
74	 AMERICANTHEATRE  January12

Patrick Andrews, left, with Edward Gero as Mark Rothko in Red, at Goodman Theatre in Chicago this past fall. 
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EDWARD GERO
A Bigger Canvas
The prize-winning actor brings a 
Chicago triumph home to D.C.

By Nelson Pressley

dward Gero, stance wide and eyes ablaze, 
holds center stage for the majority of the 100 minutes of Red, 
at Goodman Theatre of Chicago. Gero is one of the first U.S. 
actors (among many this season, as the Tony-winning drama 
rolls out in theatres coast to coast) to play Mark Rothko in John 
Logan’s account of the brilliant, anguished artist wrestling 
with his lucrative 1958 commission for the Seagram Build-
ing’s Four Seasons restaurant. As director Robert Falls says, 
the role is “an extraordinary opportunity for any actor.” And 
Gero, teamed with Patrick Andrews as the painter’s young 
assistant, makes the 856-seat Albert Theatre vibrate with 
Rothko’s intellectual fervor and egotistical tirades. 

The 57-year-old Gero, a staple of the D.C. theatre scene, 
has worked in Chicago exactly once before: He was Gloucester 
in the Goodman’s 2006 King Lear, directed by Falls and starring 
Gero’s pal Stacy Keach. Otherwise, Gero marvels, “I had not 
had to leave Washington for 23 years.” 

But here he is on the Saturday before Halloween, during 
Red’s final weekend at the Goodman before the co-production 
(with Arena Stage) moves to Washington in January, linger-
ing in the lobby after the performance to talk with admiring 
theatregoers. When he strolls next door, the staff of the 
steakhouse attached to the theatre greets him by name. A drink 
is delivered, dinner is ordered, then a waiter discreetly delivers 
a message: A fan is hoping for a word with the actor. 

The man is brought around. He is familiar with Rothko’s 
life and work, has seen Gero’s Rothko several times, thinks 
it’s masterful. As luck would have it, he also adored Gero as 
the 37th president of the U.S. in Nixon’s Nixon at the Round 
House Theatre—inside the beltway, in Gero’s home com-

munity of Bethesda—a few seasons ago. (Gero, shoulders 
hunched and eyes darting, played Nixon in Russell Lees’s 
comic fantasia for the Round House in 1999 and again in 2008.) 
The table-side encounter is not exactly the Hugh Jackman 
experience, of course, yet Gero is tickled. Does this happen 
much in Washington? 

“Never,” he beams. The actor looks like he’s afraid of 
waking from a delightful dream as he glances around and 
chuckles, “Why would I ever want to work anywhere else?” 

It would be overkill to claim that Lear and 
Red in Chicago have reanimated Gero, for his long career in 
Washington—first as a mainstay of Michael Kahn’s troupe 
at the Shakespeare Theatre Company, then flexing his chops 
around town in more modern material like Neil LaBute’s bash: 
latter-day plays and Conor McPherson’s Shining City—has 
never been dormant. Yet Red at the Goodman marks a height 
that Gero has not yet fully scaled at home, even with his 14 
Helen Hayes Award nominations, four trophies, and a sterling 
reputation as an actor’s actor and as a teacher (at George 
Mason University and elsewhere). With his son, Christian, 
freshly graduated from Northwestern University and starting 
his own creative life in the Windy City as a sound designer, 
Gero père is clearly getting a kick from the chance to prowl 
this different platform and be viewed by new eyes. 

“Audiences get used to seeing people doing remarkable 
work,” Falls opines. “It’s been very valuable for Ed to refresh 
himself by getting out of D.C. I believe it’s been very satisfying 
for him to do his work in front of different audiences, critics, 
theatre staff, everybody.” 
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“It’s like being in a theatre monastery, 
with good accommodations,” Gero enthuses 
about the novelty of working away from home. 
(The accommodations, courtesy of the Good-
man: lake view, two bedrooms, gym access.) 
Life in Washington has meant “dividing one’s 
time between work and teaching and home, 
raking the leaves and cleaning the gutters. To 
be able to just focus in—it takes me back to 
my youth, when I didn’t have to think about 
anything else. It’s invigorating.” 

This moment has been a lifetime in the 
making, but it started in earnest with Falls’s 
searing, crash-of-1990s-Slavic-dictatorships 
Lear. Falls asked Keach to recommend actors; 
Keach named Gero, a longtime friend. Gero 
flew to Chicago—“I took a meeting with 
Bob Falls,” he deadpans—for a chat that led 
to the role. 

“That was a real eye-opener for me,” 
Gero says of the show. “It felt like real Ameri-
can, sinewy, full-blooded stuff. How could it 
be otherwise with somebody like Stacy Keach 
at the helm, right?” 

Gero first got religion about classical 
acting when he was 15, watching Keach play 
Hamlet in Central Park. With the character of 
Lear, Keach was “at the top of the Shakespeare 
mountain,” Gero recalls thinking. “And to be 
his number two was a real thrill.” 

What the gig really meant for Gero, 
though, wasn’t clear until the flight home after 
Lear’s acclaimed 2006 run (later revived at the 
Shakespeare Theatre Company’s Harman 
Center in D.C. in 2009). “I thought: Maybe 
perceptions of me have changed. Then I 
thought: No, that’s not it. My perception of 
myself has changed.” He already knew he could 
“work toe-to-toe” with anyone, but the new 
environment drove that home. 

