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Letters are the only form in all literature, in all the arts, which reposes on the communication of one to one. It is this condition which renders [them] the pre-eminent vehicle for that aspect of life which is generally excluded from all literature except the novel: those innumerable trifles of the daily life, that rain of trifling details, pleasing and vexatious, which falls upon the just and the unjust and which is also an inescapable concomitant of all human life.

—THORNTON WILDER,
JOURNALS, AUGUST 20, 1951
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AS WE CONTEMPLATED HOW BEST TO PRESENT THORNTON Wilder’s correspondence, we were guided, as it were, by two seemingly contradictory statements. One was Wilder’s own remark, in a February 12, 1964, letter to his close friends Gilbert and Janet Troxell: “Did I ever tell you I once heard my mother saying to a friend (my mother who never made wise cracks) ‘It’s hard enough to write novels anyway, but it’s especially hard for Thornton because he’s illiterate?’ “ The second was playwright and director Garson Kanin’s oft-quoted response when he was asked where he went to college: “I never did; I went to Thornton Wilder.”

Wilder’s correspondence certainly gives more evidence of the extensive range of his vast store of knowledge and learning than it does of his “illiteracy.” Nonetheless, we believe that the paradox implied in these two statements is one of many puzzling and challenging aspects of Wilder, and we have sought to preserve it in this collection. We have corrected only the most obvious slips of his pen—the same word repeated twice in succession, uncrossed t’s, letters transposed within a word—and, for the most part, retained his misspellings, poor punctuation, misquotations (corrected in footnotes), and inadvertent omissions. Only in cases where meaning is unclear have we supplied, in angle brackets (used here because Wilder occasionally used square brackets), missing punctuation, missing words, or corrected spellings. Where we supply a correction to Wilder’s text, we do not leave a space between Wilder’s word and the angle-bracketed correction; in instances where we supply a missing word, we leave a space.

While some of Wilder’s epistolary infelicities can probably be attributed either to the fact that he surely wrote many letters rapidly and almost exclusively in holograph form or to the fact that his mind often moved more quickly than his pen, we feel that his carelessness about such details also testifies to something quite important about him. He was much more concerned with communicating concepts and dealing with large issues than he was with such mundane matters as spelling and punctuation. We believe that retaining these errors preserves an important aspect of the flavor of Wilder’s correspondence and that doing so in no way interferes with the reader’s appreciation of his skills as a letter writer.

From the very beginning, Wilder’s wide-ranging acquaintance, even as a teenager, with literature, music, and the visual arts was apparent in his correspondence. He was fluent in four foreign languages—French, German, Spanish, and Italian—and his letters are frequently peppered with quotations in those languages, as well as with the occasional Latin phrase. We have translated all of these foreign-language passages, no matter how brief, unless they appear in a standard English dictionary. Similarly, we have tried to identify lesser-known public figures, writers, composers, artists, and their works to which Wilder alluded in his correspondence. He had a large worldwide circle of friends and acquaintances, and we have attempted to explain references to them as well. Readers should assume that any person we do not footnote could not be identified. We feel that, in aggregate, these references suggest the extraordinary scope of Wilder’s social and cultural landscape and are a testimony to his seemingly insatiable desire to learn more and to meet new people from all walks of life. Although this means that our edition is heavily footnoted, we have tried to keep our notes brief and succinct, and to provide more detailed background information in the introductions to each of the book’s six parts.

Of necessity, we have had to make compromises in the interests of clarity and consistency. We have standardized all of Wilder’s dashes to one em in length, although he sometimes used a hyphen instead of a dash (especially in his very few typewritten letters), or, in other instances, used dashes longer than one em in holograph letters. Especially in his later years, Wilder frequently used an equals sign instead of a colon. In most instances, we have rendered these as colons. For items of correspondence on which a return address is printed as letterhead, we have transcribed that information and placed it within parentheses at the head of the item. In cases where Wilder wrote a return address, we have placed that at the top of the letter. Sometimes Wilder wrote a return address above the letterhead of the stationery, but we have always placed it below the letterhead, regardless of where he put it. We have, however, tried to place his holograph return addresses accurately with respect to whether they appeared on the left or right side of the page or were centered.

When Wilder provided a date, he almost always did so at the head of the letter; when he placed the date at the end of the letter, we have moved it to the head and noted the change. When Wilder did not provide a date or gave a partial or inaccurate date, we have added an approximate or conjectured date (usually with a question mark) in angle brackets; or we have supplied one in angle brackets based on internal evidence or a postmark (indicated by the abbreviation P.M.); or, in a few instances, we have used a date supplied by the recipient (as indicated in a footnote). We have also used a question mark in angle brackets or an angle-bracketed word or words to denote a conjectured reading of Wilder’s handwriting. Wilder occasionally added text in the margins or above the salutation of his letters. We have noted the location of this added text in angle brackets. When Wilder indicated that this marginal material should be inserted in the text of a letter, we have placed it in the text in boldface type and have given, in angle brackets, the reason for the placement. Often, probably in an effort to keep his letters to one or two pages, Wilder wrote text or a postscript perpendicularly in the margin of the last page. We have not noted these additions and have treated such material as part of the text of the letter.

We have used the following abbreviations in the headings to describe physical form: ACS (autograph card signed); AL (autograph letter unsigned); AL (Draft) (unsigned autograph letter found only in draft form); ALS (autograph letter signed); APCS (autograph postcard signed); TL (Copy) (letter found only in transcribed typewritten unsigned form); TLS (typewritten letter signed); and WIRE (telegram). The number of pages cited at the head of the letter refers to the number of sides of paper on which the original is written, regardless of whether or how Wilder numbered the pages. We have listed the repository of each letter in the heading. In cases where we located photocopies and/or transcriptions as well as the original copy of an item, we have noted only the location of the original. For items owned by private individuals, we have provided no identification of those individuals. We have used the following abbreviations for repositories:



	Academy of Motion Picture
	Academy of Motion Picture



	Arts and Sciences
	Arts and Sciences Library,



	
	Beverly Hills, CA



	Albers Foundation
	Joseph and Anni Albers



	
	Foundation, Bethany, CT



	Berea
	Berea College, Berea, KY



	Berg
	Berg Collection, New York



	
	Public Library



	Billy Rose
	Billy Rose Theatre Collection, New York Public Library Performing Arts Research Center



