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This guide was created for teachers and students. It contains an overview of the play’s story
and production, as well as an informative essay. The guide aims to provide background
knowledge and critical ways of approaching the play that will yield fruitful discussion and
foster an understanding and appreciation of the theatre arts.

If you have any questions, comments, or suggestions for the guide, please contact our group
sales representative at 604.687.5315 ext. 253, or by e-mail at groups@artsclub.com.

The guide was written by Daniel Ralston, 2011 Marketing Intern.
ABOUT THE COMPANY

The Arts Club of Vancouver was founded in 1958 as a private club for artists, musicians, and
actors. It became the Arts Club Theatre in 1964 when the company opened its first stage in a
converted gospel hall at Seymour and Davie Streets.

Now in its 48th season of producing professional live theatre in Vancouver, the Arts Club
Theatre Company is a non-profit charitable organization that operates three theatres, the
Granville Island Stage, the Stanley Industrial Alliance Stage, and the Revue Stage. Its popular
productions range from musicals and contemporary comedies to new works and classics.
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SYNOPSIS
Actl

We meet Tracy Lord’s harried mother; Tracy’s grumpily precious younger sister, Dinah (she’s
grumpy because Tracy is marrying George Kittredge, the dullest man on earth); and the
ecstatic bride-to-be, society’s darling, Tracy Lord (“High Society”/“Ridin’ High”). At breakfast,
moments after Tracy reminds her absent-minded Uncle Willie—whose house borders their
estate—that “You're Throwing a Ball Tonight,” her cheer is dampened—Dexter Haven, her
despised first husband (and Dinah’s favourite person in the world), has unexpectedly turned
up. Worse, he’s sailed back in the True Love—a ship that holds only painful memories for
Tracy—and anchored it right off shore, by his house, which neighbours the Lords’.

Dexter tells Tracy and her family something that really stuns them. A pair of reporters who
work for a scandal magazine called Spy—will be attending Tracy’s wedding, masquerading as
guests; in fact, they should be arriving any moment. Dexter invited them; it was the only way
he could stop Spy from publishing an exposé of Tracy’s father's—Seth Lord’s—affair with
dancer Tina Mara. When Dexter asks where Seth is, Tracy tells him Mother kicked him out.
And he’s not invited to the wedding either. Incensed by the indignity of having reporters in her
house, Tracy leaves to plot mischief, and her mother races after her. Dinah talks with Dexter,
whom she assumes has really come to steal Tracy away from George. But Dexter insists he
hasn’t and she rushes off distraught, but he tries to makes amends (“Little One”).

The reporters Mike Connor and Liz
Imbrie arrive (“Who Wants to Be a
Millionaire?”). Tracy and Dinah greet
them with ridiculous parisienne
affectation, and then sing an equally
affected version of “I Love Paris.” After
the performance, Dinah leaves and Tracy
interrogates them witheringly. Later in
the day, Tracy, fearing the reporters may
guess the true reason her father isn’t

there, introduces Uncle Willie as if he
father arrives, Tracy introduces him as Uncle Willie. Later, with George and Dexter joining the
mayhem, Uncle Willie (as Seth) sings “She’s Got That Thing” in response to Mike’s totally
innocent question about the secret of Tina Mara’s allure.

Dexter and Tracy encounter each other by the pool, and he mercilessly strips away her
illusions of perfection. She is alone and confused: about George (suddenly he seems so
pompous), about Mike (he suddenly seems so sweet), and about her father (how can Mother
even think of forgiving him?). Staring out at the True Love she remembers her blissful
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honeymoon cruise with Dexter and conjures up that Dexter of old, and, along with him, sings
“True Love.” When Mike enters to remind her about Uncle Willie’s party the memory fades.
Mike leaves. Tracy picks up a bottle of champagne—a drink she's sworn off, since (according
to Dexter) she tends to do wildly uncharacteristic things when she drinks it—and starts
gulping it down.

Act Il

It's four in the morning at Uncle Willie’s house and the last guest has long gone home. Tracy
knocks back champagne as if there were no tomorrow, and she insists—despite George's
protests—that the party must go on, which at this point means dancing with the staff (“Let’s
Misbehave”). George storms out, mortified. Dinah, thrilled, scampers off to find Dexter.
Tracy, quickly wearing out the staff, dances off with Mike, leaving Liz to handle lecherous
Uncle Willie, whom she still believes is Seth (“I’'m Getting Myself Ready for You”).

