourselves being
booked into the Playboy Club
in Great Gorge, New Jersey, and
we were the lead act. The
woman who opened for us was
going through the audience in Photo: Byron Cohen. Courtesy: Phil Proctor
diaphanous see-through clothing Photo: Mark Garland. Courtesy: Firezine
singing and having people join
her in, “Doe, a deer, a female
deer.”
We knew we were in big
trouble. In the audience was
the underarm division from
Gillette and the Lawn Doctors
Association of New Jersey. We
were in serious trouble. We came
out at the Playboy Club to do
our college boy act and they
booed us and hissed. They hated
us! We went back to our room,
the carpet went all the way up Photo: Mark Garland. Courtesy: Firezine
the wall, and we said, “We’ve got to rewrite the entire act and we cannot appear
in public tomorrow, not until we do it.” We didn’t rewrite it. We re-segmented it
and improvised, and we did it. We got by. They didn’t like us, but they didn’t hate
us. And we actually opened for the woman. We told her, “We have to go first,
because after you, there’s nothing.”
Harriman got us a couple of other creative bookings. He sent us out to open
for Sha Na Na. I have to tell you a Phil Proctor bravery story. Here’s one of my
great Phil Proctor stories. We opened with Sha Na Na in the Ice Rink in
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Minneapolis. Five thousand people there to see, not Proctor & Bergman, but Sha
Na Na. They had their hair slicked back, they’re smoking cigarettes, they’re
drinking winecoolers and eating popcorn. And we come out to do our high-end
college boy act. Ok? Within five minutes of going into our twenty-five-minute
act, 5,000 people are chanting, “Sha Na Na. Sha Na Na. Sha Na Na.” I look at
Proctor, I’m almost at a point of defeat, and Proctor looks at me, the Irish
Leprechaun, and says to me, basically, “Fuck ’em. Let’s do the whole thing!” And
we finished the 20 minutes of the act. We come off stage, noble but shattered.
And there is Jocko, the drummer for Sha Na Na, greasing his hair, putting on
with his oversized drumsticks, putting on his medallion. He looks at us and says,
“Not exactly Mierholdian theater.”
The high point of Proctor & Bergman was Hello My Name Is Clark
Wintergreen, the story of Clark Wintergreen, played by myself, and everybody
else played by Phil Proctor. Clark is a computer salesman for the Rooter
Computer Co., when Roto Rooter and a computer company merge. He’s told by
his Australian boss that the new computer’s got a great paint job, it looks good.
There’s only one little problem, when you switch on the “on” button, it doesn’t
work. I’ve just sold it for the safety system for the Dead Indian nuclear power
plant. So, I’m a little worried. That’s bad for a salesman to start worrying. So I
go home and tell my wife. And, in fact, when the finger of blame swings around
and points at me, I take the fall. My wife and my child, they desert me. My wife,
played by Phil, my child played by Phil, and I flee to Mexico where I meet Phil
(the boss), who has also been bounced. My boss has finally gotten bounced and
I serve him a turd on a spoon as a way of humiliating him and bring the whole
thing full circle. A very Greek play and people loved it. We did it with a few
props and one chair and simple costume changes, not major. We’re talking about
wigs, hats, glasses.
After we did Clark Wintergreen, we did a piece called Americathon. We decided
we’d do a two-man piece which was a telethon to pay off the national debt. We
were a little ahead of our time again. And we went out and we presented this
show which was to pay off the national debt. Neil Israel heard about it, saw us in
Boston, bought the concept, got us to write the movie, and then fired us. That’s
very Hollywood. It was my fault that it fell apart. Neil pinned on me. It was
Jewish jealousy.
What stopped Proctor & Bergman was July 7, 1977. We were performing
Proctor & Bergman. We had a new album out on Mercury called Give Us A
Break, which was a radio album, including the Starland Vocal Band who sang
breaks like, “If the records weren’t free, we’d be all news!” We had it down.
Proctor and I were at the Great American Music Hall in San Francisco. We’d
performed our show and we were doing quite well. They loved us. We weren’t
sure who we were or where we were going but we were moving. There was
momentum. We worked hard and nobody came away ever feeling like we’d given
them any less but 100%.
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We went to the Golden Dragon restaurant late that night for a snack with
a friend of ours and became victims of the greatest massacre in the history of
San Francisco, the Golden Dragon Massacre. A Chinese gang came in with
submachine guns, shotguns and pistols, killed five, wounded twelve. We were
in the midst of it. Someone at our table, our friend, got a slug in the leg. I
jumped up because I’d been in the Army, I knew the ordinance was empty; I
could tell from being on a lot of Army rifle ranges. I jumped and caught a
good solid 45-degree angle of the guy going out, and testified and sent him
away for life. There were pools of blood, bodies. I ordered the fried prawns
and we became scared prones.
What it basically did, was it stopped us dead on the road. Even though we did
perform the next day in Boulder, and no one would believe us when we told them
what had happened the night before.
We really haven’t gone off as Proctor and Bergman . . . Well, let’s see, we did
Proctor and Bergman in . . . the latest project we did as just the two of us, was
something we did with a producer named Ted Bonnitt, for a radio show called
Heat, a couple of years ago. The show was called Heat, it was a National Public
Radio national show. We did a series of twelve radio pieces as a series called
Power, Life On The Edge In LA. That was a Proctor and Bergman experience.
In 1977, Proctor and Bergman produced The Proctor and Bergman Reports
for Noxema’s Hot News program.
PETER BERGMAN: It ran a whole year. Lew Irwin had a syndication company and
he got Noxema to put up the money for Proctor and Bergman to turn out a series
of these shorts. They’re also on LP, and Proctor has all those.
In 1991 you started the Proctor–Bergman Comedy Service, what was that?
PETER BERGMAN: We turned out a full year of over 300 one-minute comedy
pieces, which were nationally syndicated by Media America, produced by Ted
Bonnitt, and we have them all. They’re wonderful; it’s wonderful stuff. That went
out on tape, that didn’t go out on record. It was a service; we were paid for it. It
went out and it was syndicated. It didn’t have advertising strung with it. It was
actually bought as a service.
How would you compare your writing with The Firesign, as opposed to
writing for Proctor and Bergman?
PETER BERGMAN: Well, it’s a lot easier to write with Proctor and Bergman,
because there’s an awful lot of agreement. Phil and I write together very easily,
and we make it easy on each other. When Firesign isn’t writing together, Proctor
and Bergman are still writing. We’re gonna probably write together for the rest of
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our lives. Whether The Firesign will ever write together again is a completely
open question.
It’s the dynamic of four people.
PETER BERGMAN: That’s right. Phil and I just know how to agree with each other.
We just know how to get along. The Firesign Theatre would just have to do
better on the job of learning to get along. We just complement each other
better. It’s just two people instead of four. It’s just sixteen times easier. The other
combinations of The Firesign kind of never stuck. Austin and Ossman just didn’t
stick beyond a certain point. Proctor and I never got together with any of the
other guys in any kind of a real thing.
What about the Yale
production of Tom Jones
that you and Proctor were
involved in?
PETER BERGMAN: It was a
musical at the Yale Drama
School. It was performed in
the spring of 1960. Tom
Jones was played by Phil
Proctor. I co-wrote the lyrics
with a fellow named Joe
Matheson, who went on to
write for The New Yorker. I
think he’s still writing in
New York. The book was
written by Austin Pendleton.
It starred Phil Proctor and
had a lot of other luminaries
in it; Gretchen Crower,
Sam Waterson, Marsha
Hunt. Actually, it was the
Yale Dramat, which is
the undergraduate drama
program. That was the first
Photo: F. C. Wiebel, Jr. Courtesy: Firezine
album. Recorded the next
year was Booth Is Back In Town. I wrote the lyrics, Proctor starred again, and
Austin Pendleton wrote the book. He has since reworked that book and finally
took it off-Broadway several years ago. It’s about Edwin Booth and Juneas Booth,
his father. John Wilkes Booth was his brother. That was recorded and Proctor has
a copy of it, I don’t.
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I did an opera at Yale that was published. When I was in the Drama School,
they discovered an old Haydn opera called House of Fire, Der Osca Bruna Hous,
and they made a literal translation into English, and I did the lyrics. It was
recorded for the Yale Series of Music. It was after Tom Jones. I graduated Yale in
’61; I was a Carnegie Fellow in Economics in ’62, ’63. That was recorded in early
’64, before I went into the Army. I went into the Army in December ’64, and
that was recorded the spring before.
I was taken out of the Army to go to the Literary Colloquium in Berlin. I was
reserved, so they haunted me until 1969. When I was at the Literary
Colloquium, I did a play that was performed in England, in the Eling Theater by
the Questers, the name of the group in Eling. It was performed also in Berlin at
the Curfurstamdam, and I can’t remember what the name of the play was. It had
an interactive ending; the audience could choose. It’s a little hazy. Tom Stoufford
was in the same group. There were only four of us there in Berlin writing plays
in this Colloquium, Tom Stoufford, Derek Marlow, Pearse Paul Reed, and
myself. All of us have stayed in the business. Pearse has a bunch of books out.
Derek Marlow wrote Dandy in Aspic, and he’s also done a lot of screenplays. Tom
Stoufford’s probably one of the world’s most famous playwrights. He wrote
Rosencrantz and Gilderstern that summer as a one act.
It’s funny, in August of ’69, I was doing two weeks of summer camp in the
United States Army, up in Fort Cronkite in Susalito, CA. I went in my uniform
down into Berkeley. It was unusual to be in uniform down in Berkeley, but I had
to because I had to be in my uniform at this point, to get to a record store to get
the record. I walked in and I said, “Do you have The Firesign Theatre?” These
guys looked at me as if I was going to blow the store up. They said, “Yeah, a new
album.” I picked it up, and I wanted to buy it. They said, “Let me ask you, how
come you’re interested?” I said, “Hey look, that’s me.” It blew their minds. I love
to stretch ’em around.
What was your trip to Turkey?
PETER BERGMAN: Two trips to Turkey. My first trip to Turkey, I went on just a
jaunt. I didn’t know I was going to Turkey originally. I went down and stayed in
Majorca, around the Robert Graves Community. He wasn’t there at the time.
There were people there building his library, I didn’t do any of that, I just hung
out. What a wonderful town, just full of witches, real witches. I loved Majorca,
a gorgeous island. I just went down to Palo, Majorca, and just took the cheapest
trip I could take. I could either go to the Canary Islands or Istanbul, and I chose
Istanbul. I got to Istanbul and I just started traveling with just a pack on my back
looking for Sufis. I ended up in Syria with a Sufi master in Damascus. I saw the
Dervishes dance. I went down into Lebanon, and I ended up in Beirut, and I
ended up studying with Saod Hussain Nasr, who’s now a professor, I think at
George Mason University. He’s one of the great minds of modern Islam; an
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expert on Islamic medieval science, a great thinker. Nasr’s wonderful, I studied with
him at the American University at Beirut, while being on the road, I just sat in.
And ended up coming back through Turkey and up into . . . I guess this was after
I’d been in the Colloquium with Stoufford and the guys making plays, then I went
there and came back and wound up making a movie. That’s when I made Flowers.
I went back to Berlin and made Flowers and then came back to Turkey later on,
after I’d been in America. I was in Turkey three times, three different trips. I went
with my girlfriend, Brook Anderson, took her over to Turkey and we hung out.
You were on your Jr. high school radio station, weren’t you?
PETER BERGMAN: Yes, and was thrown off. Absolutely, for announcing that the
Chinese Communists had taken over the school. They had no sense of humor.
They tossed me right off; I was giving morning reports. I told them there would
be a compulsory, voluntary assembly, and they just didn’t get it. They didn’t think
that was funny. I don’t know, I’m still worried about the Chinese. I don’t get it.
I was worried back then.
They’ve taken over the toy world.
PETER BERGMAN: Oh, they’ve done a lot worse than that, man, they’re on their
way. I’m not talking about taking over economically, nobody takes over
economically, that’s just bullshit. I’m worried about them militarily. I think
something could happen all of a sudden, while they have nothing to lose. So
yeah, I was tossed off my Jr. high school radio station. I did not reappear on
radio, except for a couple of appearances on Breakfast With The Bergmans, for a
while. I mean, radio was not my maitie after Jr. high. I was not on the high school
station. I was not on the college station. I was not on WYBC. I didn’t really get on
radio until the summer of ’66.
Breakfast With The Bergmans was a radio show from Cleveland. When were
you on that?
PETER BERGMAN: That happened while I was in college. I remember bringing
Austin Pendleton home to be on it. It originated from the Bergman breakfast
table, my dad and mom were the hosts, and they’d have people in. I remember I
came home for vacation from college once, and one day we had George Shearing
for breakfast, and one day we had Douglas Dillon, the Secretary of the Treasury.
You produced your first record in high school, Attention Convention.
PETER BERGMAN: That was a parody of the 1956 Democratic Convention, which
was done in the style of the cut-up records. There was a very famous one in 1955

58

the Firesign Theatre

firesign theatre text 2_13_06.3

2/13/06

9:23 AM

Page 59

called The Flying Saucer, where they take snippets from popular songs. I got three
guys together in Shaker Heights, Jerrad Whitinger, Bobby Fisher and Bruce
Berger, and we called ourselves The Four Candidates, and did Attention
Convention on my Webcor tape recorder. It was released on Buddy Records in
1956, directly after the campaign. Buddy Zellman was the record executive on
that. It was played on the air in Cleveland and Pittsburgh, as far as I know, and
maybe Detroit. It was a one-part record; I don’t remember what was on the other
side. My guess is that no more then 5,000 were pressed.
I wrote a song that got released called Big As A Mountain, that I guess went
out on Buddy Records also. Jim Faraday was the name of the guy who sang it.
He was a local singer from Cleveland. It was about 1958. Although I didn’t really
hype those kinds of things....One thing I did at Yale as a practical joke was I told
my roommate, freshman year, that, “You know who wrote that song, Who Wrote
The Book Of Love, I did.” And people took me at my word. The word went out
that I wrote The Book Of Love, and it was a joke, so I didn’t stop them. You know
what I mean, it was ‘schmat.’ They didn’t know from shit about popular music.
When I got to Yale in 1957, I was the only one to know about black music, as
far as I knew. I wasn’t, I’m sure, but I was the only one I knew around me, that
did. You know? They spoke Latin, and I was speaking “street.” (Laughs).

The Four Candidates. Photo Courtesy: Bruce Berger
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Were you a record collector?
PETER BERGMAN: I never was a record collector. I had records, but I’ve never
been a collector of records. I have none of that instinct. I’m just the opposite.
I’ve been very bad in keeping my memorabilia, and all that. I think it’s because
I’m a . . . most Semites, or at least a lot of Semites, are iconoclasts. I have a real
problem of keeping images of myself. I think I’m more immom than I realize.
You always kept up with new music, didn’t you?
PETER BERGMAN: Oh, I do, but I haven’t recently. I’ve turned away from new
music and not to old music, but to literature, mathematics, science, there’s just
so much to do, and there’s only so much time. I was right through, and I kind of
lost it . . . I was really into early Rap. I really knew a lot about the very early rap,
and that was where I kind of gave it up. It got to the point where it lost . . . I
went with De La Soul, and after De La Soul I pretty much gave it up, because it
stopped being funny. About ’91, yeah, De La Soul, Three Feet High, and Rising,
I don’t think they’re around anymore, are they? They’re funny. Where’s the sense
of humor now, where’s the recorded comedy, where’s the comedy, man? It’s being
reissued, but where is it now?
I mean, I really tried, I tried to get into it with an open mind, I tried to get
into stuff like Bevis and Butthead, I don’t find it funny. Is it generational? I don’t
think so. I don’t think so, maybe it is. Maybe I don’t get it.
Your first record has some political satire.
PETER BERGMAN: Yes. I’m political, and I would say The Firesign Theatre, at least
the classic Firesign Theatre, is extremely political. We were probably, as an act
goes, besides as a mime troop, the most radical antiwar act. I don’t know if you
read my little preface to the Back From The Shadows CD, but basically, I felt that
we fought as guerrillas at home, during Vietnam. We are, in that sense, extremely
political, not all the time, but we certainly can rise to that occasion.
When the Vietnam War ended, well, the whole political landscape changed,
and really in a sense the bottom dropped out of the whole raison d’etre of The
Firesign Theatre. People stopped listening to political comedy, and started
putting on white suits and pointing at the ceiling and disco-ing. That truly
was the beginning of the Reagan era, right after Vietnam, that’s what started
to cook it up. People thought, well, the war’s over, and I don’t have to go and
die, and everything is ok. There was still plenty of surplus money around,
briefly, because of that money generated from the war. And that was a very
difficult time. That’s when Proctor and Bergman went out on the road, and
we continued to do political material, but to a much smaller audience. I think
that that material is now becoming real again, because Americans are waking
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up to the fact that we have pretty much bankrupted ourselves, both morally and
economically.
So you incorporate some of your political beliefs in your work?
PETER BERGMAN: That’s right, I certainly do, I do that all the time. That’s part
of the well spring of my work, is indeed that kind of material. But, you know,
that The Firesign Theatre work that gets out, is what we all agree to. One of the
things that’s kept The Firesign Theatre together so long, and I think also has
made our material somewhat more evergreen than other comic’s material, is that
everything that gets written down there is filtered through four minds. If
anybody disagrees substantially to anything that’s going down, it doesn’t get on.
That’s a fact. The Firesign Theatre is a true democracy, you know. You can’t get
out-voted in The Firesign Theatre. There have been times when one person has
stood adamantly against a particular piece of material, idea, or whatever it might
be, then we just think, well, if he’s that opposed then there’s got to be something
better and we go for it.
How would you describe yourself politically?
PETER BERGMAN: You know, I’m all over the map politically. I didn’t go out and
become an activist. So, I didn’t express myself on the street. I didn’t really express
myself on the street until I really got on the stage. The streetiest thing I ever did
was getting in The Firesign Theatre. I am a liberal, a radical in certain areas, very
conservative in others. I’m a fiscal conservative and I’m . . . it’s issue by issue. So
I suppose that most people when they encounter me consider me to be pretty
much of a radical, but I think that’s because most people in this country don’t
spend much time figuring out anything anyway. If you’ve got strong opinions,
they consider you to be pretty much out to lunch.
I’m very much attracted to certain people as personalities. I’ve always been
very strong for Bill Clinton, ever since he went through that terrible lambasting
of himself in New Hampshire, when he said, “Well, you know, I’ve been wounded,
but it’s nothing like the wounding you folks have been taking.” I always thought
that he and his wife were doing a remarkable kind of straightforward job, all in
all. I think he was in a position that was totally impossible.
Look how he was being crucified. I mean, they wouldn’t let him do shit. They
were up in arms because Bill’s taken the present, the facts, and the reality and put
it in their face and they can’t stand it. They want a Teflon president. They want
a covert government. They, meaning us the American people, are so lazy and so
dazed by television, that we don’t want to stand up and be responsible citizens.
So what’s better than a Ronald Reagan or a George Bush, or a CIA-run, off the
shelf, covert-type of government? As long as there’s plenty of credit cards around
and plenty of free television, who cares if the place goes to hell. And now, of
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course, it is going to hell, and we had Bill, and Hillary in there, honest,
hard-working people, so we just can’t even stand the thought that they tried to
shake us by the shoulders and wake us up. It’s horrible. And nobody wanted
Clinton to campaign for them, because they hate his guts, his own party. What
can I say? What kind of party is that?
Well, you know, it’s funny that Clinton’s successes came in the area where he
is least qualified in a sense, where he had the least experience, war. That’s not
what we expected, and it’s not what he expected to give us either. And yet
he handled Sadam Hussein much more adroitly than George Bush, because he,
Bill Clinton, is not part of the covert government. He did not have a secondary
agenda. And that’s what made him so powerful and vulnerable. He didn’t have
the support of the covert government, they resisted him to the very end. He tried
to get the toxins cleaned up, he tried to get the people who rape the land, at least
to pay for it, and this and that. And they accused him, saying this was all big ugly
government.
Well, I was quite fond of the Clinton administration. I noticed one of the
problems the Democrats are having is that men are fleeing the Democratic party.
That’s the biggest gender gap they’ve ever registered in the polls, the flight of men
in the Democratic Party. I think the reason that men are fleeing it, is that Clinton
represented to that style of men, and it’s very much the average American man,
a real threat, because Clinton accepts his wife as an equal, and a peer. I think the
largest step taken forward in women’s liberation, and hopefully men’s liberation,
has been the relationship between Hillary Rodham Clinton and Bill Clinton, and
that just scares the hell out of men. They want something else from Mr. El
Presidente’, whom I guess has always been ‘Dad.’ He really broke the male
presidency. They don’t like it and it’s going to cost a lot of women their jobs in
the short run. Anne Richards lost in Texas, it’s threatening Diane Feinstein, and
there’s a lot of other people. You know? I think the men will come back because
Clinton was the real thing. No administration is going to fully please me because
the whole idea of the American government, policemen to the whole world, and
all that, completely repels me. Clinton was the Commander-in-Chief, and
he followed some of it. Basically, I think he did a fine job. I was quite enthused
to have had him in office, and it was a much better time because of it.
In 1994, the Republicans took over Congress. How did you react to that?
PETER BERGMAN: First of all, I don’t think it’s such a really great change because
I think the Democrats, who had ruled for 40 years, had certainly no longer held
the mantle of Democrats that Roosevelt and Truman put together, and that, in a
sense, came the myth of the Great Society. They were basically hand in glove with
the Republicans. So I don’t think the change is that great.
How do I think that will affect things? I think that it gave The Firesign
Theatre the opportunity to write a brand-new show. (Laughs) Someone said to
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me, “Make it a souvenir show. That was a unique period of history, this is a
bottle that’s gonna break in two years.” I was interested in going after Newt
Gump, and Forrest Dole, the leaders of the Congress. You know, it really was a
Forrest Gump election. (Gump voice) “All you need is luck, and just be there. Just
vote, and cross yer fingers. Yeaas, right, exactly.”
You know, there was a lot going on and we were energized by all of this. I
mean, we had a Speaker of the House, and the only thing that made him
vulnerable was that he’s crazy. He did not have that modicum of social grace that
makes him sane. On a political level, he’s nuts. Bob Dole sure ain’t nuts. Bob
Dole may be moribund and sour, and have a bitter streak, but he’s not crazy. But
Newt Gingrich, he’s crazy. And that was really interesting to see him exploded.
And then you had this asshole, this ass wipe, Perot. Perot represented what
everybody is like when they’ve had a bad meal. “Ah, well I just, ah fuck ’em, fuck
’em all, it’s real simple.” It’s just let little Mussolini take over and he’ll run the
government the way he runs the computer company, with bogus contracts, and
insider trading. It was simple, he got away with it because people weren’t listening,
they’re just so damn dumb, lights out, lights on, nobody’s home. Perot was a dark
force in American society. I was so attuned to what his intent was, that I can’t
really find him amusing. He was easy to parody, because of the tone of his voice,
and the fact that he was constantly using these . . . he must have bought those
metaphors from people. The way people buy clothes, he buys some gags, I’m sure.
With the Democratic party suddenly finding out that because it no longer
remains true to its original ideas, it’s losing at both ends. I mean, Clinton and
some of the folks did walk away from the traditional base of the Democratic
party and they’re paying dearly for it.
Do you still have a lot of respect for President Clinton?
PETER BERGMAN: I do indeed. That’s why it was very hard to make fun of him.
I haven’t found much funny about the Clinton administration. But what I’m
telling you about now, I might be able to begin to create a character who is
completely beleaguered because all he is trying to do is tell the truth. There is
something in there. We’ll see where that leads.
Jimmy Carter was just as tough to make fun of. No, Clinton was tougher to make
fun of than Jimmy Carter, because Jimmy Carter’s self-esteem was so much higher.
With Bill Clinton . . . I really rooted for Bill Clinton, because he was so much
more like me, I think. He really is my generation. All of us counter-cultural
McGovernites, kind of recognize each other.
McGovern was a very, very courageous man. He’s the one who stood up and
basically . . . it’s as if somebody ran against Hitler. The Vietnam War was no
different than the promulgation of the Second World War by the Germans. It
was racist, and genocidal. It was completely wrong and McGovern ran on that.
He’s a great hero. He deserved the Nobel Peace Prize, not Henry Kissinger. In a
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world where Henry Kissinger could win the Nobel Peace Prize, anything can
happen.
The Firesign predicted the breaking of the president in Bozos.
PETER BERGMAN: Well, yeah, you mean the breaking of the president in the sense
that we were predicting the downfall of Nixon? Well, yes, I guess in a sense we
did. I don’t want to take any credit for anything, but in a sense it was so hollow.
I don’t think we did it consciously. We didn’t sit down and say, “Let’s write it, and
include in this Bozos piece, an automatonic president, that’s really Richard
Nixon, and let’s destroy him.” What we were so caught up with was what he
represented to us.
It’s a very sad scene. You’ll notice that when he breaks, we have great
compassion. Nixon says, “I hope my children will come to love me in some better
time.” That’s a terribly sad thing for a man to say. So we were really talking
about the alienation of our father’s generation from the children and it wasn’t
just Nixon. That concept and that character of Dad that figures so strongly in
Dwarf, is all about dad and son, and the dad’s war generation, and the whole
idea that we had to buy his take on reality. That’s really more what that’s all
about. And Nixon, I suppose, was the last dad. Of course, he really wasn’t the
last dad. The last actual dad was Reagan, but we didn’t know much about him.
Of course, Nixon was real and Reagan wasn’t; Nixon was a real son of a bitch.
He was the real thing. Nobody had to guide him around by the neck. So, yeah,
I guess we did predict it in that way. Yes, I think that was deep inside us. That
was a very important time.
Did you feel badly when Nixon
passed on, or do you feel the same
way about him today?

Photo: Byron Cohen. Courtesy: Phil Proctor.
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and will continue to pay for quite dearly.
Reagan bankrupted this country. He allowed the worst type of . . . his social
morals were appalling. This may not be Reagan the man; I don’t think anybody
can plumb Reagan the man. They don’t know if he was alive. But the people who
were truly the soul of Reaganism were like the old heart of the old Protestantism,
i.e., anyone who was not successful and powerful, God has turned his face from
them. It was a terrible, terrible moral time and we brought up a generation on
that. They’re everywhere.
What Bush did, he laid in the final coffin of the Executive Office. He ran a
covert government. The American people liked Reagan because he lied to them,
and they liked Bush because he didn’t make the American people responsible for
governing. Therefore, they could sit in front of their television sets and vegetate.
If America is to solve its problems, we have to create again a watchful, vigilant,
intelligent, activated, exercised citizenry. We’re light years away from that right
now. Remember, the poorer you are, the less chance you’ll vote. And that’s poor
air, poor food, poor everything, poor economics, you name it.
Do you think the political climate is ripe for The Firesign?
PETER BERGMAN: I think it is in the sense that there is an understanding now,
that a true loyal opposition is needed. Let me put it this way. When I knew
Clinton was gonna win, I knew The Firesign could return, because the
atmosphere allowed us to come above ground at a certain point to take on the
world. We really didn’t feel like taking on Clinton. I shouldn’t really talk for the
rest of the guys, but in general, there was no sense that Clinton was a very good
target. We actually had a lot of respect for him and for Hillary, and for what was
coming out of the White House. It’s hard to make fun of people for whom you’re
rooting. That’s just a fact.
So now, we have one. These gargoyles are in power. And let me just say, they’re
not the only ones, and the people they’re replacing are not much better. Maybe
not, but certainly Foley didn’t clean up his own party. That banking scandal, that
petty but awful House banking scandal, he could have taken care of that years
ago. The man deserved to fall. He deserved to fall a long time ago. The
Democrats deserved to be swept off the floor. This finally happened. I don’t know
how permanent it is but whoa . . . maybe they’ll wake up and smell the decaf.
Here it is buddy, look at it.
Didn’t you meet Marshall Mcluhan, the media critic?
PETER BERGMAN: Proctor and I went and played the Macombo in Toronto, and
Mcluhan and his son came to see us, we had dinner with them, and spent some
time with them. Mcluhan and Proctor and Bergman were going to do a tour
together possibly, because Mcluhan wanted people to realize he was a comedian,
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and we wanted people to take us seriously. So, we thought if we toured together
we might get that. He went up and died. We saw his son Eric again, up there, but
we haven’t kept contact. I think Eric’s down at the University of Texas now.
I never thought of Marshall Mcluhan as a comedian really.
PETER BERGMAN: He thought so. He thought of himself as a comic. So, there you
go. It’s a perfect example of the frustrations a man had to go through. (Laughs)
What do you think was the cultural effect of The Firesign Theatre? Did you
change the media?
PETER BERGMAN: I don’t think anybody’s strong enough to change the media. I
don’t think so. I don’t know, somebody came to us at the studio and said, “I just
want you to know that you two guys really taught us to laugh our ass off.” I think
the thing that was most effective, I felt, was that whole thing in Rolling Stone,
where a guy wrote saying that he discovered The Firesign Theatre in Vietnam. He
used to listen to us while lying in the rice patties while people were trying to kill
him. He said that we kept a lot of people from going insane. A lot of people have
said to me, “You kept my sanity.” So that’s what I think we did in a very, very
difficult time. And I think we had a very strong effect on a person-to-person
basis. There’s a lot of people whose ideas about things were influenced by The
Firesign Theatre. Whether or not that had a direct effect upon the culture . . . the
culture’s too big. I can’t make that kind of claim, but we certainly had an effect
on individual lives at the time.
What can you tell me about the American Indian piece that you did on
Radio Free Oz?
PETER B ERGMAN : Oh, the special that I went out to Hopi-land to interview
people. I was very much into that, yeah. That was, I think, three one-hour pieces.
The last one was called Red Cloak For Breakfast, which was about the Hopi
prophecy about the purification at the end of the world, so to speak. Yeah, that
was a powerful piece of radio.
Did you go through the ceremony at all?
PETER BERGMAN: Not much, I’m not much of a ceremony person. They didn’t
invite me into the Kiva. I did stay up in Hopi-land. I did do the Soyal ceremony,
which wasn’t much, I’m sure it was, but I didn’t notice it. I just like the Hopi. I
hung around the house, and talked to them. I just like the people as people. I’m
not much of a ceremonial. I don’t know why. I guess I’m . . . again, I’m kind of
an iconoclast. I don’t like to put up images and say they’re sacred. I’d just as
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soon deal with sacred ideas.
You didn’t go through the peyote ceremony?
PETER BERGMAN: No, I’ve never taken peyote, never have, never wanted to do it
(W. C. Fields voice), “Never thought I was an American Indian.” It’s ok for
Indians, I’m a Hippie, I smoke dope. I thought at that point, I’ll do this, you do
that. I didn’t take much acid either, I really wasn’t much into that, I hardly
touched it.
Here, I’ve admitted I’ve taken some drugs and now I can’t run for the
Presidency. Maybe I can now. Maybe that’s cool.
Just declare you’re not running.
PETER BERGMAN: Yeah, then they’ll come after me. “Come on run, it’s ok. It’s ok
if you smoke a little dope now and then. It’s all right.” “But I never exhaled.”
“Ohhh . . . ”
Well Newt used to toke up.
PETER BERGMAN: Newt, he should light up a great big splif. But, you know, a square
who turns on is a turned on square. So forget that. Oh God, don’t get me going.
You appeared on The Child’s Garden Of Grass LP.
PETER BERGMAN: I sing a song on it in the shower called The Dirty Dog; that’s
me. It was recorded when we were living in a place called The Farm. If you look
up in the issue of Rolling Stone which shows the History of Rock ’n’ Roll as like
a map or a flow chart, the Farm is one of the places that was central to Los
Angeles Rock ’n’ Roll. I was living there at the time and that’s where the record
was produced. Cyrus Faryar is on it, but no others from The Firesign.
What’s the most annoying question that’s asked of you about The Firesign
Theatre? Just so I don’t have to ask it.
PETER BERGMAN: Oh it would be, “Whatever happened to you guys?” or, “I used
to listen to you guys when I was so stoned.” That one gets me a little down.
“How come you guys aren’t more famous? How come you aren’t richer?”
Why does it bother you when people say they used to listen to The Firesign
Theatre stoned?
PETER BERGMAN: Well, it annoys me because it presumes that the material doesn’t
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really have any value or make any sense above and beyond that kind of experience,
and it’s really not so. Certainly, we all experimented and used substances back in
those days, but not to write and perform with. People are so funny, they’re so
naive, they think we did the whole thing stoned. They think we actually . . . a lot
of people think we went into the studio, and improvised that material, because
it’s so free-ranging and it embodied their idealistic idea what it was like to be
stoned and creative. So yeah, it’s true they really believe that. And that makes me
laugh. That really blows my mind.
Did it bother you that people only knew you by your voice, and that you are
seldom recognized in public?
PETER BERGMAN: Well, I think we did that on purpose, so it didn’t really bother
me. One of the reasons that we kind of kept this sense of anonymity was because
we were distressed at what we saw fame doing to other people. So, although we’ve
suffered for the fact that people don’t know who we are, in a sense, that probably
hasn’t brought us a lot of business, that we might have gotten under other
circumstances. It also has kept our privacy and in that sense safeguarded it in a
culture where fans can get truly out of hand. So I would say no, that basically
we’ve done all right on that score.
You seem to be interested in keeping a low profile of yourself to the public.
PETER BERGMAN: That’s true, you’ve caught something that most people don’t
really know. And yet, in many ways, I’m the best known of the four. I was the
one that took The Firesign Theatre forward, it was my radio show that carried
them. I created them and in that sense maybe that’s been carried forward. Maybe
it’s my stage presence, maybe it’s . . . I really don’t know. You know, I really don’t
have an answer for that. I don’t know, it’s really not very important because it
doesn’t affect The Firesign Theatre’s work at all.
I think there’s a lot of reasons for being low profile. I think Semites, by nature,
since I come from a strong Semitic side, are iconoclasts, and I have a real strong
aversion to having my image follow me around. That’s really a fact. Whereas I like
being popular, I’m not at all averse to being popular, and I like being acknowledged
and recognized. I love being a success on stage, and I like being a success also. I
don’t trust the idea of spreading my image around. I like to keep that.
The few people whom I really respect have pulled this off pretty well. One of
them, of course, is from Shaker Heights also, and that’s Paul Newman. He, for
example, has kept a very low profile, and has done everything he has pretty much
wanted to do. Brando’s kept a very low profile. I like to pretty much operate the
same way.
One of the advantages in being in The Firesign Theatre, and not being on
television, and that may change as The Firesign Theatre moves into television,
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which I think is gonna happen, is that people are going to have to recognize me
by my voice or by seeing me on album covers, or an occasional issue of Rolling
Stone. It’s like I was able to keep a certain amount of anonymity, but those who
did know me were part familiar with my work. So that’s nice, but I think that
may change, though. If I stay in the world of CD-ROM that will pretty much be
the same, though the pictures are even smaller on CD-ROM.
I really am cherry about stuff written about me. I’m trying to get this across
to you. I don’t know where it comes from. It’s like a deep kind of suspicion of
being memorialized in any way. I think somehow it’s because I’m always looking
into the project I’m in, and the next project I’m going to do. Whereas Proctor,
and this is not a value judgment, whereas Proctor and Austin, and Ossman, all
three are much better at collecting material, and they really have a much better
sense of that. They keep the records, I don’t. I toss them out and just keep moving,
it’s kind of a flight of fearful reaction.
A lot of people seem to have a real personal involvement with The Firesign
Theatre. How do you feel about that?
PETER BERGMAN: I like that. I like that. I like the fact that we wrote it personally.
It was a very personal experience. We wrote for ourselves; therefore, it was
personal. We didn’t write . . . It isn’t commercial material. In a sense it wasn’t
written . . . nobody told us what to do. It came out in a pure form. I like the pure
forms. I mean, I’m writing games now, they aren’t completely pure by any means,
but they’re closer to this kind of
thing. I’m having a lot of fun. I
don’t mind collaborating. I do a
one-man show in which I just do
my own stuff. Nobody tells me
what to do, and I like it. It’s pure.
Although I’m interested in The
Firesign’s work, I’m not interested
in the minutia of The Firesign, I’m
interested in the work. I’ve most of
Bob Dylan’s albums, but I don’t
know that much about Bob Dylan.
I certainly don’t go through his
garbage.
You would rather have the pieces
themselves be your spoken word?
PETER B ERGMAN : Absolutely, I
think an artist’s private life . . . and
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a lot of people will disagree with this, particularly critics and psychologists and
all sorts of people, but I don’t think it’s really relevant. The work should speak for
itself. I surely do believe that.
The problem with the fan thing, I get the feeling that they’re trying to live
through me, and that’s not why I produce material. I produce material for
people to enjoy, and to light up their imagination, and to instruct and to create
a kind of imaginary dialogue. But I don’t expect that because people buy an
album of mine that they have to start to learn about my life. I can understand the
impulse, because, for example, I study the life of Winston Churchill in detail. So,
in that sense, I probably have been inside Winston Churchill’s life, but you know
something, Winston Churchill is also a lot more public than I am. You know
what I mean? He was so much more open than I am. I like to keep a much more
private life.
The questions you’ve been asking have been about my development as an
artist, and the work I’ve been doing, and I have no problem with that.
I guess some of the fans live vicariously in your success.
PETER BERGMAN: Well yeah, but I don’t want people to live vicariously. It’s ok,
I’ve lived vicariously too, but, I mean, at a certain point you’ve got to find some
light at the end of your carpal tunnel. (Laughs).
How did you feel about using The Firesign Theatre name after David
Ossman left?
PETER BERGMAN: There was always an agreement among the four of us that any
single member or any combination there of could use the name Firesign Theatre.
That’s one of the advantages of having the kind of anarchistic relationship that
we have. We’ve always stuck by that. It’s never been a problem.
You went back to radio in the late ’80s with different partners. How was that
different from the Radio Free Oz days?
PETER BERGMAN: Radio Free Oz was a very much wide-open late-night eclectic
radio show that was just kind of a stretching of my mind. The radio projects that
I did in the ’80s were more of a radio drama/radio comedy, so that they were
written, scripted and formatted. It wasn’t the same thing. It was the difference
between a talk show and radio theater, really, in that sense.
You worked with Paul Krassner, the editor of The Realist.
PETER BERGMAN: Paul and I, we met when I was doing my one-man show, called
Help Me Out Of This Head, at the Wallenboyd, and we performed, not together,
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but in the same building. We became friends. We did a three-man show with
Harry Shearer, called Peter, Paul And Harry. If you get a hold of Paul Krassner’s
book there’s a picture of the three of us, in the middle, of Harry and myself and
Paul. We performed it at the Museum of Contemporary Art, in LA, in ’88 or
something like that, but I didn’t have any comic partnership with him. I didn’t
actually have a partnership. That wouldn’t be the correct word.
You had this one-man show, Help Me Out Of This Head. Would you talk
about that?
PETER BERGMAN: Yes, it was a show that I put together under the directorship of
Scott Kellman, who is very much involved with open theater and living theater.
He’s a great theater theoretician. I studied in his classes. I haven’t had much
dramatic training, and all the training I’ve had has been under Scott Kellman.
It’s the story of a man who can’t go to sleep, because of all the nightmares he’s
having. So he wakes up, and gets up, after having a nightmare of Vietnam and
having his head blown off. He starts talking to the people, the crowd, the audience,
telling the story of his life in order to calm himself down. So it’s an autobiographical one-man show. I’ve got another piece that I added to the show that I
perform called Sobriety, which was my new one-man piece.
Sobriety was a small piece, a 15-minute piece. It’s rhymed and rhythmed. It’s
actually kind of a one-man poem with some paragraphs of prose in between it.
It’s danced and performed. It’s nice. It’s a very interesting piece.
It’s not about getting off of alcohol or anything?
PETER BERGMAN: No, it’s not. I love titles that don’t specifically apply, but it is
to a certain degree. It touches on that. The title is not completely surreal.
How do you like working as a solo?
PETER BERGMAN: I love it, just love it. I really do.
You wrote and produced a comic strip called Pete And Pat for the LA Weekly.
Could you tell me something about that?
PETER BERGMAN: Yes, with my friend Howard Cowan, we did that together. It was
a story of a man from outer space who lands in Los Angeles, and we used that
character, Pat, as a way of investigating some of the funny sides of LA, in ’86 or ’87.
What else have you been doing outside of The Firesign?
PETER BERGMAN: I produced radio campaigns for films. I had a partner in audio
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production named Ted Bonnitt. We formed an audio production company here
in Hollywood called Bergman and Bonnitt. We first met Ted when he produced
a series written and performed by Proctor and Bergman called Power, Life On The
Edge in LA, a series of 5-minute pieces on a nightly radio show called Heat, on
public radio years ago. He produced it, and that’s how we first started working
with him.
He’s a great radio producer, a great audio producer, and we did a project for
Columbia pictures for the John Singleton film called Higher Learning (1995). It’s
a story that takes place on a college campus. It’s about racial tension and sexual
stereotyping tensions. Basically, nobody can get along with anybody else. They
approached us through this organization, a trailer house called GNG, to do the
sound collage for the movie teaser. What it is is just a series of racial and sexual
epithets which we’ve gotten various people of various backgrounds to record.
We built that into a sound collage, and as these words come on out on the
soundtrack they come up graphically on the screen. It builds and it builds and it
builds. All the racial slurs that you can think of that aren’t funny, that are just
mean, and it builds up and then it says, “Unlearn, from the unlearning comes
Higher Learning.” And that’s the way it promotes the film, listening to people
saying, you know, whatever. I don’t want to give you the words exactly, because
how would they look in print?
Very few people know about your career in motion pictures. Besides Flowers,
what are some of your other early films?
PETER BERGMAN: I was in a film by the man who made A Man And A Woman
(1966). The film I was in was called Love Is A Funny Thing [Un Homme Qui Me
Plait] (1969), is how it was released in the US. It starred Jean-Paul Belmondo,
Annie Giradot, and me. The director was Claude Lelouch. It was a combination
French–American film; it was shot in French, I spoke French in the film.
Didn’t The Firesign work with Jay Ward, the creator of Rocky and
Bullwinkle, early on?
PETER BERGMAN: I know that Jay Ward contacted us, and wanted to make some
commercial take-offs. He filmed them in 35mm. One was I think an Aura Spray
that would clean your aura. Another was Fantastic Cigarettes. That’s the only two
I remember. We may have done another one, but I don’t remember what it was.
We shot it on his soundstage on Sunset Boulevard, and nothing happened with
them. I think I saw them on the movieola, but I don’t think I ever saw them
beyond that. Is he alive? Maybe he’s got the things hanging around somewhere.
No, he’s passed on. I asked the studio to do a search for the film but it was
not found. The Firesign Theatre wrote the screenplay for Zachariah with Joe
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Massot. Who was he?
PETER BERGMAN: It’s hard to tell who Joe
Massot was. He’s a difficult character to
pin down. We had been told that he’d
been in Cuba making a film with or
about Castro. It’s a little cloudy in my
mind right now. Those were the times
when people used to have visions of what
they wanted to do. He had this vision of
the film that he wanted to make. It was
going to be written by The Firesign
Theatre, and it was going to star Bob
Dylan, Brigitte Bardot, and Ginger Baker,
and the Band.
It ended up being written by The
Firesign Theatre, and it starred John
Rubinstein, Don Johnson, Pat Quinn,
and Elvin Jones, and Country Joe and the
Fish. For The Firesign Theatre, it was
seminal because it was the only really
truly Hollywood experience. Working
with George Englund, who was a veteran
Hollywood director [and producer],
who’d done The Shoes of the Fisherman
and The Ugly American; a man who was,
you know, well greased in Hollywood.
Cloris Leachman was his wife at the time.
He was a very successful man in the
business and we entered through him. It
was fascinating for us to see it.
We went through the whole process
making that film, including going down
to Mexico to do the rewrites. A lot of that
experience came forward in Don’t Crush Photos Courtesy: Phil Proctor
That Dwarf, Hand Me The Pliers, when we did the whole thing about George
Tirebiter winning the good sport award for excellence in Hollywood. The whole
MGM thing, about selling MGM. Remember the auction in Dwarf? It was
because when we were writing Zachariah we had offices in MGM after it had
been closed, just before the auction. We were the only people writing on the
entire MGM lot, and we used to wander that place. Except for a few security
guards, there was nobody there. We wrote in the Thalberg building, and we were
completely alone. We used to have lunch down in the old Copenhagen harbor,
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or over in the old National Velvet paddock or go down the Meet Me in St. Louis
street. It was bizarre. So we had a very unusual introduction to big major films
and that was it. I remember Zachariah in kind of a weird, fond way.
Didn’t you make a movie called Love Is Hard To Get?
PETER BERGMAN: Love Is Hard To Get, I produced in ’70 or ’71. It was written
and starred a man named Anton Green. I produced it and played a role in it. I
played a gorilla named Nasi Goring, a professor who turns into a gorilla to get
the woman he wants. It’s a very successful short. New Line Cinema, Bob Shay,
packaged it with Jimi Plays Berkeley, and it was one of the top-20 grossers for a
while. That package was right there in Variety. Love Is Hard To Get, TV Or Not
TV, and Martian Space Party was packaged as Firesign Funnies.
I starred in a film in the mid-’80s called Phantom Of The Ritz. Shot it in
Tampa, low budget, and it was bought. I don’t know if it’s ever gone into release.
I know it’s owned by some distribution company, if you can ever find it. I don’t
think it’s very good. I just want everybody to know that it exists, because I don’t
want to hide from it anymore. It’s one of those skeletons in my closet that I’ve
decided to let come out and dance for itself.
TV Or Not TV was a Proctor and Bergman film.
PETER BERGMAN: TV Or Not TV was interesting. We shot that out at a mansion
on Long Island, in the old Fairchild mansion, Proctor and I. Steve Gillmor shot
it. The same guy, I think, shot Martian Space Party. It’s a strange little film, it
really is. I haven’t seen it in a long, long time.
Proctor and Bergman also made J-Men Forever!, a Richard Patterson film.
How did that come about?
PETER BERGMAN: J-Men Forever!, a wonderful, wonderful, fun piece of work.
God, that was a funny film. Proctor and I were given the opportunity to take the
entire collection of Republic Serials, cut it up into a film and overdub it, and we
did. And we shot some wraparounds. Logan was the name of the cinematographer
that shot us, the guy that shot I Never Promised You A Rose Garden. He did
a beautiful job, and there’s Proctor and I doing wraparounds as two J-Men, kind
of government types. It’s a story of somebody who wants to take over the world
with Rock ’n’ Roll. It really wasn’t a Richard Patterson film, it was Proctor and
Bergman. Patterson was given the director’s kudos on that. He was involved with
it indirectly. I think he directed the live segments. We really did all the rest.
Didn’t you also use Republic serials for The Madhouse Of Dr. Fear and Hot
Shorts?
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PETER BERGMAN: The Madhouse Of Dr. Fear was not Republic serials, it was a lot
of weird public domain stuff, like Glen or Glenda, and vampire movies and such.
But Hot Shorts was indeed the use of Republic serials, other ones, and that was
very funny. That was three Firesigns, minus David Ossman.
What about The Odyssey film project?
PETER BERGMAN: Well, you know, it was funny, we got a deal, and we wrote it.
The Firesign Theatre was kind of dissolving at that point anyway, I don’t think
there was any chance The Firesign Theatre could have kept its integrity. We didn’t
have a lot of agreement and The Odyssey was written as a four-man effort. It didn’t
have that sort of complexity. We still have the script and we’ve even thought of
taking another look at it. Yeah, in a sense it’s another kind of disappointment,
when you write a script you can’t always expect that it’s going to be made, but
when somebody makes a film that’s a lot different than what you had in mind,
that’s a lot harder to swallow.
Like when you and Proctor wrote the screenplay for the movie, Americathon.
PETER B ERGMAN : Yes, the original one. The one that finally got made into a
movie went through four or five other writers, hardly anything of ours was
left. We had no control over that. It was a stage show that we toured. Director
Neil Israel saw us in Boston and bought the idea and put us to work to write
it. After we wrote it and everybody got real excited about it, Harvey Korman
and John Ritter were on The Tonight Show saying it’s the funniest script they
ever read, they fired both of us and had it rewritten time and time again by all
kinds of other people, all of then top Hollywood writers like Monica Johnson.
They should have kept it the way it was. It would have been a much more
radical, much more interesting movie than what came out. That was a
Hollywood disappointment. They brought in all kinds of people. They
brought in everybody on that film, except us, and they ruined it. That’s
Hollywood! It really is. We had no control over that. It’s just property that
they buy and sell. It’s like repainting a house. We built a house, they renovated
it, they repainted it, and they sell it. It’s still the same address, but it’s not the
same house.
Didn’t you write a screenplay for the rock group Twisted Sister, called
Twisted Weekend?
PETER B ERGMAN : I wrote a screenplay for Twisted Sister, but it never got
made. It got transmogrified along the line. It finally ended up coming out as
a movie called He’s My Girl (1987). It contained none of my writing, but I got
story credit.
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How about, Wiser And Weaker, the MTV video for Denice Williams?
PETER BERGMAN: Yes, I’d forgotten about that. Yes, I did do that and I’m in that,
too. I was approached by the director. Where are you getting all this information?
This is wonderful. Somebody knows more about myself than I do.
The Firesign Theatre did a lot of commercial parodies. Doesn’t it seem
ironic that today you all make a living from doing real commercials?
PETER BERGMAN: Well, that’s the contradiction from living in the middle class.
If we only wrote for the tabloids, we would have never been The Firesign Theatre.
I wasn’t able to achieve making my living completely as an artist. I just haven’t
been able to pull that off. I would like to return to it. But, in the meantime, living
as I do in the middle class now, it’s nothing but contradictions and ironies.
Absolutely! Am I surprised it’s happening? Well, I think that I am to a certain
degree, but ah, here I am, and I’ve been learning a lot from it. I never thought
I’d survive the commercial world, but I actually have, and I think I know a lot
more now than I did when I so carefully kept myself politically correct back in
the old days.
I’m pretty careful about what commercials I do. I will not do commercials
for products that I would normally parody, but I’m not opposed to commercials
per se. I’m much more appalled by television in general than just the
commercials. The whole combination of what’s out there, it’s so devolutionary. It
really is. It’s part of the great devolving of the American society. I think we’re
losing it. I really do. I think we’re losing it and I think we’re in denial over the
whole thing.
You did have some of your fake commercials broadcast on the first Comic
Relief benefit broadcast.
PETER BERGMAN: Shoplifters Market and The National Toilet. They banned the
other piece we were gonna do live. We came there to perform and they stopped
us that night. They said, “You can’t do your piece, it’s too radical.” We were
censored and kept off the air, because the producers, Moffit and Lee, thought our
show was too radical and that it would discourage people from calling in, and
donating money. The piece we were going to do was the game show Eat Or Be
Eaten, where the contestant either comes out a millionaire, or homeless. And
they wouldn’t let us do it. The Firesign Theatre material seems to scare people in
television. Being crude on television doesn’t bother them. Being racist, or sexist,
doesn’t upset them. It’s questioning the system, as we do, that they worry about.
That’s what they don’t like. We make them very nervous. We don’t go out of our
way to engage them, but we really don’t have a television career. Hopefully, that
will change.
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Didn’t you get a TV contract as Pyro Playhouse in the ’80s?
PETER BERGMAN: Pyro Playhouse got a year’s contract from Lorimar Television
to develop television for them and we developed various projects, but I don’t
believe that anything was ever produced. Nothing was ever produced out of that
year. There is no product on the market that is a product of Pyro Playhouse. It
was only in existence to serve that particular need.
What do you think is the future of the comedy album?
PETER BERGMAN: That’s a good question for which I don’t have a really specific
answer. It certainly has gone away since the heyday of The Firesign Theatre.
There certainly hasn’t been since The Firesign Theatre, what you would call a
dramatic comedy album, an album with a beginning, a middle, and an end.
It’s all still been the occasional standup comic, or in this case, the popular
recent one has been the Jerky Boys, who are very funny, but that’s not the
same kind of thing. The Jerky Boys can’t make those albums forever. They’re
extremely funny but they are kind of one joke, one character and the attack
is similar.
By 1978 the comedy record business was dead and now it’s dead as a doornail,
but that doesn’t mean it can’t be revived. It’s just that with the other alternatives
available to people, just sitting down and shutting off all the other media so they
can listen to an intelligent comedy album is asking an awful lot. There’s MTV,
Nickelodeon, the Comedy Channel, and all that stuff is available, ad nauseum.
So I don’t know if we want to add any more to the nauseum.
I love our CD reissues. There might be some interest there. The sales on
Shoes For Industry were ok. I think we moved about 10,000 units. There’s no
promotion, however. There’s more Firesign Theatre in the comedy section than
any other single artist, but nobody buys comedy. They buy Rap, or they buy
Jerky Boys.
I don’t think the standard comedy album is gonna make it anymore. They
have this thing called mixed media now, which is a standard album with some
CD-ROM at the end of it, because the standard album doesn’t take up the full
amount of a laser disc, of a CD disc. We’re talking about that also, but that’s just
a limited version of a CD-ROM. Basically, I think CD-ROM is it. Yeah, we’re
looking to produce one of those very soon. I’m very much interested in that part
of the world.
I do a little bit of web/net surfing, but not much, although I am interested in
computers. This whole computer game thing is playing into the fact that I’ve
been into computers pretty seriously for 20 years now. I had a trash 80, I had a
4k TRS 80. 4k of RAM. I’ve always had an interest in computers, but I never got
myself to the point where I could call myself a programmer. I just kind of kept
an active interest in them.
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You have tried to adapt Firesign Theatre material for an interactive
multimedia format?
PETER BERGMAN: Right, we, three of the four of us, worked on the very first
entertainment interactive CD-ROM.
Could you give us a description of your work in that field?
PETER BERGMAN: Well, an interactive game is a game where you, as a player on
the computer, have choices as to where the game goes, and what happens. This
was originally developed by Phillips and Warner Bros., and Sony, under the name
of Compact Disc Interactive or CD-I. We were hired by the early design group
of Compact Disc Interactive, to turn out an entertainment game, which we did.
We turned out two, one called Eat Or Be Eaten, which never got published as a
CD-ROM game so we turned out the audio material as an album on Mercury.
Then we did the script as another interactive game, a Nick Danger-based
interactive game called Danger In Dreamland. It was like one of these interactive
stories where you had to solve the mystery by making choices. If you went down
the right alleys and the right places, you got the right information. If you went
the wrong way, you got beaten up or misinformed or both. So we worked on that
back in the mid-’80s, when hardly anybody was in the business. Now, of course,
it’s beginning to happen again and we’re gonna go forward and do a Firesign
Theatre game, an interactive game.
A CD-ROM of Anythynge You Want To was in the works. The one we revived
is a first time and a brand-new revision and we worked on that as one of the
center pieces of the show we’re taking out on the road. So, we’re still developing
it. It’s not an old piece. It’s actually a combination of things we’ve done then, and
in the staging it’s taking on a whole brand-new life.
That Shakespeare play, we have put back on the boards to great success and
we have been approached by the folks at More Sugar. They took a budget back
on making a CD-ROM of it, i.e., the script, footnotes, pictures of stage
performances, and other stuff that we will create. So it will basically be like a
take-off of Voyager’s Macbeth. You know, very serious, man, serious acting, serious
notes, etc., etc. We’re gonna take it right back to Will the Shake himself.
I’ve been very involved in CD-ROM. First of all, The Firesign Theatre, at least
the three of us, minus David, back in the mid-’80s, wrote the first entertainment
game for CDI, Compact Disc Interactive. A couple of years back I refocused
myself into CD-ROM and right now am very much involved in both creating
and producing titles. CD-ROM, in many ways, is a combination of a book, a
game, and a record album. If you look at CD-ROM, first of all, it has all the
audio you need, so that it plays as a standard album, or parts of a standard album,
and then you have to understand how to make the graphics, the animation, the
data, and the audio interesting.
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It’s something The Firesign Theatre can really easily adapt to. We have not
designed the CD-ROM, but we know the heart of it; the script, the footnotes on
the script, and the audio performance, but there’ll be considerably more. It will
also have a game quality. It will also be a very strong parody of intellectual
archives, lots of that. There will be live-action video as we meet the critics
and maybe even go back and get some rare footage from Shakespeare’s time.
Remember, whereas the American Indians invented the wire recorder, the spirit
recorder was invented by Sir Edward Kelly, the guy who spoke with the angels
back then and invented the spirit recorder, and we have some of his original
spirit recordings.
Wasn’t The Pink Hotel Burns Down an early game concept?
PETER BERGMAN: That was a take-off on games. That also did not get bought. I
was very much into adventure games, and I got The Firesign Theatre to start
parodying adventure games back then. The Pink Hotel Burns Down has some
funny stuff in it. There’s a game in each room of the hotel. This guy checks into
a room in the Hotel and he can’t get to sleep, so he talks about all this stuff.
He puts himself through it. He ends up on the ledge, suddenly there’s a Dungeons
and Dragons character, there’s trolls, and there’s game players. I was into that a
long time ago. I think I started that in ’77, ’78 something like that.
Do you spend a lot of your time developing computer games?
PETER BERGMAN: Well, I have been pretty seriously for the last couple of years
now. I’ve sold a game, so I’m gonna do a lot more. I produced a comedy
CD-ROM and it’s an interactive parody of the famous game MYST. I did it with
a group called Palladium Interactive. I used David Ossman and Phil Proctor on
it. Melinda Peterson and some of the other RFO Players that were at the Big
Internet Broadcast are on it. I’m using Mike Sansonia to do music.
Fred Newman did some voice tracks on it. He’s like the famous mouth
sound effects man. He does all kinds of voices; he’s all over the TV. He does
all the voices for Dave, a lot of stuff on Nickelodeon, the most amazing sound
effects. He develops these sound effects right out of his own mouth, and his
own little Foley kit.
John Goodman is on it. John and I’ve been working together for a while now.
He’s an old radio head. He’s really a radio man who originally came out of WBAI
in New York. I’ve been working with him in a radio context for years now. He’s
also done some of the Proctor And Bergman Comedy Service series.
Well, actually, I was playing MYST one day and getting locked in the library.
I couldn’t open anything up. It was driving me crazy, and I said, “I am so pissed
at this game.” And the word just hit me. Of course it hit me as PYST. It was
absolute, it just had to be. So that’s where it all began. I just couldn’t get out of
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that room. I have very little patience for adventure games. I want things to move
right along. I don’t like things to stand in my way, and so I got pissed. To get back
at it, I originally designed it to be a full game, as long and as complex as MYST
itself, but totally comic. By comic, I mean with real puzzles and real characters
and everything, but it turned out that that really wasn’t a reasonable way of trying
to sell it. It just wasn’t going to fly that way. It was way too expensive and
complicated and would cost over $1,000,000 to produce it. It really didn’t look
like the market was really going to turn around and go for it.
So I originally developed it at that time for a company called Lorishell, which
now has the name Any River Entertainment. And they put it into turnaround in
February of ’96. I thought the thing over and I said, “Well, you know, I really
think that this should go, but I’ve got the feeling that it isn’t going to go like this.
There must be another way to make this happen.” And then it came to me that
probably the way to go with it was a parody. It really is a parody and nothing
more. At that point I realized that’s really what it was worthy of. The humor
would hold up but people wouldn’t pay the necessary 50 bucks for a game that
was a parody of MYST, and that’s what the marketplace was telling me also.
You’ve got to listen to it. What we went for is $14.95 and PYST was the largest
selling game at Comp USA.
So I thought, what are the ten most famous screens of MYST, and then it
started to work. It started to make sense. Each one of the screens is like a launching
platform for comedy. You really have to play it. It’s just that 4,000,000 people
have gone through the island and there hasn’t been a whole lot of maintenance.
MYST’s the most popular game ever to hit the boards. So I figured, what does the
place look like? Nobody cleans up after gamers. Who would want to? It’s
dangerous, they’re toxic. So that’s what I did.
How did you get the other guys involved for voices and things?
PETER BERGMAN: I just thought of them right off the bat as people that would
be very useful for the comedy voices. Whenever I think of comedy voices, the
Firesign Theatre is the first thing that comes to my mind. I can’t describe how
they’re used. You have to listen to the game. It’s like saying, “You’ve heard me
sing My Way, it’s like Frank Sinatra.” I really approach it like My Way. It’s not
layered, it’s very linear. I also had a group of people around me that I’d been
working with like Peter Murietta, the last person to come on as a writer of the
full game. He’s very funny and his wife Aliza Murietta is very, very funny and
I’d been working with them on Radio Free Oz. Since I already had that background
with them, I decided that they’d be real good for the game. So I used them. I’d
been using also Jason Kassom and he turned out to be Prince Syrup and it really
came out rather nicely.
Who did the actual designs of the screens?
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PETER B ERGMAN : It was a company in San Francisco called Entasis and the
person in charge was Andrew Saratnik.
And you developed a website that was also directly linked to the CD-Rom
disc that added another dimension to it.
PETER BERGMAN: Yeah, that website, by the way, had real audio on it. The website
got a lot of activity, a lot more as more games got into the store and people picked
it up. To get to the members-only part, you had to have the CD right in the
machine. There you got a whole lot of other stuff. You got a lot more Real Audio,
new characters and you also got to send PYST postcards to each other, which was
wonderful. There was a bulletin board. It was really a full site. I went live in the
Schmooze Room. It was chit chat. So it was a live chat session and I had all of
my characters on and every two weeks we brought new people on from the game
and you had an opportunity to schmooze with them. That was keyboard, a
standard chat session using deck software.
What was the most personally satisfying of all your work?
PETER BERGMAN: I think the first four Firesign albums were the most satisfying
experiences, and the first couple of big tours and the tours we’ve been doing
recently, have been really, really great. So I’d say that’s basically it.
Radio is my absolute favorite element. I’d rather rap on the radio than do just
about anything. That doesn’t mean I find myself on the radio much these days,
but that has something to do with radio, as much as it does with me. I don’t think
there’s a place for me on radio right now, for what I have to say and the approach
I take. The barons of radio don’t want it. I’m not a shock jock, and yet I upset
people more than the shock jocks do. I think I call their bluff, which the shock
jocks never do.
It came to my attention in ’96 that there was this thing called Real Audio. And
I thought, “Gee, if you can send audio over the Internet, then what I really got
here is my own radio station, without having to get a building or spend
$80,000,000 to not just get a license from the FCC, but to buy it from
somebody else.” So it’s really the same old same old except now it’s free to beam
myself on the Net. I can reach all the way around the world for only about 100
bucks. Also, it’s like having a newspaper without spending $100,000,000 to
reach Los Angeles. It’s really terrific and the fact that one man—one channel is
coming true, makes me feel really good.
So I collected some people together, and I formed a company, called
RFO.Net, and that’s also the address of the site. I put together Patricia Stallone
and Hal Josephson and Cynthia Decker. John Goodman was the seed capitol, as
the initial investor. We’re all involved in putting up Radio Free Oz on the Net at
RFO.Net. It actually is a commercial venture. It intends to make money. Not