	British Library
	British Library, London



	BU
	Boston University



	CalTech
	California Institute of Technology, Pasadena



	Chicago
	University of Chicago



	Columbia
	Columbia University, New York, NY



	Cornell
	Cornell University, Ithaca, NY



	Harvard
	Harvard University, Cambridge, MA



	Hobart/William
	Hobart & William Smith



	Smith
	Colleges, Geneva, NY



	Houston
	University of Houston



	Huntington
	Huntington Library, San Marino, CA



	JFK
	John F. Kennedy Library, Boston, MA



	Lawrenceville
	Lawrenceville School, Lawrenceville, NJ



	LofC
	Library of Congress, Washington, DC



	Morgan
	Morgan Library, New York, NY



	National Archives of Canada
	National Archives of Canada, Ottawa



	Newberry
	Newberry Library, Chicago, IL



	New Dramatists
	New Dramatists, New York, NY



	NYU
	New York University



	Oberlin
	Oberlin College, Oberlin, OH



	Penn State
	Pennsylvania State University, University Park



	Pennsylvania
	University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia



	Princeton
	Princeton University, Princeton, NJ



	Private
	Privately owned



	Redwood
	Redwood Library & Athenaeum, Newport, RI



	Rice
	Rice University, Houston, TX



	Schlesinger
	Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe College/Harvard University, Cambridge, MA



	Smith
	Smith College, Northampton, MA



	SUNY-Buffalo
	State University of New York at Buffalo



	Syracuse
	Syracuse University, Syracuse, NY



	Tennessee
	University of Tennessee, Knoxville



	Texas
	University of Texas, Austin



	Theatermuseum
	Österreichisches Theatermuseum, Vienna



	UCLA
	University of California, Los Angeles



	Vassar
	Vassar College, Poughkeepsie, NY



	Virginia
	University of Virginia, Charlottesville



	Wisconsin
	University of Wisconsin, Madison



	WisHist
	Wisconsin Historical Society, Madison



	Wooster
	College of Wooster, Wooster, OH



	Yale
	Beinecke Library, Yale University, New Haven, CT




Literally hundreds of people have assisted in the decade that we have spent gathering, selecting, and editing the correspondence in this volume, and we can acknowledge only a few of them here. Our debts of gratitude must begin with Tappan Wilder, the literary executor of the Wilder estate. It was his idea that we undertake this project. Thereafter, he did the seemingly impossible by continually giving us the benefit of his knowledge, contacts, and expertise without in any way interfering in our selection process. Among the many tasks he performed generously and cheerfully was being one of our readers, going through the first draft of our edition, correcting errors and supplying missing information. Our four other readers were Penelope Niven, who took time from researching her biography of Wilder to be of great assistance; Hugh Van Dusen, our editor at HarperCollins; Barbara Hogenson, our agent; and Mary C. Hartig. We also acknowledge with gratitude the support of the late Catharine Kerlin Wilder. The vast majority of Wilder’s correspondence is to be found at the Beinecke Library of Yale University; we are deeply indebted to Patricia Willis, the curator of the Beinecke’s American Literature Collection, and the staff, especially Diane Ducharme and Stephen C. Jones, for a great deal of assistance over many years.

It is impossible here to list the names and affiliations of the numerous librarians throughout the world who provided us with photocopies of the Wilder correspondence in their collections. Others who assisted us in locating or annotating frequently elusive items were: Andrew Arnold, John Auchard, the late Jonas Barish, John Barnett, Roland Baumann, Sally Higginson Begley, Eric Bentley, Alice L. Birney, Charles Boewe, Roger Bourland, Jaime H. Bradley, Clarissa Hutchins Bronson, Andreas Brown, Dalma Hunyadi Brunauer, Elizabeth J. Bryer, Edward Burns, David and Denise Carlson, Claus Clüver, Robert Cowley, Jonathan Croll, J. S. Cummins, Barry Day, Suzanne del Gizzo, Russell DiNapoli, Frederick DuPuy, Elizabeth Edminster, Barbara Eggleston, Lewis W. Falb, Ruth Farwell and the late Byron Farwell, William Ferris, James Fisher, Neil Fraistat, Robert Freedman, Nola Frink, Greg Gallagher, the late Donald Gallup, Julia Gardner, Thierry Gillyboeuf, Charles Glenn, the late Richard Goldstone, Linda Gordon, Catharine Wilder Guiles, Jennifer Gully, the late Mel Gussow, Christopher G. Hale, Naomi Hample, G. Laurence Harbottle, Ralph Hardee-Rives, the late Gilbert Harrison, Maurene Y. Hart, Elisabeth Hartjens, Jacqueline Haun, Gary Heyde, Bobbie Hopper, Mrs. Edward Hopper, Israel Horovitz, Kathryn Johnson, Merrie Martin Jones, Michael Kahn, Jerome Kilty, Lotte Klemperer, Mario Laserna, Hugh Lee, Julian Le Grand and the late Eileen Le Grand, Theodore Leinwand, Mary Lincer, Annemarie Link, Michael A. Lofaro, Robert Longsworth, Nita Walter McAdams, J. D. McClatchy, the late Mary McGrory, John McIntyre, S.J., Vera M. McIntyre, Marilyn McMillan, Richard Mangan, Theodore Mann, Caroline Maun, Anne Marie Menta, E. Ethelbert Miller, Tom Miller, James Morton, Geoffrey Movius, Tommaso Munari, Joseph A. Mussulman, F. J. O’Neil, Sharon Peirce, Barbara Perlmutter, Yves Peyre, Howard Pierson, Charles A. Porter, Margaret Powell, Diana Prince, Pamela Rankin-Smith, Chad S. Reingold, Diane Rielinger, Harriet Robinson, Ned Rorem, Lois Rudnick, Jessica Ryan, Jeffrey L. Sammons, Judith Schiff, Paul Schlueter, Marian Seldes, Ed Smith, Joseph Thomas Snow, Edita Spinosi, Peter Stansky, Jan Stieverman, Irvin Stock, Cecilia and Peter Sturm, Sue Swartzlander, G. Thomas Tanselle, Liffey Thorpe, Harry J. Traugott, June Trolley and the late Leonard Trolley, Serge Troubetzkoy and the late Dorothy Ulrich Troubetzkoy, Nick Tsacrios, Jay Tunney, Fred Walker, Julia Walworth, Barbara Whitepine, Catharine Williamson, Martha Wilson, Autumn Winslow, Peter Wiseman, Douglas Wixson, Luke Yankee, Matthew Young, and Waldemar Zacharasiewicz.