At Dexter’s house, Dexter is packing to leave; he sings “It Was Just One of Those Things.”
Dinah rushes in, sees what he’s planning and calls him a coward. When he says there’s
nothing he can do, so why stay on, three words change his mind: “she’s drinking
champagne.”

Back at Uncle Willie’s, the staff is in the kitchen when Tracy runs in, hears George, and hides.
(“Well, Did You Evah?”). Enter George. The staff covers. Exit George. Enter Liz, who hides
with Tracy. Enter Uncle Willie. Again, the staff covers. Exit Willie. Tracy and Liz emerge.
Thinking Uncle Willie is returning, Liz flees. But it's George who comes back. Reluctantly,
Tracy leaves with him. Neither of them notices Mike, clutching a champagne bottle, following
George.

Outside, George reminds Tracy that it's a rather big day tomorrow, but she only looks
puzzled. Mike arrives. George tells her that he’s going to assume that she won'’t behave this
way again, and stalks off. Mike tells Tracy she can’t marry that guy; he’s not good enough for
her. Outraged, she calls him a snob. In response, he sings “You're Sensational” and then
kisses her. She asks if he'd like to go for a swim. He says he doesn’t have a swimsuit. She tells
him they won'’t have to bother. And with that, she dashes off. Mike, champagne bottle in
hand, follows.

Dexter and Dinah arrive to see Mike chasing Tracy through the woods, Tracy’s father chasing
his wife, and Uncle Willie chasing Liz. Along the way, Uncle Willie dispenses some sage
advice on how to woo a woman (“Say It with Gin”). Finally, Mike catches up to Tracy at the
pool (“It's All Right with Me”).

Dexter, sitting on a patio near the pool, sees Liz wander by, and she asks where Mike is. A
sudden splashing is heard. Liz handles it well (“He’s a Right Guy”). Feeling for Liz, he
explains the Seth/Uncle Willie charade and the threat of blackmail against the real Seth that
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underlies it all. Liz, incensed, says she’ll handle it and leaves. Then George shows up looking
for Tracy. A moment later, Mike enters carrying Tracy, who's feeling no pain and wearing only
a robe. George is stunned. Dexter stops George from punching Mike, gets Mike to take Tracy
to her room (where he deposits her and leaves), then reassures George in a way that only
increases George’s suspicion.

The next morning, Tracy, with a horrendous hangover, tries to recollect what happened the
night before. She has a vague memory of being in a pool with someone other than George, as
George can't swim. When Mike enters, she realizes who it was, decides she must have made
love to him (though she didn’t) and that her wedding—and her life—is a shambles. George is
infuriated, and knowing that he is too good for her, Tracy gives him back her ring. Liz has
dealt with the blackmail threat, and Tracy’s mother and father have mended things. Mike
realizes that Liz means more to him than he’'d ever imagined, and Tracy, that it's Dexter she
loves and has always loved. With a wedding set to take place but no bridegroom in sight,
Dexter proposes to Tracy.

Adapted from the Tams-Witmark Music LibraryQ synopsis by Arthur Kopit
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CHARACTERS

Tracy Lord

A wealthy socialite, the fiancée of George Kittredge. She was previously married to Dexter, but
that ended messily. She is inconstant: her love wanders—in the course of a single day—
among three men, and she impetuously cancels her wedding to George to remarry Dexter.

C. K. Dexter Haven

The mellow Dexter embarked on a long ocean cruise in the yacht he designed for Tracy, the
True Love, after their divorce. He lives in the mansion that neighbours the Lords’. Doubtful
that Tracy still cared for him, he resigned himself to a melancholic existence, and only turns
up the day before her wedding by chance. The Lords don’t care for George, and most seem to
wish she were still with Dexter, especially Dinah. He is a level-headed and unassuming
presence.

Mike Connor

A frustrated writer turned gossip reporter, Mike is overawed by the debauchery of the Lords.
He half-heartedly attempts to collect information for a story about the socialite wedding, but
finds himself under the spell of the beautiful Tracy. After a misguided evening with her, he
realizes that the woman he truly cares for is Liz.