Peter Bergman

81

firesign theatre text 2_13_06.3

2/13/06

9:24 AM

Page 82

many people do, and the ones that do are the ones that have huge amounts of
support; the Netscapes, and the Yahoos, and, you know, the Starwaves. And even
some of them are losing money and a lot of the money that they spend getting
advertising is from some of the people they advertise on. It’s kind of a scratching
the back situation. And so it’s tough to do that. There are people who are making
money with transactions, you know, offering special stuff; more designer shoes,
those kinds of unnecessary things by drawing advertisers, and eventually doing
some transaction-based stuff. We intend to be in there for the commercial long
run. There’s no doubt about that. It’s not an easy row to hoe. We’re very cynical
about it, very suspicious of the Web right now.
So it’s a commercial company and its object is twofold: one is to produce this
network of shows, the first of which is Radio Free Oz, and the other goal is to
provide comic content, and other content on the website, since there’s a sore
need for content, there’s very little on the Web. Most of it is just blah, blah, CB
talk, and insurance companies basically describing what they do, which is of little
interest to anyone, including themselves. So they need content and we’re here to
provide it. We’re a content provision site. I used to think I was an artist, and I
discovered, no, I’m a content provider.
I have a group of comedians and writers that I’d gathered slowly but surely in
Hollywood, and we offered it up. Radio Free Oz is a particular audio comedy site
that we developed simultaneously. We dubbed it, “The Funny bone of the
Internet.” There’s a new Giggle Byte every day. It’s all comic material, and its
individual show pages. You click on a show page, which lists that show and
various others, that have already appeared. You click on them and Real Audio
files come up and you hear the routine. It’s a wonderful project and we worked
real hard on it.
I was busy working on Driven, which is a take-off on the Miller brothers’
Riven. We’re very interested and involved in New Media. When the Firesign
Theater started in 1968, people said, “Gee, you’re 20 years ahead of your time.”
That sounded good to us, except that’s quite a gap to live through! And now,
indeed, I think we are suffering a Renaissance because what we did then in pure
audio is now called ‘new media.’ There were no pictures; all the movies were in
your mind. Now, we have to put the movies on screen. That’s what we’d like to
do with an album.
Do you prefer making an album as opposed to touring?
PETER BERGMAN: What, in other words, would I rather be in the studio doing an
album or on stage doing a live performance? I’d rather be on stage doing a live
performance. It’s my favorite thing in all the world. Oh yeah.
I wasn’t trained as an actor. I think I’m just a natural performer. I never had
any professional training in acting. I took a year in playwriting, but that’s not the
same thing. I’ve had no training in acting. Well, that’s not true. When I put my
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one-man show together in ’87 or ’88, I worked for a year with Scott Kellman,
who directed me, and directed me very finely. I took his classes, so I have some
training, but that was much later in my life.
When you tour the country, The Firesign Theatre plays mostly on the coasts.
Is your response better there, than in the South?
PETER BERGMAN: You know, we have so little experience in touring the South,
that I can’t really tell you that. I found that The Firesign Theatre excites really
good audiences in the west, in the Midwest, and in the east. We’re looking forward
to seeing what could happen in the South. The South is greatly maligned. With
Proctor and Bergman, I did tour the South to a certain degree: Atlanta,
Raliegh/Durham, Nashville and I found the audiences to be excellent and greedy
for comedy. I don’t think the South’s gonna be harder to play than any other
region in this country. I’ll be surprised if it is, and I won’t be surprised if it’s even
better. I’m sorry we can’t play Oxford, Mississippi, one of the cultural capitols of
the United States. Mississippi is so badly trashed over by its own press, and I
think The Firesign Theatre could help open the South, in our little way.
During your 1993 reunion tour shows the fans recited the dialogue along
with you. Did that annoy you, or throw off your timing?
PETER BERGMAN: It doesn’t throw our timing off. You know, we’re very different,
in the sense that since it’s our own material, it’s very hard to throw us off. It’s not
like we’re doing a play of someone else’s material. It’s like the way the miners
went when Booth or Kean, or any of those people, would tour the United States,
and tour the mining camps in the western towns and do Shakespeare; those guys
knew everything by heart, and they would chant it along and if you made a single
mistake, they’d shoot their revolvers off, to show him he was off line. So, no, it
doesn’t really bother us at all. I think from the beginning, we’ve expected it.
Our theater, unlike most theater, is made available to people to listen to
again and again on records. So, of course, it’s very different from doing what
David Mamet gets. When people go to a Mamet play, people don’t have it
memorized. There’s no way to memorize it. So we really quite like it. As we do
more and more new material, we will get less and less of it. That kind of, you
know, immediate responsive reading from the audience, the pit, the groundlings,
i.e., the pit. (Laughs).
You took Give Me Immortality Or Give Me Death out on the road, tell us
about that show?
PETER BERGMAN: We did some of the old shows, but it’s all new material. We did
Ralph Spoilsport. “I’ve been driving this ’79 Crown Victoria, police package. I
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love the car, man, but I don’t like the kind of women I’m attracting. So I want to
buy a new car.” So then here’s this chair. In Santa Barbara they had this big Spanish
chair, one of those great big leather ones. “Oh man, it’s a GM BMW, the car of
tomorrow, and I got it today. It’s got the Eddie Bauer, King Kong package. Oh,
and the inline duo port high blinder beams. I don’t know, look! Oh no! The
asynchronous dense surround holodeck sound server and subwoofer comleather
bark and roll seats. I’m in fucking heaven.” I get in it, you know. I wonder if it
speaks. I hit it. “Sure we do, driver. Get ready, Fahrvegnugen.” I get on the freeway
and off I go. It’s all new. Then we did RadioNow. “I’ll listen to the radio.” Click.
Then Austin does Bebop, “You’re in FunFun Town, man.” And we went into the
station. We then did a whole bunch of stuff. We did Happy Pandit, we did Ralph
Spoilsport, Chump Threads, we added Winquedinque and a bunch of stuff.
Then I came out at the top of “Parallel Hell.” I’m in a helmet, like we’ve done
before. This time I come out, “Budda budda budda, budda.” It’s real quiet and
then I go, “Rodriguez, Gonzales, Stone!” This is like two days, this is like Friday,
the day after their capture happened [in Kosovo]. And the people are going,
“Nooooooo.” Then we go into Lt. Tirebiter in Parallel Hell. It’s all different, a
different ending. It’s about war.
It was just kick-fucking-ass out
there. The Firesign’s together, it’s
friendly, it’s smart, it’s patient, it’s
anarchy, it’s great. Publish the
anarchists’ handbook because it
works. Anarchy works. No contracts.
You can’t partner with people
unless you’re completely free.
The new show was filled with
improvisation, filled with it. We
were beginning to like play with
each other. Then when we’re in
Parallel Hell, it’s like Garson Kanin
and Henry Miller role-playing.
Everyone was like serious theater.
As crazy as it is, it’s theater.
Tell me about your second Rhino
CD Boom Dot Bust?
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pinhead to play in that speaker. My working title was Morning In Billville but
that was only the working title. It’s about a town, Billville, that has a terrible
secret, which is that it’s not small. It’s a small town that really isn’t. It’s a lot bigger than it admits. And there’s lots going on in Billville and the Race Around
America is coming toward it. The race starts in NY, goes through VA, back to
Billville for the 4th of July. We wrote one piece which is an ad which takes off on
these international phone ads. It’s about young Phat, who’s dropped down the
well that inflated the bombs that paid for the village to bring it about to make a
call. It’s one of those things like, “No matter where you are, you are completely
in the global economy.”
We wrote an intro to Billville that’s just bad science, bad, bad science, really
bad, so wrong. And there’s four characters. There’s the mayor, Mayor P’nisnose,
he’s a Bob Dole, third-person kind of guy. And then there’s Dr. Infermo, Dante
Infermo. “Who poisoned the wells?” “You told me to!” Then there’s the coach,
who’s feeding steroids to the kids in the water and day training for the basketball
game. “Move that bus, bust that move, move that bus.” Ringggggg. He’s day
training and he’s coaching basketball. And their necks are so big, they can’t get
into their uniforms. That’s the second guy. That’s played by Ossman. Infermo is
Austin, “You’re doomed, you’re doomed.” Proctor plays Sprawl, Bob Sprawl the
developer, Sprawlco. And this is just the beginning. It’s all taking place . . . I
wanted it to take place partially on TV. I don’t mean channel changing, but not
make a big deal out of it. Not as much comment, as just there. It’s surreal, it’s
500 channels.
We’ve worked on it heavy in May and produced it in June [1999]. We
produced three mixes. A stereo mix for CD, 5.1 mix for DVD audio and a fold
down for DVD video. DVD codex, for 10 minutes of video.
You received a Grammy nomination for Give Me Immortality . . . What was
it like going to the ceremony?
PETER BERGMAN: Us, Brandy, The Goo Goo Dolls, Bare Naked Ladies, Will
Smith, and Jimmy Smits, sitting right there. I thought I’d died and gone to
fucking heaven. Where am I? Limos, a thousand of us, a thousand people this
close, all waiting for limos, hundreds of limos. People going, “152 in lane 5.” I
waited for 40 minutes next to Alanis Morrissette. I looked at her and said, “What
a culture, waiting for limos.” She’s marvelous, I love her dearly, she’s a genius, but
no sense of humor. No sense of humor. She’s like the Dark Lady, no sense of
fucking humor. I’m not going to change my life for her.
What do you mean when you say The Firesign Theatre is basically Vaudeville?
PETER B ERGMAN : If you come to see our show, you’ll realize that we’re very
physical, slapstick-oriented; many, many costume changes, broad, theatrical, in
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that sense, we’re vaudeville. Others who may have not seen us might think that
somehow The Firesign Theatre only stands in front of microphones, and jiggle
sound effects around on an audio board, when in fact, our background is the
stage. We were on the stage before . . . let’s see, we were on the radio, which is
somewhere between the stage and doing records. Actually, doing radio before a
live audience, was the next step up, before the first album came out. For sure we
were. And from then on we did lots and lots. We were playing The Ash Grove,
which was a Folk house, at that time. We did every Monday night. And we wrote
lots and lots, ten to fifteen pieces, for the stage. And it was vaudeville. It was
definitely vaudeville, it certainly wasn’t classic Chekovian theater. It was vaudeville.
What do you hope to do with The Firesign Theatre in the future?
PETER BERGMAN: Well, things have changed a little for us, certainly for the better.
In July ’94, we did a series of concerts, that were based in festivals on the West
Coast, and discovered much to our great surprise, the audiences that came to see
us, who bought season tickets, didn’t know who we were. At least 80% of the
audience, at a couple of these gigs, didn’t have the slightest idea of who we were,
and they loved us. They just seriously loved us. They treated us like George S.
Kaufman and Neil Simon. It was high-end vaudeville. We did so well, particularly
at this one in Jacksonville, Oregon. So the word got out to the festival circuit, you
know, they all talk to each other, and we started to get festival bookings.
I see a major increase in touring, and we’re gonna write a new show with
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bigger and more public appearances for the new show, or expanded shows. We’ll
take more than one show on the road. We will develop our first CD-ROM game
experience, and we may also produce a piece of interactive theater. I can’t talk
much more about it now, but I’m in the process of talking, and seeing if that will
be funded. We may do an actual piece of interactive theater and I think we’ll
come out with some new albums also.
That one thing we’re definitely going to do, because it’s important that what
The Firesign Theatre is going to do is establish ourselves as America’s comedy
theater. We’re it. As far as we know there’s nobody else doing anything like what
we’re doing, certainly not live. And since we’ve been so well received by the upper
mainstream audiences, we’re going to concentrate on those folks. That means
more touring. That also means a new album. In conjunction with the new album
will be The Firesign Theatre’s CD-ROM romp. CD-ROMp, I should call it. We
were in negotiation with a couple of companies to produce that with us.
Looking at the whole thing from the outside, it’s amazing that four bright,
creative artists, with great talents and egos, could get together and produce
something that was truly great, is a miracle in itself. It must have been very
difficult to slug out some of these wonderful products.
PETER BERGMAN: Oh, it was. It was very hard. We did put a lot of our egos aside.
We really did that, but it was easier then. There was a war going on. There was a
greater good.
When you look at all the superb work that the individuals have done and the
degree of progress in your individual development as artists, the collaborative
efforts are just a small part of it.
PETER B ERGMAN : Yeah, and more to come. Oh yeah, I’m just beginning a
renaissance of writing and stuff. This is all really just pouring out of me now.
When I started The Firesign Theatre, I poured a lot of college turned, and high
school turned upside down, and culture turned upside down. I’ve been doing a
lot of work after The Firesign Theatre. I’m beginning to spit that back now, and
I’m looking forward to it too.
How would you like to present The Firesign Theatre in the future?
PETER BERGMAN: As present comedy theater, or comic experience. It’s an
absolutely present modern comic experience, and is not a manner of returning,
like Back From The Shadows, which was ok for the reunion tour. Basically, I just
wanna be presented for what we are, which is contemporary, high end vaudeville,
audio and visual vaudeville. It’s slapstick. We kick each other around as much as
the Marx Brothers do.
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There’s been a lot going on in the world, and we’re energized by all of this.
There are a lot of battles still to be fought: the war between the races, which is
racism, the war between the sexes, and the religious war, and the drug war that’s
on, and the war against art. The largest battle is to find some sort of spiritual and
social justice, and that’s an ongoing struggle. All these wars are going on, and we
are going to take these on. We’re soldiers! We are Fighting Clowns! I’ve always felt
that my art has to serve a greater social purpose, which has to do with how I see
the world. It’s my politics. I suppose if I’m at all an active social mover, I do it
through my comedy.
So, Fighting Clowns has always been my stance in the Firesign. Generally, The
Firesign Theatre has always been very much in the forefront of investigating the
system, questioning authority on a very deep level, and as soldiers, and Fighting
Clowns, we will continue to do so!
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HIL THE
AUSTIN
NAMEPOF
CHAPTER
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Phil Austin, born in Denver, Colorado, 4/6/41, an Aries, is the musician of the
group, and a writer. Phil was raised in Fresno, California by semi-Hindu believing
parents. His father was an accomplished jazz trumpet player, and passed along his
musical genetics and sensibilities to his son. Austin began appearing in local
theater productions as a child with his mother and continued that pursuit
through his high school years, and at Bowdoin College, Fresno State and UCLA.
Phil began very early on to write poetry and literature, and printing works in
various scholastic publications throughout his education.
Austin initiated his broadcasting career by reading the funnies over the air
during his elementary school days, and putting together fake radio productions
and political comedy tapes with his high school friends in Fresno. Phil further
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developed his radio craft in college on his own program and as a U. S. Army
reservist in the Psychological Warfare Department. With some fellow soldiers he
wrote and performed various voices for a novelty single Duckman, by The Buddies,
released in 1966 on Decca records, and that eventually led to a recording
contract for The Firesign Theatre at Columbia.
By the time he was hired at the Pacifica Radio Network affiliate KPFK in
LA, eventually succeeding David Ossman as Drama and Literature director,
Phil had appeared in more than thirty Shakespearean and other theatrical
productions at various venues, including the Actor’s Workshop in San Francisco,
Centre Theatre, the Mark Taper Forum in LA and in numerous community-based
playhouses.
Phil Austin was the producer and on-line engineer of the Radio Free Oz
show that brought Peter Bergman together with the other future members of
The Firesign Theatre. Austin contributed his unique writing skills to the group,
adding an inherited musician’s surreal and silly sense of humor and a Philistine
approach to the New Age comedy espoused by the others. His Nick Danger
character helped establish the necessary album sales to keep The Firesign
Theatre afloat on a major label, and in the record bins, opening the doors to
their best work.
Austin wrote and produced his first solo recording Roller Maidens From Outer
Space, released on Epic Records in 1974. Like an audio Magritte, mixing down
known images on his surrealistic recording palette, and utilizing the other
members to juxtaposition his favorite Firesign themes, from TV channel switching,
matinee movies, family sitcoms, detective dramas, and pseudo-evangelism, with
his own personal obsessions of sports, women, country music, and Nixon, he
soundly painted an apocalyptic nightmare resurrection and the ascension of
televisionary American icons on a Roller Derby canvas of fun.
When Proctor and Bergman splintered off to run the nightclub/college
circuit, Austin joined with David Ossman to carry the weight of the Firesign
mantle, producing several shows and writing the basic script for the last Columbia
album, In The Next World You’re On Your Own.
Throughout The Firesign Theatre years, Phil honed his writing skills,
publishing his own little flyers, producing many radio and movie scripts, and
contributing various fiction to national magazines. In 1976 he started his first
detective novel Sucker’s Game, which began as installments in Crawdaddy Magazine,
which also included some of his various other short pieces reflecting the Next
World images on The Firesign Theatre Fun Pages.
In the ’80s Austin formed Pyro-Playhouse with Proctor and Bergman as a
vehicle to produce commercials and develop TV shows for Lorimar Pictures. The
three, as Firesign Theatre, investigated the world of Compact Disc Interactive,
wrote and recorded the Grammy-nominated first comedy CD, The Three Faces Of
Al (1984), helped realize the video projects The Case Of The Missing Yolk (1983)
for Pacific Arts, and the Cinemax special Eat Or Be Eaten (1985), which he
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directed, and continued The Firesign Theatre name and catalog, when Ossman
journeyed east to work for NPR.
In the ’90s he recorded numerous voice-overs for television and radio
commercials, and had his own radio show, Hollywood Niteshift, which ran for two
years. Phil Austin was scheduled to write for and appear on Chevy Chase’s
ill-fated late-night talk show and contributed to Barbra Streisand’s Emmynominated HBO specials in 1994. He recorded two audio productions, Down
Under Danger (1994), for Michigan Public Radio’s Pulp Radio series, released by
Sparks Media, and a book on tape, Tales Of The Old Detective And Other Big Fat
Lies (1995), for Audio Partners, that he wrote and performed by himself.
When not concentrating on Firesign Theatre activities, commercials,
backpacking, auto touring, and watching sports on TV, Austin spends his
happily married time with his beautiful wife, Oona, a Hollywood commercial
food stylist, and their numerous assorted dogs in various locations. Somehow he
finds the time to remain in pursuit of the great American novel, Beaver Teeth, now
reaching epic proportions, expanding The Tales Of The Old Detective, And Other Big
Fat Lies into printed book-length, rewriting and blogging and web-chatting.
During his long forty-some-odd-year career, Austin has worked in every phase
of show business. He started out as a writer and has come a complete full circle
to where he feels that writing is his main avocation, and desire. An extreme
concern for quality, and a willingness to express a high degree of professionalism,
permeates through all of his work and has won an undying respect from his
associates and loyalty from his legions of fans. His willingness to carry forward
his concept, and love of The Firesign Theatre against all internal and external
odds has filled this author with an appreciation to try to portray his thoughts and
words as accurately as possible.
Phil Austin is an extremely funny, refreshingly frank, horrifyingly soft-spoken,
self-deprecating man, who has a very realistic insight on his world, and an
incredibly imaginative outlook on ours. He was interviewed on various phones
from his retreat on Fox Island, Washington, and his home in Los Angeles,
California, over the years between 1994–2000.
One of your first radio experiences was reading the funnies over the air. Was
this your first job out of school?
PHIL AUSTIN: That would have been earlier, much earlier. I was like a little kid.
I was like in the 5th or 6th grade. God knows when it would have been, early
’50s. My mom went back to school to get a teacher’s certificate. She was suddenly
involved with the local college, which was called Fresno State at that time, and is
now University of Fresno or something. I’m pretty sure it was through her that I
was reading funnies on the air. I started doing a lot of small town drama stuff
then, a lot because she was so involved in it also. And that was my entrance into
radio. It was something that I always loved. Actually in Fresno, where I grew up,
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I had read the comics on the air on Saturday mornings. That was part of my
thousands of little acting jobs I had coming from a small town, school plays and
little plays and stuff, community theater and all that. I’m a real typical product, in
a lot of ways, of not a real small town, but a kind of small city, art and cultural life.
Fresno is a place that people make fun of a lot, and it’s fun to make fun of.
In reality, it’s a small city. It must have been maybe 40 or 50,000 people or
even less at that time. In those days, it was entirely based on agriculture. It’s
not a manufacturing town, it’s a great big farm town in the middle of the richest
agricultural valley in the world. We grew up in a world where manure spreaders
were more important than ingots of steel, but it had the same economic
weight. I was a swimmer athletically, AAU teams, and I split my time in the
summer doing plays in the city parks, and stuff like that. So, I was like one of
those kinds of kids.
And that continued on throughout high school and college?
PHIL AUSTIN: Yeah, first I went to college at Bowdoin College in Brunswick,
Maine. I spent two years there where I was a literary kind of guy, a literary
magazine person, and acting in plays there, The Cave Dwellers by William
Soroyan. I started to write seriously when I was a senior in high school, writing
poetry and stuff. That’s the kind of stuff that would have been published in the
Bowdoin Quill. And then, I was doing plays and stuff like that. Half the reason I
went to Bowdoin was they gave me enough scholarships, some of which, partially,
was because I was a good swimmer. It was a really tiny college; there were about
600 guys, no women. It was called a little Ivy League, very Amherst-like, there’s
six or eight of these colleges, very snobby at the time. I was just kind of let free
to do whatever I wanted. I was the crazy guy from California. I was the guy
wearing shorts in the middle of winter. I was kind of like a curiosity at the school
and I got to do everything. I had a radio show on the radio station. I did work
for the paper, I did drama criticism. It was great, but then my folks couldn’t
afford to send whatever they had to make up on the scholarships, so I wound up
then going back to Fresno State for a while, a very short period of time, and then
wound up at UCLA.
Did you continue doing theater then?
PHIL AUSTIN: Yeah, I’ve always done that, pretty much, my whole life. I was then
in the Actor’s Workshop that was in San Francisco. I think the only show I ever
did with them was King Lear. There were some famous people in that cast too,
not really well-known names, but Broadway good actors. Michael Sullivan,
played Lear, a really good actor—dead now, unfortunately. It was like the premier
company at that time. It came to be known under another name. I was in the
very early days of it.
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Duckman was your first record.
Did you ever do any recording
before then?
PHIL AUSTIN: My friend Richard
Schulenberg and I started out
doing radio production in his
bedroom in Fresno, downstairs,
because he had two turntables,
for some amazing reason. No
human being in 1956 had two
turntables, especially in their
bedroom. He had very lenient
and nice parents and we started
making these stupid sort of
comedy records that we just put
on tape and listened to for our
own edification. I realize Duckman
is a direct result of that. I actually
had been doing that same kind
of stuff for years, and years, but
Photo: Byron Cohen. Courtesy Phil Proctor/ Firezine
not professionally.
We started, like, when we were in high school. We’re the class of ’58, so we
would have started high school in ’55. We met our second year. We were so inspired
by the elections. We started doing them because of the elections. TV coverage of
the election was such a new thing then, and I think our first tape that we made was
Campaign Train, in which the whole thing takes place on a train. We had train
sound effects. We had . . . God only knows . . . I guess it was political satire. The
other had to do with Earl Long and the watermelon, the strippers and who knows?
I wonder if Richard even has it anymore. We did a couple of them. We would play
them over the phone to each other, we were so proud of it. (Laughs).
Did those experiences lead to a career in records and radio?
PHIL AUSTIN: I was a rootless beatnik, essentially. I had gotten into radio really
as a way to avoid active duty. I had been in the Army, and it was one of the things
in the Army Reserve I needed, and I got involved in a Psychological Warfare
Unit, that would allow you to be in the Army for six months and spend the rest
of my life in bondage and servitude. I was a six-month reservist in the 60s. I had
six months on active duty. I spent a few years in the reserves and my unit was the
360th Psychological Warfare Unit in San Pedro, California, who had misspelled
the name on the front of the tin shack that we all lived out of, so that it was
spelled “Pychological.” Every weekend when we lined up, we the enlisted people,
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would stare up at the fact that powers that be didn’t know how to spell
psychological, and yet they were it. They left the “S” out. That was good.
Psychological Warfare had to do with radio, that’s really what it was really. We
were supposed to be set up to be sent to Vietnam and broadcast to the
Heathen about what a great life we were going to have for them.
That’s where I met the guys who I started recording with really; a guy named
Lee Bernhardi, who used to direct Barney Miller, and married one of the Lennon
Sisters, Janet, and a guy named Ron Budnick. Out of that we started doing this
thing called Duckman, which, because I forget why exactly, Gary Usher of Decca
Records cut a single on. We did a two-part single known as The Buddies. We
were theoretically a group called The Buddies. Duckman Part 1 And Part 2 died
a quick death. It was based primarily on the fact that Lee Bernhardi could do a
really killer duck voice that was quite good.
It’s sort of a parody of the Batman television show, which must have been on
the air at that time. Lee Bernhardi did the duck voice. The other voices were me
and Ron Budnick, a San Bernadino Disc Jockey.
We sent you a copy, what did you think of it?
PHIL AUSTIN: It’s so odd, it’s like I can hear exactly how it was done, hear all the
cuts and hear all the worries we had. It’s just so odd. It’s really good-hearted,
simpleminded and good-hearted. I couldn’t believe how good I was actually, as
far as all these performances I’m doing and everything. These are all voices you’d
come to associate later with The Firesign Theatre. I hadn’t really realized I was
doing them that early. It’s a whole lot better than I thought it was going to be,
particularly that announcer that I do really pulls the whole thing together in a lot
of ways. Gary was very good about the music. That music must have been actually
composed for the record. He had, during his time as house A & R man at Decca
and later Columbia Records, access to symphony orchestras, if you wanted to put
it on a budget. That music is not canned, he had that music played. In fact, I
remember a friend of mine from high school wound up doing the arranging for
it. It’s very odd. Lee and Ron, the two other guys, are really good I thought, very
bizarre. I do almost all of the voices. Lee plays just the duck, that’s all, just the
duck voice. I play the worst voice on it too, which is the wimpy sidekick voice; I
noticed most of the other voices are mine. Ron Budnick, who really didn’t do
voices, was a disc jockey, and he plays the police chief or something. It was real
interesting to listen to. It was such a nice piece of work really. It could have been
just awful.
What year was the Duckman single and didn’t it lead to The Firesign
Theatre’s contract with Columbia?
PHIL AUSTIN: It would be 1966 and yes, directly. The producer of it was a man
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by the name of Gary Usher, who was a producer at Decca Records at the time,
whom I guess about a year later after we did Duckman, contacted me because he
had been listening to The Firesign Theatre on the radio, and asked me if we
would be interested in making a record. And that led directly to Waiting For The
Electrician, of which Gary is listed as the producer, in fact. I think he produced
our first album and then he left the company.
When I started working with The Firesign Theatre, I was the drama and
literature director at KPFK, which was a Pacifica Radio station in LA; one of the
early ones, and one of the key stations that was involved in a tremendous
amount of ferment of the late 60s, at exactly the time that the war resistance
movement broke out and everything. I happened to be in kind of an executive
position at a left-leaning FM radio station, so I found myself right in the middle
of a lot of things.
I was also working as an actor. I was working at the Mark Taper Forum in LA
as a stage actor, and I had primarily done stage work. In an odd, California kind
of way, I was a Shakespearean actor, doing a number of Shakespearean productions
over the years. So I was not really a working Hollywood actor, as such. I’ve always
pretty much been a writer. That’s always what I’ve primarily been interested in. I
was someone who’s convinced, and I am convinced to this day, that I’m not a very
good actor. I’m not someone who has the temperament, or the guts really, to be
a full-time regular actor. I’m much happier to be a writer who gets to be in a
group that performs his own stuff. There’s a certain kind of a shield there that I
really like. The Firesign Theatre’s been really valuable to me that way. Plus, it got
me to be very strongly into comedy.
So working in radio was a way of just trying to stay afloat really, financially. I
found I really enjoyed radio work; things like reading the entire The Idiot by
Dostoyevsky in installments over the air. I was programming radio plays. I was
programming BBC stuff. It was an odd job. I met David Ossman first. I think he
had the job before me. I think he was a couple of people ahead of me in the same
position at KPFK, but he had left by the time I had gotten there.
David Ossman and I have had a running joke for 105 years that when we
worked at KPFK in the early days, Bill Malloch was senior to both me and David
and was a respected classical music person. He was the classical music director at
the station. When you went to work for the station announcing classical records,
the minute that you blew a pronunciation, Bill would call you on the phone. I
can still make David laugh with the joke, whenever it comes up. “Scrabalottaga.”
“No, No! It’s Scrabagottalogalog.” Classical music presentation for an announcer
is just the worst fucking thing to do in the world. Very few people have ever done
it, so David and I share this joke. Bill Malloch will always and forever be an abiding
figure, an ore source in our sense of humor. (Laughs) He’s always remembered for
that. He was an odd, interesting guy. We always felt that Bill followed along
behind us in a lot of techniques. All of us, frankly, were borrowing from a lot of
the ‘concrete’ artists and so forth. I think Bill and a lot of people in LA at that
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time heard a lot in the stuff we were doing. I’m not sure how much of an influence
we were, but it is amazing. These radio shows and all the odd stuff we were doing
that never got published on records or anything. There’s hours and hours of it.
It was really Peter Bergman and I who found ourselves working on a very
late-night fund-raising show, in which we would stay up all night for days and
beg people to send us money, which we badly needed to keep the station operating.
I was trying to raise enough money for the station so I could keep my job. And
one night I got two charismatic-sounding New Agers on the air, Paul J. Robbins,
and a guy named Peter Bergman, whom I never met before.
Peter was a guy who was introduced to me as an artist from Europe, who had
come in on his motorcycle, and there was an instant kind of bonding thing that
happened on the air, between him and Paul J. Robbins. I think I was on the air
when we all started talking to each other, and it was very Hippie-oriented stuff.
Very kind of New Age, acid, LSD, Rock ’n’ Roll, early days of all that, 1966, it
must have been.
The station manager of KPFK at that time was very interested in expanding
the listenership and interested in what was happening among college-age people
at that time. And the station manager called me in the next day and we had this
departmental meeting and we said, let’s get these guys on the air because this
New Age stuff seems to be hot, and it’ll be part of the new look for the station
because we’ve got to deliver something now that we’ve raised all this money from
these doctors. He thought that we sounded really good on the air, and we set up
a show immediately where I was the producer of a show called Radio Free Oz, the
two hosts of which was Peter Bergman and this guy Paul J. Robbins, and out of
that eventually comes The Firesign Theatre.
So it’s in my department, Drama and Literature, somehow it comes under
that. So I wind up night after night listening to Peter and Paul J. as we go off into
the wee hours of the night and they are expounding this kind of New Age talk.
Paul gets lost in all this; initially, it was a two-man act.
Paul was a very charismatic figure in town at that time, Peter wasn’t. Peter was
an outsider, a guy from Germany as far as anybody knew. But Peter made friends
with me and David, who was an ex-officio at the station that had come back. In
the politics of it all, we sort of went with Peter over Paul, is sort of what it came
down to.
So, I’m listening to all this New Age stuff that these guys are going through
on the air and everything, trying to be as supportive as I can. At this point in
my life I didn’t believe a word of it. The show did ok, but basically what Peter
was doing, essentially, was talking acid heads through their problems with
call-in shows, late through the night. Peter had this one trick that he did, which
was that everything was reversible. What I started doing, was to start being
funny. Out of boredom after awhile, I would start calling in myself and
pretending to be people, and since I knew all the New Age stuff well, I could
afford to be funny.
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I grew up in a New Age family. I’m the only one of anybody in The Firesign
Theatre that actually had been raised in it. I was raised by Vandataists, for God’s
sake. I’d been going to Hindu temples since I was seven years old. My parents
were completely dyed-in-the-wool, what Oona and I call “He-Hes,” which is
what a friend of ours came up with. People who wear rags on their head and
chant are called “He-Hes.” It’s always the nicest thing to call them because it has
such a smiley sound. I grew up “He-He.” I was raised “He-He.” I knew the whole
thing. I knew all these books and all this Hindu and Indian mysticism stuff,
backwards and forwards, and I was the only one that did.
So you would call in, like you were on a bad acid trip?
PHIL AUSTIN: Oh, exactly. After awhile, Peter, when he got a particularly strange
phone call, would look over into the booth to see if I was on the phone.
Did he have trouble recognizing your voice?
PHIL AUSTIN: At first, yeah. As you can tell from Duckman, I was pretty good,
my chops were up; I’m surprised. I was the only . . . even though David was a
West Coaster, he was not a rural West Coaster, the way I am, and I do all these guys
real good. It was like the first that any of them had to deal with improvising with
guys who were callin’ up talkin’ like this, about the Ramaturaga, and the three
phases of help. (Laughs).
So how did the others come into the show?
PHIL AUSTIN: Phil Proctor was a friend of Peter’s from Yale, who came through
town as part of a play I think Phil was doing, and David was a former employee
of KPFK, who came back to help us with the fund-raising efforts. He had gone
briefly to ABC. I’ll never forget the Variety headline, saying, “Poet hired by ABC.”
He was Harv Bennett’s assistant for a while. He was characterized by Variety
magazine as a poet, which is fairly hilarious, when you know David. He is the
opposite of being a very academic person, to know him and to talk to him. And
so The Firesign Theatre was an adjunct, was part of Radio Free Oz, originally.
From my standpoint, from a production standpoint, we really needed badly
to fill three or four hours every night. There were only so many phone calls you
take of people stuck on bad acid trips, or people who came in to read tarot cards,
or various musicians. After a while the four of us began improvising comedy,
because frankly, there was a space there to do it. And I think that is one of the
things that has always bound us together, as we all four turned out to be oddly
enough, people that will just fill up a space that’s presented to us. And we liked
doing it with each other. We tended to share an odd sense of timing and an odd
appreciation for certain weird things.
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You know, I’d worked with a lot of other people as an actor, and I’d never met
three other people that would just kind of take everything I had to offer at face
value, and either try to top me or sit there and listen to me. And I just really liked
them, and I’ve loved that part of The Firesign Theatre ever since. I think I was
27 or 28 when The Firesign Theatre got started.
This fits with what I remember. I was working at KPFK. I was the director of
Drama and Literature for the station. My specific job was really to ride herd for
the station over Radio Free Oz. So I was up all night doing Radio Free Oz, and also
trying to hold down the office work on the Drama and Literature Department at
the same time.
One day in the middle of all this scheduling and administering kind of stuff,
Gary Usher called me up. I realized that I had been talking to Gary quite a lot
over the last year or so out of what had started as a lark out of my Army reserve
unit, Duckman. All of the sudden there was this guy calling me up saying he had
been listening to us on the radio and he wanted to make an album out of it.
At that point I remember thinking to myself “Ah, Gary’s inventing some kind
of art form here.” Some kind of concept record art form that’s like “his deal.” He
was the only one doing it. That’s the first time I became aware that there was a
kind of school of Gary Usher, and somehow what he was hearing on Radio Free
Oz fit with his idea of how he could try to take these marginal areas of interest,
like Astrology, and turn them into something that was vaguely connected with
the rock ’n’ roll business. I guess he was kind of unique that way.
With me in particular, my life was very much wrapped up in KPFK. At that
time, KPFK was going through one of these odd little renaissances that go
through companies that are involved in the arts. I just happened to work there
for the period of time that the station experienced a kind of artistic revival, and
a move away from pure politics and things that Pacifica is often very concerned
with. I just happened to be there as the station changed a lot of its programming
into a more entertainment-oriented type of programming of which Radio Free
Oz became the flagship. It just happened to fall into my department. I was just
the person that happened to be in charge for the station.
I didn’t have that much to do with Radio Free Oz. It was a talk show essentially
and it had its own producer that arranged the guests and so forth. I never had
anything to do with that at all. I was there essentially just to make sure that the
show got on the air. And so my only studio experience was with Gary. I was
doing those kinds of jobs on the side from just being real wrapped up in, not
just Radio Free Oz, but the whole station’s ability to raise money for itself and
to survive and to kind of combine these cultures that were clashing at the time.
It was like a big deal. It was fun. Big fun. KPFK was big fun in those years.
Out of the middle of it Gary Usher calls up and says to me that something
that we were doing on the radio would make an album, rather than him calling
up and kind of offering me a nice job. Like The Astrology Album must have made
me some money, I suppose. I don’t remember. I have no records of it or anything.
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For me it was just a job of walking in and spending one night recording my parts.
That’s all it was.
He asked me to do The Astrology Album, which I think I was credited on as a
writer. I think I just copied it out of a magazine (Laughs), some Astrology
magazine or something like that. In the sessions for that, I don’t remember being
around any music at all. I just remember doing the voices with Gary.
I remember Gary, very seriously, at one point at Columbia studios, asking
me if I wanted him to make me a rock ’n’ roll star. I remember him saying, “I
can do it! I can do it!” I had no clue what he was talking about. I was a long
way away from music at that point in my life. I didn’t see what he was saying,
which was that he felt he had an ability with the label to control the marketing
of the act. I guess that’s indicative in some way of what kind of odd power
position Gary achieved at Columbia Records, right as the old order was ending
and the new order hadn’t quite figured out who it was yet. There was kind of
this odd slot for Gary. I didn’t know Gary socially at all. I only knew him in
the studio.
Those were definite starving artist days. Any work you could get was a huge
help. Gary was my guy. I loved Gary. He’d actually made a record out of
Duckman. I just thought that was the most amazing thing that he could do this,
’cause I had no knowledge of the business or anything.
So you think then that all this business about astrology was floating in the
air, and it just so happens that the comedy group that became The Firesign
Theatre is named after astrological signs?
PHIL AUSTIN: No, it’s because of, to some extent, what happened between Peter
and Paul. The first night we were on the air, Peter, me and Paul J. Robbins, Paul
and Peter became the hosts of what became Radio Free Oz. I was interviewing
them. We were in the middle of a fund-raising drive, so they were there
theoretically to help us raise funds late into the night.
The manager of the station heard it that night and then later called me in the
next day much too early and said, “Listen, we’re gonna put these guys on the air
every night, and somehow you’re gonna handle it.” What Peter and Paul were
doing on the air was extremely New Age. Peter had just come from Holland and
Amsterdam and was full of Sufi meditations and connections with the East that
came to you in Europe in those days. Paul was very much a California crystal
reading, tarot reading, typical kind of California New Ager. The two of them
were just so sweet with each other that it worked up to a point. But when Paul
left the show, it had to be entertainment-oriented, Peter was by far the more
entertaining of the two of them, the entertainment value suddenly rose. It
became more and more my job to be entertaining, to be funny, to call Peter with
funny phone calls, to be the funny guy in the booth kind of guy, to take more of
a part in the show.
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Then, when suddenly we began to find allies in David and Phil, who would
occasionally come on, what we arrived at was something that only we knew about.
What Gary was hearing was the talk show part, which was the LSD addict until
three in the morning, everybody trying to be as knowledgeable as they could be
about whatever subject of New Age culture came up, whether it was “Baja Rumdas”
or “Raba Bamdas” or “Naba Ramagama.” It didn’t matter, and I had a peculiar
knowledge in that area ’cause I’d been raised in those religions, although I’m a
tremendous nonbelieiver. I was raised, more than anyone else that I know in a way,
from a very early age in California New Age religions, and I knew a lot about it.
So the connection that eventually happened in the entertainment phase of
Radio Free Oz, what happens between me and Peter, where we start making each
other laugh on the air, is to me the earliest memory of where The Firesign
Theatre’s sense of humor eventually becomes this kind of oddball sense of humor.
I remember it starting originally between me and Peter as Radio Free Oz had
gotten old and we were just looser and more willing to be funny and we didn’t
care about religion particularly or any of the rest of the New Age concerns. We
began to just kind of concentrate on being funny and how amazing this was that
we could just be funny. And somewhere in that melding right there the name The
Firesign Theatre comes out.
Peter’s making an elaborate joke when he first says the words The Firesign
Theatre. He’s relating it back to the ’30s and to Roosevelt and to old time radio.
It’s another of those odd things that Peter will often do where he’ll connect two
or three things in one thought, and you really want to try and write those down
when they happen, and luckily we did. In many ways the name The Firesign
Theatre has been “berry, berry goot to us.”
Other than that, The Astrology Album is just a horrifying thing. It’s like Gary
was combining trash and something else. I don’t know what it was ’cause I don’t
know Gary so I’m just guessing. He’s just a guy I did three jobs for. The fact that
the last one turned out to be real important, who knows? We didn’t see Gary past
that first album. He didn’t know what we were doing. In other words, he would
have been just as happy putting out an album that had to do with Radio Free Oz.
Peter and I said, “No, we’re not gonna do that. We’re gonna go in and we’re
gonna say we’re doing The Firesign Theatre.” And we went to The Copper Penny
in Hollywood and we sat down with Gary, and we said, “Here’s what we’re gonna
do,” and Gary said, “Ok, fine.” That was what Gary was like, ’cause I remember
he was just like he was trusting in the moment somehow. He believed all this
New Age stuff. He was like actually acting it out. He was doing it in a kind of
corporate setting, which made it very odd. At least I thought it was odd; still do
think it’s odd.
Did you have any idea it would hit as big as it did?
PHIL AUSTIN: Not in the least, not a clue, didn’t even have any idea that there
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was such a thing as big. Comedy records were an odd byproduct of a recording
industry dominated by, at that time, Shelly Berman, and, I mean, very brilliant
people like Mort Sahl and Bob Newhart. When we started out doing kind of
multi-voiced things, the only, I wouldn’t call it rivalry at all, the only example
that we had to follow was really Stan Freberg’s History of America album, and our
knowledge of The Goon Show in England, which was Milligan and Sellers. To me,
my greatest influence, and it is true, and our greatest English-speaking comedy
writer is Spike Milligan of The Goon Show. To me, I feel like I’m just following
in his wake the rest of my life. If I could get even close to . . . Actually, The
Firesign Theatre, granted, has a deeper sort of intellectual cast to it, but there is
nothing for sure abstract humor like Spike Milligan’s writing. That’s it. And, of
course, he had the cast of doom with Harry Secombe and Peter Sellers, and himself.
How do you account for the longevity
of The Firesign Theatre?
PHIL AUSTIN: Yeah, it’s nearing a 40-year
history in terms of having product out on
the market. I think one of the things is
that we’re fairly low-profile. If you ask
around among people just off the street, 1
in 200 is going to know who The Firesign
Theatre is, maybe 1 in 500. It’s not something that’s been on national television.
It’s not something that’s made nationally
acceptable movies. It’s something that
resides in what used to be called the
counter-culture, and what now . . . I don’t
even know what you call it nowadays. It’s
primarily a thing that, I think, collegeeducated people are fond of, in general,
if you tried to take a look at what the
audience actually is. And I think that’s one
of the reasons we’ve survived so long, we’ve
not had the pressure of immense fame.
We haven’t been, and we are not Saturday
Night Live. We’re not that. We started out
entertaining ourselves. We started out
feeling that there was no . . . that it was
just kind of . . . it was an interesting thing
to do. We were trying to create the world
of the radio shows that we had grown up
on. We’re all that age. The fact that it ever

Boom Dot Bust. Photos Courtesy Phil Proctor/Firezine

P h i l A u st i n

101

firesign theatre text 2_13_06.3

2/13/06

9:24 AM

Page 102

made any money or that it ever achieved anything above dying in a couple of
years, was, to me, just a sort of miracle. I frankly think that’s why it survived,
because we haven’t had the pressure of intense fame or intense financial rewards.
It’s been respectable, that’s for sure, but it has not been anything that has driven
any of us crazy.
You think of yourself as more of a writer than as an actor?
PHIL AUSTIN: Yes, I’m just not much of an actor. I’ve spent my life in and out of
acting but what I like to do is write, and what I think the basis of The Firesign
Theatre is, is writing. I think of us as writers who perform our own material
and the writing comes first and the performing tends to come second. I’ve
certainly . . . I’ve done a few things outside The Firesign Theatre. I do voice-overs
for commercials now, and I do occasional parts and things here and there, but
I haven’t pursued it all that much. I pursue writing much harder and that’s what
I like to do. I don’t like to . . . I don’t really like the life of a performer all that
much. It’s kind of stupid for me to say that, because I’ve never had that much
success at it. So, who am I to say? Maybe I’d like it more had I paid more attention
to it. But in general, I prefer to create things rather than interpret things.
What would you say were your most successful contributions to the writing
aspect of the group?
PHIL AUSTIN: I suppose, as I write more, it’s going to be easier to go back over
The Firesign Theatre stuff and pick out what’s mine. Over the years, I’ve
suddenly realized that everybody in The Firesign Theatre is a believer, except me.
I’ve always been that way. But the New Age stuff . . . and I realized, ok, that’s
what I do in the Firesign Theatre. I mean, there are other things I do, and this
and that, but the basic root of it, when it all went back to it, I make fun of all
that stuff. And if you interview them each, like Phil believes he can turn on lights
from a distance. Peter believes that he caused an earthquake. Even David, who
seems a little more rigorous intellectually, sometimes he comes across as a believer
too, in a sense. In The Firesign Theatre world, you call a believer a seeker. So it
was my job, and this is a long-winded diatribe on the fact that I, as a writer, have
just come to some rational, have come to some reasonable understanding as to
what the hell do I do in The Firesign Theatre. I think my job right from the
beginning was to just make fun of all this stuff. And everybody went along with
me, which made me feel that they somehow retained a belief in it and an ability
to make fun of it, which may be that kind of childlike thing about The Firesign
Theatre that, when it’s at its best, it displays. There is kind of sense of naiveté, or
innocence, about The Firesign Theatre that I don’t think is in my writing. I think
I’m a whole lot more cynical really, and kind of harder edged. And maybe over
the years, looking back at The Firesign Theatre, that will be my contribution,

102

the Firesign Theatre

firesign theatre text 2_13_06.3

2/13/06

9:24 AM

Page 103

that kind of stuff, the sense of humor that’s my dad’s sense of humor. My dad was
a musician, and I just dragged the family sense of humor along.
Writing The Firesign Theatre is a weird thing. You’re dealing with people who
are, when it comes to writing, all equal. And if you put four writers in a room
with each other, you’re not ever going to have anyone feeling that they are
necessarily equal with each other. For us to have pulled off the amount of
group-writing that we’ve pulled off, and to have pulled it off as successfully as
we’ve seemed to have, is to me, the biggest success of The Firesign Theatre.
Secondly, that we haven’t killed each other is the next biggest success. No one has
been shot during writing sessions, and that’s a great success. (Laughs)
I’ve realized that certain people in The Firesign Theatre really dislike me a lot,
and it’s no fun for me. It’s a drag. It’s been going on for 40 years (Laughs), and
there’s nothing that I can do about it. The Firesign Theatre writing is us mostly
trying desperately to surround Proctor and Bergman material with something
that seems better to us. That’s what most of these years have been. The writing
part of it has suffered over the years tremendously, as far as what you feel initially
over those first four or five albums. I just try to make The Firesign Theatre as
pleasant for myself as possible.
I sometimes get overwhelmed with the feeling that it could have been so much
better. Mistakes were made, but that means nothing. When I see the compilation
of all this stuff that you’ve put together, it all washes away. It’s all interesting;
none of it need be hidden. I think honesty is the best policy with The Firesign
Theatre. It doesn’t hurt the reputation of The Firesign Theatre, it only tends to
enhance it. People understand; my God, these are artists, who would have
expected them to get along 100%, or perhaps even 5%. What do you expect
from artists, you know?
All the kind of hype, whether it’s the four fuzzy mop tops, early record
company hype, that got kind of put on us because we looked like a band. Just the
kind of stuff I see turning up lately when I see Peter interviewed where he keeps
talking in this military analogy, of him and his three little guerrilla buddies.
That’s kind of like Beatles’ publicity, it’s like promoting the idea that there’s
something magical about the idea that there’s four boys working together. And
that’s not what it was, nor what it ever was. You’re dealing with guys in their 30s
right from the beginning.
We were always dealing with writers who step in each other’s areas real
frequently; dealing with performers with egos, the whole thing. It’s silly to expect
The Firesign Theatre to be the way we are on stage, when we do this kind of act,
about how they’re just these four lonely boys doing these stories for you on stage,
which is our stage act, kind of. It really has nothing to do with the long history
of what really produced the writing and how it all got done. It didn’t get done on
friendliness. In some cases, some of the best writing is done in the middle of the
worst fights. There’s absolutely nothing wrong about that. Nobody should feel
bad about answering questions honestly, I think, because the worst stuff ’s already
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been said. Just the fact that we got through this reunion thing, as really well
as we did, is in itself a testament to the fact that it all washes out. Plus, it’s
all interesting.
Yeah, for as a writer there’s come a point at which I’ve become extremely . . . I
have a harder time now with collaborative writing, and it used to come very easy
for me. A lot of your energy gets wasted in collaborative writing. In solo writing
you at least have a shot at the first draft. In Firesign Theatre-type writing, or
collaborative writing in show business, there’s really never a point where you’re
alone, or in control. Right from the minute, there’s some idiot looking over your
shoulder, or some genius who’s making you feel bad because you didn’t think of
that (Laughs)!
There hadn’t really been and there is no actual four-man Firesign Theatre
writing in the old sense, past about ’73. Everything from that point on is that
we’re fighting off Proctor and Bergman, or what odd thing was going on, and
what anyone’s personal ambitions were or so forth. We’re into a much different
world. Off and on, over the next 20 years, we try to occasionally recreate what it
is that we did in the first five years, and it has been impossible, just impossible,
but the stuff ’s good enough. All the stuff ’s good enough. As I’ve said, I’ve really
fallen in love with Next World again. It’s like I’ve actually forgotten how good
Next World is. People keep pointing out to me that Roller Maidens is good, and
I’ve finally re-listened to it, and I’ve thought, God, there really is a lot to it.
Duckman, it turns out to be better than I thought. So I’ve come to realize that
my judgments of 20 years ago have turned out to be not all that accurate,
and that I’ve got to see myself as someone who was always writing and the
collaborative part of it is really secondary, as I look back on things.
That was the past of The Firesign Theatre. What about the present, and
future?
PHIL AUSTIN: This is an interesting question. We are very much in the grip of
the fact that we are all in our middle-60s. Everybody earns a living outside of
The Firesign Theatre. The Firesign Theatre had been a dead issue financially
for all of us for nearly five to ten years. All of a sudden, work started to appear
out of nowhere on the basis of a reunion essentially, and the fact that we were
all getting along, or at least talking to each other, which is something that hadn’t
happened in a number of years. So we’re very much, I think, in the position of
what is offered to us is going to determine what it is we want. I’m sure that if
you talk to everybody they would all say, yeah, yeah, we want to do this, we
want to do that, but the problem is trying to take time away from the things
we ought to do to support our families, our normal businesses and everything.
So we don’t have the leisure and the inclination we had when we were much
younger, to really call our own shot. We’re more in the grip of outside forces
right now.
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The most difficult thing in The Firesign Theatre is to generate writing. What
The Firesign Theatre is really, is an organization that has an extremely limited
performing history; very few live performances over the years, primarily studiobased recordings, and the basis of those and everything we do is writing. The best
of what The Firesign Theatre does is where all four people are pretty much paying
attention at the same time. That has always been difficult, and is even more
difficult to do now. Am I just weaving around the point here?
Right now, The Firesign Theatre is four different opinions. We’re dealing with
people here who are grandfathers in some instances. In other words, planning the
future has to do with writing. It’s all very well for us to think, for the four of us
to think, well it would be great to play some dates, and to perform in front of
people and to be in New York again, and this and that. That’s primarily a business
decision. It has more to do with the marketplace than it does with our desires. As
our desires, it seems to me, should be as writers. What do we want? What do the
four of us want to see The Firesign Theatre write next because we’re incidentally
performers. We’re primarily writers who perform their own material and we’re
unique that way, I think.
I would like to see The Firesign Theatre do something in my mind, I’m thinking
should be based on a line of Peter Bergman’s from the very first album, which is,
if I remember it correctly, “And All the Little Guys in The Melty Hats Come
Down.” And anyone in The Firesign Theatre that hears that, will sort of know
what I’m talking about, but anybody outside of The Firesign Theatre will think,
“Well, what the Hell does that mean?”
That was my next question.
PHIL AUSTIN: Yeah, exactly. It means that I would like to see us do something
that was very free-form. That’s what I’m trying to say. It’s only a guess, but my
guess is that we will produce something in the next year or so, just frankly,
because everybody is laughing and getting along so well.
You’ve referred to The Firesign Theatre as the 4 or 5 crazy guys, with the 5th
guy being the collective entity of the group. What does that mean?
PHIL AUSTIN: It sounds pretty Christian when you put it that way, like the Holy
Ghost or something. I don’t know; that got to be a joke with us. It’s one of our
internal jokes. A lot of the humor The Firesign Theatre does is stuff that we
would call in-jokes. It’s stuff that amuses us. That got started because it’s hard for
us to always answer the question, who wrote this stuff? We realize that if you
actually pinned it down, well so and so started it, and so and so, and so and so
rewrote it, then three other guys rewrote it again. And then, it was done in another
thing and then we all sat down and rewrote again 800 more times. And then,
when it was in the studio, the guy who was playing the part improvised 60% of
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that. Therefore, writing is a weird abstract deal with us because it’s a group thing
that we do. One of our most asked questions is, “How do you write?” The thing
that I always tend to say is, any different combination of people or things that
you can imagine, we have done it all. A lot of our material does start out as one
person bringing something in, or it starts out as two guys bringing something in.
Some of it actually starts because the four of us are sitting in a room, banging our
heads against the wall with a deadline and unable to do anything and we decide,
well let’s just start calling people in Oklahoma, at random, and see what happens.
That’s sort of the way Everything You Know Is Wrong got started. Let’s just make
some long distance phone calls and see if anything interests us; you know, that
kind of stuff.
Were you influenced by old time radio?
PHIL AUSTIN: Yep, very much so. I was born in ’41, so, as a kid growing up in
that generation, we had the last of it. I think radio was essentially dead by ’50,
’51, when Johnny Dollar goes off the air. Being eight, nine, and ten, and everyday
rushing home after school and listening, and listening to The Lone Ranger on
Saturdays, and that kind of stuff. It just profoundly influenced me to the point
to where I’m still working on it to this day, and I’m in my 60s at the moment.
Working in radio allows people to shut their eyes and make up the pictures for
themselves, I know that this has been said before, but this is the thing about
audio work. We are not trying to spend a whole lot of time making ourselves or
our faces, or our bodies, or making drawings of what it is supposed to be what
you’re looking at. We let you do that. You’re supposed to close your eyes and
make it up yourself. It allows you, as a writer and a performer, to just move into
a lot of abstract areas, some might even say surreal areas, that every other people
in the arts never really get to do. There’s just nothing like radio work. For years
and years it was a very commercial art form where there was no room for so-called
art in it at all, with the exception of maybe Norman Corwin’s work, and that
kind of stuff. We somehow, after it was all over in a broadcast sense, we, The
Firesign Theatre’s been able to take the form and make into something, I’m
proud to say, I consider it to be art, very much an American art form.
I was also fascinated with TV. It finally began to occur to me that after a
lifetime on the stage and kind of looking down my nose at television, it finally
began to occur to me, that if you shut your eyes, this was just radio. People
were so upset about television, and I didn’t agree. I never agreed with this vast
wasteland idea. I’ve never gotten that. To me, that’s just snobbish to not look
at this thing. I mean, God, look at it. It’s just so amazing what came over it.
If you just shut your eyes, it gets even more amazing. I realized that, after
awhile, because the pictures were so limited in those days, it was just much
better if you shut your eyes. At that point it began to conceive to me that you
could run stories in between channels. You can do almost anything if you
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began to look at it as just radio with a picture on it, and not get so upset over
the fact, and that type of thinking.
Norman Corwin, God bless his heart, I have talked to him, what a guy. He’s
still alive, he’s in his nineties, and he was pontificating in a way, “These young
people nowadays, they have no attention span. Of course people don’t have any
attention spans now.” He said, “Look at these TV commercials now, why I
timed them, it’s only like a second and a half that something’s on the screen.”
And I thought to myself, what does that have to do with attention span? The
people who are 19 right now, can comprehend 15 second and a half cuts, lay on
’em in 30 seconds. Why does that mean they have no attention span? It’s that
Norman’s idea of attention has completely changed. People, in fact, have better
attention spans now and can pay attention to more things at once. He’s
completely, actually, completely wrong! But the woman who was interviewing
him, who was a local intellectual doyen, and is a smart person, and usually
oriented, was going along and nodding her head. When, in fact, when you think
about it, it’s patently untrue, as are most of those clichés about how awful television
is right now, and how it’s ruining us. In fact, it’s this fucking amazing art form.
And I think maybe only that by taking it apart, that is, by kind of isolating the
soundtrack, was I able to get a handle on it, as far as being a writer goes. I can
finally think of something to do with it, besides trying to be on it; I’m not a
good enough actor, or interesting looking enough or anything to make much of
a living off of being on it, but I sure liked it. So manipulating the soundtrack
was the next obvious step.
In Roller Maidens, I wanted to make something that was as much as possible
like what I considered the best of The Firesign Theatre, which was Dwarf. So I
just wanted to continue along with that TV stuff that I pretty much brought into
Dwarf too, the TV switching and such. It kind of lends itself to numerous
variations. Now, it’s become something you don’t have to labor over. It’s something
you can do in commercials, for instance, quite easily.
Do you watch basketball at all, where you see Shaquille O’Neal commercials
where he walks through multiple TV screens? It’s just gorgeous. It’s just
unbelievable. They’re taking a break during a game, “Oh, Shaq’s leaving the
court,” and you’re cutting back and forth from the director’s booth in the truck
where they have multiple screens. And you see Shaq going through one of the
multiple screens, and he’s suddenly in an episode of Jackie Gleason. He sits down
at a table and they look at each other and do the takes exactly right. Then, he
walks into the next screen and he’s running right along side Cary Grant in North
by Northwest. Cary Grant looks to his left, right at Shaq. They go through this
hugely expensive commercial, but it’s the kind of stuff that in 1971 you had to
explain it more to people. I think that’s one reason why the TV stuff we were
doing at the time, the stuff that goes into Dwarf in particular, is as good as it is
now, standing up. We took longer with it, we were as entranced by the ability to
actually do it. You can actually do it now. We had to sort of make this kind of
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pattern first. I think in the pattern-making part of it, it makes it kind of literally
good as it is. It’s not just television parody.
It’s almost the cultural impact of The Firesign Theatre that a commercial like
that can exist today.
PHIL AUSTIN: Yeah, although it was when you were working in the professional
world at that time, and as you began to understand even what multi-track tape
was, it didn’t take a huge amount of rocket science to figure out what was right
around the corner. It seemed very prescient at the time because people who
weren’t in show business, weren’t using these machines all the time. But I think
to us, it was normal.
The thought of doing radio, television, and movies on a record . . .
PHIL AUSTIN: Just that was even unique at the time.
Who were some of your major influences?
PHIL AUSTIN: W. C. Fields was, most of all with me, my greatest hero as far as
motion pictures and everything else, in that kind of writing and everything. I was
fond of the Marx Brothers, but the Marx Brothers didn’t do a whole lot of their
own writing. They had enough money to hire George S. Kaufman and stuff like
that. It’s great and all that, but I see the Marx Brothers as basically a school act.
They were smart and they really did the right thing, but I think they’re really a
studio creation in many ways, but Fields was his own person. Fields, like my
favorite things, Milligan and The Goon Show, are these kind of oddballs. I’m real
fond of Daffy Duck and all that writing. I’m a huge Daffy Duck fan. I did a radio
show in Los Angeles for many years called The Hollywood Niteshift, which wasn’t
with The Firesign Theatre, which allowed me to turn in my really awful imitation
of Daffy, and talk quite daffy as I actually could. He was the greatest insane
person ever created.
My favorite comedians in the present day . . . I think I was influenced by the
SCTV (Second City Television) people. I’ve known over the years or have met
many people from Saturday Night Live. I’m really very fond of their humor. But
nothing affected me more than SCTV, in particular Dave Thomas and Rick
Moranis, and the guys who were doing a lot of the writing and everything.
Monty Python, in recent years.
What are your favorite albums of The Firesign Theatre?
PHIL AUSTIN: Well, Dwarf is my favorite album, for sure. My second favorite,
oddly enough, is . . . currently, my second favorite was the one that was only
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written by David and myself, in fact, which is called In The Next World You’re
On Your Own. It is one of the least known of The Firesign Theatre albums. It’s
hard to describe what it’s about. It’s really kind of two stories that cross in the
middle there by making an X, there by being the X in next world. It continues
on from the world of an album that we made called Everything You Know Is
Wrong, which takes place in the High-Low Desert area, which is the three towns
of Hooker, Heater and Hellmouth, and it continues on the saga of these three
towns. It has an endless soap opera on it called Who’s Peggy? It has a wonderful
cop show on it, featuring a cop called Random Koolzip, played by Phil Proctor,
one of his finest performances, who’s a cop who just drives randomly around
drunk. It features Peter Bergman as 3-Fingers Mickey, who’s a clerk at a take-out
establishment. The reason he has three fingers is because people keep rolling
the windows up on him. And it’s a generally dark and terrifying story of the
Academy Awards and the police.
Did you come up with any
of the titles of The Firesign
records?
PHIL AUSTIN: I Think We’re
All Bozos On This Bus is something that I came up with.
Everything You Know Is Wrong
is also something I came up
with. It’s a Harry Cox line,
it’s something that Harry said
and I said, and I remember
David saying that ought to
be the title. It’s usually things
that people just sort of blurt
out and two or three other
people will say, “God, that’s a
good title!” Very seldom is it
someone that comes up and
says, “I’ve got a great title.” A
lot of this group-writing
thing has to do with a lot us
being alert enough when one
of your partners says something clever, to say quickly,
“Let’s write that down.” We’ll
use it somewhere. We all,
at least David and I, keep
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extensive notebooks and records and things.
Nick Danger is one of your most popular creations, why is that?
PHIL AUSTIN: I don’t know. For the rest of my life I will be considered to be
something called Nick Danger, and there’s nothing I can do about it. Either I try
to do it as best I can, or I look like an asshole. I try not to look like an asshole as
much as possible (Laughs).
When I originally started doing the character, really what it was, was a parody
of how bad radio acting really was in the golden days. You can listen to all that
stuff now on cassette and one of the things that really strikes me is that it’s all
really by acting standards, it’s all horrible. (Imitating with gross modulation) “It’s
all guys that do this with their voices,” but that’s the way I started out doing Nick.
I don’t consider myself to be much of a voice person. To tell you the truth, I
consider myself to be sort of a journeyman. I lived in awe of Mel Blanc. Noel
Blanc [Mel’s son] was my commanding officer in the Psychological Warfare
Reserve Unit that I was in, toward the end. Phil Proctor, for instance, is a much
better voice person than I am. He can really actually do great voices and stuff like
that. I can’t do that. What I do is I get an idea in my mind that I’m going to be
as much like Nixon as I possibly can and then I start doing this guy. It’s not
terribly accurate. When you hear a really good voice person do it, oh God, that
really sounds like Nixon. Austin sounds like Daffy Duck doing Nixon. That’s
where I’m at. Since I’m not a real accurate, incredible voice person, for instance,
I don’t get jobs in cartoons. No one has ever cast me in cartoons in Hollywood,
although I do commercials. What I do, I think, is I combine . . . I’m allowed to
still be an amateur, like Nick Danger is something that a real good voice-over
person would have done a better job right at the beginning, but wouldn’t have
allowed as much room for good writing as I do, because I experiment and screw
around and am more of an amateur. Anyway that’s my opinion of myself.
The idea basically, was that there was this horrifying detective show called Nick
Danger, and this guy “did this stuff,” and had all these weird pauses and had this
odd voice. And out of that somehow the fact that, right from the beginning, I was
doing a character who was like two people at once. That he was playing this, that
he was doing this odd writing that the writers were handing him, and at the same
time, he was desperately trying to be a better actor than he actually was.
Out of that somehow the character has gone on to this day. He’s still . . . when
we do these shows, the reaction to him is still better than it has ever been. The
audiences now react to Nick Danger, even . . . We never did him on stage in the
old days. We were sort of embarrassed about Nick Danger. It was our most
popular thing. It almost seemed too easy. Now everybody tends to embrace the
Nick Danger stuff very much and they’re virtually on their feet the first minute
that they hear Nick Danger. The reaction is great. I play him a lot differently
now. I don’t tend to play him as exaggerated, and I don’t play him as much as a
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bad actor as I used to.
In fact, I’ve kept on writing him. I did a Sparks Media half—hour Nick
Danger thing that I wrote, and that I play Nick on, but we have a cast of people
from Grand Rapids, Michigan. We put it together all by phone patch, back and
forth. It’s wonderful because we have real girls; Proctor doesn’t have to play all
the girls parts.
The other thing about Nick Danger is the peculiar quality that Phil brings to
doing Nancy, and the kind of really stellar job that Ossman does as Catherwood,
and I think that Bradshaw is Bergman’s best part that he does of all The Firesign
Theatre’s stuff. There’s something about it that’s kind of the best of all of us, as
performers, that is highlighted in Nick Danger. There’s something about old
radio that’s just really inspiring, and still continues to inspire me very much.
When we sat down to write it for the first time, the person that we wanted to be
most like was Raymond Chandler. It’s very much a kind of parody of Chandler’s
writing. Nick has a kind of literary side to him, the way he phrases things, and
this and that. There’s an endearing thing, and he’s certainly not going away. If
anything, it’s more popular now than it used to be.
Nick Danger could go on forever.
PHIL AUSTIN: Yeah, I hope so. The first album that The Firesign Theatre was ever
nominated for a Grammy for was a Nick Danger album called The Three Faces
Of Al (1984). I wish we had won it, but at least we were nominated and it’s the
first recognition that we’ve ever had from inside the industry. It was nice that it
was Nick that was the flag-bearer.
What music did you use for backgrounds on Nick Danger?
PHIL AUSTIN: On Three Faces Of Al I used something that’s all out of Fred Jones’
library, free music at his studio at that time. Oftentimes it’s Harlem Nocturne,
oftentimes it’s moody big bland, Big Band or ’40s kind of stuff, I like best. I didn’t
really like the original old radio organ sound, although it’s very nostalgic now to
listen to it. I much prefer the false drama of the Big Band sound.
How about the organ on Nick Danger?
PHIL AUSTIN: That’s a guy named David Grimm, a very good friend of ours, who
unfortunately died of rheumatic fever a couple of years after he did that. He was
a very talented musician and a very talented actor.
In 1988, Nick Danger occasionally appeared on Washington, D.C. radio.
PHIL AUSTIN: John Dryden is the producer and star of this show called the Daily
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Feed, which is kind of remarkable, in that it’s a syndicated show of political
commentary that’s really very inventive and very wonderful. I think John only
uses one of two other voices besides his own, and Nick Danger has been one of
them over the years. It’s basically political commentary and I would say all of us
who work on the show generally come from the left-hand side of the political
spectrum, for the most part. And John, being directly in Washington, D.C., is
very much in touch with day to day happenings there. I tended to do my Nick
Danger pieces for him from a more surreal and overall American political stand
point, rather than a day-to-day Washington, D.C., which he handles beautifully.
John Dryden has collected them; he is the owner of them. He owns the
performances of them. I own the material, the stuff itself. I never thought of
collecting them. I use them as a kind of mine to look through them once in a
while, when I thought I pulled off a particularly good piece of writing. I mine it
for a story every once in a while. John’s work is really pretty good on all those
tapes, as well. That’s what kept me going really, that he kept going. I could not
see how anybody that was producing as much material as he was every week, plus
holding down a job, plus doing other people’s tapes and everything was amazing.
I thought that that real simple technique of speeding up that one voice, Max, was
great. John’s writing is just like amazing. I’ve never seen anybody pull off a higher
level batting average, who is so consistently under pressure, as John. It’s amazing
and doing all the voices himself, virtually all of them.
A lot of people really like those pieces a lot, like the George Bush, Sr. one
where he used to get Ginsberged and listen to The Firesign Theatre.
PHIL AUSTIN: That’s right, there were the horrifying George Bush episodes
(Laughs).
That year, the year we writers in Hollywood struck (1988), John contacted me
and convinced me and sent me recording equipment and encouraged me to write
and perform Nick Danger over a year and a half as a feature on his radio show,
The Daily Feed. I wrote and performed over fifty of those pieces and a few of
them turned out to be the starting points for several short stories which later
came to be part of Tales Of The Old Detective And Other Big Fat Lies. Other parts
became incorporated into my Beaver Teeth novel I continue to work on, and
which formally started in 1990, the year that the Nick Danger pieces in the
Daily Feed stopped and my odd experience writing a screenplay for the Grateful
Dead began.
What I now think of as the real Nick began to take shape in these episodes, so
I recorded them in my home studio during that year, with John encouraging and
threatening and cajoling me to keep going. This Nick was much more antic and
loose than he had ever been on The Three Faces Of Al or in The Case Of The Missing
Yolk, his other appearances in the 1980s. As the Decade of Indulgence came to
an end, Nick was back, or so it began to seem as I wrote away, week after week.
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As well, the idea of doing something that wasn’t connected to TV or film was
very attractive. I began to think about pure writing in a way I hadn’t for years.
Fred Wiebel and John Dryden went through many hours of reconstruction
to pull all the episodes together. They did it without any help from me, that’s
for sure, and I’m forever in their debt. John, by the way, introduced The
Firesign Theatre at our concert at the Warner in D.C. in 1993, a memorable
and standing-only performance of the Reunion Show. The Daily Feed continues
to dazzle Radio America and long may it reign.
Down Under Danger was released by Sparks Media. What is that?
PHIL AUSTIN: It is a Nick Danger Adventure. The only person in The Firesign
Theatre that’s in it is me. I wrote it as well. We cast it, the producer, whose name
is Michael Packer, cast all the other parts from actors in Grand Rapids, Michigan,
and then we recorded it by me recording in Los Angeles, and them recording it
in Grand Rapids somewhere. The final results, he’s put together. I don’t know if
it’s been broadcast, but I do know it’s being offered for sale somehow in The
Firesign Theatre fan network. It came out real nicely, it’s an odd piece, and it’s
very different from The Firesign Theatre’s Nick Dangers, because, of course, the
women are played by real women, and it’s therefore different in style, and I think
real interesting. It was finished in ’94. It was actually done over ’93 and ’94.
Weren’t you originally asked to adapt some stories for a NPR Radio series,
Pulp Radio, and then came up with Down Under Danger?
PHIL AUSTIN: That’s when Michael Packer was asking about Pulp Radio and the
whole idea of pulp radio just sort of began to intrigue me, even though I couldn’t
get into rewriting that sort of trash he was asking me to make into radio versions.
The project suffered from the fact that it didn’t have any good writing in it. It
was a show about bad writing, so who cares at a certain point, you know? The
guy that he had, who was the overall host of it, was so incensed at my piece that
he actually wouldn’t introduce it. Michael was supposed to have, at the front of
every show, this guy who had written the original book called Pulp Radio; I
forget his name, he was supposed to do an introduction. The reason on Down
Under Danger that I do this long fake introduction, is that the guy refused to be
on the tape. He was so upset with Down Under Danger, he thought it was not
funny, and we weren’t supposed to be funny anyway, and he wanted to take his
trashy writing very seriously, I suspect to make himself look good. I think that’s
why those kinds of people do those kind of projects.
Nick Danger is a guy who exists on the radio, very much, except for Down
Under Danger, where I made him more of a . . . On The Three Faces Of Al it’s more
like Down Under Danger, the way I’m writing him and therefore the way I’m
playing him. What he’s become interested in at that point, what that character’s
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become interested in, is the way he talks. It’s not so much that he’s on the radio,
but that he has a sort of literary self-consciousness about himself that develops.
The first time the entire group recorded together in a studio since 1980, was
the four Nick Danger Pizza Hut radio commercials that ran in April 1995.
How did you feel about that?
PHIL AUSTIN: I thought they came out well. I do a lot of commercial work, and
as far as commercials go, I thought they were real good. They weren’t really funny
particularly, but they had this incredible manic speed to them, that I thought, in
a weird way, sounded more like the original Nick Danger, the 1969 one, almost
than any of us had done since in that genre. In other words, they have that kind
of silly feeling, the kind of thing that Phil Proctor particularly loves, and is good
at, that kind of just manic silliness. The clients seemed pretty pleased with them
and Pizza Hut didn’t complain or anything, so it turned out to be a good job in
that sense.
Well, I don’t know, there were various tensions between us going on at the
moment, I didn’t have any feeling one way or another. I tried to approach The
Firesign Theatre then as just get the job done as best I can. There’s a lot to just
being professional. It makes it a lot easier to get through a lot of the personality
problems that seem to be happening, since I seem to be generally the person
that’s getting on people’s nerves somehow (Laughs).
I wrote most of those Pizza Hut commercials. At least, I did the initial draft
on them and everything, and they were good. If I had not been in The Firesign
Theatre, and had just been doing it as a Pizza Hut job, and it had been my idea,
instead of the accounts executive idea to have The Firesign Theatre do it, I would
have walked away saying that The Firesign Theatre sounds really good on it. I
would have been proud of that.
As an outsider I would have said, “Well, God damn it, you know really it
didn’t sound like some hokey piece of shit trying to trade on psychedelia or
something like that.” It comes across feeling as though The Firesign Theatre is
committed to the material. If you’re gonna do commercials, that’s the way
you’ve got to do it. You can’t hang back, you can’t say, “I’m not really doing
this,” you’ve got to actually go for the gut. Luckily, it was one of those products
where we were eating it in the studio all day long. Stuffed crust pizza actually
is pretty damn good. Oh, it’s a great idea, they put mozzarella cheese in the
crust, in the edge; I sound like a commercial now, but it’s actually excellent
(Laughs). Oona’s world is food commercials so we’re very conscious of food,
and commercials around here and everything else. There’s nothing like doing
jobs where you actually like the product, it just makes it all worthwhile
(Laughs). It’s like a product that is hard to fault philosophically, people should
eat. It was a good thing for The Firesign Theatre, it was food, that’s a big fun
thing for us.
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You had a talking book out called Tales Of The Old Detective And Other Big
Fat Lies.
PHIL AUSTIN: It was released in May ’95 by Audio Partners out of California. It’s a
collection of about ten short stories, half of which are about a character called the
Old Detective, who is an elderly Hollywood detective, telling hilariously funny
stories of the past in LA. I also read it and I don’t actually have a print publisher
yet for it, and I’d hoped to have that concluded by the time the talking book
part came out. I think that would have been a wise idea anyway, but it started out
as an audio project which is real interesting because that’s my home base.
Is there any Nick Danger there?
PHIL AUSTIN: No, the character is just called the Old Detective. It’s . . . all my
detective characters, I think, tend to run together after a while. In a way, it’s
almost as if Nick is talking when he’s 85. These could be stories of Nick Danger,
or they could be stories of anyone. It’s unclear because I try to keep it unclear.
I continue to be real happy with it every time I listen to it, and I’ve listened
to it more than I expected. It was done in three sessions. Pat Fraley, the producer
and director, is real easy on me, and we make an excellent team. Pat Fraley is like
a premiere voice-over person. I mean, he’s just one of the top people in the
country. He just knows how to handle me. We’re voice-over people so it’s like two
studio musicians working together. He knows when to push me on something,
and he knows when to not push me on something, and he knows when I can do
something better. I think the whole thing sounds pretty relaxed.
It’s beginning to be formalized that there is such a thing as an audio art form in this
country and it encompasses everything from books to full-scale active productions.
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The lunch menus piece is very Firesignesque, and reminds me of some of
The Firesign Fun pages printed in the mid-’70s in Crawdaddy Magazine.
PHIL AUSTIN: I think I might have published some of the early versions of those
school menus. They show up somewhere on The Firesign Theatre work. It’s
similar to some of the TV Guide kind of thing I did. On those older pieces of
work we weren’t quite sure if they’d work on this. We almost, at the last minute,
cut it from the project, but then people just seemed to be so fond of those school
menus. I finally got it into my head to a form where to me it’s like a poem now.
It makes sense on a couple of different levels. Then we went round and round
about how we wanted to record it. Should we actually do a voice here? Should we
put it on some sort of deep school sound system echo? Should we play with it, at
all? At the beginning we kind of made a pact that we weren’t going to over-produce
this thing. We were just going to try to let it ride mostly on the words.
Secondarily, every once in a while, I do a little bit of a voice, the Old Detective
in particular, he has a distinct personality. The thing I hate on talking books is
when the actors try to do all the parts. I just hate it, when it’s overdone. To me,
you’ve got to hit it as subtle as possible.
Then the difference between doing a comedy album and a talking book is to
try not to detract from the words with the performance?
PHIL AUSTIN: You want it to be just like the author reading his stuff to you.
You’ve written for three detectives. What’s the difference between Nick
Danger, Dick Private in Roller Maidens, and The Old Detective?
PHIL AUSTIN: Oooh, God! Tick Tock, Tick Tock, aaaaaaaaaa! Over the years of
playing Nick Danger, I’ve started to write him differently. I’m not sure if I’m the
only person that writes that character. There may be existences from some of the
others, of having written Nick Danger outside of the second record, but I think
I’m the only one who has done it since then. I’ve done many different takes on
it and I have a real distinct difference in style that is finally beginning to occur
to me. With Dick Private, where I didn’t want to use the name, I was definitely
trying to carve out some sort of identity for myself on Roller Maidens. I thought
I was doing sort of Peter Falk, but I’m not an exact mimic. You begin to feel in
Dick Private how he’s beginning to relish how he’s putting things, but it’s in a
very primitive form.
In The Old Detective it’s completely different. It doesn’t have to do with Nick
Danger or anything else. Except, God bless it, the people at Audio Editions really
wanted to get that on the cover. It sells a few copies (Laughs), which I’m happy
to do. I’m real proud of Nick Danger, although except for the word ‘detective,’ it
really has little to do with Nick Danger. Although this review I saw out of the
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Midwest said that, made a kind of thing reviewers may make, is a kind of
automatic connection between Nick Danger. He said it was as if Nick Danger
had gotten very old. That could be true, I suppose.
I see a similarity to the writing you did for Nick Danger on the Daily Feed
pieces.
PHIL AUSTIN: That’s me trying to do ninety seconds by myself. Some of those
have become some of The Old Detective stories. The archaeology one, The Age Of
Brass, started out like that originally. There’s a couple of them and there’s
certainly pieces that I pulled out of some of the Daily Feed stuff, to get myself
working on the idea. I wanted to create at least five of these Old Detective stories
before I wanted to kill him off. And I’m not sure now whether I have killed him
off. I think maybe I’m gonna write a couple more. He comes across great; he’s so
weird. What world is he living in, in fact?
I was originally going to call the thing Tales Of The Old Detective, and Pat
called me a couple of days later and said, “You know, I’ve had this title sitting
around since Jr. high school (Laughs), why don’t we put And Other Big Fat Lies
on it, because it will help everybody understand what it’s about more.” For once
I thought, that actually is a good idea, and a great title.
For a Firesign person to have a short title for a piece seems kind of odd.
PHIL AUSTIN: (Laughs) Hey, that’s good, I hadn’t even really thought of that,
that’s true. Pat, in his usual and incisive way, had gone right into the heart of
things, they all were really pieces about lying in one way or another.
In your own words, could you tell how the stories string together, other
than lying?
PHIL AUSTIN: Well, I don’t know. I don’t think any of it strings together, to tell
the truth (Laughs). I think I tend to naturally write about forms of transportation
and women. It comes from growing up in Fresno. It comes from growing up in
the San Joaquin Valley in a car club. I grew up in what American Graffiti looks
like. That’s the world I grew up in. In fact, the bad guys in American Graffiti, I
believe Mr. Lucas put a shot at some point in the film of bad guys in lowered cars,
called The Pharaohs. Lucas is from north of Fresno, and indeed, The Pharaohs
were the most feared gang in the Valley. Cars, and then both my dad and I
both worked for the railroad for years. Transportation and women—my two
carnal interests.
The Old Detective, at one point, says that there’s only two women in his life
that he’s loved deeply, but there seems to be seven or eight more in these stories.
Ballinger’s definitely way about women. The Queen of France, the Queen of the
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Angels, Ester Court Uliop, the women in the red dress with the spiders in the
Mai Tai glass. You know, these stories are also about living in Los Angeles too,
outside of being about women. They’re about the setting that they’re in, in a lot
of ways, I think.
It’s like these stories are like little paintings or something. They sort of
stand on their own. You don’t have to know who anybody is. You know? It’s
worth developing if for nothing else just to see where the next one’s locale is
going to be.
I’m most interested in the detective genre. I’m most interested in what
Chandler opened up so strongly, which was the falling in love part of it. So to me
that just becomes traditional, and to me it virtually has to be in every story,
because that’s what the definition of what a detective story is to me, because I’m
writing in an exaggerated form of the genre. I was thinking of in fact putting the
Old Detective through a longer, maybe a 40-page adventure. Again, just copying
the Holmes stories, with a Hound Of The Baskervilles-length adventure. Maybe
get the old man up and out. I’ve been thinking about doing that.
Could you give me a visual description of The Old Detective?
PHIL AUSTIN: I think he looks like the guy on the cover of the tape Bruce Litz
drew. Bruce Litz did the album cover for The Three Faces Of Al. He did the
album cover for Anythynge You Want To, Shakespeare’s Lost Comedie. He uses that
scratchboard technique. Bruce is the 20th-century master of it. We grabbed
one of his previously existing drawings for the front cover of the Old Detective,
and then he went back to work on it to make it an older looking guy, which I
didn’t realize he was gonna do. So now I think that picture on the front of the
guy juggling is the Old Detective in his late ’40s. So now it’s like 40 years later,
he’s a very old guy, a wiry old bird, and tall. He wears the stupid bathrobe with
the little blue elephants on it.
Talk about the relationship between the writer and The Old Detective.
PHIL AUSTIN: That was a pleasant surprise that happened the way I wanted it to
happen, although I didn’t know what was going to happen when I started. I knew
that I wanted to do something that was generally in the same form that the
Sherlock Holmes stories were written, and I wanted to try that. For a lot of
different reasons, I don’t feel comfortable with first person singular, for the most
part, in a story. Although it works ok in The Precipice Of Angels, he’s really writing
a diary. I like it when there’s like a specific . . . when it’s like somebody who’s
reading you a letter that he’s written, or something like that. But in general, I
think that’s one of the problems with a lot of modern fiction. There’s way too
much first-person writing, and, by God, it’s got to stop. So I wanted to not do that
with the detective stories, and I wanted to back out of third-person in a way.
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So the writer is first-person with you, and he turned out to be an interesting
guy. I originally just meant him to be the way Watson tries to be, a blank, but he
developed a personality of his own, and the two of them started fighting with
each other. It’s just constant. A lot of things I hadn’t really anticipated happened.
They’re both like real characters, I think. So when the Old Detective dies, the
storyteller is not happy about it, at all. There is some kind of affection for the old
man that comes across, sometimes. He believes very little of what the old man
says. And somewhere, there’s evidently somewhere out in the netherworld, he’s
publishing these stories. Somewhere, but we don’t know where, we prefer not to
know. Doesn’t Watson always publish these little monographs, or something? I
forget what they call them in the Holmes stories. It’s important somehow for the
form that they be published.
It’s going to be interesting. I think I’m going to wind up with about 10 of
these stories, and when they go into a book, the one where he dies will probably
be the last one. It will be interesting to see how they’ll all work in a row.
The Old Detective wants the stories broadcast, and finally does make it on
the radio at the end when he dies.
PHIL AUSTIN: He does in fact, which is kind of the whole point of the story.