The arduous task of transcribing the correspondence fell entirely to helen DeVinney, who not only solved the difficulties of reading Wilder’s handwriting but also made certain that our editorial procedures were consistent. Robert Bowman was of great assistance in tracking down often obscure information for our footnotes. The staff of the Department of English at the University of Maryland and its successive chairs, Charles Caramello, Gary Hamilton, and Kent Cartwright, provided photocopying and mailing facilities.
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I

These letters of Thornton Wilder are a pleasure to read: as entertaining and enlightening, almost, as a conversation with the man himself. They also introduce us to the mind and heart of one of the great American writers of the twentieth century. Wilder belonged to a literary generation that included Ernest Hemingway, William Faulkner, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and John Dos Passos—all of them born between 1896 and 1899—and was proud of it. “[N]othing interests me more than thinking of our generation as a league and as a protest to the whole cardboard generation that precedes us,” he wrote Fitzgerald. Wilder had a long and sparkling career, highlighted by three Pulitzer Prizes: for his novel The Bridge of San Luis Rey (1927), and for the plays Our Town (1938) and The Skin of Our Teeth (1942). Altogether he wrote seven novels and three major plays. The Bridge of San Luis Rey became a best-seller. Our Town became part of the American experience. The third play, The Matchmaker (1954), was adapted into Hello, Dolly!, a tremendously successful musical comedy. Almost everything Wilder produced found its audience, including his last novel Theophilus North (1973). Yet he remains, in Malcolm Cowley’s phrase, “the most neglected author of a brilliant generation.”

Why should this be so? Amos N. Wilder, Thornton’s older brother, devoted much of his short book on Thornton Wilder and His Public to puzzling out the answers. Most commentators on his work, he concluded, did not know what to do with him. Wilder’s works did not fit into the critical imperative of making it new. True, he demanded of himself the same compression of language that Ezra Pound was lobbying for in poetry and Hemingway was practicing in prose. And his plays were highly experimental in stagecraft and technique. But then there was the subject matter, where Wilder was reaching beyond his grasp toward a fusion of the modern and the traditional, the present and the past, with an emphasis on ordinary people. On the surface, as among George and Emily and the Stage Manager in Our Town, this seemed to smack of the sentimental, than which in critical opinion nothing could be worse. But this conclusion ignores the play’s purgatorial third act, and Emily’s disastrous return to her twelfth birthday.

Wilder’s popularity worked against his reputation among those who regarded starving as a precondition of artistic excellence. Nor was he political enough to please the doctrinaire. “Yes, Wilder writes perfect English but he has nothing to say in that perfect English,” Mike Gold, editor of the communist New Masses, commented in a review of the 1930 novel The Woman of Andros. Where were the streets of New York in his “little novels”? Where the idealists in union halls? Their oppressors at country clubs? Wilder did revisit the Midwest of his boyhood in Heaven’s My Destination (1935) and The Eighth Day (1967), but these novels were not saddled with proletarian propaganda. Universal questions spanning the centuries interested him, and to those there could be no fast answers. In his books and plays, he followed Chekhov’s dictum that the “business of literature is not to answer questions, but to state them fairly.”

II

Thornton Wilder has been somewhat unlucky in his biographers, a situation that promises to change with the arrival of Penelope Niven’s book. Meanwhile, this selection of his correspondence, judiciously edited and annotated by Robin G. Wilder and Jackson R. Bryer, serves nicely as a Life in Letters. The editors’ headnotes to each of the six chronological sections provide an excellent summary of significant events in the lives of Wilder and his family. The letters themselves show how he reacted to these circumstances. Fact: We learn from the editors’ Introduction that during an eleven-year period between Thornton’s ninth and twentieth birthdays, the boy himself, his four siblings, and his father and mother lived together under the same roof for only twelve months altogether. What that felt like: Thornton at fourteen, alone at prep school in China, writes, “Oh, but Father, I wish I could see Mother. It seems many years since I saw her last. I want to see her very very much. When you make your plans try and let me be near her and [his brother] Amos. And of course father dear, I want you too; my dear Papa—all together.”

Amos P. Wilder, journalist and lecturer and internationalist, commanded the household—often from a distance—with an iron hand, directing where his sons went to school and college and on what farms they were to spend their summers at hard democratic labor. With daughters Isabel and Charlotte and Janet, he was marginally less domineering, but all the children were expected to issue regular bulletins on their activities and accomplishments. Thornton’s were notably aesthetic in nature. From Thacher School in Ojai, California, on January 13, 1913, he reported that he was making progress on the piano and the violin, and noted that he’d received his “Chefoo [China] music prize and thank you for your part.” Nine months later, he announced that a “little one-act farce” he’d written had been chosen for a benefit performance at the Berkeley, California, high school he was then attending. In his sixteenth year Thornton was on his way toward becoming a playwright—a prospect that did not entirely satisfy his father, who had more lofty pursuits in mind. He likened his son’s writing to “carving cherry-stones.” When it came time for college, he enrolled the lad at Oberlin.

With its compulsory chapel and mandatory scripture study, high-minded Oberlin had connections to the Wilder family in generations past, and his older brother Amos had just completed two years there before going on to Yale. But Thornton objected that “a boy—if possible—should have some say about the college he’s going to.” He would have chosen Yale or Harvard himself. Or have elected to travel and write, subsisting in European attics or in steerage on boats. Father decided otherwise, and dutifully Thornton spent two years at Oberlin, and three more at Yale, where he graduated in the class of 1920.

College brought Wilder new friends, but he hardly needed classrooms to educate himself. All his life he was a perambulating autodidact, a perpetual graduate student in love with learning. His letters are full of fragments from the languages he mastered: French, German, Spanish, Italian, Latin. He read widely, driven by a “seemingly insatiable desire” to know more. Often he raided the masters for techniques and approaches—Dante for Our Town, Molière and Bacon for The Matchmaker, Joyce for The Skin of Our Teeth, the Marquise de Sévigné for The Bridge of San Luis Rey. He was like the woman caught for shoplifting in Los Angeles. “I only steal from the best department stores,” she said in defense, “and they don’t miss it,”

Like any fervent researcher, Wilder sometimes got caught up in scholarly investigations that distracted him from his own work. He spent countless hours obsessively attempting to decipher Joyce’s Finnegans Wake. He threw himself into the magnificently inconsequential project of dating the plays of Lope de Vega between 1595 and 1610, becoming the leading authority on a subject that, he knew, no more than twenty people in the world might conceivably be interested in. In other ways, too, Wilder sloughed off the discipline of the professional writer to pursue peripheral interests. “I’m Jekyll and Hyde,” he admitted in 1934. “With the side of me that’s not Poet, and there’s lots of it, I like to do things, meet people, restlessly experiment in untouched tracts of my Self, be involved in things, make decisions, pretend that I’m a man of action.” He was forever on the move, spending two hundred days a year away from the Hamden, Connecticut, home he’d built in 1930 on the proceeds from The Bridge, where sister Isabel kept house for him. He wrote aboard ships, and at “spas in off-season.” Late in life he escaped to the desert, yet even in Douglas, Arizona, found fresh distractions and new people to talk the night away with. Always there were too many things to do. In addition to novelist and playwright, Wilder functioned, the editors point out, as “translator, adapter, essayist, screenwriter, opera librettist, scholar, cultural emissary, lecturer, teacher, actor.”

