


He was born in 1951 in Dothan, Alabama, one of three children of

Robert M. Harling Jr (1923–2019) and Margaret Jones Harling

(1923–2013). He graduated from Northwestern State

University in Natchitoches, Louisiana and obtained a Juris Doctor

from Tulane University Law School in New Orleans. While in law

school, he sang in a band which performed in New Orleans on

weekends.

However, Harling never used his legal education: skipping the bar

exam, he instead moved to New York City to become an actor,

auditioning for bit parts in plays and television commercials as

well as working as a ticket seller for Broadway shows.

After the death of his younger sister, Susan, in 1985 due to

diabetes, Harling wrote a short story and adapted it into the

play Steel Magnolias, which was produced off-Broadway in 1987

to great acclaim and was translated into 17 languages.

Harling also wrote the screenplay for the film version of the

play that was produced in 1989. He played a small role in the

film as a minister.

Harling wrote more screenplays: Soapdish (1991), The First

Wives Club (1996), and Laws of Attraction (2004); he also

worked as an uncredited script doctor on a number of films.

Harling also wrote and directed the sequel to Terms of

Endearment titled The Evening Star (1996).

In the spring of 2012, he served as writer and producer of the TV

show GCB. In the same year, it was reported that Harling was

adapting Soapdish into a musical.

He is Presbyterian and openly gay. He owns the Oaklawn

Plantation in Natchitoches, Louisiana.
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Production History
US Productions
The play originally opened Off-Broadway (with one set and an all-female cast although the voice

of a male DJ on the radio is intermittent during the play with all male "characters" referenced

only through dialogue) at the WPA Theatre, in New York City, on March 28, 1987, with Blanche

Baker, Rosemary Prinz, Mary Fogarty, Kate Wilkinson, Margo Martindale, Constance Shulman as

the cast and Pamela Berlin as director.

The production transferred to the Lucille Lortel Theatre on June 19, 1987, and closed on February

25, 1990 after 1,126 performances. Replacements during the original Off-Broadway run included

Anne Pitoniak, Bette Henritze, Rita Gardner, Maeve McGuire, and Stacy Ray.

A U.S. national tour was launched in 1989. Marion Ross joined the tour as Clairee late in the run.

The play made its Broadway debut in 2005 and opened at the Lyceum Theatre, in previews starting

on March 15, and officially opened April 4, and closed on July 31, 2005, after 23 previews and

136 performances, Cast included Rebecca Gayheart, Christine Ebersole, Marsha Mason, Frances

Sternhagen ,Delta Burke, and Lily Rabe. directed by Jason Moore.

Guthrie Theater did a production from October 26 to December 15, 2019 directed by Lisa Rothe.

UK Productions
The premiere UK production opened in the West End in March 1989 at the

Lyric Theatre, directed by Julia McKenzie.

It returned to the West End for a limited engagement at the Westminster

Theatre March 30-April 9, 1990, in a production mounted by Rose Bruford

College.

A tour of the show opened at the Theatre Royal Bath on April 2, 2012, and

was scheduled to play at ten theatres including the Richmond Theatre in

London during an eleven-week run. It was directed by David Gilmore.

International Productions
Australia: Nicole Kidman made her professional stage debut in the first Australian production as Shelby. The show opened 18 May 1988 in the York Theatre at Sydney's

Seymour Centre and went on to play Melbourne's Athenaeum Theatre. The cast also included Nancye Hayes, Maggie Dence, Melissa Jaffer, Genevieve Lemon, Pat McDonald, and

Peter Snook.

Far North Queensland: In late 2023, the Malanda Theatre Company in Far North Queensland run the show with huge success, with Marky Baker Directing and Felicity Huston

producing, and again in August 2024 with Marky Baker Directing again and Chris Davey Producing. The cast included Jean Thomas, Buckley Watson, Nicola Salisbury-Faulkner,

Kaitlen Adams, Jennifer Musetti, and Louisa Crossle.