P h i l A u st i n

119

firesign theatre text 2_13_06.3

2/13/06

9:24 AM

Page 120

The Old Detective deteriorates over the tape and well-known images from
TV seem to fill in the gaps of his memory.
PHIL AUSTIN: Exactly.
The Dragnet opening just knocks one for a loop.
P HIL AUSTIN : It comes out of the back of your brain doesn’t it? With that,
suddenly you know where you are (Laughs).
The writing is very surreal in the way you mix known images together.
PHIL AUSTIN: That’s pretty much the deal, mixing those images.
In The Age Of Brass, you use the ice man they found frozen in the mountains,
and apply him to an ice delivery man, and the Queen of France from the Age
of Reason in a 60s setting.
PHIL AUSTIN : Yeah, that joke actually works pretty good. That’s one of those
stories that began because of one of the Daily Feed Nick Danger stories, I think.
I may be wrong about that. It’s just a literalism that, in fact, the official title of
Los Angeles is “La Reina de Los Angeles.” That story’s based on literal fact, my
boy (Laughs). The official name of Los Angeles is “The City of the Queen of the
Angels,” and angels are always something that is interesting to write about. That
story is like developing about three or four themes at once and they’re all going
full blast right at you. These stories are relatively short, although that one is one
of the longest. I don’t know, the whole form of the thing just turned out better
than I thought it was gonna be.
In The Precipice Of Angels you call the sport urban lateralists or streetist,
that’s like a secret society that’s been going on for hundreds of years.
PHIL AUSTIN: Yeah, streetist is the slang; technically, they are urban lateralists,
evidently for a very long time. Oona and I have always been backpackers. We’re
in the mountains a lot. I’m not a rock-climber, I’m a backpacker, but I know
enough about rock-climbing because I have to know enough about it for
emergencies in case anything goes wrong. I’ve watched, fascinated, as the sport
of climbing has developed, particularly in France, over the past few years, to now
to the point that these fake climbing walls are in every sporting goods store,
practically. There are whole Malls made out of them, and amusements for them.
It’s a whole ’nother of these kind of odd, for a lack of a better word, Yuppie
sports, like Nordic Track (Laughs). All these sports that require huge amounts of
equipment, and skill, in order to do sort of nothing, to prove to yourself that
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you’re still young.
Instead of like, Oona and I are like, “Oh look, a flower.” That’s what
backpacking is to us. “Oh, let’s stop, look, a flower.” It has do with something
like being and looking at things. I like all these sports where you’re just too damn
busy to look at anything, like riding a damn bike through the mountains. You
know, who cares, it’s just the most insane thing. The ‘Dew Generation’ I call
them, from the Mountain Dew commercials, the Dew dudes.
So I guess in a way it comes from thinking about sports. I watch a lot of
sports, and I like sports, I’m a big sports fan, and I’m always trying to think of
ways to incorporate my wasted life, in which I’ve wasted in knowing about sports
(Laughs). So I desperately try to use the material anyway that I can. It works itself
into my work now, and there’s a big part of Tales that has to do with sports. It’s
like cars and women, it just keeps getting bigger all the time.
You leave that story literally hanging in the air.
PHIL AUSTIN: Right, that’s just what I wanted. I’m just making in that story, I’m
just making a contrast between the emptiness of his life, and then trying to inject
that into this soulless, hideous sport that he’s wasting his life on. You just walk
a woman through the middle of this insane, completely narcissistic world that
this guy lives in and then see what happens. We leave him hanging there.
What’s gonna happen? It makes her a more interesting character; she’s now really
fascinating. What is she doing following him? What does she want, you know?
I liked it better just leaving him like that. I muddled over that ending for
months, finally just leaving it virtually the way I’d first written it.
The Precipice Of Angels comes from Edgar Allen Poe land in some weird comic
way. I don’t know quite where that stuff comes from, but I’m working on two
others that are fairly similar to it right now. I would guess probably I’ll wind up
recording everything I do. The company hasn’t been complaining about my
reading of anything. I think the best way to hear it is having me read it. If you’re
gonna have to listen to it rather than reading it off the printed page, I think it’s
best that I’m the voice doing it. I would think it would be hard for a normal actor
to interpret my stuff. A lot of it’s based on weird timing things.
The character C. William (Bob) Heeblehouser dates back quite a ways doesn’t he?
PHIL AUSTIN: Oh yeah. I had first written that piece as a magazine article for an
automobile magazine, now defunct, called Autotech, edited by a friend of mine.
They even printed pictures that went along with it, but it was a considerably
primitive version. It didn’t include any of the features like falling out of the giant
chair or things catching on fire. The version you hear on tape is considerably
rewritten. A lot of the stories I’ve been working on for years. Yeah, particularly
the one about Spook, I’ve been working on for 10 years, off and on.
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Is Bob Heeblehouser based on Ross Perot at all?
P HIL AUSTIN : The way I do him there is. When I originally wrote him as a
populist figure, he was based more on Lee Iacocca, in a way, than Perot, but they
both come out of the car business. In general, the second novel that I’m working
on, which is called The Domestic 500, is almost entirely about automobile
racing. It takes place in the world of automobile racing. Bob Heeblehouser
shows up in that book. The whole book takes place in Nevada and the Great
Basin, anyway. Bob’s a Nevada kind of guy. There’s a chain of golf equipment
stores out here called Nevada Bob’s. I always think of Bob Heeblehouser when
I see them. Perot as a performing thing seemed the right way to go because
essentially it’s just the same trick as The Old Detective stories, it’s a narrator
and an older man, an irascible old man. I had to find a way to do both parts
differently. They’re written so you can tell the difference too. The narrator of the
Heeblehouser piece is a much prissier, meaner kind of guy than the guy who is
writing The Old Detective stories.
So they are different people?
PHIL AUSTIN: I think they are; they sound and feel different to me, although
they’re obviously the same guy (Laughs).
My impression was that it was the same writer, but the Heeblehouser
interview was more of a commercial piece he was working on.
PHIL AUSTIN: Well, it could be, because he is a writer, that’s what he does. He’s
publishing these stories somewhere. I assume that he’s doing it in some Los
Angeles newspaper or magazine or something. I don’t know if I’m ever going to
have to know about that at all. I’m assuming, like, sort of with Watson, I don’t
have to really know.
I also really like The House Of Little Men.
PHIL AUSTIN: Yeah, I’m fond of that too. A lot of that actually happened. Oh
yeah, a lot of that is taken from life. That’s one of the stories that’s definitely
taken from life. It’s good, because I’m working on this novel, Beaver Teeth, which
is a completely different style than these stories are. I counted myself lucky to be
able to come up with at least two or three different styles of stories. On the
Ballinger stories, people I know are real fond of that and I have two or three
others that I’m working on. Ballinger continues on. I’ve finally listened to the
piece enough now, and what it is I’m sort of doing there, that it’s a form that’s
worth taking a couple of stabs at. What it’s about, really, is a man remembering,
and that’s interesting to me.
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On The House Of Little Men, you said that was based on some of your
personal experiences. Did it have to do with when you were in King Lear at
the actors workshop in the mid-’60s?
PHIL AUSTIN: Oh yeah, absolutely (Laughs). It’s quite obvious, I was living in a
house on California Street. Akira Yoshida, who is mentioned at the end of the
story, is a real person and was my best friend. The rest of it is highly made up, in
the coincidentalness of it. The two women involved are sort of halfway the way
I depict them. It’s not a true story, that’s why it’s a Ballinger story. I decided the
Ballinger stories are about a guy recalling his past in a kind of way that isn’t
exactly . . . It’s an odd thing as a writer that I don’t quite understand yet, because
I haven’t been writing long enough seriously, though my stuff doesn’t seem
serious. A comic writer such as myself, I was always concerned with comedy, at
least with human comedy, in the sense of Balzac, or in that manner Saroyan, is
always expected to laugh at everything. You know?
The main thing a novelist has, kind of the creed of a novelist, that a novelist
can always fall back on and say to himself, “Well, I’m the real thing because I’m
honest.” Honesty is not only one of the central tenets of journalism, but it’s also
one of the central tenets of a novelist, in an odd way. You can afford to be, you
pride yourself on your honesty. Most writers seem to me that they do. I’m not
going to go easy over this character flaw in this character because I’m really writing
about myself here, so I’m going to write every God damn horrible thing that I
can think of in as beautiful way that I can, in order to point out to you that I’m
writing about myself here. And when you’re working in a comic novel or story
form, I know there are some kind of rules, but I don’t know what they are really.
I only know what I like when I read other things.
So with Ballinger . . . and I have a couple of Ballinger stories in progress here
and they’re odd and interesting too. They’re sort of about my life and they’re sort
of about his life. They’re sort of another thing. I don’t wanna write obviously
about people that I know. I hate that. I hate when a friend of mine is writing a
book or something and actually puts my name in it (Laughs). It drives me crazy,
please don’t do that, because I’m just going to go looking through the book page
by page, looking for my name. So I promised myself, I’m not gonna put in any
names of my friends, I’m not gonna do anything and this and that. That story was
just one of the things that stuck in my memory. So I sort of decided to go, well,
let’s start with the bare bones of what actually was the truth and elaborate on it.
Lie about it, in other words. So the Ballinger stories are sort of like me lying, but
Ballinger’s not lying, he’s just trying to remember. He is remembering everything
as he goes along. One of the ones that I’m working on is about a dream he
has. And it’s a dream where he’s in my house, and stuff like that. The Ballinger
stories are gonna kind of weave around in the idea of autobiographical writing,
but I’m a humorist, I don’t want to get into honesty. I don’t want to fall into the
trap of honesty (Laughs). It’s so good when you’re a serious novelist, God, they get
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to be so really honest. But the rest of us are trapped in the world of prevarication.
Have you thought about putting all the stories together for a printed book?
PHIL AUSTIN: Oh yeah, I’m definitely trying to get this published as a book. I’ve
had no luck yet. I don’t have an actual decent literary agent, or a decent publisher.
I’m as usual getting to it late. It’s nice to at least have the audio out there, as I’m
looking for book people. I’d love to have a book. Then I’d add to it. It would have
to be longer. That’s one reason why I’ve been working off and on on these other
stories, so in case I get some great offer, I can say, yeah, I’ve got 10 more stories
to go right in it. So . . .
Is that a career change for you going more toward the literary world?
PHIL AUSTIN: I’ve been working on this book, Beaver Teeth, for years, and it
sobers you. At a certain point you have to start stylistically getting it together, I
think. It’s all I do anymore. I mean, I do voice-overs and I do other stuff, but it
hardly takes up my attention the way this book does.
What can you tell me about Beaver Teeth?
PHIL AUSTIN: It’s about a man who has a vision who is saved by love and in the
process takes his hometown down in the ground. It also has large sections in
Hollywood. I’m working today, in fact, on cleaning up the last ten chapters on
Beaver Teeth. Every page I turn lately means another idea. So I’m kind of hesitant
and garbled about talking about it. I’m sort of right in the middle of it in a way,
right now. It’s a long, big fat novel. It’s huge at the moment. It has fifty or sixty
characters in it. It wanders back and forth, and up and down the West Coast. The
West Coast is nearly destroyed in a gigantic storm in the middle of it. It involves
ghosts, witches, and it involves, at one point, a whole lot about trains. It’s just
like this weird thing, it’s hard for me to describe it, but it is about a man who
falls in love and whose life is saved thereby.
That’s what it’s about to me. The man’s name is Chester Honeyacre, he’s the
hero of the book. Now I’m down to like 9/10ths done with it. 11/12ths done
with it. It’ll be finished when someone buys it. I’ll keep screwing around with it
until I find a buyer for it. I don’t know who, or am sure who or what, or what
the deal is. I’m barely just beginning to surface. I’ve been really writing very hard
for the last three or four years. I’m just kind of lifting my head up now and
thinking to myself that we better start selling some of this stuff (Laughs). I kind
of don’t know what’s going to happen next. The minute somebody says, “Ah,
Beaver Teeth, I’m interested in it,” I’ll start wrapping chapter 45 up, but in the
meantime, I’m still sort of free to keep seeing what new ideas occur to me right
to the end.
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That’s not the first book you’ve tried to write, is it?
PHIL AUSTIN: I tried to write a detective novel that’s more in the style of The
Old Detective stories, more surreal in other words. Tales is not particularly surreal.
It’s real in a lot of ways, it just walks off into another world, once in a while. It’s
quite strange.
Some of that detective novel was printed up in Crawdaddy Magazine in the
mid-’70s, wasn’t it?
PHIL AUSTIN: Exactly. Then there was more that went on beyond it. Then, at a
certain point, I abandoned it, and now I can look back and see why. It was
going to be silly to spend too much time on something that essentially was more
conducive to writing shorter pieces. That same basic style of writing I’ve just put
into The Old Detective stories now.
Have you taken any of those ideas and applied them to The Old
Detective?
PHIL AUSTIN: No, I haven’t. There were some parts that Crawdaddy didn’t print
that went on beyond. There was a wonderful device that I’m gonna turn into a
story or maybe just pull from the old manuscript of that story, which was about
a writer in Hollywood, who, in fact I think is going to become part of this
Ballinger story, where he has a dream about being in a house in Hollywood, my
house. The house that he’s in is a screenwriter’s in Hollywood, a guy who wears
a thin mustache and always wears a coat with those patches on the elbows and
always smokes a pipe, in Hollywood in the ’40s. He’s so successful that he has a
specially made car that operates with a typewriter keyboard instead of a steering
wheel. So you type with a big old, clacky old keys on an old typewriter, you have
to G–O, or S–T–O–P, in order to stop. That sequence where the guy is driving this
car into Pasadena in the ’30s, I had originally written for the book, Tales. It was
originally written as part of Suckers Game, and it’s with some of the better writing
because it came later on.
Nobody’s ever seen it except me, and it includes sort of this story about this
writer. His name is Ray Hammer, and he’s a Hollywood guy. I think I’ll probably
be going back to it some . . . I think eventually I’ll wind up using Suckers Game.
Did Crawdaddy use a section where a detective is trapped in a place where it is
Christmas all year round? I don’t remember, but somewhere there’s also this
section where there’s sort of a wonderful chapter in which he’s trapped in
Christmas.
I remember I had some good interesting oddball stuff in Crawdaddy. There’s
several little things, my old TV Guide material starts in there too. It seems to me
that was good. The menus start there.
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Our plan is to take as much advantage as we can of all this writing that I’ve
been doing. We took a concerted-like family decision that we were going to do
this, that I wasn’t going to continue on in screenwriting. Because we got our
beach house on Fox Island going, we both realized we just don’t want to spend
all our time in Los Angeles anymore, and there’s no way to really do screenwriting
as a humorist from afar. You really have to be here. It’s a day to day sort of
marketplace sort of business. So we took a chance, and she’s really encouraged me
to move on in this direction, in the prose. Tales is originally something I began
to develop as a screenplay. I was just about into the first draft of the Grateful
Dead thing when I realized I was fooling myself. What I really like to do is much
bigger canvases and more people and much more, you know. Everything in
movies is less, less, less, less, paring it away, and paring it away, and I’m not real
good at that. I seem to be really good when I’m overloading something. Then at
the last minute you have to pull me away from it (Laughs) and drag me off it
(Laughs). With screenwriting, you have to be ready to walk away from it at any
minute. At any minute you’re gonna be replaced by three guys who just came into
town and are smarter and faster and funnier than you are, it turns out.
Anyway, we wanted to get away, and we wanted to make a stab at doing that.
This is sort of our nest egg, these stories and these books. I’m really serious about
this. I’m at the point that I’m thinking that writing is just it for me. I don’t really
want to do any performing, I mean, I’m happy to do it sometimes, but I don’t
really care about it. I don’t care about directing anymore, producing or all the
things that really consumed me for many years in show business. I’ve done every
job in show business. I know everything, I’ve got it (Laughs). And suddenly, at
this point, I’m looking for a way to not really have to do it anymore. You know?
And take all the experience I have and somehow turn it into writing. I started out
as a writer, and I’m gonna wind up as a writer. That’s the deal. And in the middle
I had this fascinating, kind of flashy 25 years that came in the middle, in which
I got to do every kind of job in show business, at one time or another.
I hope these things really work out for you.
PHIL AUSTIN: Well, so far they are. The reports look really good at the moment.
Everything seems to be pretty much moving on schedule. It’s up to me to keep
my butt in the chair and working, that’s the main thing.
Did you think about doing any kind of a book tour with The Old Detective?
PHIL AUSTIN: Yeah, but what I think needs to happen is that I need to have an
actual print book published to go along with it, and then there would be enough
impetus to really make it worthwhile to tour. I would really love to do that. I’ve
sat with friends of mine that have published books and heard them read in book
stores, and everything, and it’s something I’ve always been very jealous of and
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wish that I could do. It’s just somehow getting it down to an audience of 30
people, from the other kind of audiences that I’ve faced in my life. The whole
thing is really fun and interesting to read to people. I started out reading to people on the radio, for God’s sake. I don’t mind reading my own stuff out loud. I
kind of like doing it, actually.
Didn’t you also write some erotic fantasy for Screw Magazine?
PHIL AUSTIN : They published a very short story of mine years and years ago,
called . . . I forget the name of it, to tell you the truth. [Arnel Wong—circa
late ’70s] I remember getting a really sweet letter from them saying, they really
had big arguments about this because it was way too artistic for them. But
they published it anyway and I really have no idea of what happened beyond
that point.
Another aspect of your writing that is not generally known, is your
screenplay work. The Firesign Theatre wrote the script for the movie
Zachariah (1971), starring John Rubinstein and Don Johnson. How did
this come about?
PHIL AUSTIN: This was a thing that came through Jim Guercio. Our manger at
the time was Jim Guercio, who was later to become horrifyingly famous for
founding the band Chicago. He was horrifyingly instrumental to The Firesign
Theatre. Without Jim Guercio, The Firesign Theatre would never have existed.
He not only personally made all the early stuff happen, but went out on a limb,
he and John Hammond, Sr., at Columbia Records, at various points in our early
days, went out far enough on limbs for us to keep us on the label, at the point
they wanted to dump us, which was after the first or second album. We would
have sunk from sight and nobody would have seen or heard of us again. And
Jimmy in particular, just kicked butt with what little power he had at that time.
Nobody knew about Chicago, but he had a band, called (sings) Kind of a Drag,
The Buckinghams, who had a hit at that time, and so we were sort of able to slide
in. And Hammond, who was one of the great geniuses of the late 20th-century
record business, who did the same thing for us that he essentially did for Bob
Dylan and a lot of other artists, kept us hanging in with a major record label,
when it didn’t look like any of us were going to sell any records. It was Jim’s
relationship with John Hammond that really made the day and the help of some
influential people at Columbia like Richard Shulenberg and Mike Ochs, and a
few other people that are fairly well known today. Jimmy was, I don’t know, he
was just a great guy, an odd person. You’d see him playing bass with the Beach
Boys and stuff like that. He could do almost anything. I really haven’t seen him
in years, and I really don’t know why he has left the business. My guess is that he
finds life outside the business very attractive, as I do.
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It’s a funny story, Zachariah. It’s become a homosexual cult classic, that’s the
oddest thing about it. I forget who first approached us. MGM was going out of
business, and there was a producer named George Englund. He somehow came
to us with a director named Joe Massot, who had been working in England
somehow, and had somehow credentials that he came straight from George
Harrison. This was before Harrison was in the film business, when the Beatles
were still all alive. Vaguely, they just wanted something hip, you know? The
Firesign Theatre was suddenly sort of on the edge of being strongly known locally
in LA, because of the Jack Poet commercials we were doing for VW, and things
like that, and our radio show, and our first record.
I forget exactly when this was at, ’68–’69. Maybe our first or second records
were just getting some reviews that were decent, and they hired us to write the
screenplay, on which we were essentially supposed to collaborate with Joe on. We
sort of had strong run-ins with Joe all the way through, and he didn’t really
approve of what we were doing, and we really didn’t really know what we were
doing. George Englund was sort of sitting on top waiting to see which pieces
were going to rise to the surface. And the pieces that rose to the surface had an
odd homosexual quality to them. I don’t know why, because George at that time
was a guy with a wife and kids, and was married to Cloris Leachman. So I don’t
know what it was. I haven’t seen the movie since.
I saw John Rubinstein recently, and we were laughing about it, but only gently
because John, who is a heterosexual himself, was very pleased with the reputation
the film has, and feels that it’s an important part of Gay America’s history
through the ’70s and everything else. He’s interesting to talk to about it. He’s
around as an actor; I see him all the time. In fact, he almost moved in across the
street from me. Anyway, it’s an insipid movie, I mean that frankly. I mean it’s
pretty awful. Our script was considerably beat up, and torn apart and not
followed correctly, which is one of the reasons why I didn’t go down to Mexico
and, at a certain point, I pulled out of it. I was so angry. That was a nightmare.
God, it was awful. It was our fault. The guys who were producing it were
extremely sweet, and kept out of our way. We just had reached the end of our
rope with each other.
Everybody else seemed to be more pleased with it than I was, and, in fact, I
believe the other three are actually in it, in brief appearances [Ossman is not].
The stuff that I’m particularly pleased with, the stuff that I personally feel
responsible for, is the amps on the back of the horses; the combination of surreal
and real in terms of the Old West, which is what I wanted to do very much. I
liked the idea of putting electric amplifiers on the backs of horses, and trotting
them into the Old West. That’s the way I wanted the whole picture to be.
Those parts seem to come across fairly nicely, in places, and a couple of the
performances seem ok, at least the last time I saw it.
I think its main importance is that it’s sort of one of the first of a kind of
movie that became almost a genre form eventually, which is a kind of a ’70s and
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’80s rock ’n’ roll movie. There had never been anything quite like it up to that
point and I honestly think Zachariah is one of the first. I really don’t know what to
call it exactly. It’s not a rock ’n’ roll movie in the sense of The Girl Can’t Help It
(1956), or that kind of thing. But it is very much really, kind of a first sensibility
combining comedy with electrified Rock ’n’ Roll, at exactly that period of time.
My greatest complaints about it is that they didn’t follow the script, they never
did, and George Englund, in particular. He essentially took control away from
Joe Massot, who was supposed to direct this movie. George Englund wound up
directing it and you should ask George Englund why. But I can tell you that Joe
Massot was extremely, extremely, unhappy about it. The fact that our script was
not followed and the actors were allowed to improvise, is something you can only
ask George Englund about. It was certainly something I wasn’t a party to, and
thought it was a huge mistake, and I think it shows in the picture.
At that point it was not clear that The Firesign Theatre had any real future in
the film business at all. Film was still at a point, for those of us who came out of
the Rock ’n’ Roll business, where it was kind of an adjunct to selling records.
Then, I suppose The Martian
Space Party (1972) was The
Firesign Theatre’s first real
movie.
P HIL AUSTIN : The Martian
Space Party is not really a film.
It’s essentially a concert document.
A documentation of a live
performance, with some added
scenes shot in 16mm to go with
it. And, in that sense, probably
the only existing concert film of
The Firesign Theatre. It was
done for a very small audience
at KPFK, as a matter of fact, the
original radio station where we
all started working together.
And there’s a loose sort of story
that runs through it. You get
some vague idea of the story,
one that is just as vague as the
Not Insane album, which has Photo Courtesy: Phil Proctor/ Firezine
many of the same things, like Monster Island and this kind of Japanese stuff that
we began to think about and do. We did not cut the film together, I forget who
did it, but there’s quite a bit of choppiness, to the whole thing.
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Everything You Know Is Wrong (1975) was another film The Firesign
Theatre made.
PHIL AUSTIN: Everything You Know Is Wrong, which is the ultimate, is a film shot
to the soundtrack of an existing record album. That is, it was mimed; the whole
thing is mimed to the track. The cinematographer, I suppose, is the most
interesting part of Everything You Know Is Wrong. Allen Daviau has gone on to
become probably one of the top five cinematographers in the world, at this point.
This was a little after he and Steven Spielberg shot the original Spielberg film,
which is called Amblin’. I know that Alan considers Everything You Know Is Wrong
as such an important part of his early work that he did the video transfer that More
Sugar is selling. It was personally supervised by him and me, which is really quite
something for a guy that’s as busy as he is, to personally supervise the video
version of a 16mm, which is essentially a student film from the ’70s. It is, however,
for all effect. The sound is unusual in that the acting is unusual, the actors are
having to actually lip-synch the whole thing. It still is really the first thing that
could loosely be called a real film that The Firesign Theatre’s done, historically.
You and David Ossman wrote a science fiction screenplay, Saucer.
PHIL AUSTIN: Saucer was really good, it was written for Embassy pictures. Saucer
is a parody of 1950s Science Fiction movies. It was a deal that was originally
worked out between me and a guy named Kim Jorgenson, who eventually wound
up winning an Academy Award for producing Out of Africa (1985). He got us a
development deal at Embassy. David and I wrote the script. This was another
period of time when Proctor and Bergman had gone off into the world of playing
Playboy Clubs or whatever it is that they did. David and I got this movie job and
had a very happy time writing it, and the script to this day has some very hilarious
stuff in it. It was never made. They never had full confidence in it, but at one
point I had a real nice meeting with a director named Joe Dante, who later went
on to do films like Gremlins (1984), and stuff like that. He is definitely a
very high-class kind of outré Hollywood guy, now. Joe was, for a while at least,
interested in doing Saucer, but nothing ever came of it. It’s really got some really
stupid and wonderful stuff in it.
The Firesign Theatre also wrote an unfilmed screenplay, The Odyssey.
PHIL AUSTIN: That’s right. We wrote it at MGM Studios, but it was financed by
ABC. In those days, ABC had a film division. It was to be our own entire
vehicle. At that time we had a wonderful agent at William Morris who made that
all happen, Steve Gilbert, or something like that, who later went on to become
president of Columbia or something; I’ve lost track of him over the years. It was
essentially a William Morris packaging thing, it was a development deal; they
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were not required to make the movie, but if they had made the movie, they
would have been required to certainly pay us. Whether they would have been
required to actually keep us in the roles we wanted for ourselves is something I’d
have to look at the old contract to determine, but we wrote it for ourselves. There
were four leading roles in it, and we wrote those for ourselves. It was an adaptation
of Homer’s The Odyssey, as applied to that period of time in the U.S. It involved a
cross-country trip across the U.S. to mimic Homer’s journey across the Aegean.
The Firesign Theatre, to this day, is best when it is not writing plot. I tend to
think that The Firesign Theatre is at its best, the best writing, in other words,
when we’re doing things that are very strictly audio work, that is almost poetry
for the ear. To me our highest quality material, the best stuff, funniest stuff, is
extremely dense, and dense material does not go well in a visual medium. People
who are real talented in a visual medium tend to have a feeling for more what the
eye sees. We, the four of us together, as a writing unit, I think, are just much
stronger when we’re dealing with the ear. What we write for best, is for you to sit,
with your eyes closed and listen to us and imagine what it is we’re talking about.
The Odyssey suffers from that. There’s some real interesting things in it. I
mean, the whole story of the Cyclops was all done as a truck stop scene, in which
the characters, I believe it’s Peter and me, pull up, running away from various
dangers, and this and that, pull up to a truck stop, and inside one by one, this
one-eyed cook is eating the customers. And there’s various scenes like that.
There’s a scene on the beach that comes at the very beginning of The Odyssey
that’s done as a kind of Rudy Vallee, ’20s Maine school girl musical, and stuff like
that. There’s definitely some inspired parts of The Odyssey, but it suffered strongly
from the fact that The Firesign Theatre didn’t at that time, and maybe still doesn’t,
understand the difference between poetry and movie writing. Movie writing, as
David and I discovered when we worked through about two drafts of Saucer, is a
considerably different thing and in many ways more allied with painting or any
visual art, than it is necessarily with densely packed audio or poetic kind of work.
If that makes any sense.
The Case Of The Missing Yolk was produced by former Monkee Michael
Nesmith’s Pacific Arts. How did that project come about?
PHIL AUSTIN: At that time, David left us. We worked at anything we could get
our hands on. I forget how Michael and Pacific Arts came to us. The producer
on that was Kevin McCormack, who was a doll. I think we were back with
William Morris at this time, and we had done a record album. The second Nick
Danger album, which is called The Three Faces Of Al, had been nominated for a
Grammy, and had done pretty well all of a sudden and that was something the
three of us had done without David. Pacific Arts wanted to do a Nick Danger
project. That essentially started out as a very early interactive computer video
thing that was to have been done for a Japanese company and so it was a
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co-funded deal. Pacific Arts theoretically didn’t have to put up all the money, in
fact, they didn’t have to put up much money. This Japanese company was to have
put up most of the money.
The show was designed originally to be essentially an interactive video; that
is, you would come to a certain point in it and then you would have a couple of
different paths you could choose, and you could punch into whatever the system
was. And, of course, you realize that in the early ’80s this was light years
before what exists now, in this particular technology. So it was fairly primitive,
but it wasn’t primitive for us, because it just allowed us to write alternate
branching paths.
Midway through the project, I believe midway through the filming of the
project, the Japanese company pulled the plug on all of us. There was no money
left at all. We had to shut down shooting. I remember Mike and Kevin sitting in
the trailer, when we were shooting in Monterey, CA, and saying that there was
no money left and that we all had to go home. The director, whose name was Bill
Dear, called a couple of months later, Bill also at that time worked out of
Monterey. A couple of months later, Mike personally put together the money to
finish the project. By that time, we were able to rewrite it into something that,
of course, wasn’t interactive. And that began to fit together a little better and so
does the piece as it exists now.
I don’t know if it’s out of print or not. It was eventually bought by RCA
Columbia, who became the distributors of it rather than Pacific Arts. It came out
pretty well, thanks mostly to the boys in Monterey, the Pacific Arts people, and
to Kevin, and to Bill and to Michael for just plowing through when they really
didn’t have the money to do it and when all of us had been really shocked. I
thank the Lord that I really can’t remember the name of what this Japanese
company was.
It was done extremely cheaply and the reason that it looks as good as it is is
primarily due to Bill Dear, and primarily due to my wife Oona, because it was
Bill and Oona who put together the Rat In The Box Commercial, which is the
shining thing on the whole thing, which Bill kept on his commercial reel for
years and years, probably still has it on his reel.
A very odd story came out of that because eventually there was an audio version
of it that was put out by, I don’t know who. General Foods, who had ‘Jack in the
Box,’ went so far as to call radio stations threatening them with lawsuits if they
played it anymore. We have a wonderful letter somewhere in the files from
General Foods because we were really parodying the fact that at that time ‘Jack
in The Box’ had been convicted twice for putting kangaroo parts in their burgers
in Oregon. That’s really how Rat In The Box started and to this day it’s one of the
finest Firesign Theatre things ever done. Peter’s wonderful in it. The song’s great,
we had professional jingle singers to do it. I wrote the song, and I don’t think I
sing or play on it at all. We had professionals do it. It came across great. Oona
did all the stupid rats on sticks and everything and that’s what she does for a
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living anyway. She is one of the top food stylists in Hollywood. She does all the
KFC, Kentucky Fried Chicken ads you see, or Arby’s and those kind of things.
In the opening segment in the fog, that big dog is my dog Oakland, now dead.
The three of you also did a Cinemax special of Eat Or Be Eaten that was
quite different from the CD, and was released on video tape. Which version
came first?
PHIL AUSTIN: The interactive CD came first. It was eventually completed, never
published, and never put out on the market as a game for a CD-ROM, at that
time. Essentially, it was financed by Phillips through a company in Hollywood,
and many of the individual pieces on it, written by me, Phil and Peter, became
part of the movie Eat Or Be Eaten. But the movie Eat Or Be Eaten concentrates
very strongly on the story of Betty Jo Fertilizer, and her incipient sacrifice in the
town, in Kudzu County. In fact, I recall, that’s what the whole CD-ROM thing
was too, but there were lots of things on the CD piece that are not in the movie,
of course. And essentially, we just sort of tightened up that plot, as best we could.
It was also produced for very little money, I can’t remember the exact figure, but
Cinemax did it. We had a very nice producer, a guy named Steve Hewitt, who
has since gone on to become the head of HBO or something.
They were very cooperative. They didn’t give us a whole lot of money. We
could barely afford to pay ourselves, for instance. I directed and didn’t get paid
anything for that. Everybody pitched in and helped out. Oona and I called in
every favor that we could muster from all of our friends, mostly in the commercial
business in Hollywood. That is why the film looks as good as it does, given the
fact that it was made for $50,000, maybe 100, or 125. I’m wrong on all these
figures, I’m sure. But it was big fun, we had a very good time at it.
We had some women working with us for the first time. That’s one of the
things that’s difficult about working in The Firesign Theatre, you get used to
Phil Proctor being so wonderful at doing all the girls’ parts, which he generally
does, that having real actual human beings to play the girls was really fun. And
the star of Eat Or Be Eaten, what’s her name, was real good. To this day, it has
several commercial parodies that are right up there with Rat In The Box, and in
fact, in some of the ways, that’s the most successful part of it. The commercial
parody, Shoplifter’s Market, is interesting. It’s shot for professional BETA. It’s
shot right onto video. It’s the first of The Firesign Theatre things that was done
directly for video.
Didn’t you say you also wrote a screenplay concept for The Grateful Dead?
PHIL AUSTIN: It was, in fact, not a concept, but an entire screenplay that was
written. I went through about three different drafts of it. Although it was written
with the help of The Grateful Dead, it was actually written for a Hollywood
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company called Edward Pressman Films. Ed Pressman is the guy who produced
Wall Street (1987), for instance. He’s probably one of the three or four major,
absolutely independent companies left in Hollywood. He has quite a nice track
record and is an interesting and reasonable guy to work with, and he commissioned
the work. The producer of the film, whose name is Menno Meyjes, is a
screenwriter who most famously wrote The Color Purple (1985) screenplay and
hundreds of other very high-quality films. He comes from out of the Steven
Spielberg stable. Menno had a close relationship with the Grateful Dead. They
had asked him to produce a film, and he asked me to write it. What resulted was
a screenplay called The Dead Sell Out, which was, as far as Menno and I know,
the first comedy that had ever been attempted with them at all.
There had been a number of screenplays done about them and for them and
so on, none of which have ever been made and most of which are very serious.
Initially, the project was to be a John Candy picture, with about ten Grateful
Dead songs, and featuring a story which has to do essentially with all the
experiences which, during the course of the film, happened at a Grateful Dead
concert. Then John dropped out of the project at a certain point, this is long
before John’s unfortunate death, and it was rewritten. I rewrote it again so that
the leading character was a young lawyer for a very large and rapacious firm, who
was given the job of trying to coerce the Grateful Dead to use their songs for
television commercials. That’s the basic deal.
I had a memorable evening at the Fairmont Hotel one night, where I read the
entire script aloud to Jerry Garcia, Bob Weir, and Phil Lesh, with way too much
champagne. We had just a hilarious good time. My script essentially made them
a kind of third lead in a picture that was all about them and featured a whole lot
of their music, but they were not, in fact, actors. They were not the lead characters
by any means. So I hope that’s some explanation.
Let’s get back to the records. Did you
work very much with Gary Usher the
producer, on the first record.
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By the time I got a guy as good as Andy McDonald to work with, by Next
World (1975) and those albums, in that middle period there, we were sailing into
32-track, and what, it had it been five or six years. By that time, I’d worked out
how to chart everything physically. I would have these huge, sometimes you can
see them in old photographs of the studios of the times, long put together charts.
Everything was placed and color-coded. I still have them all, in fact. I saved all
the production stuff, all that, all the tracks and charts, everything.
That system, I just never knew any other way of working and I never knew
anybody who was working in spoken word who had to keep track of all this shit.
Later on, when I would be around big time music producers, I realized that they
just didn’t have the same problems we did, but they had more complex charts, in
a weird way. It was a weird thing.
The production part of all those records, and everything, is also an untold
story. It was really a lot of work. There were really a lot of patient, really smart
people to work with at the engineering staff at Columbia and then later the
freelance guys that just did way more than they ever get credit for. They invented
a whole lot of those techniques under pressure. In many respects I would just sort
of walk in and just throw myself into their arms. I knew I could keep track of it,
but how we were going to make these particular sounds, we did not know until
we got there. It was good. The guys who are credited on all our albums are the
people who could stand being in the middle of a writing session, at the same time
as a recording session. It took a lot of patience for people who were just used to
coming in and miking a drum kit, and doing their tape and moving on to the
next job. Virtually anyone who’s listed as an engineer on any of our albums put
in extra time, did extra, really struggled and helped us out, in a lot of ways, that
they didn’t have to.
The Firesign is also credited with providing sound effects and battlefield
noises for Draft Morning on the Byrd’s Notorious Byrd Brothers album. Do
you remember anything about that project?
PHIL AUSTIN: I think that that is probably true. In other words, I don’t know
what Gary used from us, but probably something. I don’t have a copy of it and
it’s one of those things that I know as much about as you do. I don’t know. I can
confirm, yeah, we worked with Gary. He was doing some Byrd’s project at the
same time. We were all loosely in the same social circle at that time. I would
imagine that that’s true, but I can’t for the life of me think what it would be. I
have no idea, I don’t have a clue. I don’t know.
Half of the stuff I’ve done in my life, I just don’t have any idea what it is. You
know? I’ve gotta actually sit down and look at all this stuff and make some notes.
I remember I was on a political parody album in the middle-’60s that was
something about Lyndon Johnson. I can’t remember the name of it. I can’t
remember anything except that it was done at Billy Vaughn’s house, or somebody
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like that. This would have been credited to my old high school friend Richard
Shulenberg and would have had the actor Dick Paul on it. I’ve got to call Richard
and find out. So there is a bunch of stuff that, frankly, has just never occurred to
me because I don’t keep lists the way Phil and David do.
Nick Danger is obviously one of your most famous characterizations. Who
are some of the other characters that you do?
PHIL AUSTIN: You know that, God, it’s really hard for me to remember, because
when we were doing the classic Firesign Theatre albums, like the first five or six,
in the early ’70s, we had a contract with Columbia. Because we were not a musical
act, we did not receive publishing royalties the way a musician does, what are
called mechanicals. So Columbia compensated us by raising our royalty rate up
to approximately the level of Frank Sinatra, which still didn’t give us enough
compensation, but one of the things they threw in was unlimited studio time. So
when we were in the studio, we were not charged for it essentially.
We developed our writing in a way with having unlimited studio time. Our
engineers would work with us till five in the morning. We would stop in the
middle of something and say, “Gee, that isn’t right, so let’s go rewrite it.” Then
we would be out of the studio for five days and then we would come back
in, and work and work, and stop and go, and stop and go. One of the things that
developed was the ability on any given Firesign Theatre record piece, I, or any
one of us, to play twenty to thirty different parts. . . It’s very much like cartoon
work, like cartoon voice work.
It’s hard for me sometimes, even when you say the Rev. Dr. Me, I’m going, oh
yeah, that’s on Eat Or Be Eaten, the late ’80s, that’s one of my preacher characters,
of which I have done a number of . The one that is even more famous than that
is Dr. Mouse, I think is his name, on Dwarf, E. L. Mouse, Rev. E.L. Mouse. Then
I did a solo album in the early ’70s called Roller Maidens From Outer Space, where
I did quite a bit of this kind of Bible-beating characters, this and that. I have a
kind of continuing interest in Bible-beating as a comedic art form. I played quite
a number of those guys. Probably the second most famous character I do is Harry
Cox, on the album Everything You Know Is Wrong. “I was right about the comet,”
as he says.
Did the 1974 LP The Giant Rat Of Sumatra start out as a stage piece?
PHIL AUSTIN: The title, The Tale Of The Giant Rat Of Sumatra, comes directly
from Arthur Conan Doyle. It is actually mentioned in the Sherlock Holmes
mysteries as something too horrible to be told.
I don’t think there was ever a stage-piece called The Tale Of The Giant Rat Of
Sumatra. It was essentially a kind of Goon Show-like piece that we did almost as
a quick change act in our original stage act in the late ’60s, when we were working
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at nightclubs here in Los Angeles. We would carry an actual set with us, flats,
stuff like that. We would do this insane parody, By The Light Of The Silvery, the
main plot of which was that Holmes, coked as he was, had noticed that the moon
was disappearing once a month. So that’s what it was about.
After Not Insane, and poor sales for Giant Rat, the following record,
Everything You Know Is Wrong, was sort of a comeback album for the group.
PHIL AUSTIN: It’s an interesting piece. It never quite achieved the kind of coherence
overall that it should have. As Happy Harry Cox, and then as Reebus Kneebus,
I sort of had the biggest narrative pieces on the project. It suffers from not having
really full-fledged characters, with the exception of David Ossman’s Art
Wholefaffer. It’s kind of lacking in Proctor and Bergman in a lot of ways. Nino
the Mindbender and Gary the Seeker are very small pieces of it and those are the
things that they seem to be remembered for. I think it’s fairly typical of the fact
that David and I started to write together more and more at that time. I think
the project tends to be dominated by the two of us. In fact, Next World, which
comes after it, tends to continue on with the same material. In many ways, Next
World is kind of a continuation of Everything You Know Is Wrong, and makes more
of a complete package of the whole High-Low, Heater-Hellmouth, Hooker
Desert Area. It’s not so much about psychic phenomena as it is about fakery, the
album. It is a man, in Harry Cox’s case, who essentially thinks things and finds
himself in the middle of something that is so real that it appears to be faked.
Reebus Kneebus does actually, in fact, leap into the center of the earth and finds
what? Breakfast and babes. The aliens do actually come back and they actually
are real, and Nino was right about that stuff. I’m fondest of Harry, because Harry
is a guy who’s spent his life concocting fakery, like Gas Music From Jupiter, and
all this stuff.
Harry Cox thinks that the phenomena, “The phenomena sir? Let’s just call
them the phenomena,” are something different from what they are. They are, in
fact, expressed more through the prose and natural phenomena in many ways.
That is, the aliens are not so much aliens as they are eggs. It’s funny in the sense
that flying saucers look like fried eggs, Yeah, yeah, yeah, but on the other hand,
the whole egg thing sort of interests me.
It’s hard to talk about it because, to me, the work itself is the way I think
about it. That’s the way I write. Someday I’m hoping to get a chance to work on
that material again. I’ve always thought maybe it might resurface at some point
and it would be sort of fun to do that.
Wasn’t Everything You Know Is Wrong released in quadraphonic?
PHIL AUSTIN: That’s a great mix. I think I have a one-off of the master somewhere,
but I have nothing to play it on. I swear to God I can remember that mix in my
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head now. It was more fun to do than practically anything I’ve done, ’cause it was
just down to manipulating everything that had already been done, in a new way.
I remember it as being really big fun, like you really do listen to things differently
somehow.
After that, you did a solo LP, Roller Maidens From Outer Space.
PHIL AUSTIN: Roller Maidens is specifically about the Apocalypse. Apocalypse is
probably the wrong word, but yeah, we all know what we mean. Given those
three projects, Roller Maidens From Outer Space, Everything You Know Is Wrong,
and In The Next World, You’re On Your Own, it was something very much on my
mind. To me, the creation of Random Koolzip, and the other figures on Next
World, as far as writing goes, was better than the way it started out. I mean, Roller
Maidens is something I still can’t quite get a handle on. During that period I was
very interested in things that appeared to be religious. I think what I’m primarily
writing about in all that is a kind of fakery about religion, and that the real
manifestations of things that are outside our normal can of reference, seem to be
happening all around those characters, unbeknownst to their own sensibilities.
Shortly after that, you appeared on the cut Massacre at Park Bench on David
Cassidy’s 1975 LP The Higher They Climb, The Harder They Fall.
PHIL AUSTIN: David and I are connected through a photographer named Henry
Diltz, with whom we’re both quite close. We know each other but not really all
that well. I just sort of sat down and wrote that on the afternoon I came in for
the session. It’s just a very short little thing. Henry Diltz is one of the four
members of a band called The Modern Folk Quartet. He’s the lead singer, in fact.
The Modern Folk Quartet is very famous in folk music circles. The Life magazine
picture of Paul McCartney was shot by Henry. Henry shot all the Eagles and
Crosby, Stills and Nash album covers and is a consummate, wonderful musician,
as well. Elizabeth, his wife, is one of the girls on the cover of Roller Maidens.
After Next World, why didn’t Columbia renew your contract?
PHIL AUSTIN: I would assume they just saw too few sales. I felt at the time, and
feel now, that there was too much of a rush to start doing individual albums, on
The Firesign Theatre’s part. There was dissension in the group at that time and
we failed to understand that the audience was smaller than it seemed to be in ’72
or ’73. I think we sold a whole lot more record albums than the material really
warranted because we were caught up in the middle of a kind of craze, a kind of
social phenomenon that didn’t have much to do with our work. Once that social
phenomenon, that was loosely called the alternate culture, once that began to
fade, our record sales naturally began to fall down.
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I think, looking back on it now, what we really should have done was sat down
and said, “Let’s understand that we’re going to have fewer record sales, but that
we should try to build them up.” But instead, everybody, including the record
company, tended to have a fragmented point of view, and then that fragmented
point of view eventually led to Columbia feeling that there would be no . . . It
just wasn’t financially feasible to keep us on the label. Artistically they should
have, but at that time, the people that were our champions, particularly John
Hammond, Sr., were no longer with the company, and Jim Guercio, for instance,
who were the people who kept us on the label in the early days when we had
trouble. Jim Guercio was our initial manager, one of the great geniuses of the
music business, and we no longer had those kind of people with us, or at the
company. And by ’76, times were changing, and The Firesign Theatre was just
one of the things that didn’t survive the Disco era.
The next album the group made was a one-off deal with Butterfly Records,
Just Folks.
PHIL AUSTIN: It’s not very good, as I recall. It’s part of the general decline of
humor and feeling in The Firesign Theatre’s work that begins to set in for
completely understandable reasons in the late ’70s. Proctor and Bergman became
increasingly harder for David and me to deal with. Artistically, it was just like,
impossible, and you can feel it more and more in the work. It’s like we’re in these
two kinds of camps and the two camps aren’t really laughing at each other’s
material. It’s not that there aren’t some interesting things there. The whole idea
of the kind of underground parking world of Ducktown, and all that, is really
kind of wonderful, in a way. It just, somehow, on the record, doesn’t achieve a
looniness. It has a kind of measured, beat it over the head to death, kind of feeling
that is more described by the word interesting, than it is by being called funny.
In other words, there was very little on Just Folks that actually makes me laugh,
personally. Although, you can sit there and go, “Oh yeah, that’s The Firesign
Theatre, aren’t they being clever?”
There’s nothing that has that peculiar feeling of freedom about it that to me is
The Firesign Theatre at its best. To my way of thinking, for instance, Giant Rat is
not that great an album, but it still has many parts of it where it still will launch
off into a kind of a nice feel about it. To me, Just Folks, I just can’t think of anything
on it that has that kind of feeling, although intellectually there’s some interesting
ideas on it. It seems to me very much to be a running out of steam project.
Looking back in hindsight now, what really happened to The Firesign Theatre
was that the increasing literalness of the work and linearity of the work began to
cut away at what The Firesign Theatre actually really was, which was a nonlinear
phenomenon. A lot of the times we weren’t particularly in control of anything. I
always thought The Firesign Theatre suffered from not being able to write plot
particularly well, but now when I look back on it I think, “Well, it’s a good
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tradeoff.” You forgive The Firesign Theatre not writing any plot particularly,
because you have these wonderful things that happen in the course of the work.
I’ve done a certain amount of screenplay writing since, and writing with other
people outside The Firesign Theatre. Dealing with a lot of other writers since
then. The Firesign Theatre is peculiar as a group of people, maybe not so much
individually, but I mean all of us together, as not having any patience with ending
anything, never having the formal discipline that most writers have. Plotting is
extremely horrifying to The Firesign Theatre and I think that that turns out to
be right. I don’t know what that’s gonna mean in terms of anything in the future,
but it seems to me that if I work with The Firesign Theatre, I’m gonna to try to
recapture what it is that they do best. I’m going to be looking for techniques to
try and recapture the non linearity.
But one of the things that has to happen with The Firesign Theatre is that
there has to be an aggressive push from each person to get their material in on
the project. When that doesn’t happen, particularly from Peter, the work begins
to turn into more linear, almost like, “Well, let’s just get through this. Oh well,
it’s got to have some kind of an ending, let’s just tack something on,” or something
like that. But when it’s being driven by character, when everybody’s coming in
and saying, “Well, no. This is my guy. I’m Harry Cox. He’s gotta do this. We’ve
gotta do that. I do this particularly well. We’ve gotta get me in doing that,” that
to me is when the really good writing begins to happen. Peter, in particular,
began to back off in the late ’70s, and Phil along with him, to a certain extent.
Their collaboration, they just have so much going of their own Proctor and
Bergman material, that they weren’t bringing in their best stuff to The Firesign
Theatre. That’s no longer true today.
Are there any Firesign Theatre recordings in the can?
PHIL AUSTIN: Yeah, although there is no what you might call full-length recordings
that are the equivalent of the recorded work that was put out on Columbia, for
instance. But there are fragments that exist that have not been put out. But I
would say in general, in answer to your question, honestly there are no major
works of The Firesign Theatre that haven’t been released. There are minor works
and works in progress that haven’t been released.
In 1982, when David Ossman left The Firesign Theatre, how did you feel
about using the same name?
PHIL AUSTIN: It was certainly a difficult decision, and David didn’t agree with the
decision at the time. David really wanted, from what I remember, to have The
Firesign Theatre go defunct until he saw his way clear to become an active part
of it. I felt exactly the opposite. I felt that to let it go as an active producing and
writing organization at that time was going to be death in terms of the overall
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catalog, because The Firesign Theatre, from a business standpoint, is a catalog
company. We are very fortunate in having our work still in print, for the most
part, stretching back over twenty-five years. Perhaps I didn’t see it, but there
might have been some merit in how he felt. But I didn’t see it, because from a
purely commercial stand point it was unlikely The Firesign Theatre would have
survived at all during the ’80s, even in people’s memories, had we not been
putting out some kind of work during that time. As it was, we were lucky enough
to put out three videos, and a couple albums.
I think now that, I hope now, that the decision to keep going would be
recognized by everyone, including David, as having been a good idea, because
when he decided to work with us again, there was still a Firesign Theatre to be
worked with. The four of us are getting along so pleasantly with each other now
that I would kind of assume that David would now feel that maybe it was a good
idea, but I don’t know that. This is a semi-touchy thing but it’s only touchy with
him, that’s the unfortunate part. I get the feeling that he’s slowly beginning to
understand now why we did what we did. The clear and simple fact is, we couldn’t
afford to let it go.
The three remaining members formed Pyro Playhouse. What were some of
its projects?
PHIL AUSTIN: Pyro Playhouse did the videos, in fact. We produced the last one,
which is called Eat Or Be Eaten, the one that Peter Bergman produced and that
I directed. Pyro Playhouse, for a while, did some advertising work. Under the
aegis of Pyro Playhouse, Peter and I went under contract to Lorimar Pictures to
develop television series. Pyro Playhouse did the more commercial Firesign
Theatre work in the ’80s, because we needed business organization. The Firesign
Theatre had never been a legal business organization. There’s never been papers
involved with The Firesign Theatre. There’s never been contracts, and that’s the
way we prefer to keep it. So when people needed something to sign papers, Pyro
Playhouse was the one that would do it. So we still continue, all four of us, to
work with each other on a handshake basis. So far we haven’t had any need to
change that and it’s worked really well for us. I think The Firesign Theatre is
unique in the fact that although we may not certainly always agree with each
other, I think we always trust each other.
Pyro Playhouse no longer exists. In 1989 it went out of existence when Peter
and I essentially stopped working as The Firesign Theatre together. And there was
about a two-year period there, when, I think for the first time since 1967, or
something, there was no actual Firesign Theatre. This is when I was working on
the Grateful Dead project. For my way of thinking there is no Firesign Theatre
from about the middle of ’89 until Phil Proctor’s wedding to Melinda in ’92,
when we all started talking to each other again.
I think suddenly there was a Firesign Theatre there for a minute. I mean, I’ll
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always consider as long as I’m still breathing and kicking that there’s always a
Firesign Theatre. But about ’89, I began, for the first time, really getting tired of
hitting a brick wall with my head all the time. It’s been a big help, it’s been a huge
help, in the past couple of years to have all four of us putting our attention
toward it, and it’s really renewed my interest.
The Firesign Theatre has
broken up and reunited
several times over the years.
Do you think that, at this
point, you’ve come to a special
kind of agreement about
working together, maybe only
on special projects?
PHIL AUSTIN: I think that our
age is the key factor. We’re
dealing with four men in their
middle-60’s right now. Before
any of us blinks a couple of
more times, we’ll be dealing
with a bunch of guys in their
early ’70s. I can’t imagine that
we will ever not maintain the
relationship that at least we
have right now. I know that
that’s a convoluted way of saying
it, because I don’t frankly think
of The Firesign Theatre as ever
having broken up. I feel that
Photo Courtesy: Phil Proctor
there were just times when
certain of us weren’t working, and times when certain of us were working. I tend
to see it as pretty much a continuum, but I understand why people say “break
up.” It’s ok with me, there is no better word. That is the right thing to say
in many ways, but even when David wasn’t working with us we were in
communication with David. Even when David wasn’t working with us, and he
and I were fighting tooth and nail over things as we did very much through the
’80s, we were still talking to each other.
All The Firesign Theatre is, since it is a non contractual relationship between
four male humans, all I’ve ever seen it to be, is a conversation. It’s a conversation.
We started talking to each other late night on the radio in the late ’60s, and it’s
a conversation that continues until this day. Sometimes three people are in the
conversation, sometimes two, and sometimes I swear to God I’m only talking to
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myself, but that’s the way I see it. I understand that people out in the real world,
like yourself, don’t necessarily need to see it that way, but I very much need to
see it that way. Therefore, that’s the way I see it.
I don’t consider that I ever had a lack of relationship with David, for instance.
I just felt that we were arguing with each other, for a long period of time, over
the fact that primarily he was not actively working with us. And we are stronger
when there are four of us working. I really feel our strongest work has been the
work where we can have all four of us show up and punch the same time clock
at the same time. Although we’ve done some amazing stuff individually, some of
the individual albums and stuff like that, our individual work is quite wonderful,
my favorite is the stuff where you feel all four of us are in the same room with
each other and all talking at once.
What is the most asked question of The Firesign Theatre?
PHIL AUSTIN: Were we on drugs when we wrote all the early stuff? I understand
why. I understand that there’s a kind of stream of consciousness, or what’s often
called a surreal aspect to our work, that, being stoned on anything, being stoned
on alcohol, or being stoned on marijuana—that is, anything that relaxes your
critical faculties—is real helpful for listening to The Firesign Theatre because The
Firesign Theatre asks that you move quickly from one thing to another, a joke
necessarily doesn’t have a punch line, that and all sorts of things normal comedians
don’t ask of you. So I’ve always understood it, and it does not annoy me, when
people say that. I think that they’re saying it out of a kind of love for us, and I
don’t believe it’s ever critical.
And how do you answer that?
PHIL AUSTIN: People are so naive. They think that because they smoke marijuana,
or have a couple of drinks, and they suddenly feel clever and interesting, that they
somehow equate that with what it’s like to be a writer, or what it’s like to be an
artist, or whatever. In fact, The Firesign Theatre, like any other artistic endeavor,
has to do more with the sort of things you do at work, like everybody does in
their normal job. My biggest problem in The Firesign Theatre is getting along
with three other guys that all think they’re smarter than I am and they all think
they’re funnier than I am. My biggest problem is making these guys laugh. My
life with them, and our professional life with each other, had virtually nothing to
do with any of that at all. And yet every time, particularly in the early ’70s, when
we would be walking on the stage at Columbia University, through barricades
and people raising their fists at us, people would think that we were political
activists, which we certainly have never been. Or that they would think that we
were drug addicts, because of our stuff is loopy and surreal, and makes odd
transitions, and stuff like that. And so my answer is not a real clear one.
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Because you’re on drugs?
PHIL AUSTIN: Yeah, exactly, right now. I’m just too stoned to answer this question
(Laughs). But in fact, you know what I mean. The actual nuts and bolts of
figuring out, for instance, of how to write Nick Danger; how to do all the
parts; how to record it; how to get four guys doing twenty different parts and
not having them overlap; how to do all the tracking; how to put on a show;
how to . . . you know. All this stuff is nuts and bolts stuff, and it’s the same stuff
everybody does. It’s the same sober judgments everybody uses in their normal
work. That’s one of the real nice things about The Firesign Theatre, and one of
the things I really like about everybody in The Firesign Theatre, is when you
get right down to doing something, a project, or making a record, or doing a
show or something, I think everybody’s pretty easy to work with and they’re fun
to work with, and they’re hard workers. All four of us will stay there all night
and try to get it right. I really appreciate that.
Many of your fans smoked pot, did that enhance the enjoyment of the
records?
PHIL AUSTIN: I think so because they’re complicated, they’re very multilayered.
They’re very dependent upon you being in a relaxed state. Marijuana is obviously
the best thing to listen to The Firesign Theatre records on. And it’s obviously
been the drug of choice for our audiences for many years, gauging by their reactions
to any of the marijuana jokes we might throw in. Alcohol as well. All of it has to
do with you being free enough in your mind to be able to shut your eyes and see
pictures, which is what we want you to do. We want you to suspend trying for a
while. As Harry Cox says at one point, “Your brain is not the boss.” Our brain is
the boss. For the few minutes that we’ve got you, or the forty minutes, or the
hour and a half of a show or something, we want you to relax, and let us push
the buttons. It seems to me the whole idea of relaxation is key to what we seem
as an American art form. For instance, being in a big theater and watching a
movie on a big screen, more people than I have said that it affects them like LSD.
That is, they have the same feeling of losing control for a minute, something that
is bigger than you. And that’s what we’re trying to do in our own small way with
our voices coming out of speakers at you.
You are the musician of the group?
PHIL AUSTIN: We’ve seldom been able to afford actual musicians and, over the
years, I’ve sort of been able to teach myself to play guitar and sing. So when we
could finally afford it, I would be able to deal with it. There was really only one
album that we ever made, Fighting Clowns, where we were able to afford a band
and musicians and so forth. At that point, I got to hang out with the arrangers,
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and be able to play with the band, and I
did a lot of the singing.
On my solo album Roller Maidens
From Outer Space as well, there’s a bunch
of songs. Both Oona and I are big Country
Music fans, and were singing a lot, and
doing a lot. When I first met Oona, in
fact, she was in town here doing back-up
vocals, not for Country, but for Rock &
Roll. She’s a really great singer. For Roller
Maidens, we were just tremendously into
country music at that time, and it was
one of those wonderful corny periods of
the music at the time. Although, you still
had Merle Haggard at his best, you still
had Dolly Parton who was just beginning.
You had the old Porter Wagoner Show,
with Dolly on it. To this day Oona and I
say to each other, “Good job, Dolly.” We
named our dogs after Porter Wagoner
(Laughs). We were really into it (Laughs),
before the big scandal when she broke
his heart and ruined his life. That whole
world began to become real interesting
to me, because we were in the record
business, and were often compared to
musicians, and, particularly in the late Eat or Be Eaten. Photo Courtesy: Phil Proctor/Firezine
’60s, and early ’70s, we sort of looked like what a four-man rock ’n’ roll band was
supposed to look like. That is, we were four fairly young guys with longish hair,
except for Peter.
As a writer, I just got interested in what musicians do. My dad was a musician,
a real good trumpet player, and a jazz trumpet player, and I’ve always been
fascinated with musicians. One of the reasons I got into comedy at all was
because I was fascinated at an early age with jokes that my dad would tell, or his
musician friends would tell. It took me years to realize that was marijuana
speaking. But there was always something in our family that was always called
the musician’s sense of humor, which was the abstract, hipster stuff, hipster
jargon, hipster talk, hipster jokes. I just loved it and wanted to be as much
like that as possible. So for a person like me, it’s just natural at a certain point,
for you to think to yourself, “Well, can I do this music stuff?” I just sort of
challenged myself to figure out how to do it.
I’m the kind of person that likes traditional rhythm and blues music. I
like traditional country music. I like that kind of stuff, the idea of trying to play
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it and sing it, really. I got caught up with it, and it turned out to be one of those
things that was helpful to The Firesign Theatre, that I could start doing bridges
in our live shows, between things. I could help out here and there, and I could
help out when we got to the point when we had a band on stage, or had musicians
in the studio.
Did you play guitar on How Can You Be . . . ?
PHIL AUSTIN: No, at that point, I don’t think I was playing. That’s our second
album, and that’s early for me, and that’s about the point I was only figuring it
out. I only started appearing as a musician on a couple of albums after that.
Do you consider yourself a record collector?
PHIL AUSTIN: No, I count myself lucky to have as much The Firesign Theatre
personal stuff as I do in my own collection, but I’ve never really collected other
people’s records, although, God knows what I’ve got sitting in boxes in my
attic.
What was the LA All-Stars?
PHIL AUSTIN: The LA All-Stars was something that I wrote. David, Dick Paul,
and Harry Shearer and I, just for the course of one TV show, did a series of three
episodes, as a comedy group, called the LA All-Stars. I believe this was at a time
when Bergman and Proctor had broken away from The Firesign Theatre and
there sort of was no The Firesign Theatre anymore, and I was certainly trying to
strike back at them, as best I could. We did it as a radio show, the material we
did was detective-based, I frankly don’t remember the name of it, it was a sort of
my typical Nick Danger sort of stuff, and I wrote it, that’s all I recall. I’d have to
look at the actual script, it was performed once, on, I think it was called The
Peter Marshall Show. Peter Marshall was a game show host, who for some reason
had his own variety show for a while.
I saw The Firesign Theatre’s fake commercials on Comic Relief. Any
comments?
PHIL AUSTIN: I happened to be backstage in Steve Allen’s dressing room, for some
reason, and we were watching it being broadcast, for some reason, and Steve
Allen turned to me and he said, “That’s the funniest thing on the whole show.”
It was one of the great moments of my life because I always really admired Steve
Allen over the years. And then later on he went on to host a three- or four-part
NPR series about The Firesign Theatre. He’s one of America’s really greatest
humorists.
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Hollywood Niteshift was a radio show you did on KROQ for two years with
Michael Gwynne. What was the format of that show?
PHIL AUSTIN: It was a free-form show that was completely improvised. There was
a third member of the cast named Frazer Smith. It was a three-man show. We
purposely didn’t talk to each other right up to the time we went on the air, and
we would just improvise for an hour. It was one of the strangest and most
creative things I have ever done. Very odd.
How did it feel returning to radio after all those years?
PHIL AUSTIN: It was big fun. It was huge fun. Frazer and Michael were just both
completely unlike anybody in The Firesign Theatre, they’re very different kinds
of talents, and what we produced, I think, was exceedingly unique. It was a very
kind of blues-oriented nighttime, what Frazer used to call Lover Boy, show.
The Firesign Theatre has spawned other comedy groups, such as The
Conception Corporation and Duck’s Breath Mystery Theater. How do you
feel about that?
PHIL AUSTIN: Well, I’m certainly
glad we could have been some
help. I understand how, and I’ve
talked to and been around a lot of
people who’ve been in comedy
groups. They all tend to say the
same thing, which is that they
would listen to our records and it
was very hard for them to determine
how it was that we came up with
the kind of stuff we came up
with. And anybody that thinks
that they’ve been helped by us,
well here’s to ’em, because our
work does seem to be very unique
compared to other groups.
Do you think there is a future for
the studio style comedy album?
PHIL AUSTIN: In the case of The
Firesign Theatre, yes; in the case
of anybody else, I don’t see it.

Photo: F. C. Wiebel, Jr., Courtesy: Firezine
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You also had plans for a CD-ROM, didn’t you?
PHIL AUSTIN: We did a bunch of CD-ROM work in the middle-’80s, Peter and
Phil, and myself, under the aegis of Pyro Playhouse. We’re very familiar with the
form. We did a wonderful project called Danger In Dreamland that didn’t make
it past the demonstration phases, but in which we did all the programming,
which had to do with all the interactivity and everything. I feel as if we’re ready
to roll on CD-ROM the minute that anybody can give us the funding. What the
actual project could be I don’t know, because it would depend primarily on the
commercial marketplace, and we would figure it out at the time.
We have started on the Anythynge You Want To CD-ROM, in combination
with our own merchandising company, More Sugar, out of Bloomington,
Indiana. We put together the text for that and had meetings in Los Angeles about
CD-ROM projects. For sure, Anythynge You Want To will be done at some point.
It may not be a thing that a bigger company will be interested in. Essentially
what it is, is a satire of an academic CD-ROM on Shakespeare. I think it’s really
gonna be good. The writing that David and I have done so far on it separately,
making textural notes and stuff like that, is coming out very well. The piece itself
is considerably helped out now because we have decided to go back to the original
work, Anythynge You Want To. It confuses somehow Anythynge You Want To with
Shakespeare in an odd way.
It’s similar to By The Light Of The Silvery. It comes from the same period. It
was one of our earliest pieces of writing. We did them as these insane quick
change acts, stage pieces. It’s mostly an exercise in what we’ve always called coarse
acting, which is just another word for bad acting, of which we’ve made into an
art form. So we returned to the ending. In other words, what we were doing on
stage was that, when we performed it.
The Anythynge You Want To on the Rhino record and on the piece that’s put
out by More Sugar now, has a pretty turgid, overwritten, over-linear ending to
it, sort of politically correct and not great. We’ve returned back to the old
everybody stabs each other and drinks poison ending of Anythynge You Want To
version of it. Then there was all this scholarly commentary on which is real and
isn’t real and blah, blah, blah. That’s what was beginning to give the whole
piece some life.
Other characters were beginning to surface. I worked on this thing Sir Walter
Raleigh sent one of his expositions to Virginia, specifically to erect a theater and
perform this thing for the amazed, bemused Indians, who enjoyed burning the
theater down periodically. The whole idea of Rick Shakespeare being a character
is that he found this manuscript. I’ve turned him into a treasure hunter, as well,
a guy who lives on his boat in Southern California, produces cheap, horrible
girlie movies, but also discovered the lost manuscript of the play, and then his
relation to the real Shakespeare. All of this was beginning to take on some real
interesting life to it. The whole project was beginning to seem real good to me.
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In the past, Anythynge You Want To had all these brilliant wonderful scenes, but
it just didn’t have an overall take about it that really matched up to The Firesign
Theatre’s better work. I swear to God we are beginning to get closer to it now,
30, 40 years later, you know? I find that all really satisfying. The whole addition
of this CD-ROM thinking and technology and programming, and all that, was
really helping the whole thing. I was beginning to think that the thing was gonna
take on a whole new life, a whole new meaning to us, and everybody was happy
with it, as far as performing it too. I have high hopes for it.
In 1993, when the group got back together, were you surprised by such a
positive response from the audiences to the reunion tour?
PHIL AUSTIN: No, that is more of a reflection of our audience saying, “Oh my
God, we’re all 25 years older and hey, these guys are still around. Gee, I wasn’t as
dumb as I thought I was 20 years ago. You know, it wasn’t acid that made them
funny, they actually are funny.” I think, in a way, the fact of us being back together
is more expressive of a generation coming to terms with its adulthood, really
more than it has much to do with us.
We’re dealing with audiences that run 1,500, often to 3,000, which are not
huge audiences. I was a small bit player in the Barbra Streisand Show, which is on
tape. When she does her show, and in the HBO special, I am one of the
psychiatrists that talk to her on a voice-over, which she controls by a remote
control carried in her little paw. The amount of people that see that show, that
hears my voice on that, is probably double or triple the amount who ever even
heard of The Firesign Theatre. You know? The Firesign Theatre is dealing in very
small numbers. The entire touring that we just did, probably reached no more
people then 35 or 40,000 actual human beings with their butts in seats. It’s not
a big deal. It’s a class deal. It’s like these people are all real smart. And as they’ve
gotten older and they’ve dragged their kids to our shows . . . Our audiences used
to be entirely male, now it’s about half male and half female. As the whole
generation of smart people have grown up, this 40, to 50 to 100,000 people who
like us, seemed to be saying to themselves right now, I’m repeating myself right
here, the stuff that they loved in 1972–73, like The Firesign Theatre, was not just
a product of its times. We are not a creation of the Vietnam War. We are not a
creation of LSD or marijuana. We are not a creation of our times. We, The
Firesign Theatre, are actually a little American art form, very unique to this
country, I think, and not really like anything else. These people have hung in
there and are very much like us. They’re very unique and have this weird sense of
humor, they still like it. They liked it then and they still like it now.
Did you feel your old chops coming back as the tour went along?
PHIL AUSTIN: Well, we never did much performing. When you really look at that
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list of stage performances, it’s not really that much compared to what a band at
that time, or a theatrical company, or rep company, or television actors, or anyone
else. It’s a small amount of touring.
One thing I noticed on the tour and on the Back From The Shadows live
CD, was that the group really pulled together at the Dwarf Tirebiter
court-martial trial scene, and the audience was really involved with what
you were doing, and not just repeating the lines.
PHIL AUSTIN: Yeah, we’d worn them out by that time I think. They realized we
were into sections of Dwarf they didn’t know (Laughs). Nobody ever bothered to
memorize that court scene. We didn’t even use some of the better parts of it,
which is the odd, transitional that dad goes through, where he says, “I can be the
defense attorney and the prosecuting attorney at the same time, my boy!” That’s
the section where it really gets odd and surreal. At that point the four fuzzy mop
tops are sort of going away and suddenly you have to start dealing with the fact
that, “My God, my wife’s taken me to a play!” (Laughs)
That’s what I remember from some of the older shows that I saw, like when
you were doing the Firesign World, it started to get beyond being just funny
then, and was really into what I would consider to be The Firesign Theatre.
PHIL AUSTIN: Yep, that’s what happens. In the history of The Firesign Theatre, it
isn’t all laughs, nor is the writing of The Firesign Theatre all laughs, by any
means. That’s one of our great, great strengths, really.

Photo Courtesy: Phil Proctor/ Firezine
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Were you surprised at the great affection and loyalty of your old fans?
PHIL AUSTIN: I was not at all surprised. It was pretty much what I expected. I
have felt over the years that there’s an affection out there for The Firesign Theatre
among the few people that know about us, that is increasing over the years. I may
have said this before, but, there’s an understanding among a generation of people
that are now in their fifties and sixties, that they’re beginning to understand that
they were not complete idiots in the late ’60s and the early ’70s. Whereas in the
’80s they probably went through a feeling that we were a bunch of long-haired
bell bottom-wearing, dope-smoking crazy people in those days. Now, suddenly,
they and their teenage children are beginning to understand that those days, that
time, that we all went through from about ’65 to ’75, was an amazing period of
time—none of us will see its like again. And for all the fact that the fashions
might look a little nutty, as all fashions look a little nutty twenty years later. The
artistic work that was done at the time, whether it’s The Firesign Theatre, or The
Rolling Stones, was worth looking at, and is still worth looking at, and will
survive all of us. I think that the affection that you can feel for The Firesign
Theatre on these shows over the years, is an expression of that generation’s
beginning to come to grips with itself. I think we’re the recipients of a lot of good
will that they have toward themselves now. And that they’re beginning to
understand that they weren’t quite the idiots they thought they were.
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Phil Proctor was born 7/28/40, a
Leo, in Goshen, Indiana, and raised
in New York City, and is the
professional actor, philosophical
thinker, and glue of The Firesign
Theatre. As a child he showed an
early talent for acting, mimicry,
vocal, and language skills that
quickly developed over the years as
he appeared on local radio and
television. Phil also had access to
the family tape recorder and he made
little skits and fake commercials for
his own enjoyment. He honed his
abilities through high school and
then on into college as a member of
the Yale Dramat, starring in musical
comedies.
It was while at Yale that he
befriended fellow future Firesigner
Peter Bergman, as they worked
together on school productions.
Proctor played the lead in Tom
Jones and Booth Is Back In Town to
Bergman’s lyrics, and his first
commercial recordings were of
these two shows. He possesses a
proclivity for foreign languages and
dialects, speaking many, and toured
the former Soviet Union with the

firesign theatre text 2_13_06.3

2/13/06

9:24 AM

Page 153

Yale Russian Chorus. After numerous college and summer stock productions,
Phil next made his mark on the stage in NYC. He graduated to Broadway, where
he understudied for The Sound of Music, working with Richard Rodgers. Proctor
joined several successful touring companies, and had his first big break as a lead
in The Amorous Flea, winning the Theater World Award for the Promising
Personality of the 1963–64 Season, with Paul Newman presenting his honors.
After making appearances on The Edge of Night, a television soap opera, Phil
went on a trip to California where he hooked up again with Peter Bergman,
sitting in on Radio Free Oz, and meeting the rest of the would-be Firesign
Theatre. Proctor provided the impetus for Bergman to realize his dream of creating
’The Beatles of Comedy.” He shortly left to finish his theater commitments and
later returned to join the group.
All of the members had outside jobs, and Proctor continued to make television,
commercial, and stage appearances. He performed in the Broadway production
of A Time For Singing and is featured on the soundtrack recording issued by
Warner Brothers. A movie was being made of one of his theater projects, so he
again took a leave of absence from The Firesign Theatre to be cast along with
Orson Welles, Jack Nicholson, and Tuesday Weld in director Henry Jaglom’s A
Safe Place (1971). Phil also has a cameo in the movie Zachariah (1971), written
by The Firesign Theatre.
During the Firesign years he has continued to appear in numerous movies,
including Tunnelvision (1976), on television shows like All in The Family, in
commercials, providing countless voices for major cartoon studios, such as
Disney and Hanna-Barbera for their movies and television programming, and
recording ADR specialties for literally hundreds of television and major motion
pictures such as Aladdin (1992), The Lion King (1994), A Bug’s Life (1998), and
Doctor Dolittle (1998), as the voice of the drunken French monkey. Hardly a day
goes by today, where Phil Proctor’s voice or image is not on network or cable TV.
Proctor not only added his superb acting and vocal talents to The Firesign
Theatre, providing such memorable characterizations as Rocky Rococo, Ralph
Spoilsport, and principal Poop, he also contributed a great deal of his excellent
writing skills and love for puns and word play to a maniacal sense of timing and
furry of hilarious improvisation.
Proctor and Bergman formed a subgroup, as a writing and performing duo,
creating several LPs, tours, and movie projects, like J-Men Forever! (1979),
substituting humorous dialogue to cliffhanger serials, and providing the screen
adaptation and basic premise for Americathon, among others.
Through the ’80s and ’90s, Phil Proctor continued his work with The Firesign
Theatre, producing videos, commercials, albums, including The Three Faces Of Al,
the first CD comedy release, and exploring the world of CD-I, developing games
and concepts. Phil provided lectures and workshops for various colleges and
Universities, and was asked to serve on the Board of Governors, LA Chapter, of
The National Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences, representing Spoken Arts.
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Proctor appeared in and helped direct the actors for David Ossman’s NPR
productions of the War Of The Worlds 50th anniversary broadcast, Norman
Corwin’s We Hold These Truths: A Bicentennial Celebration Of The Signing Of The
Bill Of Rights, and Empire Of The Air, an audio version distributed concurrently
with Ken Burns’ PBS documentary of the same name.
Proctor continued to make many television appearances including Futurequest,
The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air, General Hospital, The Young and Restless, Energizer
Bunny commercials, and providing the voices for continuing characters in The
Tick, Taz-Mania, and Where on Earth Is Carmen Sandiego?, adding various
language dialects. Phil has delved into the world of CD-ROM, providing voices
and ideas for games, as well.
Phil Proctor possesses a brilliant comic mind, a remarkable memory with a
machine gun delivery of an avalanche of stories and an incredible articulation of
a philosophy that positively beams with a love of life for his fellow human
beings. Phil displays an ability to clearly lecture on his own thoughts and can’t
resist injecting his beliefs into any thing he talks about, from the stage or
in conversation. To this author he’s a modern Lenny Bruce with a positive
commitment to changing society for the better with his performances, abilities,
and heart. His overwhelming affection for The Firesign Theatre continues to be
the glue that bonds the group together, through thick and thin, providing
opportunities to work and communicate, and shedding light in the most positive
way. It was also at his wedding to the lovely and talented actress Melinda Peterson
in 1992, where the group reunited. Phil Proctor was interviewed by phone, on
the set of General Hospital, and in his home in Beverly Hills, 90210 land.
You’re credited on one of the best of Bob and Ray tapes for having supplied
recordings from the ’50s. You had a tape recorder as a child, did you record
little skits of yourself?
PHIL PROCTOR: Yeah, sure, sure. My primary inspiration at that time was Bob &
Ray and Ernie Kovacs. I used to do similar kinds of things, parodies and cut-ups.
I remember I took a commercial, Knock Knock For Knickerbocker, just for one
example. I think I still have it, it’s on my Bob & Ray tape. Their theme was
Dump, dump, de dump, dump, dump. And what I would do was put a fist smack
at the end of it. I dropped in a sound effect. I went up to this guy, Valencas’
Sound Effects Company. He had a floor on 48th and Broadway, or something
like that. I went up and there were all these 78s of sound effects, and I bought
some. It was amazing; you could play them and everything. I bought a bunch of
car crashes and I bought the sock and the punch and the guy falling down, and
the barroom brawl. I used to make recordings with them in the background, and
do stuff. I did comedy cut-ups and commercial parodies, basically. So I was into
it at a very young age. By the way, speaking of recorders, my father introduced
me to a wire recorder when I was about six or seven years old. In fact, the first
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recorder that we had, I think, was a little record maker. I have a little record of
me singing Silent Night. And then we had a wire recorder, then we went into
tape, it’s amazing. My dad loved these things, and so the family was able to play
with them and have fun with them and I, of course, took them over immediately.
And so your first record was a homemade recording, that you cut yourself.
PHIL PROCTOR: Yes, that’s right (Laughs). My first record was a homemade
record, that’s right, and then from there to tape. I still have it. I have a cut-up,
for instance, that I would like to issue at some point, called Yale Distorts. My
scholarship job at Yale University was editing a radio program. Ok? It was called
Yale Reports. These ladies would interview visiting dignitaries, poets and writers,
diplomats and senators, and things, who would come to speak at the campus or
whatever. And then I would edit the show down to a twenty-nine-minute length,
or whatever it was, for WYBC. And I saved all the little snippets that I took out,
particularly all the ers and ahs, and all the pauses and mistakes that people made
and I would edit them together. I made a tape of that, and it’s called Yale Distorts.
I still have it, I found it just the other day.
Were you involved with radio at Yale, then?
PHIL PROCTOR: I was involved with radio at Yale indirectly. Everything I did at
Yale was on the stage. Actually, I remember I went in and auditioned for
WYBC and I read the news, and I didn’t get it. They didn’t hire me. This was
just a scholarship job. I would sit down in this one editing place, which was
not really connected with the radio, which just happened to be for the radio.
I didn’t even do it up at the radio station. That would have changed my life
completely, if I’d done that. I was in the basement of the Audio Visual Center,
for Yale, across from the Yale Station. The other thing that came out of all of that
was that I did meet a friend of mine named Victor Miller, who is a tremendously
talented writer, who writes for soap operas now, and has for hundreds of years.
He was the guy who wrote Friday the 13th (1980), the original movie. Victor
Miller did a funny radio show, and he and I used to improvise on it together.
That was really the beginning of my radio career, 1962 at Yale, probably.
Who were some of the comedians who influenced you?
PHIL PROCTOR: Well, quite clearly I was deeply influenced by Ernie Kovacs, on
TV, and Bob & Ray, on the radio. All of old radio influenced me, because I
listened to it all, sometimes with my parents, sometimes by myself, but it
constantly inspired me. Naturally, Fanny Brice and Jack Benny, and Lights Out,
and Destination X . . . I mean, all of it influenced me, as did early television. I was
fascinated by the media, and after I could afford to get a tape recorder, I would
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record little skits and things. I would record stuff off of television and listen to
it, and study it. My mom and I recorded Bob & Ray when they were live on a
couple of radio stations in NY. Actually, some of the material that I recorded and
saved from those live shows is included on the fourth Best of Bob & Ray, that
Larry Josephson has released. He credited me and my mom in it, because we gave
permission to use some of the material.
I actually had opportunities to be on radio when I was a kid, which for some
strange reason I turned down. I was offered a chance to be on The Quiz Kids, and
things like that. I don’t know why I didn’t do it. I used to go to radio shows with
my parents. I saw Henry Aldrich, I remember that very, very clearly, “Coming
Mother!” I saw that. And I saw Arthur Godfrey’s show; I sat in the sponsor’s
booth for that. My mother did some quiz show and won a year’s supply of soap
or something like that. I remember listening to her. Also I saw To Tell the Truth,
I think, when it was on radio. I can’t remember a lot of this too clearly. Basically,
listening to radio was a great part of my life, and my contemporaries,’ my peer’s
life, because we grew up in the Golden Age of Radio. I remember listening to all
the famous shows, Jack Armstrong, The Lone Ranger, Lights Out and Captain
Midnight, and all those things, and sending away for special offers, a Lone Ranger
six-gun ring, you put a flint in it and it would fire, go shh shh. I had the Ovaltine
mixer with a decoder, to decode the messages. Yeah, I grew up with all that stuff.
I used to lie there in my bed listening to the radio, with the glow of the
face there, the warm glow. It was a great way to be entertained, and letting my
imagination fly away with me. And imagining a little studio in the back of the
radio, which I think everybody did. Ironically when I started acting in TV, as a
child actor, I discovered that the studios were very much like I had imagined the
back of the radio to be. In the early days of TV, when it was all live, it basically
came out of one studio complex. I worked a lot on WPIX TV on DuMont
television in NY. You’d go down there, you’d walk down a corridor and look
through a window and there would be Pat Michael’s Magic Cottage, which was
live on air. They were setting up for the next show next door to it, which was
going to be a 15-minute comedy with man and wife. Further down the hall they
were setting up another show that they were going to do later and there was the
news room, it was all there. It wasn’t scattered all over the world, it was right
there. Magic was being created all around you. It was really fun.
So those were the major influences. So beyond that, there are all kinds of other
people, the Marx Brothers and Chaplin, and Laurel and Hardy to a tremendous
degree because of their surrealism. I was very attracted to the surrealist comics,
almost from the beginning. And Benchley; I used to perform some of Robert
Benchley’s stuff. In fact, my senior speech in high school, at Riverdale Country
School, was The Treasurer’s Report by Robert Benchley.
Very often when I’m asked this question, I think back over all the things that
influenced me I can say that the first people I mentioned were the greatest
influence on me, but my God, just about everything and anything. I was like a
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sponge, I absorbed everything I saw. There was a tremendous amount of input,
in those days, from the early Howdy Doody Show on. What I particularly loved
about live television, for instance, once it went from radio to television, was the
live aspect of it. I’d love it when people would make mistakes, would go off on
lines or break up. I thought that was wonderful. That’s what Kovacs used to do
that was so great. You could hear the cameramen laughing.
It’s funny, there’s another thing that influenced me very much. Ironically, my
wife was involved in a reading of Tennessee Williams’ Camino Real at the Anteaus
Theater Group that she works with here in LA, which is affiliated with the Mark
Taper Forum. I performed that play when Peter Bergman and I were at Yale. We
did it as part of the Yale Dramat, and we did an absolutely brilliant production
of it, which used state-of-the-art innovations in theatricality at the time. The
Eisenhower Board, the first computerized light board, was being developed there
at Yale. So we were able to use presets, computerized presets; just punch in a
number and the lights would change. That was very, very, very radical, and it
gave that wonderful play an opportunity to be very surreal, which was what he
had written, and very romantic. We also used some up to date sound techniques
so that when this plane, ‘El Fugitivo,’ flew over the audience, which it did by a
light change, we dropped confetti on top of the audience, and the sound, like
THX, you know, the sound system, moved over their heads to the back of the
theater. Because we had strategically placed speakers, and it was phased in such
a way that it actually moved from the front of the theater to the back of the
theater. I remembered in seeing a reading of this play, this play by Tennessee
Williams, what a tremendous influence this little-known American Masterpiece
had on me and Peter Bergman. That play, and the juxtaposition of certain kinds
of non-theatrical transitionary techniques, and the surrealism of the play itself,
and the historical figures who are mixed together and the non historical figures,
and all kinds of very surrealistic elements, had a distinct effect on me, much like
Ernie Kovacs had had, and Bob & Ray had had on me earlier. So, anyway, I just
wanted to mention that.
So you struck up a friendship with Peter Bergman at Yale.
PHIL PROCTOR: Oh yeah, we met at Yale. We met at what is known as the Yale
Dramat, the Yale dramatic association, in 1958. Peter was, at that time, in his
extracurricular activities at least, a lyricist. He wrote the lyrics to two musicals
that I ended up starring in at Yale. One was a musical adaptation of Tom Jones,
which was produced there three or four years before the movie, that made the
story so famous, came out. And another one called Booth Is Back In Town, which
was later done by Frank Langella, as a non-musical called Booth. Both of these
musicals were written by Austin Pendleton, and Peter Bergman wrote the lyrics
for the songs for both of these musicals. That’s how I got to know him and work
with him professionally.
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When I was out of school and living in Greenwich Village, in a brownstone
just up the corner from the White Horse Café, over there on West 11th Street,
Peter came up and visited me one day in an army uniform. He was in the Army
at the time, and sang some labor songs on a guitar. I was, at the time, actually
dating Susan Onspock. Ah, those were the days. Anyway, we then met again and
kind of renewed our friendship, but then he disappeared. It wasn’t until many
years later, when I came out to California with Brandon de Wilde, that we met
again. I was pursuing a career in theater in New York, and I had done a show
called The Amorous Flea. We later took the show out to Los Angeles. That’s what
got me to LA, at the Las Palmas Theater.
Tom Jones was released as an album.
Was that a live recording?
PHIL PROCTOR: No, it was a special
recording session. We did it on stage,
and Peter Hunt, who is now a director,
produced it. Basically, it was just,
you know, a recording with several
microphones, but it was well done.
It’s a pretty good recording.
After Yale, you had quite a career as
a stage actor. What were some of the
plays you were involved with?
PHIL PROCTOR: My God, let’s see. I
got out of Yale. I did Portrait Of The
Artist As A Young Man, The Bar-Room
Monks, and two short plays down at
the Martinique Theater in New York,
produced by John Randolph, who was
then a famous actor, but is now a very
famous actor, and is the godfather to
my child. Then I did The Cherry
Orchard, directed and adapted by
David Ross, and we did it at the
Theater 4, which was built around
us. It was a church over in the far
West ’40s that they converted into a
Photos Courtesy: Phil Proctor
theater. I remember we were doing
The Cherry Orchard in the winter. They couldn’t get a permit to build in the
outside, at the back of the theater. There was no cross-over, so they built a
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temporary cross-over out of corrugated steel. We would go walking off stage
right, step out into the outside, and when it was snowing there would be somebody
to throw a blanket over us and we would stand there shivering, with the snow
kind of filtering down over this shanty we were standing in, and get ready for our
next entrance. It was absurd.
Then I did The Sound of Music. I understudied Rolfe, The Singing Nazi, on
Broadway. Nancy DeSole was the lead in the company then. I got to work with
Richard Rodgers in the understudy rehearsals. What a wonderful man. He directed
all the actors who went into that show. Later, I was chosen because of my ability,
by him, to tour in a major national company of the show, which I did, which was
great fun.
I also did, at that time, a play called Thistle in My Bed, directed by Howard
Da Silva, starring Sam Waterston and John Cullum, among others. It was a
Welsh folk tale, kind of a comedy-fantasy. It was mercifully closed the day after
JFK was assassinated. It closed because we were assassinated; the reviews were
abysmal. But that was an interesting project to work on, I rather enjoyed it. I met
a lot of wonderful actors that I worked with later.
Then I did The Amorous Flea, which was kinda my big break at that time. The
Amorous Flea was an original musical written by the late Jerry Devine, who
wrote and directed a lot of the early radio dramas like Gangbusters, This Is Your
FBI, and stuff like that. He passed away. His son, Michael Devine, is a very
famous scenic designer now. I created the role of the lead ingénue in the thing,
and played opposite Amelda Demarco and Lew Parker, a great comic actor in
the tradition of Jack Carter and Phil Silvers, who came out of a vaudeville
background, married to Betty Kean, and was a very famous funny kind of
roustabout comedian. Jack Fletcher was in it too. That show was very successful
off-Broadway. It was a big hit, a delightful musical adaptation of Moliere’s School
for Wives. I created the role of Horace, who was the young ingénue character. I
won a “Promising Personalities Award” from Theater World, and Paul Newman
presented me with my award.
Later, we were asked to go to LA with it, which I did. That’s how I came out
to LA and played to the Las Palmas Theater to great success. It was the year of
the great blackout in New York. I missed the great blackout because I was
performing in Hollywood at the Las Palmas Theater.
By the way, here’s another reason why I like doing voice-over work. We [later]
did a radio adaptation of The Amorous Flea as a musical for National Public
Radio, but that’s another story. I recreated the role of Horace that I originally did
in 1965–66 in New York. I was able on radio, even though I now have grey hair,
to portray this young character. I was able to get away with it. I recreated my role.
That’s the power of the voice, you see.
Anyway, I’m out here with that and I had auditioned for a musical, A Time for
Singing, on Broadway, which was a musical based on How Green Was My Valley.
So they called me up and said they wanted me to be in the musical. So I left The
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Amorous Flea and flew back to New York, to be featured in A Time for Singing,
which was produced by the Cohans, directed by Gerald Freedman, with music
by Jerome Morose, who did the music to The Big Country. It was a beautiful,
beautiful musical about the Welsh miners. It was not successful enough to get a
long run on Broadway, which was really a shame. It had gorgeous music, and told
an epic story in a very exciting way. I was in New York for about a year, and then
that show closed.
I understudied Brandon de Wilde in a play by Evan Hunter, A Race of Hairy
Men, which was a kind of a ham-handed take on the upcoming youth-revolution.
Evan was sensitive enough, and intelligent and aware enough to know that
something was going to be happening. He didn’t know exactly what it was, but
he knew something was gonna be happening with the youth of America and he
wrote a play which hinted at this, in a kind of bittersweet way, and I give him
credit for that. The thing that happened to me was that I understudied two of
the lead roles, and I became very, very close friends with Brandon de Wilde,
whom I had always been fated to meet, and whom I had been fated to understudy.
When I was in the second grade in school in New York at Allen-Stevenson
school, my second grade teacher’s best friend was Helen Hayes. And Helen Hayes
was starring as Mrs. McThing on Broadway, co-starring Brandon de Wilde, child
star. I was a very gifted natural actor, always have been, and Mrs. Greene knew
this and she recommended to Helen Hayes that I should understudy and replace
Brandon de Wilde in that play. I didn’t do it, I said I don’t want to do it. Instead,
I went on television and did Uncle Danny Reads the Funnies, and all kinds of
other crazy things. I didn’t do it, so I didn’t meet Brandon. Later, my first
serious girlfriend, a girl named Nadia, had just broken up with Brandon de Wilde.
I still hadn’t met him. All through my life I had these strange almost-meetings
with Brandon. Finally, when I met him, it was as though we were soul mates. We
were absolutely fated to be friends. We went through a lot of very interesting
changes together. But I ended up understudying in this. We became very close
friends. His wife’s brother was a classmate of mine at Yale.
We found a lot things in common and eventually we left New York and drove
out to LA together, to check out the scene there. That’s when I started doing a
lot of TV with Daniel Boone. So then, he and I went back to New York. I toured,
and I did a lot of theater in those days. I toured with Bob Cummings in a play
called Generation that was a great success. We toured the south. I toured with
Brigadoon, and Finian’s Rainbow with Pat O’Brien, up the East Coast on tour. I
toured all over the country doing the Guber 4 Music Circus. I’m sure I’ve forgotten
some of the other things. I was a very legitimate theater actor, doing TV and
movies on the side, until I met The Firesign Theatre and they ruined my life.
Brandon got involved in drugs. He had a very unhappy childhood. He was
managed by his father. His story is quite an interesting story in itself, I hope it’s
told sometime. His parents became his managers. Fritz de Wilde was a famous
stage manger and they really kind of crippled Brandon psychologically. He took
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to drugs and just when he started to pull himself out of this morass, and getting
back into the legitimate theater, he went to do this play Butterflies Are Free in
Denver and skidded off the road in his VW bus one night and slammed into the
back of a truck and it killed him [1972]. That was the end of his story.
How did you connect up with The Firesign Theatre?
PHIL PROCTOR: We drove out to California to meet with Peter Fonda. Peter
Fonda was putting together a movie which he called Captain America, which later
became Easy Rider. He and Dennis Hopper were working on the screenplay for
this. Brandon wanted to meet Peter and so did I. We drove out and we met him.
And to make a long story just a little longer, we went to do research, as it were,
for the screenplay about the youth-revolution, down to the Sunset Strip, where
the young people were protesting a curfew that the city had imposed on them,
the young people, to prevent revolution. We became involved in a riot, Brandon
was beaten up and Peter was arrested. I was writing then, on the sideline for the
East Village Other, which was an emerging newspaper at the time, and I held up
my East Village Other press card, and the police just flowed around me like lava.
It was amazing. I said, “Press, Press,” and they wielded their clubs on other
people, not me. It was very bizarre. I later wrote an interesting article about the
whole event.
I sat down at one point during this protest, on an open issue of the LA Free
Press. When I pulled the paper out from under my butt, I realized that I had sat
down on the face of my friend Peter Bergman. It was open to a picture of Peter
Bergman. It said, “KPFK newsman Peter Bergman interviews a returning
Vietnamese war veteran.” I said, “I’ll be damned!” So I called KPFK, and that’s
when I learned that he was the renowned ‘Wizard of Oz,’ on the Radio Free Oz
show. It was like a four-hour late-night radio show. It was the first counter-culture
talk show. It was an amazing, amazing show, and it was at the time produced and
engineered by Phil Austin, and David Ossman was poetry adviser or something. I
went down to improvise with Peter on the show and do crazy characters, and that’s
where I met Phil, the other Phil, and Dave Ossman. One night we all did this
improvisation together, The Radio Free Oz Film Festival, and that was where The
Firesign Theatre happened. We learned we were all fire signs, and Peter suddenly
had this vision of us as the “Beatles of Comedy” . . . and the rest is hysteria.
Did you tape The Firesign Theatre’s first appearance together?
PHIL PROCTOR: We did not. I haven’t heard it since we did it. I imagine there’s
a tape of it somewhere. That would be a real find. Somebody sent me by E-Mail
the other day files of KPFK, or some form of National Public Radio, that showed
that they have all kinds of Radio Free Oz shows in their files, that have been long
lost; hundreds of Radio Free Oz shows.
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I think those may be the Radio Free Oz shows from the ’80s. The Firesign
Theatre was very innovative in the recording studio. How did you develop
those techniques for your albums?
PHIL PROCTOR: We all come out of, in certain various degrees, a radio background.
All of us certainly have performed and improvised and produced for radio. So we
all had had some experience with the production of sound, comedy and drama
and, as such, have used radio techniques to create certain kinds of effects. When
we found ourselves graduating from radio to the phonograph medium, we were
basically given an opportunity to produce, in a state-of-the-art studio, which
happened to be, in fact, at Columbia Records, a record which was based on—to
begin with, at least—radio techniques.
The way we always looked at the way we wanted to produce the records was
as if radio had continued into the modern era with the full force of energy it had
during its so-called golden age. What would it have sounded like? What would
we have done with it? What would it have been? That’s how we approached making
the records. We thought of them as “movies for the mind,” or basically extended
radio pieces, expanded radio pieces. And as such, we learned very, very quickly.
The learning curve was very high on how we could create the effects that we
heard in our head, because we could play with them. We could sit there in the
studio and lay down a sound effect and then, sitting in front of this board, move
that sound effect across from left to right, or right to left, or forward or backwards.
We could do all kinds of things with it. We utilized the dimensions that were
created in sound, as such, and allowed to be played on stereophonic records as an
element of the mood and movement of the pieces we were creating.
So obviously we played a lot with effects. For instance, we learned very early
that it was more fun and sounded better to do some of our effects live, while we
were improvising and performing our material. Each piece called for its own
particular kind of approach. In the earlier work we stuck pretty much to laying
down the voice tracks, a very traditional approach to recording. In post-production,
we would sweeten it and add the effects. Then, as a final step of post-production,
we would mix the record together and in mixing each one of the pieces, or each
segment of the pieces toward putting the whole record together. That’s when we
sat in front of these huge boards and each one of us would be assigned a certain
task. “You’re gonna take this character and at a certain line you’re going to walk
him over to stage right, the right speaker. Then you’re gonna bring the train in
the background. It’ll come in quietly and then it will move left to right, but it
will stop in the middle for a little while, then get all the way over to the right and
then it’ll fade away.” And then, we would lay down that segment of the finished
piece on tape.
This is very much the way they do movies today and major radio broadcasts.
We’d do that till we were satisfied and that would be part of the record. Then we
would go on to the next segment as we proceeded in the work and also we would
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lay down music tracks. We would lift the music off of what we would call needle
drops, with the pre-produced music that we would license to use on the record
at a one-time fee. Then we would assemble all of this as well.
What would happen to us in the early days was that they’d have, let’s see,
they’d have 2-track recording and multiple track recording, basically. Musically, I
think it was Les Paul who invented overdubbing as a form of musical entertainment,
with his guitars. By the time we were doing this, we had, I’m not sure, maybe an
8-track recorder we were working with in the studios. So that meant we could lay
eight tracks on. Now eight tracks are not a lot of tracks when you’re building a
multiple-layered piece of material. We had to keep track of what was on the
tracks, so that we wouldn’t lay something over something that we had layered on.
Essentially, we would run out of tracks. We had to do a thing called ping-ponging.
Ping-ponging meant that we had to take what was on one of two tracks and then
put them all on the bottom track, let’s say, so that it freed up two more tracks.
So then we could put in some more sound effects or music or whatever it was that
we needed. As the technology advanced, we got into limitless number of tracks
that you could lay down, this became a moot point. Basically, we could do many
more interesting effects and blend and mix many more things together to create
a totality of sound. This is what the Beatles were doing that was so innovative and
exciting, and stimulated us in our aural work as well. But in the beginning, we
were working in these studios, as I said, Columbia/CBS on Sunset and Gower in
Hollywood. We were working in studios that were originally radio studios, where
they had broadcast such artists as Bing Crosby, Bob Hope and Jack Benny, when
they were doing their radio shows.
One of the studios was called Studio A, that’s where we laid down a lot of the
tracks for our first record. It was really quite thrilling to be working in studios
that had the vibrations of these great artists in them. No sooner had we finished
our first album, then the record industry began to grow at an astonishing rate of
popularity. That was part of the ’60s and ’70s revolution. The unions started to
take more control of the recording aspects of making phonograph records, and as
a result those studios became non-union studios. Because the people who were
recording us originally were employees of Columbia, they were not, per se, union
employees, union engineers.
So we then found that we had to move off campus and utilize studios elsewhere
in the city, and utilize engineers who were union engineers, which we did. It
changed the effect and the quality of some of the stuff that we did ’cause we really
could then move to more sophisticated studios, which were springing up like
mushrooms all over town. We worked in film studios. We worked in the Burbank
Studios. We actually came in one morning and there was a bear in a cage, who
happened to be in one of the TV shows shooting on the lot. So we went out
with a hand-held ‘nagra’ and recorded the bear’s growling and grumbling and
used that in one of our pieces, probably the Bear Whiz Beer commercial. I
don’t remember exactly what it was, but we had wonderful adventures working in
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the state-of-the-art studios. And every time there would be some new innovation,
we would figure out a way to utilize it. For instance, when we were doing our first
couple of records, when we were still doing them at Columbia, we did the thunder
effect for I Think We’re All Bozos On This Bus (1971), in the pageant of history,
the wall of science, whatever you call it. I went upstairs and literally banged with
my fist on the components which comprised the units which made the echo
effects. In other words, I went into the echo chamber and banged on the units to
make electronic thunder.
So we would constantly be investigating and discovering ways to create effects
that now can be done limitlessly with machines, electronic and computerized
instruments, which also we used on some of our later records. But again, as we
were doing all this, we were basically like kids in a toy factory. Whatever there was
available to play with, we used. We would improvise with these things and find
effects. Other times, as we got more sophisticated in creating more dramatically
theatricalized comedic pieces, we designed our recording sessions so that they
would incorporate certain live elements of sound. It wasn’t unusual for us, if we
wanted to create a certain effect, to walk from one microphone to another, instead
of waiting to do that in the pan later, if it created a specific effect that was more
realistic or more in keeping with the flow of the scene that we were doing. We also
added certain kinds of Foley, being live sound effects, created by one of the
members of the group to a scene so that we could react to it more specifically. Ok?
So we would, upon occasion, lay down a track that had married to it, to use
the parlance, certain elements of sound effects. Ok? Then, maybe we would
sweeten them later or add a little bit more to it, or something like that. Again,
these were unusual techniques that we created and innovated and improvised in
order to end up with a satisfactory product. The aural world, it’s oral to aural,
that’s what it is. It’s mouth to ear, in a way.
The process of the records, generally speaking, of all the records, was pretty
much the same. We would have writing sessions until we were satisfied that we
had enough material to go in and lay some stuff down. We had an overall vision
of what the project was gonna be about, which took the longest time really in our
writing process. Then we would start writing the scenes. Once we were satisfied
that we had the beginning of a record, we’d book some time, go in, and lay that
down. Then on the basis of how many minutes that turned out to be, and what
kind of feeling we had, and how the characters had expressed themselves, we’d go
back into the writing process, adjust our overall scheme, write the next segments
of the records, go in and lay them down. So very often, although we had a general
idea where the record, where the pieces, would end up, we didn’t know how the
record was going to end. Often, we would discover the ending in the process of
creating the material in the studio.
That’s pretty much the way we worked. When we’d take in this written
material, which we had painstakingly worked to create, we would at that point
act it, perform it, and, in that instance, that’s when it would change. We would
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improvise or rewrite or throw out a piece, or write another piece. Sometimes we’d
stop and rewrite a section that was giving us some problems, or we would discover
that if we’d improvised it, it would work. We would improvise a couple of takes
until we were satisfied that we had it. So the process of actually doing it, laying
the record down, was a lot like taking a show out on the road, and refining it on
opening night. It would all happen in like two or three hours, in one place. That
was the way we’d do it. The improvisation was always part and parcel of the
creation of the works, but came out of the actual performance of the material at
the time we were actually laying it down. That’s why so much of the material has
a live original sound to it.
Who was in charge on your
recording sessions?
PHIL PROCTOR: Nobody! What
we basically do, we work on a
completely democratic basis. All
of us would take the various
duties upon ourselves, depending
on the necessity of it. In other
words, if three of us were
involved in a scene, then
obviously the fourth guy would
become the ears for that scene. If
we had a producer on that
album, which we had on some of
our albums, we would count on
him to be the ears for the scene,
but we would basically direct one
another within the context of the
work that we’re doing. This is
true for the stage shows as well. It
was only when we put Anythynge
You Want To up on its feet
as an open rehearsal of a lost
Shakespearean comedy that we Photo Courtesy: Phil Proctor/ Firezine
enlisted the talents of another person, who happens to be my wife, Melinda
Peterson, to give us some direction and notes. Because, when we’re working on
the stage, it’s impossible for us to see what it is we’re doing.
We obviously would direct ourselves as we would mount the piece because
we’re dealing with our material, and the staging and everything we pretty much
would do ourselves. “Ah, you move over here, I’ll move over there. Let’s try this,
and let’s try that,” until we felt comfortable with it. Then we would invite