III

A prolific correspondent, he turned out as many as 25 letters a day to friends, family, and professional associates. He also read a great many letters, including the correspondence of major writers of the past. He was interested in what distinguished the accomplished letter writer from run-of-the-mill correspondents. Only in letters, he thought, could people communicate one to one the “innumerable trifles” of everyday life, “that rain of trifling details, pleasing and vexatious, which falls upon the just and the unjust.” Successful letter writers, such as his friend Alexander Woollcott, could make such unpromising material engaging through “high vivacity”—a quality Wilder shared with Woollcott. But there was more to writing good letters than merely entertaining the recipient. For over a period of time, reading two or three hundred letters, one could conjure up a “profile of a personality” above and beyond the wit and the anecdotes. The personality that emerges from Wilder’s letters is that of the enthusiast, a man who “fizzed like champagne,” whose effervescence was like a force of nature.

This gift made him an excellent teacher. Fresh out of Yale, Wilder earned his keep as an instructor in French and assistant housemaster at Lawrenceville School in New Jersey. “People said to me Never teach school. You will be so unhappy. It will deaden you,” he wrote from his post at Davis House in November 1921. “But what happy surprises you find here; how delightful the relations of the teacher and an interested class; casual encounters with retiring boys on the campus, and at lights-out the strange big protective feeling, locking the doors against dark principalities and powers and thrones, and the great lamp-eyed whales that walk ashore in New Jersey.”

To amuse his mother and poke fun at himself, Wilder composed a wonderful letter to her supposedly written by one of his students. “We get on very well with [Mr. Wilder] in the house. … He doesn’t come out and watch our football much, but perhaps if he were the kind that did he wouldn’t be able to help us in Latin etcetera. In class he talks so fast and jumps on you so sudden for recitations that often you don’t know a thing. Please write him for his own good to speak slowlier, as it would be for his own good. … Can you explain why he hasn’t any pictures of girls in his room, nor even of you, everybody has pictures of women in their room, can you explain this?”

Humor pervades these letters. Wilder declared a classroom triumph fifteen years later, when he was teaching at the University of Chicago under the aegis of President Robert Maynard Hutchins. “I was sublime on the two Oedipuses the other day—sublime,” he wrote Woollcott. As Hutchins himself reported at Wilder’s memorial service, Thornton had once described to him the humiliations of receiving a bad review: “My barber lost his tongue and cut my hair in silence. The waitress at my stammtisch at Howard Johnson’s murmured, ‘Never mind, dear. Maybe you’ll do better next time. You’ll be wanting the eighty-five cent blue-plate lunch. It’s hash today.’ My dog hid behind the woodpile when I called him, and when I spoke to the little girl next door, her mother called through the window, ‘Come inside, Marguerite. I think it is going to rain.’ “

Then there was the American Academy of Arts and Letters awards ceremony when Arthur Miller and Dorothy Parker were honored, with Mrs. Miller (Marilyn Monroe) in the audience applauding. “So who did they place me between at lunch?” Not between Dottie and Marilyn, but between novelists Carson McCullers and Djuna Barnes. McCullers neglected her roast beef until Wilder, “synchronizing with the television cameras,” cut it for her “very nicely.” He attempted to engage Barnes in conversation. “I just saw that exhibit of your work in the Paris show about American-Expatriates-in-the-Twenties, Miss Barnes.” “Must’ve been horrible.” “No—very attractive. I went with Miss Toklas.” “Never liked her!” “Really—and Miss Stein.” “Loathed her.” “I was especially interested also in the Joyce exhibit.” “Detestable man.”

Another dimension comes to light when Wilder is moved to high dudgeon. In a 1955 letter, he scolded the poet Marcia Nardi for too readily succumbing to sorrow. She’d told him about “shattering emotional experiences” that left her “ill in both body and soul.” Well, Wilder knew about such experiences, but he was afraid that Nardi cultivated and actually enjoyed them. She sounded like a willing victim in a bad French novel, he told her. She sounded “Greenwich-village-y, 1912.” He doubted she’d write any poetry worth reading until she shook out of it. And then, to take the curse off, he finished with “I think you know that I write you this way because I believe that you will outgrow all these stages and write beautiful things…. You know that, don’t you?” And enclosed a check.

Unsympathetic to ostentatious self-pity in others, Wilder allowed no trace of it in himself. In 1968, Richard Goldstone commiserated with him after he’d undergone a hernia operation. Each year he understood Wilder better, Goldstone maintained: “I understand that your life has been difficult, filled with profound disappointments, with strivings and struggles, that the rewards have not been many.” “Where the hell do you get that?” an outraged Wilder asked, and immediately answered, “You get that out of your own damp self-dramatizing nature.” He was damned if he would feel sorry for himself: “Struggles? Disappointments? Just out of college I got a good job at Lawrenceville and enjoyed it. I made a resounding success with my second book. The years at Chicago were among the happiest in my life. I got a Pulitzer Prize with my first play. What friendships—Bob Hutchins, Sibyl Colefax,… Gertrude Stein, Ruth Gordon….” Obviously angry, he advised Goldstone to leave him alone. Goldstone, undeterred, went on to commit the first biography of Wilder.

Outbursts like these take us beyond Wilder’s bubbling personality into the territory he called “News from Within,” inner views only to be glimpsed in the finest letter writers. His intolerance of any display of unhappiness and unwillingness to court the sympathy of others bespeaks a withholding of the self more characteristic of his Maine ancestors than his midwestern roots. Yet, between the lines of his letters, we begin distantly to know him. Wilder was a bachelor all his life, with a series of young male protégés. Did he love this one, or that? There are only hints here, as when he signs off a 1927 letter to William I. Nichols. “Letter-writing bridges next to nothing. Goodbye my dear Bill. Is my affection some help to you when you are depressed and restless?” In his understated way Wilder was forever reaching out to others. He thought of himself as an observer and onlooker, with “an interest in human beings so intense and unremitting that it approaches and resembles love.” He stood at the opposite pole from Nick Carraway, the unwilling confidant who in the opening pages of The Great Gatsby deplores having to listen to the confessions of “veteran bores.” People did not bore Wilder.