Ireland: Staged at the Gaiety Theatre, Dublin on September 11–22, 2012, directed by Ben Barnes, and on country-wide tour until October 19 the same year. The cast included

Mischa Barton and Anne Charleston.

France: Coiffure et Confidences, the French-language adaptation by Didier Caron directed by Dominique Guillo, premiered in Paris at the Théâtre Michel in October 2014.

After three successful runs in Paris and multiple nationwide tours, its final performance, attended by Robert Harling, was filmed on June 12, 2017 and released on the

French channel C8 a few months later. Cast: Thérèse (Truvy) - Marie-Hélène Lentini / Isabelle Ferron, Jeanne (M'Lynn) - Astrid Veillon / Élisabeth Vitali / Anne Richard,

Magalie (Shelby) - Léa François, Agnès (Annelle) - Sandrine Le Berre, Claire (Clairee) - Isabelle Tanakil / Isabelle Ferron / Élisabeth Buffet, Odette (Ouiser) - Brigitte Faure

Japan: Staged by the Haiyuza Theatre Company on November 14–25, 2007, in Tokyo, translated and directed by Hajime Mori. Cast: Mayuko Aoyama as Truvy, Kaoru Inoue as

Annelle, Mayumi Katayam as Clairee, Midori Ando as Shelby, Atsuko Kawaguchi as M'Lynn and Minae as Ouiser.

Poland: It premiered at the Aleksandra Wegierki Dramatic Theatre in Bialystok on April 14, 1992. Jean Korf was the director and the play was translated by Catherine

Peebles and Andrzej Jakimiec. It was organized with help from the Embassy of the United States, Warsaw, especially the Cultural Attache, Bruce Byers.

On March 29, 2017, the U.S. Embassy Warsaw held two English-language staged readings at Teatr Polski Arnold Szyfman Theatre in Warsaw as the capstone to its Women's

History Month Programming. The production was directed by Deputy Press Attache Stephen E. Dreikorn and featured an all-embassy employee cast consisting of both

American and Polish employees. Polish director and actor Andrzej Seweryn spoke before one of the performances and called the Embassy's production a "great initiative".

Sweden: Premiered on November 16, 2008 at Vasateatern in Stockholm (with Robert Harling in attendance) titled "Blommor av Stål", it was directed by Emma Bucht and

translated by Klas Östergren and Edward af Sillén. The cast: Cecilia Nilsson as Truvy, Pernilla August as M'Lynn, Melinda Kinnaman as Shelby, Suzanne Reuter as Ouiser, Linda

Ulvaeus as Annelle and Gunilla Nyroos as Clairee.
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Screen Adaptations
1989 Film

Steel Magnolias is a 1989 American comedy drama film directed by Herbert Ross

and starring Sally Field, Dolly Parton, Shirley MacLaine, Daryl Hannah, Olympia

Dukakis, and Julia Roberts. The screenplay by Robert Harling is based on his 1987

play of the same name about the bond a group of women share in a small-town

Southern community, and how they cope with the death of one of their own. The

supporting cast features Tom Skerritt, Dylan McDermott, Kevin J. O'Connor, and

Sam Shepard..

Harling's first produced screenplay, he adapted the original film script which was

then heavily rewritten beyond the on-stage one-set scenario (which had taken

place entirely in Truvy's beauty salon) of the stage production: the scenes

increased and the sequence was more tightly linked with major holidays than the

play; the increased characters beyond the original, all-female play cast caused

dialogue changes between on-screen characters (among them, Harling plays the

preacher and Truvy has one son instead of two).

Filming took place from July 12, 1988, to early September 1988 in Natchitoches,

Louisiana, with historian Robert DeBlieux, a former Natchitoches mayor, as the

local advisor. The house where much of the film was shot is now a six-suite bed

and breakfast, The church used for a wedding scene is St. Augustine Catholic

Church in Natchez on the historic Isle Brevelle.
Television

CBS-TV produced the two-hour Steel Magnolias sitcom

pilot in April 1990 in Robert Harling's childhood

hometown of Natchitoches, Louisiana. Harling was

screenwriter with his script being a continuation of

the play and 1989 film following the death of Shelby.