p h i l P r o c to r

165

firesign theatre text 2_13_06.3

2/13/06

9:24 AM

Page 166

somebody to come in, such as Melinda in this case, who was working on the
costumes, to give us notes, in terms of sharpening things up. Basically, she was
traveling with the show and she gave us notes to refine the staging. In terms of
Anythynge You Want To, it was the first time that we performed it, so she was
able to be there from the very beginning and help us to refine the staging and
point up the gags, and make the stuff work. It was really great fun working
with her. But when we do our recording, it’s self-directed and pretty much
self-produced.
During the long history of doing work for The Firesign Theatre, various
girlfriends and wives appeared in certain capacities on the albums, and worked
with us in certain capacities, if they were so inclined or talented in those areas.
One of the first records released that the group appears on is the Chad and
Jeremy LP, Of Cabbages And Kings. Do you remember how those sessions
came about?
PHIL PROCTOR: Well, at the time that we were doing Waiting For The Electrician,
Chad and Jeremy dropped into the studio. A girl was with them named Cathy
Cozzie, and Cathy and I became an item. We actually lived together for several
years. She’d spent a lot of time in London and was very close with Donovon and
Mick Jagger; quite a wonderful girl. She’s now been married to John Sebastian for
ten, fifteen years, something like that. So there was kind of this English connection.
At this particular point, I was kind of moving out but not moving out from New
York, but still holding on to my apartment in New York. I finally moved out and
gave up my apartment in New York, which I never should have done, by the way.
I had an apartment in Greenwich Village that I was paying $160 a month for.
When I finally gave it up and came out here, I needed a place to live. Out of the
blue, which is the way things used to happen in those days, I got a call from
Jeremy Clyde. He said, “Phil, I’m losing my housemate. Would you like to come
out here and share the rent with me?” I said, “Sure.” So I lived in this twenty-room
house with Jeremy.
We had a wonderful, wonderful time. This was on four acres in Encino. It was
owned by a radiologist named Dr. Adolph. It had an ape cage. It had an
Olympic-sized swimming pool. It had a bomb shelter. It had an orchard beyond
the bomb shelter. It had a Tiki Bar and a running water fountain that ran from
the top of the house all the way down to the bottom entrance, where the ape cage
was, and the gas jets. I mean, to me it was like, “Oh, this is California!” Little did
I know I was going to be living in this madman’s paradise.
Actually, they shot a couple of movies there while we were there. It was an
absolutely amazing, amazing time. It was a great time for us all to hang out in a
place like that because we could open it up to girlfriends or male friends who
needed a place to stay for a while. Semi-communal living and lots of nude
swimming . . . it was very, very ’60s. It was an extremely pleasant and free
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environment. God, when I think about it now, I wonder. It’s hard to imagine that
we had such an opportunity. It all came so easily and it was so inexpensive. I
think we paid, between us, $500 a month for rent for that place.
Dr. Adolph and his wife, charming people, lived in another house they owned
on the property. It was an extraordinary time. It really was. So anyway, Jeremy and
I became good pals and Chad had something like six acres of his own somewhere
in Encino. We used to go out and visit him. Both of those guys were extremely
bright, witty, kind, funny, and talented. It was really a joy knowing them.
They were at the peak of their career then.
PHIL PROCTOR: Absolutely! Many of us had caught on with the psychedelic
crowd, and were turning out records, especially musically, of which their ilk has
not been re-created. The opportunity was there. If somebody had the talent and
the vision to create something that was a combination of drama, music, and
comedy, to create new forms in music and with music, they did it. It was great!
The Chad and Jeremy album was recorded before Sgt. Pepper came out.
PHIL PROCTOR: Oh yes, that’s true. But, of course, the difference between the
genius of The Beatles and the genius of Chad and Jeremy is that Chad and
Jeremy were still doing a linear kind of presentation. They were on the beginning
of the wave and it became refined later by The Beatles, who did it in a predominantly musical mix, so that it became much more subliminal.
The first time I heard The Progress Suite, the cut that The Firesign Theatre
appears on, I just couldn’t believe that this was a Chad and Jeremy record.
P HIL P ROCTOR : I know, it’s an amazing piece of work. Yeah, Chad and
Jeremy . . . You wouldn’t think they had that kind of vision in them, but there
it was. They were not afraid to express themselves to the totality of their freedoms
and understandings, and it crossed cultures.
Was that more their idea than, say, the producer Gary Usher?
PHIL PROCTOR: Oh yeah, that was their idea. Gary was the kind of person who
could help artists to realize their visions, what they heard in their heads. That was
also, at that time, very special. John McClure, who’s still producing and doing
wonderful things, was a producer who understood that artists needed to be free
to create, with this technology, new kinds of music and new expression. So he,
on the production and executive side, was an absolute angel and made it possible
for groups like Chad and Jeremy and The Firesign Theatre to do those things. He
fought for us. John McClure is really one of the unspoken heroes of the whole
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Firesign saga because he’s the man who went in and fought for us when they were
going to drop us from the label after Electrician. He’s just an amazing man.
Do you remember the recording session?
PHIL PROCTOR: The Chad and Jeremy thing? Yeah, sure I do. I remember how
much fun it was. We did it in the same studio that we did Electrician, over there
at Gower. It was a combination of their material and our improvisation. We were
encouraged to simply improvise. That was really the thrust of it, which was,
“Here’s the idea we have, fellas, and we want to do a collage in here or this kind
of thing. What do you think?” I think we actually took a few minutes to write
some stuff and then laid it down.
I remember a lot of the work that we did then was like being in an artist’s
commune with full confidence. There was nobody looking over your shoulder.
You didn’t have to please anybody. You were doing it for art’s sake, and art is a
happy buffalo. It was the 5th crazy guy. Everything was for the 5th crazy guy. As
a result, the material that came out was pure and great. We were all really at the
height of our young talents at that time.
Is that Jeremy doing the English voice on The Progress Suite?
PHIL PROCTOR: Yes.
On The Notorious Byrd Brothers CD reissues, it states that The Firesign
Theatre supplied gun shots for Draft Morning.
PHIL PROCTOR: Never heard of it. Yeah, that’s possible. I was a friend of David
Crosby at that time. So that’s possible, but it could have been through me
instead of the whole group. But boy, I forgot that. That’s ancient history, I forgot
that one. It’s resonating, like gun shots do in my head, but the details, I’m not
sure. I would have to get in touch with David Crosby to find out. That was the
time period when we were playing around, because at that time Columbia had
a lot of people in the studio. It was like a real artist’s commune. You would look
out and see some star waiting to use the studio or using another studio, and that
was real nice. I mean, that made it feel like a record company, which is all gone
now, of course.
It’s around that time that we did Chad and Jeremy’s Cabbages And Kings. Of
course the Byrds were very popular and were wandering the halls as well. So it’s
very possible that we supplied them with some gun shots. But that’s a wonderful
memory, I’ve forgotten all about it. Draft Morning, Beat The Reaper, I don’t know.
The Draft, Beat The Reaper. The reason I said Beat The Reaper with the Draft was,
Yale used the Beat The Reaper concept. You remember when they had the [Draft]
Lottery? The class of ’72, or whenever the hell it was, one of the classes at Yale,
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used to use Beat The Reaper, as their synonym for the Lottery. You would beat the
Reaper if you didn’t get chosen to be sent to Vietnam. That’s why I said the Draft,
it might be connected with that, you see.
Around that same time Radio Free Oz sponsored The Love-In. What was
that about?
PHIL PROCTOR: The Love-In was a live performance, and it was an event that
drew something like 8,000 people. It happened in Elysian Park, and suddenly
we had all these people, and Peter and we basically all faked it. I was a Russian
poet, Yuri Gottenov, and I read some fake Russian poetry. It was a love-in! You
know? We didn’t know what it was gonna be. It was a lot of fun, peace and love
and no war. It was kind of an anti-Vietnamese War rally, like everything was in
those days.
How did you come up with some of the titles for your albums, like All Hail
Marx And Lennon?
PHIL PROCTOR: Well, the actual title of that is How Can You Be In Two Places At
Once When You’re Not Anywhere At All? A lot of people call that All Hail Marx And
Lennon; it would have been a great title. All Hail Marx And Lennon came out of
the fact that I speak Russian and that I’ve been to the Soviet Union with the Yale
Russian Chorus, and with the sharing of those experiences with my partners. I
had decided that it would be amusing to draw a parallel between the revolutionary
effects of comedy and the revolutionary effects of writing by these people, and to
draw the parallel between Groucho Marx and John Lennon. So I staged the
picture that we had taken of us standing on that reviewing stand, which is
actually the front of an unfinished Armenian Church on Wilshire Blvd. in
downtown LA., and the conflict of the poster of the All Hail Marx And Lennon.
But the album title, I’m not exactly sure of who came up with that title or where
it came from. Maybe David Ossman will remember that part of it.
I know Don’t Crush That Dwarf, Hand Me The Pliers came from a discussion
that we had about the title of old sheet music. Some of the sheet music from the
First World War was, you know, “Let’s Kick the Crap Out of the Hun.” We
thought that was kind of funny, the rotten little Hun. We thought, well you
know, Don’t Crush That Dwarf, Hand Me The Pliers would be kind of the equivalent
of somebody going to war in the Second World War, here at home. The idea
being . . . well, we began thinking of all the practicalities of this. If you’re too
smart to be drafted and go into the army, you could still work behind the scenes
and fight for a good cause. By extension, if you think you are a freak, don’t drop
out, get engaged behind the scenes in changing the society, if you feel strongly
enough about it and on and on and on.
The fact that there were stories about when all the little midgets came out to
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do The Wizard of Oz (1939). Most of them came from European sects circuses.
We heard a lot of the stories. But after the movie was over, there wasn’t much
work for them, so a lot of them worked in defense plants because they could get
inside of the wings of these giant bombers, and rivet from inside. They were small
enough to be able to do certain special jobs. So, once again, it was like people
with special attributes could contribute in special ways to society, to winning the
war, or changing things, or whatever. So that’s how it took on a tremendous
resonance for us and became very much a part of what it was about, which was
basically watching little people on television.
So if something goes wrong with your television, don’t kick your television in,
you can get it repaired. You can go in the back with a pair of pliers and adjust
your horizontal and your vertical. Or, by extension, if something goes wrong
with your society, don’t destroy it, fix it. You see?
I Think We’re All Bozos On This Bus came out of the pun on the word bus,
B–U–S and B–U–S–S being a terminal. Bozos being the brotherhood of zips and
others, beaners, berserkers, zips and bozos, I guess. We created these various class
structures of people in the future, The Future Fair. I Think We’re All Bozos On This
Bus, again, had to do with the fact that the society, this is a very McLuhanesque
title, was taking a very sharp turn toward a new way of thinking and a new way
of communicating, due to the ‘Electronic Revolution.’ Of course, we were on to
it again.
B–U–S–S, in computer language, is a terminal connection. So, in other words,
if you get on a buss, you are connecting up to something. That’s the general idea.
So it’s another pun, a computer pun. In a way, it foreshadowed the concept of the
information super-highway. It also means a smacking kiss, as my wife Melinda
has pointed out. So love brings us together.
Back From The Shadows comes from Bozos’ holographic characters. What we
posited was there would be giant holograms that would appear at various places
in this park, and entertain people. Now, of course, what they have are people in
oversized cartoon costumes walking around interacting with people, and that’s
delightful. But we went one step further and into kind of an absurd idea of just
these big figures appearing and doing little acts and things, and then disappearing.
So the shadows represent the shadowland that they come from, which is a
nonexistent place; it’s also kind of . . . it’s backstage. It’s the ghost in the machine.
It’s the whole concept of an electronically-created illusion, which we used as a
metaphor for a societal illusion.
Creating the idea of welfare, for instance . . . The illusion the government
creates is that it is going to take care of you, one way or another, either by locking
you up, or by supporting you in your illness, or any of these things. The whole
concept of a welfare state based on the illusion of society taking care of you, when
in essence you still have to be responsible for yourself, and take care of yourself.
This again is the dialectic, the basic dialectic that we are experiencing once again
in this strange ongoing battle to find a balance between self-independence,
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independent behavior and communal behavior, our relationship to ourselves,
our families, our neighborhoods, our cities, our states, our countries, and
the government’s relationship to us, on all the same levels, down even to the
individual.
Because if an individual becomes involved in political issues or social issues or
community issues, or family issues, he is acting as a political animal. You see? The
metaphor could be extended right up to the top. So again, that’s the problem.
How do you enfranchise people to become involved in a positive affirmative way
in the everyday governance of their own lives within the social order? That’s the
problem, and that problem is one in which The Firesign Theatre seems to be
peculiarly attracted to, in its earlier work, which is evident. As I said several
times, in the throes that we’re still going through here, in our poor be-knighted
country, that these major issues are still at the top of the agenda.
The idea of basically the separation of federal government and state government
is the main constitutional issue, and by extension, the separation of church and
state. Church, being some groups’ ethics, ethos, edicts, ways of living, being
applied to somebody else’s way of living, being used as a measure for somebody
else’s way of living, which is, of course, absurd and illegal. And yet, we still seem
to have this lack of political comprehension in our country about that. That’s
another issue we’ve constantly dealt with. It’s perfectly ok for you to believe what
you want to believe, but I don’t have to believe what you believe. That’s the
nature of life, you know.
Some of the other titles, like Dear Friends, related to the fact that we worked
with people who were dear friends in the creation of our work, because it’s a very
democratic organization. There is no paper between any of us saying we are The
Firesign Theatre and that we promise to work together, and that we must work
together and if we don’t, we won’t be together. We just do it and it causes
tremendous confusion whenever we talk to lawyers who’d like to make some
money off of the fact that we don’t have a piece of paper, and like to draw one
up for us. But that’s the way we work.
We work as dear friends and we work in agreement or we don’t work, because
there is no agreement. We do something when we’re all in agreement to do it, or
we don’t do it. We record it when we agree that we’ve got something that we want
to record, in agreement. We all do whatever is necessary to make that happen in
agreement, that we will do whatever we can, and are free to do and each one of
us will volunteer to do in that degree, so it’s wonderful. And we all get an equal
1/4 split of everything that we do, unless some very special circumstances happen
like In The Next World You’re On Your Own. That album was done when Peter
Bergman and I were out touring, so we couldn’t work on the post-production of
the album. In fact, we didn’t have much to do with the writing of it, we only
contributed to it to a certain degree. So, in that instance, for a while at least, in
the first royalties, Peter and I were getting a smaller share of the royalties. That
was all something that was worked out internally, between us and our partners.
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Now, the body of work is pretty much the body of work and we simply split
all the royalties on a 25% basis, for each one of us. And the same goes for the
expenses and things. We basically try to reimburse one another for the expenses
we put into the show independently. If some expense becomes necessary, we all
have to contribute. We contribute to all in an equal basis.
The Dear Friends concept was the same thing. If somebody came to work for
us, they would be paid a salary. We had a fund that we set up. We had the Dr.
Elmo Firesign fund, which was simply a checking account as Dr. Elmo Firesign.
We paid people who would work for us from that fund, moneys that we had
taken out of our royalties and put in that operating fund. And people that
worked for us did it on a volunteer basis, Dr. Bullington, Lanny Waggoner, and
people like that. Then, if it paid off in any way, we would share with them a
percentage of what kind of energy that they put into it. Out of that came Dear
Friends and that was the name of our radio show, Dear Friends, which is what we
consider our fans to be, because they support us and bring ideas to us.
Lanny Waggoner is a very successful lawyer out here. He helped produce a
couple of our tours for us. Oh gosh, there’s all kinds of people. Fred Jones, started
as a dear friend, a young man who was doing a show down in Long Beach, whose
name was General Bird Dog. We went and appeared on the show and liked him.
He turned out to have a tremendous bent for engineering and producing, and he
produced a couple of things for us. Before we knew it, he started his own little
company, and became Fred Jones Recording, and he produced a great many of
our albums, and introduced us to all kinds of state-of-the-art equipment. He was
the first to introduce us to a synthesizer and like, he’d say, “Come on in, I’ve got
something to show you.” That would inspire us to do various things with our work.
The Tale Of The Giant Rat Of Sumatra is in A. Conan Doyles’s Sherlock Holmes
stories and it was described in another story as a tale, in essence, too terrible to
be told. So it was the great untold story, of Sherlock Holmes. And so we decided
to tell it.
Of course, Everything You Know Is Wrong?
PHIL PROCTOR: Everything You Know Is Wrong, exactly, because everything that
you believe isn’t necessarily everything that everybody else is gonna believe. I
mean, this is very, very simple. That again is the dialectic. It’s tremendously
presumptuous for any government, or anybody at all, by that I mean social body
or religious body, to tell people how they should live, morally. You can make
suggestions as Christ said, “Follow me, I am the way.” You can always make an
example of yourself, and hope that by the purity of your expression, the strength
of your ideas, others will follow you.
The joke of Everything You Know Is Wrong doesn’t just have to do with
parapsychology, and with the growth of paranormal science and superstition, and
the resurgence of magic, for instance, as an idea. It has to do with the power of
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communication. It has to do
with, once again, a major Firesign
theme, ‘illusion is inherent in
the act of communication.’ As
McCluhan said, “The media is
the message.” The media is the
magi, is the magician, the media
by its very expression, or any
media by its very expression.
Even the word medium has a
double meaning. A medium is
someone who is supposed to
interpret a half way state between
the two worlds. The medium is
the one who interprets the other
world to this world, supposedly.
In all media expressions, unless
something has happened to you
specifically that you can talk
about, but even then it is suspect.
I mean, “Well, I’ve only got his
word for it.” You know? Or if you Photo Byron Cohen Courtesy P. Proctor
have witnesses, “We all saw the flying saucer.” “Well, it must have been mass
hallucination.” “But look, we’ve got proof! We have these little needles under our
fingernails.” “Well, maybe you put them there yourself.”
It’s almost impossible to communicate real events to people. I mean, the Bible
is another classic example of that. How much of that communication in the Bible
can we take as the absolute truth? This causes tremendous, heart-wrenching,
disturbing, psychological problems in all kinds of people, and has torn our society
upwards and downwards, because there are people who literally take the Bible as
the word of God. Well, it’s not. It’s the word of man, of men interpreting things
that happened and also keeping alive ancient edicts and rules of behavior that
came out of nomadic lifestyles, of these various Hebraic nomads.
The madness of the world is that people need a truth. This is what Camus is
always talking about. People need a God. They need a leader. They want to abrogate
their own personal responsibility to some higher power. They are terrified of being
responsible for their own lives. This is why existentialism happened. You see?
Everything You Know Is Wrong has to do with, in a very roundabout way, people
who live very free lives on their own. Wholeflaffer is a nudist. He lives in a trailer
park, with people who are like him, who believe in freedom of the body and sex,
what have you. He’s fascinated by the possibility of, and therefore open to, all
kinds of paranormal experiences, as are many of the people who people that
particular album, and that movie. But, at the same time, we are not making a
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judgment call about whether it’s true or not, because you can’t. You just can’t. All
you can do is, as Harry Cox does, document the events to the best of your ability.
If you can figure out how it’s done, then you can expose it and if you can’t, then
it will remain a mystery, until it’s explained in some manner, which might be
indeed a paranormal explanation. This man did die and come back from death.
It wasn’t just his brain shutting down, or maybe it was his brain shutting down.
In either case it tells us that it’s no big whoop to die. So whoopee! Let’s celebrate
death, instead of being so damn afraid of it.
So even if things you think are wrong, are what you’re being taught, there are
lessons to be learned from them, because there is no right or wrong, but that we
make it so. Again, it is a sense of private morality. That, of course, is the most
terrifying and awesome freedom which the 20th Century granted us, based, as I
said, on the theory of relativity, which everybody embraced, which basically again
admits, that we cannot arbitrate behavior. And yet, people still try to do it.
The smoking thing is a classic example of it, but it has to do with a very
important premise, the premise that it is harmful tacitly to people who do not
want to do it. That again is not, unfortunately, an arbiter of all rules and regulations.
If somebody is smoking marijuana in your presence, and you get high because of
it, it may disturb you. You know that’s not good for you. So they must outlaw
the smoking of hashish and marijuana from public places, unless there are, as
there are in the Netherlands, specific hash bars, where you can go in and sit and
smoke. If you don’t want to, you don’t go there. That’s fine.
In other countries, the rules and regulations have been made that are much
more with the logic of personal behavior, and choice in mind. Again, marijuana is
being restricted for so many illogical reasons, while we allow alcohol, although
controlled, to be used. Basically, we have allowed smoking for years and years
and years.
When you’re faced with constant paradigms, the paradox of conflicting
paradigms, it makes it very difficult to lead a sane existence. That’s one of the
reasons we have so much madness in the world, and why there is so much
confusion. If anything comes out of this present dialectical struggle that’s
happening in our country between two major parties that represent, to a certain
extent, although they’re very intermingled, a conservative/liberal way of looking
at man’s relationship to society, if we begin to clarify some of this madness, it
might be helpful. What happens again to people is that if one side of an argument
takes sway, it makes it easier for a lot of people, and harder for a lot of people. In
others words, like, “Oh it’s very easy. We’ll simply ban all cigarette smoking.
That’s it. We’ll just ban it, it won’t happen.” But that’s not gonna stop people
from smoking cigarettes. All of a sudden you’ve got so-called normal people who
know what it’s like not to be able to smoke marijuana. You know what I mean?
It’s suddenly, they are the Hippies, they’re the ones being picked on. Suddenly,
their personal freedom is being impinged with something that’s supposed to be
bad for you, but which society has blithely said, “It’s ok to smoke cigarettes, but
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it’s not ok to smoke marijuana because cigarettes, if you smoke them and go
driving, you’re not going to be out of control. Of course, you’re going to be nervous
and if you’re not going to be able to smoke, you’re going to get even more
nervous. Then you may drive a little more recklessly, and you might have an
accident. But it’s not the same as marijuana, which makes you high and you can’t
control yourself.” And you’re this and that, which, of course, is not true. And the
same thing affects people different ways.
It is, in essence, impossible and nobody admits it. Nobody in government will
ever admit that it is impossible to legislate morals, even though the lesson has
been taught to us again, and again, and again. The reason they don’t is because
they’d have to give up control, as we know it.
So, Everything You Know Is Wrong means basically we should start over again.
We should really all take a good hard look at where we are, what’s working and
what isn’t, as dispassionately as possible, and make some very harsh decisions
about the direction of our society, and how to regulate things. In essence, when
you start showing people other ways of looking at things, they become accepted
philosophies of living. Then, indeed, it influences one’s entire root existence and,
by extension, colors and influences things that happen in the world.
You’ve always had an interest in psychic phenomena, UFOs and that sort of
thing.
PHIL PROCTOR: I knew you were going to say that. That’s a psychic joke.
How did all that tie in with Everything You Know Is Wrong?
PHIL PROCTOR: Everything You Know Is Wrong was inspired, to a great extant, by
what Peter and I had experienced when we were investigating extraterrestrial
phenomena, and psychic phenomena. It’s a long story, but basically it had to do
with an ex-girlfriend of mine who turned out to be working with Andrea
Poharich who was the man who brought over Uri Geller, and created his career.
It had to do with the fact that Peter and I were going to New York to perform at
The Bottom Line, and we were going to be interviewed by Tony Hiss, at The
New Yorker. We had created an alien act, Zippo and Gorko from the planet
Beepo. Basically, we’re talking about how different it was to live on our planet, as
opposed to your planet. That was going to be an interview with the aliens, for
the Talk Of The Town segment of The New Yorker magazine, to our friend Tony
Hiss, Algier Hiss’s son, and John Beard, who’s written some really funny and
wonderful books.
We were in Chicago performing at some club there. I picked up a newspaper
and there was this article about, for the first time, Uri Geller. I went, “Oh, my
God!” I got very excited and said to Peter, “I’m gonna meet this guy.” And Peter
said, “Ok, great!” The next thing I knew, we got into New York, and I got a call
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from somebody, and they said, “Uri Geller is coming to see your show tonight.”
We were at The Bitter End, and I said, “Oh my God! It’s come true.” It turns out
that this lady was Sharon, my old girlfriend, who used to live with us at the big
house, the Phil and Jeremy house in Encino. She was the head of, I think, the
Elvis Presley Fan Club, at that time, from Atlanta, Georgia. Her father had put
the gold leaf on top of the Capitol building in Atlanta and fallen off of the building
to his death. She was an amazing girl and she was living with Andrea Poharich
out in Ossning, New York, where they had set up this foundation for psychic
research. Uri Geller was living up there with them, and blah, blah, blah. And we
became involved in this whole thing. She was the one who predicted to me that
Peter and I would be involved in this gangland shooting. She said some things to
Peter too that was just amazing.
This girl had an extraordinary talent, and on top of that there was this whole
connection to the alien ‘thing’ which had over the years, had become, like
everybody’s story. Back then, it was just a very private story coming from her,
and, then again, it gives me tremendous confidence in the reality of a lot of these
visitations, that are beyond my ken. I haven’t had any personal experiences, other
than strange phenomenons that have gone on for years, but I’ve never been
abducted or anything. I’ve never seen any UFOs.
Now, Peter Bergman and I used to do a lot of parodies on this stuff in our
show too. I was Ernie the psychic healer, and we blew the whistle on a lot of these
things that we felt were fraudulent, but the extraterrestrial events, there’s no
denying the fact that whether you believe totally in it or not, there’s something
going on there. It seems quite likely that there are visitations from other planets.
So what can you say? In my experience, I’ve had experiences where I’d have to say,
if we were to get into that on a whole other level, have pretty much convinced
me that there was something going on out there.
The main thing was that during those years, for you to have an understanding
of my psychic connection, when I came out here with Brandon de Wilde I
connected up with Peter Fonda. He was going to a guru named Jasque
Hondorus, out at Eagle Rock. We went out once a week, and had a class of
consciousness enhancement. I got an awful lot of stuff from that, I mean, it’s
just kind of learning how to use your mind. And I learned how to use my
mind, and, because I was made aware of my own potentials, I had lot of psychic
experiences, which I still have. I can do things mentally that I can’t really talk
about. I can just do it, it’s very personal and real things that I can accomplish,
if I set my mind to it. There’s no big brouhaha about it, it’s basically using
your full potential, and has to do with the power of positive thinking. But it
also has to do with really being aware of how much you can perceive, if you
allow yourself to be as sensitive as we are, if you really listen to things and you
really spend your time accomplishing your potential. I was able to do that,
and still can. It requires a certain amount of concentration, but, by God, it
pays off in amazing ways.
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It’s almost like an LSD thing in terms of enhanced perception, and thinking
in different patterns.
PHIL PROCTOR: It certainly is, but it’s not at all drug-enhanced, or drug-created.
What you have to do is to go into meditation with a goal, something which you
want to attain. There is always a focus of discipline and achievement involved
with such experiences. Now LSD, of course, makes that a joke because you can’t
enter into any kind of an LSD experience with any kind of a goal in mind, other
than to open yourself as much as possible to the flood of perception, and to be
able to at least teach yourself, train yourself, familiarize yourself, with what the
brain is doing unconsciously, easily, every millisecond of your existence.
If we were enlightened beings, it would be a lot more fun to live on earth and
there would be a lot less murder and mayhem. We all slipped away from it
because our society doesn’t encourage it. In order to find a society that does
encourage it, you have to go so far away that in a way you lose, many of us lose
our reason for being, which is to enlighten people who are in the middle of this
great illusion. Illusion is an interesting word. Ill use of one, is illusion. Ill, of
course, is a sick use of one’s consciousness, is illusion. But hey, you know, we
make a living from it, so who’s gonna complain?
Do you feel any psychic connection
with the computer world?
PHIL PROCTOR: Actually, yes and
no. I think that it’s there, and I
think that the whole concept of
e-mail is very telepathic, but it’s still
mechanical. Nothing can beat the
mind to mind link, still. That’s still
the fastest form of communication
that exists in human beings. It’s just
we don’t train ourselves to do it
properly, so it becomes like a kind of
little trick, that some of us have
and some of us don’t. But at least
with the concept of e-mail, networking
or all of that stuff, it begins to
exercise the belief in that kind of a
potential, or capability. I don’t know
whether or not it exercises the brain,
as much. I always felt that The
Firesign Theatre records were like a
way to teach the brain to think in
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non-associative ways. The records kind of massaged the mind in a friendly and
fun way, in a play way, and taught people, gave people a kind of confidence in
thinking non-sequentially, because it works non-sequentially. The brain works in
associative patterns, which is why Freud had his great success, and why he could
interpret dreams. When somebody dreams of a pair of scissors, or you name it,
the symbol is much more powerful, and is more than it represents.
That’s why I think of Firesign as surrealist humor.
PHIL P ROCTOR : Dada was aptly named because it was a father of a way of
thinking, you see. Of course, most of that has ended up in the MOMA, Museum
of Modern Art. So you got your Dada, and MOMA, right now, and out of that
comes the new surrealists of the 21st Century. But again, all these things are ways
of giving birth to new ideas. It’s fearful, and fearless, and daring, and dareful, and
daredevilish, and it’s always gonna be the same. It’s never easy to step outside of
the path of common patterns in order to be an artist but that’s what artists do.
And that’s why art is what it is; it’s a trail-blazing event, always.
So trying to tie it all in with the computer world is the next step in all that
thinking?
PHIL PROCTOR: Yeah, I think it is. I think that there’s an opportunity for new
awakening. But what has happened is that the hackers have taken control. What
happens with all these things is that technology overcomes the humanity, in a
way. You know what I mean? The human effect. First, you have to think of the
demographics that are involved in networking, and stuff like that. Right now, it
allows a lot of low-level spirits to play their low-level games, in a high-tech
environment, which is why when you link into some of these forums and things,
you find that the dumbest things are being written and typed out in front of you;
a very low-level appreciation of what’s going on. And just like everything else,
you get that realization, “Duh.” What is the sound of one hand clapping? It’s the
sound of your hand hitting your forehead. “Oh, why didn’t I see that?” That’s
constantly what the joke of being on the planet Earth is all about. Maybe on
every planet, I don’t know. Because, the joke is epitomized by the symbol on the
back of the dollar bill, which is the unfinished pyramid, with the big eye at the
top. “That’s my, that’s I, that’s my pyramid.” And because those pyramids were
built for “one guy,” “That’s I, that’s my vision.” Anyway, the pyramid has got to
have a lot of stones at the bottom and there gets to be less and less stones as you
get to the top. So finally you got this, “I’m not going to finish the fucking
pyramid, I’m gonna stand up here and transcend it.” Ok? And so, basically what
happens is that all things come into, whether they come into realization at the
top of the pyramid, or at the bottom of the pyramid, the bottom of the pyramid
rules. Because, when you come up to the top of the pyramid, you want everybody
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at the bottom to buy it. So it means that eventually it’s all going to be dissipated
and just put into the dirt, dirt level. Or you start at the bottom, at what they call
the grass roots level, and you build your way up. Either way, you’re basically stuck
with the polloi, which means the people. Polloi, by the way, means the people,
so if I said the hoi polloi, I’d be saying the the people. That’s just a Greek joke.
Anyway, the point of it is that everything is basically reduced to the majority.
There’s another word for that in American thinking that has kind of corrupted
the democratic concept.
The problem with the OJ jury . . . the OJ jury was supposed to be in unanimous
decision. That is not democracy! That is tyranny of the majority. Democracy
means simply, majority rules and everybody who doesn’t believe that way has to
say, “Well, I guess I’ll just have to retain my belief, in the midst of this conformity.”
And that means you never have tyranny, right? See? But if you ask for the majority
to be a complete majority, then you’ve got a tyranny. That’s an absurd aberration
of what is the real Hellenic democratic ideal.
Then, as The Firesign Theatre says, In The Next World You’re On Your Own.
PHIL PROCTOR: In The Next World You’re On Your Own was basically the inspiration
of Phil Austin and David Ossman, that Peter and I contributed to. The philosophy
has a lot to do with the fact that it represented, to me, that freedom of
responsibility is the wave of the future. Unfortunately, it’s a rough sea. Sometimes
it will be calm, sometimes it will be stormy. It’s a tough way to go. But basically,
we’ve had a lot of setbacks toward that concept of individual responsibility,
because again, the society doesn’t understand it. It thinks that it’s licentiousness.
A society tends to think . . . by that, I mean the people who control the parameters
of a paradigm of a society, they tend to feel if people are unregulated, they will be
dangerous, to one another, and to themselves. Those of us who do not feel that
way believe, and it’s odd, because there’s another paradox here, the American
economic way of rugged individualism is what republicanism is all about. So on
one end of the spectrum, the Republican or the rightist philosophy is, leave us
alone and we’ll be fine. On the other hand they’re saying, “But don’t leave everybody
alone because then we won’t be fine. Everybody doesn’t believe what we believe,
and so we better make sure that they’re under control, so they don’t get in the way
of our doing what we want to do.” You hear that? You hear how mad that is? That’s
the problem! There’s a great deal of insanity in operating the world today.
And that’s why we should be Fighting Clowns?
PHIL PROCTOR: Fighting Clowns is based on the Cold War and the premise
behind it was basically making Cabaret out of the Cold War. It was very much a
dark kind of Pre-Nazi Germany-type of Kurt Weillian-type of cabaret act.
Fighting Clowns being, again, what is the reason for comedy, especially social
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comedy? To us it meant that, in a way, we’re fighting for principals, or higher
ideals. The Fighting Clowns piece is a very dark, clownish Cabaret piece about,
basically, the end of the Cold War. Again, foreshadowing the Reagan Years and
the authoritarian aspect of a new administration, which basically had to create a
different kind of war. So, in a sense, they brought the war back home, with the
war on drugs, the war on poverty, and all these attempts to maintain a heroic
posture in a way to excuse massive government funding, and keep it away from
we the people and use it authoritarian and control governmental ways, which is
still the issue. It’s always the issue.
There’s a strange kind of a battle that goes on in the world of the industry
today, the entertainment industry. I feel constantly that I’m up against an enemy
in trying to express my work and myself as an artist. That is an enemy [made] of
mediocrity, a well-organized, over-staffed, over-populated, greed-driven generalship.
I often feel I’m up against it when I go out to read for something, that I’m kind
of a soldier. I’m not a general. I’m not a mover and a shaker. That’s a very
disturbing feeling to have, when I know the power of my intellect, the power of
my heart, and the power of my talent; this is true of most of the artists that are
out here, who fit into this category, and find that they are basically treated like
common foot soldiers. So it’s a dangerous metaphor, in a way, and yet, because it
pits us against something, and yet it’s true, there’s an aspect of that feeling in
everything that we do.
Also, we’re often enlisted to do things, to play roles that we wouldn’t necessarily
choose on our own. But I think that when it comes to it, I think that it’s a valuable
metaphor, but I don’t think it’s the way that we always look at what we’re doing.
What I see more than that is that we’re part of a society, and we are granted an
opportunity to express our comedic vision. We do so gladly, aggressively, yes, but
we do it with a certain feeling of joy, that we have been allowed to do so. That
we have been given an opportunity to do so. I know that was the driving feeling
when we were creating our greatest art, was that we were being supported by the
people, a segment of the population that was large enough to give us a financial
return, that allowed us to create new material. Ok? It was a very real connection.
All this kind of artistic balance, a balance of art and economy, if you will, has
kind of gone out the window. As I’ve expressed, it’s because of the driving force
of greed. It’s just gone. The values, therefore, have become completely twisted
and diverted into making more money than the next artist, instead of making
more interesting art, or at least your own art.
The Firesign Theatre’s art still holds up well today.
PHIL PROCTOR: Well, we set out to write material that would last, number one.
Number two, a lot of it was just the nature of the four minds that created the
material, coming as we did from various eclectic backgrounds. All of us were well
educated, either through good schools, or just self curiosity and education in
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rather arcane fields. As we began to work on the material, we decided very, very
early on, the fun of it would be multiple listenings. We all, when we basically sat
down to do a record said, “A comedy record is something you could listen to again
and again if you really enjoyed the routine, but eventually it’s not going to reveal
anything new beyond the present laughter. So if we’re going to make comedy
albums, why don’t we make comedy albums that are so intricate that you have to
listen to them several times, in order to get all the comedy and references from it.”
So, I guess, in a way, we created the first interactive comedy albums. By that,
you know what I mean and if you have the patience to play with it, you can find
all kinds of wonderful funny double entendres, triple entendres, sometimes four
or five levels of meaning in the things that happen and the lines that are said. We
were kind of challenged to do that. And again, the whole purpose of working
together was to see how well we could break one another up. We’re known as the
4 or 5 crazy guys, because the 5th crazy guy was the combination of all of the
minds together and that person, that audience, that we wanted to involve in the
albums, which was the laughter that we would elicit from our partners. When we
would do something, or say something particularly funny, we knew then that we
had come upon a riotous idea that we could incorporate into the album. But
that’s basically it.
We also dealt with themes that we felt were universal, and more theatrical
than comedic. We were working from a structured idea of taking a character that
we hoped the audience would identify with, or at least follow with interest. We
would put him in a dramatic situation of some sort, and then around that
construct the worlds that revealed certain aspects of our satirical view, and to try
to make them as amusing and involving as possible. That, in itself, demanded of
us that we write pretty intelligent material that had some kind of Shakespearean
attributes to it.
We were also very inspired by the Beatles, whose music was extremely complex.
They spent hours and hours and hours in the studio revolutionizing the art of
musical recording and creating electronic and symphonic effects that were
absolutely way ahead of their time, things that can now be pretty easily done by
one machine, right in the privacy of one’s own home, that took hundreds of
hours in the studio to create and they did all kinds of ways to do it, and we did
too. We were on the same path when it came to creating comedy for the medium
of studio recording.
Where do you think The Firesign Theatre fits in the history of recorded
comedy?
PHIL PROCTOR: When I talk about The Firesign Theatre’s effect and what The
Firesign Theatre has done culturally, and all of that, that’s where I feel, in a way,
may be our ultimate strength. I know we were able to do something really
startling before the millennium. I do know that we had a very strong cultural
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effect. I run into it all the time, all the time. I know that we inspired people with
zany or surrealistic imaginations. We helped a lot of people survive difficult social
and life situations, because our comedy allowed them a way to escape into an
intelligent realm, that no other comedy allowed them to relate to. I get constant
feedback about that, which is extremely rewarding. It means a great deal to me
and all of us in The Firesign Theatre. It creates a certain degree or level of
frustration in our lives as well sometimes, because when we’re going out to say,
“Hey look, can’t we make a record deal, or something?,” I can walk out on the
street and they’ll be maybe one person in the crowd who’ll say, “You changed my
life.” Doesn’t that mean anything?
That fact means a great deal, but not to some Bozo in an office, who’s gonna
put the $30,000 up-front. It’s a wonderful thing that The Firesign Theatre has
been able to accomplish, in the creation of its work, and we have yet to see really,
what ultimately, I think, will be the final results of it; whether or not we’ll be able
to get a pay-off again down the line, or not. I know that going off performing
and getting to meet our fans again after so many years, was tremendously exciting
for all of us. We really, really, really loved it. And if that’s all it is, then if it was
just a great chance to come forward one more time and play the old tunes again,
well, that was great. That was great, and we’re all absolutely amazed and tickled
at how pertinent our messages still are.
The issues The Firesign dealt with are still current today.
P HIL P ROCTOR : Yes, that’s exactly right. They are still applicable to today’s
situations, and that is precisely what we attempted to do when we created our
material. That is exactly why we dealt with issues that we felt were universal to
the human situation, and certainly to society, any society.
You all opened the doors for a lot of comedy groups of that time.
PHIL PROCTOR: Oh yeah, well, in terms of a retrospect of what we did, yes, we
certainly were in the avant-garde of creating a new respect for comedy and a
resurgence for a certain kind of a group comedy that was not appreciated up to
that point. The Credibility Gap, The Congress of Wonders, Cheech and Chong,
as a comedy duo, Saturday Night Live, comedy troupes, SCTV—there was a
respect for people who got together to make funny, that were not doing sitcoms;
guerrilla comedians.
Very few comedy teams have survived so long and have had such a creative
output as The Firesign. Can you account for this longevity?
PHIL PROCTOR: First of all, we were working in a low-profile medium. We were
not in the glare of the public eye. We were not overwhelmed by fame, or success
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for that matter. We had a substantial success in terms of the time that we had our
success. It was of the necessity, more modest than it would have been today, if we
sold the kind of numbers that we sold then. We had no outlet on television
because the only television available was network and they were frightened of us.
There was no cable. There was no alternative place to do any kind of TV stuff,
so we didn’t become famous that way. I think that that had a great deal to do with
the fact that we could continue to work together.
Let’s see, there’s a couple of other reasons. The contract that we had with
Columbia was basically the design in which we gave up what are known as
mechanicals, in exchange for unlimited free studio time. As a result, we could
afford to budget an album in such a way that we would all make a comfortable
amount of money from the work on the album and then we could go in and
spend as much time in the studio as we needed, to realize that album. That was
a very important fact.
So what that gave us was almost like a movie-like budget to do a record and
we approached it very much like a movie. “We’ll write the script, you know, and
pay ourselves to write the script, then we’ll go into a studio, lay down that stuff
and then we’ll go into post-production and we’ll finish it, then we’ll go into
distribution and promotion, and then we’ll go onto the next project.” That’s
pretty much the way we approached everything, and that gave us a design that
protected us. We knew how much time we would be dedicating to writing it, and
performing it in the studio, and then promoting it afterwards, and all this stuff.
It gave us a certain degree of comfort because we were paid for it and then we
budgeted our time accordingly.
That’s one of the reasons that we have worked well together. It was very
unstressful, and we could work at home. We didn’t always have offices, places to
work. We didn’t have to have enough of an office in the studio. We could basically
work in one another’s homes, to do our writing. We all worked very well together.
When we found we couldn’t work well, we’d take some time off, get our lives in
order, and get together when we were comfortable to work together again.
One of the things about a long run at anything is that you’re going to go
through a lot of life changes, or, in my case, wife changes. I’ve been married three
times. Phil Austin got divorced during the course of one of our albums, Not
Insane. That was a very difficult period for him, and for us. A lot of the reasons
we stopped working together had to do with these important emotional
adjustments, these physical adjustments, that we had to make in our own
personal lives. It was just impractical to be turning out material when you had to
deal with whatever the particular crisis was in your own life. And so, as such, at
a certain point in our career, the finances of doing what we’re doing became
impractical to continue the work in the manner in which we wanted to do it. So
we had to take other work and other jobs, and went off in different directions.
We would always get back together again if an offer was made that gave us
enough of a budget that we could safely buy months of time, chunks of time, for
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all of us to get together and do the work that was necessary.
You survived in a time when a lot of the famous comedians, such as Jonathan
Winters and Stan Freberg, stopped making records.
PHIL PROCTOR: What we were doing was culturally-oriented, and the culture had
changed. What they were doing was culturally-oriented for their times. Jonathan
Winters parodied the thinking and the parochial attitudes, and the Madison
Avenue attitudes of the ’50s, brilliantly, as did Bob Newhart. What we were able
to do, we became a comic voice for the late ’60s and the ’70s. We were called
“The Jesters of the Rock ’n’ Roll Generation,” and I think that was a very apt
appellation for us. That really suited what it was that we were doing because what
we were able to accomplish, at that time, was that we were able to take some of
the dreadful seriousness out of the struggle of the young people of that time,
basically, to overthrow the repetition of generational behaviorism.
What we basically were doing was, trying to free people from the yolk of
their father’s sins. It’s very Absonian, very Strinbergian, what have you, but it
basically had to do with the fact that . . . and Peter and I were talking about
this recently . . . we are the first generation to say, “We are our own leaders.
We will create our own future. We do not need to become tools of our
fathers’ and our forefathers’ destinies, or of their guilt feelings, or of their
warped behavioral patterns, or sick psychology. We will defiantly,” and believe
me it was a struggle, “we will defiantly deny them the opportunity to use us to
further their own aims.”
And that is a generational revolution, and it has not been fulfilled in future
generations, and present generations. I think this generation, the so-called
Generation X generation, is, in its own way, rebelling. I think that the voice that
I am at least been aware of is very healthy, and it does have a lot to do with this
statement. You see, the thing that happens is that the generations take things
personally, and that’s just nonsense. It’s just stupid thinking. Everybody is born
as a free creature, a free-willed creature, and the tragedy of the society is that we
so often refuse to take responsibility for nurturing the wonder of this kind of
innocence. And instead, so many people take advantage of innocence and corrupt
it, and harm it for their own selfish advantage.
In a way, all of the child molestations and all of the mistreatment of children,
all of the incest, and all of this horrible, secret, basically male behavior, although
women can also be capable of it, parental tyranny which has happened, has
damaged our society greatly, and continues to do so especially among the
minorities. All of that is based on a blatant lack of respect for the fact that we are
a continuing race of a creation of conscious beings, and that each one of our lives
affects the future life of the ongoing species. So comedy, at least, is able to, upon
occasion, to show people their responsibilities in the face of society. Either you
roll over and play dead, or you sit up and beg, or become sheeple instead of
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people, or you stand head and shoulders above the mob, or point in another
direction or make them aware that they’re all following in one stupid path. So,
at least you offer them the opportunity to see that they too can make other
decisions, and not necessarily be ridiculed, or ostracized for it.
If you do it with a sense of humor sometimes, other people might actually say,
“Hey, that’s not a bad way to go.” And that can change the course of a generation.
So what we basically did was we showed people, we tried to break the
brainwashing that was going on by parodying the things that were happening, to
such an extent that people could laugh at. That freed people, and we also tried to
take the onus off the generation’s bravery in action, saying basically that there are
others who feel the same way you do or who think the same way you do and
they’re not mad, and they’re not bad people. They’re just people who are trying
to see things a different way, and do things a different way. Our society,
unfortunately, does not promote this kind of thinking. It’s so difficult to find a
society where eccentric thinking, different thinking, is promoted, accepted,
loved, appreciated, nurtured. It’s very difficult.
I think it all has to do with money and power, on the bottom line. At least,
that’s the way I see it, just money and power. If the people in power can keep
the masses of people ignorant, and in fear, then they can lead and they reap the
benefits of the people’s inability to basically change the course of things.
Basically, again, you are threatening the status quo. Sure you can rebel, but
you better rebel the way I expect you to rebel. It’s like with sports, that’s what
sports are all about. If the boys go out and play sports and win and beat that
other team, that’s just great. But they’re all working together for the home
team, for our country, for our schools, for our headmaster, for our society, for
our little neighborhood, that kind of thing. It’s a limited goal and it is accepted as
correct, because it supposedly justifies all kinds of noble behavior, but it also
leads to, “Now we’ll go out and fight a war. Let’s go out and rah! rah! rah! and
fight for our team.” It’s crazy. It’s ultimately crazy thinking because it denies
the ability for somebody to be able to say, “No, I’m not going to do that,” and
be respected for it.
We happen to believe, society believes, that if you say no to something you are
an anarchist. You’re going to destroy the society. Do you know how many fucking
people there are? Don’t you think that we can have one-percent of the people say
no and be respected for it? What’s the problem? The problem is, it’s a threat to the
propaganda. It’s a threat to nature of the paradigm that expresses the concept of
power and control.
Now that the enemy is gone, we’ll turn on ourselves.
P HIL P ROCTOR : We’ll create new ones. Of course, you’re absolutely right. I
could go on in depth about all of this but it’s futile in a way. Basically, the
fears that are being played out right now are the fear of women coming into
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control, and fear once again of children coming into control, because the
man is the controller of his castle. He owns his wife. He owns his children.
He can do anything he wants to them. He can beat them up. He can sleep
with them. They are his. That concept leads to the old boy network and all
of that bullshit, but basically it has led to a lot of secret harm to children
who then replay their harm against others. The fact that this is starting to
come out now, has created a tremendous backlash. You see it when people
fear women, and it goes on and on deeply in society, where you can see
there is this terrible fear. The other thing is beyond just the fact where we
don’t have an enemy anymore. The Reagan era happened and everybody
made a lot of money and greed was ok. There is now a tremendous guilty
backwash because of that. People are punishing themselves, and hurting
themselves, and mea culpaing all over the place because they are feeling
guilty that they were making money during that time, and under those
circumstances.
It’s an entrenched power structure. It’s very, very, very difficult to generationally
break the pattern. That’s primarily because you cannot inherit; you cannot
pass on to the succeeding generation whatever you’ve learned. You can’t do
it unless the whole society is geared around it. That’s why village societies,
tribal societies were so important. There was a small enough group of people
that you could pass on to the next generation whatever you had learned
about life, the mistakes you’d made and what the right thing was. That’s
why the Indians lived so well off of the land. They could learn from their
mistakes, “Gee, we over planted this year and the corn was lousy this year.
I guess we shouldn’t do that again.” Somebody stands up and says, “Don’t
do that again,” and everybody hears it. But that doesn’t happen in this society
of 300,000,000 people, or five billion people, it just doesn’t happen in the
world. Everybody is born with a fresh, blank slate, so none of it is really
inherited. DNA is the only thing that gets through. If the knowledge could
get through then we could be a different race of creatures. If everything
you’ve learned could then be passed on to your offspring at the moment
that the sperm inseminated the egg, if that little sperm had all the knowledge of
what that person had learned up to that point, I think a lot of us would be
making children in our 50s. They’d be so much smarter and we’d want them
to have that advantage.
The fact is that there’s safety in numbers, and you get a bunch of people in
power and it’s called Fascism, for Christ’s sake. Why is it so difficult for people
to understand it? Because they’re not educated politically, that’s why. Fascism is
based on the old concept from Roman times; you know, if you tie a bunch of
sticks together, they’re harder to break. That’s all it is. There’s no Nazi bullshit,
it’s just Fascism. You get a bunch of bully boys together, united we stand, divided
we fall, and they all have an agenda. Now the militia is scattered but if they got
together, we’d be in trouble.
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What about Rush Limbaugh?
PHIL PROCTOR: What’s healthy about Rush Limbaugh is that he allows venting
to happen for people who feel angry, frustrated, and inhibited because their
philosophy of life, which for some reason is beyond me, is so incredibly important
to them. You know, it’s like the reason why they live is to see their ideas exposed.
I think that’s insane, myself, but that’s my opinion. Anyway, a show like Rush
Limbaugh’s allows people to vent their opinions when these opinions are not
politically in practice, as it were. The liberals have almost always had a forum to
do that in, and the conservatives have not, to the same degree as the liberals have
such a forum, and it seemed quite obvious that it was time for that to happen. It
happened and I think that part of it is very healthy. I think the fact that people
like Rush Limbaugh on the right side, and out here, radio talk show host Michael
Jackson on the left side, are forums for people with different political views to
discuss issues, and confront issues is very, very healthy.
On the other hand, what isn’t healthy is the tendency of people like Limbaugh
have to preach and to proselytize and to promote, moralize, and lie, basically, and
to stir up emotions which are better not stirred up, and better not agitated. I
think that I wouldn’t call it dangerous, but I don’t think it’s healthy. Ok? Again,
it has to do with the concept in a society that if you elect somebody to be president,
you let that person be president. If you want to question what is happening there
are ways to do that, and one of the ways to do it is through comedy. And we do
that a lot through comedy. We never swore at anybody, we don’t. Our comedy is
not meanspirited, it’s not. It doesn’t have an agenda.
We basically have always said in our comedy that you have to be careful of all
politicians. The thing that we should look for in our government and in our
politics is a sense of humanity, a sense of kindness and goodness and caring for
people. That’s the bottom line. The rest of it doesn’t mean that you have to put
on a uniform and take a gun out and shoot at somebody upon occasion—but,
you know, it better be a damn good cause and it better have to do with humanity,
and not politics.
The Firesign Theatre brings a lot of politics into your work and characterizations.
PHIL PROCTOR: Well, I think principal Poop was a lot of fun, because I grew up
with a lot of people, authoritarian people, like that. Again, this is what I say
about the psychology of things, when you think about it. Who are the people
who become leaders? They’re basically people who have very authoritarian
fathers, who basically wanted to grow up to be in control of their life and also
people raised up with very strict ways of looking at things and doing things. So
they want to make other people live in accordance with very strict and severe
ways of doing things. But that doesn’t necessarily mean that you’re going to
get the best leaders. All it means is that you are going to get people who are
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psychologically crippled to a degree that they have to be leaders. And, you know,
that doesn’t mean that they’re always going to be tempered with a sense of
humanitarianism, although some people have.
If you study the history of George Bush’s upbringing, and Bill Clinton’s
upbringing, you can see immediately why one of them was basically a political
schemer and liar, and why the other is basically a humanitarian, who’s been called
a political schemer and liar. There’s a book out by the secretary of defense, Robert
McFarlane, from the Reagan administration, who says that both Bush and
Reagan knew seventeen months before they admitted having knowledge about
the Iran-Contra Affair. They lied and they lied about lying. You know? They’re
political crooks and they’re criminals, and I don’t believe that Bill Clinton is. And
the confusion in our country, that people seem to have between the personality
of people and what they do for the country and what they do for society, is
insane, and twisted and wrong and sick. It’s part of the way that we haven’t been
educated. The problem in this country is a lack of education. We are paying no
attention to our kids. We’re really reaping the whirlwind for what we haven’t
done for our children, now with this violence, and terror and war and stupidity
that’s happening. If we don’t start educating our kids and loving our kids, and
taking care of our kids, and dealing with family instead of abortion, and all these
ridiculous religious mad issues, we’re really gonna have ourselves a really tough
time.
And again, the reason why I bring up these issues, is that all of us, all The
Firesign Theatre, we are not disengaged. We are passionately engaged in our
society. Ok? We honor people who are focused on bettering the society. We
dishonor people, we have no respect for people, who do not, and that’s the bottom
line for us. It doesn’t mean that I can’t respect the fact that Ronald Reagan came
up with the Star Wars concept which basically helped to bring down the Soviet
Union by bankrupting it, but I knew this thirty years ago. I knew this kind of
strategy would bring them down. What’s interesting is that McFarlane admits
that everybody else knew that it was a bluff, a bluff to bring down the Soviet
Union, by forcing them to spend money on something they couldn’t afford.
Reagan thought it was real. And there you go again. You know? I’d been to the
Soviet Union. I saw what a fraud it was, a fraud. It’s how they rebuilt the front
of their buildings, when you went inside, which I did for a date, it was in exactly
the same condition it was at the end of the World War II. If you don’t think it
made me feel sorry for these people, you’re wrong. I felt very sorry for the spirit
of these wonderful people, the Russians, and all the other nations that were
enslaved in the Soviet Disunion. But also I could see clearly what a mockery they
were living in, and what an incredible burden it must have been to live in this
deceptive double think, which it was. It created a great deal of insanity. I thought
it was very fitting that they put their political dissidents in insane asylums,
because they were driving their own people totally insane by forcing them to act
this role. Their society was working correctly in every degree, when it wasn’t at
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all. You see? And the propaganda was totally, totally designed to make people
think that, and believe that, and feel that way.
What I honor in the United States is that there can be so many different
opinions. What I don’t honor in the United States is somebody gets upset when
you don’t think the way he does. That bothers me immensely. That’s not what
America is about, at all, not at all. And also, when I hear lies propagated that are
supposed to be taken as truth, and when I hear people’s characters demeaned,
I think that’s all just sick. It’s all just political trickery; it’s basically how the
Communists used to work. It’s so ironic that you find the right wing using
techniques which are Communist techniques, in the name of democracy.
But I think our government is much better at it than the Communists were.
PHIL PROCTOR: Much better, oh much better, because we have a much better
understanding of communication, in the power of communication, and all that
stuff. But anyway, we’re getting off the subject, but because, again, these things
are all bubbling underneath. But, I must say, I’m not being very articulate about
it. If I get into a certain groove I can express clearly that I do have a political
philosophy that’s grounded in a kind of reality, but for the most part I become
emotionalized by it, like everybody else does, and I try to transfer that to my
work. I do it by making fun of people who espouse ideas I find to be too radical
to be healthy for society. The basic idea of The Firesign Theatre, and my
commitment to it, has been to deprogram people from the propaganda of a
culture in order to allow them to think clearly and take responsibility for their
own lives within the society. That, in a nutshell, is the way that I view my role in
The Firesign Theatre. I’m a deprogrammer. Ok? And I basically think that the
way to do it, just like Ernie Kovacs used to do it, is to go inside and parody from
the inside. He got on television and parodied television, better than anybody had
ever done before. Bob & Ray got inside the American culture and parodied the
American culture better than anybody had ever done it before, on the radio,
using the frame work of the radio, from the inside to parody radio itself, to
parody news, sports, interviews on location things, soap operas, and commercials,
you name it. It was all done on radio. So if you happened to come across
Bob & Ray, you might think, for the first couple of seconds, you were listening
to something real. Just like Ernie Kovacs, you know, if you didn’t know it was a
television parody. That’s one of the things I admired most about Saturday Night
Live, when they were at their very, very best, those commercial parodies that they
do, for instance, they’re absolutely brilliant. That’s pure Firesign Theatre because
you’re looking at something that looks so real, and yet it’s got such a wonderful
satirical slant on it, that it’s deprogramming you from believing any of those
commercials that you actually see, from taking them too seriously. You
know? Not seeing them for what they are, which is something designed to
sell you something, an idea, a product; making you feel insecure about
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something so that you go out and buy it, in order to keep television on
the air, to pay for programming, because we have a commercially supported
capitalistically engine-driven television machine, entertainment machine. Ok?
How do you feel about the
Republican takeover of the
government?
PHIL PROCTOR: What is going to
happen now that the GOP, or what
I think they should probably be
called now the Grouches Only
Party, has taken over? We’re going
to see a roll back in many areas of
social administration. We’re going
to see much more punishment for
crime. Buy stock in prisons. Buy
stock in stocks, if you want to make
money now because we’re going to
be building more prisons to put
Photo: Chris Palladino, Courtesy Firezine
more people away.
The Proposition 187 problem out here, they’re trying to control immigration
and control illegal aliens, is the same kind of situation. When they tried to do it
in Texas, all of these kids were thrown out onto the street, suddenly, because
they couldn’t go to the schools anymore. An increase in crime, an increase in
delinquency, in unemployment, and in all kinds of social problems, until they
finally enjoined against it and got back to their senses again. Now why, in any
logical nation, or state, would somebody posit a rule that doesn’t say starting next
month, no more illegal immigrants will be allowed to send their children to
school? Doesn’t that sound logical to you? Any normal thinking person, would
say that that was not a logical way to approach the problem.
That’s the premise of Not Insane. As long as we have insane rulers making
insane laws, which are in essence against logical thinking, and against the true
interrelationship of people in the reality of life, you’re going to have these social
upheavals. You have to look behind it and say, “Why are our administrators
doing this?” And then, you get into some very deep water. One reason is a
psychological bent in people who want to be administrators. That comes out of
a certain way that they were raised and treated, and their role models. They
basically want to be, not only in control of their own lives, and feel this
aphrodisiac of power, respected and powerful, but they also want to administrate
in such a way that they can have power and sway over others. You very seldom
get people who are normal, or good, to run for office. Clinton is a normal man
with a lust for power, and other kinds of normal human lusts; he’s an imperfect
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man, who has certainly made mistakes in the way that he approached his
administration, and the goals of his administration. It’s quite obvious now,
and so we have to admit that. But at the same time, he did a lot of good for
the country, and he made a lot of humanistic changes in the way that we look
at certain problems. But again, one man, or one idea, or a group of people
these days can hardly change the course of a nation, because there are so many
firmly entrenched interests.
The other interesting things that have happened with this Republican
takeover are out here in the entertainment capital. The GOP agenda when it
comes to entertainment is, in essence, sex not violence. Here’s a quote from
movie producer Frank Price, a registered Republican: “Censorship is not particular
to either party, it’s just that liberals are ok with sex, while conservatives are ok
with violence.” You see? That’s a very interesting thing. Again, it shows we’re all
just human beings, but basically what they’re saying there is that some people like
to fight their battles in bed, while others don’t feel particularly free in doing that,
and therefore would rather carry a phallic symbol, and go out and fight their
battles on the street. The psychological ramifications of statements like that are
dumbfounding, and I think we found where the dumbness is.
The other thing is the Republicans took out a contract on America. I think
that it’s time to bring Papoon back, and start the POP, Party of the People, or
Party on People, let’s go. Papoon will have to make a re-emergence. There’s no
doubt about it. We’ll go to Wentzville in Missouri. I almost made a little
pilgrimage to his condominium there, but hopefully he’ll be back on the front
lines again. George Papoon is the one who ran under the motto, “Not Insane!
Not Responsible! George Papoon, Now More Than Never!”
The secret to making any progress is in taking little baby steps. That’s really
what we have to do, take little tiny baby steps. The idea of making total revolution,
is just not possible in our day and age. It just isn’t. Everybody knows what’s
happening. If they didn’t, you could probably get away with it. I think one of the
reasons the Nazis took over was because not everybody knew what was happening.
It was manifested on the street and by that time, it was scary. A bunch of guys
coming around the corner wearing brown shirts, smashing windows—what are
you gonna do? Say, “Hey! What are you doing?” It was too late. You see?
Artists can create a commune as a tremendous commitment, or artists can
operate entirely by themselves, which is also a tremendous commitment. But if
you’re gonna be an artist there’s an aspect of isolation involved in there that is not
in keeping with the structure of our society. In England if you become an eccentric
(in character), “People rather love you, they’ll put you on Telly, and talk to you
and all this, it’s quite nice, look at this funny person.” And here, the only way
you can do that is to kill somebody. You know it’s a little more extreme. This
society isn’t designed around accepting artistic vision as a way to promote new
sociatile thinking, new thinking. That’s unfortunate, but that’s the way it is.
Artists are kooks and dangerous. Artists are dangerous. Anybody who puts a

p h i l P r o c to r

191

firesign theatre text 2_13_06.3

2/13/06

9:24 AM

Page 192

crucifix in a bunch of piss is dangerous. That’s what government says about
artists. They’re dangerous people who have perverted ideas. They’re not to be
trusted and certainly we shouldn’t follow them.
What always happens in society is that the control of certain groups over the
society, that control passes from one group to another. There was a time when it
was the sorcerer-priests, and that passed on to the warriors. And then that passed
onto the governors, and we’re still in the governor kind of phase. Now we have
governor-warriors. The bulliest governor is going to be the best for us, you know.
It’s amazing that Bill Clinton got elected at all. He is a man who believes in the
power of compromise. Good luck! It’s the most reasonable and sensible idea as
we enter the 21st Century, and good luck. Look what it’s done.
For example, Mac and Jamie are two absolutely brilliant comedians. They’ve
been around for years, and Peter and I actually got to know them a long time ago.
They did a show that my wife and I actually went to see at the Ice House in
Pasadena, where the Firesign Theatre first performed on stage, with Steve Martin
opening for us. And they did a show which they called A 2-Man, 1-Man Show by
Mac and Jamie. And what basically it is that they’ve created is theatrical and
comedic experiences based on two guys being on the road together for years,
doing comedy. It’s absolutely brilliant. It’s brains out brilliant. They did, for
instance, some future comedy, in which they’re talking about what it’s like to be
in the future. And Jamie says to Mac, “You’re not listening to me, are you?” And
Mac says, “Oh no, I’m listening to my radio implant. Oh my God, Elvis Jackson
just died.” There was this pause, and then the audience got it. He said, “Talk
about an original.” They’re dropping things about, “I’ve got to get more wood for
my car,” I mean it was absolutely brilliant. And this was only one little moment,
in this wonderful piece, that these guys are doing.
Here’s the joke. Here’s the bottom of the pyramid again. They had appeared
on the Leno Show, and Jay said, “That’s the best thing we ever had on the show.
You guys were terrific. It brought the house down.” The director said, “Absolutely
amazing, we’ve never had a reaction like that to two guys on the show, you guys
are brilliant.” The producer called and said, “You’re gonna be back again. We
want you back many times, you’re absolutely wonderful.” So then, they’re talking
to their manager, whose name is Booking, really, actually Booking, and he says,
“About the April date.” “Oh yeah, we got some great material.” “Well, I’ve got to
talk to you about this,” he says. “The higher-ups at NBC have decided that they
don’t want you on the show anymore, because two comedians are too old
fashioned.” Having a pair of comedians is too old fashioned. Have you ever heard
such a thing? So you see, that’s what we’re up against, too. This is the bottom of
the pyramid rules. You just don’t have the top of the pyramid ruling.
And they’re big blocks too!
PHIL PROCTOR: Right! Oh, big blocks! But you see, in a way, that is the tyranny
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of the majority, because the majority had to move those fucking blocks. Right?
So they’re not about to give up the power that came out of building that damn
thing. Now you know, they say, “Well, but you built it for the King, and the King
has exquisite taste.” “Well, he’s dead, isn’t he?” “We’ll put the king in the pyramid.”
So what we’ve basically got is, the pyramid and who built it? “We built the
pyramid. So if we want to go bowling that’s what we’re gonna do!” That’s why,
in a sense, I like The Flintstones (1994) so much, because that’s what the movie
represented, in an unconscious way.
And, if you have to throw somebody underneath the block to lubricate it to
move it on, then you do it.
P HIL P ROCTOR : Well, that’s the way it goes. “Sorry, Bucko. It’s for the king.”
It’s the constant joke of democracy, which is that you have that huge base that
everybody’s pitching to, because that’s what gets you into office. That is the
tragedy of living in America. The people do not think even to the middle,
because the middle’s not big enough to sustain it. It’s that big dumb block at the
bottom that sustains it. Nobody ever talks about this, because, you see, it would
be destroying the illusion about this again.
And they don’t buy anyway.
PHIL P ROCTOR : No, they don’t. It’s the middle class that buys. But you’re not
necessarily gonna be elected by them. And the movie business, it’s the middle
class that buys the tickets but the money comes from the bottom. See, the kids
are in the middle class because they’re growing up toward the top. Maybe the
middle class in the metaphor is putting money into the pockets of the kids.
But basically, it’s the lumpen proletariat at the bottom that is supporting their
children that they want to be better than they were. They’re giving them the
money, and the kids go to see the movies. So I think the metaphor does hold.
The metaphor in Norway is very clear. They have a house in Norway that you
build, and it’s got three stories. And what happens is, that the younger people
always get the top story, because the older people don’t want to have to walk
up the stairs. So you’ve got three generations of Norwegians, living in these
homes. The newly married kids are up at the top. Their parents are in the middle,
and the grandparents are downstairs. Then when the grandparents die, they go
down one more level, and everybody moves down one. Again, these are things
that nobody really talks about, nobody really talks about it. Nobody really
expresses realities in our society. I think in other societies where they do, and
in society when they did, they were never listened to. I think it’s absolutely
remarkable now that McNamara has finally come out. What a brave and
wonderful man. What a great thing for him to do. We all hated him and now
he’s justifying the hatred.
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Just like Barry Goldwater evolved. That can’t be the same man.
PHIL PROCTOR: No, it’s not the same man, he’s become very intelligent. Barry
Goldwater became an enlightened person. The little lightbulb went on above his
head, and it wasn’t a hydrogen bomb. It went boing, and now, “Oh, I see!”
Then you didn’t hear from him anymore.
PHIL PROCTOR: No, you didn’t, of course. You didn’t hear from him anymore.
Whenever anybody knows more than he should know, you don’t hear from him
in our society. We don’t want to hear the truth. The same thing happened to
Carter. It’s a problem in our country. It may be that our country requires that
Republicanism to move it, because, you know, we’ve got to crack a whip over the
back of those poor bastards who’ve got to move those stones, and keep that fucking
pyramid standing. And if we ever decided that we don’t want the pyramid
anymore, we don’t want a society that’s built over a tomb of dead ideals, then
things will change.
Politics is a tough, tough, business. My father taught me all of this. I saw it
first-hand because he was involved in Democratic politics in New York, which is
real Tamany politics. I saw it all, I knew what it was all about. You still deny it.
You don’t want to believe it. You say, “It can’t be that bad, it can’t be that bad.”
And sure enough, it is. The only thing you can do then is say, “Well, I’m a human
being, and this is part of my lessons on the planet, and I guess we’ll make it
through, and it will be ok, and I’ll fight for what’s right and I won’t fight so hard
that people will kill me. If I can fight in the right way, maybe my message will
get through and people will be changed,” and that’s what you have to believe in,
certainly what artists believe in. An artist can do it in a way that people don’t
know what the fuck you’re doing anyway, which is a scary thing about the
Republicans trying to pull the plug on so-called support of the Arts. On the other
hand, maybe again this is a great blessing, because it’s saying again, “Now come
on people, you expect the bottom of the pyramid to understand everything that’s
going on above the middle. And you’re really being foolish if you think that’s
what it’s all about.”
And a lot of the grants don’t go to people who really need them anyway.
PHIL PROCTOR: Of course, they don’t. That’s right. I think all of these things that
happen to us politically, are important lessons for us to learn. Listen, The Firesign
Theatre has always believed this, because we’ve never said that you have to
destroy the government. We’ve simply said you don’t have to be the government.
The government implies that you’re being governed by somebody. That’s not
what you want in your life. What you want in your life is to govern yourself.
Basically, you want to live in the Christian ideal granting that which you give to
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Caesar and that which you give to God. That you are somewhere in the middle,
between the reality of the physical existence, and all that entails about being
safe and secure, and materially making your way according to the rules that
have been created by society and government, and being spiritually connected
to your life beyond, and your caring life for others, who are in your range of
activities. Your children put in the place of both the material and the spiritual.
Total expression . . . because you have to be able to express to your children,
who are watching every move you make, that you can be both a spiritual person,
and a material person. The lessons of children are constantly balancing the
spiritual and the material. “You don’t really want that candy. That’s not going
to be good for you.” It’s a constant moral battle, and lesson. There’s so many
spirits and so many souls, and so many ways of perceiving things, and so many
people that have been created by their parents to think and behave a certain
way emotionally. We’re getting all of the flack from that now. It’s like a lecture
series. But you understand, I understand, most thinking people understand,
and most people would understand if these things were being talked about in
the pulpits and churches, for instance.
Do you think The Firesign kind of drifted away from that after awhile?
PHIL PROCTOR: Oh, I do indeed. I think we definitely did, because we weren’t
able to simply isolate ourselves as artists and observe and comment. We were
placed into a different kind of expectation, and we’re materially not allowed to
exist in an isolated protected form anymore. In a way, you know, the jokes we
make about Shakespeare are that his patrons didn’t support him at a certain
point. Or, you’re an artist, the patron doesn’t support you anymore. So how the
hell are you going to do it? Mozart’s story was like that. You know, “Too many
notes. We can’t support you anymore.” That is the problem of the artist. If an
artist is able to isolate himself, or many artists are able to isolate themselves in a
community, and create their art, then their art will have a comment on the
society, or will have no comment, and therefore be a comment on the society.
But, if you are out there promoting your product, which is what happened to
Firesign or any group, then it becomes increasingly difficult to create new product.
Even though you expect that you are going to be inspired by what you see. So in
many ways we have an opportunity now, because of our isolation, to make some
comments, if we are given the proper circumstances. What the Firesign is looking
for now is a enough of a stipend, or underwriting, from some organization,
company, group, that has faith in us. Or we can create enough energy out of
whatever it is that we do presently, to create enough financial energy that we can
buy ourselves some time and space, and then we can go out, isolate ourselves,
make comments, and create some new work that might have some effect on the
future course of our society, and possibly even our world. We are going to try to do
it with all of those things that come to us now. We are going to try to do it—that
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is our commitment. Ok? I hope we succeed. If we don’t, that’s ok too, because it’s
still a glorious commitment. Things do have their time, and their period of
expression. We’re realistic in that regard. At the same time, it makes perfect sense
for us to believe that we may have at least one, possibly more, visionary expressions
in us, and we’re certainly gonna give it a try.

