
Radios Eccentric Genius
Arch Oboler, Fighting Dramatist

BY PAUL B. GREENE
Radio’s role in the winning *of the war against the total-

itarian powers is a commanding one. Radio is doing its

share of the work. Men like Arch Oboler, Norman Corwin

and Irving Reiss are lending their imaginative pens to the

task ahead. In this sketch of Arch Oboler, the author tells

of the man, his work and his ideas and ideals.
. . . The Editor

Arch Oboler is a radio genius.
Arch Oboler is “full of sound and
fury, signifying nothing.” These
widely different opinions about
radio’s 32-year-old wizard, who
has turned out more than 400
radio plays, many of which are
unforgettable, are typical. Oboler
can’t be taken calmly. Either you
love him or you hate him. No
in-betweens, no evasions.

The life story of Arch Oboler is
a grand mixture of comedy, stir-
ring melodrama and business
brains. Arch started out on the
highway of life with one all-em-
bracing idea: he wanted to be a
naturalist. For years he collected
so many insects, animals, etc.,
that he found a zoo on his hand 3
within a short time. But this
didn’t faze him. He looked a-
round and saw a great story in his
zoo. So, at the age of ten he

wrote —and sold—a tale about his
collections of living worms, in-

sects, animals, etc.
Today Arch is not a naturalist.

His University of Chicago train-
ing—he studied electrical engin-
eering—also dropped by the way-
side. Today Arch is a radio writ-
er. And what people think of him
is a shock and a shame.

Arch Oboler is the son of Leo
and Clara Oboler. He grew up
in Chicago and attended the Uni-
versity there. James T. Farrell,
Meyer Levin, Vincent Sheehan, i
John Gunther and a flock of other |

waters came out of this influen-'
tial college. But Oboler, no doubt, j
is the most fascinating of them
aIL As a student he submitted a
fantasy called “Futuristic” to the
National Broadcasting Company. I
It was accepted ar.d was used as
part of the ceremony at the open- j
tog of Rat/io City Music Hall in
New York. 11131 was in 1034.
Since that ha pv day Arch has
written more than 400 radio
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dramas, including comedies, real-
istic plays, fantasies, satires and
tragedies. He is an original writ-
er. His “The Ugliest Man in the

I World” is talked about wherever
radio is discussed as contributing
to adult entertainment.

In 1935 Arch took over the pro-
gram called “Grand Hotel.” Play-

ing for him were such stars as
Don Ameche, Walter Huston,

¦ Henry Fonda and Joan Crawford.
A year later he made a sudden
switch. The glamor of these
names seems to have been too

: much for him. He began to turn
out horror stories. He became
adept at what Time calls the

• “shriek-and-shudder” school o f
writing. Even Arch couldn’t take
all that gory horror. So he looked
around and, behold, Rudy Vallee
came into sight. Vallee took one
of his plays, called “The Rich
Kid.” Freddie Bartholemew play-
ed the title role. It was sensa-
tional. A rich boy talks to a
couple of tough youngsters. The
dialogue is tense and ironic. The
punch line comes when it is dis-
covered that the rich lad is blind.
The other fellows didn’t know a-
bout the affliction. The listener
plays around with the previous
dialogue and realizes that he was
cleverly fooled into believing that
the rich boy was a snob. The cli-

i max is terrific. So is Oboler.

| Here’s why. He managed to
| get the great Alla Nazimova to
j emote before the mike. She
played in the story Arch had

: written about the romance of
Peter Tschaikowsky and his pat-
ron Nadejda von Meek. Arch
called it “The Lonely Heart.”

j Nazimova was later repaid by the
Jewish genius. He was named to
write the screen script for
“Escape,” that movie thriller in
which Norma. Shearer and Robert
Taylor proved to Americans that
Hitlerism isn’t worth a lead nickel.
Arch got an important role for
Nazimova in that picture. An-
other item which exhibits Arch’s
versatility. He’s the author of
“Fourteen Radio Plays,” and
“Ivory Tower,” which includes
three dramas. He has ghost-writ-
ten a biography of the late Tex
Rickard. He listens to classical
music when he writes. It gives
him “inspiration.” He wears horn-
rimmed glasses. He is short, dark-
haired, energetic, and wears bag-
gy clothes and old shirts in his
magnificent Radio City office. He
names his characters after his
friends and enemies.

He has plenty of ideas about
writing radio dramas. Here’s one
of his "laws.” “The very first
premise for writing good radio
should be actually having some-
thing to say that hasn’t been said
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before quite in the manner in !
which you say it.” Another one

of his statements: “I have a

larger audience than Shakespeare !
ever had.”

Since 1938 he has been writing,
producing a weekly half-hour se-

ries of dramas for NBC. Like

Norman Corwin, CBS’ “genius,”
Oboler made his mark because he
brought freshness to his work. He

is the first radio writer to use the

“stream of consciousness” method

on the ether. James Joyce did it

in English literature and won im-
mortality. Follow this through

with Oboler, please.

As of this moment Arch Oboler
is the topic of discussion in radio
circles. His “Plays-for Americans,”

which are now being presented
over the Red Network, cry out in
anger. So does his latest book,
called “This Freedom.” “These
‘Plays for Americans,’ ” Arch
says, “are filling my days so
completely that my life has be-
come a routine of work inter-
spersed with very small periods
for sleeping and eating.” He is
serious as he speaks. “Itis amaz-
ing how difficult it is to decide
upon the things that must be said
with simplicity, with honest emo-
tion.”

In explaining his problems and
his technique, Arch asserts: “If I
could and wanted to write these
plays in blank verse, it would be
another story such as: ‘Democracy
stands upon a windswept hill, and
all the vultures of the night dive
toward her out of leaden skies.’
That sort of thing is easy, but
try to explain what democracy is
in simple everyday terms; try to
put the story of liberty in the
mouth of the worker, or soldier, or
businessman. That’s far from
simple.”

And so Oboler has turned out
such plays as “Johnny Quinn, U.
S. N.,” which is about an Ameri-
can lad who died at Pearl Harbor.
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“Paul Revereski” is the story of

a lad whose patriotism forced
changes in his elders. “Memo at
Berchtesgaden,” the story of a

German agent who is beaten at
every turn by a clever Yankee
mind, is still another one of his
many efforts to lick Germany on

the propaganda side of the war.
Arch Oboler got into trouble a

few months ago when he announc-
ed that Greta Garbo would ap-
pear on his program. With his
characteristic manner Oboler had
forgotten to ask Garbo to appear.
When the Great Lady heard about
it she asked: "And who is Arch
Oboler?”

The answer is known to mil-
lions of radio listeners in America.
Arch Oboler is a genius and a
fighting writer who directs and
produces radio dramas which cry
out to America that the United
States must win this war and that
radio will help win it.
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