Little as we know of Wilder’s emotional life, his letters reveal ample evidence of his genius for making and maintaining friendships. Good letters, he believed, resulted from friendship plus absence, with absence supplying the tension that “raise[d] them above even good talk.” His correspondence with the elegant and charming Sybil Cole-fax, the English interior designer, may serve as a case in point. Wilder was only rarely in London, and Colefax rarely left the continent, so they kept in touch through letters—four hundred of them, he estimated. Here, encapsulated, are the contents of but one of them: his May 15, 1949, letter from Washington, D.C. He began mundanely with an account of recent activities. He was getting some work done, his only distractions “being visits to great poets—Ezra Pound, Alexis Léger, and Czeslaw Milosz.” Upcoming was a trip to the Goethe Bicentennial Celebration in Aspen, where he was to deliver the opening talk to a gathering that included Albert Schweitzer and José Ortega y Gasset. The moving force behind the Goethe festival was his friend Robert Hutchins, the controversial educator. Colefax had heard charges that Hutchins was “an enemy of humanism,” and Wilder defended him vigorously.

His letters were all about people—usually celebrated people—and in this case one dog. Wilder asked Colefax to grieve with him over the illness of Basket III, Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas’s French poodle, and reminded her that Basket I had been a gift to Stein from Picasso. Next he did a characteristically thoughtful thing: he told Colefax about a talented young artist—Robert Shaw, “the wunderkind of choral directing”—whom he was sending to see her. He was afraid that Shaw might shrink from presenting the letter of introduction, for the lad was shy. He often thought, Wilder added, that the people “we would most wish to see walk three times around the block and then decide not to call on us, fearing that they have nothing which could interest.” In a closing burst of rhetoric, Wilder addressed the issue of when he and Colefax might next meet. Could she come to Arizona in the fall? If not, he would cross to see her. He had “100,000 irremoveable marks in Germany,” so they could go to Bad Homburg or Bad Nauheim or Baden-Baden and she “could lie in the mud-filled copper baths where [her] sovreign, Edward VII, renewed his youth like an eagle.”

IV

Some of Wilder’s most interesting letters, unsurprisingly, were addressed to or commented on prominent figures in the literary and theatrical worlds. He met Gertrude Stein—“a great, sensible, gallant gal and a great treat”—when she came to Chicago in 1934 and he was pressed into service as her “secretary, errand boy-companion.” The next year he stayed with Stein and Toklas for eight days in Bilignin, coming away feeling rather daunted by Stein’s “difficult magnificent and occasionally too abstract and faintly disillusioned alpine wisdom.” He never doubted her genius, though, and other happy meetings ensued. When she died in 1946, he wrote Toklas offering to serve as literary executor of her works. “[L]ong after you and I are dead,” he said, “she will be becoming clearer and clearer as the great thinker and the great soul of our time.”

If he admired Stein, Wilder was quite swept away by Hemingway. The two men met in Paris in the autumn of 1926, each at the beginning of their careers. Hemingway was living alone at the time, separated from his first wife, Hadley. On November 9, Wilder wrote him from Munich, waxing enthusiastic about the city and deploring the dullness of the youth he was accompanying as chaperone-companion. He hadn’t read The Sun Also Rises yet, Wilder said, but would have by the time they saw each other. He suggested that Hemingway write a play for Richard Boleslavsky and his Laboratory Theatre in New York, and in closing asked Hemingway to give his regards to Sylvia Beach.

This letter constitutes at least a minor discovery in Hemingway studies. It has not been cited in the several biographies of Hemingway, nor has any mention appeared of a meeting of the two writers. That there was such a meeting, quite possibly at Beach’s Shakespeare & Company bookstore, and subsequent encounters as well, marking at least the beginning of a friendship, is borne out by Wilder’s November 28 letter to his three sisters, written in Paris. He was considering “going over to live with Ernest Hemingway” in his studio apartment, he reported, but “[Ernest’s] wife is about to divorce him, and his new wife is about to arrive from America, so I think I’d better not try.” Hemingway himself, he thought “wonderful” in his devotion to his work. He was the only writer of his generation he had met who inspired his respect as an artist.

Ten days later Wilder wrote his mother that Hemingway “remains the hot sketch of all time, bursting with self-confidence and a sort of little-boy impudence.” Hemingway was at work on a play about Mussolini, he wrote—again, a revelation, if true. Its accuracy seems doubtful, though, for Wilder goes on to report that Hemingway in yarning mode claimed to have dabbled in secret service and to have certain knowledge that most of the attempts on Mussolini’s life were orchestrated by Il Duce himself in order to create a martyr-legend. His mother could judge, Wilder dryly observed, “how full of astonishments” Ernest’s conversation was.

Stagestruck since boyhood, Thornton Wilder took immense pleasure in his contacts with prominent men and women of the theatre. “Mary Pickford wants me to write a play with her!” And on Saturday, “Aleck, Kit, Gert (Alexander Woollcott, Katharine Cornell, Gertrude Macy) and [he]” were going to the summer home of Alfred Lunt and Lynn Fontanne “to sleep on army cots.” So he announced excitedly in a letter of June 1933 to actress Ruth Gordon—“best of all Ruthies”—who with her husband, the writer and director Garson Kanin, became his lifelong friends. Two months later he alerted Woollcott to look out for an eighteen-year-old actor coming to New York and armed with letters of recommendation from Wilder. He was “a rather pudgy-faced youngster with a wing of brown hair … and a vague Oxford epigrammatic manner.” The name, he added, was “Orson Welles,” and he was going far.

Wilder’s profound understanding of the stage is demonstrated in letters of advice to aspiring actors and playwrights. An actress, he warned Rosemary Ames, must expect to be regarded socially as a freak. She would be too busy to pay calls, and people would cast “their curious and fascinated gaze” upon her. Ames should beware of the temptation “for praise and lively suppers” that followed a performance. It was not easy “to go soberly to bed at eleven after a superb climax.” Best friends were likely to seem dull; the actress required bright new admirers instead. Eventually, though, if she were good enough, she would become “something more than a lady: an artist.”