Boom Dot Bust. Photo Courtesy: Phil Proctor/ Firezine
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You’ve always had an interest in movie making?
PHIL PROCTOR: My uncle used to work with Abbott and Costello. His name is
Clarence Eurist, and he was a location production manager. In films, he worked
with John Wayne, he did almost all of John Wayne’s films, which is how he died.
He did the Genghis Khan movie [The Conqueror, 1956] in which everybody was
irradiated, out in Utah, and died of cancer of the liver, brought on by irradiation.
My uncle worked on The Lost World (1960) and he told me how he put a dummy
in the Tyrannosaurus-Rex, and pushed it off the cliff. I was into model-making
when I was a kid, and dummy-making and dropping little dummies out of the
window, and things like that. I’m surprised I didn’t become a director really, or
involved with special effects because I always loved it. I guess the desire to
perform in front of people won out ultimately and I’m still grateful for it.
My uncle worked with Abbott and Costello on several of their TV shows and
used to come to New York to shoot second unit stuff, when they were doing that
vaudeville-skit, black-and-white filmed television project. I don’t recall ever having
met the boys, unfortunately, but that was because they were here and I was there.
But I did meet Jerry Lewis through my uncle, when he was working on one of
Jerry’s films. I’ve met with and worked with Jerry Lewis numerous times during
our careers. When I was eight or nine years old, I was chosen to present money
to Jerry at the telethon in New York on TV that we had raised, and I did. I met
him with my uncle when I was in my 20s, when I first came out here. I worked
with him in a TV pilot called The Professionals. I did two skits with him. I worked
with him in his movie which was called Smorgasbord and then they called it
Cracking Up (1983). I worked with him in movies and in television. I keep
running into him and doing little things with him. He’s mad but he’s a very nice
man, very talented guy.
In Cracking Up, the scene that I was in was a very funny premise that they
worked on for, like, two days. The premise of the scene was that Jerry was
despondent, the whole movie’s about his crack up, and trying to straighten out
his mind. He’s going to a psychiatrist played by Herb Edelman, and he’s trying
to straighten his life out and he reaches such a level of despondence that he
decides to kill himself. He goes out on a ledge of this tall building, and they don’t
know what religion he is. So they call men of different denominations to go out
and talk to him. At first they send out a Catholic priest, then they send out a
Protestant minister. They send out a Jewish rabbi, and then they send out a
Buddhist or something. And the gag was, finally his mother shows up and his
mother is this huge overweight woman, and when she adds her weight to all the
people on the ledge, the ledge gives way, and we all plunge down into the safety
nets below that the Fire Department has set up. And Lewis is caught by his
psychiatrist, who was hanging out of his window below him, and dragged back
into safety and on the movie goes. It took two days to shoot it. The first day was
just rehearsal; they had rigged a hydraulically-operated ledge on a very realistic
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apartment building facade. We rehearsed it and got it ready to work. At the end,
the hydraulic lift would slowly go down, and then they’d speed up the film, and
we all slid off and it was all very funny.
The day of the shoot, we get over to the studio, it was down where they shot
E.T. (1982), down in Culver City, we get over to the studio and we go in, and
there’s this kind of grumbling and mumbling going on. We said, “What happened?”
The scenic department had sent the wrong backdrops. Instead of sending the
backdrop of a high cityscape that was 12' by 35', and another one that was
supposed to be like 65' x12', they sent 12' x 12', and 65' x 35' or something.
They hung them as best they could and they filmed the sequence, but when they
looked at it in the dailies the perspectives were all off, and it looked phony and
it didn’t work. So they just didn’t include the sequence in the movie. It would
have been too much to re-shoot it all again. Now isn’t that insane? That’s movies,
that shows you why they’re so expensive, and whenever you hear that they’re willing
to go in and re-shoot, such and such a scene, you know, in a water tank, with
$50,000 worth of special effects, you really go, “Wow, that’s a movie.” So there’s
been a lot of things that I’ve done, and I’m not the only actor in town who can
say this, that have never seen the screen, or never saw the finished movie.
National Lampoon Goes To The Movies (1981) is a bunch of short movie parodies.
It was released without the film I was in, that was directed by Henry Jaglom.
From my dim recollection of it, I played the stage manger for a ballet company,
and my friend Andrea Marchlecci, played the lead ballet dancer. I remember
there was some kind of bomb threat in the theater, and I was trying to whisk her
to safety, and get out from backstage, blah, blah, blah. We shot it at the Masonic
Temple, on Wilshire Blvd., late at night. It was wonderful, and it seemed to me
that it went just great. But Henry later told me that he just wasn’t able to get out
of it what he wanted to and he didn’t enjoy working with anybody other than
himself, and so they ultimately agreed that it probably would be better if they
didn’t finish editing it, and putting it together. It was a stillborn project and didn’t
go into the final film.
When did you first realize that you wanted to be a professional actor?
PHIL PROCTOR: Oh, my God. I don’t know, when I was a child. I always knew it
was fun to dress up and do make-up and be funny. It just came naturally. I was
born with these particular talents into a pretty hammy family, so I was encouraged.
We had relatives in the business and we were always around theatrical people,
friends of my family, and then in my school, Allen-Stevenson, my second grade
teacher, Mrs.Green, was a very close friend of Helen Hayes. I opted not to do
legitimate theater until later, although I did some live television shows, like Uncle
Danny Reads The Funnies, which Elliot Gould had done. Slowly, but surely, I
got into it, really through school. That was where I discovered that I could
really do it.
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So after your successful Yale theatrical experiences, you then started thinking
about doing it professionally?
PHIL PROCTOR: Yeah, I did, but because I knew people in the business, it was a
double-edged sword. People were always complaining that they didn’t have
enough work. It was a tough business. I heard this from the time that I was very
young and they always said, “It’s always good to have something else you can fall
back on, besides your butt.” So I was encouraged not to jump into it, which was
kind of strange. I could have but I didn’t. That’s why I really took languages as a
second major, or focused on language studies, because I had a knack for that
which came out of my musical abilities.
Did you consider being a translator?
PHIL PROCTOR: Yeah, I thought about being a translator or using it in diplomatic
service. My dad, when I got out of school, introduced me to some higher-ups at
the CIA, which didn’t interest me—kind of scared me, actually. But it was the
possibility of going into public service where I could use my linguistic and
diplomatic abilities. The trip to the Soviet Union with the Yale Russian chorus
and various other experiences like that, kind of satiated my appetite for that kind
of politics. The whole Cold War scene was so over-hyped and so obviously
dangerous that I just didn’t want to get involved with it. So that was the primary
reason that I didn’t pursue that. Well, the primary reason was it was too much
fun just to do plays, and stuff. It was too enjoyable and I was too successful at it
so why should I go and do something else that wasn’t ultimately what I was having
fun at? At least, when I finally committed to getting into show business as a real
profession and kind of dedicated my life to it, by then I was much more realistic
about what my chances were and what kind of opportunities were afforded to
me, so it wasn’t so scary to commit to it, and it’s been a great ride.
It really impressed me when you told me you never had a real job.
PHIL PROCTOR: No, I never had a real job. I never had to wait on anybody at a
table or anything. That’s just the way it happened. I was always working in show
business in some capacity or another and I still am. The only job job that I ever
had, for about a week, I was a public relations shill for a young lady named Diana
Dew, who had invented electric strobe flashing clothing back in the mid- to
late ’60s. She was working for a company called Experipuritaneous, which was a
spin-off for outrageous clothing for a big clothing company. We lived together in
the East Village, briefly, and I would go down to this office area and make phone
calls to promote her stuff.
She invented clothes that strobed. There was this translucent plastic material
that would retain an electrical charge and glow. She created a line of men’s ties
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and men’s and women’s unisex belts and disco dresses and vests and things with
the potentiometer that was connected to the side of the dress that could work
rhythmically. So that if you were on a dance floor you could adjust the beat of
your tie so that it would flash in rhythm to the music. One of her dresses, her
most startling, was a black-and-white, plastic vinyl dress, with these strips of
plastic material, kind of up and down zebra-like, slatted, and she could make it
go around in a circle. The strobe would not only be in rhythm but it would go
around in a circle even, to the right or to the left. It was amazing! It was great
stuff, great disco dresses. It ended up the company went bankrupt and she was
given her clothing line and she sold it to Salvador Dali, who bought everything.
So that was the only so-called straight job that I ever held other than picking
up laundry for a laundry service at Yale. And my scholarship job at Yale was editing
a radio program, a show called Yale Reports. So I always had something that was
somewhat affiliated to the business.
What was your first real paying acting job?
PHIL PROCTOR: My first job was fingering a princess on television. In those days
and times, they did live commercials on the news breaks at NBC. So I went up
to the NBC news studio in Rockefeller Plaza and they were just introducing the
new Princess phones, which were these little light phones that had lights on
them when you lift them up. So what I had to do was simply point at the phone
when they talked about the different models. So, I was a hand model, and that’s
how I got my union card in 1962. It was a hand job from a princess. Life is
strange (Laughs).
While I was still at Yale, near the end of my senior year, I got a call to go down
and audition for a soap opera. I took the train to Grand Central Station and got
to the audition. I went up. There was a little room in a high-rise and they taped
my audition. It was the first time I’d ever been taped or auditioned.
I walked downstairs and I had some time to kill before I took the train back
to New Haven. It was a beautiful early summer day. They were building the Pan
Am building on top of Grand Central Station. So I stood and I watched the
construction for awhile and it got near the time for my train, so I went into
Grand Central. And as I’m walking across the grand concourse I heard over the
loudspeakers, “Will Phil Proctor please report to the station master’s office?” So
I stopped and people were flowing around me. I said to myself, “That’s me!”
Once again this booming voice said, “Will Phil Proctor please report to the station
master’s office?” So I walk over to this one corner and there’s a bunch of desks
with people in funny caps. And the guy said, “Your agent called, and wants you
to call her.” I called, and the agent said, “You’ve got the job!” I said, “I did?” She
said, “Yeah, you’re going to be Juley Kurtz, a juvenile delinquent on The Edge Of
Night. And your first week is so and so, and gonna do shows on such and such a
day, and such and such. You’re going to get $375 a performance and da da da da.”

200

the Firesign Theatre

firesign theatre text 2_13_06.3

2/13/06

9:24 AM

Page 201

I went, “Wow!” So I had my first job on a soap opera. When I was doing that,
that underwrote my getting established in New York. It helped me to get a little
apartment down in the Village and decide what I wanted to do. Then, I started
doing plays in New York.
By then, you had made Sunday In New York (1963) with Jane Fonda?
PHIL PROCTOR: Well, that was the first movie I ever did. I’ve actually got a copy
of it. That’s the first time I ever spoke Norwegian to someone because I was stuck
in a row boat with this very pretty Norwegian blonde and, of course, they put a
dark wig on her because Fonda was a blonde. They didn’t want any competition.
You can’t have two blondes in the same movie. My scene was a little, little scene
where our boats pass one another and my lady is rowing me and I’m kind of
directing her. So this thing between Fonda and Rod Taylor is, “Well, why don’t
you do that for me?” The scenes ensues and blah, blah, blah.

Sunday in New York. Photo Courtesy: Phil Proctor

Your Uncle, Clarence Eurist, is listed as production manager of the movie.
PHIL PROCTOR: That’s how I got the job! He got me in for a reading with the
director and the director said, “Ah, sure, use the kid.” That was my first movie
job. My uncle got me into AFTRA and SAG, basically, because once he knew
that I was serious about becoming an actor, he said, “Oh, we’ve got to get you in
the unions.” But it wasn’t until I had really committed to staying out here that I
began to get work in the movie industry. I think my first job in LA was theater,
primarily, working at the Mark Taper Theater, and doing those plays down there.
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Then from that, I got some movie and television bits. I did the Daniel Boone
show [in 1970]. My recollection of these is very vague because it wasn’t my
primary focus. But I did some various leads, they were good leads guest-starring
in lead parts in television series.
Then, I was in The Thousand Plane Raid (1969), which was typical. It was a
film that used every young actor who was out here from New York, so it wasn’t
any big deal that I was in it. It was interesting. There was like a thousand of us
who were flown up to Lompac to be in this movie. Firesign was happening at that
time so I was in conflict with that. I had to miss a couple of radio shows or
something. I really didn’t have a firm grip, at those times. Well, you can manage
your own career and your partners will help you and you’ll be ok.
We were all kind of terrified at that time of breaking the chain of events that
were happening with the energy of the group. So I ultimately had to kind of turn
my back on my burgeoning career. Although the things that happened, like The
Thousand Plane Raid (1969) and Henry Jaglom’s movie, A Safe Place (1971), were
really a lot of fun and did me ok. I elected to turn down a role in The French
Connection (1971), which was difficult. I also turned down a role in a pilot that was
shooting in Tahiti, which was difficult. I think that if I’d known what I know now
about how the business works, and how partnerships work, I would have accepted
both of those roles and said, “Fellows, you’ll just have to work around me.”
I remember in one instance we were going to do a live show at the Ash Grove.
And, you know, I’ve felt an allegiance to that because, as I’ve often said, “We
weren’t like a band where you could replace the drummer for a gig. The Firesign
Theatre is the four guys.” I would have impacted on the ability of the other guys
to make a living at that time, had I gone off and done these various jobs and
other jobs that were offered me. So I had to make some pretty tough decisions.
You were co-dependent on each other, then?
PHIL PROCTOR: Yeah, I think so. Yeah, really, because now we might be able,
with our understandings or foresight . . . I think we might be able to sit down
and really talk about what we might have been able to do to work something out.
And say, “Well, we’ll just postpone that show for another week. Let Proctor go to
Tahiti,” but we didn’t do that. And that’s the way it is and here I am. I’m still
doing ok, but I still haven’t been to Tahiti. What can you do?
But your versatility got you a lot of jobs.
PHIL PROCTOR: Sure, that’s true. The fact that I could really sing, helped a lot. I
toured The Sound of Music in 1964, I played opposite Gloria DeHaven. Bell Book
and Candle was 1965, that was with Betty White and Allen Ludden. Brigadoon
and Finian’s Rainbow was ’63, that was with Pat O’Brien. Oh, he was great. He
was terrific, he really had it together. What was fun about him was that he was
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Finian. Whenever he would go up on his lines, he’d just start interpolating and
babbling in character. And I’d just wait down there until he’d stop and I throw
him a cue and carry on. He was absolutely a wonderful man to work with and
had a great memory for people and places and things.
You’ve played down your theatrical achievements, but I think you’ve had a
really terrific career.
PHIL PROCTOR: I’ve had a good career. No, I don’t mean to put down my
career. No, no, no, don’t get me wrong, I’ve had a good career. What I’m saying is
that there were choices made that limited where my career could have gone,
that’s all. I think every actor feels regrets about the auditions they missed, or
the part they didn’t get or the stuff they turned down. Everybody in the business
is upset over the things they’ve turned down that went on to be big hits, or that
changed other people’s lives. But that’s just the nature of the business. I’m not
unrealistic about that.
You have that variety and quality that many people never touch upon.
PHIL P ROCTOR : It’s been a fun career. The fact that I’m back again at doing
theater is really terrific fun because I’m reconnecting with my roots, from whence
I come. I’m doing musical comedy again. Anyway, it’s great to be doing theater
again. That’s all I can tell you. It really is. It’s just a terrific feeling. There’s nothing
that quite compares to the family of theater in doing a production together, and
all that it entails. That was a classic experience appearing in Gilbert & Sullivan’s
Patience with the Antaeus company.
We did our production of Patience at the newly renovated John Anson Ford
Theatre which has been taken over by the LA County Commission of the Arts.
So it received a good amount of publicity since we had been chosen as really the
first production to be mounted in this newly renovated theater. So that was
exciting, and both Melinda and I were in it. It was a crowded stage. Melinda
doubled in the role of Lady Angela and I doubled in the role of The Duke, which
I created for the first go round. It was quite beautiful and fun to do.
Had you done Gilbert & Sullivan before?
PHIL PROCTOR: I started with Gilbert & Sullivan at the Allen-Stevenson School
in, I guess, the ’50s, singing. I was an operatically trained, if you will, classically
trained boy soprano. I assayed the female leads in the Gilbert & Sullivan
productions that we did at the Allen-Stevenson School in New York, which was
famed for its Gilbert & Sullivan and for its orchestra which toured around and
appeared on television; also the chorus. We appeared on television live around
Christmas time on several morning shows and things like that. So it was quite a
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Phil with Melinda Peterson. Photo: F. C. Wiebel, Jr., Courtesy Firezine

prestigious and interesting group to be working with. The first Gilbert & Sullivan
I ever did, if my memory serves, was The Pirates Of Penzance, in which I played
Mabel. I think I did Ialanthy, but I don’t really recall what I played. Later on,
during the summer of 1961, at the Dennison Summer Theater, which ironically
I learned Michael Eisner, who went to Allen-Stevenson School with me, also
apparently went to Dennison, I did H.M.S. Pinafore and I played Ralf Rackstraw,
pronounced Raff, who was the love interest in that particular thing. What a great
season that was.
And so, going back to your theatrical roots has really helped with your
Firesign work as well, right?
PHIL PROCTOR: Absolutely! I know that just doing this musical and a bunch of
musical things that I’ve committed to doing in the last couple of years has
strengthened my voice enormously and given me confidence in performance
again. I also had a chance to do a farce monologue called The Jurist by Feydeau
at the Antaeus as a part of an evening of farce. Melinda also participated in it. It
was great fun. The opportunity to be able to do theater again is something, until
Melinda had gotten me back into again, I had just kind of forgotten how much
it feeds me. And how much fun it is to be working in a company of tremendously
talented people, you know, to be inspired by them and to work with them. It’s
just great. So since I’ve been back at it, I did that and I did the role of Captain
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Brazen in Farquar’s The Recruiting Officer, which is another workshop presentation
that we did in a stage reading. It’s great fun. And I get to work with my wife.
So, I have no regrets at all that I got involved in theater. Because this is a
professional company of actors who are working all the time, it is out of necessity,
designed for the working artist and, therefore, it’s something that we can all manage
at the same time as we’re doing other things in our career. And that’s terrific.
Let’s talk about the difference between stage and film acting. Now, in a
Safe Place there’s a scene where it’s a straight-on shot of you where you go
through all these emotions and things, talking to the camera. I thought
you did a terrific job and can see the emotion coming through your face
and all, and your voice. And that seems that that was something you couldn’t
do on stage.
PHIL PROCTOR: Well, that’s not necessarily true.
I mean, it could not come over or across as well.
PHIL P ROCTOR : Yeah, that’s true. There’s a philosophy of theater where the
audience should feel the emotion, not the actor. If you can simulate an emotion
that touches the audience and moves them, you’ve accomplished your goal. On
the other hand, all acting is based on reality, on true emotion. I think, to me, the
paragon of successful acting is when you convince yourself that something is
happening to the extent where you are deceived by it, and true emotions are
created in you. So much of the skill that we work at is to create a technique in
which we are relaxed enough as humans doing this complicated work on stage,
that real things can happen to us. We’re not just constantly recreating, showing
the same movie over again. We’re actually living and breathing and responding to
things that happen. There’s the wonder of acting, and how much fun it is just to
be in the fraternity of the theater. Of being able to hang out in the green room,
and to discuss with your fellow actors all the things that went right and went
wrong with the performance that night. Because the thing that people can’t
understand about theater, movies, or television for that matter, it’s never perfect.
You’re always striving for perfection. And in film you at least get there if you have
the money to shoot over and over, and over again. You can see when you put it
up there on the screen.
We train in order to be as skillful as we possibly can be to do something, quote
unquote, the right way, but very few actors . . . most actors admit that they don’t
really know how they do it. And they’re not really sure if they’re even doing it
correctly. Most of them are terrified that they’re going to be discovered as frauds,
which I think is hysterical and really funny. But the technique is putting in all of
the training so that you can then relax on stage, and be open to the mistakes
that are going to happen and make them work. My daughter called me from
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Cambridge one day, very excited, because she said that she ad-libbed in the middle
of a scene for the first time, and saved the scene. She said, “I was able to do it in
character.” I said, “Good for you!” It’s like putting the training that she’s been
getting in A.R.T. together, that she had a real-life theatrical experience where
something went wrong . . . you know, the show must go on, the scene must go
on. She saved it, so she’s learning.
Some actors say that they don’t like doing films because it’s like rehearsing
all the time, doing the same scene over and over again.
PHIL PROCTOR: Well, yeah, that again, belies their technique. Firesign Theatre is
a classic arena for the freedom of this kind of approach. And the reason why we
have so much fun doing what we are doing and the result is really so excellent is
because all four of us enjoy repeating a performance, because we know we can do
something a little different with it every time and that our partners will play off
of it.
What I complain about is that when you go in to do a sitcom, or when you
work with a director in a movie for television or a film who doesn’t appreciate the
actor’s art. Let’s go to the sitcom first. When you’re working for a sitcom, you’re
being directed and supervised by a board of directors. Because all of these writers
have been given production heft, you’ve got a panel, a jury of producer/writers,
’suits’ they call them, who come down at certain points during the process, the
five-day rehearsal process, and look at a run-through and then revise the show. So
the greatest complaint that actors have is that they’re cast in a role in a sitcom and
they’ve beaten out 500 other actors or actresses to get the role, and in they come.
And they read it around the table. Everybody laughs, and then they start putting
it on its feet. Then they have their first run-through and then the part is changed.
So that ultimately, in many instances, it’s either cut to nothing or to one line, or
two lines, or the whole concept of the part is changed to the extent that you’re
suddenly doing something that you’re not comfortable with. It can be a nightmare.
Then, you have to do it in front of an audience.
And still be funny.
PHIL PROCTOR: And still be funny. Now the thing that most actors say about
film work that is the most difficult thing is hitting your marks, and holding
yourself in unnatural positions for the camera. This is true. The first time I did
a soap opera, I remember I was talking on the phone. The director said, “No,
you’re covering your mouth with the phone.” I said, “I am?” He said, “Yeah, you
have to hold the phone down so we can see your face.” I said, “Oh” (Laughs).
That was my first clue. Then I had to drive a hot-rod. I didn’t even know how to
drive. I had to drive a hot-rod onto the stage about six feet and pull it to a stop
on a mark. Oh, man, it was trial by doing, I guess. I don’t know how to say it.

206

the Firesign Theatre

firesign theatre text 2_13_06.3

2/13/06

9:24 AM

Page 207

Anyway, it was scary as hell. Remember, soaps in those day were live! Now, if you
do a soap you know that can always stop and do a pick-up and blah, blah, blah.
Again, the difficulty of working in film and television for an actor who is not
a star, or a recognized feature player, you never know what they’re going to do
with the work that you do. The last soap opera that I did, the way they shot
around me and everything, was a delightful experience. I had a wonderful time
shooting it. It was General Hospital, I think. I had a great time shooting this
flamboyant, he was a Ralph Spoilsort character, basically. He was a used car dealer,
and he’d hired one of the regulars on the soap to be the spokesperson. She was
this cute little genie, the spokesperson for his car line or something. Anyway, it
was great fun and I had three or four scenes. They shot ’em well and I got ’em
right. We did each one, maybe twice or something. I thought, “This will be great.
I’ll set my tape recorder and record it and I’ll put it on my reel. This will be really
terrific.” Well, I set both of my tape recorders for the wrong hour or something.
I know what I did. I set it from 12:00 to 12:01, instead of 1:01. I don’t know, I
made some horrible stupid mistake, common mistake, on both machines. So I
didn’t get anything on tape. So I called my mom. I said, “Hey mom, how was it?”
She said, “Oh, don’t bother. They shot all around you. You were on screen for
about three seconds.” I said, “No, you’re kidding! I had four scenes!” Sure
enough, a friend finally sent me a copy, a relative sent me a copy, and I looked at
it, and I said, “Yeah.” The way they staged it they featured this cute little actress,
the star, and I was just like a mosquito in the scene, buzzing around the star. It
was ridiculous. There you go.
So that’s one of the things that’s discouraging about it. You can ask any actor,
“Oh yeah, I did seven great scenes and they cut them all out of the movie. I was
only in one brief shot, one reaction shot, and that’s it. But I worked seven weeks
on the movie and I made $25,000 and I’ll get residuals and so who cares.” Well,
that’s the way it goes. Those are some of the realities of the business, and you just
kind of keep slogging away until finally you actually do get a break that stays in
the movie. Anyway, that’s been my experience.
As far as rehearsing it and filming it, and all that, that depends on the director.
If the director says, “Throw out the script and do whatever you want with this
scene, right now,” then you can have some fun. Or, if he says, “I don’t expect you
to be the same every time.” But if you’ve got to hit a mark and you’ve got to turn,
and the camera is going to zoom in on you, and you’ve got to do whatever. Well,
that’s different. That might be something that everybody can complain about.
Melinda and I worked on Steve Kessler’s The Independent (1998). We were
able to subtly change what we did every time because the director had covered us
in a proper way. He was respectful of the fact that we’re good comic actors. So he
let us, basically, subtly . . . because, you know, the changes that you make in film
are based on the character that you’ve established but then within the context of
that you can change it. He let us experiment, and I’m sure he’s chosen the best
take to put in the film.
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When the four of us did Gods’ Clowns (1998) for Sandoz up in Portland, the
same kind of thing went on, except that we were shooting it in a smaller ratio of
takes to film. So we didn’t want to overshoot, to keep it within budget. But we
basically could do variations on a theme and experiment a little bit with what we
were going to do in each take, until the director said, “Yeah, that was great. We
don’t have to do it again. I got it.” To my way of thinking, the more often you
get to do something, as long as the director isn’t saying, “You’re not doing it right!
Do it the way I told you!,” it’s the fun of doing movies and TV.

The Independent. Photo Courtesy P. Proctor/ Firezine

Do you think independent directors are more sympathetic to actors?
PHIL PROCTOR: Oh sure, but it varies. There are excellent directors on every level
who come out. People complain they didn’t like working with Hitchcock and
look at the great body of work he created. I mean, it has to do with your own
sense of professional control and being able to work under any given circumstance
to the best of your ability, and to use your training and your talent to meet the
demands of the particular circumstance. That’s a combination of training and
professional experience. The more work that I’ve done in television, the more
that I’ve been able to see how even the very best of seasoned stars and featured
players can blow a scene over and over and over again. They just can’t get the line
right or something throws them off. But the pressure that’s on us, as guest artists,
to come into a sitcom or into a short-term project are much greater.
They don’t give you that latitude?
PHIL PROCTOR: They will if you have the confidence to say, “Can I do that
again?” But they won’t if you’re just trying to do it right. Trying to do it right
doesn’t necessarily mean doing it your way. So you look for an atmosphere where
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they say, “No Phil, just do what you want with this.” That doesn’t happen very
much in television. They’re so terrified, you know.
How did you get the part in Henry Jaglom’s A Safe Place?
PHIL PROCTOR: I went with my wife to a Tribute to Henry Jaglom that they held
as part of a American Film Institute film festival in Santa Barbara. It was really
very, very, pleasant. They showed selections from all his films and, of course, the
first selection was from A Safe Place, because that was his first movie. In terms of
timing and all, The Firesign Theatre was established at the time that I did that
film. So for me, it was really stepping away from the work in progress. We were
actually at the time doing a radio show. If my memory serves me correctly it was
at KPPC, The Firesign Theatre Hour Hour. I then went back to New York, and I
was filming in New York during that period. I remember one show calling in and
doing some reportage, of that particular . . . what was happening to me. It was a
wonderful experience, and what was strange about it for me was that The Firesign
Theatre was just happening, and Henry’s career also was starting to happen, at
the same time. When I went in to audition for that movie, screen test for that
movie, having already done it as a studio project . . . Henry was in the writers
division of the Actors Studio, back in New York, in those days. We did this play
which was originally called The Snowball Tree, using me, Bonnie Bedelia and
Karen Black. Karen played the Tuesday Weld part, and Richard Pryor was in
it and various other people who later went on to various degrees of fame and
fortune, or misfortune as the case may be.
When Henry got the go ahead to do it as a movie out here, he wanted me to
play Fred, which is, autobiographically speaking, Henry in the film. But by then
I was known as The Firesign Theatre. I’m an actor, and my whole background
had been in serious and comic acting and musical comedy, and all that, Broadway
and off-Broadway. But he had to prove to the producers of the movie, and the
people at Columbia, that I was an actor. This is how stupid and crazy this business
is. So all of the sudden they said, “No! He’s a comedian, he’s not an actor.” Henry
said, “He’s an actor, he just happens to be in this comic theater group.” “Oh no,
no, no, he’s a comedian.” So I had to go in and screen test. I screen tested with
some very famous actresses, and it was fun, and it was great, and I got the part;
the part had been originally written for me. So I did the movie and, basically, the
movie was a wonderful experience and it’s a whole story of its own and, because
it’s not a Firesign Theatre movie, it goes beyond the scope of this.
What it taught me, No. 1, was how to make movies, how to act in movies.
No. 2, how much fun it was. No. 3, how ill-suited I was to pursue a film actor’s
career, because at that time, and perhaps even now, the other side of the camera,
what you have to do and who you have to be, how you have to hustle to
maintain or even create a career in films, is very difficult, very time consuming,
and focusing, and very personal. When I finished all the work on that film, I
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came right back to The Firesign Theatre activity because our popularity was on
the rise.
I was not able to turn my attention to what I would have done if I’d been
focused on a career in films, which was to go hustle my next role. I could have
done it easily enough because the movie that Bert Schnieder and Co. did next
was The Last Picture Show (1971). But I didn’t, and instead I pursued the career
with The Firesign Theatre, which has never been that satisfying in terms of
cinematic acting or television acting, or anything, because we have not been able
to make the transition from the audio world to the video world. A lot of that is
not our fault. A lot of it was simply timing, and the fact that we were doing what
we were doing, and there was no alternative media that could accommodate us.
So whatever TV we did was on the mainstream TV, and there was really no place
for us. We were considered too dangerous to be able to do a sitcom. Our comedy
was too outrageous, or too psychedelic, nobody understood it, nobody could do
it, nobody would be interested in it.
The youth culture was virtually ignored on mainstream TV until the advent
of MTV and cable. By then, we were out of the loop. So the pieces that we did
cinematically were basically done, and I’m speaking now of TV Or Not TV, The
Martian Space Party and Everything You Know Is Wrong, as promotional films,
under the aegis of the record companies that were distributing our records at the
time, which was primarily CBS–Columbia. We made them on very limited
promotional budgets, and did some very unusual things to make them in the
style in the way that we made them. I think they came out pretty well, all things
considering. Martian Space Party was shot as a documentary by our dear friend
Steve Gillmor, who went on to a career in commercial films. He’s back east now
making television commercials, doing local television. TV Or Not TV was also
shot by Steve at a friend’s location, and really didn’t have very much support to
it, which is the reason why it is what it is. It’s exactly what it’s supposed to be:
local, very amateurish channel 3 television. It’s amazing how prognosticating it
was in that regard.
I want to get back to Henry Jaglom for a minute. Henry Jaglom was aware, as
you know, of The Firesign Theatre, because of what he had to do to get me in the
movie. His retrospective, the Tribute to Henry Jaglom, was hosted by Kevin
Thomas, a very sweet and articulate man who is one of the major film critics of
The LA Times. It turns out that he and Dave Ossman were classmates back in
high school somewhere, and he remembers David very well, and knew that he
was going to be successful. Henry said during the course of his talk, when he was
asked a question about the through-line [running theme] in his movies, he said,
“And I’m gonna quote my friend Phil Proctor here of The Firesign Theatre, I
basically believe that ‘we’re all bozos on this bus.’” He would quote The Firesign
Theatre record, I Think We’re All Bozos On This Bus. He would say, “My films are
very much like The Firesign Theatre’s philosophy expressed in the title, I Think
We’re All Bozos On This Bus.” That’s what he said. He said, “Phil, I don’t know if
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you know this, but many times in interviews that I’ve given, I’ve used this line to
explain what I feel about humanity in my movies. A lot of people don’t have the
foggiest idea what I’m talking about.” I was very touched to hear that Henry had
understood and taken to heart much of what also that The Firesign Theatre has
expressed in our work, which is, that we are individuals who are along for a ride
which we call life, and that we’re all basically, at heart, the same. We’re all part of
this same adventure; spiritual, physical, emotional, psychic, religious adventure.
Henry tried to make his movies from that point of view. That’s why his movies
are so simple, naive if you will, low-budget, personal, and basically repeat certain
themes. Some to greater success than others, but always from, as far as I’m
concerned, a very personal and large heart. Basically, one of the strange connections
that we have between the two of us is that he has a tremendous feeling for the
absurdity of reality, the uniqueness of real experience, and how well it translates
into art.

Photos Courtesy: Wiebel/ Firezine
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That’s really what has always inspired me, whether it be in my writings, or my
work in character, representation or creation as an actor. I’m constantly amused
and amazed at the reality of things, and I’m always quoting real things to people
who say, “Ah, come on you made that up.” I say, “No, I have the article at home
in my files, this is real.” Just like that thing about Beat The Reaper in Holland.
It’s absolutely amazing how life imitates art and visa versa. Life is not movies, you
don’t just wash the blood off and go home.
People assume that when you make a movie that everybody knows and
works with everyone else involved.
PHIL PROCTOR: Yes, I know, that’s another thing that people don’t know about
the industry unless you’ve been in it. Well, let me give you an example. When I
did A Safe Place with Orson Welles, Jack Nicholson, Gwen Welles, and Tuesday
Weld, most of my scenes were with Tuesday Weld. So Tuesday and I got to know
one another pretty well. She’s an absolutely beautiful, amazing person. Gwen
Welles and I knew each other from before and we became pals and everything,
but Orson . . . I didn’t have any scenes with Orson.
So an interviewer would ask you, “How was it to work with Orson Welles?”
PHIL PROCTOR: Yeah, well all that I know is how was it to work around Orson
Welles. I don’t mean that as a pun. It was an amazing experience to work within
the aura of Orson Welles. Everyday, after he had worked, there would be a story
that would come back to us through the actors who worked with us or Henry
Jaglom, who worked with him. Many times I’d come back from shooting all day
in the park, and we were all staying at the Essex House on 57th Street near the
park, and I’d see Orson downstairs sitting in his huge black pajamas down in the
lobby with some film student. Oh, I’m getting this image so clearly, two film
students on their knees in front of him with their mouths open, just listening to
him tell stories, because he was a very magnanimous man. By the way, there’s
some other people I’ve worked with who have told me the most astounding
stories about Orson Welles. If you just drop his name, among anybody who’s
worked in the industry, you’re bound to get an Orson Welles story. Orson was a
very demanding person, but he was a very kind person.
I worked intensely with Tuesday Weld. I had one intense scene with Jack
Nicholson, who was a terrific guy to work with, a very giving actor. I worked
around Orson, but I felt I worked with him because I heard these wonderful
stories, and I got to see the dailies and the outtakes, and everything. Basically,
Jaglom was the kind of a filmmaker who, I don’t know if he still does it, shares
all of his shoots with all of his actors.
You also had a major role in Tunnelvison (1976).
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PHIL PROCTOR: Tunnelvision was a lot of fun. Tunnelvision was our connection
to Neil Israel. I don’t know exactly how it was that Neil glommed onto me to do
it. I know that at the time I was working with Howard Hesseman, and various
other actors and actresses that came out of The Committee and Second City, and
I think that it was just natural that The Firesign Theatre and Proctor and
Bergman were happening at that time. Since Neil wanted to work with these kind
of improvisational actors, I was on the list. He thought that I’d be a good
Christian Broder, which is the name of the character that I play, the guy who
actually ran the network. I was really delighted, I enjoyed that role. I was hot off
of A Safe Place, so I felt accomplished as an actor. I was very comfortable in the
film medium and working with the camera. I think I did a very good job in the
film. The work holds up very well, and I managed to be straight, which is what
that role asked me to be, and yet have a little twist to it. Working with Neil was
really, really fun, and it was through that association that he followed the career
of Proctor and Bergman and ended up seeing us perform in Boston, when we did
Americathon, signing us to do a movie with it. And again, it was another one of
these kind of dead ends. It didn’t go as far as it should have gone because Peter
and Neil got into some conflicts over what direction the film should go. Neil was
being pushed by the studio people to make it less avant-garde and more accessible,
which translated to us as being kind of dumber. I remember they brought in a
gag man who had been writing for Laugh-In and we lost control of the movie
completely. These lessons you only learn the hard way, I’m afraid, ’cause we didn’t
have anybody to advise us.
We’ve always been on the tightrope without a net, basically, and artistically
that’s been really fun. But because of this, we could never have management that
could really advise us in all the strange capacities that we would find ourselves
produced in. I mean, all of us are true renaissance men. We have our own careers.
We have careers with partners. We have careers with people who aren’t connected
with The Firesign Theatre. We have careers with The Firesign Theatre. We do
commercials. We do movies. We do TV. We do records. We do books. We write.
This is very abnormal. This is not the way to have a career in modern America.
In modern America you have to say I am a . . . and you write in a word there,
and that’s what you do . . . drug dealer. And that’s what you do.
In terms of our stage work, we also are scenic designers and sound designers, and
scenic builders and costume designers, and costume builders, and songwriters, and
musical directors, and musicians. I mean, we really do a one-man band, in The
Firesign Theatre’s case a 4-man band. That’s why we called ourselves The 8 Shoes
at one time. We call ourselves the 4 or 5 crazy guys, because the 5th crazy guy is
not only the person whom we make laugh, and the person who writes the material
ultimately, because at that point it becomes all of our material. It’s also the guy who
does all of those things, manages the group, paints the scenery, sews the costumes,
buys the props. You know? We have managed to delegate those authorities,
voluntarily, throughout our long career. We still do it that way. It’s amazing!
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Are you going to ever reissue some of The Firesign Theatre movies?
PHIL PROCTOR: Yes, what we’re attempting to do is to put together a compilation
film of some of our little-known movies. We’ve been making inquiries to make
sure they’re available for license. I don’t know what we’ll call it. The last time
that they released such a thing they called it Firesign Funnies. Zachariah (1971)
may be part of it, it may be not. It’s an hour and 30 minutes. It’s in release and
stars John Rubinstein and Don Johnson, but we just wrote that movie with Joe
Massot. We didn’t really have a lot to do with the making of it, even though
some of us appear in little cameos. That’s not considered to be a Firesign
Theatre movie, but for those interested in our career, it’s one of the few movies
that we wrote commercially. The movies that are available, that we’re looking
into the potential release of, are a pseudo-documentary called The Martian
Space Party, which we did in 1972, and a half-hour pseudo-documentary
done as a KPFK fund-raiser before a live audience, to kick off the presidential
campaign of George Papoon, who had franchised animals, insects and one-celled
organisms. It includes live music, comic commercials, and parodies of Japanese
monster movies.
Everything You Know Is Wrong, written in 1975, is a 40-minute film and that’s
presently available. Happy Harry Cox leads us on a wacky ride on the New Age
world of psychics, nudists, daredevils and ufologists, including a home movie of
an alien abduction and the first documented encounter of real extraterrestrials.
That was a film which we mimed to the soundtrack of our record of the
same name.
TV Or Not TV is a 30-minute film starring Proctor and Bergman, made in
1973, in which Fred Flamm and Clark Cable run their public access station from
the basement of their eccentric home, and try to look like a network; they don’t.
J-Men Forever! (1979), Proctor and Bergman, as two high-flying G-Men, send
out their best secret agents to quash a legion of wild villains from destroying the
world by sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll. A story told by integrating their scenes with
crazy re-dubbed versions of classic ’40s and ’50s Republic cliffhanger serials. It
was the first of that genre that Peter and I did.
Then we followed it in 1979 with The Madhouse Of Dr. Fear, starring Don
Adams and the entire Firesign Theatre, which is a pastiche of film clips of horror
classics. It was fun. We can get our hands on that so that one will see the light
of day.
Nick Danger And The Case Of The Missing Yolk (1983), 60 minutes. I’m still
trying to get in touch with Michael Nesmith. It’s been going on for a long time,
I don’t know where he is. His company, Pacific Arts Video, I don’t know where
that is anymore. So, that has Rat In The Box and Lawyers Hospital in it. It’s
pretty interesting.
The Firesign Theatre’s Hot Shorts (1984), released by Columbia Tri Star Home
Video, black and white, 73 minutes. It was another send-up of the classic
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Saturday Matinee cliffhanger serials, in which we edited together the films to
make new stories, and added new voices, sound effects and music. It’s very funny.
Eat Or Be Eaten (1985), a day in the life of Labyrinth as seen on local TV.
The town conspires to offer a beautiful young virgin as a bride to the cult of the
ravenous Kudzu vine, to escape the annual threat of destruction. Kudzu is a real
thing, you know, it’s that Japanese vine that takes over everything. So, anyway,
these are the films. The people who are putting together such a thing would like
to put together wraparounds, that we’ll all be involved in. We might even use
David Ossman as George Tirebiter talking about his career in films. Or, we might
use that character he created, Ben Bland, as a wraparound. We don’t know yet.
We’re going to have some conversations about this when we’re assured we have
the rights to do things with these films.
Didn’t The Firesign Theatre do some work with Jay Ward of Rocky and
Bullwinkle fame?
PHIL PROCTOR: Jay Ward, when we were the newly-created Firesign Theatre,
brought us into a little studio near his emporium there on Sunset Blvd., and we
shot a couple of funny commercials for him. It was going to be a TV project that
he was trying to get together, and it didn’t happen. Yet another dead end for The
Firesign Theatre. Somewhere in his archives . . . We did a Fantastic Cigarettes
commercial, for him, I remember that. And I remember being in a hard hat for
something. I think we did like three spots. Bergman has a clearer recollection of
these than I do. But we did work with Jay Ward, and, of course, he did influence
us greatly as well.
What’s your story behind Zachariah?
PHIL PROCTOR: That project was done at ABC-Vine. I don’t even think that
those offices exist anymore. I think they do The Price Is Right out of there. It’s a
studio there now, but at that time it was kind of a production center. We were
working with Joe Massot and our producer was George Englund, who had
produced The Shoes of the Fisherman (1968) right before that. He went from The
Shoes of the Fisherman right to directing this psychedelic comedy/rock/western,
written by The Firesign Theatre and Joe Massot. He had no idea what this was
all about. He was married at the time to Cloris Leachman. George Englund was
also Marlon Brando’s best friend.
We met George and Cloris for the first production meeting at their house,
which was Pat O’Brien’s old house, a big old traditional kind of Tara-like home
in Hollywood. I remember it was during that time that we were driving around
and we came up for the title for our third record Don’t Crush That Dwarf, Hand
Me The Pliers because we were talking about WWI and I had just gotten some
old sheet music of that era and there was something like Stamp Out The Hun, The
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Little Dwarf, or something. And from that, we thought of the funny title Don’t
Crush That Dwarf, Hand Me The Pliers, which implied working for the army
behind the scenes with the work force at home, and all that kind of stuff. Out of
that came this whole kind of television vision.
Cloris came with us when we went on location to finish writing the film, and
scout locations down in Mexico. We went down to Mexico and we were out in
the desert, looking for these absurd locations that they had found to build this
strange kind of western town, this fantasy western town. And we turned Cloris
on to pot, for possibly the first time. I don’t know if I should say all these stories?
(Laughs) Well, ok. We turned her on, and soon after that she divorced George.
She had a wonderful time and she divorced George.
I remember some of the other things about that, driving down there. This is
the middle of the salt flats, the salt sea, in the northern part of Mexico, Laguna
Ensalada. I think it was called the salt lake, or something. And in the middle of
this flat nothing desert there was an automobile accident. This is so typical of
Mexican drivers. Two Mexican drivers decided to out macho one another coming
to a crossroads in the desert, and they had an accident. It was just one of these
surreal things, smoking pot with Cloris Leachman who was not a star at this
time. It was only after The Firesign Theatre turned her on that she left her
marriage and won an Oscar (1971). I don’t know, it’s a strange thing.
That film was really a mixed blessing because George, who’s a really dear man,
had really no idea about doing a psychedelic western. . . . Please! As a result he
was constantly interested in the story of the relationship between the father and
the son. That was the one thing he could glom onto and relate to in the
screenplay. So we were constantly rewriting this stupid scene where the son leaves
the father. George would keep saying, “You need this motivation. Why did
Zachariah leave his father, leave his family and all this?” We rewrote it hundreds
of times, and of course it was never in the final picture. They probably shot it,
but it was never in the final picture.
That film suffered from the fact that, I believe, George, for all his wonderful
talents, was the wrong man to direct the movie. Had it been directed by any kind
of a contemporary of ours, it might have had a chance to become what it should
have become, which was a wildly improvised, crazy, silly, pseudo-serious, romp,
which combined the Siddartha story with a traditional western gunfighter story.
That’s what Joe Massot brought to this. That was Joe’s brilliant idea, and it was
going to really be a romp.
What we ended up with was scripted scenes which were played pretty much
the way they were written. That’s not what we intended, that’s not what The
Firesign Theatre intended. What The Firesign Theatre intended was that the
scripted scenes would be the jumping off point for whatever energies and comic
takes, and effects of being on location created for that film. An improvisation in
all levels, cinematographically as well. The only actors that captured the spirit of
the film, and I must say I haven’t looked at the film for many years, and again
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this is not a fresh insight, were Country Joe and the Fish, who definitely had fun
with the material as it was written, and Doug Kershaw, the evil fiddler. I think
that Don Johnson and John Rubinstein did the best that they could, within the
restrictions of George’s interpretation of our script. It certainly helped them to
become stars. They’re very, very gifted and interesting artists, but again it was no
shape or form of what we’d envisioned what the film was going to be when we
signed up to do it.
The experiences around it were quite fun like going down to Mexico, and
ordering pot from our bellboy. I mean, before we had carried our bags from the
lobby up to the hotel room, we had made a dope connection for some splendid
marijuana which was called the carpet, el elfumbro, or something like that. We
met this extraordinary dealer who told us all these bizarre stories about drug dealing
down in Mexico, about a blind man, who had been blinded in a drug war, and
could only see shadows, all kinds of strange marvelous and bizarre stories. So we
wrote that thing in a haze, in a way. But here we are, these hippies at the top of
the revolution, before pot was even illegal down there, even before drugs were
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even recognized as a threat, you know. I should say pronounced as a threat,
instead of just being a plaything for the new generation. Here, we were working
on a major motion picture with a fairly large budget, with people doing it in the
straightest possible way. It was very bizarre. It was bizarre and I think the film
reflects that. That it does not fully express is what it should have been. I know it
doesn’t. I know it doesn’t reflect what it should have been. But it is, in a way, is
a relic of a transition period, from one era to the next, into the psychedelic era of
filmmaking, and the more eye-oriented and eastern-style of filmmaking.
How did the project for Proctor and Bergman’s movie J-Men Forever! come
about?
PHIL PROCTOR: In 1977, Peter and I were involved in the Golden Dragon
Massacre, which was a gangland shooting up in San Francisco. We had just
performed at a place called the Great American Music Hall. That morning I had
just gotten back from a trip to Norway with my future wife, my second wife.
That morning before we flew up to our gig in San Francisco, I learned that
Barbara was pregnant; I was very shocked by this and startled and kind of didn’t
really plan it, though we had talked about having children. So I flew up with
Peter to San Francisco, and did our show and after the show we were taken by a
friend of ours, Dr. Bill Alexander, to a restaurant, The Trident. It was closed by
the time we got there, because we had to wait and be paid. We had to pack up
our props and costumes, and go back to the hotel. We were flying the next day
to Boulder, Colorado, to play at the University. We had to make sure everything
was ready to go. By the time we got out, it was like two o’clock in the morning,
and we couldn’t get into The Trident. The only place that we found that was open
was The Golden Dragon, down in Chinatown.
We went in, I was just having my second cup of soup, when three guys came
in and opened fire, with a machine gun, a shotgun and a pistol. They killed two
people right in front of us, sitting in front of us. I went under the table, Peter
went down under the table. Bill went under the table, but he had already been
shot by a ricocheting machine gun slug that had entered the seam of the shoe of
his boot. It was a seamless entry. You had to push his shoe to see where the
bullet went in. It traveled up past his Achilles tendon, and is still lodged behind
his knee. It didn’t cripple him or anything, a remarkable miraculous injury. And
I lay under the table, angry, not at all frightened, under the steel wedge of the
table hoping I wasn’t going to get shot or killed, or wounded, hoping that Peter
wasn’t going to get shot or killed, or wounded, because we had to go on.
I was thinking, “What are we going to do now? I’ve got a child coming. I may
never see this child because of these idiots, whoever these terrorists, these people
are, and that we’re all innocent in here. What the hell are they doing?” Finally,
the shooting ends, out they go and there’s dead people and wounded people laying
around. I helped one guy who had been shot in the hand, and wrapped
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something around his hand. I said to Peter, “Am I ok?” He looked at me and said,
“You’re ok, am I ok?” Bill said, “I’ve been shot.” So we took care of him. A
cameraman and a guy with a light came in and filmed the scene, two minutes
after it was over, I couldn’t believe it. How did that happen? Then about five
minutes later, this flood of medics and police came into the place, and started
“triage,” basically cutting clothes off of people. The people who were gonna die
they let die, and the people they could save, they saved.
There was this one very attractive Asian girl lying on the floor, shot in the
chest, and they cut her clothes off and she was a beautiful, beautiful girl. So, I’m
looking at this gorgeous semi-nude Asian girl and I said, “Let’s get out of here,”
because it was such a strange blend of eroticism and horror. It was like a movie.
At that point, I said, “Oh no, let’s get out of here! Let’s get Bill to a hospital,
instead of waiting for the medics. Is there a hospital nearby?” They said, “Yes.”
So we put him in the car, drove him to the hospital, and spent the rest of the
night with him. We went back to the hotel, got a couple of hours of sleep, were
interviewed by the police in the morning in the hotel with a little movie camera,
and went off and performed. By then we had already been in the news, everybody
knew what had happened. We were saying, “Well, we had a little trouble in San
Francisco, at a Chinese restaurant, five killed, eleven wounded. But luckily we
ordered the scared prones, while I ordered the duck.” You know, and blah, blah,
blah, and on we went. It was when we came back from that that we decided we
didn’t want to go on the road anymore.
By the way, this shooting had been predicted by this psychic friend of mine,
whose name is Sharon Alexander, and she had predicted this to me about six to
nine months previous. She basically said, “Now, you’re going to involved in a
shooting after a performance. It’s going to be gang-related, minorities and foreign
people involved, you guys will be ok, but people will be killed and wounded
around you.” And she was right!
It was the Joe Fon gang versus the Wa Ching, which means the young
Chinese, who were trying to muscle in on Joe Fon’s protection racket in
Chinatown. They got everybody. And so, that was when this movie offer came to
us. We embraced it wholeheartedly because we didn’t have to go out on the road.
It was called The Secret World War, later changed to J-Men Forever! Richard
Patterson brought us into it, to punch up the writing, I guess. He was going
to do it as more of a straight, loving remembrance of the cliffhanger serials, and
the producer, Patrick Curtis, who had been married to Raquel Welch, and
who had basically made her career, wanted it to be a funnier film, and have these
wraparounds. So Richard and Peter and I and Curtis worked on it. The film took
a bad twist at a certain point. When Curtis looked at what had been done, he
said, “Well, this is no longer a Richard Patterson film.”
Richard had directed it and he wanted the credits changed. So, we had to have
an arbitration. None of us handled ourselves very well in the arbitration. Peter
and I were put in a very uncomfortable position, being squeezed by the producers
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and squeezed by the director. It was all just ridiculous, political infighting and
terrible. But the artistic experience of the film was great fun. The editor of the
film, Gail Werban, who was later killed in an unfortunate automobile accident,
did a brilliant job. Because of our connection to the guys at Republic, who had
access to this wonderful treasury of films, of the Republic cliffhanger serials, etc.,
etc., we later made an alliance with them and we did two other projects with The
Firesign Theatre.
We did The Madhouse Of Dr. Fear, and then we did Hot Shorts, both of which
were a lot of fun to do. The only regret I have is that we didn’t get David Ossman
involved in Hot Shorts. We were still going through an estrangement at that time,
and really hadn’t matured to the point where we could let bygones be bygones,
and work with one another in other capacities. There was too much of a Firesign
Theatre vibration surrounding everything we were trying to do in other groups,
and it made it awkward for us to contact our other partners. Otherwise, I think
we would have been much more open to it. But Madhouse, we all got together
for, and that was a great deal of fun. I’m sorry we weren’t able to pursue it
with Hot Shorts, because I’m sure David would have added some very funny
characterizations to that one.
The Firesign also made The Case Of The Missing Yolk, without David Ossman.
PHIL PROCTOR: That was a deal that came about through Michael Nesmith, and
Pacific Arts. At that time, Phil, Peter and I had formed an alliance together which
we called Pyro Playhouse, which was an incorporated entity that was the closest
we ever came to working for mainstream Hollywood. We made ourselves available
as writer-producer-performers, and we took offices and we basically drummed up
business for ourselves. We would, in some instances, promote ideas, and in other
instances we would go and meet people who were looking for people who might
develop an idea that they had.
One of the people that we met at that time was Michael Nesmith, a very nice
guy. He had this little film company. He had done Elephant Parts (1981). He is
really a pioneer in the specific video arts for the video market, without having to
pre-sell it to cable or anything else, independently produced video art, and video
records in a way. And he threw some lucky bucks our way. He called it lucky
bucks. He said, “Let me throw some lucky bucks at you and let’s develop some
ideas, and see what happens.” If you want to do anything seriously with anybody,
it really does help to option their time, because you have to make a living at what
you do. If you’re not paid for it, you have to go somewhere to get paid for what
you do, so you can develop other ideas on your own. So, we immediately
committed ourselves to developing this idea with him, and it came out quite well.
As usual with Firesign projects, it was more ambitious than its own good.
William Dear, who directed and was a wonderful director, was working with
Michael Nesmith on this. He later went on to develop the idea of the movie
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Harry And The Hendersons (1987), with another friend of ours, and he also did a
movie called Timerider (1983). He’s s a very ambitious director and so he really
started doing things with it. As usual, if we had another $100,000, or something,
we could have made one hell of an interesting movie. As such, we made a bizarre
and predictive film, video, a short film. But again, it wasn’t able to be everything
that it could have been because we’re working in these strange little half-medias.
It’s not a movie, it’s not a video, it’s . . . what is it? It’s a short film, but it’s not really
a short film. It’s a half-hour TV film, but it’s not really. What is it? And I defy you
to tell me what it is. But it’s certainly different and it’s certainly interesting.
Eat Or Be Eaten was pretty much the same way, even though we did that
specifically as a cable TV thing, but, still, we couldn’t have a monster. We were
restricted with what we could do with it; small budgets, small budgets. So we do
the best we can with a limited budget. We got some exposure on early cable and
then as it became more and more competitive. We could be on TV constantly, on
the Comedy Channel, and things like that, if we lived in New York. And if we
didn’t have to make a living doing what we’re doing, because most cable doesn’t
have budgets that allow for very creative TV.
No, I shouldn’t say that because as Orson Welles said, “The enemy of Art is
the absence of limitation.” So, yes, you can do some wonderfully funny things
on a limited budget, but you really do have to be in a position where you can
dedicate yourself to a Comedy Network, for instance, and say, “By God we’re
gonna have fun together, we don’t need the money.” But when you get to be
our age, you have families, you have obligations, and you have mortgages
because of your earlier success. You can’t really do that, do it on the same level
that you used to be able to.
Now, after the fact, people can get videos of our stuff, and go to the cult section
of certain hip video stores, and get our stuff, but even so, we’re not readily
available. We’re not part of the video consciousness of people. That’s kind of too
bad that that didn’t happen for us. Whether or not we’ll be able to make the
transition as older performers and comic minds, is really quite a challenge. The
entire system is against us, because nobody wants to gamble on four 65-year-old
comic men in this society, at this time. As I said, “We went gray before we went
platinum.” And as a result, we’re more has-beens than have-beens. You can go
into a record store and you’re lucky if you can find a Firesign Theatre record bin.
Because of CDs, that’s gotten a lot better recently. In terms of TV, few are willing
to take a chance on us, they don’t want to put money into The Firesign Theatre.
We’re investigating PBS and HBO and a couple of other people who have spoken
kindly of us, in that regard. I was quite surprised when we got decent television
exposure on PBS. I was delighted, and very happy, that somebody had the foresight
and power to be able to do something with us.
You do a lot of ADR work, Automatic Dialogue Replacement. Could you
explain what that is?
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PHIL PROCTOR: Sure, it’s also know as looping and dubbing. In any picture that’s
made for film or television, they shoot a lot of the stuff with backgrounds, just
mouthed, or pantomimed so that they could edit the film together properly. Let’s
take, for example, a scene that takes place in a restaurant with people talking in
the background. All these scenes have to be given a sense of reality and life. So
the most basic use for what is known as walla, or background voices, has to be
put in by actors. And so, groups have been formed, by basically improvisational
actors, at least originally, to go in and spend a day filling out all of the background
sounds that exist in scenes with people. Then, they specifically re-voice certain
smaller parts because the dialogue has been flawed when it was recorded, there
was too much noise, you can’t hear it, or the voice just isn’t right for the character.
Often, you’ll see in some of these action movies there are these wonderful stunt
people who are doing a couple lines, but their voices don’t match their bodies.
And so, to make them more threatening an actor will be used from the group
who has a low register, and he’ll growl out a line that will necessarily resemble
that strength and make it better. Also, all of the body hits, all of the screams, all
of the deaths, they have to be put in by people who do this work, and that can
be an extraordinarily interesting job. Rambo III (1988), which I worked on many
years ago, I think was most interesting. As you know, he killed the entire Soviet
Army in that movie in Afghanistan, right? We had to die for the Afghanis and we
had to die for the Russians. Of course, the Russians died in a lower register,
“rahhh,” and the Afghanis died in a higher register “Heeeee,” you see, to make a
distinction between the good guys and the bad guys. It’s an extraordinary thing
to witness because often there will be, in these violent action films, three or four
people taken out at once. A bomb goes off or something, and one of them is
blown off a roof and falls three stories to his death. So, you’ll have a line of people
standing in front of the microphones on these huge soundstages, with a screen at
the other end. You get four beeps: beep, beep, beep . . . At the fourth beep, you
wait and then you do your sound, basically coordinating the sounds you’re making
with the pictures on the screen. So you’ll get like three guys or four guys dying
in a row, in various ways. It’s very interesting and a lot of fun to do.
I worked on a film Miracle On 34th Street (1994). In that film we had to
portray the people in the jury in the last part of the film. I also improvised and
created a combination of their lines, and lines I was able to create by myself, a
Thanksgiving Day parade background, like Regis and Kathie Lee doing the
Macy’s Thanksgiving’s Day Parade. Well, me and Leigh French, who runs a
dubbing group . . . she and I improvised this patter too, under the parade. They
used that in various parts of the background. Miracle On 34th Street was a
major motion picture, a theatrical. It’s a remake, with Richard Attenborough
playing the Edmund Gwenn part. It seemed quite nice, the work that we got
to see of it was very nice.
Some are much more fun than others, and require a great deal more creative
invention. I got into this business not only because of my ability to do all kinds
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of crazy voices, but because of my linguistic abilities. Very often, I’m called upon
to translate something into Russian or French, Spanish or Norwegian, and then
to portray a character who says it, or to have a background conversation in
French or Russian, or something, so we really have to improvise. I was the only
non native-born Russian used for The Hunt For Red October (1990), for instance.
That film won an Academy Award for sound. So, in a way, I was able to share in
that triumph.
In The Specialist (1994), lots of interesting things: policemen, a SWAT squad,
bomb squads, and villains, Cubans, lots of Cubans, Cuban Mafia, lots of very,
very specific and real work done regarding the paramedics and the fireman, and
the SWAT teams over walkie talkies. We’d go off into one room there in the
recording studio with a walkie talkie. Then the ADR director would hold the
other one up to the microphones and move it around to give it a similitude. And we
would basically talk back and forth to create the sound of people communicating.
It’s an amazingly interesting business. It really is. Then, it’s all edited together,
then added to the film.
What we find particularly interesting about it is the manner in which they use
it. What you’re basically doing is doing a day’s acting work. You’re hired as a day’s
actor, for scale. Then you get residuals whenever the film is sold or shown on
television, and various other things. So it’s a very lucrative business and it’s a very
skilled and specialized business. A lot of actors don’t like to reveal that they do this
kind of work, in between on-camera jobs. They just don’t and that’s perfectly all
right. They’re entitled not to reveal that they do the work, but it’s a highly skilled
and specialized form of post-production. A lot of people also in the business think
they can do it, but it’s not anywhere near as easy as one thinks.
One of the amusing things about the business this is that very often when you
go in to do it, you’ll know everybody in the group but there’ll be some good
looking girl there, and she’s the friend of somebody on the production. She’s
come in to add her voice and that’s ok and they can do that, but they can’t do it
as well as somebody who’s skilled at it. In some instances, they can’t do it at all
and have to be replaced. You have to create a feeling of place and time, but you
can’t be too interesting, you can’t detract from the background.
Sometimes you go to see a movie and you’ve done a lot of very intricate ADR,
you might have spent three or four days doing all kinds of special work, and in
the final mix, none of it is really audible or used. It really has to do with the
artistic texture of the film. It all adds to the psychological reality of the experience
of a film. Once you become aware of it, as I have in doing the work, you
experience a film in a very different way—being aware of the voices that have
been re-looped, the lines that have been added.
You can also, with your major characters, add lines that will compensate for
failures in the script or in the film as it is finally edited together. If they take out
a couple of scenes because they’re too long, and they have to explain how actor A
got from there to there, they can simply put in a line saying, “Boy, that was really
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something last week when I fell off the tractor.” And, you know, then the movie
goes on. So all that stuff can be fixed in post, post-sound work.
What other films have you done ADR and voice work for?
PHIL PROCTOR: Oh, I’ve done hundreds of films. There’s gain but no fame from
it. In cartoon work, there’s a lot of walla too. That’s how I got involved in Beauty
And The Beast (1991), Aladdin (1992), and The Lion King (1994). The Flintstones
(1994) had a lot of very inventive ADR work, with very funny lines and characters
and sounds. Again, it’s one of those areas that a lot of people don’t know about.
It really adds immeasurably to one’s enjoyment of a motion picture. People are
unaware, ’cause I’ve been working in sound for such a long time I’m extremely
sensitive to how you can change and effect things.
My voice-over career is like many of ours, before they started sending everything
up to Canada, very extensive, and you can hear me more specifically in Smurfs
(1981), I played a character called King Gerard in The Smurfs, for four seasons,
as well as doing many other voices in Johann And Pee Wee, which was a another
Hanna-Barbera spin-off of Smurfs. The largest parts were in Taz-Mania (1991)
and Rugrats (1991). When Hanna-Barbera was really cranking them out, I
worked this extensively, and we’d be called in regularly to do all kinds of
characters, and all of these wonderful little pieces. Robot Man And Friends was
a one-hour special which we did as a pilot for a series, which didn’t go. One big
thing was The Town That Santa Forgot. My wife and I both played a husband
and wife in this most charming Christmas tale, I’m sure you’ll see again this
December. In The Lion King, in Aladdin, and Beauty And The Beast, I did other
voices, lots of other voices, none of them featured and none of them any big
parts. The Rescuers Down Under (1990), the same. For Goofy, I was one of the
Beagle Boys and that’s about it.
It’s a lot and it’s a lot of fun, it’s a fun career. I wish that I were better featured
in some of the things. It’s not that I’m not talented, it’s not the way they do it.
They do a lot of the work in Canada, which takes a lot of the work away from
all of us, and so there is not much cartoon work to be done. Hanna-Barbera was
great. It was a real factory, we’d go in and sit around . . . I was working with people
like Paul Winchell and Alan Young, all kinds of wonderful talented people sitting
around with these scripts being funny. They’re directed mainly by Gordon Hunt,
contracted and directed; that’s Peter Hunt’s half brother, a guy I went to school
with. Gordon was just a terrific director for these things, and we had a ball. It
was a wonderful time. Frank Welker, people like that . . . but it all changed,
everything changed, everything changes.
The cartoons I’ve worked on are Taz-Mania (1991), Rugrats (1991), Smurfs,
Heathcliff, The Tick, The Town That Santa Forgot, Dark Waters (1991), ScoobyDoo (1979), The New Jetsons, The Flintsones Funnies, The Flintstones Kids, Scooby
Dooby Doo, Bill And Ted’s Excellent Adventures, Shirt Tales, Richie Rich, Where In
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The World Is Carmen Sandiego? (1994), which I did most of the whole season,
The Real Ghostbusters, Robot Man And Friends, The Littles, Alvin And The
Chipmunks, The Kingdom Chums (1986).
In films: The Lion King, Aladdin, Beauty And The Beast, The Rescuers Down
Under, Sport Goofy, Liberty And The Littles. ADR credits: The Flintstones,
Maverick, ER, the 90-minute movie for television, Roswell for Showtime, that was
fascinating. MacGyver, The Lost City of Atlantis, that was fun. I got to make up
some ancient languages, and also Serbo-Croatian, and British dialects were used
in that. Demolition Man, there we got to play with future talk, which was very
interesting, and to work with the writers to create different kinds of computer
voices and things; it was really fun.
Glengarry Glen Ross (1992), I re-voiced Kevin Spacey, for the PG version of
that film. Can you imagine a PG version of Glengarry Glen Ross? Well, they did
it for airlines. It was in the contract that they had to present that with the
finished film. So we re-voiced some of the major actors. We had to match their
voices and we had to change the dialogue in very inventive ways. I mean, you’d
be surprised how many ways you can clean up rude language and make it amusing
and interesting and scary, and all that sort of thing.
The Three Musketeers (1993), for Disney, I re-voiced several major characters
for that. If you see that movie, the very first scene, the torture scene where this
actor is on the rack, and the cardinal goes down and talks to him, and then they
kill him. Well, that’s me, my voice. They shot it in Austria, and there’s an excellent
Austrian actor playing the role but it takes place in old France. They’re all
supposed to speak with English accents, and they’re all supposed to sound
somewhat the same. If you ever see The Three Musketeers, I’m the first voice in
the film, basically. It was a fun movie, actually, fun to work on, too.
Let see: A Perfect World, I did that. I was the voice of Sho Kosugi in the Ninja
movies, Enter the Ninja (1981) and Ninja III–The Domination (1984), for the
first couple years, until Sho learned how to speak English. I had to match his
voice, I had to match his kind of Korean syntax. Now he does his own looping,
he has for years. The Revenge of the Ninja (1983), same re-voice, I did the three
Ninja movies. City Slickers (1991), When Harry Met Sally . . . (1989), remember
the orgasm scene in the cafeteria? We were all the people in the cafeteria. Very
often you’re surprised how many things need to be done in a movie to fill it out.
It’s a fascinating business.
How did you get started in this?
PHIL PROCTOR: Because of my language abilities, that’s how I got into it.
Basically, I started doing it about thirty years ago, maybe more. I believe that I
actually got started doing the Ninja movies, even before that, because of my
ability to overdub films which I can do with an uncanny ease, to put words in
people’s mouths, to make it real. I was hired by a guy in the ’70s to re-voice a
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series of Romanian detective movies, and I played the lead detective. I don’t know
what happened to these movies, I’ve never seen them. That’s how I got started,
or learned the art of doing it.
One of the most interesting re-voicings that I’ve done, one of which I’m
very proud of, is a film called The Visitors (1993). It is a French movie, a French
fantasy-comedy about a knight from the 12th century, and his serf, his valet,
who, because of a senile wizard, are catapulted into modern-day France. They
discover that the castle that the knight owns has been taken over by his servant’s
descendants. He has to right certain circumstances so he can go back to his time
and insure that he will have descendants. If he doesn’t, all of this future won’t
come true. And so it’s a great parody about the French revolution, and how the
nobility was overthrown, and etc., etc. And the re-voicing of this film was directed
by Mel Brooks. I got to work with him and I’m the voice of the husband of the
knight’s female descendant, who basically is a funny dentist character. We’re all
very proud of that, I think it’s very, very funny.
Did the movie work lead to doing the Disney read-along EPS?
PHIL PROCTOR: Well those, I was just cast. They’d sent out scripts when they
needed people who sounded like various characters in these Steven Spielberg
movies, and in the Star Trek movies. I read, along with hundreds of other people
in this town. The producers said, “Well, that’s the guy. He’s a good voice match,
and he’s a good actor,” and they hired me. Every time they reissue the movies
there’s a whole new generation of children who would go out and buy them. I
must say it was a lot of fun. It really is fun to be able to copy a voice, and capture
a performance, re-create a performance. Every time I do it I’m thrilled by it,
whether it’s for a record or placing a voice in a movie, I just love it. It’s a
wonderful challenge. It’s such a unique talent, ability to be able to do something
like that, that I get a big kick out of it. It’s almost more fun than creating a
character. It’s a very, very interesting area, and it’s not that well publicized
because a lot of actors don’t want people to even know that they do it. I guess
that I understand completely. On the other hand, there are many of us who have
become outspoken about it because we recognize that it is really an interesting art
in itself, and we want to publicize it. And it has gained a great deal more respect.
They have awards that they give out now. Of course, we made up a funny award.
We call it The Loopy, and we give Loopies regularly when we’re doing it.
I’ve done a couple of interesting ADR jobs for IMAX. I got to re-voice a
wonderful French-Canadian actor. Unfortunately, the IMAX is so noisy that they
couldn’t use the soundtracks. It’s a scene between Napoleon and his Minister Of
Foreign Affairs, and they filmed it up in Montreal, and the wonderful, wonderful
French actor who was in Jesus of Montreal (1989), and I had to re-voice him. It
was a scene between him and Napoleon, and another friend of mine re-voiced
Napoleon. Again, it was a challenge to try to re-create his performance so that if
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he were to see this, even if he couldn’t recognize it was another actor doing his
role, he would recognize that it was still a good performance. It didn’t compromise
the fine work he had done. That’s the challenge.
You’re saying then it’s like trying to be unnoticeable?
PHIL PROCTOR: Yes, really. If they see it and they say, “Oh really! You re-voiced
that. My favorite is The Three Musketeers (1993), that is absolutely my favorite.
You should take a look at it. The very first scene, the torture scene, that’s my
voice, and I challenge you, you’ll know that it’s me because I told you, but I
challenge you to know that’s it’s been re-voiced. There’s lots of other voices, too,
in there. I did one of those Dream On shows. Have you ever seen Dream On? Oh,
it’s a wonderful thing. John Landis does a show where they cut in clips of old
movies into this guy’s life, and very often the old movies have to be re-voiced
because the soundtrack is bad. What I got to do this time was to do the re-voicing
of an old documentary on the development of the butterfly, which is played
against a wonderfully lewd love scene that was going on. So I was trying to do
the old 1930s-style, “Now the pupae is moving around inside,” you know, that
kind of thing. That’s really fun. Where do you get to do stuff like that?
You don’t know if any of your voices from the Disney movies were used for
the cassette versions of say, The Lion King or Aladdin?
PHIL PROCTOR: Oh, you mean the records and such? That’s actually a sore point
with people in the ADR Industry. There have been various kinds of lawsuits and
things over that, but it’s been pretty difficult for people involved in ADR to
receive any compensation for it, even though they are entitled to it. Also, when
it comes to the musical scores, et al, much of that we’re adding to something has
been laid down in a studio: like over-notes and things. And yet simply, people
should be compensated for it, but it’s rather difficult. I must admit I have mixed
feelings about it. I think in many ways it’s justifiable that we don’t get compensated
for it. I don’t know. I shouldn’t say that. It’s just an issue that’s not resolved yet.
That’s really where it’s at. We’ll leave it at that.
Does it bother you that people only know you by your voice?
PHIL PROCTOR: No, because of the connection with The Firesign Theatre it
made it such a special event, that in many ways we wanted the anonymity. You
know what I mean? It was different from being a cartoon voice. The voice of
Roger Rabbit, Charles Fleischer, he’s a friend of mine and he was a struggling
comic for many years before he hit that thing. Because he was a stand-up comic,
and he did this voice, he really had to go through a campaign to be able to identify
himself with the success of his character. He’s a tremendously talented guy. For
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us, we kind of enjoy the anonymity and we still enjoy the fact that people can’t
always identify us with our characters. It’s a different thing. We kind of like to
keep it a little confusing and secretive in a little way, but in other aspects of my
career it doesn’t seem to impact upon it at all.
The fact is, I’ve never been involved in a television show long enough to give
me any kind of national identity, and so that’s all right. I’ve been able to kind of
play off of the fact that I have a national anonymity. It gives me a certain degree
of freedom. What’s really odd . . . just to give you an idea of what happens in
the business . . . For about three years, I was the spokesman for an insurance
company, a local insurance company called FGS. I was on the air every hour of
the day, 24 hours a day, on various stations. It was one of these local saturation
campaigns. When my friends first saw me they were very excited, “Hey Phil, I
saw you doing that FGS commercial.” Then, in a couple of weeks, I saw them
again and they said, “Wow, you’re on all the time.” Then, in about a month or
so, they’d say, “My God, I can’t turn on the television set without seeing you.”
Then, in about two months, three months, they’d say, “You know, the other
night I was in bed trying to make love to my wife, and she looks over my shoulder
and says, ‘Hey look, there’s Phil!’” You see what I mean?
Even now, they’ve been off the air for years, even now, if I pull into a gas
station or go into a restaurant or something, I get, “Hey, Mr. FGS.” This is the
power of television. To a certain degree it’s flattering. If an actor ever tells you
he doesn’t want to be recognized, and doesn’t enjoy being recognized by people
or asked for autographs, he’s acting. You know he’s acting, because it’s a vital
part of the reason why we are in the industry. We want to be acknowledged for
the peculiar and unique talent that we have to make people laugh, to make them
cry, to basically influence them intimately in their lives, through the various
media we appear on. My wife now, for instance, is enjoying the whole reason
why there is television, which is theater. The fact that people get on stage, and
portray stories in such a way that it affects people and changes their way of
thinking, by influencing the way they feel about things, and expresses ideas
about living action. It is very important to any acting artist, to have somebody
stop them on the street and say, “I saw you in such and such, and my God, I’ll
never forget the wonderful performance you gave.” That is, after all, what we do
that is unique in the world.
Rocky Rococco is one of your best known characters. He’s obviously based
on Peter Lorre, and the name coming from the Beatle’s Rocky Raccoon.
PHIL PROCTOR: Oh yeah, he’s one of my favorite characters, sure. To me, he’s a
blend of Peter Lorre and Sydney Greenstreet. He’s Peter Lorre in Sydney
Greenstreet’s body. That’s the way I’ve always seen him. Rocky Raccoon and the
character Pepe Le Moko, and . . . I don’t know where a lot of these things came
from anymore. Very often in our writing sessions we’d be throwing our ideas out
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on the table, sitting around a roundtable and just discussing things, in a comedic
way, and things like this just would happen. They’d just happen. So the inspiration,
you know, I couldn’t possibly say that it was hours of trying it out on stage, in
front of audiences, that it was writing in front of a typewriter. A lot of it happened
out of the environment of working in the company of my three partners, in kind
of a roundtable environment where we were all encouraged to be our wittiest,
and brightest, and funniest, in order to make one another laugh.
We would discuss a certain topic. It must have been like the Algonquin
Roundtable, or various filled gatherings of comedians that get together at certain
delis and things. And they sit around, and they’re just screamingly funny. You
know, I sat in on some of these sessions and a lot of funny ideas come out of the
fact that you’re challenged by competing with your peers, you know, all on a
certain topic. A lot of material came out of that type of thing. I can remember
numerous times one or two of us just breaking into hysterical falling off-the-chair
laughter, while somebody else wiping the tears from his eyes would run for
a pencil and write it down. That would become the line or idea, or a whole skit,
or a whole side of a record, or a character or a catch phrase. And it came out of
this wonderful camaraderie, this comic camaraderie, that we had between us. Ok?
So again, these characters grew out of that kind of interplay.
What about the car salesmen Ralph
Spoilsport on How Can You Be?
PHIL P ROCTOR : The guy named
Ralph Williams, a real guy, was the
inspiration for Ralph Spoilsort.
Ralph Williams . . . who, whenever
I turned on the television when I
was out here doing The Amorous
Flea, was on the television all the
time, selling these God damn cars.
“Hiya friends! Ralph Williams
here, Ralph Williams Motors,” and
he’d do this strange rap. He looked
like a little orc, like a little caricature,
like a little demon. And he’s selling
these pieces of metal, and the
camera would track him while
he walked down rows of cars.
Well, he had an enormous influence
on me, and I parodied him as I
parodied all kinds of things that I
saw out here.