Uncle Willie

The stereotypical drunken uncle. Tracy presents him as her father to quell any rumours of her
father’s estrangement from the family, though this is resolved by the end. He is a skirt-chaser
extraordinaire, who pursues Liz shamelessly while dispensing such sage advice as his theory

on how to express one’s feelings to a woman—"*Say It with Gin.”

Liz Imbrie

Mike’s fellow journalist and photographer. She is similarly astounded by the frivolity of the
Lords and their obviously immense fortune. Has a very soft spot for Mike, and forgives him
his pursuit of Tracy.

George Kittredge

The self-made man who is engaged to Tracy. Driven by a need to succeed, he is humourless

and staid. Tracy's erratic behaviour riles him, and he is infuriated when she cancels the
wedding.
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Dinah Lord

Tracy’s younger sister. She is appalled at the prospect of Tracy marrying such a dull man as
George, and exhorts Dexter to win her back. Her pushing eventually convinces him to take
action.

Seth Lord and Mother Lord

Tracy’s parents. Seth has had an affair with the dancer Tina Mara, and his wife has forgiven
him, though Tracy still detests him for it. They are no fans of George, and much prefer Dexter
to him.
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ABOUT THE LYRICIST AND COMPOSER

Cole Porter’'s work resonates throughout Western
popular culture. His oeuvre includes countless pop
standards and his musicals are often revived or
reinvented on Broadway. He is recognized as a key
contributor to the Great American Songbook (a
collection of pre-1960s American hits from musical
theatre and film that have become part of a
standard jazz repertoire) with a flair for punchy,
complex rhymes and rhythms.

Born in small-town Ohio in 1891, Porter was
groomed for a musical life as soon as his aptititude
revealed itself. His mother was, by all accounts, the
dominant force in guiding his childhood education;
she enrolled him in piano and violin lessons. He
was expressly forbade from playing sports—they
were less than gentlemanly pursuits. After a
sojourn at Worcester College, and a two-month
European trip financed by his wealthy grandfather
(who wanted him to become a lawyer), Porter
began study at Yale University.

There he was an active member of the Yale Glee
Club and penned several school fight songs that are
still performed today. After completing his
undergraduate degree, he began to attend Harvard Law School in 1913. He quickly discovered
that law was not his calling, and so transferred to the Department of Music with his mother’s
encouragement, though they kept the move hidden from his grandfather.

After composing some minor songs for Broadway revues, Porter moved to Paris in 1917 at the
outbreak of the First World War. There he met Linda Lee Thomas, an older American
divorcée, and they married a year later. She was aware of his homosexuality, but marriage was
mutually advantageous, as it afforded both social standing and respectability. In 1923, Porter’s
grandfather died. His fortune was left to Porter’s mother alone (Porter himself had been
written out of the will for pursuing theatre as a career), but she gave him half of her
inheritance—some two million dollars. He would live in luxury for the rest of his life.

He returned to Broadway in earnest in 1928. His early work was met with mixed reviews, but
in 1934 his hit musical Anything Goes heralded the beginning of a creatively fertile and
commercially lucrative period for Porter—many of the songs that became standards hail from
this decade. His output in the early 1940s was considered mediocre, perhaps in part due to a
horse-riding accident that left him in constant pain. Many critics thought that his talents had
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dried up. Yet, in 1948, he composed what would become his longest-running musical: Kiss
Me, Kate.

His 1950s musicals included several popular hits: Can-Can, Silk Stockings, and High Society.
However, outside of his composing things were not well. His mother died in 1952, and Linda
in 1954. As the condition of his leg worsened, ulcers developed that forced an amputation in
1958. After the procedure he became obsessed with the maintenance of a strict routine,
though he still often had dinner guests. He spoke little, barely ate, gave up reading, and never
wrote another song. He died in 1964.
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ABOUT THE DIRECTOR

Born to a West Vancouver family involved in the fishing
industry, Bill Millerd graduated from the University of British
Columbia with a BA in Political Science and International
Studies, and later from the National Theatre School in
Montreal in the Production and Technical department.
Millerd has worked for several Canadian theatre companies,
including the Shaw Festival and the Vancouver Playhouse
Theatre Company.