The best thing a young playwright could do was to immerse himself in the theater, Wilder believed. Climb walls, get thrown out by guards, hide behind back rows—do everything possible to see hundreds of hours or rehearsals, he wrote in 1954. Fifty hours backstage were worth a thousand in the audience. The beginner might have to work at some other occupation to earn a living, but that would not hurt him. It was important, however, not to earn that living by writing rubbish. Writing down could do real damage.

More than forty years later, he dispensed savvy advice about the writing process itself. Select a subject “close to you—not autobiographically but inwardly.” Think about it. Take walks. Block out the main crises. Begin not at the beginning but at some scene that has already started to “express itself in dialogue.” Take your time. Don’t write too much in a day. Keep a regular steady pace, and the next day’s writing will take shape while you are sleeping.

In other communications Wilder addressed specific issues of stagecraft. He liked opening a play in silence, as Shakespeare did in Hamlet. He heartily disliked ending with a message, as T. S. Eliot had in The Cocktail Party. He was “grateful and absorbed” by the play until the last fifteen minutes, Wilder wrote Laurence Olivier and Vivien Leigh, but “angry as a boil” when the “answers” began to descend. To another famous actor, Cary Grant, he offered his thoughts about how a film might be made of Gulliver’s Travels. Play it straight, he counseled. Treat it not as a fantasy but as “dead-pan sober-serious travel-experience.” And don’t be afraid of taking liberties, for it would be difficult to keep audiences interested in the giant-pygmy situation for two hours.

In 1957, Wilder proposed a book of letters about the theater, written by and to himself, to his editor Cass Canfield. These would include his correspondence with Ruth Gordon about The Matchmaker, with Sybil Colefax about the London and New York theater, with Max Reinhardt about The Merchant of Yonkers, with Jed Harris about Our Town, and with Laurence Olivier about The Skin of Our Teeth. It would make for a lively book, and his sister Isabel could edit it. Unfortunately, this volume was not published, but these Selected Letters present most of Wilder’s side of that conversation.

Wilder suggested the theater-letters book as a way of benefiting a friend and fellow artist. He was collaborating with composer Louise Talma on an opera based on The Alcestiad, he explained to Canfield, and Talma “was living on very narrow means.” The question was how “to get money to her—across the barrier of her pride and independence.” Wilder thought that she might accept royalties from such a book, inasmuch as it would contain some of their letters back and forth about The Alcestiad and the funds could be considered as subsidizing their common project, the opera. Perhaps his idea wasn’t practical—he even wondered if it was in good taste—but surely it originated in a wise and largehearted sensibility. Thornton Wilder wanted to do more with his life than to give pleasure to those who read his novels or saw his plays. The trouble with T. S. Eliot, he decided after seeing The Cocktail Party, was that he didn’t like people. Wilder did, went out of his way to make them happy, and profited from doing so.

Armed with that outlook, he bucketed along well into his seventies. He was thankful, as he wrote John O’Hara in 1965 (the year O’Hara reached sixty), not to be “tormented by that panic over the passing of youth that beset Scott Fitzgerald and Hemingway.” He hoped that O’Hara enjoyed each new decade as much as he had. If you welcomed each decade, Wilder said, you could keep the past ones green inside you. And you could continue to do your work as well, for, as he observed in a 1972 letter, there was no age limit for creativity. There were, however, “two required conditions: EROS at your right hand, Praise of life at your left.”
Scott Donaldson
Scottsdale, Arizona May 2008


INTRODUCTION
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The rewards of reading letters come to us in extent, not in bright single moments.

—THORNTON WILDER
“THREE ENGLISH
LETTERWRITERS ”
(unpublished lecture, May 13, 1930)



Thornton Wilder (1897-1975) had a sixty-year career as a successful author—from his first play, The Russian Princess, produced in 1913, when he was sixteen (to reported raves from schoolmates), to his seventh and last novel, Theophilus North (1973), published two years before his death and a best-seller for twenty-six weeks. In the intervening decades, he had far more success than failure, playing such varied roles as translator, adapter, essayist, screenwriter, opera librettist, scholar, cultural emissary, lecturer, teacher, actor, and, of course, novelist and playwright. He remains the only writer ever to receive the Pulitzer Prize in both drama and fiction.

Throughout his life, Wilder played yet another role, one until now neither adequately acknowledged nor sufficiently documented: He was an avid connoisseur and practitioner of letter writing. In retrospect, it is no surprise that, in the spring of 1928, in the midst of international acclaim for his second novel, The Bridge of San Luis Rey, he accepted an invitation from Yale University to deliver the Daniel S. Lamont Memorial Lecture on the topic of “English Letters and Letter Writers,” the first of some two hundred public lectures he would give during his career. He devoted a section of his talk to the virtues of the letters written by Mme. de Sévigné, whom he had memorialized in The Bridge of San Luis Rey through the figure of the Marquesa de Montemayor. Letters were to continue to play an important role in his fiction and drama—from an entire novel, The Ides of March (1948), written in epistolary form, to the amazement Rebecca Gibbs expresses in Our Town (1938) that “the postman brought … just the same” a letter addressed to “Jane Crofut; The Crofut Farm; Grover’s Corners; Sutton County; New Hampshire; …. United States of America; Continent of North America; Western Hemisphere; the Earth; the Solar System; the Universe; the Mind of God.”

There is ample evidence as well that Wilder was himself a prolific practitioner of the art of letter writing. In a typical aside in a March 1935 letter to his mother and his sister Isabel, he reported, “Last night I sat up til two and added 18 new letters to the 8 I had got off earlier in the day.” On March 20, 1948, he wrote William Layton, “This evening I mailed 24 [letters], all written today.” It is estimated that the total number of letters Wilder wrote exceeds ten thousand. Thanks to the Wilder family’s habit of preserving correspondence as well as to the passage of enough time since his death for letters to migrate into places where they can be found, we have been able to read some six thousand in the process of compiling this volume, which is the first to present examples of Wilder’s correspondence across the entire span of his writing life. Our choices from scores of fine letters represent the range of his friendships, public achievements, and private interests. We have included letters that do indeed encompass almost his full life: The earliest letter we found was written, we believe, when Wilder was about nine years old. The first we have selected finds him at age twelve in 1909, while the last is dated December 3, 1975, four days before he died.