Ralph Spoilsport. Photo: Chris Palladino, Courtesy: Firezine
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“Hiya, friends! Ralph Spoilsport, Ralph Spoilsport Motors, the world’s largest
new, used, and new lewd automobile dealership. Ralph Spoilsport Motors, here
in the city of Emphysema. Let’s just take a look at the extras on this fabulous car:
wire-wheel spoke fenders, two-way sneeze through wind vents, star-studded mud
guards, sponge-coated edible steering column, chrome fender dents, and factory
air-conditioned air from our fully air-conditioned factory. It’s a beautiful car,
friends, with doors to match. This automobile was stolen. But for you, friends, a
complete price of only two ninety-five-hundred dollars in easy monthly
payments of $25 a week, twice a week, and never on Sunday.” That was based on
Ralph Williams.
Remember, I was born in the Midwest, and raised on the East Coast, and never
had any personal contact with life on the Left coast. So when I came out here, I
was definitely a stranger in a strange land. Since I didn’t know how to drive, I was
an East Coast boy, I could walk or take a subway, or a bus or a cab. I didn’t know
how to drive, so I was basically kind of isolated. You can’t walk out here. Like I
said, if you move the letters of Los Angeles around it spells legs on sale. You can
not walk here. You’ve got to have a car, so I was really isolated. So after I would
do a show I’d walk back to my little apartment in Hollywood, and if I wasn’t
going out to have a drink with someone, or somebody was gonna drive me
somewhere, I’d watch television and absorb all of this strange culture that
California had, that the East Coast did not have. They just didn’t have it. So when
I got together with the rest of the Firesigners, I was the member who could
successfully parody the comedy that I saw through fresh eyes here in LA. They’d
been out here long enough to have kind of lost that edge. I was the one who was
making fun of the names of Pico and Alvarado, Sepulveda, mispronouncing the
names, you know. So it added a kind of an off kilter point of view to the
proceedings. That’s the reason why we still think it’s so important to tour the
country, periodically, or at least to adventure outside of our own little circles to
kind of acquire a new perspective, not only on the America that we see, but on
our own place, on California lifestyle, which we do. You come back after being
on the road for a while and you see things through a slightly different perspective.
And they’re funny because you’re objectified from them.
Also, on How Can You Be In Two Places At Once..., there’s a clever bit about
the freeway signs talking out loud while the man is driving.
PHIL PROCTOR: That’s based on a couple of bizarre things about the freeway life
out here. When I learned how to drive and had to go out to read for various
television shows, I’d go on these freeways. Everything here has now become more
sophisticated since then. But then, you’d drive along a freeway and see a sign that
said “North Hollywood this way.” Suddenly, you’d come to an intersection that
said, “North Hollywood, San Fernando Valley,” and you have to make some kind
of a quick decision, and it wasn’t clear. And the next thing you know, you’re in
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“La Canyada.” Another thing is, the California peninsula has this big hook in it.
You could be driving east, when you think you’re going south. It’s very confusing
out here, especially, if you’re a New York boy who grew up with the eastside and
the westside, and numbered streets. You come out here, and you’re immediately
geographically challenged. Those things are not funny when you’re going through
them, but they’re funny when you later talk about them.
What about the rap record you did?
PHIL PROCTOR: Vinnie Gumba? It was really fun. It never went anywhere as far
as I know, the distribution of it didn’t catch on. I don’t know why, I wasn’t out
promoting it, in ’89 I believe. I love singing and I’ve done a couple of singles, and
other musical things during my career. Vinnie Gumba started out on a radio
show. We had so much fun on this show, I played several outrageous put-on
characters. I even put-on the staff, they thought I was real.

Vinnie Gumba. Photo Courtesy: Alan Gross, Phil Proctor/ Firezine

Isn’t it ironic that we talked from the set of General Hospital, when one of
the routines The Firesign Theatre used to do was Lawyer’s Hospital, a spoof
of the show you’ve actually done?
PHIL PROCTOR: I got that booking when I was out on the road with the group
in the summer of ’94. So I did two days on General Hospital. It’s a funny part.
Get this, it’s the part of an actor auditioning for a part, and then I get the part,
and then I play the part. What the plot is, is this. I even asked the actor who’s
playing this Wally. He’s hiring a group of actors, to portray pharmaceutical
salesmen at a party that his wife is giving, in order to humiliate her in a comedic
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way. I asked him why he was doing this? This is me, the actor Phil Proctor, asking
Wally the actor, on the soap, who plays a part called Ned. Wally said, “I’m a
bigamist, I’m married to two women, but I’m actually like a CEO in disguise,
and I’m doing this, for a reason. Well, I’m not really sure why.” He said, “But,
I’m doing it to humiliate one of my wives.” Isn’t that wonderful? This is the
world of Lawyer’s Hospital. So what I’m doing is, I’m playing a very boorish guy
named Marv Brickleman, who’s a laxative salesman, an award-winning Laxative
salesman. It’s perfect, it couldn’t be better. So that’s what I came back to after the
great success of the road, and the great fun of performing in Oregon and Seattle,
WA, and San Diego, and it was really a great tour. I had a really great time.
One thing I wanted to tell you about the woman who played laxative salesman
Marv Brickleman’s wife—I saw her on television in a real laxative commercial.
PHIL PROCTOR: Oh, you did? That’s a wonderfully funny afterpiece. She’s doing
a laxative commercial; I’ll have to call her and tell her that that’s really funny.
That’s really funny.
Oh, I did do that soap opera job for The Young and Restless. I was pleased with
the work I did. I hope it looks ok, and it comes off well. What it was is I’m Bob
Wilkins, the administrative director of DMS Laboratories; Don’t Make Sperm, I
guess it stands for. I’m involved in a subplot plot with Danny Romalotti and
Christine Blair, these two characters. Danny Romalotti has been forced to marry
Phyllis Summers, because she claims that he has sired her baby, and she used to
work at DMS Labs. So, Danny thinks she might have tampered with the DNA
results, and so they want to get in and take a look at those original test results. I
put up quite a resistance, but I finally understand the depth of their need and I
actually help them, and I can’t tell you what horrible result there is to all of this.
But it’s possible, I mean because of the strangeness of the result of my investigation,
it’s possible that I might be back again. It’s possible, so we’ll see.
You also appeared on The Fresh Prince.
PHIL PROCTOR: It’s an on-camera job, I played the part of an auctioneer, with my
beard. I’ve grown this little beard and I’ve been reading things with it. It’s The
Fresh Prince of Bel-Air, on NBC. It was just one scene, it was fun. I love Will
Smith, I think he’s a wonderful actor, so I’m very much looking forward to working
with him again. My scene was with him. Of course, the same day that I got this
job offer, I got a call-back for a major commercial, which I now couldn’t go on.
The problem with people in our industry is that they can’t make snap decisions
anymore. There’s too many people involved. There’s too many people making
decisions, as a result a lot of good talent is never used. It’s just never used because
what happens is that the common denominator boils down to a certain kind of
person, who is used, like all the time. And other people with other unique qualities

232

the Firesign Theatre

firesign theatre text 2_13_06.3

2/13/06

9:24 AM

Page 233

are not. The equivalent being, in our speech (southern dialect), “There used to be
a time where you could tell where somebody come from by the way they talked.”
Listening to all these people down in North Carolina or Georgia, where that
horrible matricide happened (southern dialect), “You hear all these people and
they ain’t kiddin’ when they talk like that, that’s the way they talk.” But we don’t
hear that on our airwaves (announcer voice), “What we hear is they way I talk.”
That’s the same factor, which has eviscerated much of the power and talent and
art in our society, this terrible mediocrity. Going toward the medium, instead of
all the great differences, the great diversity that the society affords us. I think
that’s the other major theme of the future, which is diversity, eccentricity, the
unique contribution of each individual. Ok?
How about your position on the Board of Governors of the Recording, Arts
and Sciences? Was that just an advisory kind of thing?
PHIL PROCTOR: No, it was a position. I was on the Board of Governors, we had
meetings once a month and we discussed chapter business. I really found the
place in need of a shake-up. It was a place that was really uninspiring. I was not
at all disturbed when my place was taken over by Rod McKuen, who beat me
out, and Weird Al Yankovic, who was also running for the position. There wasn’t
a hell-of-a-lot that I could do representing Spoken Arts, so I basically represented
the comedy side of it. But, there again, there was just not enough going on that
I felt very strongly connected to it. What has happened is that we all realized
that we were grousing about, that there was a tremendous amount of control
by older people in the chapter. As our new chapter president has pointed out,
you’ve got such an enormous range of people in the music industry voting for
things, everything from polkas to symphony orchestra conductors and composers.
It makes it quite obvious that the middle-of-the-road pieces are generally
always going to win.
This is the organization, N.A.R.A.S., that basically runs The Grammy Show,
and awards the Grammys. What we were talking about were ways to reconfigure
the voting system, which has been done, and stuff like that. Mostly, the main
thrust of the organization is to do good deeds. They have things like bringing
music to schools, and bringing musical programs and teaching programs to
underprivileged children, who have musical abilities. It’s a way for a lot of kids
to get out of the ghetto, and find a really wonderful career in a way that they can
use their talents. As far as the Spoken Arts section, there really wasn’t much. I was
representing to the best of my abilities what Spoken Arts, and how they fit in to
the entire pastiché. Basically, with so little comedy recording going on, the best
I could do was look into the spoken book phenomenon, to see if indeed comedy
records were being dealt with separately, from Spoken Arts, which is happening
and blah, blah, blah. But there are reasons why Spoken Arts, and comedy are not
recompensed in the same way, and that’s that. You know, it was interesting and I
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was pleased to serve. I did learn about what good deeds are being done by the
chapter. And I tried to participate in that as much as I could.
Do you consider yourself a record collector?
PHIL PROCTOR: Yes, I’m afraid so. In fact, I’ve been doing it recently by picking
up rare comedy records when I come across them. When I was doing the radio
workshop in Columbia, Missouri, I picked up Watergate Primer. It’s a cut-up
record. I picked up a brilliant album, Welcome To The LBJ Ranch. Oh man, that’s
funny. I picked up a Nichols and May album. I have a fairly extensive collection.
What we used to be able to do in any record company we were visiting, at the
end of our little interview, or whatever it was, they’d say, “Ok, you want any
records?” They’d open this door and there’s all their releases, hundreds of their
releases, and we’d take whatever we’d want. So we do have some pretty rare stuff.
I’m actually going to have to have some more storage areas built there in my
house, so that I can have a little more space for my wife and myself, and move
some of this stuff into a more accessible deep storage.
What would be your favorite of all those comedy records, other than your
own, of course?
P HIL P ROCTOR : I’ll tell you my personal tastes for laughs. I always listen to
Bob & Ray, or to the Goon Shows, to be perfectly honest. I get more laughter out
of that. Dave Barry, who’s a columnist and has his own television show, I listen
to his stuff. He’s very funny.
I was thrilled when I picked up a Brother Theodore album.
PHIL PROCTOR: I worked with Brother Theodore. I have a rare tape of Brother
Theodore being interviewed by Mike Wallace on television. I taped it myself off
TV. It was when he was portraying himself as the leader of the Quadroupadism
Movement. Quadroupadism (in character), “Down on all fours and march!” His
name is Theodore Gottlieb. He appeared originally out here in Hollywood, as an
actor. He is the Tyrant of Mars in an early cliffhanger serial that Republic
Pictures did. We used some of his clips for J-Men. I worked with him when I did
the movie A Safe Place. He didn’t make the final cut. But we did some scenes
together in the park, and I had a chance to tell him how much I loved him. He
had a wonderful sense of conviction, and that makes what he does extremely
funny. He didn’t make the final cut because Henry thought he was just too dark
for the picture. I said, “Theodore? Too dark? Come on, what’s the matter with
you? Lighten up, Henry.”
Did the Mobile Fidelity CD reissues have anything to do with The Firesign
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getting back together?
PHIL PROCTOR: Oh, certainly they did, absolutely! Everything that happened,
that showed us that there was an audience still listening to us, and a new audience
that was turning on to us, was a reason to rekindle the flame, as it were.
Also you were all writing new liner notes, and in a sense working together.
PHIL PROCTOR: That also helped to bring us into communication with one
another. And it also gave us very interesting insights into the dynamic of the
group. I was fascinated with how Peter, David, and Phil viewed something
that I also had experienced, and had my own opinion about. That was very, very
interesting. And with this book, it’s continually fascinating. You get a chance to
hear everybody’s take on where we are right now. It’s fascinating. It’s not always
something that we’re able to articulate to ourselves.
Did you have anything to do with The Shoes For Industry: Best Of Firesign
Theatre CD?
PHIL PROCTOR: Yes, we were all asked to review their choices. They were very
nice. Penny Fuller, the producer, went to great pains to make sure that we all got
copies of their initial choices, and then we were able to make suggestions that
they took quite seriously. The final release was a compilation of both their, and
our decisions, on what kind of material should be on that record.
What were the circumstances that brought The Firesign back together in
1993?
PHIL PROCTOR: We were offered a nice sum to appear on the stage, up in Seattle,
by these wonderful producers. That was the 25th Anniversary Reunion Tour, it
wasn’t even a tour it was a reunion performance, up at the Paramount Theater in
Seattle. It was in April of ’93 that we did that. We went into that with a great
deal of trepidation. “Is this gonna work? Are people gonna like us? Can we do the
old material? What’s this gonna be like?” When we stood out there and they gave
us like a five-minute standing ovation before we even opened our mouths, we
said, “Hey, this is gonna work. We’re gonna have some fun. We can come back.”
And a lot of our own personal fears, “Who are these guys? I hadn’t seen them
in years, you know. Am I gonna get along with these guys, can I write with
them?” Those things have been pretty well resolved. We discovered not only do
we enjoy being together, we enjoy writing together, we’re stimulated to write
together, and there are things that we need to write about, which have to do with
the fact that we’re much older now. That’s what we want to write about. We want
to write about things that have to do with being where we are in our lives,
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because we realize now that it’s a place where everybody’s going to ultimately be.
It’s another one of those stopping places along the way.
We want to write about the issues of life and death right now. We want to
write about the end of life, the middle to the end of life. And ironically, the
Generation X kids are thinking about that stuff now, which is really quite
remarkable. You know that they’re concerned about how they’re going to survive
their later years. Whether they want to admit it or not, they are generation facing
the reality that they may have long lives. It’s based on surviving. It’s not based on,
“I’m gonna live fast and die fast.” It’s not based on that, at all. It’s like, “Oh my
God, what happens if I live until I’m 90?” What generation could you think of
that has thought about this in that way with fear and trepidation? In the old days,
it was basically you could live your life until you were about 70 and then you
die, and your family can take care of you, and everything is fine. And then, in
generations that had to go on, “Well, I fought the great war, I survived and I got
a great GI program. If I get sick I’ll go to the GI hospital, and they’ll take care of
me until the end of my life, and then I’ll be fine.” Then our generation is, “Oh
my God, we don’t have any health insurance, what the fuck’s gonna happen
to me? Oh my God! I don’t have families to take care of me anymore, they’re
scattered all over the place and they don’t care.”
So the generation that’s coming up is more concerned about this because they
don’t see any kind of formal organization that will take care of them, at this
point. There’s no family at all, there’s nothing for them to really believe in, or
hold on to. All they really hear from Government is that we’re all going to be
bankrupt. They can see that it seems to be impossible for a political society, such
as ours, to come to grips with a health care program that can work for this country
because of all the partisan politics. That’s what it is, because the country is not a
parliamentary system. We have a House of Representatives and a Senate that is
based on the premise that you’ve got a two-party system that has agendas. And
within that they have personal agendas, and lobbyists. As a result, there is hardly
ever any clear debate on the issues, per se. There’s always all these hidden
agendas which are politically motivated. As a result it’s extremely difficult to
make broad social changes in this country as we are seeing today.
Anyway, The Firesign Theatre likes to deal with those issues. We like to deal
with the emotion, and psychology behind those issues, because the fact of the
matter is, the people who are far to the right, or far to the left, are emotionally
disturbed people. They are people who are abnormal. Now we made a wonderful
point of being not insane. We put out an album called Not Insane, which is our
most insane album. It was done at our most insane period. We were all breaking
up at the time with our wives, with our relations, and with us. We were breaking
up with one another. We were going through enormous emotional changes. At
the same time, we were running Papoon for president. We were making fun of
the whole political system. We knew it was the end of the revolutionary period
for our country. We were slipping back into the folly and fallacy of trusting the
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political system, which you can never do in any country. The shift was going on,
the people were trying to sell us a bill of goods again. Sure it will be ok again,
and we’ll get a nice president and everything will be fine. We’ll stop killing our
presidents, and we’ll be just fine. Politics as usual, business as usual. We knew
that really wasn’t going to happen. So we went into this great thing.
The fact of the matter is, all of the radical people in the country are emotionally
disturbed people. If you were able to psychoanalyze them you would see that they
are deeply disturbed. People who are religious fanatics, people who are fanatical
in political ways, military ways, these are sick people. These are not normal
minds, and our society tends to treat all these people with equanimity. So, we, as
comedians, find it our duty to express the fact that you can’t, the people can be
crazy, and dangerous. And that you must not be fool enough to say, “The emperor
has no clothes.” To be a nonconformist in that degree, and to appreciate the fact
that you aren’t necessarily insane, because you think somebody else is. And to be
able to also accept the kind of madness that comes out of creative thinking. There
are degrees of being mad. These are difficult issues, but these are issues we like to
deal with.
In your concerts, the audience interacts and throws your lines back at you.
Does that bother you?
PHIL PROCTOR: Well, we love to make them part of the performance. We also
had to learn how to handle it. When we first went out and it happened to us it
was a bit of a surprise, and we found ourselves being led by those responses,
instead of leading them. We had to actually learn how to take our timing and
keep our pace going. At the same time, we acknowledged and encouraged certain
interactivity with the audience. It was a technique we had to learn. Again, you
talk about the unique quality about working in The Firesign Theatre. There aren’t
too many, I don’t know if there is any act that has, to the degree we have, that
kind of interactivity, people working with a text, and being so familiar with the
text that they can actually become part of the performance, and shout out lines
and things, I guess. Some people compared it to The Rocky Horror Show, live. So
yes, that’s one of the techniques we’ve had to learn. That’s another reason why we
want to put new material out in our next show. We know that we want to do it,
and we want it to be 95% different; I don’t know if we’re going to have enough
time and energy to do that.
What is the current status of The Firesign Theatre?
PHIL PROCTOR: We’re strongly reunited now, and we’re developing new material.
It’s quite different from the end of the tour in ’94. When we left, it was kind of
in a state of confusion and disarray, and we were not really sure what our next
step was to be, the Fox Trot, you know, or what? But we’ve persevered and we’ve
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managed to pull it out of the fire, and we’re on a very exciting path now toward
development of future new material.
We re-wrote, re-adapted, and put on it’s feet, a brand-new version of Shakespeare’s
Lost Comedie, Anythynge You Want To, which we premiered in Seattle. We thought
it was fitting because Seattle was the spot where the entire 25th Anniversary Tour
renaissance had happened, at the Paramount Theater. We had this booking on
the pier out there in the open, as part of a festival. We put Shakespeare up in this
new open rehearsal concept, saying it proves at last that Shakespeare had traveled
to the new world, which is not generally known about him, and he had written
about some of his experiences there. And so, by doing it as an open rehearsal,
carrying scripts in hand, and referring to them occasionally, because we’ve
memorized so much of this material, but pretending to be actors doing this for
the first time, in process, makes it very, very funny. It gives us a tremendous
liberality in order for us to play on all kinds of different levels with the material,
and it was an uproarious success.
I think it was added to by the fact that, as David said, we’ve never played with
so many different kinds of vehicles in our lives. There was a freeway right across
the highway in front of us, and there was an elevated freeway, and there was a
train that went by, and there were ferry boats that were hooting and “Ooooooo.”
And there were other kinds of cruise ships and things behind, and planes flying
over, and helicopters, and yet we managed to pull off this absurd performance.
Every time one of the great ships, or ferryboats gave off its “Ooooooo,” we’d stop
wherever we were and stand at attention and salute. That, like the sound of a
train whistle, is a very American sound, and always stirs and strikes a chord of
patriotism in us, and we honor it. And it made it very, very funny, or funnier, I
should say.
The Shakespeare’s Comedie goes way back to one of the first pieces that we
performed originally, if my memory holds clear, and, true, and it probably doesn’t.
I’ve discussed with the others, we performed this originally at the Renaissance
Pleasure Faire in 1967, on their little open Shakespearean Theater. I have pictures
of it, I know we were there, and I know that we did it. As to if it was actually the
first time we ever did it, I’m not sure, but it’s possible that we had written it, and
performed it specifically at that time. So it came out of the Renaissance Pleasure
Faire to this fruition.
These are different folios, every time we do it it’s different, which is true of all
our shows. Our shows are never the same. That’s one of the reasons we’ve been
compared to the Grateful Dead, because a Grateful Dead concert is never the
same. And people follow them around because they can say, “Oh yeah, I was
there the day that the Dead played it in this order, as opposed to that order, and
Garcia finished with such and such a song, and everybody was dancing and
went crazy.” With The Firesign Theatre it’s somewhat similar, in that we try to
customize our shows to the locality that we’re in, as well as to making it updated
in terms to what’s happening historically, or media-wise at the time. Plus, we’ll
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try to put in new material or change the order of the show when we possibly can.
As a result, we have people who are following us around. There was this one sweet
couple that came to every one of our shows, on the West Coast. That’s the first
time that’s ever happened to us. That’s the reason we’ve had these caps printed up
with Firehead printed on them. We do have these Fireheads that are beginning to
show up and follow us around. As long as they don’t have any matches in their
pocket we’ll let them into the concert.
We’re reinvestigating combining the best of Frame Me Pretty, with the best of
The Three Faces Of Al, our Grammy-nominated album which didn’t have David
on it. So we’re going to fold it all together into a new version of Frame Me Pretty,
and see if we can’t come up with a new Nick Danger adventure, using that as the
framework. We may come up with something more different than either of those
pieces, which is kind of what we’re hoping to do. We’re still reinvestigating
past work because as we learn what we’re starting to think about what we
might do for our next album, let’s call it our next work, we realize that we were so
prodigiously creative at one point in our career. We turned out so much material in
such a short time, that a lot of people haven’t seen the material. And so, it gives
us the opportunity to reinvestigate some of the pieces we did to limited
audiences, and reinvestigate them in terms of giving them to a wider audience.
Is that why you’re concentrating so
much on the Shakespeare thing?
PHIL PROCTOR: Well, the Shakespeare
thing is an opportunity that’s come to
us. We do the Shakespeare thing, it is
something new for us, that we knew
we could have fun with, in front of an
audience. That epitomized the spirit
of The Firesign Theatre, as opposed to
doing material that we had done
before, as a theater group, for fans
who wanted to see it again. So it was
a much less familiar piece, and therefore we could do many more things to
it. We did learn that our fans kind of
wanted to see the pieces that they’ve
seen before. And our instincts were
that we wanted to create new material,
but to create new material you have to
isolate yourselves and sit down and do
it. So, within the Shakespeare piece,
we could create new material out of
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something which had already been spoiled, and we put it together in a new way.
We’re still going to do that with an interactive piece. It gets us back on track and
inspires us to get new material as we go out on the road again.
Don’t you have some plans for a CD-ROM?
PHIL PROCTOR: Several companies have come to us while we’ve been performing,
and they laid their cards on the table when we were signing autographs.
Obviously, a lot of people want to work with us. We’re ideally suited to design and
create games for the medium. We have had meetings with various companies.
There is a CD-ROM of Monty Python’s Complete Waste of Time, which I’ve
played. Unlike any other interactive game I’ve ever involved myself in, the
graphics are stunningly beautiful and interesting. The visuals are moving,
they’re little moving pictures of the skits. It’s just absolutely amazing, what
they’ve done with the material from the Monty Python people. It’s just great
fun and visually tremendously interesting. Plus, you can play all kinds of
games. There’s an elaborate game that involves making this large brain pulsate
as you puzzle through each section of the game, till finally you reach the ultimate
of the game, and you’re offered prizes and everything. But that’s really secondary
to the fact that it’s enormously fun to play, and it has many of their routines.
The best of their routines are there for you to play, and replay, again and again
and again, in little moving pictures lifted right off the television.
Now The Firesign Theatre will not be able to do anything on this level because
we don’t have 860 hours of television. But the fact that we have already been in
conversation with these people and admire not only the mechanics of what they
can accomplish, and all of their wonderful cartoonists and technical support, but
the sense of humor, and sense of play that’s involved. It seems perfect for The
Firesign Theatre to spoof the growing CD-ROM medium from the inside, which
is always what we’ve done so well. There are several very interesting companies
that have come forward to us that we may become involved with, and we’ll be
able to do the same thing.
I don’t think it will be a challenge game. I’m not sure if we’re ever going to
make a challenge game. Our challenge games would be more like MYST, where
there are puzzles along the way, but you’re not confronting anything. You’re not
trying to kill or chop the heads off of people, or shoot down planes or destroy
tanks. You’re basically involved in a mental mystery, or psychological mystery. In
that regard, it’s a game. Interactivity is a game, because it stimulates the brain to
think in ways that it may not have been exercised in recently. This is a tremendous
opportunity for us to re-ignite, as it were.
There’s hope for some writing projects. I think that there may be a distinct
possibility of a Firesign Theatre interactive project, which will indeed involve
elements of a game, as well as these other challenging elements, in the not too
distant future. We’ve already begun to discuss ways in which we can make it
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happen. I’m very confident about that. I would say we’re kind of biting at the
bits. We’re chomping at the bits, to do something in this media form. We will get
to it. I’m confident that it will happen if the group maintains equilibrium, emotionally and psychically. We will express ourselves in an interactive format.
Interactivity has to do with two things: interactive with the media, and interactive
with the audience. So that an artist can interact with media forums in ways that
he could not do before, or he can interact with the audience in ways that he could
not do before, and that’s what we’re experimenting with. And our piece, of
course, will be a parody of all of this. That’s our job, to make fun of it all.
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NAME
DAVID
OF THE
OSSMAN
CHAPTER
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David Ossman was born
12/6/36, a Sagittarius, in Santa
Monica, California, and is the
poet and professional radio
personality of The Firesign
Theatre. He was raised in
Northern California, Mexico
City, San Francisco, and in LA
for his Jr. and Sr. high school
years. David started his long
career in radio by broadcasting
a self-scripted Washington’s
Birthday special on his Jr. high
closed-circuit radio station.
Ossman also started writing and
publishing short science-fiction
stories in the school paper,
and, shortly thereafter, poetry.
In high school, Ossman selfpublished his first book of
poetry, an offering . . . without
incense, and was included in a
compilation of LA school
children’s writings, and won
awards for his fiction. He
continued his involvement
with school publications and
became the editor of his high
school newspaper. Ossman did
his first humorous writing for
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Pomona College’s Sagehen, and had his poetry and prose published in many
literary magazines at college and throughout America, and Mexico
Before achieving his degree in Dramatic Literature from Columbia University
in New York City, David appeared in about a dozen plays through his college
years, including The Young Elizabeth, with Richard Chamberlain, at Pomona
College. Though he didn’t write original plays, Ossman translated Garcia Lorca’s
Blood Wedding from the Spanish, and Orpheus Pompeii by Jean Cocteau, from
the French.
Ossman then worked a year for Newsweek in the editorial make-up department,
and became a FM pioneer broadcaster at New York’s WBAI in 1959. He was one of
the first documenters of the poetry of The Beat Movement, interviewing Allen
Ginsberg, Kenneth Rexroth, LeRoi Jones, Robert Creely, Ed Dorn, Denise Levertov,
and some fifty others, on his The Sullen Art program series, and having many of
them read their poems over the air for his 1/2-hour program, The Poet In New York.
A published version of the interview series was put out by Corinth Books in 1963
as The Sullen Art and has provided an enduring resource for anyone studying the
movement. After WBAI became part of the Pacifica network, David transferred to
KPFK in LA, becoming its Literature and Arts director, a position later held by Phil
Austin, producing and participating in literally hundreds of programs, many of
which survive in the Pacifica Archives. He also became poetry editor of The LA
Oracle, a psychedelic weekly, and taught at the Free University of LA.
David left KPFK to work for ABC as assistant to Harv Bennett, the Vice
President of Television Programming, West Coast, for over a year, but continued
to help with fund-raising programs and appearances on Radio Free Oz, leading to
his joining The Firesign Theatre. Ossman’s concise writing style, and the ability
to plot and move characters forward with the poetic aspect, and his superb radio
voice, professional appeal, and acting ability, added greatly to the organizational
mix of the other three members to form the classic Firesign material featured on
the Columbia albums.
Ossman recorded his first commercial solo audio piece, How Time Flys, as a
science-fiction LP that was as much a homage to Ray Bradbury, as it was to the
genre. He used the other members of The Firesign Theatre, and the late Wolfman
Jack. They tell the story of an astronaut who makes the first alien contact, and
brings his information back to a futuristic earth that has gone on without him,
while he traveled through space in suspended animation.
When Proctor and Bergman coupled and went on tour, Ossman partnered
with Phil Austin and presented several shows, including Dr. Firesign’s Theatre
Of Mystery Tour, and Radio Laff ’s Of 1940, that combined Nick Danger with
Ossman’s alter ego, George Leroy Tirebiter. David further developed his Tirebiter
persona, that first surfaced on The Firesign Theatre’s monumental Don’t Crush
That Dwarf, Hand Me The Pliers album, creating an entire lifetime history for
the aging Hollywood movie/radio actor and director, to even mounting a Vice
Presidential campaign for the 1976 election. By the way, he lost, but continued
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on in the pages of Crawdaddy magazine, taped offerings, hosting radio productions
and now in the pages of projected novels. Tirebiter seems as real as anything
to come out of Hollywood and Ossman is sometimes hilariously interviewed
in character. As Ossman ages, he continues to meld with the character and
has created a permanent niche in The Firesign world, along with his other
characterizations of Catherwood, the butler from Nick Danger, and Ben Bland,
the incredibly boring TV all-day matinee movie host.
Ossman curbed his Firesign Theatre involvement in the early 1980s to meet
his financial obligations, and moved back to the East Coast. This time, to
Washington, DC, working for National Public Radio as an Executive Producer
and designer of his own Peabody Award-winning five-hour weekly program, The
Sunday Show, broadcast from WETA. Ossman was terminated after several
months for a controversial presentation for a John Cage 70th Birthday Tribute. In
less than a year, he had moved to Santa Fe, New Mexico. He continued his
association with Public Radio, however, and hosted several music and interview
shows over the decade. David produced a series called Radio Movies, using the
microphone as movie camera to record versions of The Red Badge Of Courage,
and many others. David spent some time in Boston, working out of WGBH in
radio, and television productions, adding his voice to many programs; NOVA,
among others, . During these projects, Ossman met and married his current wife,
radio producer Judith Walcutt. Together they formed Other World Media and
concentrated on making high-quality, high-profile audio theater pieces, beginning
with the award-winning 50th Anniversary version of War Of The Worlds, starring
Jason Robards, also featuring Phil Proctor. This activity continued through the
’90s with more awards for audio versions of Empire Of The Air, with an all-star
cast, distributed concurrently with Ken Burns’ video documentary, and a new
production of Norman Corwin’s We Hold These Truths, in honor of the 200th
Anniversary of the signing of the Bill Of Rights.
David Ossman also spent his time crisscrossing the country conducting
dozens of seminars and workshops in radio theater arts, scriptwriting, play
production, and writing poetry. Best known to Firesign fanciers are a series of
books, collectively called Radio Poems, lovingly published by Turkey Press of
California. The design of the broadsides, pamphlets, booklets, and such, were
very interesting and tastefully done. The Rainbow Café was printed as an old-time
diner plastic-covered menu, and The Hopi Set as a series of postcards. David kept
writing in other fields as well, including radio, and for a couple of his own
one-man shows, all through the ’80s.
Ossman edited a collection of radio plays for the Midwest Radio Theatre
Workshop which contains a primer on audio drama. He directed the recording
of some books on tape for Simon and Schuster, and has produced his own
tapes and videos for Otherworld Media, LodeStone, Sparks Media, etc.
These programs and productions have won many critical and endowment
awards for David over the years.
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Ossman has come to a point in his life where he once again shifted gears for
a career change, and is scoping out his immense creative output over a long,
successfully diverse career. He has always carefully archived and saved most of his
work, including mountainous reams of paper and miles and miles of tape going
back 45 years. The David Ossman Collection, including many live radio
broadcasts, is being converted to DAT and sent to The Museum of Television
and Radio in New York City.
David Ossman has finished up his first novel in the fictional career of George
Tirebiter, The Ronald Reagan Murder Case that involves an old unsolved
Hollywood murder and takes place at a 1940s’ radio broadcast. Outlined for the
future are a series of Tirebiter murder mystery novels marching through the
decades, The Flying Saucer Murder Case, for the ’50s; The Love-In Murder Case
that involves The Firesign Theatre in the ’60s; The Bicentennial Murder Case for
the ’70s, and on and on . . .
David Ossman is a very personable, openhearted, highly perceptive man who
adds a touch of poetry, and class to his announcer voice, and our lives. When
conversing with him one feels that they are being written in for a play and led
into a direction of concise plots and the next question, when one interviews him.
But throw a few characters in his directions and he adds them to the dialogue
with improvisational and surprising conclusions, like poems. David is very happy
with his family and that shines through the conversations. He was interviewed by
phone from his Whidbey Island home in Washington State.
You pretty much grew up in California, is that right?
DAVID OSSMAN: Yeah, I was born in Southern California, and moved to
Northern California very shortly afterwards. I was born in Santa Monica and
moved to Redwood City, which is just south of San Francisco on the peninsula.
In the early ’40s we lived in Mexico for a couple of years. We lived in Mexico
City, my family did. It would have been ’43, ’44, ’45. It was two years over a period,
because we went down and came back and went down again. My father had an
engineering business there. We came back to California, and I went to the fifth
grade in San Francisco. By the time I was in Jr. high and high school, I did those
in Los Angeles. I really felt in that period of my life, that sort of Henry Aldrich
growing up period, I definitely was in LA. Then I went to two years of college at
Pomona, and transferred to Columbia. At that point I became a New Yorker. I
lived in New York for five years, then came back to LA for about ten years, I
think it was actually ’61 to ’71, and then I moved up to Santa Barbara.
You did a play at Pomona, The Young Elizabeth, with Richard Chamberlain.
Did you do a lot of plays at college?
DAVID OSSMAN: Oh, I don’t know, three, four over the two years. Maybe I had
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one role when I was a freshman, two or three when I was a sophomore at college.
Then when I was in Columbia, I was in three or four plays. They were these big
name stage productions.
Did you write drama in college?
DAVID OSSMAN: Not original plays, no. I was interested in translating at the time
from French and from Spanish. So I think my senior year, or at least while I was
in New York, I did a play of Jean Cocteau’s Orpheus Pompeii and a play of Garcia
Lorca’s Blood Wedding, which I translated. They were original in the sense that by
the translation, a translation is always an original. No, I think my pals and I were
just really taken by theater. It was a great time in New York theater, musical
comedy and revues, I think, in the late ’50s. We would have liked to have been
writing original musical revues. The closest I ever came to doing that was many
years later with the Firesign doing Fighting Clowns, which was the equivalent of
one of those revue shows with funny songs, parodies and sketches.
The musical revue and all of that was something that my pals, when I was living
in New York, were very interested in. Immediately after college, I went to work
at Newsweek because the only thing that I had as a job credit were my journalism
credits, which really dated from high school. So that landed me my job at
Newsweek. When the radio job came along, that was it. I stayed there forever.
What was your job at Newsweek?
DAVID OSSMAN: I was in the editorial make-up department. It was a layout job.
The magazine was assembled in a three-hole, three-ring binder, you know. So at
the beginning of every week, I’d mark out the color spreads. You’d put in where
the ads went, and then gradually begin to fill in the editorial content. It wasn’t a
writing job, it was one of the places where you begin. It was a beginner’s job. If
I had really wanted to go into reporting I certainly could have started from there.
It was like starting at William Morris in the mailroom.
How did you first get involved in radio?
DAVID OSSMAN: When I was in Jr. high school we had a close-circuit radio system
there. Actually, the first thing I ever wrote for radio was for this close-circuit
radio station, a Washington’s Birthday special. God only knows when that was.
Was that taped at all?
DAVID OSSMAN: No, no, it was just throw the switch and do the show live. There
wasn’t any tape in 1950 or ’51, something like that. It would have been a fairly
rare thing. My family didn’t own tape machines. We didn’t have television for
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that matter until much later on. The first TV I saw was in other people’s homes.
I was a pretty devoted radio listener for years. There’s nothing that exists of mine
on tape.
Were you involved in radio at Columbia?
DAVID OSSMAN: No, and I didn’t work in radio at Pomona either, which would
have been logical for me to do because there was a good radio station there. Do
you remember a CBS newsman, who has since died, a guy named Terry
Drinkwater? Well, Terry Drinkwater was a classmate of mine at Pomona. He was
in charge of the radio station there. I remember going by and there were a lot of
people doing DJ shows, and so forth. I had just really shifted my interest from
journalism to drama. My time was really spent in rehearsal and hanging out with
the drama people, and all of that. So I never formally did any radio.
I got my first radio job at WBAI, which was commercial FM. I’m sort of an
FM pioneer, I discovered later, you know, a pioneer broadcaster. FM was a very
free medium at that time. It was an extremely eclectic station at that time, that I
was working for.
I was one of the first documenters on radio, or any other place for that matter,
of the Beat movement. I was about ten years younger than all those people, but
for me it a was a real door to a new kind of writing. It was very important to me
at that time, in that I had a job that I could use to document. At that time, I had
done a tremendous amount of programs in New York. There’s about 50 tapes in
my The Sullen Art interview series, and 20 or 25 in another series I did called The
Poet In New York, that were not interviews but readings that I produced. All of
those are in the University of Ohio in Toledo, Ohio. I sold this archive years ago,
much to my regret today, that I let this valuable archive of tapes go.
That station was given to the Pacifica Foundation in the beginning of 1960. I
was practically the only staff member that was kept on from the old commercial
station to the new non-commercial station. I worked there for another year or so,
and transferred back to LA. I say back, in that I had my kind of Jr. high and high
school years in LA. I had to go back to the West Coast from New York, and so I
asked them if they’d hire me at KPFK, out in LA, if I would transfer and move
from New York. They agreed that they would do that, so back to LA. It was a big,
big transition in my life. God only knows what would have happened if I had
stayed in New York City. I often think that I really should have, rather than
coming back to the indolent West Coast, and the easy life.
In those days, if you decided to do a radio program about any God damn
thing, you could do it; I mean anything. You didn’t have to apply for a grant.
You’d say, “Ah gee, that’s a great idea, I’ll do a program on that.” It wouldn’t cost
any more money than my salary, which wasn’t very much and I was working
six—seven days a week anyway. So it was an extremely rich and productive time
for the documentation of literature and the arts. That utterly disappeared in the

DAvid Ossman

247

firesign theatre text 2_13_06.3

2/13/06

9:24 AM

Page 248

’80s, and now it’s gone from radio. But I had a very good time at KPFK and that,
of course, is where I met Phil Austin. Actually, Phil Austin’s first wife, Anna Lee,
took over my job as literature and drama director when I left to work for ABC.
Then she left and Phil took over for her. Phil and I were a huge hit as fund-raisers.
We did the very first marathon fund-raising thing in LA.
It was at that time that Peter came into the station and got Radio Free Oz and
the show. We just fell in love with that program and with what was going on, but
I was a very independent person at that point, in the mid-’60s in LA. I was pretty
well known as a radio person at KPFK and covered all the cultural events,
theater and film. I did all of that for several years. I was a part of the various and
sundry kind of The Renaissance Pleasure Faire, which was really significant in
Southern California, kind of in the Hippie movement. Nobody has ever written
a history of it, but I’ve always thought that The Renaissance Pleasure Faire was
very significant in adding to the kind of Hippie culture. I was the poetry editor
of the LA Oracle, and taught at the Free University of LA. It had a lot to do with
the kind of underground and fringy community in the mid-’60s, just about the
time the Firesign started.
So Peter Bergman was doing a program called Radio Free Oz on KPFK. Phil
Austin was its nominal line producer, he was sitting on the board when it was
on-line. Peter was a huge sudden phenomenon. He kind of invented underground
radio in Southern California. Peter’s friend, Phil Proctor, came into town from
New York. I had previously been working at KPFK, and was a fan. We all
dropped in on his program at one time or another, and finally we were all there
at the same time and did an improvised piece called The Oz Film Festival. We all
played various characters who had come to Peter’s show, to show our movies on
the radio. We showed the movies and described them. Of course, this was entirely
fictional and totally improvised. Then we took phone calls from the listeners.
That was November of 1966 and, in one way or another, we’ve been working
together ever since.
So that, briefly, is the kind of atmosphere in which we all met. That well-known
story of Phil Proctor coming out and sitting on Peter’s photograph in the Free
Press. Suddenly, we were all together and racing forward to whatever it is we are
now. It was a very interesting time for me.
What I came to The Firesign Theatre with, as a background, was this very
deep engagement in new American writing and the documentation of it, and a
kind of a current look at the world of the Arts, which is what I had been doing
at KPFK.
Does The Oz Film Festival exist on tape?
DAVID OSSMAN: Not that I know of, I haven’t done a comprehensive search
through the tapes that I have. That would be historical. Peter told me he has since
found some more tapes. I took all of these tapes out of Peter’s archives because
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they were going to be drowned. It was one of those things where he was living in
the hills, and the water was coming down. I said, “Peter, if I don’t take these tapes
out of the basement . . .” So there’s a lot of miscellaneous tapes, some with and
some without dates, and that’s why I’m being so cautious about it. Whatever it
is, it’s terrific. The things that I’ve listened to are so in-period that it’s a museum
of the summers of ’66 and ’67. It’s unbelievable, and Peter is at the top of his
form as the Wizard, and it’s all the then really ‘groovy’ people coming by. We
talked to Ravi Shankar, and the Monkees, the Hari Krishna chanters, all of that
stuff, it’s all there. It’s all preserved one way or another.

Photo: Glen Banks, Courtesy: Firezine

You were involved with the beat movement in New York. What did you feel
was the difference between them, and the Freak or Hippie movement on the
West Coast?
DAVID OSSMAN: I was just Post-Beat, age-wise, I was maybe ten years younger
than the genuine Beat people, ten or fifteen years younger. Really, what I came
in on was the New York Poetry Renaissance, which was reflected also in the San
Francisco Poetry Renaissance. I think that the Summer of Love, as it were, the
Hippie movement that developed in San Francisco, was almost a clean segue out
of the Beatnik movement. We’re talking, there was the Beats and then there was
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the Beatniks. I had a poetry teacher at Columbia named Leoni Adams and she
said, “Your poems are interesting, you might want to read this person, Jack
Kerouac, he has this book out.” And so I read this book and said, “Wow, this is
it!,” and that was ’57, ’58. The people that I met, some of them were older than
Allen Ginsberg, but it was that era.
There were the New York people and the San Franciscans; they were really two
different poetry renaissances that came together in that very famous anthology,
The New American Poetry. Donald Adams put it together. It was a Grove Press
book, and came out around 1960. That was my bible for tracing these people
down. When anybody in that book came to town, I had an in with various people
who would know that they were in town, and would get them to come onto my
radio show.
Then, after I left New York to come to Los Angeles, I found the poetry
movement in LA to be very flabby, and I discontinued The Sullen Art show after
half a dozen interviews. I thought there just isn’t anybody here, they’re all up in
San Francisco. Up there is really where the writers were, the Philip Waylins, the
Ferlingettis, and all of that. I couldn’t get up there, and there was a radio show
up there anyway that was interviewing those people.
Were you looking toward San Francisco then?
DAVID OSSMAN: No, no, I’d say that we felt where it was happening was Los
Angeles. I was in San Francisco, deliberately was there, not for the first Be-In, but
for the Summer Solstice in 67. That was after the first Love-In, that was Easter,
and so for the Summer Solstice I went up there and listened to Big Brother
playing on the tailgate of some truck, that kind of thing.
I think we felt that Los Angeles had finally come into its own, and we were
very much a part of doing that. I was actually a pretty well-known media person
during the time that I was working for KPFK. I felt tapped into everything that
was happening in LA, and certainly Radio Free Oz was tapped into it. We felt that
we were part of the energy that was circulating all of this. Whereas, San Francisco
was separate. You grow up in Los Angeles and San Francisco, “that’s where the
jazz was, man.” It was all happening in San Francisco, you know. You get tired
hearing of that after a while. I think this was the first time that I felt that anything
was really that happening in Los Angeles, was the Hippie movement. It really
made a lot of sense in Los Angeles. The timing was right. That was how we felt
in general about those early days of The Firesign Theatre, was that the timing was
really right for everything that we wanted to do.
The poetry, just to kind of finish that story, I was always writing but I kept
involved in the poetry scene right up until the end of the ’60s. In ’69 I was a
reader in Oakland at the women’s college, Mill’s College. It was a big poetry
reading. I was on the bill and it was very flattering. I went to a party afterwards
and everybody was kind of drunk. In comparison with the Hippies, let alone the
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hip, I thought these people were completely out in left field. I just didn’t like
them at all. Then, Michael McClure tried to pick a fight with me, drunkenly. I
don’t know how they felt. They were basically academic and most of them had
gone into teaching jobs, of one kind or another. The ones who weren’t, either I
didn’t feel were really relevant to what I thought was going on, or I just didn’t like
their writing very much. I thought it was self-indulgent, and not to the point. I
just didn’t like the scene, man, you know. So I got out of the scene after that. I
signed off on the world of poetry, and I had spent the whole decade very much
engaged, right from 1959, ’60 forward. I really walked away from it, really had
nothing to do with that scene again. It wasn’t what I thought was happening.
What I thought was happening was what we were doing. It was very much
happening in Los Angeles because it was Media Central, and it could move on
radio, movies, and all that stuff.
You’ve always had an interest in poetry and writing?
DAVID OSSMAN: The first book I published was in my senior year in high school.
From then on, I had some things published in college. And from then on, in
countless little magazines: Nomad, Between Worlds, and on into the ’60s, Rock
Bottom, Something, endless little magazines. The little magazine culture was quite
something, and it still is out there. I know that world is still there for writers and
artists who are in their teens and their 20s, and it’s a very valuable and wonderful
culture to be engaged in. It lasts you for a long time and it encourages you to
write. It makes it possible for you to join with other people. It’s very hard for
young artists to find other people, especially if you live in an isolated area, even
if you live in New York City. I was very fortunate in meeting some writers who
gave me a lot of room and a lot of time. Denise Lebertoff, Robert Kelly and Paul
Blackburn, who introduced me to everybody who came into town, and made
sure that I was there at readings, and things like that, so that I could catch up
with what was going on.
I live a very isolated and much different life out here on the Island now, but I
think that’s one thing that happens to you over the years, that creative people
tend to go from a real crucible of creativity in their younger years.
I always identified myself as a poet. That was my understanding of myself.
That was the niche that I gave myself, as a writer, beginning when I was in high
school. It was a constant in my life, certainly throughout when I was in high
school all the way through my 20s up to the point of my writing and collaborating
with The Firesign Theatre. Just before that, I had written and had a number of
things published. I had been writing around the time The Firesign was first
broadcasting, particularly around The Radio Free Oz time and Just Folks. A lot of
what I was writing, some of it, was then collected in those books from Turkey
Press: The Rainbow Café and The Moon Sign Book. Those were written during
those late ’60s, early ’70s, and they were really part of the texture of my
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contribution to the radio shows. I always read poetry, or I would be referred to,
“David has a poem.” Sometimes, somebody else, Phil Austin, or Phil Proctor, or
Peter, would bring in a poem. My feeling was it was always because I wrote
poems that they also wrote poems. That was very elevating and it brought up the
tone of the show quite a bit. We were all reading our poems, and I really liked
that, and it was an important part of those early broadcasts all through that five-year
period that we all were on the air together. There are no poems on the Dear
Friends album, but there are in the series, even in the ones that were edited for
broadcast. There are a lot of poems in there. So one of the things that I used to
say at the time was, “Well, if you can write a good poem, you can write a good
commercial.” They’re roughly the same length and the same information. You
know, startle me, do something to make me laugh in a short period of space.
In a way, that was my access into individual comedy writing, was to be able to
turn what I could do into comedy. I always loved found materials, and I had been
working with found poems, with found stuff from newspapers, and that kind of
thing around that same time. I really began to collect that kind of material, the
huge collage of the ’70s that I still have. I have all of those. I was just looking up
this evening the Dear Friends notebooks, which is all my clippings at that time.
Do you still write poetry today?
DAVID OSSMAN: Well, I am returning to it. I went through this kind of long period
from . . . When I’m working hard and doing other kinds of things I found I tend
to drift away from it. Writing every poem that you write you think is going to be
your last. It’s like, “Well, I may never write another poem. I may never have sex
again. You know? This might be the end.” It always comes back. In fact, I’ve been
working and putting together the book which comes out of, and I’ve actually
sub-titled it, The Poems From My 40s, so that would be from the mid-’70s to the
mid-’80s. I’ve put that together at the same time that I did the little Unwanted
Poems flyer. It’s also called American Parts and it’s all so red, white and blue, things
all about America. I talked to my publishers at Turkey Press about that. They’re not
really doing that kind of book anymore. I talked to them about various ways I
could play with the material and so forth, when I was down in Santa Barbara.
I suppose I would not identify myself now as a poet, because I’ve done too
many other things inclusive. You know, it’s something that Judith and I have in
common. She, too, has always been a poet, and everything that she writes comes
away from that. So we have that as a common ground, and she’s beginning to
write poems again, as am I, as we lay back from a lot of other writing, and it takes
up all of that time.
What was the element that you brought to The Firesign Theatre?
DAVID OSSMAN: We all had things in common, and when we discussed those
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things, we found out that what it was that we liked about those things. What I
liked about Fibber McGee and Molly, and Jack Benny, and Stan Freberg and that
kind of radio people, was the quality of writing. It was the quality of writing. I
had been working in radio before the Firesign, a half dozen years or so, so I’d
been working at it for a long time. There’s a kind of writing that you do for radio
that’s very compressed, and eliminates the need to have the visual there. And you
learn this craft in writing everything, and then you learn to ad-lib it. So I brought
in a lot of experience with radio language, which is not too much distant from
the best things we are known for. Commercials, which are very short condensed
highly-packed forms, are like poems, for they ultimately became the same thing,
a commercial and a poem. I would write a poem and then use it then to write a
commercial, and we all did exactly the same thing. You could take the fake
commercials and then recast them with funny lines, and no punctuation or
capitols or anything, and they would turn into poems. That came directly out of
being a poet and writing in those short condensed forms, in the sense that we
were able to write good scenes, about good characters. That came partly from
radio and the ability to write things that are only three minutes long, but that do
give you a lot of character. The two Phils and I had a huge amount of drama,
dramatic literature.
I graduated with a degree in dramatic
literature. I read thousands of plays. So I
brought into the Firesign, not exclusively,
but what I contributed was real knowledge
of playwriting and scriptwriting, being able
to advance the plot forward. I was always
interested in having a plot and in moving
characters forward.
Didn’t the Radio Free Oz broadcasts
eventually get you a deal at Columbia
Records?
DAVID OSSMAN: Yes, absolutely! We came
in under the radar at Columbia. They didn’t
know who we were. We were very peripheral.
We didn’t cost them very much money, and
then we started to make money, which was
well into the second album. Just about the
time Dwarf (1970) appeared, some sale
figures began to show. At that point,
nobody was anything but helpful. Nobody
ever came in, never a moment of censorship,
nothing was ever suggested that we ever cut
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out of an album. Nobody ever asked to listen to an album before it was released.
People like John McClure, the head of Masterworks division of Columbia, and
all the rest of the executive people we dealt with at Columbia were supportive of
us, loved what we were doing, and gave us complete freedom in the studio.
Then when we moved out of the studio, at about the time of Giant Rat
(1974), which we did not do at CBS because they had closed all their recording
studios at that point. It was, “What’s your next Firesign project?” There was never
any question of censorship or whatever, and it was a great advantage for us not
to have that, a great advantage. I’m very proud to have been associated with
Columbia Records, the same way I would be proud to be associated with CBS
in the great old days. It was a very exciting time. It was certainly very more
interesting to be at Columbia, than it was at Victor. RCA had nothing in 1967.
Clive Davis turned the entire thing around, and a few other people at that time.
Victor was a staid old label, whereas Columbia had a very rich tradition. I had
many more Columbia records than any other.
The association worked both ways, it was very good for us to be with a
major label and they left us alone to do what we wanted to do. No one has ever
censored what we’ve done, and we haven’t done it either. There’s been nothing
imposed on the group. It’s really been a freedom to find the expression that’s
common to the four of us.
And with a major label, you were able to bring Rock ’n’ Roll production to
the comedy album.
DAVID OSSMAN: I think that’s fair to say, that’s what we wanted. Rock ’n’ Roll, at
the time, was using the most advanced production methods and machinery
possible, and as we worked from album to album, the possibility of the production
machinery, the black boxes of various kinds, increased considerably from one
year to the next. So we did the first album 4-track, the second album 8-track, the
third album 16-track. Finally, by that time they had rolled the first Dolby
machines in so we could begin to suppress all the excess noise and leave all
16-tracks open, and put material on all those tracks. Then, we used the various
kinds of sound producing machines. I mean, you hear at the very end of How
Can You Be . . . (1969), you can hear us stepping through television, clicking
through television, and that’s actually done by playing around on a great big
Moog synthesizer, that was just sitting in the studio at the time, and so on.
We had a wonderful elderly Hammond organ that we used in Nick Danger,
and old microphones that we found at CBS way back in the cabinets, all the way
from the ’30s that were very seldom used. So we used everything that we could
find. Unlike anybody else, or most people who were in the studios that were
working, we tended to explore around the buildings, and asked our engineers
what was available. The studios had only recently, at that time, been converted,
or were being converted into television studios, so we worked in old radio studios.

254

the Firesign Theatre

firesign theatre text 2_13_06.3

2/13/06

9:24 AM

Page 255

We worked in Studio A and Studio B. The very first thing we did over there
was a Chad and Jeremy album. We did sort of like background vocals on one of
their last albums which is, Of Cabbages And Kings. Just both Phils and I were
working with Chad and Jeremy, not all four of us, I think Bergman was missing.
So we were working in the great big Studio A, which is where The Jack Benny
Show came from, and all the big variety shows. We did the first two albums in a
studio that still had the old control booth, the old echo, the big spring echo,
underneath a staircase. All this would date from 1938 or ’39, when it was built.
So we had the entire range of technology. Sure rock ’n’ roll was exploiting that,
certainly more than comedy people were, but it was there to be exploited. We
took advantage of every new advance, as did some Rock ’n’ Roll artists. And some
people just got in front of a microphone that their producers had just set up.
Was that your first recording?
DAVID OSSMAN: I believe it must have been in terms of release . . . I think the
first thing that I did, that came out later, was that Bill Malloch American historical
record, The Stars And Stripes And You. It came out years after we actually did it.
I think we did it in ’66. Austin is on it, and our paths would have only crossed
in ’65, or ’66, because after that we were doing Firesign. That KPFK program was
in two-hour chunks. Only one of them is on the record.
What can you tell me about The Stars And Stripes And You?
DAVID OSSMAN: Things always seem to crop up. Somebody noticed that album
that Phil Austin and I are in, that is mostly old 78 records from the First World
War era. It was mentioned in one of the newsletters, and I had forgotten to claim
it. That is definitely us there, in that album. I wish somebody would re-release
that album, it’s just terrific. It was commercially released. I think it was their own
label for that product, because it was a KPFK thing, not a commercial label, some
sort of private label. Pox Productions Limited, it’s called. There’s a complete text
of the piece, and all the credits. It was probably sold on the air, on the radio
station, a very early example of something like that. But it’s really a wonderful
album, very dense, and very complicated in the way that the 78 recordings are
put together. I mean, they’re put together over each other, so that there’s more
than one thing going on at the same time, all before you could remove record
noise. They’re manipulated by Bill Malloch, who was the producer of that;
William F. Malloch and Richard Rack.
And it had a lot of voices. It was a two-parter. I only have the one part of it
that was released on the LP. Proctor, I believe, is not on that, only Phil Austin
and I, and a number of other people are on that. I can look it up without too
much difficulty. Let me go down (Inner Sanctum voice) “Into the Archives.” Jack
Benny’s Maxwell is down here somewhere I think (Laughs).
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It’s not filed with The Firesign Theatre. Ah, here it is, Stars And Stripes And
You, filed with documentary records. Let me see what it says: “The writings of
John Dos Pasos, from the USA, are read by David Ossman, other voices include
those of Anna Lee Austin, Philip Austin.” No other names that I see that really
relate back to The Firesign Theatre, or anything like that. Phil and Anna Lee
would be the only connections, but they were working at KPFK, of course.
So the Chad and Jeremy LP Of Cabbages And Kings was actually the first
recording of the group?
DAVID OSSMAN: Chad and Jeremy was the first thing that was released. It was the
first time we were in the Columbia Studios, I think. Was it? It may be that we
were working on Waiting For The Electrician. It was done in the summertime.
Bergman was out of the country, in Turkey. He was supposedly going to write a
screenplay based on his own experiences, or something. Peter has always been
very entrepreneurial, and he had sold a Hollywood producer on this idea of having
him go back to Turkey to come up with this screenplay, which would be based
on his experiences.
Did you have scripts to follow for Of Cabbages And Kings?
DAVID OSSMAN: I think we had key words, as I recall. We did a lot of improvising.
All the tracks had been recorded. Jeremy was in the studio with us. Jeremy and
Phil Proctor shared this mansion. So there he was and Chad was the producer.
I think it was more like (English voice), “Let’s talk about the national debt
here, boys.” Other than having a few key words thrown at us, it was really an
improvisation. We had been in the studio before, but I think this was first time
that we’d been in Studio A, the big, big old radio room. This was at Columbia
Square, built in 1938. All of those studios were radio studios and still in existence
when we were there, and we recorded in them. Those were the rooms that we
recorded in. They were still radio studios, I mean they still could have been. Nick
Danger was recorded in such a room.
Another of producer Gary Usher’s projects that summer was the Byrds’
Notorious Byrd Brothers album. You are credited for providing sound effects
and gun shots.
DAVID OSSMAN: The Firesign Theatre doing gun shots on a Notorious Byrd
Brothers album? I remember that album. Not me, I never had anything to do with
it. How bizarre; no, I don’t know anything about it, nor do I have a copy, I think,
of the Notorious Byrd Brothers.
In your book, The Firesign Theatre’s Big Book Of Plays, the chronology lists
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Electrician as being written and produced in March and April of 1967. It
wasn’t released until January 1968. Why was there such a long delay?
DAVID OSSMAN: If push ever came to shove, you know, I have all my calendars.
My calendars, for the most part, have all my studio appointments written in. So,
I come pretty well documented. Everybody else is really vague. Proctor keeps a
lot of things but he really doesn’t have a good memory of years, specific dates.
As I remember, Peter was out of the country that summer, so we had not
finished the post on it. Proctor and I were doing the radio show, and it wasn’t
until Peter had come back that we actually had finished the album. We had
over-recorded it, we recorded too much material.
There was one whole piece that was never finished that was cut out of it, and
so actually I think we finished work on it, in the early fall, putting the finishing
touches on it. I don’t think we actually worked on it over the summer. I think we
waited until Peter came back. We had been in the studio when we did the Chad
and Jeremy album. We did that when Peter was out of the country. Let me say it
really wasn’t a long time. We felt that the distance between recording and release
was terribly long on every album, because we’d finish it and think that it really
should be on the radio, today. It was amazing that it was still alive at all by the
time it came out. It always seemed to us to be a great lag of time.
Did you kind of make a decision that you were going to be a group now?
DAVID OSSMAN: We were writing this album, but there was nothing else to keep
us together. I was working for ABC television. Proctor was in various shows, he
was in and out of town as well, and Austin was working for KPFK. Everybody
was otherwise employed. I felt that recording the album was just another way of
doing radio, as we all did. I believe that we all had that notion in common that
what we were going to do was to put radio down on a record and make it a mass
market thing, at the time that it had fundamentally disappeared, and to use pretty
ordinary radio conventions in doing most of it, but not all of it.
Did you work that closely with Gary Usher?
DAVID OSSMAN: No, not really. He came and went with the first album. He had
the various acts that he produced for Columbia.
Then Guercio took over management of the group?
DAVID OSSMAN: Yeah, he and his company, Poseidon Productions. See, then in
’68 we were doing live stage shows, and there didn’t seem to be a prayer of doing
another album until quite a bit later. It was a long time between the two LPs. So
by the time we did the second, Jimmy Guercio was connected. I didn’t find him
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a very good studio producer for us. I felt that we, as a group, produced better by
that time. By then, we certainly didn’t want to do the kind of production that
Gary did on the first album. So in doing Nick Danger, who could do it better
than us? So there was no question about the fact. I just never felt that he chose
microphones very well, and there was just always a bit of conflict. So ultimately
we broke up with Jimmy and took over our own management, which I think, in
retrospect, this was a big financial mistake, but it was difficult for us to think, at
that time, to think of quote, going commercial, end quote. We really didn’t have
anything that we could go commercial with. We were doing these half-hour
plays, the stuff we were doing at the Ash Grove, Sherlock Holmes, you know. How
could we go out with the Beach Boys? What would we do?
Did you ever open for a rock group?
D AVID O SSMAN : Oh yeah! It would be hard for me to remember exactly who
during the time that we were appearing at the Kaleidoscope in ’67. I would have
to check with a poster or that kind of thing, but not on a touring level. When we
played in clubs, we always wanted to play with single acts, so we requested Taj
Mahal, and such. Just stand-up, one guy, a guitar, and an amp, or no amp. We
always alternated with a musical group. At the Ash Grove we always alternated
with some other act. I’m pretty sure so.
I remember us opening at the Kaleidoscope and introducing a group called
Fever Tree. That was a great place. It was the old Earl Carroll’s Nightery on
Sunset near Vine. It had these revolving stages, an inner revolving stage and an
outer revolving stage. All that stuff still worked. The place was quite unbelievable.
It had been a nightclub. I actually had gone to my senior prom at this place,
called The Moulin Rouge, in the ’50s. It was all this glass, it was just totally Art
Deco inside. It was just amazing that it was still intact. It was where they did Star
Search. I think it does not look the same inside anymore. Probably redone in the
’70s or ’80s, but it was a wonderful place. I remember going around and we were
introducing all of the acts. It was those kinds of acts. I was never much of a big
concertgoer at the time. I remember we did Buffalo Springfield and Jefferson
Airplane. Whether we were on stage any of those nights, I can’t remember. We were
asked, I think, at one point to introduce acts.
Did Guercio have you introduce his acts or appear on a double bill with any
of them?
DAVID OSSMAN: I don’t think so. We never worked, for example, with Chicago,
although they were always around the office. We did that thing for the Illinois
Speed Press Album because they were a Guercio act.
Do you remember doing the liner notes, in newspaper-style, for the
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Illinois Speed Press?
D AVID O SSMAN : Yes, that was a
heavily influenced Jimmy Guercio
period. The notes came right out of
something else that we were doing. I
remember we were doing them but
it was really something like, “Will
you guys do this?” We tossed it off.
It was never meant to be part of
the canon, so to speak, but I think
it makes reference to recognizable
material.
You personally did the liner notes
for The Best of Bill Cosby album.
How did you get that job?
DAVID OSSMAN: I see it frequently in
discard piles, much more often than
I see any Firesign Theatre records.
At sometime around that time I
was working for Warner Bros., I was
the voice for Warner Bros. records,
on the radio, you know, for one Photo: Mark Garland. Courtesy: Firezine
season. I think it may have come from that. That year I was advertising for them
and doing spot ads that were released actually on 45s. And so I was doing these,
and I still have a whole pile of these 45s, which are me doing Don Ho, things like
that. Little, you know (announcer voice), “Brand-new release from Warner Bros.–7
Arts,” or whatever it was. It was just a straight advertising job and I did a lot of
them, 10, 12, 15, a whole season’s worth. People at Warner Bros. knew who I was,
and I’m sure that’s how it happened to come around.
Did you go to Monterey Pop in the summer of ’67?
DAVID OSSMAN: Phil Proctor went to Monterey Pop. I was doing Radio Free Oz,
and he was the correspondent, and we had him call in live reports, from
Monterey. We weren’t at Woodstock, but he was up there at Monterey Pop. It was
a big deal at KRLA, it was right on the cutting edge of everything that was going
on, so they sent reporters and all that stuff. News was really news of the pop
scene, and so forth, anti-war news and such. I know we did live reports and he
did interviews from Monterey Pop, which he came back with the next week.
Some of that might exist on tape.
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You said you wanted to put radio down on record. Were you influenced by
the golden age of radio?
DAVID OSSMAN: Yes, I grew up listening to radio, I didn’t have television, until I
was a Jr. in college. So my whole experience had been listening to radio, and that
goes for all of us, radio of a very eclectic kind. Proctor, because he had grown up
in New York, listened to Bob & Ray live, very often. He had been a very regular
Bob & Ray listener, and to the wonderful radio that was playing the in ’50s and
’60s in New York. As had I, because I had been living there in the late ’50s and
early ’60s, when Jean Sheppard was on the air, and then the kind of radio that
came out of the early Pacifica days. I think I was as influential as anybody else in
programming, not in New York, but then on the West Coast.
But, as far as old radio, we all had that in common when we met. We had the
‘Golden Age of Radio’ in common, in the sense that we had listened to the magic
of the ‘Theater For Your Ears,’ the ‘Theater For Your Brain.’ We found that it
was, it could be, a psychedelic experience. It could alter your consciousness. Ok?
In fact, much more so than television. You could watch television in a particular
way, and it would alter your consciousness. You could channel surf, as Proctor
was the first great channel surfer in my experience. He would put on some other
record and just channel surf. We would sit there and it would be remarkable and
amazing, and, of course, we were stoned at the time, almost anything seems
abnormalous or weird, or amazing.
So, old radio we had in common. We also had in common the great comics of
that time and on into the ’50s, we all listened to those records with the comedians,
the stand-up people who came out around 1960, Shelly Berman, Mort Sahl, Bob
Newhart, Lenny Bruce, in particular, Lord Buckley, we all loved Lord Buckley,
certainly Stan Freberg. We were all familiar with Stan Freberg, and I think at the
beginning, really, Freberg’s radio work, or his album work that had come right from
radio, was the only precedent that we could think of at that time.
We also all listened to The Goon Show, Peter Sellers and Spike Milligan, at
various times in our lives. We heard a lot of those shows. They impressed us when
we started doing radio ourselves, because they sustained characters in a really
surreal and weird kind of situation for a long period of time. They were doing
that show for ten years, all the way through the ’50s. So we were just listening
to them at the end. It was that madness and the ability to go anywhere and do
anything and yet sustain those funny characters. When we first did written radio,
we would sit down and write half-hour skits and do them once a week, which we
did in the fall of 1967. We did things that we very imitative of The Goon Show
and learned a lot of voices from them, and such.
W.C. Fields was used on several of your records. Were you fans?
DAVID OSSMAN: I think we all were. Of course, the first album has got a cut
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called W.C. Fields Forever. The Fields movies, and the fact that W.C. Fields wrote
his own material, that was very strong. He was a very strong character that he
portrayed. He had an enormous reputation going back years before, as a juggler
to the crown heads of Europe. He’d also had run for president, one year in the
’30s. His career was quite interesting.
The Marx Brothers were wonderful entertainers, and we enjoyed their movies.
Many said, “You’re the Marx Bros., blah, blah, blah.” But nobody was ever
Groucho, or Harpo, or Chico. You know? You couldn’t really lay them over us
and say we are the next generation of them.
So Fields, also, his general approach to the world wasn’t a personal
put-down, so much as it was a real curmudgeonly approach to everything. It
was the word play. Phil [Austin] and I wrote a character from one of the W.C.
Fields movies [It’s A Gift—1934], into the last album we did for Columbia,
In The Next World You’re On Your Own (1975). A blind man walks into Fields’
grocery store, Mr. Muckle his name is. He tries to clear everything out of the
way. Mr. Muckle is this mean guy, who swings around with his cane and
finally knocks down this whole display of lightbulbs, and he leaves the store
in a disaster.
That, to me, was just a fabulous thing, that you could take a blind man, a
blind person, and be funny. Now we’re so sensitized to people’s inadequacies. The
politically correct thing to do would be to never use such a sightless person, or
there’s all kinds of words that you use and such. But here’s this blind man, who
comes in and makes his life miserable. That was a very funny scene, and so we
borrowed that character. We called him Mr. Mucklehoney, because that’s Field’s
line, “Mr. Muckle, honey,” and put him into Next World, where he walks into Ma
Brontosaurus’ Liquor Store, out in the desert, and knocks over a display case of
P. J. Proby wine.
In the album, Proctor plays Ma, Austin plays Mr. Mucklehoney, but he
doesn’t have a lot of lines. I’m in there, my name on that album is Sugar Burns,
who’s a reporter out there in the desert trying to find out what the Indians are
up to. It’s kind of a successor, kind of finished up a lot of thinking that had
gone on in all of The Firesign albums, the Next World album, knowing that it
was the last of our Columbia albums. We’re talking about how we would use
things from Fields’ movies, we never did that with anything of the Marx
Brothers. It was just a funny situation that we borrowed, and translated for our
own purposes into this album.
Who does the Fields’ voice on the records?
DAVID OSSMAN: On the first album that you’re thinking of, when it’s the little
guys in How Can You Be . . . , that’s Proctor. Proctor does a lot of the impressions.
Although once we all learned how to do everybody else’s voices, it didn’t matter
very much. We all did it.
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Who were some of the other comics that influenced you?
DAVID OSSMAN: You know, it’s hard for me to say comics, as such. I’d heard a lot
of comedy. I played just about everything there was on the radio, so I’d heard a
great deal. But comics as such, I didn’t think of myself as a comic at all. I thought
of myself as a poet, or as a writer of a completely different kind. But Peter Sellers
and the Goons, and, of course, the great comedians on film. Bob Hope and Jack
Benny had all impressed me, when I was growing up as a kid, but there was
nobody at that point that I learned craft from.
Did all four of you have creative input into the writing?
DAVID OSSMAN: Absolutely, and that would include everything from the
conception. As I say this, I’m sitting here with all of these original projects files,
and I have all of this stuff, every piece of paper, you know. As I opened these files
there were notes in Phil Austin’s handwriting, some in Proctor’s, and things from
my notebooks. All of which were contributing to what the subject matter was
going to be of Everything You Know Is Wrong for example, and various and sundry
funny ideas. Whole lists of funny names to which we had all contributed. It’s out
of that kind of thing that these records really developed originally.
How come there are so many Beatle song references in the first several LPs?
DAVID OSSMAN: Well, when we were writing Waiting For The Electrician, Sgt.
Pepper had just appeared. We had an advance copy of it. As a matter of fact, we
had a mono copy on tape, with the songs in a different order. That had come to
us at KRLA in Los Angeles at the time. I think all of us were impressed by the
unification into an album of these disparate items, that was very impressive. Also,
the technology that seemed to be involved at that point. So, when we went into
the studio, we had as many tracks as the Beatles had at every point. When they
had four, we had four, we had two, they had two. So, certainly on the first album,
we exploited the technology as it was at that time, to the greatest extent possible.
Phil Austin likes to say they were ahead of us, but we caught up pretty fast. So it
was a combination of really liking the music. As we became recording artists, we
chose to listen to the best and most advanced recording techniques; which in
part, I think, we can thank George Martin, and did at the time, because we knew
he was the producer.
In the first couple of albums, we had a producer before we learned how to do
it ourselves, so those were tributes. Actually, on the second album, which is when
The White Album came out, all of those things like Rocky Rococco, in part from
Pepe Le Moko and Rocky Racoon, were tributes, really. So we began to layer in
these puns, and things that people would have fun deciphering from album to
album. One thing that made us different from Shelly Berman and Bob Newhart
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is that even though the routines were funny you knew them the second time you
heard them. We felt that if people are going to spend the money for an LP album,
we wanted them to play it as many times as they were playing the Beatles or the
Rolling Stones, or anybody else that was current.
Politics plays an important
part in your humor, from the
Vietnam War onward to the
Reagan years, and today.
DAVID OSSMAN: Absolutely! It
was one of the strongest things
that we had, and had in common
with most of our audience.
Sure, the message always has to
with whether or not and when
and where to pull the plug. It
always has to do with power. All
of those, and in particular the
early Columbia albums, from
Electrician to Dwarf, have to do
with power. That was a central
concern, it was then and it is
now. Every time we approach a
new work, really, you look for its
roots in a discussion of power.
Photo: F. C. Wiebel, Jr., Courtesy: Firezine
We really gave Reagan his, you know, we introduced the Reagan era in the
Fighting Clowns album. The Reagan era, I think, is thoroughly and wonderfully
introduced. I’m very happy with that album. I wish it contained all of the show
that it’s from, because I think the whole show is a very powerful and even more
powerful evocation of that time. It was still working in the Bush administration
when it came out again on CD. People were saying, “Oh, wow, you really got this
thing about the Gulf War, and so forth.” Yeah, but it was the war in Afghanistan,
but it was the same war. It was the Russians in Afghanistan, but now it’s us here
in the Gulf. It’s the same thing that’s going on out there.
So, really, we came right up to the fall of the Berlin Wall, and the end of the
Cold War. I think one of the things that we talked about was that so much of our
writing was done growing up in the Cold War, the experience of our fans and the
people who were listening to us, growing up in the Cold War experience. What
do we write about now? What do we talk about? What are people interested in
today, that we can talk to them about in our own perspective? The answer to that
will be in the next album, the next CD-ROM, or the next whatever it is we do,
that’s brand new. Not until we write something that’s brand new, and performing
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material that people don’t really know, aren’t familiar with, that’s not in the
mainstream of our albums, and reviving in a sense our performance career, which
was always very strong. We performed right from the very beginning. We went
on stage in ’68, right when the first album came out. We were always working as
performing comedians; comic actors.
How did you deal with an event, like when Reagan was shot just before your
performance at the University of Maryland in 1981?
DAVID OSSMAN: It was as big a shock as any of the other assassinations have been.
My reaction immediately was, I’ve been through this too many times before. It
makes it very hard for us to do what we do, because we skate on the surface of
the present and on the surface of reality. and we had to modify our show a little
bit, but it was difficult to find the ways to modify it. It is difficult for us to deal
with such an event and I’m sure people expect us to, and we feel we have to deal
with it. Let me say also, too, that our audiences basically had expected Reagan
humor, and enjoyed the Reagan humor which was no different than any other
presidential humor that we’ve ever done.
After we had Nixon for a long time, and Nixon was a wonderful Bozo butt of
fun, there was nothing really that we could say that was in too bad a taste for
Nixon. Nixon is in Thank You, Mr. President, and on Bozos. He’s just an incarnation
from hell in Roller Maidens. He goes on and on, drinking and talking about this
woman’s heavy thighs in The Presidents In Hell, on the Lawyers Hospital LP.
Where did that come from? It’s always been really funny stuff.
Another aspect of Thank You, Mr. President is that all the presidents have
broken down. After breaking down, what is there to do but drink and watch TV,
and talk like they really talk? It humanizes them. When you break the president,
he becomes a human once again, vulnerable and all those things. Then you spend
the rest of your time trying to resurrect yourself, like Nixon and Carter. You
know, Bush couldn’t give a fuck what people think about him in the great
hereafter. “Sorry, I’m golfing” (Laughs). The same goes with Ford.
The critical situation about Reagan was because people were beginning to get
very divided. So the circumstances of the division in the country were already a
little scary. The level of violence in this country is, to me, much more serious
than invading El Salvador or firing a few bureaucrats. That’s the issue to me, how
can we continue under these conditions. It is unfair and wrong to blame that on
the Republican administrations. It’s just an administration, it’s just another
government. We’ve had better, we’ve had worse. We’ve had stupider, we’ve had
grosser. We’ve had crooks, we’ve had . . . there’ll never be a good government.
Government in itself isn’t a good thing. I think the best government is no
government. I’m essentially . . . an anarchist.
Will you satirize our current political situation, such as the health care crisis?
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DAVID OSSMAN: Yeah, I don’t think it would be a major source to say the actual
heath care crisis in Congress, or whatever. I think there’s some interesting things
to deal with in terms of heath care, and when we were doing a very abbreviated
version of Electrician live, we ended it with a reference. Instead of, “This man has
the plague,” we say, “This man has no Health Insurance.” So if you say this man
has the plague it only means this man has AIDS, and we didn’t want it to be that.
That word has changed its meaning, and that had nothing to do with us, and so
we wanted to avoid being stuck with a meaning with which the word didn’t
originally have. We were talking about a kind of a psychic plague. We were talking
about the “alber tableaux” plague. It was another sort of plague that we were
talking about, something out of Kafka. It changed for a rather easy joke in the
sense that it can’t last for a long time. It’s a joke of the moment, but I’m sure that
we would deal with bizarre things that appear in the research and health care
business. Again, it’s a power industry. There’s statistics about mental health that
are particularly interesting to me. The psychiatrist saying that one out of every
two people has a psychiatric problem, you know.
Which one of us has one? (Laughs)
DAVID OSSMAN: It’s not you and it’s not me, so I wonder who it is? (Laughs)
It may be me, because I’m not willing to admit that I have one.
DAVID OSSMAN: That’s it, and that’s your problem right there (Laughs). That idea
is a funny idea. We’ve played with the idea of multiple identity frequently,
because most people have more than one identity. I recall Proctor doing a triple
identity character on a particular project that we did. He’s constantly not only
having an argument with himself, but a complete three-way dialogue. That’s
funny, because it’s a funny performance and it’s a funny situation, and what rings
true about it is this question of multiple identity, and multiple identities. Some
people have twelve different personalities that they split into. So our way of
discussing those situations might be humorous.
Nevertheless, we are taking on something that has to do with a clear situation
in the health care system. How do you treat these people? How do you deal with
them, with those kinds of problems? Nothing too specific, you know. If we were
writing something right now I’m sure we would write that in. It would be
something else having to do with power, you know. When you talk about current
things in the news, absolutely. They would be folded into anything we did, but,
remember, we were reacting to the news on a daily basis. You’ll find Kent State
in Don’t Crush That Dwarf, because it happened as we were writing it. And when
those policemen come and surround them all and the campus disappears, what
the hell do you think is happening? We’re reflecting what’s going on and we’re not
talking about it directly.
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How did The Firesign Theatre come up with the titles for the record albums?
DAVID OSSMAN: Well, Peter came in with the title Waiting For The Electrician, Or
Someone Like Him. I’ll tell his story very briefly. He was contemplating making a
movie, which was going to be shot mostly in the dark, I think. He was sitting on
a roof top, I guess in Amsterdam, discussing this movie with a friend. I think that
the friend came up with the title, Waiting For The Electrician, or Peter did, and
then one of them topped the other one with, Or Someone Like Him. When we
began writing that album, at the very beginning, writing it in the summer of ’67,
Peter said, “Well, I want to call the album, Waiting For The Electrician, Or
Someone Like Him.”
That was sort of evocative of many things. It was evocative, I guess, of Waiting
for Godot, and Waiting for Lefty. That kind of socially conscious American theater
of the ’30s, and the real change in the theater of the absurd of the late 1950s. I
think we all related very strongly, being theater people, to Waiting for Godot.
When that play came around, it dramatically changed American literature forever.
And so in a sense, it was a bow to that tradition of the theater of the absurd. We
never really discussed this, but it was clear that if we used that title it would evoke
Waiting for Godot, or someone like him, that was the joke, and it had a joke on
top of it.
How Can You Be In Two Places At Once When You’re Not Anywhere At All?
also came from Peter. We were waiting to go on, one performance, and Peter
whispered to me that he had been thinking about a title for the next album,
and how did I like How Can You Be In Two Places At Once When You’re Not
Anywhere At All? And I said, “Peter, it’s awfully long,” and then we had to go
on stage. I was the first person to say Don’t Crush That Dwarf Hand Me The
Pliers.
How did that come about?
DAVID OSSMAN: There again, I don’t know, it’s divided into half, you see. The
first part Don’t Crush That Dwarf, is something I said on a parody of old time
radio, on a single we did called Forward Into The Past, and I say (mad scientist
voice), “Don’t crush that dwarf, this is the strange Dr. Weird.” Whereas there was,
unknown to me, a radio program called The Strange Dr. Weird. I’m sure he never
said, “Don’t crush that dwarf.” I don’t know where that came from. Later on I
just added to it, Hand Me The Pliers. We found many ways of explaining it, but
it really didn’t mean anything.
It came to me, “Don’t turn off the television set, use this pair of pliers, to
change the channels, because you’ve lost the knob, you know. Having lost the
clicker knob, you’re going to have to use the pliers to change the set, rather then
turn it off. Don’t turn off your life, try another channel.” You see what I’m saying?
That was the sense of it.
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I Think We’re All Bozos On This Bus came exactly as written. That album was
originally called something else [Biting Through]. When we were writing, Phil
Austin, in his character as Barney, said, “I think we’re all Bozos on this bus,” all
of us burst into laughter, and immediately said, “That’s it, that’s the title,” and
immediately changed the pages to reflect that. We were only a couple of pages in.
Could you identify some of The Firesign’s characters, and who does the voices?
DAVID OSSMAN: Best known, I suppose, are the characters in Nick Danger. Phil
Austin has always done Nick Danger. Phil Proctor does Rocky Rococco, Peter
Bergman Lt. Bradshaw, I do Catherwood, and we all do Nancy. Everybody does
that falsetto girl’s voice on the albums. Peter Bergman is the hero of How Can
You Be In Two Places At Once, in the character we call Babe, although we never
called him that. Peter goes through the trip that Ralph Spoilsport, Phil Proctor,
puts him on, in that album. On Nick Danger; Phil Austin is the hero. On Don’t
Crush That Dwarf, Porgie/George Tirebiter, it’s me. Then, in I Think We’re All
Bozos On This Bus, which was also released in Quadraphonic sound, the hero is
Phil Proctor [Ah, Clem]. We really traded around as we moved through the
media. We traded the lead parts to make sure that everybody got one.
We’ve tried, over the years, to reveal that information one way or another. In the
books there’s a so-called identity roster, Lt. Bradshaw’s Secret Identity Roster, you
know things like that. We have tried to help the listener who has tried identifying
us. On the other hand, we are each uniquely involved in various identities, in our
own lives, and so after the first five years of dissolving our identities into The
Firesign Theatre, we developed various ways of identifying ourselves.
The Dear Friends album, for example, labels who plays what and who writes
what, on that. These are so many pieces that are written by individuals. We
considered that to be a kind of break with the first four albums, where everything
was The Firesign Theatre. Other things we’ve never separated out. I think you
asked what if somebody does more production work or more writing, or something
like that, that’s always been mushed into the whole because you start cutting
those things apart. That’s silly, because the process of making one of the albums
or stage shows, or anything like that, is so complicated. You can say what
people’s specialties are, or the fact that this particular wonderful piece that you
really like, was originally written by Peter, or Phil, or Phil, or me.
Who would direct the voices on the recording sessions?
DAVID OSSMAN: Oh, we directed one another. We always did these things, all
four of us. Whoever wasn’t in the studio was listening in the control room. What
we wanted to do was laugh. When a performance made us laugh, we would go in
with a script, then we would make every effort to break each other up, to redo
the words and all the little voices in the background.
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A frequent question of The
Firesign Theatre is, “Were your
records improvised, or did you have
scripts?” Well, we always had scripts
but everything else was improvised,
notably the sound effects. You can’t
write sound effects. You can only go
in and improvise them. You see what
I mean? Many were done on the spot
at the same time the dialogue was
being recorded. And if not on the
spot, immediately afterwards. So
they were all part of the performance.
They were all improvised as are all
the little voices in the background.
All that stuff is improvised. That’s
another reason that people respond
to the albums in the way that they
do, because that sense of improvisation
and fun, and us having fun, carries
over.
What about the ‘drug humor’?
DAVID OSSMAN: There was a kind of
standard agreement that everyone
smoked marijuana that was listening
Photo: Chris Palladino, Courtesy: Firezine
to our albums, and that made us all
law breakers. In that, we held something in common in those early days. It was
part of our common identification. So to this day in the show that we do we
make a gesture toward solidarity, toward understanding that our fans were, and
in many cases still are, marijuana smokers. You’d have to see the show to see how
it’s done. As a matter of fact, Ralph Spoilsport has that wonderful dope-selling
speech that is a cross between marijuana, James Joyce’s Ulysses, and car salesmanship.
That strange thing that happens at the end of How Can You Be. So that’s always
been a part of our work.
Then, I think there’s been cocaine humor, which grows to the max with
Sherlock Holmes, Hemlock Stones. The tempo of that album, The Tale Of The
Giant Rat Of Sumatra, is informed by his coke usage, that is, every time he sniffs
or does something with coke. At one point he says, “I understand it comes in
bottles in this country.” Every time he indulges his fancy for coke, the tempo of
the album speeds up, and he goes kind of cuckoo . . . which is kind of, I think,
indicative of what happens to most people when they sniff a great deal of cocaine,
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they speed up and go kind of cuckoo. There was all together too much coke
around, particularly in the late ’70s, and early ’80s. From something that would
appear on occasion in your life, it became, certainly in Hollywood, an everyday,
every moment event. For me, I felt that it was impossible to do the kind of
business that The Firesign Theatre was trying to do, with people handing you
coke all the time. And that simply happened. You would go to a business meeting,
and people would offer you cocaine there, or outside. I mean, it was just pervasive
in the movie business, and I think it worked much against everybody’s good sense
and against the development of the medium as well. So I say to people, my
personal view is coke is reasonably addictive and we made jokes about it. I think
you can joke about it just like you can joke about any other kind of human
experience, but I think it’s necessary to put it down.
As far as marijuana, it’s the beer of drugs. I once opened The New Yorker to
see in The Talk Of The Town, a piece about how easy it is to get home delivery
of marijuana. There’s this article about people passing out cards that say, “We
Deliver,” and a phone number.
Anyway, I don’t think our acknowledgment of drug use in the records or even
in our stage show had anything but an in-gathering effect among our fans. It was
something that everyone did, whether they did it once and didn’t inhale, or did
it a lot and then put it down, or whatever it was, it was there, so we made fun of
it. As far as psychedelics, acid you know, people would ask, “Did you write those
records on acid?” Well, you can’t write anything on acid, even your name. It’s just
silly to think that’s what we were doing.
Do you feel that your brand of humor crosses international boundaries, or
is it aimed more at an American audience?
DAVID OSSMAN: We were worried if it got off the West Coast, at the beginning.
We have a pretty good popularity. We’re pretty well known in Canada, where a
number of the albums were imported, or distributed in Canada, not at import
prices, on Canadian Columbia. So we find a lot of people who know who we are
in Canada. We’re also, to some extent, known in Great Britain, and used to get
some fan letters from people, and there’s a familiarity with us there. But I think
no, we had no intention of going international, and we’ve never performed
internationally. We’ve always performed in the United States.
I think what we do would travel, particularly in the wider sense of what we do
today. We’re doing the Shakespeare parody now, Anythynge You Want To. We
could cheerfully do that in England just as well as we do it here. I think we felt
at the beginning, perhaps, that we were commenting on a very specific political
scene, in the United States when we were on Electrician, on the very first album.
We were surprised that that traveled as far as it did, because it did travel to
England and it did travel to Canada as part of the American contribution to the
world at that time.
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You’re nationally known for your voice, but you are seldom recognized in
public. Does this bother you?
D AVID O SSMAN : No, I think like many members of a group, we are not
known really as individuals, and am seldom out of context. I’ve very seldom
been recognized, in any kind of situation, in any kind of normal life situation,
and I much prefer it that way. Who’d want to be Robert Redford? Unless you
could somehow cope with that kind of instant celebrity, and in these days it’s
quite dangerous. I remember feeling very threatened after John Lennon was
shot. We were going on the road on another tour at that time. I felt very
exposed on stage, very endangered, even though we had the most friendly
sort of audience. I do a lot of personal appearances, especially in the ’80s,
under my own name. But I still find, to this day, that I can meet someone
and they’ll watch the show, and I found this in our Firesign Newsletter, that
they’ll review the show and not knowing which one of us is which, or just
finding out, “Oh, it was Austin who played Nick Danger.”
I think those revelations are right from radio. The thing about Mel
Blanc, his anonymity, his identity as a voice, allowed him to do so many
things. He was a huge star even though so many people didn’t know what
he looked like. He was a huge audio star on Jack Benny, all those Warner
Bros. cartoons, his own radio show, you know, countless appearances. So I
think that anonymity can work in your favor, so you can create so many
identities for yourself.
Were you ever disappointed in how any of the albums turned out?
DAVID OSSMAN: What can I say? Each one of the albums was born out of the
circumstances of the moment. I think the least satisfactory album for me was the
Not Insane album, which didn’t develop what we had discussed. It became more
of a compilation album, rather than a complicated album. Really, it was based
on a show that we did called The Martian Space Party. So that I think, of the
various albums, that was the one that disappointed me most when it originally
appeared. But since then . . . it’s funny, you know, you listen to an album, you
listen to anything in audio that you put together from pieces, and you can hear
all the pieces and then you stop hearing them. And then hear some big major
cuts, then you stop even hearing those. Finally, you hear the piece as everyone
else hears it, as a unit. Even Not Insane has fallen together with some wonderful
pieces on it, individual pieces. I can see why it’s still in there as a popular album.
For some people, it’s one of their very favorites. So that’s my own personal least
favorite when it came out.
I was looking through a number of scripts recently, and I think that what
people have no idea of is all of the writing that goes into the making of any of
these albums. Forty minutes is such a contained form that there was a vast
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amount of other writing left over. I was reading through complete alternate
scripts, the original draft of Everything You Know Is Wrong, Next World, scripts,
things that were recorded or never got recorded, but which were written. A huge
amount of material, that I’m hoping we can sink into a CD-ROM project. So we
can follow these trails with their original complexity intact.
Was Columbia after all of you to put out solo albums?
DAVID OSSMAN: No, I wouldn’t say that they were after us. At that point, we were
selling quite well and Peter and Phil had gone in independently and sold them
an album. I simply made the same application to the people who were the bosses
there and said, “Look, here’s my idea, and why not do a lot of these.” Phil Austin
then did the same thing. His record then was released on Epic. I think he
actually had a relationship with somebody at Epic Records, that he went there to
put it on that label. But they didn’t come to us and say, “Hey, would you like to
do it?” They certainly weren’t reluctant. At this point we were releasing two
albums a year, and this really boosted our production considerably. I think they
were encouraged by our sales figures, in so far as we meant anything to them at
the time. Who was mega for them, then? All groups did solo albums then. It was
just more product, and they liked a lot of product.
Your solo album was How Time Flys.
DAVID OSSMAN: That was among the radio parodies, that’s a paradigm. I chose
to do a science fiction rather than a mystery story at that point, really as a homage
to Bradbury and having grown up a science fiction fan. Nick Danger was really
Phil’s at that point and the whole mystery genre was really Phil’s in my mind,
for quite a while, as far as writing. I think the first detective thing I did out was
Max Morgan, which is kind of the opposite side of the coin of Nick Danger.
Nick is out of key with his world and Max is just the opposite. It takes him for
a ride.
Did the solo LPs draw interest away from The Firesign?
DAVID OSSMAN: I think that it did. However, I think what you have in those
three albums is The Firesign Theatre’s next album. We were at the point where
we were bursting to write. It wasn’t like a Proctor and Bergman comedy album.
TV Or Not TV is a serious idea, and it’s one that we had spoken about one way
or another, not the way it was resolved, but these ideas were all in the air, as were
all of them. And so I think really, and I’ve been waiting for some way to prove
this by being able to access all of these albums on CD, with drop points, laser
points at the right spot, to play what that album might be like. It’s really quite
interesting when you put them all together.
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Then what happens is that Not Insane falls apart. So we essentially lose Not
Insane. I think had we gone to The Martian Space Party material and worked
directly from that, I think it would have been better. I think the feeling was we
didn’t want to do another live album like the radio album, Dear Friends. I know
that I admired the Grateful Dead, among other people that combined studio
material with live performance. I love the way it really opened out into the live
show, which actually happens in Fighting Clowns. The realization that the audience
you hear in the place is real, is terrific to me. Those are real people, they’re really
laughing. It adds an enormous amount of power behind the performance, and we
were looking for that kind of energy that only the audience can give in their
interactivity.
What about the LP cover
designs?