Thomas Schlamme directed and cast included: Cindy

Williams as M’Lynn, Sally Kirkland as Truvy, Elaine

Stritch as Ouiser, Polly Bergen as Clairee, and Sheila

McCarthy as Annelle. Ultimately, CBS passed on the

series giving the pilot a single airing on August 17,

1990.2012 Flim
Steel Magnolias is an American comedy-drama television film directed by Kenny Leon that premiered at Lifetime Network on

October 7, 2012. It is a contemporary retelling of the play Steel Magnolias and its 1989 film adaptation. The new film stars an

all-black American cast, including Queen Latifah as M'Lynn, Jill Scott as Truvy, Condola Rashād as Shelby, Adepero Oduye as

Annelle, with Phylicia Rashād as Clairee and Alfre Woodard as Ouiser.

The film has been met with positive reviews from critics, with a score of 74 out of 100 from Metacritic. Many critics praised

Alfre Woodard's performance as Ouiser.

The film premiered on Sunday, October 7, 2012, on Lifetime and earned 6.5 million viewers. It is the 3rd highest viewed

Lifetime Original.



Princess Di- A nickname for Diana, Princess of Wales of England. In the mid-1980’s, she made international news

with her numerous charities and regular public appearances to hospitals and schools. 

Princess Grace- An American actress who, after marrying Prince Rainier III, became the Princess of Monaco.

Known for her beauty and fashion sense, she was inaugurated into the International Best Dressed List Hall of

Fame in 1960. 

Jaclyn Smith- An American actress and businesswoman who is best known for her starring role in the 1970’s
television show Charlie’s Angels. In the mid-1980’s, she entered the business world with her collection of

women's apparel. 

The Petroleum Club of Shreveport- A prestigious, member-owned club in Shreveport, Louisiana. Members are

able to expand their social and business relationships, as well as have associations with more than 50

nationally-known clubs. 

Monroe and West Monroe- Monroe is the eighth-largest city in Louisiana. The neighboring city of West Monroe

sits across the Ouachita River. Both cities are often referred to as the Twin Cities of Northeast Louisiana. 

On the Pill- A slang term for the use of birth-control in the form of a birth-control pill. 

G.I. Joe- A line of action figures that have been produced by the toy company Hasbro since 1967. 

Spoolies- Hair curlers from the 1940’s and 50’s that were advertised as the most comfortable to wear to bed. 

Hawaii Five-O- An American police drama series produced by CBS. The show had very recognizable theme song, and

the series aired from 1968 to 1980. 

Earp- A slang term that means to throw up. 

Elizabeth Taylor- A British-American actress known for her numerous marriages. 

Dark Victory- A 1939 American drama film about a young, carefree socialite who is diagnosed with an

inoperable malignant brain tumor.  

Elizabeth Arden- A Canadian-American businesswoman who founded and built a cosmetics empire. Located on New

York’s Fifth Avenue, her company was called Red Door Salon for its signature red front door. 

Reach Out and Touch Someone- An AT&T advertising jingle that was coined in 1979. 

Getting Colors Done- The process of finding colors of clothing and makeup to match a person's skin

complexion, eye color, and hair color. The idea of basing these colors on the four seasons became popular in the

late 1970’s. 
Valium- A medication commonly used to treat a range of conditions including anxiety. 

Deputy Dawg- A cartoon character featured on the animated television series Terrytoons. 

Zwolle- A small town in Sabine Parish, Louisiana. 

Tickfaw- A small village in Tangipahoa Parish, Louisiana. 

Dago- An ethnic slur for one from Italy, Spain, or Portugal. 

Dry Pong- A small village in central Grant Parish, Louisiana. 

Baton Rouge- The capital of Louisiana, and the state’s second largest city.
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