Gero, the product of a New Jersey 

blue-collar Italian-American upbringing, 
settled in Washington in 1983 as part of 
the Shakespearean company at the Folger 
Theatre. When Kahn took over in 1986, 

Gero was one of a handful of actors invited 
to stay. The troupe quickly bloomed, thanks 
in part to Kahn’s casting stars like Keach, 
Kelly McGillis, Brian Bedford and Richard 
Thomas, with Gero often playing a second 
lead or stout support. He was Macheath 
in Kahn’s Beggar’s Opera and eventually 
nabbed Hayes trophies for his Hotspur and 
Bolingbroke. It was just as likely, though, that 
he’d be playing Don John, Oliver, Banquo, 
Enobarbus. 

No complaints, or at least not many: 
“Michael Kahn was doing such great, risky, 
clear, solid, intelligent stuff, and I was having 
a ball,” Gero contends. He was performing 
classics and teaching locally—for an actor, 
it was a reasonably stimulating and secure 
set-up. 

The chance to stretch came in 1995 
when Joy Zinoman, founder and producing 
director of D.C.’s Studio Theatre, invited 
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Conrad Feininger as Henry Kissinger, left, and Gero as Richard Nixon in Nixon’s Nixon, 
at Round House Theatre in Bethesda, Md., in 2008.
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steppenwolf
Taught by members of Steppenwolf’s world renowned 
ensemble, The School at Steppenwolf is a ten week acting 
residency for experienced actors who want to learn more 
about the ensemble traditions, values and methods that 
make Steppenwolf unique.
 

Residency  runs June 11 - August 17, 2012
Application deadline February 10, 2012

Auditions will be held in Chicago and New York in March 2012.

For more information regarding The School and the inaugural Acting Fellowship 
visit steppenwolf.org/education/school or call 312-654-5667.: )



Gero to play the lead in Herb Gardner’s 
Conversations with My Father. (Over the years 
Zinoman, who stepped away from the Studio 
in 2010, often lured some of Kahn’s core 
actors—Floyd King, Ted van Griethuysen, 
Philip Goodwin, Andrew Long, the late 
Emery Battis—into contemporary triumphs 
on her intimate stages.) Gero’s own father 
had recently died, so there was resonance 
for him in Gardner’s drama. But at the time 
in Washington, crossing the street to work 
wasn’t as common as it has since become.

“We would have loved to, but we weren’t 
getting the calls,” Gero says. “And we were 
booked; we were committed. So when Joy 
broke the ice, it was great to do plays where 
my hats didn’t have feathers and I had pock-
ets, and I could sit on the sofa and drink a 
cocktail. I hadn’t done that in 10 years.” 

Talking about the actor, Zinoman and 
Kahn both volunteer old reviews from former 

Washington Post theatre critic David Richards 
that labeled Gero “Handsome Ed.” The label 
stuck for a time, but Zinoman recounts how 
Gero’s repertoire grew and deepened: “He 
began to play these profoundly flawed men 
that were so different from what seemed like 
his career as a heroic young classical actor. 
You talk about a mature male actor? That’s 
the hardest thing to cast.” 

At the St  udio, Conversations 
led to David Hare’s Skylight, which led to 
bash—commanding turns in big parts. And 
since Lear, Gero has wrangled an even more 
impressive sequence of heavyweight leads. 
He was the haggard widower in Shining 
City, holding the audience rapt during what 
Zinoman clocked as a 36-minute mono-
logue (mesmerizingly performed by Gero 
without leaving the sofa). He voyaged into 
McPherson territory again at the Studio as 

the soused Ivan in The Seafarer, and reprised 
his spectacularly paranoid, near-tragic Nixon. 
In the past year he’s been Sweeney Todd 
(at Virginia’s Signature Theatre), Salieri 
(at Round House) and Scrooge (at Ford’s 
Theatre, where he just wrapped up his third 
holiday tour). The shows weren’t all first-rate; 
Amadeus largely rang hollow around him, 
and Gero’s Todd was demonic but hardly 
a musical revelation. Yet the appetite was 
clear, the muscles continued to be flexed, 
and the luster continued to glow. “He was 
the only actor I thought of,” says Falls of 
casting Gero in Red. 

It’s different treading the boards in 
Chicago, and Gero enjoys the lunch-pail 
attitude he’s found there, the “working-stiff 
actors” who jab him with, “Hey, did you 
bring your 14 Helen Hayes Awards with 
ya?” “It just takes the air out of you,” Gero 
says with a grin. 

Are the environments really so dis-
similar? The answer seems to be yes, though 
theories vary about how and why. Gero fig-
ures it’s because Chicago was built by actors, 
and Washington by directors. Falls suspects 
that “maybe Chicago actors get a little bit 
more opportunity to work consistently in 
large roles.” 

And for Gero, the old social stigma 
against performers remains a big deal back 
home. Moving into Bethesda, his wife was 
asked what law firm her husband was with. 
Gero says she took a bit of pleasure in making 
her new neighbor blanch by replying, “He 
works nights.” 

“We’re still sort of second-class,” Gero 
reasons. “I don’t mean this with any disre-
spect, but the attitude is, ‘I’m an actor on the 
world stage—what have you got?’ And that’s 
sort of the zeitgeist of Washington—who’s 
in and who’s out.” 

It’s possible that Gero succeeds so ele-
gantly as Rothko because, like the painter, 
he has put a lot of sweat and thought into 
defining the artist’s role for himself. The 
directors who work with him certainly believe 
that’s the case. Falls remarks on what he calls 
Gero’s “unusual intellectual capacity,” his 
hunger for literature, culture, the world at 
large. And Zinoman’s admiration for the actor 
strikes a related note: “He has ideas and values, 
and a vision about what’s good and bad,” she 
confirms. “That said, I think fundamentally 
he is an actor in his soul.”  

Nelson Pressley is a critic based in 

Washington, D.C.
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