Photos Courtesy: Phil Proctor/ Firezine
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D AVID O SSMAN : We were
never happy with the first
album cover, Electrician. How
Can You Be was flawed because
it was always meant to be
Soviet realist portraits of
Groucho and Lennon, instead
of photographs. They could
never afford to get those,
they just couldn’t figure out
what we meant, but it never
happened and we got those
photographs instead. There is
a stamp released by some tiny
former Soviet Republic with
Groucho and John Lennon.
I’m looking at it right now,
Proctor gave me one for
Christmas. It’s perfect, there
it is, there’s the album cover,
right there. It’s amazing. It’s
exactly what we wanted in the
background, on those kind of
red banners, you know those
Soviet ones. Everybody loves
us. I got a lot of very favorable
verbal comments on the
picture on the cover of us
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against that grey wall, hugely grey May Day at the Kremlin wall, which was to be
a yet to be opened synagogue on Wilshire Blvd., in LA. That had that funny
picture on the back, of Phil Proctor stepping on Phil Austin’s foot. We saw
that slide and everybody just fell on the floor, and said that’s the one for the
back cover.
Robert Grossman was an old friend of Phil and Peter’s from the Yale days,
and we knew him from New York, having been on tour. As a matter of fact,
we came up with George Tirebiter as the hero of the Dwarf album at a party
at Bob Grossman’s apartment in New York, so it was logical that he would do
the cover. He did wonderful stuff, and he did one of Proctor and Bergman’s
album covers with claymation figures. We all liked him personally very much,
and liked his art and so that was a forgone conclusion that he would do the
cover in his inimitable style.
Bill Stout did several covers. The most elaborate one was the Next World cover.
He also did the illustration with the rocket ship flying that was originally done
for something completely different, and then reworked for Lawyer’s Hospital. He
did all of the artwork for the Everything You Know Is Wrong movie. He did the
map of the desert. He did the Bear Whiz Beer Can label, all that stuff. We worked
with him quite a bit. We never did work with any of the great cartoonists of the
San Francisco school, of the ’60s. I was a great admirer of theirs. I think we all
were. Bill was local in Los Angeles, and you would ask him to do a bunch of
things and, boy, they’d all be there, and he really knew how to tell a story. I’m
very fond of the Next World cover. It’s a zoo. It’s kind of a Sgt. Pepper cover. You
know, there’s so many images in it, and I like that, I really like that.
On my album I used a guy, Joe Garnett. I took in this reproduction of a
Batman comic book in quite large scale, newspaper scale. On the back were these
cut-outs, where you could cut out Batman for a three-dimensional cut-out. I said,
“This is what I want,” to the art director. They said that’s a great idea and so I got
an insert in the album, which was amazing, because they liked that gimmick so
much. I think they printed it twice. I think they printed 20,000 copies. Anyway,
they fixed me up with that guy, Joe Garnet, and I liked it very much. I thought it
had all of the things that I wanted it to have, without being super stylish. This was
just as all of that stuff was coming in; where suddenly the Marvel Comics had
taken over from the Detective Comics, and it was all going kind of in another
direction. I thought this is absolutely clear what’s going on. You know like the 7th
Day Adventist drawings in the pamphlets with all of the happy people.
The Firesign Theatre had plans for a Bisontennial album when Columbia
didn’t renew your contract. Did any of that get recorded or written?
DAVID OSSMAN: No, it did not. The cover was supposed to open out and there
was a game board, that was the notion. It was to deal with a cross-country journey,
and I’m sure it would have been based on The Odyssey, because every time we do
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that, we do that. That’s just an ore source. That’s what it would have been. It
certainly would have been the future in its view of the United States. I know I
was collecting, at that time, alternate maps of the United States. There are always
those kinds of things. There are maps that show certain facts about the country,
you know, raw sewage. It always fascinated me because it was another way of
looking at America. And so, I know that that was one of the things that was
influencing me, the various views of the United States. Also around this same
time there was some of the very early discussions of Everything You Know Is
Wrong, that had to do with Anythynge You Want To. The two are related in that it
is assumed that Edmond Edmond went to the New World. We sketched out
some ideas at one point that had to do with the cross-country voyage of somebody
who would be going from the West Coast to the east and I think that would have
been very influential in the writing of this. Maybe it would have been a
Detocquevillish kind of look at America. I say that because that’s what we did
when we moved onto that Butterfly album, Just Folks (1977).
I really like Ben Bland on that record. He’s so boring. We used to do him on
stage, and I always love doing Ben Bland on stage. He can just take the longest
time, he’s like the Slow Talkers of Bob & Ray, he can take the longest time turning
around. And the Indian piece at the end, that’s Austin’s. That’s the encore that we
used to do very early on; that long piece about the Indians at the very end. So it
was a way of incorporating that material. I still have to remind Phil that it’s on
there. He seems very reluctant to have this album reissued, and I would like to
have it out just so it would be there, you know, on More Sugar. I think it should
be accessible. It’s a different way of approaching that material that you slide in
and out of. I like its production, it’s real silly. The sound effects are silly, there’s
always these little feet running up and down, movement that doesn’t quite catch
up. And it plays that whole joke of how that kind of television is put together. I
remember deciding to use all the beat downs of the sound cues, because you’d put
the needle down, it’d go beep, beep, beep. I said, “Yes!Yes!Yes!,” use that. All of
that stuff was to show all of the seams, all the behind the scenes seams.
In 1979 Rhino released the 12" EP, The Case Of The Missing Shoe.
DAVID OSSMAN: What it originally was was a pilot for a radio strip show. And so
it was paid for, and produced, and didn’t sell, and so we said we’d like to do
something with it. Rhino, who is always interested in putting out funny records
if it doesn’t cost them very much money, said, “Gee, we would love to release it.”
We said, “Oh yeah, absolutely, just make sure everybody knows it’s only 12 minutes
long and what’s its genesis is basically.”
Rhino then put out the Fighting Clowns LP. I really like that album.
DAVID OSSMAN: Me too, I still like Fighting Clowns a lot. I’m very enthusiastic
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personally about Fighting Clowns, and I play it for people and excerpt it a lot. I’m
really quite happy with it. You know, it’s funny, some people just hate it. I think
it’s as good as anything we ever did. The production is wonderful, the music is
great, and it really talks about the time. It’s partly improvised and partly very
tightly scripted. Part live performance, you know? My favorite things are when
the audience reaction at one point . . . Austin does something, maybe it’s in the
Reagan song, and the audience just screams. It’s like pop stardom at last! We
learned how to throw the microphones from one hand to another, that Las Vegas
microphone technique. We picked that up. The 8 Shoes was the name of a group
and we must have had about six songs altogether.
The music, the tunes for The Firesign Theatre albums, come basically from
either Phil Proctor’s kind of music or Phil Austin’s kind of music. That is, it either
has that show business feeling from Proctor, then there’s the popular music kind
of thing from Austin. There’s two different kinds.
Everybody in each one of the pieces has the same name, or no name at all. The
4 Bills, The 4 Happys, The 4 Ahkmeds, The 8 Shoes. The invasion of Afghanistan
was really the kick-off of the whole show anyway. I think it was the first serious
song that was written.
The Bozo Song was the clearest cut of them all really because we decided what
we’d like to do, in form, was a 3 Penny Opera/Brechtian kind of show. We had
just previously done an appearance in a musical piece that Brecht wrote the
words to, with a score by Paul Hindemith, called Lerr Schtuk. We played roughly
three clowns, and Herr Schmidt, the patsy who gets torn apart by the clowns, leg
by leg, limb by limb. So we sort of had that in mind, and that is one of the images
of the Fighting Clowns. So we wrote a deliberately imitative 3 Penny Opera kind
of opening song. That’s where that came from.
In The Alley is about four punk rockers, I assume?
DAVID OSSMAN: That is the section that is the infinitely mutable part of the show
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and was replaced. We didn’t actually do this on stage. We didn’t do anything like
that. That was produced solely for the record to introduce the Violent Juvenile
Freaks song to provide a context for the song. As a matter of fact, when we did
the original stage show, The Afghanistan Song, Billville, and Violent Juvenile
Freaks were done one after another. They were the two songs by the Fuddz, the
punk group.
In The Hot Tub is a dialogue piece.
D AVID O SSMAN : It’s as if the hip generation of the ’60s has grown up, has
children of its own who are going out and being smashers. There was a great line
said to us after a show by a guy from Brooklyn, “I have to put up with my parents
Rock ’n’ Roll.” And that’s very much the situation, yeah.
Then we have the last cut which says, This Bus Won’t Go To War. Sort of
another statement for The Firesign Theatre.
D AVID O SSMAN : That song wasn’t in the show. We needed a closing song for
the first live show but we didn’t have enough time to rehearse it with the band,
or really to write it. So that was written fundamentally in the studio. Phil
Austin and I sat around one day, of the very few days we had in the studio,
and agreed that what we needed was sort of a Ten Little Indians kind of song
to talk our way through the whole album. So he developed the chords for it.
We started to write it and then everybody else came in on it. Well, we needed
an overall thematic perspective on the album and a closing image. We had
determined that because it was a show, that we would just flatly say that it was
a show, and that we would watch it. And so when we came to the end of the
piece, then we wrapped up the show. At the same time we had to involve the
audience. By that time, the audience had seen the show, so what was their
involvement in it? They were a part of it, and we tried to include the audience
in words to that song, in addition to each of the events that sort of happened
along the way.
Around that time, The Firesign Theatre was doing commentary for NPR’s
Morning Edition on the 1980 Presidential election and Rhino put them out
on cassettes as a limited edition.
DAVID OSSMAN: It was limited to the amount of people that Rhino could reach,
and that we could reach through our mailing lists. It wasn’t to make money. It
was to the get tapes out, and allow them to be broadcast more widely than on
NPR, and also because people collect our radio material. We don’t know how
many there were but we assumed that somehow, someway, they would get on the
air and be broadcast.
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Even the last one?
DAVID OSSMAN: Well, the last one was for the subscribers. That was a little treat,
that was a little present between you and us. We would very much like to work
for NPR. We’re happy to do any radio work we can get. As a matter of fact,
when we’re on the road we do quite a bit. Our goal is to do a coast-to-coast
live variety show, of the old Jack Benny Show variety. Kind of a classic radio
program with which we would have an orchestra and guest stars, that kind of thing.
NPR is interested in that kind of concept, it’s just if they have the money for it.
How did The Firesign Theatre become involved with NPR?
DAVID OSSMAN: We started on radio and we have a lot of friends who, through
the Pacifica Radio stations, are in Public Radio. One of them asked us to appear
at the AIRLIE Conference in VA in ’79, and we did a show for all of the heads
of NPR. We met Mr. Mankiewicz, and he laughed. We met Sam Holt, and he
laughed.
The Firesign Theatre performed that piece for the NPR Airlie conference,
The History Of The Art Of Radio. Is that a comedic piece?
DAVID OSSMAN: Oh yes! It was a kind of Bozos-style historical parade of the
invention. It’s funny, because then when I did Empire Of The Air, I covered the
same material only in a more or less serious fashion. There were a couple of
different scripts for that. I keep urging on the boys, I’ve done it several times, to
re-write that and actually do a definitive version of that. It was like (imitating Herb
Morrison), “Here comes the Hindenburg, a magnificent Zeppelin. It’s coming in
for a landing, it’s just about to hook down to the tower, and there it’s hooked,
and it’s settling in. What a beautiful airship it is, and now the people are getting
off. It’s just wonderful to see the Hindenburg here, and now from Lakehurst, we
return you to your studios.” It didn’t happen. There were several of those great
events from radio in which it didn’t happen. As usual, because Austin doesn’t fly,
it ended up with the three of us going to the conference in Vienna, Virginia. So
the three of us went and then we brought Austin in by satellite. So he was
remote, and we wrote the piece in such a way so that it would make sense. “Now
come in from . . . ,” so Phil would come in. We all did it live. It was done as a
live performance.
It was issued, wasn’t it?
DAVID OSSMAN: The Airlie was, it was. I had a copy on cassette, but unfortunately
it was one of those things where the cassette tape broke, and I no longer have one.
They issued everything from the conference, the whole works. I thought it was a
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very funny piece. Those kinds of things, those one time only things, that The
Firesign Theatre has done are never finished really. I’ve suggested it as a number
of things; as an element for an album, as an element for a definitive radio
broadcast of it that would be taped. The recording of the Airlie one is certainly
not generally available, it would be a rarity if anybody happened to have a copy.
Is there any chance you would be working for NPR in the future?
DAVID OSSMAN: I don’t think so. So far as I can tell I don’t think that NPR or
APR will be able to. They’ve been approached in the last couple of years to do a
Firesign radio show. They always get very excited about it, but they’re never willing
to put any money on it. The problem is actually, because I costed this whole
thing out, my wife Judith and I costed it all out, it’s more expensive to do a
one-hour national network radio broadcast than it is to do an album. There are
all kinds of additional costs. There’s lots more people involved. When you’re
doing an album, like there’s you, the four of us, and an engineer, that’s about it.
When you start doing a radio broadcast, there’s the executive producer, associate
producer, an assistant producer, you know, and all these recording people. The
sound truck outside, and the live music; it’s very, very costly.
So, we all decided it just wasn’t in the cards to do, because it couldn’t be done
cheaply enough. I think any one of us could do funny commentaries on
Morning Edition, or Weekend Edition, or even All Things Considered. It’s like a
very logical thing.
Are there any plans for working in television?
DAVID OSSMAN: We have not had a good response from commercial video. A
group doesn’t work well on television. They like individual actors, and like the
Saturday Night Live situation they tend to pick out personalities. We don’t work
that way. We work as a unit. When television allows us to do something like one
of our old radio shows, where we sit around, improvise and talk about what’s
happening, and do some comedy sketches, then it may happen. We have no lack
of material, or abilities to do that. It’s just that we don’t write situation comedies.
Or, if we do, they are such horrendous parodies that nobody will put them on.
Does The Firesign Theatre have trouble adapting to the visual medium?
DAVID OSSMAN: As far as putting what we were doing on stage, right from the
beginning, we were working live. When we were working on the radio we always
had a small audience. We were working in a club, on the radio later, and we had 200,
300 people coming to watch us. So it was always giving a performance. How Can
You Be was written for a live production, anyway. The first time we did it, we did it
live. I think the first two times we did it live, before we took it into the studio.
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So in terms of into a translation to a visual, like movies, we never have made
that jump as a group. The other three guys without me made a couple of videos,
three different videos I think, during the ’80s when I was working back east
mostly. They are to my mind variously good. They’re ok, because one is a Nick
Danger, they depend very much on character performances. On Phil’s Nick
Danger, on his wonderful Preacher, The Reverend Dr. Me, that he does in Eat
Or Be Eaten, that is really quite an amazing performance. Proctor’s performances
are always terrific in various and sundry disguises. But I don’t think they’re the
same things as the records.
The closest thing that we ever got to that was the movie version of Everything
You Know Is Wrong, which we lip-synched to the album, so the album’s rhythms
stay. I think in that production, as a vision, you tend to get within reason,
economic reason, what the album sounds like. We didn’t compromise too much
in our visualization of the sequences. They’re complicated, with the cameras
moving around a lot. We all play all the multiple roles that we played on album,
sometimes even more, so that it adds another commentary on top of that.
Everything You Know Is Wrong had a sort of premiere but it really didn’t have
a big release, you understand. It was a promotional film. It was funded by CBS
with a tiny, tiny budget. We did it in LA and up in Santa Barbara for several days,
which is where I was living then. The intent was to do it exactly like one would
do a Hollywood MGM musical, which was to just lip-synch the soundtrack and
to make visible what we had done on the record. We had also at that time, I
think, probably appraised our work and it was also the one piece that would most
easily transfer itself visually without any rewriting. It was always conceived as to
only visualize the album, at that point, because video really wasn’t an available
thing then.
I don’t think we’ve ever really gotten an opportunity, as a group, in a
non-performance situation, to do what we do visually. I found that the time we
were on television together down in San Diego, they put us on the morning
news show, and we were on the news set. And that’s where I’ve always wanted
to be. I think it’s much more fun to do television in its regular environment.
You know, you do it on the standing sets. You have fun with what’s actually
going on. I’d love to have an opportunity to do something like that. I think
that’s the closest thing to what we do, in terms of television as such. Film, or
video, the kind of thing where you are actually telling a story completely with
images, we haven’t really done that as a group yet. I’m hoping that we’ll get a
chance, before we’re too old.
Had you thought about filming any of the other records?
DAVID OSSMAN: It wasn’t something that we had considered. We really didn’t
start looking at the earlier albums, and perhaps deriving a screenplay from them
’til much later. It just happened to be we sort of returned. There was some
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disappointment with Giant Rat when it came out in ’73. And there were all those
albums in ’73, which was a very rich period for us. People were disappointed with
Giant Rat, because it wasn’t like Dwarf or Bozos. Then, when Everything You
Know Is Wrong came out, why there was this feeling like, “Ahh, The Firesign
Theatre is back to their roots again.” There was this extra promotional money
from CBS that was offered to us, and so it was logical in many ways for us to do
it as a movie.
You released Everything You Know Is Wrong as a video through More Sugar.
Do you have any plans to market your other videos?
DAVID OSSMAN: As far as film goes, we’ve been talking about getting our films,
in particular the other guys’ films, things that they’ve worked on over the years,
to try to get some permission to re-release them or reinvent them in one way or
another.
In 1969, The Firesign Theatre wrote the script for the psychedelic western
Zachariah.
DAVID OSSMAN: Zachariah was released in 1971 by ABC pictures. It was
released, I think, early spring or summer of 1971. George Englund was the
producer and he ended up being the director. Joe Massot had written this script
which did not have a great deal of dialogue. It was based rather obviously on
Siddhartha, and was originally intended to star Bob Dylan and The Band. It was
given to us to make into a comedy, at least in part, so some of the ideas were
Joe’s. Joe wrote with us for a while, but he was really a visual person. The
unforgettable moment was reached when, as he was gesticulating with his cigar,
he said, “Words, words, words,” quoting I suppose Shakespeare, and stalked out.
So we then did the final draft of the piece. But, of course, it was considerably
rewritten in part by us, and then by George on location down in Mexico. We
were down there briefly, just before the beginning of filming of that. Proctor and
Bergman are in it. I was supposed to fly down and be in it, and the very day I
was supposed to fly down something else happened. I think we started our East
Coast tour, and had to leave town.
The first actual Firesign Theatre film was The Martian Space Party.
DAVID OSSMAN: The Martian Space Party was a live shoot of a 90-minute radio
show, which was broadcast live and performed live in front of an audience and
also filmed. I think it was a two- or three-camera shoot, not video taped but
filmed, and then edited into a about a half-hour film. I actually had not seen it
for twenty years, ’til a guy back east, Alan Gross, who’s a Firesign collector, said,
“You don’t have a copy of it? Oh, I’ll dupe one off and send it to you.” He’s got
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a one-off video from the original 16mm print, and he actually got us a really
good copy. I really enjoyed seeing it. I got a lot of laughs from it. It was the end
of the radio series Let’s Eat. We had done Dear Friends one year, in ’70. I guess in
’71 we did another series called Let’s Eat. The idea was to get thirteen weeks of
broadcastable shows. I guess we got ten weeks in that series. At the very end of
it, the climax of that run was to do this live 90-minute show. So it used material
from the Let’s Eat series, as well as a lot of original material that was just done
exclusively for that production. The original show was 90 minutes, but the final
film was only 30 minutes.
The Firesign Theatre wrote a screenplay of The Odyssey that was never made.
What’s the story behind that?
DAVID OSSMAN: In 1980, I guess, is when we wrote The Odyssey. That’s a full
100%, 120-page screenplay that we wrote, under contract at MGM. There was
every intent that we were to star in this vehicle; perhaps not direct it, but we were
certainly going to star in it. It was based on Homer’s Odyssey, it was the retelling
of The Odyssey as a cross-country excursion. Phil Austin was to play the Ulysses
character, I think we just called him Bill. Peter was his kind of goofy sidekick. Up
on Mt Olympus, the gods had decided that they were going to prevent this guy
from getting back home to his wife. The principle gods involved were Poseidon,
who had made a bet with Zeus that he could prevent this guy from getting back.
I was playing Poseidon and Phil Proctor was playing Hermes, one of the gods
who decided to go down on Bill’s side, and help him on the way to get home. It
was a series of episodes based very much on the major episodes of Homer’s
Odyssey, done as a big high-concept comedy. What happened to that was what so
often happens in Hollywood. The administration at MGM changed, and all the
projects that were under the old regime were thrown out in favor of the projects
that the new regime brought in. So it just kind of disappeared and we weren’t able
to, at that point, revive it, or get it to another studio.
Things were rapidly breaking down for us at that point as well. We were doing
so much work and nothing really was paying off, and this was like another several
nails in the casket. It remains as a script. ’79 through ’81, we were very, very busy,
and nothing that we did at that time seemed to come off. We worked very hard
and did a tremendous amount of original writing, and nothing ever seemed to
connect with it. And it was disappointing, for sure. It was very frustrating, it was
economically difficult because I didn’t have another professional base. I was relying
pretty much on the Firesign for my income then. It was very hard to continue. I
was in Santa Barbara, I was not living in LA, working in Hollywood.
You did form a team with Phil Austin.
DAVID OSSMAN: Phil and I did a lot of projects from the mid-’70s through the
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end of the ’70s. We did a show,
Dr. Firesign’s Theatre Of Mystery
in ’75, and Radio Laffs Of 1940 in
’76, we only did two performances
of that show. One in San
Francisco, and one in LA.
Which show had George
Tirebiter and Nick Danger
together?
DAVID OSSMAN: They both did,
but it was really Radio Laffs Of
1940. The plot of that show was
that the guy who plays Nick
Danger, an actor named Ed
Edman, and George Tirebiter are
the only two people left inside
the radio studio at a point where
everyone else outside has gone on
strike. And so it’s a day on radio,
starting with the morning show,
and they end up playing all the
characters the entire day. There
Photo: Byron Cohen, Courtesy: Phil Proctor/ Firezine
was actually a sound effects man
and a man up in the control booth. You never saw him, but you heard him. So
there were those other two characters. That was really a wonderful show. Phil
wrote a half-hour Nick Danger episode. It also had a new Over The Edge, a
morning show, and several other things.
The Dr. Firesign’s Theatre Of Mystery was a show we toured with. We followed
up on The Firesign’s tour, the preceding year. I guess it was the spring of ’75 that
The Firesign toured and this was the fall of ’75. We picked up almost all of those
dates. It was a very informal show, it was just the two of us. Phil played some
songs, I read some poetry, we talked about the Indians, and then we did a kind
of recreation of the old radio days. That was the inspiration for the doing the
larger, you know, the full-length show.
How was the audience response to that?
DAVID OSSMAN: It was very good. It was very good. We had no problem at all.
At that point Proctor and Bergman were touring and they were playing more
club venues than we were. We went back to the kind of college venues that we
had played. There was an audience, no question about it, and we did very well.
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We were quite happy with the show. There was a lot of variety in the show.
In 1982, you left the group to take a job with NPR. How did you feel about
the others continuing to use the Firesign name?
DAVID OSSMAN: At the time, I felt that it was false advertising. However, that’s
water over the bridge. We have worked in every possible collaborative combination
over the years. Let the listener decide what works best.
It’s very inspirational the way you turned your career around in the ’80s.
DAVID OSSMAN: Well, I’m trying to do it again. Phil Proctor and I were at the
Midwest Radio Theater Workshop and he did a thing on careers in the media,
and I kind of sat in on it. The whole point that we made was that you’d better be
able to know how to do any number of things because that’s the only way you’re
gonna survive. There were a lot of people there who were in their 20s, and at that
age you just don’t know that you’re going to have to go on 20, 30, 40, 50 years,
so you want to let people know in the beginning that they somehow have to
make their careers last for their whole lives.
You were able to go almost back in time and pick up your radio career but
with more of an academic slant to it.
DAVID OSSMAN: It was what was there at the time, and it’s not there now. It was
an artifact of the funding that was happening in the ’80s. Beginning around
1980, I had a meeting with a fellow from The National Endowment for the Arts
and we really did look with a number of people sitting around the table at where
radio drama was at. We were all enthusiasts, and the decision was kind of made
by this group to try to fund radio drama, and radio theater, as broadly as possible
rather than as narrowly as possible. That was really the way the funding went
from the Endowment, for really almost for the whole decade of the ’80s. And so
less money was available but it was spread more widely among people who were
producing. I think a lot of people who were just beginning got them up and
working in a way that no one really had an opportunity to do before. Funding
went only to Earplay and WHA in Wisconsin, and, once that funding was
terminated, that money that had been going there was spread among any number
of people. I sat in on only a couple of panels, Peter sat on a panel or two, and a
number of people spread that money around as well as we could.
So you decided not to concentrate on putting out more records, but to focus
on radio theater productions?
DAVID OSSMAN: Well, yeah, there seemed to be an opportunity to do that. As
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The Firesign Theatre, being as it were, the leading producer of audio on records,
that market had clearly dropped off, and it didn’t seem possible to revive it. From
about 1975, nothing marginal was really allowed to exist by the corporate
accountants that certainly took over CBS and probably everywhere else, except
the independently owned record companies. It really became disco and music,
and all the rest of that stuff. So it appeared hopeful that we could go back to
radio, and I tried everything.
What was The Spider’s Web radio series?
DAVID OSSMAN: That is what took me originally back to WGBH in ’84. The deal
was that I was going to be there for a month and I was going to do four shows,
maybe five, one a week, which I would write and direct in this massive series that
totaled nearly 70 half-hours of American literature of the 19th century. The 19th
century, by the grace of the copyright office, lasted until 1905, which is why I
did O. Henry. So I did do a couple of O. Henry broadcasts. While I was there,
there were a couple of other titles that I acted in. I did wraps for the thing. I
mean, I was a general factotum while I was around there for the month that I was
in Boston. I did do four or five others, I’ve forgotten which. Then I did The Red
Badge of Courage. Then I said, “Listen, I want a novel. I’ve done all these short
stories, you owe me a novel!” And he said, “Oh well, ok. Grumble, grumble. You
can do The Red Badge of Courage.” I really enjoyed that. I had a great time doing
The Red Badge of Courage, it was really a perfect project.
Was the Radio Movies series important in your career?
DAVID OSSMAN: It was important for many reasons, because, for one thing,
Judith and I really met over Radio Movies. We met earlier on, we did The Red
Badge of Courage together. We really worked very hard, and for the first time as a
team, on the Radio Movies program. We didn’t have a great deal of hope that it
was going to become a national program. We were encouraged that the imprimatur
of WGBH was going to do a program that took the long form, instead of the
genre series radio drama. In a way, we were really taking off from the BBC, and
hoping that we could institutionalize that in this country.
I was very pleased with the stations that finally did run the series. The bad thing
for us was that it dragged out for a such long period of time, because we did
thirteen local, WGBH, kind of in the New England area. Then we repackaged it
again, and it was that repackaging that kind of wore us down. We were forever
making wraps, and not making programs, and that finally got to be a real drag.
It was piloted for thirteen weeks just as a WGBH broadcast. We did one of
those live, with a War of The Worlds re-creation. They were re-edited from the
BBC, or else they were the ones that we had created in the studio. The Director’s
Festival is one that we put together and that was a live show. We didn’t, of course,
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have that as one of the national shows. That was one of the local ones. But the
idea was to try everything. Can we try to do an actual live broadcast, or at least
an in part live broadcast? We had gotten married here, and then we had to go
and re-package shows for six months. Although some of the packages we did
were very good. So the best thing for me out of it was that it re-introduced
Tirebiter quite nicely as a full-fledged radio celebrity. The writing and the stuff
that we did for the wraps for that series was good. The Red Badge of Courage was
a perfect radio movie.
When you recorded The Red
Badge of Courage, you used a lot
of movie-like techniques with
the microphone, didn’t you?
DAVID OSSMAN: We did quite a bit
of it outdoors. We did a whole
day of field recording. Then we
also recorded the battle of
Lexington, where people go out
and recreate the original battle of
the Revolutionary War, and they
have to use the authentic arms.
So it was very important for us
to get a whole lot of flintlock
guns going off, at once. We did
that there at Lexington at 6 A.M.,
or whatever it was.
Photo: Chris Palladino, Courtesy: Firezine

On The Director’s Festival you did The Big Bang For Bozos.
DAVID OSSMAN: That’s right, that was a live broadcast. We invited a bunch of
people, and kind of staged it for publicity purposes so we could get some press.
So we did that section of War of The Worlds live. We did a large selection of a half
dozen short pieces done by our favorite independent producers. A much different
kind of textured program.
You also did an interview with Howard Koch, the author of the original War
of the Worlds broadcast radio play.
DAVID OSSMAN: Right, I called him up that night. We did a couple of those. I
just called him up at a certain time on the show, and there he was. It was like we
called Sue Grafton up on the program on the Lady in the Lake, because our wraps
were concerned with how to get out of 1942.
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Did Koch have any input into your 50th anniversary War of the Worlds
broadcast?
D AVID O SSMAN : Well, yes, then we negotiated doing a production. Then, it
was that next year that we negotiated doing the 50th Anniversary show. So we
already had spoken to him and had entre into the house, so to speak, and all
of that.
Did you get any response about your broadcast from Howard Koch?
DAVID OSSMAN: Yes, he liked it, you know. He understood what we were doing
because he understood the comedy of the piece as well as its kind of newsreel
quality. Its humor, I think, was the undiscovered element. He’s an elderly guy,
and we went out there and interviewed him, and we saw the landing site at
Grover’s Mill. They were having their celebration. You know, there was a
tremendous amount of stuff going on at the time and so it was really catching
the tail of the whirlwind of Orson Welles. I mean, if you engage yourself with
something of Welles, you will forever be in ninth place after that. No one really
associated Howard’s name.
Three great things came from that. 1) I got to meet Howard Koch. 2) I got
to pick up the Oscar for Casablanca, which has since been sold. God only knows
to whom, probably some rich Hollywood star. 3) I got a copy of the original
broadcast script, which was very instructive. That was part of the deal. “I have
to have a copy of your script.” He wasn’t there for the broadcast, but the copy
of the script that he had is completely annotated with timings, for both the early
rehearsals and the later Sunday rehearsal. It was very instructive as to how the
sequences were built; what Welles did when he came in on Sunday, what he cut,
how he effected the timing. That story has never been written either, as far as
that goes. It’s a wonderful document. The copy that I have is a legal repository
copy that was made when he secured the copyright, which was quite later on
(1967). It was anthologized a couple of times. It was also in his own book, The
Panic Broadcast.
It must have been a thrill for you working on an Orson Welles project like
that.
DAVID OSSMAN: Well, it certainly was. The opportunity to do it just loomed out
there to do it. The 50th anniversary was coming and it would have been crazy
not to do it. Somebody had to do the 50th Anniversary production, and we just
wanted to be the first ones to do it. We happened to have this pocket of money
from the National Endowment for the Arts that had come to us to do, presumably,
a continuation of the Radio Movies series, which we interpreted to mean long-form
radio drama.
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As we learned by doing a two-hour show, it’s hard to put two hours of radio
drama together; to find time for it and to listen to it. It’s another thing to have
books on tape, but actually having it on the radio—if we were ever trained to do
that, we lost the ability.
Remember, with War Of The Worlds we also offered a full 1/2-hour documentary
on the original production. We had that done and we commissioned that and
had that produced. I didn’t produce it, although I did some of the interviews. I’d
like to do another one because I have some really rare interviews. I have the best
interviews. We have the whole War Of The Worlds file of really good stuff. So,
that’s all in the archive.
We have an interview with a Welles associate that wasn’t even used in that
program. I would have used it as the basis. If I’d been doing the documentary I
would have used Richard Wilson’s interview. I would have used that as the basis
for it, because it really was almost a chronology of everything that went on that
day. But there was another producer and he did what he wanted to do and that
was fine the way he used the material.
Did you hear the original broadcast when you were a little kid?
DAVID OSSMAN: No, I didn’t hear the 1938 broadcast. I would have been too
young really to hear that. I don’t remember when I heard it for the first time. It’s
kind of like, when did I see Citizen Kane? I didn’t see it in 1941. The next time
it was reissued, in the late ’50s sometime, I saw it then. I probably saw Citizen
Kane more times than any other movie. It was a huge influence on me. Also
Welles’s radio career, which he started at a very young age, 22. I was 22 when I
started at WBAI. I think I probably heard War Of The Worlds from an early LP
album, or I might have heard a reel-to-reel tape. No one had re-broadcast it. It
was considered that it was owned by CBS. You knew somebody owned this project
and it was not something that got broadcast, not in the ’50s or ’60s.
People were still talking about it.
DAVID OSSMAN: Oh, indeed they were. A tape was making the rounds, it was out
there, you could hear it. I don’t remember when I did.
You had some heavyweight stars in your production, like Jason Robards.
DAVID OSSMAN: We went for Jason Robards because we wanted somebody who
didn’t sound anything like Orson Welles, but whose voice would be equally
familiar. There weren’t too many other people who we considered, although a lot
of people were interested in playing the part. Once it got out that we were doing
it, our phones started to ring. What I wanted to mix was the stars of old radio, so
to speak, with the new. I wanted to have real broadcasting people of then and now.
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You used the regular NPR newscasters on there and that added a real nice
touch to it.
DAVID OSSMAN: Right, well, it’s meant to start in your local FM, NPR station on
Sunday night. That’s actually Terri Gross, who was not at all as well known then
as she is now. That was kind of at the beginning of her doing that Fresh Air show.
Terri wrote all of her own material, she ad-libbed all of that. I said, “I don’t want
to write your lines, because in the first place you know what’s needed here.” It’s
silly to write, “And now let’s hear . . . ” So I just gave her what to write, you know,
the beat to write. She did all of that herself, and got additional dialogue credit.
Scott Simon, of course, becomes the actual guy.
When we moved up to television, we wanted real television broadcasters. We
thought of a lot of people that we might have gone for. There’s a kind of typical
thing in science-fiction films, to use the local newscaster. And so there was some
thought of that, but we knew that Steve Allen had a famous story about himself
hearing the broadcast when he was a boy. It seemed like a very good idea to work
with him, because we knew we would have his enthusiasm. It wasn’t particularly
an acting performance, but it didn’t need to be. It needed to be that familiar
voice. This guy was gonna tell you that a gas is coming and Manhattan is being
alienated (Laughs).
To hear Steve Allen die on the air was very upsetting.
DAVID OSSMAN: Right! It had to be somebody you wouldn’t laugh at. Doug
Edwards had just retired. As we were thinking who could fill that spot, as we
wanted a team, we read that he had retired. We hunted him up somehow in
Florida. He also remembered vividly doing it, and he was glad to do it. And the
most amazing thing was when they were linked by satellite. Steve was in New
York; actually, we recorded that stuff up on a roof, outside. There’s a lot of other
sound in there, but it was recorded outdoors on a roof-top in Manhattan. The
part with Steve Allen was recorded in New York, and Doug Edwards was in the
studio in a radio station in Florida. And so, they were linked by satellite. So I
have all those satellite tapes of them talking before, during, and after the actual
taping. It’s great stuff, wonderful off-the-cuff chitchatting between them. But I
was most pleased that they were willing to use their real names. Judith and I will
still often say, “Very bad news, Doug,” as a sign that things are really miserable
(Laughs). “Very bad news, Doug.”
Phil Proctor is also in that production. Was that the first time you worked
with him since you left the group?
DAVID OSSMAN: Yes! I didn’t leave the group, the group left me. I went to
Washington, DC. They continued to work. They were always available to me as
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actors. I always would have used them, as actors, if they’d been appropriate for
the roles that I was doing. And indeed, when Phil wasn’t appropriate, I didn’t call
him because I always got a little something extra with Phil, sometimes that was
not what I wanted and sometimes it was exactly what I wanted. He would always
inject a certain amount of humor and it would always be, “Gee, I wish I would
have had him for The Red Badge of Courage.” It was a lot of fun, but I had a good
cast for that show.
Yes, that was the first I’d worked with Phil since I came back east. I broadcast
the show Click as part of Radio Movies but that was actually done in 1981, just
before I left for NPR for The Sunday Show. I had written that with this guy
named Everett Frost with the intention of writing a piece that I could do a mono
drama in. I always wanted to do one of those things. Then Phil does all of the
other voices in it. I guess there’s a woman in there too, and I forget who that was.
What part did he play in War Of The Worlds?
DAVID OSSMAN: He’s one among the many voices. He plays a reporter, at some
point. He’s one of the jet pilots, “Bozo, Bozo,” one of those guys. He was there
that whole weekend at the Skywalker ranch. So whenever additional voices or
anything were called for, he was there that whole weekend doing something, or
another. You can hear him bellow through the police megaphone at the farm (in
character), “All right, stand back, stand back, everybody.” He’s lots of voices.
How about you?
DAVID OSSMAN: All I did in there was the introduction. I’m (in character),
“Ramon Raquello and his dance band.” That’s the Tirebiter obligatory Hitchcock
appearance.
You also had Phil Proctor floor directing the recording session, cueing the
actors, and so forth?
DAVID OSSMAN: Yes, well, I always trusted him if we were in a studio situation
on War Of The Worlds. It wasn’t quite so much as that, but I would always have
him be the in-studio director of whatever the sequence is. So he and the other
actors would work it out in the studio, rather than to impose some sort of director
thing from the outside. People tend to defer to Phil because he: A) is famous, and
B) has a lot of experience and such. So that I always try to use him in a way that
that deferential treatment will get me something. So if he’s the director in the
studio, it’s much easier for him to put together a group of voices than it is for me
to come in and say, “All right you guys, here’s this guy you’re all afraid to work
with.” It’s very inhibitory for beginning actors, or people who don’t have a lot of
professional studio experience. You suddenly come up and there’s Mel Blanc,
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“Ok, take one!” And it’s spooky.
So he did do that, and I think he also did some of that the next time I used
him for Empire Of The Air. It could have also been on We Hold These Truths
because that was an epic. There were just thousands of people in the studio. I’d
always take advantage of Phil’s studio experience. I’d always call him up, in such
a situation. I’ve certainly called everyone in at the point where I could use them,
Phil having the most experience at doing what I was doing. He was definitely the
first person I’d ring up, and lay what it was that my plans were.
You mentioned The Sunday Show. Do any of those tapes exist anymore?
DAVID OSSMAN: I don’t know what NPR may have. I have six of the five-hour
shows on tape in my archives, that’s it. The only people that would have any of
that series would be in the NPR archives, and I don’t know whether they saved
them. They were all recorded on 12" reel-to-reel tape, and I don’t know whether
or not any of that was saved. I kind of doubt that they saved the tape. I know
that my cassettes were run off specifically for me. They were specific programs
that I had wanted to keep: The New Mexico program, the Cage program, the San
Francisco show, the Spoletto Festival, all the big occasion coverages.
I know the NPR archives got flooded at one point.
DAVID OSSMAN: It did, you know, and this was recorded during that time when
all the backing flakes off of the tapes. I think probably if they existed they would
have to be baked, that particular era of the early ’80s tapes. The old Firesign tapes
of the early ’60s, I think are just fine.
You also worked on a novel, The Ronald Reagan Murder Case.
DAVID OSSMAN: I finished this Tirebiter Mystery novel. It’s done. I was racing for
the end there. At least this draft of it is done, at least it’s finished. It can be read
and people can understand what’s going on there. The mystery genre preceded
science fiction, or the hard-boiled film. Our material kind of preceded the great
’50s sci-fi. The pulps turned to science fiction and flying saucers, and all of that.
That’s a wonderful genre, that whole period of time, the ’50s and Flying Saucers.
I’d like to write more in that period.
Could you talk about the Tirebiter tapes from the ’80s?
DAVID OSSMAN: It’s really Another Christmas Carol, Mexican Overdrive, and The
Ronald Reagan Murder Case.
Is The Ronald Reagan Murder Case similar to the book of the same title?
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DAVID OSSMAN: Well, the book begins at the same place that the radio play
begins. What happened was, I had written the first five, 5-minute episodes, of
The Ronald Reagan Murder Case, presumably for a 50-episode series. I had written
these 5 episodes and I took it with me to Missouri for the MRTW [Midwest
Radio Theater Workshop], with the intent to just do it informally for the people
there on the Monday or Tuesday night that everybody assembles. It’s like a little
opening party.
We intended to have a lot of fun with it. What happened was, one of the plays
scheduled to be performed on Saturday night crashed and burned. It was a play
which purported to get inside the mind of an American Indian Shaman. There
were a couple of Native Americans who were there. Instead of them saying, “Oh,
this is great, we’ll be in it,” they said, “Well, we’re gonna boycott this entirely.
This is rubbish!” And so the play was quickly withdrawn, and because I’d
brought this script along, The Ronald Reagan Murder Case was substituted.
Suddenly we were doing it in front of the audience. It was incomplete, it was
only the first week’s episodes. Each one of them was a cliffhanger. And so I, and
several other people, did it as part of the performance. It was recorded.
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I’m hoping that we will get the three of these out eventually. One version is
distributed from Sparks Media, one is from Company One, although I don’t
know if Company One is actually dealing them anymore. The MRTW has never
been officially re-released. All packaged together is what I’d like to see.
There’s really a fourth half-hour which is Radio Daze, that is three radio plays,
and I’ve done that any number of times. I cast other people in the roles, except
for Max Morgan. We do Mark Time and Young Tom Edison. It’s a teaching piece.
People have to come up with the sound effects and the music, and all of that.
George Tirebiter comes out (in character), “It’s a wonderful old show, and I’ll tell
you what I used to do and, blah, blah, blah.” He directs it standing in front of
the audience, and plays Max Morgan. I’ve done that five or six times, and it’s
been recorded several times, all with different people, completely different music,
different performances.
I don’t know how many times we’ve recorded Max Morgan, Crime Cabby;
maybe five or six times, including the first version with Phil Austin. That was for
KPFK’s Popcorn series, and Patrick Tovak was the producer of that series, and he’s
in it. He’s a television actor, and an old friend, a drama teacher, and a bunch of
other things. He had promoted this series at KPFK in ’78 and asked me to write
something, and that’s when I wrote the original one of them. I’ve hardly ever
changed it at all. The subtitle was A Hard Boiled Poem For Radio, because the
dialogue is very craftily written like a poem. It has to be just so, which is why I
do it rather than letting somebody else do it. It’s hard to read.
In Tirebiter’s life, Max Morgan was his return to radio in the early ’50s, ’51,
after he had been off the air with Hollywood Madhouse. Now there is a film, by
the way, a video tape of Hollywood Madhouse, of that one performance that you
know about in 1976. There is a video tape of that and it’s part of a compilation
of miscellaneous tapes that collector Alan Gross in New York City has put
together. Actually, I forwarded my copy off to him, so I don’t even have a print
of it anymore. It was videotaped in black and white, and so there is a visual
record of that.
Let me get back to The Ronald Reagan Murder Case. Those three shows, I did
Another Christmas Carol twice, once in Michigan and once in Lawrence, Kansas.
That was the first of these kind of biographies, all part of The George Tirebiter
Story. The premise of that piece is that George goes to a small town as a guest star
in a production of Dickens’ A Christmas Carol, and kind of loses his mind. His
mind is on other things, so he has these daydreams or nightmares, or daymares,
in which he remembers his past and recalls some of these key incidents. Those
incidents are part of his biography, and, in fact, are reflected in part in The
Ronald Reagan Murder Case, the book.
The book takes place in 1945, at which point he’s been doing Hollywood
Madhouse, and had been doing it for about four years, I think it’s the fifth season.
At the same time, he is a B movie director at Paranoid Pictures, doing Babes In
Khaki, and these dreadful World War II musicals.
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The second half-hour radio play, which is actually about 38 minutes, I could
never write it to a half an hour, Mexican Overdrive, that takes place in 1955, and it
has nothing to do with those earlier events. Tirebiter is, by that time, blacklisted
and is working pretty much as a writer, an anonymous writer in Hollywood.
The Ronald Reagan Murder Case takes place in ’45. Another Christmas Carol
was contemporary, it takes place in whatever year I was doing it, but it reflected
back to earlier events. The Ronald Reagan Murder Case is the first five scenes of
it. It starts at a Hollywood beach party, a cast party. While strolling down the
beach, George runs into his friend Ronald Reagan, his acquaintance, they’re not
really good friends, but they’re acquaintances. Ronald Reagan has just found a
dead body washed up on the beach, wearing the tattered remnants of a duck
costume, a cartoon duck costume. It turns out that the body inside the duck
costume is, or looks exactly like, Ronald Reagan. That’s one of the plots of The
Ronald Reagan Murder Case. The other plot is George becoming involved in an
unsolved Hollywood murder from 1920. Although that’s not reflected at all in
the radio show, that happens in the novel. He discovers himself involved in this
through ways I won’t bother going into in this unsolved crime which, by the end
of the book, he solves.
This is the first in a projected series of Tirebiter mystery stories. The next one,
which I’m just researching and kind of getting going right now, will take place in
1953. That’s going to be called The Flying Saucer Murder Case, and it takes on the
science fiction genre in the same way that The Ronald Reagan Murder Case takes on
the kind of celebrity murder casebook, like Steve Allen writes in particular.
We’ve used Steve many times and I can’t say that I know him well, but his
books, in particular, have been an influence on doing the Tirebiter books,
because he makes himself the hero. Bradbury has done that as well in at least one
mystery book. I just thought that this was a wonderful genre style to deal with.
Steve Allen was a true media hero. I’ve tried to work with all these people who’ve
been my heroes all these years. I missed out on Orson Welles, but sure, why else
produce something? You can hire them, you know? You can pick up a phone and
they’re there. No problem, they’ll be happy to work for money (Laughs).
Steve Allen did that Firesign Theatre series for NPR.
DAVID OSSMAN: Yes, he did a good job. It was work for hire, but he interviewed
us all and then narrated the piece for Wisconsin. It was very nice. He hosts it and
assembles the material with the interviews. We were interviewed two and two,
rather than all four at once.
Let me get back to The Ronald Reagan Murder Case. The novel has two jokes
in it. It takes place over a period of two weeks, and so it starts the day after a
Hollywood Madhouse broadcast, which was Friday nights. So we get two broadcasts.
The climax of the book happens at the second broadcast, and the guest star of
that broadcast is Ronald Reagan. So there are some laughs based on the fact that
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he used to call these baseball games off the wire. The background of the book is,
I hope, accurate, but even if it isn’t, not too many people are still alive to tell me
it’s not. It’s the kind of life and times of somebody who’s doing a weekly radio
show in the 1940s. So there we go into writing sessions, and rehearsals, and all
of that kind of thing that happens, including the two broadcasts that are not
completely scripted, but they’re fairly detailed.
Tirebiter ran for Vice President on the Nat’l Surrealist Party ticket in 1976.
Do you or Tirebiter have any thoughts about running a new campaign at all?
DAVID OSSMAN: I think that George discovered that if you say you’re running for
President, or Vice President, people will take you seriously, even if you don’t intend
to do that. It was certainly an exhausting campaign or campoon, in 1976. There
was a lot of pressure on George to run again in 1980, but he’s far too old to enter
into that kind of exhausting race again. I think anybody who runs for president
more than once is a damn fool, as far as I can see it. It’s just too, too hard.
Now it seems that many people make a career by not running for President.
DAVID OSSMAN: Yes, that’s right. “Once again this year, I’m not a candidate!” No,
he wouldn’t be a candidate, but down the line, in this outline of Tirebiter mystery
books, there will be a book that takes place in 1976 during the campaign. The
third book is tentatively titled The Love-In Murder Case, that’ll take place in the
summer of ’67. The Firesign Theatre will make its appearance in that book. Then
the next one will be The Bicentennial Murder Case, or something like that. That’ll
be 1976 and then there’ll be one per decade, and then we’ll go back and fill in
the gaps, if George and I last that long.

Norman Corwin with two fans. Photo Courtesy: Phil Proctor
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In 1991, you directed a modern broadcast of We Hold These Truths. Did you
work personally with old time radio giant Norman Corwin?
DAVID OSSMAN: Oh yeah. Actually, Ray Bradbury introduced me to Norman in
the early ’70s sometime, backstage at Paramount Studios, also known as Paranoid
Pictures. So I had known him. We met and corresponded over the years, since
1971 or something like that, a long, long, time ago. I remember sending him a
copy of How Time Flys, asking to get his comments on it in 1973. So I surely
knew him before that.
I’m drifting far a field here, but just let me say that Michael Packer (Sparks
Media) was interested in doing a new version of We Hold These Truths. Packer had
attempted to raise the money for the production and had not been successful.
Judith took kind of the executive producer responsibility over and did raise the
money for it, and so it became an Other World Production, rather than a Sparks
Media production. Michael is still a part of it, a part of the sales or whatever. But
the relationship with Norman was ours, pretty much ours. It’s the same thing
that had been with Howard Koch with War Of The Worlds.
What was the price tag for a big radio production like We Hold These
Truths?
DAVID OSSMAN: About $120,000. It was a fortune, and we did not have
completion money at the point where we had to pay the actors. Judith went to the
National Endowment for the Arts, and put in a special request for completion
money, which was in the neighborhood of $10 or $20,000. They came through
with that. There was a point at which we were personally indebted to the tune of
$40,000. We owed that much money on our name, which, of course, we didn’t
have. It was frightening to us, we broke out in boils. It was just awful. We paid
all the actors and we didn’t have the money there. Then WETA got behind
putting the publication together, it was a co-production with them. We had a
very good relationship with them by way of Mary Beth Kirshner who had later
done the World War II, VE Day show of Norman Corwin’s On a Note of Triumph.
We turned her on to Norman then, and so the beginning of that whole thing was
We Hold These Truths.
It was very interesting. Any Corwin material, I really enjoy. The first radio
play I ever read was a Corwin radio play. It was reprinted in a book of dog stories.
It was The Odyssey of Runyon Jones. 40 years later I had an opportunity to do
this play. I must have been about 12 or 13 when I read it. I said, “Oh Boy!,”
because a little boy is the hero of it. It was like, “Oh, I can act, this is a part
that’s written for a kid.” So I identified very strongly with the principle
character at that age. It was very inspirational to me and I was very happy to
tell Norman that that was the case, years, and years, and years later. And to
direct it was a lot of fun.
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What about your Audiola program?
D AVID O SSMAN : I did it for about three years. It was a combination of my
running out of gas. I did a lot of programs. My friend, who was the manager of
the station, moved on to another job. It wasn’t that they were hostile or didn’t
want me there, it was just time for me to quit for awhile. So, I have a lot of shows
on tape, actually. I have twenty-six Audiolas on tape of 2-hour shows, thirteen on
reel-to-reel, at least twenty-six on DAT. So they’re actually there if anybody wanted
to do them. They’re timeless because it’s all old stuff, pretty much. I can’t sell
them commercially because they all contain commercial recordings, so I can’t do
that. The climate out there in Radioland is such that community stations are
pretty much devoted to their own people, and to take two hours away, even for
a big star, you know, is really something they don’t want to do. So eventually I’m
sure they’ll get out there. They do cover a lot of territory and they are interesting
shows, because there’s a lot of research. And, of course, I have this enormous
record library. All of that helps. I’d love to get on the air again doing a series, but
it’s just not quite time.
I did this show on Sundays, and it meant I had to leave the Island on one of
two days my kids are not in school or child care. I had to go off island, and
Sundays is particularly hard, because on the ferry boat everybody leaves from the
island to get into town, and get back. So I had to wait hours on the ferry. So I
was missing a whole day from home, and it just wasn’t worth it. I finally had to
quit that.
What about the shows that are about The Firesign reunion?
DAVID OSSMAN: Oh yes, ok. There are four of those. Those have a real historical
value. There’s a two-hour documentary on Waiting For The Electrician, and I
interview them just as if I didn’t even know them. I interviewed the other three
guys separately, and put it together with Sgt. Pepper, and the album, and how it
was written.
Then Phil Proctor was up here twice, so I did two different live programs with
him, in which I played him things he didn’t know I was going to play. There’s a
number of things on there that are of historical value, like Yale Distorts, that’s also
on one of the Dear Friends radio shows. It is funny, and I didn’t announce going
into this, I would just play these odd things. I played Rappadis, all this stuff that
Proctor had done. Plus, on the other show, I played my favorite Proctor cuts.
Then Bergman was up, and he played a lot of Rock ’n’ Roll. It was really
the Wizard, and he played a lot of Rolling Stones, and it was like being on the
air with Peter back in the late ’60s. So we did that and he talked. So that’s a
live show.
I did a My Favorite Austin Cuts program, with things like his six-minute version
of Dick Privates, from that promo 45, that really moves along, it’s really a lovely
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piece, and things that had never gotten out. So there’s five 2-hour shows, and I
think they have real radio value. I would love to see those get out to people who
would be willing to air them. I deliberately did it, because they would never do
it, and I was the only person that had a radio show that would do anything like
that. I had all this unique material, so why not run it?
The Still Waiting For The Electrician documentary is an absolutely old-fashioned,
Pacifica Radio, ’60s documentary. I recorded Peter outside at a coffee shop in
Santa Monica, so there’s all this traffic going by. It’s great, it’s really funny.
Yes, that’s why we edited out the commercial records and offered it through
Firezine. It was also very interesting to read in the magazine.
DAVID OSSMAN: Yeah, it was interesting to see it in print, because it’s unique. It
is a unique reflection, and it’s particularly on that period of time and how it was
that we happened to get together. All this stuff is out there. There’s no money to
be made on any of this. The things that I feel that there’s money to be made on,
I’m careful of, like the Radio Free Oz archive. I’ve never let any of that out. I’ve
never let anybody have any of it, and nobody really knows how much of it there
is, except me.
I did go through my stuff for the
Museum of Television and Radio because
we promised them this archive. They’re
doing a whole collection of classic Los
Angeles radio, of whom we are some of the
classicists, right there between Brahms and
Beethoven. So I’ve been slow to release the
actual tapes. I’m just fearful to let the actual
tapes out of my hands.
They were all on reel-to-reel and they all
have been copied to DAT. And so the best
thing for me to do was to fly to New York
with them, and hand deliver them there. So
they have that archive, so people now will
be able to go into the facility and listen and
punch up whatever they want.
Have you archived all your own work?
DAVID OSSMAN: Yes, I pretty well kept, in
terms of organization, a book library, a
record library, my writing archives, and all
of that. It’s not definitive, but I can usually
find what I’m looking for pretty quickly. It’s
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very hard. We generate an awful lot of paper, not to mention tape, in any project
that we do. And so there’s always a bankers box or two, just of paperwork. We try
to keep all of the production elements in the same place, all the sound effects, all
of that stuff, so we can go back to just one spot and there it is. We have a voice
booth. Most of the garage has been turned into a tape storage, a voice booth, a
little editing booth is really what it amounts to, a place where we can record
from. We have DAT and reel-to-reel.
Did you donate your notes to the museum?
DAVID OSSMAN: No, they don’t take paper. The only thing that they’re interested
in are the actual tapes of the shows. The paper archive, I’m not sure what I’m
going to do with those. Norman Corwin and I have talked about possibly
putting them where his things are, at the library in Thousand Oaks, California.
They have a large radio archive there, and they acquire for money. They pay you.
They fixed Norman up with a tremendous amount of stuff. They have several
other well-known radio artists’ archives at this museum, and so he seemed to
think that they would be very interested.
I have thirty-five years of paper going back . . . you know, all these files.
Obviously, it decreases as it goes back in time; KPFK back to 1959 and 1960,
all of that stuff except The Sullen Art, is still in storage right here. So, I think
that probably I will explore that as an avenue with hopefully his blessing, or
introduction, to the people there.
There’s all this side product that I’m trying to get More Sugar to put as
many of them into print as we can, over a decent period of time. The
Tirebiter material, for one thing, and the MRTW material we’ve been talking
about, and another group of products. There really are some very interesting
things which have not heard the light of day. Another piece I did with Phil
Proctor years ago called Click, which has never been, except for once on
Radio Movies, hasn’t been played at all or made available. So we’re looking
into the possibility of making available as much as we possibly can of the
radio drama archives. It really does represent a huge amount of my work in
the ’80s.
Talk about More Sugar a little bit.
DAVID OSSMAN: The idea behind More Sugar is to have a label that would be
more directed at fans and collectors, than at a general audience, to gradually get
out as much material that has been sitting inside the archives for all these years.
None of the four of us were in that kind of business. We wanted to get into
a catalog business, and we were perfect to be a part of the catalog, and the Other
World Media productions, and The Firesign Theatre, and a couple of other
productions as well.
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What I’d like to do is gradually reissue what we should be offering through
More Sugar, which we consider to be not the major label. We’re not going to
release a major record on that label. It’s a reissue label, a fan’s label. So it’s important
that we know whether we should reissue all twelve original hours of Dear Friends.
Is there a market for that? The ten half-hours of Let’s Eat, volume after volume.
We used to joke about all the stuff we did as being The Firesign Theatre’s Five
Foot Shelf. So I’ve been suggesting we get a leather-bound look. You’d just stack
them up together on a shelf.
And, of course, you eventually allowed Firezine to pick up the slack, in that
regard. So it was difficult to get a major label interested in the group?
DAVID OSSMAN: The problem is the amount of money. In order to produce an
album like Dwarf or Bozos, the capitalization has to be much higher. You can do
a little album for a couple of hundred dollars. I’ve forgotten what the Fighting
Clowns album cost, maybe $10,000 in money, for the recording of the live stage
show. We hustled studio time here and there, and did what we could to keep the
price down. You can’t do a Bozos album. We did all those albums with free studio
time. CBS paid for our studio time. We spent a month to six weeks writing and
producing those albums.
Sony reissued them themselves. They came out on Legacy as Classics of
Comedy, which is great, because that would keep them in print. I’d much rather
see that. Wow, other records for Columbia, that’s wonderful. My God, they’re
sitting on our life, all of that material. They’re not going to give it up, so we have
to nurture them.
We own Fighting Clowns, so we reissued that ourselves. All that ’80s Rhino
material, they have licensed back to us. I mean, they just gave the license back.
I believe it was Firesign/Rhino, whatever the logo label was. There was only
one of them, I think, that was done that way. The rest were on Rhino, but all
of those are out of print. We picked up Anythynge You Want To of that group
and augmented it. There’s no sense in putting it out again if you don’t change
or augment the material, or do something with it. It seems to me that it makes
it that much more attractive. I’m thinking of CDs, where you have so much
more time available.
There’s not much we can do with the Columbia product, but Fighting Clowns
we released ourselves. It’s gotten very mixed reviews. Remember, when it came
out it did not get terribly good reviews and I’ve seen the same thing on the
Internet when it came out again, you know, people were being kind of
disappointed. It’s hard when your audience basically wants you to do Dwarf
again. I’d love to do that, but I think Fighting Clowns is as good as anything we
ever did in terms of production and writing and what it says about the coming
Reagan era. I mean, to me, it just lays out the ’80s. There it is. We didn’t have to
work because we said it all at the beginning.