Since 1972, Millerd has been the Artistic Managing Director
of Vancouver’s Arts Club Theatre Company. During his time
with the company, Millerd has expanded its operations to
include year-round programming, and regional and national
tours. Millerd oversaw the construction of two theatres on
Granville Island: the Mainstage (now known as the Granville
Island Stage) in the fall of 1979, and the Revue Stage in 1983.
In October 1998, the Arts Club celebrated its 35th season of
professional theatre activity with the opening of The Stanley Theatre (now the Stanley
Industrial Alliance Stage). During his tenure, over 400 plays have been produced, one
hundred of which Millerd himself has directed. Under Millerd’s leadership, the theatre has
staged over 116 Canadian works, including more than 70 premieres of Canadian plays.

Millerd is a Governor of the National Theatre School of Canada. He has received a Jessie

Richardson Theatre Award for Career Achievement and is a member of the Order of Canada.
He has also been awarded an Alumni Award of Distinction from UBC. This is the Arts Club’s
48th season and Millerd’s 39th: he is the longest-serving artistic director in Canadian theatre.
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AN INTERVIEW WITH THE DIRECTOR

Why is Cole Porter’s music so enduringly popular?

Cole Porter was writing during the heyday of Broadway and movie musicals. His lyrics are
witty and his music tuneful—a great combination. His songs also stand alone, perhaps made
most famous by Frank Sinatra recordings with Nelson Riddle arrangements. Cole Porter
writes about subjects we can all relate to, which make his songs timeless.

Going into auditions for High Society, a classic musical comedy, what do you look for? Do the
famous actors (Katharine Hepburn, Cary Grant, Jimmy Stewart, Grace Kelly, Bing Crosby, and
Frank Sinatra) who have played the roles serve as models for your own casting?

| don’t think we would consciously consider trying to find Vancouver’s answer to Kate
Hepburn or Grace Kelly—or Cary Grant, Bing Crosby, or Frank Sinatra—these were iconic
stars of their era. What we will do is look for the best person to play the roles of Tracy

Lord, Dexter Haven, and Mike Connor. Fortunately, Vancouver is blessed with many talented
musical theatre performers.

What sort of environment will you aim to create with the set design?

The main setting is the Lords’ waterfront estate on the Eastern seaboard (Oyster Bay). We will
endeavor to provide the elegance of the terrace and front parlour of the main house plus the
surrounding area to give a feel of what it would have been like to have been invited to Tracy’s
wedding on that day in June, 1938.
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MALLEABLE MEMORY: NOSTALGIA AND HIGH SOCIETY

Culture is ever turning back upon itself: it resurrects parts of its past, but discards and
discredits others. The construction of an idyllic and benign age—an ideal and better
time—has exercised writers and thinkers throughout history. Every person’s
conception of this past differs. For Broadway producers in the late 1990s, it
corresponded to the well-known tunes and 1950s glamour of High Society.

Although it purports to be driven by historical memory, nostalgia generates a past that
has been tailored to suit the desires of its creator. Historical record is inherently
incomplete and changeable; therefore, the creator of an ideal past has considerable
freedom. Nostalgia is, then, a sort of reverse utopianism. Rather than envisioning an
ideal future society, the creator holds up a time gone by as much better than his or her
own. Both of these visions of utopia share a dislike for the present. This familiar
narrative, of a fallen society, perfect in the past, but no longer so, is common to the
mythologies and histories of many cultures.

The theatre can always be considered a form of escapism, but revivals doubly so.
Between 1979 and 2000, forty-four musicals were revived on Broadway, significantly
more than during any earlier period. Musical scholar John Bush Jones holds that this
spurt in nostalgic revivalism drew on discontent with contemporary politics and fears
of an increasingly violent society. Americans who had lived through the first half of the
twentieth century looked back at those seemingly better years with longing. Broadway
producers sensed the opportunity to recreate for a large audience, and High Society,
with its tried-and-true Cole Porter tunes and familiar story, is an illustrative example of
the power of nostalgia.

Promotional poster for High Society, 1956.
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High Society draws on several decades from the first half of the twentieth century,
layering its nostalgic base, leading its audiences further away from their own time. The
1998 musical revival of High Society built upon its audience’s association of the script
with the highly successful 1956 film version. The film was among the top ten highest-
grossing of 1956, in part due to the fame of its cast, which included Frank Sinatra, Bing
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Crosby, Louis Armstrong, and Grace Kelly. However, the revival was not a
straightforward harkening back to the 1950s. High Society was based on a 1939 play by
Philip Barry, The Philadelphia Story, which was made into an Academy Award-winning
film of the same name in 1940. Like the film High Society, || |Gz

an
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