Until recently, of course, letters were a primary means of personal and business communication and letter writing was a routine part of a person’s life. Wilder became a letter writer at a young age because of his personal circumstances. When he was growing up, his family was together as a unit very infrequently. During the eleven-year period between 1906, when nine-year-old Thornton left Madison, Wisconsin, for China, and 1917, when he enrolled as a sophomore at Yale College in New Haven, Connecticut, where his parents had recently moved, all the Wilders were under one roof for a total of only twelve months. Distances between one or more absent family members were more often than not measured by oceans. Even Thornton’s summers from 1913 to 1917 were spent away from home, working on farms in California, Kentucky, Vermont, and Massachusetts. Given these circumstances, letters became the only way he could communicate with his friends and, especially, with his family. Letters to his father were particularly important during Wilder’s youth. From his consular posts in China, with his wife and children rarely present, “Papa”—described by his elder son, Amos, in Imagining the Real (1978), as a “very intensive parental planner”—sought through a flood of letters to guide his children’s activities. He expected and received frequent status reports from them. This early letter writing may have played a part in turning the younger Wilders into authors; each of the four children born between September 1895 and January 1900 became a published writer. Thornton Wilder grew up in a family where reaching for a pen and a blank piece of paper (all his life, he handwrote almost all of his letters and creative work) was first, second, and third nature—and had to be.

Wilder’s peripatetic lifestyle persisted for the rest of his life. After 1928, from the earnings of The Bridge of San Luis Rey, he built a house for himself and his family in Hamden, Connecticut. He maintained the house and, for the rest of their lives, supported the members of his family who lived there. But Wilder himself, despite a handsome study on the second floor, treated the family home as a base to which he returned periodically, rather than as a primary place to live and work. He was an artist who had to go away in order to write—to hotels or occasional short-term rentals in North America, the Caribbean, Mexico, and abroad; to the MacDowell Colony, an artists’ retreat in New Hampshire; or to cabins on transatlantic steamships, the slower the better. Given this lifestyle, letters were crucial for keeping in touch; they knit his world together, just as they had when he was growing up. He reportedly disliked talking on the telephone, employing it chiefly for the exchange of necessary details, while using letters for more expansive conversations.

By the late 1920s, Thornton Wilder’s world had, of course, grown far larger, literally and figuratively, than when he was a boy. His travels had accelerated and widened in scope, his experiences had become more varied, and he had accumulated an extremely large group of friends and acquaintances, a small circle of whom he corresponded with over many years. Among those represented in this volume, his friendships with Gilbert Troxell, C. Leslie Glenn, Amy Wertheimer, Sibyl Colefax, Alexander Woollcott, Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas, and Ruth Gordon and Garson Kanin were of especially long duration. He met Troxell when they were both Yale undergraduates, and they remained friends until Troxell’s death in 1967. Wilder and Glenn met in 1922, when they were both assistant housemasters at the Lawrenceville School, and the last letter we have included from Wilder to Glenn is dated 1973, although they continued to correspond until Wilder’s death two years later. Wertheimer met Wilder in the summer of 1925 and they corresponded until her death in 1971. And Wilder exchanged lengthy letters with Colefax between 1928 and 1950, the year of her death. Wilder also had a large coterie of “honorary nieces and nephews” (in addition to his actual niece and nephew), young people who became his protégés. Among those whose careers he encouraged and to whom he regularly dispensed advice were June and Leonard Trolley, Byron and Ruth Farwell, Sally Higginson Begley, Mia Farrow, and Marcia Nardi.

Until poor health intervened toward the end of his life, Wilder personally answered a staggering number of the cards and letters he received, whether from producers or directors wanting to stage his plays, strangers seeking advice or praising one of his works, or students acting in one of his plays or writing papers about him. He explained this generosity by famously referring to himself in a January 12, 1953, Time cover story as an “obliging man.” Although he meant this phrase somewhat ironically, he also intended that it be taken at face value, for Wilder saw his far-flung audience as a worthy and important part of his life.

While we have attempted in this volume to present the variety of Thornton Wilder’s correspondence, we have had to omit a number of valuable letters, especially those relating in detail to Wilder novels or plays or to specific works by other writers, because they would have required the reader to possess extensive knowledge of the material discussed. Furthermore, because all of Wilder’s letters to Joyce scholar Adaline Glasheen have been published (A Tour of the Darkling Plain: The Finnegans Wake Letters of Thornton Wilder and Adaline Glasheen, edited by Edward W. Burns with Joshua A. Gaylord [2001]), we have included only one from their extensive correspondence. Wilder’s many letters to Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas appear in The Letters of Gertrude Stein & Thornton Wilder, edited by Edward W. Burns and Ulla E. Dydo, with William Rice (1996); therefore, we have cut back our selection of these to permit other inclusions. Numerous Wilder letters either have not survived or remain unlocated in libraries (this is especially true of repositories outside the United States) and in the possession of their recipients (or the latter’s descendants). As a result, gaps do occur; this is most noticeable during the first twenty-five years of Wilder’s life. For that period, the great majority of the letters we found were those to his family; so while such letters undoubtedly did represent a high percentage of those he wrote during this time, our selection probably increases that ratio somewhat. We also elected not to include any of the several letters he wrote entirely in a foreign language, because we felt that to present these in translation would not satisfactorily convey their tone and flavor. As to our criteria for selecting among the items we did locate, they simply echo those standards Wilder believed a letter should reflect: a sense of the “historical—data relative to social implications of a period”—and “a natural gift for letter-writing,” as he indicated in an August 1951 letter to scholar and critic Robert W. Stallman, his former student at the University of Chicago. Basically, we have included letters that either shed light on Wilder’s many activities and interests and those of his friends or display his skill with words. Often, we were able to find letters that we believe do both.

Today, Thornton Wilder is best known as the author of Our Town, a play that is performed every night of each year; and of The Bridge of San Luis Rey, a novel widely taught in secondary schools. Altogether, he published seven novels, five full-length plays, and a score of one-act plays, translations, adaptations, and essays. Thornton Wilder’s literary record is not complete without his correspondence. Letters and letter writing played a major role in Wilder’s personal and creative life. He wrote letters prolifically, took the task seriously, and was keenly aware of the epistolary tradition of which he was a part. If this volume helps to familiarize readers with a vivacious, erudite, and multitalented man with a myriad of interests—a man of letters both literally and figuratively—and, above all, if it leads some of them to a broader reading of his work, it will have accomplished its intentions.


Part One

BEGINNINGS: 1909-1920
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THORNTON NIVEN WILDER WAS BORN IN MADISON, WISCONSIN, on April 17, 1897. His twin brother died at birth, and, according to family lore, Wilder himself was so frail that he was carried around on a pillow for the first months of his life. At the time of Wilder’s birth, his father, Amos Parker Wilder, was editor and part owner of the Wisconsin State Journal. By 1901, when Thornton was four years old, his father had acquired a controlling interest in the paper and was well-known in Wisconsin political circles.