DAvid Ossman

299

firesign theatre text 2_13_06.3

2/13/06

9:24 AM

Page 300

Laugh.com, a comedy reissue label, has picked up the old Columbia Firesign
albums, but what do you really think is the future of comedy records?
DAVID OSSMAN: I think it will shift to CD-ROM for certain kinds of things, very
slowly. It won’t replace the comedy album. The comedy album is really in the
stand-up mode, anything else is an exception to that form. As whatever market
forces are happening at the moment, more and more old things are coming back.
I’m real happy to see that. Whole collections are going to come back shortly, or
they’re going to dip their foot in with one Red Foxx album, to see if they can sell
that. If they can, they’ll release the other thirty. They seem to make enough
money off of these things from collectors without saying, “Oh, I don’t know how
we’re going to sell you to Generation X. How are we going to get you on MTV?”
Just put out the album. All this stuff about niche marketing seems to disappear.
They’re good old classics. That’s the reputation I’d like to get to so they’d stop
telling us how are we going to sell you to the next generation. Decide on the
classics and continue to flog them.
Would you consider yourself to be a record collector?
DAVID OSSMAN: Oh yeah, now also a CD collector, but I am a relentless thrift
shop record buyer. I buy for covers, for cover art. I have peculiar enthusiasms,
like theater organ music, and 10" LPs. I really like 10" LPs. I’m running horribly
out of space, and I’ve always done this. This is a collection that probably dates
from the mid- to late ’60s. I had to give up my previous collection. I haven’t really
ever calculated how many thousands. I’m on a couple of mailing lists, and I get
CDs through the Recording Society that’s half price. I get things like multiple
CD sets that way, that I would never buy otherwise. I would never put out $75
for something, but $35 for the entire Monty Python Collection, the Allen
Ginsberg Box Set, etc. So the CDs are beginning to accumulate because I always
did a radio program, the Audiola program, which was really conceived of as a
record program that would play anything recorded. I would invent themes for
myself to deal with that might have to deal with a period of time, or even something
as simple as a composer or lyricist, or whatever. I’d try to make a very varied show
out of it. I’d work ’til I have a good chunk of some kind of bizarre tape, or
something like that to play.
I’m happy to see that some of those old time radio shows are coming out
on CD.
D AVID O SSMAN : They’ve made CDs of the most popular names. I started
collecting them in the early to mid-’70s, when they were doing limited-edition
LPs that I would buy mail order. And so I’ve collected them for a long time. Then
they were doing something that then they did not know whether it was legal. It
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was very hard with radio because, who owned it? Did the advertising agency own
it? Did the sponsor own it? Did the network own it? I mean, it was very hard to
trace that down. Then when it came to splitting the moneys, by then who knew
who was even on the program? The names were very seldom mentioned, not to
mention the members of the orchestra and everybody else. You simply couldn’t
keep track of it.
By the end of the ’80s the record stores themselves became computer models
and a store in Hagerstown, Maryland had the same product as a store in
Davenport, Iowa, or Seattle, Washington.
DAVID OSSMAN: Absolutely, Tower Records was identical to wherever there was a
Tower Records, and any other of those chain stores. I think that was materially
changed by the CD revolution, which was responsible, has been and is still
responsible, for reviving an enormous amount of out of print materials. I think
that’s great. The best thing about CDs is that you can almost buy anything now,
and it was impossible in the LP era to do that. You’d be lucky if you were in the
right place at the right time, you might get one of a 1,000 copies of an LP
reprinting a soundtrack of a Hollywood Musical. And now, there they are at
Tower Records.
A lot of spoken arts work has moved into the talking book field.
DAVID OSSMAN: There’s a great deal of that. Not much goes to any person that
is actually doing the work, either the reader or the producer of the piece. It’s not
as lucrative a market as we all thought as independent producers in radio, that
this was going to be a great new place for us to exercise our radio drama skills.
You also provided some voices for a CD-ROM of Dante’s Inferno.
DAVID OSSMAN: It’s a modern translation by Dorothy B. Hughes, who’s a mystery
writer. It tends to be a bit British, but I found it very playable. We did a great
deal of it. I was the voice of Virgil and I also did a bunch of screams and growls
and moans, and several other miscellaneous voices. There were only three of us
doing voices.
Of course, CD-ROM has opened up a whole new avenue.
DAVID OSSMAN: I like that our discography found its way into publication. This
kind of information is a wonderful thing to access. We were trying to do
Anythynge You Want To (as a CD-ROM). It would have been a completely
annotated version. It’s a parody really of an educational CD-ROM. We were
looking at one of Macbeth. There’s the text, and right along with the text is a
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recording of the text. Then there are images from, I think, five different
movies, including the Japanese Throne Of Blood, and [Laurence] Olivier, etc. So
you can cycle up those images, and there’s all the prefatory and introductory
material. It kind of lies there on the page. It’s not the greatest thing. If you’re
gonna study Macbeth, at least you can sit in front of a screen while somebody
reads it to you. If you have to sit in front of a screen to listen to it, this is the
way to do the thing. So, just as a form, it’s an interesting and easy way to enter
the CD-ROM world without taking on Bozos as a CD-ROM idea, which is
obvious that is the basic plot, if we were to do any game sort of thing. We’ll
have it annotated, so we’ll have highlighted words. You can click onto words so
you can see words on the screen, which will match the voice. So in other words,
we’ll reproduce the soundtrack. So in against that, run the text in highlighted
words which you can click on and get footnotes, and footnotes within footnotes
again, and appendices and things like that and go into a whole other world.
Something like that, and as much of that as possible. Obviously, visual material,
which we would probably produce in a photo session, or in a very simple video
session in front of a blue screen. It depends on how much money one would
want to put into this. Sometimes this is a rock-bottom homegrown thing, so
we’ll try to raise a limited amount of money. So we’ll be looking at trying to
do others.
I would be happy to have the ultimate Nick Danger Game, and maybe on
to Bozos. We must plumb his depths a little bit more. This is really Austin’s,
because Austin has written him so many times that he knows him better than
anybody. I think he will probably take the lead, in terms of working it into a
complicated story. Mystery stories are very complicated. I just finished writing
one and they’re very complicated, and very difficult to write and have them
work out properly. And the adventure thing, that’s why both games are based
in the adventure mode. My thought would be to put him in an alien world,
which he’s in all the time anyway. So why not put him into one that’s less
confining, than certainly Los Angeles. I think The Firesign Theatre does well
in that futurist mode, at least we did at a certain time and in the last things we
were writing.
One of the things out is The Pink Hotel Burns Down. It was on that Roland
Sound Sampler, but that’s only half of it. Fred Jones re-mixed the first scene. I
asked, “Why didn’t you mix them both?” He said, “I didn’t like the second one
very much.” I said “Fuck you, Fred!” That’s ridiculous because it’s a really nice
mix, a careful mix. It’s about ten minutes, and it’s the pilot of this piece that’s an
adventure game. That was written in 1981, at the very earliest point of having
observed that kind of interactive game. Game over, the life is game over, return
to your low points. It’s the story of a brave guy who could never make the grade.
So we really were looking at the ’80s, in that we were looking forward into the
’80s, like in Fighting Clowns. I think they’re all that futurist mode, that is
something we all do naturally.
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Wizard Of Oz sessions. Photos Courtesy: Phil Proctor

What where the circumstances for The Firesign Theatre getting back together
in the ’90s?
DAVID OSSMAN: Well, we were offered a one-night-only reunion performance at
the Paramount Theatre, in Seattle, April ’93, and we were offered it in the fall.
That spring, ’92, Phil Proctor got married and all four of us and our wives, new
ones in the case of three out of four, were together in the same place at the same
time, at Phil’s wedding. So we agreed we should do something, we should talk
about doing something, maybe at that time. Someone took a picture of us as we
were posing for a picture. They took a picture of us from the back and sent it to
us, with the inscription “Firesign’s Back.” So we thought that’s good, that sounds
good, Firesign’s back. And so later that year, we were offered this one-time thing,
as I say, and it was a matter of actually getting back and talking business. It took
us awhile and agreeing that we would do the show and what we would do, you
know, what material we would do. It wasn’t terribly difficult. It wasn’t the easiest
thing we’d ever done, but it wasn’t terribly difficult. It had been twelve years since
we had worked on anything, any material together. But it was like so many times
of getting back together over the years. I think I can say that in some ways, we’re
always together because we’re bound by all of the things that we’ve done, there’s
always outstanding business. There’s always been some sort of business, royalties,
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or something that’s gone on. So often it’s been a job that’s brought us back
together, “Well, here you can work again, boys.”
Really, I always felt that, from my own stand point, that the reason that I left
working with Firesign, to go to work at National Public Radio in 1981, was
because there was no work with the Firesign. I wasn’t living in Hollywood, unlike
the rest of them. I wasn’t seeking my fortune there. It was very hard to keep the
business association together when we’d done films, we’d done television, we’d
done radio, we’d done records, we’d done everything else, and nobody cared. So
it was very nice to have somebody care, and to also have it limited to a one-night
show in Seattle, which was near enough to where I was living, and where Phil
Austin spends as much time as he can. So it seemed like it would be good. It was
spectacular, the standing ovation as we walked out on stage, and all the rest of it.
And so it seemed like well, Firesign’s back.
We’re you surprised that after all those years, that you still had a following?
DAVID OSSMAN: Well, what can I say? Speaking for myself, I was not surprised.
I was delighted. Even as The Firesign Theatre was back, the audience was back.
It meant that they had moved on from where they were in the late ’70s and early
’80s, to where they were in the ’90s. They had gotten through their 30s, they
were now in their 40s, and they were a different bunch of people. What I felt
most strongly in Seattle, that night in April, was that they were there to say
“thank you” to us and that was humbling. Although many people had said, “You
guys really got me through high school, got me through college,” that kind of
thing, to have this large audience of people, 2,500 people, stand up and say,
“thank you for what you did 20 years ago,” that was very humbling.
Now, on the other hand, that puts you on the edge tonight because my career
has been ongoing in my own mind since the early ’50s sometime. I mean, as soon
as I came to some sort of consciousness about who I was, being an artist, and
being a writer, and all of that, I was engaged in my own career. So nobody wants
to be thanked for what you did twenty years ago, although it was a tremendous
experience and one that has happened again, and again, as we performed. People
tell us how much we meant to them at that time. There also seems to be an equal
interest, I hope, in what we might be doing now, or do in the future, things other
than the original albums. That to me is a very good sign.
So I am surprised, or I was surprised, that we had touched so many people
that long ago. That didn’t really show in the record sales, but what happened was
an influence on a particular segment of a whole generation; virtually everybody
who worked in radio, studio recording, National Public Radio, people in film,
although not quite so many, and in television, certainly on the younger end of the
television executives. So we had been a tremendous influence on a very visible
and active, and to some extent, economically viable part of our generation. As
we’ve seen, we also appeal to bikers, and hikers, and jerk-offs. You know, I mean,
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we got to everybody. So it isn’t exclusively that audience, but it certainly was
that night.
Very few comedy teams have survived forty years, had such a tremendous
amount of creative output, and remained so popular with your fans. How do
you account for that?
D AVID O SSMAN : Well, I don’t know that I could speak to the point of why
we’re . . . I think I did say all I can really say on the subject of why we’re still
popular. I think we’re still popular because people still associate us with a very
wonderful time in their comparative youth. They associate us with high school
or college, and with the experiences they were having then in a rapidly changing
and very interesting time in America in ’68, ’69, ’70, ’71, right around there.
Most of our fans were either seniors in high school, or seniors in college, right in
those years. I happen to be ten years older than that, so I was thirty when The
Firesign Theatre originally got together. It came as much more of a surprise to
me, than it did to anybody else, that I, of all people, would end up being in a
comedy group.
I think it’s owing to the quality of our writing. I think it’s the writing that’s
done it, the magic of the medium, which is very, very special. The idea was that
it would be timeless. I think that when we came to our best moments of agreement,
what we wrote was universal and timeless, as far as we could do it. So we were
writing about growing up in a very generic way. We were satirizing a specific
television show only incidentally, to getting to the larger picture. I think we’ve
survived in the way that we have because we weren’t Cheech and Chong, because
we didn’t seize on a moment, maximize that, and stick with one specific thing.
Now that means it was much harder for us to continue, and grow, and change,
and get along with one another as time went on, because we never made enough
money to really feel comfortable or to step back from the work, and maybe just
move on and say, “Well, we did it and now we’ll go on and you’ll write movies,
and you’ll direct movies,” and whatever it is that people we’re going to do. So I
can only blame our popularity on our writing, and the fact that we made people
laugh at an important time in their life.
Your audiences know many of your key lines of dialogue, and chant along
with you like a Greek chorus, sometimes beating you to the punch lines.
How do you cope with that?
DAVID OSSMAN: Once we discovered that audiences would do that, we attempted
to build them into the show. It can be chaotic when there’s somebody who’s a
little blitzed out in the audience, and can’t quite get it altogether. In places like
the Principal Poop sequence, where they yell, “fuck you,” where we can use the
audience as a crowd, that’s great for us because it really keeps the thing bouncing.
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It’s also . . . let’s say when I do Nick Danger now, everybody knows my lines, 90 %
of the audience knows my lines. So we just tend to play with the audience, to
wait to the last possible moment for delivering the line, or delivering it in an odd
way, or improvising around whatever the audience might do. And they love that
even more because we’re having direct fun with them at that time. They realize
it’s live, and fresh and they’re seeing something that’s happening for the first and
only time on stage. I think that’s the most important thing that we do now on
stage; how we perform, is that we perform much more than we rehearse. So the
performances are, although the lines are all there, improvised and we just accept
any weird thing that happens and go with it. We did have this one guy who was
heavily alcoholed, or something, in the front row of an audience in Washington,
DC, and Phil Austin had to go and ask him to leave because he was yelling
continually.
Yes, I know, and that hurt my feelings when you kicked me out.
DAVID OSSMAN: Yeah, well, there’s one in every crowd (Laughs).
So many groups from the ’60s get caught up in a nostalgia syndrome, and
end up trying to compete with their own former image. How do you break
this spell, and project The Firesign Theatre as an ongoing entity today?
DAVID OSSMAN: The whole thing needs to be rethought in terms of now, and not
back in the ’60s. I felt rather trapped by this image which limits our audience, to
an audience of fans which is limited. If we intend to succeed on any kind of
performance level at all, we’ve got to get out there and appeal to a much broader
audience, who would enjoy what we are doing whether they listened to our
records in the ’60s, or not. I think, I hope, they should in any case, if we were
doing our job properly, they would.
Who we are individually, in the last 30 years, is much more interesting than
what we’ve done. Where we’ve been, what we’ve accomplished over the years, as
individuals, is a part of our group biography. No one ever emphasizes that. I feel
a lack of curiosity about who we really are and what we really do. I do find
it frustrating to be sort of trapped in this “how did you guys get together?” I
don’t want to talk about that anymore. What I want to talk about is, who we are
and how we seem to entertain people on stage, because that is very real. We
finished doing that in July ’94. We saw what the reaction of the audience was to
the kind of comedy that we were doing on stage. Nobody does what we do, it’s
absolutely unique. Nobody does what we do, and in that uniqueness lies this
secret of promoting us to an audience.
It’s a real challenge to re-focus us, or the take on us, after having spent so
much effort on the 25th Anniversary. We got two double albums out there,
The 25th Anniversary CD, Back From The Shadows, and Shoes For Industry, with
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thousands of cuts from other albums. You really gotta see that it condemns you
to the past, which is a difficult situation for an ongoing creative artist, or group
of artists, either together or separately, to be fixed with. We love the idea of an
Electric Vaudeville show. That kind of thinking has been in the group for a
long time.
I do feel often trapped in 1972. In fact, I’ve been going through all our old
files in depth, pages and pages of material that was never recorded, rejected drafts
of real stuff. You think, “well, there’s gotta be a way of getting that real stuff out
there, and scotching the speculation about who these people are, and doing
something about that.” I’m into this George Tirebiter novel. I know exactly who
George Tirebiter is. Once this material gets out there, people will too.
So in a way, too, we have to have a chance to reveal what’s been going on since
1972, and do that in the best of possible light. What’s really important is that
we’re all dads together. And that really has more to do with what we’re going to
do next than anything else, I think, and had more to do with now than anything
else as well. I don’t really expect people to know what’s in my head or to know
what’s in the collective brain of the Firesign. It’s impossible to do that. But I did
feel in light of this kind of trying to re-image ourselves, I’m hopeful that we can
project a present image.
A big thing with a comedian is timing. The timing in the ’60s was perfect
for The Firesign Theatre. What about now?
DAVID OSSMAN: It seems to be quite difficult. None of the major agencies are
interested in representing The Firesign Theatre. It’s like we used to say about
radio drama, “The only people who like radio drama is the audience.” Station
managers don’t like it, funders don’t like it. They say, “Only the listeners like
radio drama, so let’s not give it to them.” It’s the same thing with The Firesign.
The Firesign Theatre has a tremendously loyal, friendly, and well-placed fan club,
people who are high up in the media, the people who own recording studios,
writers, all of that. To listen to Phil Proctor, “That, and one glass of wine is not
going to get you drunk.” It doesn’t actually bring you work. What our former
manager said, and I quote, “the perception is that your tour was a failure.” And
perception is 9/10ths of the law in Hollywood, which is one reason I don’t want
to live there. I don’t want to perceive myself the way some 26-year-old agent at
William Morris perceives me. I went through that, and that’s not it.
You don’t want to end up being the Sex Pistols, or something.
D AVID O SSMAN : Maybe we don’t have a Sex Pistoly enough name (Laughs).
The only thing people are talking about now is CD-ROM, that’s where they’re
nosing around. I think we could do very well on the road, and have a very
successful act, particularly with Anythynge You Want To, which is really a general
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public kind of piece. It’s just a matter of convincing somebody to be able to book
us, and there are folks out there working on it. But it’s mostly from that fan, if I
can call it that, fan community.

Midwest Radio Theatre Workshop. Photo F. C. Wiebel, Jr. Courtesy Firezine

I found the fan network to be very friendly and helpful in putting this piece
together.
DAVID OSSMAN: That has been my experience. I enjoyed that during the ’80s,
when I really enjoyed traveling around the country. I would meet basically two
kinds of people, Firesign fans and younger people who were just being turned on
to it, who were audiophiles. For them, we were like the masters. I was looking
back at the people we considered to be masters when we started and so it was
always a friendly audience. If I was talking to kids in darkest Pennsylvania, or
Alaska, whereever, I had good luck and good responses everywhere. And almost
always there would be a couple of people who were fantastic fans, and considered
it the greatest thing in the world. I urged on the other guys to do this but because
Austin doesn’t fly, he just doesn’t do that. Proctor is really rooted into the
performing world, and Peter is about the closest to me in that way. He’s done
some of the things that I’ve done, both independently and at the same time.
When I pulled Proctor out to go to the MRTW, he had a fabulous time. He
could do things that he would never otherwise do, and I think he just saw it as a
great opportunity for him. It was a terrific release for him, instead of doing all
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this shit that you have to do in Hollywood, you know, for money. Here’s
something that would pay him some money and he could write material and cast
the shows, and do whatever he wanted to do. I had tried to indicate to the other
guys that this has been out there, although it really has dropped off in the ’90s.
There’s much less opportunity available, which I’m sorry about. One of the
things that I’m hoping is if this book sells then I can put together a whole show
with Tirebiter, because there’ll be an interest in it. Ossman would never go on
Oprah’s show, I wouldn’t have anything to say, but Tirebiter would find going on
Oprah’s show to be a great thing to do. He’d have a terrific time.
For someone to say that your product is not marketable is completely wrong!
DAVID OSSMAN: Well, I agree. I agree, it is exactly like radio drama. What we
used to complain about is all we have to do is get past the gatekeeper. And it’s the
gatekeepers who make it very, very difficult. You didn’t have to be alive in the ’50s
to think that Stan Freberg is funny. He’s just funny. So hopefully that’s what
makes it work.
And that accounts for the endurance of The Firesign Theatre over the last
four decades.
DAVID OSSMAN: I believe because, in almost every case, maybe not in the fine
detail, we were writing about, dealing with generalities that most people of our
generation have had in common, in this country. Even if there is some
international celebrity, they have to take an American point of view, a United
Statesian point of view. Just as we would say that Peter Sellers—well, all those
English accents are wonderful, you know, but there’s something universal about
what he does. So you can listen to a 40-year-old recording and find something
very funny. A 40-year-old Nichols and May recording is still funny because, in
part, the subject matter is universal, and in part because the performance itself is
funny. And so I think it’s a combination of those two things. The subject matter
was universal, it wasn’t joke, joke, joke. It’s whatever form it is.
Last night I was thinking why is it a surprise to people that the Firesign
albums can be played over and over? Don’t you play your favorite music albums
over and over? Once again that’s an often-asked question. What makes these last?
It’s because they’re more like music than they are like jokes, and part of that is
the performance. Because if you really love a performance, you know, if you love
the way Lena Horne sings a song, then you love everything that she does because
she has a way of doing it. There’s a particular kind of sound to that and it’s the
same thing with The Firesign Theatre. You love, and you react favorably to the
richness of the language that’s contained in a certain melody. The music of the
piece just bounces right along. Our pieces are very musical.
You know, we got some criticism when we did Fighting Clowns, as it being an
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album that was just a sequence of songs. Well, there are songs in every single
album and among the more popular, like The Georgie Tirebiter Song, Marching to
Shibboleth, and Bringing The War Back Home. We are more like music. There is a
music to what we do that pleases people at a complexity in the language, so that
you can be refreshed by hearing the same thing over. They’re not jokes; they are
hopefully universal truths, valuable observations.
How Can You Be . . . works today because it’s the American pageant. And
inside of that format we told the story of American history, which changes as we
do it, but essentially it’s the same song. We sing the same song. The railroad song
has the rest of the presidents in it now. It goes all the way to the present. It’s just
been inclusive. It’s a piece that allows us to constantly write in the present.

Photo Courtesy: Phil Proctor/ Firezine
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You’ve been performing in a lot of plays locally. Is that another direction
that you would like pursue and Firesign to move toward?
DAVID OSSMAN: I hadn’t done anybody else’s play since college. So that definitely
is a kind of coming around, yeah. I’ve enjoyed it thoroughly. I’m having a
wonderful time. I would love to do more theater, doing other people’s works. I’ve
always personally wanted The Firesign Theatre to be much more theatrical in
recent years, to be much more theatrical in the presentations of both of the recent
shows that we did. In particular, I see Anythynge You Want To as being a major
theatrical piece. Whereas, I think for example, Proctor would be very content to
see it done as a minimalist piece, and Austin too. Not exactly as a reading, but as
a Heater Little Theater kind of thing, a little theater presentation. I don’t see it
that way, at all. I’ve always seen it as the sets, the costumes, the props, you know?
I wanted to move the Firesign toward that for a long time, but the difficulty of
that has always been the lack of any investment in the show. We’ve always, right
from the beginning, had to pull any theatrical thing we’ve done together with no
investment. And what I like about the theater is that there is an investment in it.
What I’ve enjoyed was not so much that we had stage sets or anything, but that
it was completely theatrical in its look, the lighting and the whole way that it was
done. I just got tired, at a certain point, of pulling everything out of a theatrical
trunk. My idea of . . . and I felt always that the Firesign Theatre should grow
toward a full-scale theatrical show, something that could play off-Broadway and
could have a sustained run. That’s my vision of what the Firesign Theatre on
stage ought to be, and I think that I am alone on that. So I’m satisfying myself
by doing real theater; other people’s plays. It’s always been important to me to
keep that performance aspect of what I do alive. There’s writing and there’s
performance and there’s teaching. Teaching has for the moment kind of receded
into the background, because the teaching that I did in the ’80s was sort of funded
by the Corporation for Public Broadcasting and the Endowment. When that
funding disappeared out of the system, the teaching in radio really went
completely over to news, and has really kind of disappeared entirely. So there’s
very little opportunity to do that. I’m looking into other kinds of teaching
opportunities, colleges and that kind of thing, that would allow me to sort of
keep the educational aspect. I’ve always tried to keep those three things going, the
writing, the performing, and the teaching, ever since I started teaching, which
was way back in the ’70s sometime.
Well, you’ve certainly managed to do a wonderful job combining all three
with your poetry as well
DAVID OSSMAN: I was reading about some kids, comparatively speaking, who
were doing A Midsummer Night’s Dream in Washington Square Park in New York,
yelling at people and doing Shakespeare out there in the middle. I thought, “Ahh!
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There’s a family resemblance.” In a way, we’re doing the same thing here at our
advanced ages: 30, 35 years older than these people. It’s the same thing. We’re
yelling all this stuff at people, and saying, “See, it’s fun, enjoy it, laugh, have a
good time!” And that’s what’s wonderful about working today, right now, and not
sitting back and thinking about the good old days. And so I’m hoping that we’ll
just continue doing that. You got to. You can’t sit back and rest on your laurels,
for Christ’s sake! I don’t even know what that’s all about. The true artist just keeps
working. And sure, everybody remembers your first book. And you can blow
your brains out like Ernest Hemingway if it gets really disgusting, but it doesn’t
if you keep it interesting for yourself.
There’s so many people who have gone into oblivion since I’ve loved them,
from James Dean onward, and that’s the way of the world. There are people
who choose sweet oblivion, and there are the rest of us who slog on through.
So, I’m a slogger!
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The editor wishes to thank Gregory J.M. Catsos for the use of the Firesign
interviews we conducted for magazine articles in the forming of this interview
manuscript and to thank Chris Palladino for the use of his interview material
as well.
The following taped interviews were used for this book, augmented by e-mails
and letters. They were all transcribed by the editor and sorted by subject and or
questions asked. The earlier interviews were originally melded together in 1996
to get the best answers, sometimes from three or more sessions, without repeating
too much material, except to clarify a point. The original manuscript was put
together around that time and sent to the Firesign for corrections and comments.
Between 1996 and 2001, during the production of Firezine magazine, Firesign
members were interviewed and their contributions were published in the various
issues and on the website, www.firezine.net.
In 2005, some of those Firezine elements were incorporated and edited into
the original manuscript. The questions themselves may have been slightly adapted
to fit the material as well. The interviews were updated and re-edited to the
extent of past tense and time corrected dating, changing as few words as possible
to keep the original integrity and intent.
(FCW)
(GJMC)
(CP)

FREDERICK C. WIEBEL, JR.
GREGORY J. M. CATSOS
CHRIS PALLADINO

PHIL AUSTIN: 8/9/94 (CP), 9/26/94 (GJMC), 10/27/94 (GJMC), 2/1/95 (CP),
3/22/95 (CP), 7/1/95 (FCW), 7/13/95 (FCW), 6/9/96 (CP), 6/9/96 (CP), 7/96
(FCW), 7/18/96 (FCW), 1/3/97 (CP), 1/6/97 (CP), 1/9/97 (CP), 3/17/97
(FCW), 3/28/97 (FCW), 8/22/97 (FCW), 1/ 2 / 98 (FCW), 1/22/98 (FCW),
2/98 (FCW) 5/8/98 (FCW), 8/20/98 (FCW), 9/23/98 (FCW), 8/13/99 (FCW),
2001 (FCW)
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PETER BERGMAN: 8/22/94 (CP), 9/17/94 (CP), 10/4/94 (GJMC), 10/12/94
(GJMC), 10/30/94 (GJMC) 11/12/94 (GJMC), 3/95 (FCW), 7/10/95 (FCW),
6/14/96 (FCW), 7/3-6/96 (FCW), 7/17/96 (FCW), 7/96 (FCW) 11/10/96
(FCW), 4/6/99 (FCW), 4/24/97 (FCW), 1/24/98 (FCW), 8/21/98 (FCW),
2001 (FCW)
DAVID OSSMAN: 7/18/94 (CP), 9/12/94 (GJMC), 9/17/94 (GJMC), 10/31/94
(GJMC), 1/21/95 (CP), 3/23/95 (FCW), 5/25/95 (FCW), 5/30/95 (FCW),
7/10/95 (FCW), 7/17/95 (FCW), 8/15/95 (FCW), 7/96 (FCW), 7/19/96
(FCW), 10/96 (FCW), 6/97 (FCW), 11/27/96 (FCW), 1/1/97 (CP), 1/8/97
(FCW), 1/6/97 (FCW), 3/24/97 (FCW), 4/1/97 (FCW), 5/3/97 (FCW),
6/21/97 (FCW), 11/20/97 (FCW), 2/26/97 (FCW), 6/22/97 (FCW), 1/20/98
(FCW), 4/10/98 (FCW), 8/21/98 (FCW), 9/23/98 (FCW), 11/98 (FCW), 9/99
(FCW), 2000 (FCW)
PHIL PROCTOR: 8/2/94 (CP), 8/4/94 (CP), 8/14/94 (CP), 9/11/94 (GJMC),
9/28/94 (GJMC), 10/1/94 (GJMC), 10/31/94 (CG), 11/12/94 (GJMC), 1/95
(CP), 4/10/95 (FCW), 5/22/95 (FCW), 6/11/95 (FCW), 11/13/95 (CP),
11/13/95 (FCW), 7/96 (FCW), 7/18/96 (FCW), 9/96 (FCW), 3/26/97 (FCW),
1/24/98 (FCW), 3/13/98 (CP), 4/10/98 (CP), 4/10/98 (FCW) 4/11/98 (FCW),
8/20/98 (FCW), 8/21/98 (FCW), 9/1/98 (FCW), 10/1/98 (FCW), 5/1/99
(FCW), 2000 (FCW)
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SELECT DISCOGRAPHY
RELEASES: RECORDS, TAPES, DISCS

KEY

(CD)

COMPACT DISC

FULL LENGTH ALBUM

(CD-R)

BURNED COMPACT DISC

(EP)

EXTENDED PLAY

(CD-ROM

CD-ROM

(45)

45 RPM

(CD-I)

COMPACT DISC INTERACTIVE

(S)

SINGLE

(DAT)

DIGITAL AUDIO TAPE

(T)

TAPE

(R +)

MADE FOR RADIO PLAY ONLY

(8T)

8 TRACK TAPE

(VHS)

VIDEO TAPE

(CT)

CASSETTE TAPE

(LD)

LASER VIDEO DISC

(RT)

REEL TO REEL TAPE

(DVD)

DIGITAL VIDEO DISC

(LP)

PETER BERGMAN

PHIL AUSTIN

8/31/1956

4/1966

ATTENTION CONVENTION—FOUR

DUCKMAN (PART 1)/DUCKMAN

CANDIDATES (45) (7" S)

(PART 2)—THE BUDDIES (45)(7" S)

BUDDY RECORDS 1004

DECCA 31920

PETER BERGMAN, PHIL PROCTOR

PHIL PROCTOR

1960

c. 8/1966

TOM JONES—ORIGINAL CAST (2 LPs)

A TIME FOR SINGING—ORIGINAL

[YALE MUSICAL PRODUCTION]

CAST (LP) WARNER BROS. 1639

[PROCTOR–TOM JONES] [BERGMAN
LYRICS] CARILLON PRODUCTIONS

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

MX-L80P-5436/7

c. spring 1967

c. 5—6/1961

(45) [BACKGROUND VOICES]

BOOTH IS BACK IN TOWN—ORIGINAL

COLUMBIA 4-44289

HOTEL INDISCREET—SAGITTARIUS

CAST (LP) [YALE MUSICAL
PRODUCTION] [PROCTOR—BOOTH,

PHIL AUSTIN, DAVID OSSMAN, PHIL

BERGMAN—LYRICS ONLY]

PROCTOR, (PETER BERGMAN?)

CARILLON PRODUCTIONS M80P-8900

9/11/1967

select discography

315

firesign theatre text 2_13_06.3

2/13/06

9:24 AM

Page 316

OF CABBAGES AND KINGS—CHAD

PROMOTIONAL ALBUM)—THE FIRESIGN

AND JEREMY (LP) [BACKGROUND

THEATRE (LP) COLUMBIA DJS-29

VOICES] COLUMBIA
CL-2671 (MONO), CS-9471 (STEREO)

1969
DIG THIS—VARIOUS ARTISTS (EP)

PHIL AUSTIN

(7" PROMO 33 1/3RPM) COLUMBIA AS-1

10/15/1967
THE ASTROLOGY ALBUM

1969

(NARRATION BY PHIL AUSTIN) (LP)

ILLINOIS SPEED PRESS—ILLINOIS

COLUMBIA CS-9489

SPEED PRESS (LP) [FT—INSIDE
FOLD-OUT COVER LINER NOTES IN

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

NEWSPAPER STYLE] COLUMBIA CS-9792

1/24/1968
THE FIRESIGN THEATRE PRESENTS

11/1969

WAITING FOR THE ELECTRICIAN OR

STATION BREAK/FORWARD INTO THE

SOMEONE LIKE HIM—THE FIRESIGN

PAST—THE FIRESIGN THEATRE (45)

THEATRE (LP) (8T)(CT)

(7" S) COLUMBIA 4-4505

COLUMBIA CL-2718
7/22/1970
3/1968

DON'T CRUSH THAT DWARF, HAND ME

THE NOTORIOUS BYRD BROTHERS—

THE PLIERS—THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

THE BYRDS (LP)[BATTLEFIELD

(LP) (8T) (CT) COLUMBIA C-30102

SOUND EFFECTS]
COLUMBIA CS-9575

1970
THIS SIDE/THE OTHER SIDE—THE

PHIL AUSTIN

FIRESIGN THEATRE (45 )(7" WHITE

10/1968

LABEL RADIO STATION COPY)

DREAM A LITTLE DREAM OF ME—

[PICTURE SLEEVE] COLUMBIA AE-30

MAMA CASS ELLIOTT
(LP) (RT) (8T) (VOICE OVERS)
DUNHILL/ABC DS-50040

1970
THIS SIDE/(BLANK)—THE FIRESIGN
THEATRE (45) (7" 1-SIDED WHITE

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE
7/30/1969

LABEL RADIO STATION COPY)
[PICTURE SLEEVE] COLUMBIA AE-34

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE PRESENTS
HOW CAN YOU BE IN TWO PLACES AT

1970

ONCE WHEN YOU'RE NOT ANYWHERE

ZACHARIAH—VARIOUS ARTISTS

AT ALL?—THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

(LP) [SOUNDTRACK] [WROTE

(LP) (8T) (CT) COLUMBIA CS-9884

DIALOGUE FOR CLIPS FROM FILM
ON LP] ABC ABCS-0C-13

1969
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BUS—THE FIRESIGN THEATRE (LP)

1972

(LPQ) (8T) COLUMBIA C-30737

40 GREAT UNCLAIMED MELODIES/LIVE
FROM THE SENATE BAR (IF YOU CALL

11/1971

THAT LIVING)—THE FIRESIGN

THE HOLYGRAM’S SONG/MR.

THEATRE (45) (7" WHITE LABEL RADIO

PRESIDENT—THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

STATION COPY) COLUMBIA AE-7-1041

(45) (7" RADIO STATION COPY)
COLUMBIA AE-7-1022

1972
MR. PRESIDENT/LIVE FROM THE

1971

SENATE BAR (IF YOU CALL THAT

PLAYBACK—VARIOUS ARTISTS

LIVING)—THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

(EP) (7" 33 1/3RPM SUBSCRIPTION

(45) (7" GREY LABEL RADIO STATION

SAMPLER) COLUMBIA AS-7-1026

COPY) COLUMBIA AE-7-1059

1971

10/1972

DEAR FRIENDS —THE FIRESIGN

NOT INSANE OR ANYTHING YOU

THEATRE (12 R LPS) [EDITED FROM

WANT TO—THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

RADIO SHOWS] DEAR FRIENDS [200

(LP) (8T) (CT) COLUMBIA KC-31585

COPIES PRESSED BY CUSTOM
FIDELITY CO.]

11/1972
A FIRESIGN CHAT WITH PAPOON—

PHIL AUSTIN, DAVID OSSMAN, (PHIL

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

PROCTOR?)

(LP) (WHITE LABEL PROMO)

1971

COLUMBIA AS-41

THE STARS AND STRIPES AND YOU
1917-1918—VARIOUS ARTISTS (2LP)
[NARRATION, READINGS] POX
PRODUCTIONS POX 101-2

PROCTOR AND BERGMAN
1973
TV OR NOT TV—PROCTOR AND

PETER BERGMAN
1971

BERGMAN (LP) (8T) (CT)
COLUMBIA KC-32199

A CHILD’S GARDEN OF GRASS (A PRELEGALIZATION COMEDY)—ORIGINAL

1973

CAST (LP) (8T) (CT) [SINGS IN THE

COMMUNIST LOVE SONG/NASI

SHOWER, WROTE LYRICS]

GORING—PHILIP PROCTOR AND

(PREFORMED AS OZ NOX)

PETER BERGMAN (45) (WHITE LABEL

ELEKTRA EKS-75012

MONO RADIO STATION COPY 7”)
COLUMBIA 4-45833

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE
1 /1972

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

DEAR FRIENDS —THE FIRESIGN

1973

THEATRE (2 LPS) (8T) (CT) (RRT)

DAVID OSSMAN'S HOW TIME FLYS

COLUMBIA KG-31099

STARRING THE FIRESIGN THEATRE—

select discography
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THE FIRESIGN THEATRE
10/1975
IN THE NEXT WORLD, YOU’RE ON

1/1974

YOUR OWN—THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE PRESENTS

(LP) (8T) COLUMBIA PC-33475

THE TALE OF THE GIANT RAT OF
SUMATRA—THE FIRESIGN THEATRE
(LP) (8T) COLUMBIA KC-32730

PROCTOR AND BERGMAN
1975 (?)
PROCTER AND BERGMAN OF

10/1974

THE FIRESIGN THEATER PRESENT

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE SEZ: EVERY-

THE PROCTER—BERGMAN REPORTS—

THING YOU KNOW IS WRONG—THE

PROCTER AND BERGMAN

FIRESIGN THEATRE (LP) (LPQ) (8T)

(Misspelled on label) (EP)

(8TQ) COLUMBIA KC-33141

(7" 33 1/3 WHITE LABEL EP)
COLUMBIA ZSM 157624/5

1974
FOR YOUR EARS ONLY—THE FIRESIGN

PHIL AUSTIN

THEATRE (EP) (7" DEMONSTRATION

1975

COPY STEREO 33 1/3 RPM)

THE HIGHER THEY CLIMB (THE

COLUMBIA AS-89

HARDER THEY FALL)—DAVID CASSIDY
(LP) (8T) (CT) RCA APL 1-1066

1974
LET’S EAT—THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

(10 10" R RT) (5 LPs?) THE FIRESIGN

1976

THEATRE (SELF RELEASED)

FORWARD INTO THE PAST—THE
FIRESIGN THEATRE (2LP)

1974

COLUMBIA PC-34391

ROLLER MAIDENS FROM OUTER
SPACE—PHIL AUSTIN (LP) (8T)

1977

EPIC KE-32489

25 YEARS OF RECORDED COMEDY—
VARIOUS ARTISTS WARNER BROS.

PHIL AUSTIN

WB-3BX-3131

1974
SWITCHBLADE PITCHFORKS, THE BAD

4/1977

NEWS/DICK PRIVATE’S MYSTERY—PHIL

JUST FOLKS...A FIRESIGN CHAT—

AUSTIN (45) (7" EPIC BONUS RECORD)

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE (LP)

EPIC AE 7-1087

BUTTERFLY FLY-001

PROCTOR AND BERGMAN
9/1975
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JUST FOLKS...A FIRESIGN CHAT—

WHAT THIS COUNTRY NEEDS—

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

PROCTOR AND BERGMAN (LP)

(EP) (7" COLLECTOR’S COPY)

COLUMBIA PC-33687

BUTTERFLY BFEP-1
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1977

THEATRE (45) [7" PICTURE DISC]

FIRESIGN WORLD—THE FIRESIGN

FIRESIGN/RHINO RNPD-904

THEATRE (LP) [BOOTLEG] WIZARDO or
DOG AND CAT WRMB-512

1980
FIGHTING CLOWNS—THE

PROCTOR AND BERGMAN
1977–78

FIRESIGN THEATRE (LP) (CT)
FIRESIGN/RHINO RNLP-018

HOT NEWS FOR THE WEEK—VARIOUS
(18 R LPS) JIM BROWN, HOT
NEWS RADIO

1980
CASSETTE CHRONICLES—THE FIRESIGN
THEATRE (6 CT) RHINO RM-73

PHIL AUSTIN
1978

1980

HISTORY OF THE PUEBLO REVOLT

BELOW THE BELT—ORIGINAL CAST

(CT) [DIRECTED] UNIVERSITY OF LA

(VHS) (FT—VOICES, RADIO CALL-INS,

EXTENSION MEDIA

ANNOUNCERS) THORN EMI VIDEO
TVC 1124

PROCTOR AND BERGMAN
1978

6/10/1982

GIVE US A BREAK—PROCTOR AND

LAWYER'S HOSPITAL—THE FIRESIGN

BERGMAN (LP) (8T) (CT)

THEATRE (LP) FIRESIGN/RHINO

MERCURY SRM-3719

RNLP-806

1978

6/10/1982

THE COMEDY OF PROCTOR AND

SHAKESPEARE’S LOST COMEDIE—THE

BERGMAN—PROCTOR AND BERGMAN

FIRESIGN THEATRE (LP) (CT)

(7" 33 1/3 PROMO EP) MERCURY DJ-551

FIRESIGN/RHINO RNLP-807

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

PHIL PROCTOR

1979

1982

NICK DANGER: THE CASE OF THE

SEX, DRUGS, ROCK ’N’ ROLL AND THE

MISSING SHOE—THE FIRESIGN

END OF THE WORLD—NATIONAL

THEATRE (12"EP) (CT) MARBLE [1ST

LAMPOON (LP) [ANNOUNCER, LYRICS,

PRESSING ONLY], BLACK, YELLOW

OTHER WRITING] PASSPORT PB-6018

VINYL RHINO RNEP-506
TUNNEL VISION—ORIGINAL CAST
1979

(VHS) HARMONY VISION

YOU’RE ON THE AIRLIE—VARIOUS
ARTISTS (15 CT) NATIONAL PUBLIC
RADIO

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE (–D.O.)
1982
THE ALMOST COMEDY HOUR—

10/1980

VARIOUS ARTISTS (2 R LP) CBS

REAGAN/CARTER—THE FIRESIGN

RADIO/RADIO RADIO TACH—18L

select discography
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10/1983

1986

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE PRESENTS

DR. DEMENTO SHOW #86 (1/25-26/86)—

NICK DANGER IN THE CASE OF THE

DR. DEMENTO (2 R LP) [F.T.

MISSING YOLK—THE FIRESIGN

INTERVIEWED AND PLAY RECORDS]

THEATRE (VHS) (STEREO) (BETA)

WEST WOOD ONE # 86-01,02,03,04

(HI-FI) PACIFIC ARTS VIDEO RECORDS
PAV/R-527

1986
“THE BEST OF COMIC RELEIF:

1983

COMEDIANS HELPING THE

FIRESIGN RADIO—THE FIRESIGN

HOMELESS”—VARIOUS ARTISTS (LP)

THEATRE (2 R LP) (SHOW PILOT)

RHINO RECORDS RNIN 70704

GLOBAL SATELLITE NETWORK
“THE BEST OF COMIC RELEIF:
THE FIRESIGN THEATRE (–D.O.)

COMEDIANS HELPING THE

1984

HOMELESS”—VARIOUS ARTISTS

THE THREE FACES OF AL—THE FIRESIGN

(VHS) Lorimar VHS 361.

THEATRE (LP) (CD) RHINO RNLP-812
THE FIRESIGN THEATRE
1984

1987

FIRESIGN THEATRE’S HOT SHORTS—

DON’T CRUSH THAT DWARF, HAND ME

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE (LD) (VD)

THE PLIERS—THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

(VHS) (BETA) RCA VIDEO/PIONEER

(CD) [REISSUE] [NEW LINER NOTES BY

ARTISTS PA-83-144, RCA

PHIL AUSTIN] MOBILE FIDELITY

COLUMBIA/TRI-STAR VIDEO 60435

MFCD-880

1985

1988

EAT OR BE EATEN—THE FIRESIGN

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE PRESENTS

THEATRE (LP) (CD) (CT) [CD

HOW CAN YOU BE IN TWO PLACES AT

W/SUB-CODE GRAPHIC SLIDE

ONCE WHEN YOU'RE NOT ANYWHERE

SHOW PLAYS ON CDI, GAME DISC

AT ALL?—THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

PLAYERS OR KARAOKE MACHINE]

(CD) [REISSUE] [NEW LINER NOTES

MERCURY 826 452-1 M-1

BY ASTIN AND OSSMAN] MOBILE
FIDELITY MFCD-834

1985
BITES FROM EAT OR BE EATEN—THE

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE (–DO)

FIRESIGN THEATRE (45) (7" PROMO EP)

c. 1988

(12" 33 1/3 RPM PROMO EP) MERCURY

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE HYPE

PRO-338(7"), PRO-381(12")

MACHINE (CT) [DEMO WITH
COMMERCIALS] PYRO PLAYHOUSE

1985
EAT OR BE EATEN—THE FIRESIGN
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ANNIVERSARY PRODUCTION—

[REISSUE] [NEW LINER NOTES BY

ORIGINAL CAST (CD) (CT)

AUSTIN, OSSMAN] MOBILE FIDELITY

OTHER WORLD MEDIA

MFCD-785

OWMCD-001
PHIL AUSTIN
PHIL AUSTIN

1989

1988

A CAPITAL DECADE DAILY FEED

DAILY FEED 1988 NEWSREEL—THE

1989 NEWSREEL—THE DAILY FEED

DAILY FEED (CT) DC AUDIO

(CT) DC AUDIO

DAVID OSSMAN

DAVID OSSMAN

1989

1990

RADIODAZE—DAVID OSSMAN

THE GEORGE TIREBITER STORY

(CT) SPARKS MEDIA

PT.3 THE RONALD REAGAN MURDER

THE GEORGE TIREBITER STORY

MIDWEST RADIO THEATRE WORKSHOP

CASE—DAVID OSSMAN (CT)
CHAPTER 1: ANOTHER CHRISTMAS
CAROL—DAVID OSSMAN (CT)
SPARKS MEDIA

PHILIP PROCTOR
1990
RAPPA THIS—VINNIE GUMBA

1989

(PHIL PROCTOR) (CD S) (CT S)

RADIOPLAY—DAVID OSSMAN (VHS)

LAURIE LCD—210

SPARKS MEDIA
DAVID OSSMAN, PHIL PROCTOR
1989

1991

AN AUTOBOZOGRAPHICAL EVENING—

NORMAN CORWIN’S WE HOLD THESE

DAVID OSSMAN (VHS) SPARKS MEDIA

TRUTHS (A CELEBRATION OF THE
200TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE BILL OF

1989

RIGHTS)—ORIGINAL CAST (CD) (CT)

THE GEORGE TIREBITER STORY PT.2

[OSSMAN, PROCTOR VOICES, OSSMAN

MEXICAN OVERDRIVE/RADIODAZE—

DIRECTED] OTHER WORLD

DAVID OSSMAN (CT) COMPANY ONE

MEDIA/WETA FM DIDX 015870

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

3/1989

1991

THE NOTORIOUS BYRD BROTHERS—

ROLAND SOUND SPACE CD SAMPLER—

THE BYRDS (CD) (CT) [BATTLEFIELD

VARIOUS ARTISTS (PROMO CD)

SOUND EFFECTS] [REISSUE] COLUMBIA

ROLAND SOUND

CK-09575(CD), PCT-09575(CT)
1/15/1992
1989

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE PRESENTS

I THINK WE'RE ALL BOZOS ON THIS

WAITING FOR THE ELECTRICIAN OR

BUS—THE FIRESIGN THEATRE (CD)

SOMEONE LIKE HIM—THE FIRESIGN

select discography
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THEATRE (CD) [REISSUE] [NEW LINER

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE’S 25TH

NOTES BY P.A., D.O.] MOBILE FIDELITY

ANNIVERSARY REUNION TOUR; BACK

MFCD-762

FROM THE SHADOWS—THE FIRESIGN
THEATRE (2CD) [LINER NOTES BY

1992

AUSTIN, BERGMAN, OSSMAN, PROCTOR]

DEAR FRIENDS—THE FIRESIGN

MOBILE FIDELITY MFCD-2-747

THEATRE (CD) [REISSUE] [NEW LINER
NOTES BY AUSTIN, OSSMAN, PROCTOR]
MOBILE FIDELITY MFCD-758

DAVID OSSMAN
1994
NOTHING ON TELEVISION—NOTHING

PETER BERGMAN
1992

ON TELEVISION (CT) LAST MINUTE
PRODUCTIONS NT-1

PHANTOM OF THE RITZ (1988)—
ORIGINAL CAST (VHS) PRISM 4252

PHIL AUSTIN
1994

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE
1993

DOWN UNDER DANGER—PHIL AUSTIN
(CT) SPARKS MEDIA

THE BEST OF THE FIRESIGN THEATRE
SHOES FOR INDUSTRY—THE FIRESIGN

9/27/1994

THEATRE (2CD) (2CT)

BARBRA: THE CONCERT [LIVE]—

COLUMBIA/LEGACY C2K 52736

BARBRA STRIESAND (2CD)
[THERAPIST VOICE] SONY 66109

1993
FIGHTING CLOWNS—THE FIRESIGN

5/1995

THEATRE (CD) [REISSUE + CARTER]

TALES OF THE OLD DETECTIVE AND

[NEW LINER NOTES BY AUSTIN,

OTHER BIG FAT LIES—PHIL AUSTIN

OSSMAN, PROCTOR] MOBILE

(2CT) AUDIO PARTNERS 20001

FIDELITY MFCD-748
THE FIRESIGN THEATRE
1993

8/1995

ANYTHYNGE YOU WANT TO

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE PRESENTS

(SHAKESPEARE’S LOST COMEDIE)—

HOW CAN YOU BE IN TWO PLACES AT

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE (CT)

ONCE WHEN YOU'RE NOT ANYWHERE

[ENTIRE NRP “EARPLAY” BROADCAST]

AT ALL?—THE FIRESIGN THEATRE (CD)

MORE SUGAR MS-002

[REISSUE] COLUMBIA LEGACY CK-9884

1993

11/1995

FIRESIGN THEATRE SEZ: “EVERYTHING

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE’S MARTIAN

YOU KNOW IS WRONG”—THE FIRESIGN

SPACE PARTY—THE FIRESIGN

THEATRE (VHS) MORE SUGAR 001

THEATRE (VHS) MORE SUGAR MS-005

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE
1994
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NICK DANGER IN THE CASE OF

PYST—ORIGINAL CAST (CD-ROM)

THE MISSING YOLK—THE FIRESIGN

PARROTY INTERACTIVE—PAL-CD-10029A

THEATRE (VHS) [REISSUE]
MORE SUGAR MS-004

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE
12/1996

DAVID OSSMAN

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE’S PINK HOTEL

11/1995

BURNS DOWN—THE FIRESIGN

THE RONALD REAGAN MURDER

THEATRE (CT) MORE SUGAR MSUG006

CASE/VINCE WASHBURN, NEW AGE
DETECTIVE—ORIGINAL CAST (CT)
[WROTE, VOICE RRMC ONLY]

PHIL PROCTOR, DAVID OSSMAN
1/1/1997

[RECORDED 1990] MIDWEST RADIO

NOT ANOTHER TALK SHOW—PHIL

THEATRE WORKSHOP MRTW-004

PROCTOR (CT) (SIDE ONE ONLY)
CABINET MEDIA CM—01

1995
RAYMOND CHANDLER’S “GOLDFISH”—

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

ORIGINAL CAST (CT) [ADAPTED,

1/1997

DIRECTED, VOICE]

WEPM 1340 FIRESIGN FESTIVAL—THE

OTHERWORLD/LODESTONE RN-101

FIRESIGN THEATRE (2 CT) (2 CD)
[FROM BROADCASTS] FIREZINE

PHIL PROCTOR

PRODUCTIONS FZ 001

1995
WHERE IN THE U.S.A. IS CARMEN SAN

2/1997

DIEGO?—ORIGINAL CAST (CD-ROM)

STILL WAITING FOR THE

[VOICES] BRODERBUND

ELECTRICIAN—THE FIRESIGN THEATRE
(CT) (CD) FIREZINE PRODUCTIONS

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE, PHIL AUSTIN,

FZ 002

DAVID OSSMAN
c. SPRING 1996

3/17/1997

DAVID OSSMAN’S TIME CAPSULES—

FLASHBACK POP QUIZ—VARIOUS

GEORGE TIREBITER (DAVID OSSMAN)

ARTISTS (CD) [SYNDICATED RADIO

(CT) OTHERWORLD MEDIA—OWM 1996/1

SHOW DISC] RADIO TODAY CD#148

PHIL PROCTOR

DAVID OSSMAN

c. Spring 1996

4/1997

“THE PHOENIX” BY URSULA K. LE

SHOCKWAVE AND SOUND AFFECTS

GUIN/“THE WATER FAUCET VISION”

LIVE FROM MINICON 32 MARCH 28,

BY GISH JEN (CT) OTHERWORLD

1997 (CT) SHOCK WAVE/SOUND

MEDIA—OWM 1992/2

AFFECTS

PETER BERGMAN, DAVID OSSMAN,
PHILIP PROCTOR
10/15/1996

6/23/1997
MY CHARMED LIFE—LITTLE JACK
MELODY AND HIS YOUNG TURKS (CD)

select discography
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POWER: LIFE ON THE EDGE IN LA—
PROCTOR AND BERGMAN (CD)
PROCTOR & BERGMAN PROB-001

7/1997
GEORGE TIREBITER’S RADIO

DAVID OSSMAN, PHIL PROCTOR

FOLLIES—ORIGINAL CAST (CT) TWIN

1/1/1998

CITIES RADIO THEATRE WORKSHOP

GEORGE TIREBITER’S RADIO FOLLIES—
DAVID OSSMAN (CD-R) [REISSUE

7/1997

RE-TRACKED, TITLED] [NEW GRAPHICS,

TWIN CITIES RADIO THEATRE

BOOKLET] OTHERWORLD MEDIA

WORKSHOP JUNE 21, 1997—ORIGINAL

OWME—007

CAST (CT) TWIN CITIES RADIO
THEATRE WORKSHOP

DAVID OSSMAN
1/1/1998

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE
7/3/1997

ANOTHER CHRISTMAS CAROL &
RADIODAZE STARRING GEORGE

FIRESIGN THEATRE LIVE AT THE WEST-

TIREBITER—DAVID OSSMAN (CD-R)

BURY MUSIC FAIR 5/20/74—FIRESIGN

[REISSUE] SPARKS MEDIA SPME-002

THEATRE (ANYTOWN, USA TOUR) (CT)
FIREZINE PRODUCTIONS FZ 003

NOTHING ON TELEVISION—LAST
MINUTE PRODUCTIONS (CD) [REISSUE]

fall 1997

LODESTONE MEDIA LMPD—201

PRESENT TENSE—SAGITTARIUS (CD)
[BACKGROUND VOICES] SUNDAZED
SC 11053

PHIL PROCTOR, DAVID OSSMAN
1/1/1998
BUDDY SHELL NETAPHYSICAL

DAVID OSSMAN, PHIL PROCTOR

PRIVATE INVESTIGATOR—ORIGINAL

1997

CAST (2 CDS) (VOICES) FRIED OUT

GEORGE TIREBITER’S RADIO

PRODUCTIONS/LODESTONE MEDIA

FOLLIES—ORIGINAL CAST (CT)
(CD-R SIGNED LIMITED EDITION)
OTHERWORLD MEDIA 30102

PHIL AUSTIN, PHIL PROCTOR
1998
NEAL AMID—SEEM REAL THEATRE (CT)

PHIL AUSTIN

(CD-R) SEEM REAL THEATRE CAT-101

11/1997
NICK DANGER: THE DAILY FEED

1998

(2 CD SIGNED LIMITED EDITION OF

ROCK OPERA THE FOSSIL RECORD—

100 COPIES IN TAPE BOX) FIREZINE

ORIGINAL CAST (CD) [NARRATION]

PRODUCTIONS FZ 004

(BLANK)

PROCTOR AND BERGMAN
1/1/1998
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PROCTOR AND BERGMAN
12/3/1998
THE SORT OF HISTORY OF PROCTOR

DAVID OSSMAN, PHIL PROCTOR

AND BERGMAN ON THE ROAD—

1998

PROCTOR AND BERGMAN (CD-R)

SCI-FI LIVE—GREAT NORTHERN

FIREZINE PRODUCTIONS FZ 005

RADIO THEATRE (CD-R) GREAT
NORTHERN RADIO THEATRE
PRODUCTION

PHIL PROCTOR, DAVID OSSMAN
12/3/1998
FUNNK AND MUNDAIGN: THE

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

FIREZINE INTERVIEW—PHIL PROC-

1998

TOR AND MELINDA PETERSON (CD-R)

GIVE ME IMMORTALITY OR GIVE ME

(CD-R SPECIAL LIMITED EDITION OF

DEATH—FIRESIGN THEATRE (CD-R)

50 SIGNED AND NUMBERED COPIES)

(ADVANCE COPY) (WHITE PAPER

FIREZINE PRODUCTIONS FZ 006

LABEL) (LIMITED ADVANCE COPIES
AUTOGRAPHED ON WHITE PAPER

PHIL PROCTOR

LABEL) RHINO [DUPLICATION BY

12/3/1998

STRAIGHT COPY)

VISIT TO PLANET PROCTOR—PHIL

9/1998

PRODUCTIONS FZ 007

PROCTOR (CD-R) FIREZINE
RADIO NOW RADIO INTERVIEW—THE
FIRESIGN THEATRE (CD-R) (BLANK)

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE
12/3/1998

9/15/98

ANYTOWN, USA: FIRESIGN THEATRE

GIVE ME IMMORTALITY OR GIVE ME

LIVE AT THE WESTBURY MUSIC

DEATH—THE FIRESIGN THEATRE (CD)

FESTIVAL 1974—THE FIRESIGN

RHINO ENTERTAINMENT CO. R2 75509

THEATRE (2 CD-R) (REISSUE) MORE
SUGAR MSUG 011

11/22/1998
THE PINK HOTEL BURNS DOWN—THE

7/9/1999

FIRESIGN THEATRE (CD) [RE-ISSUE]

IN THE FIREZONE: FIRESIGN

MORE SUGAR MSUG 008

THEATRE LIVE IN SEATTLE 5/2/1999—
THE FIRESIGN THEATRE (2 CD-RS)

ANYTHYNGE YOU WANT TO—THE

FIREZINE PRODUCTIONS FZ 008

FIRESIGN THEATRE (CD) [REISSUE]
MORE SUGAR MSUG-009

1999

12/3/1998

THEATRE (CD) [ADVANCE, PROMO

LIVE AT WESTBURY MUSIC FAIR

ONLY] [DOUBLE SIDED CD IN

5/29/74 (ANYTOWN, USA TOUR)—THE

CARBOARD SLEEVE WITH STICKERED

FIRESIGN THEATRE (2 CD-R) (REISSUE)

TEXT] RHINO ENTERTAINMENT

FIREZINE PRODUCTIONS FZ 003

PRCD 75983

BOOM DOT BUST—THE FIRESIGN

select discography
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10/19/1999

FIRESIGN THEATRE (2 CD-RS)

BOOM DOT BUST—THE FIRESIGN

FIREZINE PRODUCTIONS FZ 011

THEATRE (CD) RHINO ENTERTAINMENT
R2 75983

8/4/2000
THE ALTERNATIVE ROSE PARADE—

11/28/1999

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE (2 CD-RS)

ALLAN HANDELMAN SHOW—THE

(2 COVER VARIATIONS) FIREZINE

FIRESIGN THEATRE (CD-R) (LIMITED

PRODUCTIONS FZ 012

TO 50 COPIES) ALLAN HANDELMAN
11/27/2000
1/1/2000

THE FIGHTING CLOWNS RONALD

IN THE FIREZONE: FIRESIGN LIVE

REAGAN ASSASSINATION SHOW—THE

1999—THE FIRESIGN THEATRE (2 CDS)

FIRESIGN THEATRE (2 CD-RS)

[REISSUE] MORE SUGAR MSUG—012

[RE-ISSUE] MORE SUGAR MSUG 014

PHIL AUSTIN

THE ALTERNATIVE ROSE PARADE—

1/1/2000

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE (2 CDS)

NICK DANGER: THE DAILY FEED

[RE-ISSUE] MORE SUGAR MSUG 015

TAPES—PHIL AUSTIN (2 CDS) [REISSUE]
MORE SUGAR MSUG—013

12/5/2000
BOOM DOT BUST—THE FIRESIGN

PHIL PROCTOR
1/1/2000

THEATRE (DVD-A) [SILVER SLIP CASE]
RHINO ENTERTAINMENT R9 75979

THE SECRETARIAT—ORIGINAL CAST
(CT) (CD) [RECORDED FOR

4/24/2001

BROADCAST] CORWIN CORW-018 (CT),

LET’S EAT—THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

CORW-025 (CD)

(5 CD-RS) [LIMITED EDITION
NUMBERED TO 100] [IN TAPE BOX]

PHIL AUSTIN, DAVID OSSMAN

FIREZINE PRODUCTIONS FZ 013

3/28/2000
GEORGE TIREBITER PRESENTS THE

4/27/2001

BIG BROADCAST OF 1976—ORIGINAL

BACK FROM THE SHADOWS—THE

CAST (CD-R) FIREZINE PRODUCTIONS

FIRESIGN THEATRE (DVD)

FZ 009

WHIRLWIND MEDIA WDVD 2005

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

6/19/2001

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS—THE

THE WONDERFUL WIZARD OF

FIRESIGN THEATRE (CD-R) FIREZINE

OZ–A CENTENNIAL CELEBRATION—

PRODUCTIONS FZ 010

ORIGINAL CAST (4 CDS) OTHERWORLD MEDIA OWME-010

4/24/2000
THE FIGHTING CLOWNS RONALD
REAGAN ASSASSINATION SHOW—THE
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DREAM A LITTLE DREAM OF ME—

LABEL] ACADIA ACA-8018 (EVANGELINE

MAMA CASS ELLIOT (CD) VICTOR

RECORDED WORKS) (ENGLAND)

ENTERTAINMENT VICY-3304
(JAPANESE)

11/27/2001
RADIO NOW LIVE—THE FIRESIGN

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE
7/28/2001

THEATRE (2 CDS) FIRESIGN THEATRE
RECORDS MSUG 102

“JOEY’S HOUSE”—THE FIRESIGN
THEATRE (2CD-RS) FIREZINE

ANYTHYNGE YOU WANT TO—THE

PRODUCTIONS FZ 014

FIRESIGN THEATRE (CD) [CD REISSUE]
[NEW GRAPHICS, FOLD OUT BOOKLET]

FIRESIGN RADIO RARITIES—THE

FIRESIGN THEATRE RECORDS

FIRESIGN THEATRE (2 CDS) FIREZINE

MSUG 009

PRODUCTIONS FZ 015
FIGHTING CLOWNS—THE FIRESIGN
PROCTOR AND BERGMAN

THEATRE (CD) [REISSUE] [NEW FOLD

9/1/2001

OUT BOOKLET] [PROCTOR LINER

CLARK WINTERGREEN, CLARK

NOTES ’93] FIRESIGN THEATRE

WINTERGREEN—PROCTOR AND

RECORDS MSUG 106

BERGMAN (CD-R) FIREZINE
PRODUCTIONS FZ 016

FIRESIGN LIVE AT STONY BROOK

TV OR NOT TV (LIVE) 12/6/1973—

FIREZINE FZ 018

2/70—THE FIRESIGN THEATRE (CD)
PROCTOR AND BERGMAN (CD-R)
FIREZINE PRODUCTIONS 017

FIRESIGN THEATRE LIVE AT THE ASH
GROVE 11/10/1970—THE FIRESIGN

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE
2001

THEATRE (CD) FIREZINE
PRODUCTIONS FZ 019

THE BRIDE OF FIRESIGN—THE
FIRESIGN THEATRE (CD-R) (IN-HOUSE

THE MARTIAN SPACE PARTY

WORK CD-R) RHINO (NO NUMBER)

BROADCAST—THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

(IMPERIAL TAPE COMPANY)

(CD) FIREZINE PRODUCTIONS FZ 020

9/4/2001

12/7/2001

THE BRIDE OF FIRESIGN—THE

WAITING FOR THE ELECTRICIAN OR

FIRESIGN THEATRE (CD) RHINO

SOMEONE LIKE HIM—THE FIRESIGN

ENTERTAINMENT CO R2 74390

THEATRE (CD) [REISSUE] COLUMBIA
LEGACY 85773

10/1/2001
DON’T CRUSH THAT DWARF, HAND ME

HOW CAN YOU BE IN TWO PLACES AT

THE PLIERS—THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

ONCE WHEN YOU’RE NOT ANYWHERE

(CD) [REISSUE NEW CD GRAPHICS,

AT ALL—THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

LINER NOTES BY ED WARD, PICTURE

(CD) [CD REISSUE—NEW FOLD OUT

select discography
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BOOKLET GRAPHICS, RED DISC]
COLUMBIA LEGACY CK 85774
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IN THE NEXT WORLD YOU’RE ON
YOUR OWN—FIRESIGN THEATRE (CD)
[REISSUE] LAUGH.COM LGH 10782

DON’T CRUSH THAT DWARF, HAND ME
THE PLIERS—THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

PHIL PROCTOR

(CD) [REISSUE] COLUMBIA LEGACY

2001

CK 85775

TUNNEL VISION (1976)—ORIGINAL

I THINK WE’RE ALL BOZOS ON THIS

DISTRIBUTION EDD 01007

CAST (DVD) ELECTIC DVD
BUS—THE FIRESIGN THEATRE (CD)
[REISSUE] COLUMBIA LEGACY CK 85776

PETER BERGMAN
2002

2001

TRUE CONFESSIONS OF THE REAL

HOW CAN YOU BE IN TWO PLACES AT

WORLD—PETER BERGMAN (CD)

ONCE WHEN YOU’RE NOT ANYWHERE

PETE’S MODERN RECORDS/

AT ALL—FIRESIGN THEATRE (CD)

LAUGH.COM—LGH-1128

[REISSUE] LAUGH.COM LGH 1070
THE FIRESIGN THEATRE
WAITING FOR THE ELECTRICIAN OR

6/25/2002

SOMEONE LIKE HIM—FIRESIGN THEATRE

OF CABBAGES AND KINGS—CHAD

(CD) [REISSUE] LAUGH.COM LGH 1071

STUART AND JEREMY CLYDE (CD)
[REISSUE WITH BONUS TRACKS]

DON’T CRUSH THAT DWARF, HAND ME

SUNDAZED SC—11118

THE PLIERS—FIRESIGN THEATRE (CD)
[REISSUE] LAUGH.COM LGH 1072

10/22/2002
PAPOON FOR PRESIDENT (HE’S NOT

I THINK WE’RE ALL BOZOS ON THIS

INSANE)—THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

BUS—FIRESIGN THEATRE (CD)

(CD) LAUGH.COM LGH-1130

[REISSUE] LAUGH.COM LGH 1073
11/12/2002
DEAR FRIENDS—FIRESIGN THEATRE
(CD) [REISSUE] LAUGH.COM LGH 1074

WEIRDLY COOL—THE FIRESIGN
THEATRE (VHS) (DVD) RHINO
HOME VIDEO R3 970082

NOT INSANE—FIRESIGN THEATRE
(CD) [REISSUE] LAUGH.COM LGH 1075

PROCTOR AND BERGMAN
11/19/2002

THE TALE OF THE GIANT RAT OF

J-MEN FOREVER—ORIGINAL CAST

SUMATRA—FIRESIGN THEATRE (CD)

(DVD) ECLECTIC DVD DISTRIBUTION

(REISSUE) LAUGH.COM LGH 1076

EDDO 1024

EVERYTHING YOU KNOW IS WRONG—
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THEATRE (CD-R) (ADVANCE PROMO)

A CHILD’S GARDEN OF GRASS (A

(LABEL PRINTED ON DISC)

PRE-LEGALIZATION COMEDY)—

ARTEMIS RECORDS

ORIGINAL CAST (CD) RHINO
HANDMADE RHM2—7830

3/11/2003
ALL THINGS FIRESIGN—THE FIRESIGN

PROCTOR AND BERGMAN

THEATRE (CD) ARTEMIS RECORDS—

8/20/2004

751167-2 (US) RYKODISC 4431700521,

WHAT THIS COUNTRY NEEDS—

(GERMANY) SONY 9675116729 (EUROPE)

PROCTOR AND BERGMAN (CD)
[REISSUE] LAUGH.COM LGH 1164

2003
THE FUGS/FIRESIGN THEATRE
SAMPLER—THE FUGS, FIRESIGN

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE
8/24/2004

THEATRE (CD) (PROMO FOR IN-STORE

ZACHARIAH—ORIGINAL CAST (DVD)

PLAY) (NO COVER)

[REISSUE] [MONO] MGM

PHIL AUSTIN, PETER BERGMAN, DAVID
OSSMAN, PHIL PROCTOR

DAVID OSSMAN
2004

5/13/2003

THE GEORGE TIREBITER

ROLLER MAIDENS FROM OUTER

COLLECTION #1—DAVID OSSMAN

SPACE—PHIL AUSTIN (CD) [REISSUE]

(CD-R) OTHERWOLRD MEDIA

LAUGH.COM LGH 1151

OWME-101

DAVID OSSMAN, PHIL AUSTIN, PETER
BERGMAN, PHIL PROCTOR

DAVID OSSMAN, PHIL PROCTOR
2004

7/1/2003

GEORGE TIREBITER COLLECTION #2

HOW TIME FLYS—DAVID OSSMAN

RADIO FOLLIES—ORIGINAL CAST

(CD) [REISSUE] LAUGH.COM LGH 1149

(CD-R) [REISSUE] OTHERWORLD
MEDIA OWME-102

PROCTOR AND BERGMAN
2003

DAVID OSSMAN, PHIL AUSTIN

TV OR NOT TV—PROCTOR AND

2004

BERGMAN (CD) [REISSUE] LAUGH.COM

GEORGE TIREBITER COLLECTION #3

LGH 1152

HOLLYWOOD MADHOUSE—ORIGINAL
CAST (CD-R) OTHERWORLD MEDIA

THE FIRESIGN THEATRE

OWME-103

9/2003
UNCUT PICK OF THE MONTH—

DAVID OSSMAN

VARIOUS ARTISTS (CD) (UNCUT

2004

MAGAZINE PREMIUM) UNCUT 2003 09

GEORGE TIREBITER COLLECTION #4
ANOTHER CHRISTMAS CAROL—

PETER BERGMAN
1/1/2004

ORIGINAL CAST (CD-R) OTHERWORLD
MEDIA OWME-104

select discography
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RAYMOND CHANDLER’S GOLDFISH—
ORIGINAL CAST(CD-R) [REISSUE]
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THE FIRESIGN THEATRE
9/20/2005

OTHERWORLD MEDIA

ANYTHYNGE YOU WANT TO—THE

OWME-008

FIRESIGN THEATRE (CD) [REISSUE]
FIRESIGN THEATRE RECORDS/

DAVID OSSMAN, PHIL PROCTOR

LODESTONE MSUG 009

2004
WAR OF THE WORLDS 50TH

10/18/2005

ANNIVERSARY PRODUCTION—

RADIO NOW LIVE—THE FIRESIGN

ORIGINAL CAST (CD-R) [REISSUE]

THEATRE (2 CDS) FIRESIGN THEATRE

OTHERWORLD MEDIA OWME-021

RECORDS/LODESTONE MSUG 102

DAVID OSSMAN

11/2/2005

2004

FIGHTING CLOWNS—THE FIRESIGN

EMPIRE OF THE AIR—ORIGINAL CAST

THEATRE (CD) [REISSUE] FIRESIGN

(CD-R) [REISSUE] OTHERWORLD

THEATRE RECORDS/LODESTONE

MEDIA OWME-025

MSUG 106

PHIL AUSTIN, DAVID OSSMAN

11/22/05

2005

JUST FOLKS: A FIRESIGN CHAT—THE

BOX OF TIME—SEAM REAL THEATRE

FIRESIGN THEATRE (CD) [REISSUE]

(CD-R) SEAM REEL CATI—002

FIRESIGN THEATRE RECORDS/
LODESTONE MSUG 120

DAVID OSSMAN
2005
DRUMMER’S DOME/VELVETEEN
SUBMISSION (CD) GNAT 003
PETER GALAXY/TELL THEM NAPA
SENT YOU (CD) GNAT OO4
DAVID OSSMAN, PHIL PROCTOR
2005
DIALOG WITH MARTIAN TROMBONE
(CD) GNAT 005
DAVID OSSMAN
2005
THE STATE OF THE NICHE (KEYNOTE
ADDRESS)—DAVID OSSMAN, JUDITH
WALCOTT (CD-R) GREAT NORTHERN
AUDIO THEATRE/OTHERWORLD
MEDIA (NO NUMBER)
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HOTO
NPAME
OFCHRONOLOGY
THE CHAPTER

In the studio 1969.
Photo Courtesy: Sony/BMG
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Dwarf recording sessions 4/1970. Courtesy: Sony/BMG
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Dear Friends sessions 1971. Photo: Glen Banks, Courtesy: Firezine
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Anytown, U.S.A. tour 1975. Photo by and Courtesy: Mark Garland
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The Peter Marshall Show, The Big Broadcast of 1976
and The Natural Surrealist Party Convention.
Photos Courtesy: Alan Gross
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Just Folks sessions 1976. Photos Courtesy: Alan Gross. (Above and Opposite)
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Midday, Fighting Clowns live 1981. Photos by and Courtesy: Alan Gross

356

the Firesign Theatre

firesign theatre text 2_13_06.3

2/13/06

9:25 AM

Page 357

25th Anniversary Tour , Warner Theatre 1993.
Photos by and Courtesy: Frederick C. Wiebel, Jr.
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1994 festival dates. Photos: Byron Cohen, Elaine Segal, Courtesy: Phil Proctor, Firezine , Rhino Records
(Above and Opposite)
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The Big Internet Broadcast of 1996. Photos: Chris Palladino, Courtesy: Firezine (Above and Opposite)
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Give Me Immortality sessions 1998. Photos Courtesy: Phil Proctor, Firezine
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Radio Now tour, Seattle 5/1999. Photos: Frederick C. Wiebel, Jr., Courtesy: Firezine
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Photos Courtesy: Phil Proctor, Firezine
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On tour 1999. Photo: Melinda. Peterson, Courtesy: Phil Proctor
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Frederick C. Wiebel, Jr. is a 55 year old artist and writer from Hagerstown, MD.
Mr. Wiebel has won many awards for his drawings and paintings and has been exhibited
in museums and galleries in group and one-person shows nationally. He has also
illustrated books of poetry and printed dozens of his own little magazines, books and art
publications, besides his tremendous output of paintings, sculpture, drawings, collages
and prints over the last 36 years. Recently he has turned his attention to writing and
compiling information on his favorite subjects, early motion pictures, 1920’s jazz music,
blues, rock, comedy albums and the history of the phonograph and recording process and
continues to produce articles for niche publications such as FilmFax, Outre’, Discoveries,
and Cool And Strange Music Magazine.
Fred has not only designed artwork for album and CD covers for various small
jazz and blues record labels but has also produced and recorded numerous music CDs.
In 1978 Wiebel created a bust of ‘20s jazz legend Bix Beiderbecke for Davenport,
IA and was given the key to the city by the mayor at their annual Beiderbecke Jazz
Festival.
During the 1970s, 80s and 90s Mr. Wiebel hosted several ‘specialty’ radio shows
from local stations including WARK, WARX, WEPM, WKMZ, and was a pioneer cable
radio broadcaster with WGBH’S “Lost World Radio” carried on Antietam cable. Fred
was a substitute and host for Larry B’s 5 hour weekly “Blue Notes” for 5 years,
eventually taking over the reigns of the program, riding it out until it ended in 2001.
During this time Fred reported on and heavily promoted The Western MD Blues Fest,
recording, interviewing and broadcasting many of the events and artists who performed
there. Some of the musicians who allowed Wiebel to record interviews and their live
performances exclusively for his program were Otis Rush, John Mayall, Luther and
Bernard Allison, Robert Jr. Lockwood, Pinetop Perkins, John Jackson, Honeyboy
Edwards, John Hammond, Gatemouth Brown, Koko Taylor and many, many others. Fred
also promoted many local blues acts for his program recording performances and live instudio jam sessions. Wiebel is in the process of transferring and preserving his priceless
collection of Western MD Blues Fest recordings and video tapes, hoping to donate them
to the Washington County Library Western MD Collection, where people can come in
and listen to them.
Wiebel worked for the famous 60s comedy recording troupe The Firesign Theatre
for ten years doing publicity, creating Firezine, their official fan magazine, coordinating
their websites and producing twenty-two Firesign Theatre related CDs. He just recently
put together a book of interviews with a complete discography of the group “Backwards
Into the Future: The Recorded History Of The Firesign Theatre” published this year by
BearManor Media.
Perhaps Mr. Wiebel is best known for his self-published book “Edison’s
Frankenstein” about the very first horror film, produced by inventor Thomas Edison’s

motion picture studios in 1910, selling over 1,000 copies, in person, mail order and over
the Internet. He helped find, restore, and facilitate the production of the first DVD release
of the Frankenstein film. Fred has screened and lectured about the historic motion picture
from coast to coast at various institutions, universities and film conventions including
The National Institute of Health, The University of Dayton, The Symposium Center in
NYC, The Fort Lee NJ Film Commission, Cinecon 33 in Hollywood, CA, and The
Monster Bash and Chiller Theater horror film conventions. Wiebel also worked with 2
others to produce a graphic novel, “Edison’s Frankenstein 1910” published by Comic
International Library in 2003 selling out 1,700 copies. Wiebel has become quite an
authority on the Frankenstein film and has been consulted by authors, scholars, students
and institutions from around the world. He even supplied a photograph of the Edison
Frankenstein monster and information that was used for the popular TV game show,
“Jeopardy”. He has received many honors and accolades including a letter of
commendation from the Library of Congress for his efforts on Edison’s Frankenstein.
Wiebel has also been interviewed about it by CNN radio, with articles on him published
by the Associated Press, The New York Post, The Washington Times, The Herald-Mail
and many other publications. He is now looking for a major publisher for an expanded
revision of his book, “Edison’s Frankenstein” and a radio program to feature his
recordings.
You may contact him via e-mail; FredWiebel@aol.com or by writing The
Frederick C. Wiebel, Jr. Fine Arts Studio, PO 585, Hagerstown, MD 21741-0585.
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ON THE

DISC

T HE F F ILES
1) THE CHRONO–HISTOGRAPHICAL CASEBOOK
All the inside dope on important dates and
events in Firesign World and their hysterical
significance.

2) THE EIGHT SHOES TRACK RECORD
A complete searchable rundown listing of
Firesign related recordings including: releases,
tracks, timings, promos, re-issues, unreleased
tapes, and full color jpeg pages of LP jackets,
picture sleeves, labels, tapes and discs.

3) THE FIRESIGN PAPER TRAIL
A body of info from the ‘morgue’ listing
newspaper and magazine articles, books, and
printed matter pertaining to and produced by
Firesign Theatre. Included are some full color
jpegs of covers featuring our Dear Friends.

BearManor Media
PO Box 750, Boalsburg, PA 16827

CUT HERE

SEND TO

www.BearManorMedia.com
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Hey Bozo!
If You Liked This Book You’ll Love
Firezine: The Official Official Magazine
of The Firesign Theatre . (1996–2001)
All 7 Issues Only $20 Post Paid
Send Checks, Money Orders
and Heaps of Cash Made out and to:

PO 585
Hagerstown, MD, 21741-0585
Write for Free Catalog
or e-mail
fredwiebel@aol.com
www.Firezine.net

air. It was just a wonderful whole new clear channel of comic
thought. And a whole new avenue of expression for these values

Free CD with 300+ pages
of text and photos!

and ideals or attitudes that were so commonly held at that time, but

COUPON ENCLOSED

so uncommonly expressed by them.
George Carlin
Quotes: Firezine

The Firesign Theatre were
actually entertainers and
comedians commenting
through records on the
whole war. Somewhere I
have the cover of the LP
that they dedicated to me.
Bergman?
Stan Freberg
Wiebel and Ossman, 1999.

They’re real warriors. These people are revolutionaries. If you watch them long enough, you know
how much they are dedicated to the really secret place in ourselves that wants to be a warrior. As
The Firesign Theatre says, “We’re all Bozos on this bus!” Either you’re on the bus or underneath it.
Ken Kesey

ISBN 1-59393-021-6

The Recorded History of

The

Firesign Theatre
by Frederick C. Wiebel, Jr.

51995>

FPO

www.BearManorMedia.com
9

6.00 x 9.00

Backwards into the Future:

Frederick C. Wiebel, Jr.

US $29.95

Firesign Theatre

Was that just Proctor &

Backwards into the Future: The

(Firesign Theatre) It was a wonderful, more than a breath of fresh

781593

930219

.485

6.00 x 9.00