Because his parents exerted an unusually strong influence on their children, a brief account of their backgrounds is necessary here. Amos Parker Wilder was born in Maine in 1862, grew up in the state capital of Augusta, and graduated from Yale College, where he was a scholar, singer, orator, editor of one of Yale’s literary magazines, the Courant, and a member of a senior secret society. After graduating in 1884, he taught for two years and then became a journalist, working first as a reporter in Philadelphia. He returned to New Haven to edit the New Haven Palladium, while also working on a doctorate at Yale. He wrote his dissertation on the difficulties and possible solutions of governing American cities, and received his Ph.D. in 1892. When he lost his editorship at the Palladium for attacking political figures who had a financial interest in that newspaper, he left New Haven for a position as an editorial writer on a New York City paper. In 1894, he traveled to the Midwest, intent on finding a newspaper to invest in and work on. He realized his ambition in the university town of Madison, Wisconsin, where, with his savings augmented by loans from friends, he bought a one-quarter interest in the Wisconsin State Journal.

Before the year was out, another important change occurred in his life: twenty-one-year-old Isabella Thornton Niven of Dobbs Ferry, New York, accepted his proposal of marriage, and on December 3, 1894, they married and returned to Madison to live. Isabella was the daughter of the minister of the Presbyterian church in Dobbs Ferry. Her maternal grandfather was Arthur Tappan, cofounder of the American Anti-Slavery Society, who, with his brother Lewis, did much to support the antislavery movement. Both men were also prominent in backing the Oberlin Collegiate Institution and probably ensured its survival as Oberlin College. Isabella was a graduate of the Misses Masters School in Dobbs Ferry, where she published poems in the school paper and studied languages, piano, art, and literature. Before her marriage, she attended concerts, the theater, and lectures in New York City and was attuned to the cultural offerings of the day.

The literary interests of Amos Parker Wilder and Isabella Niven Wilder were reflected in their habit of regularly reading aloud classics and Scripture during the childhood of the four children who were born during the next five years: Amos Niven (September 18, 1895), Thornton Niven (April 17, 1897), Charlotte Elizabeth (August 28, 1898), and Isabel (January 13, 1900). Amos Parker Wilder, an active Congregational layman, was also very concerned with his family’s religious life and with the cause of temperance.

During the first years of their marriage, because of the loans on the newspaper that Amos Wilder had to repay, money was scarce. Nonetheless, in 1901, they managed to build a cottage on the shores of Lake Mendota in Maple Bluff, just outside the city of Madison, where the family lived each year from early spring until late fall, and Isabella Wilder was able to take a European trip with Madison friends. Amos Parker Wilder almost certainly supplemented his income with lectures on municipal government at the University of Wisconsin, and, as he was becoming a well-known speaker, with engagements on similar subjects around the state. His eloquence was often grounded in his moral certainties, which sometimes strained relationships with political allies. In 1903, this occurred when he changed his paper’s editorial policy from support for the “progressive” wing of the Wisconsin Republican party to the more conservative “stalwarts.” Around this time, he began to explore professional opportunities outside the newspaper business.

In 1906, he sought a position in the consular service, and with the support of Yale friends within the Republican party, he received an appointment as U.S. consul general in Hong Kong. After twelve years of residence in Madison, the Wilder family sailed for Hong Kong from San Francisco only days before the earthquake there. They arrived in Hong Kong on May 7, 1906, shortly after Thornton’s ninth birthday. Life in Hong Kong offered a complete change from the neighborliness of Madison and the activities associated with its homes, shops, and public schools.

Just five months after their arrival in China, the new consul general and his wife decided that Hong Kong was not a good place to rear and educate their children. On October 30, 1906, Isabella Niven Wilder and the four children left Hong Kong, returned to San Francisco, and settled in Berkeley, California, another university town, where the children were enrolled in the local public schools. Their father sent money to support them, supervised their upbringing long-distance through detailed instructions in letters, and saw them on home leaves. Their mother supervised their daily lives and kept Papa informed of their progress; his children wrote to him regularly about their activities and thoughts.

In early spring 1909, Consul General Wilder was promoted and transferred from Hong Kong to Shanghai. Before taking up his new post on June 1, 1909, he paid a short visit to his family in Berkeley. In the fall, he made another trip from Shanghai to California, with a plan for reuniting his family in Shanghai, because he believed it would be a better situation for them than Hong Kong had been. The family reunion did not take place until more than a year later, for Janet Frances, the fifth and final Wilder sibling, was born on June 3, 1910.

In December 1910, Mrs. Wilder embarked on the S.S. Mongolia for Shanghai with her four youngest children. The eldest child, fifteen year-old Amos, was sent to the Thacher School, a boarding school in Ojai, California, established in 1889 by a Yale acquaintance of the senior Wilder. This was one of the country’s first “ranch schools,” where each boy had a horse to care for, took camping trips, and learned wilderness skills, along with partaking in the usual sports and college-preparatory course work.

Mrs. Wilder was physically unwell in Shanghai and distressed by the unsettled political situation in China. Her doctor suggested a change in climate, and in mid-August 1911, she sailed for Europe through the Suez Canal with her two youngest daughters, Isabel, now eleven, and Janet, just over a year old. They landed in Genoa and proceeded to Florence, Italy, where they joined Mrs. Wilder’s younger sister, Charlotte Tappan Niven, and their widowed mother, Elizabeth Lewis Niven. Mrs. Wilder’s sister was running a hostel for the international arm of the Young Women’s Christian Association.

After some time at a German school in Shanghai, Thornton and Charlotte were sent to the China Inland Mission Schools in Chefoo, approximately 450 miles from Shanghai. They enrolled in the spring term of 1911 and remained there until August 1912. Charlotte attended the Girls’ School and Thornton the Boys’; they were permitted to visit with each other for an hour each week. Wilder’s friends at Chefoo included Theodore Wilder (no relation) and Henry Luce.

Amos Parker Wilder took home leave after his wife sailed for Europe. He visited his elder son at Thacher, conducted business, and saw friends in Madison. He consulted with doctors, because he had developed Asian sprue, a digestive disease that had left him in a weakened state. While still in the United States, he made arrangements for Thornton and Charlotte to leave Chefoo before the fall term and to take passage on the S.S. Nile for San Francisco. They arrived in San Francisco in early September 1912. While Charlotte boarded with family friends in Claremont, California, and attended the local public school there, Thornton joined his brother, Amos, at the Thacher School. During Christmas vacation, Thornton and Amos visited Charlotte and stayed with her and the family with whom she boarded. For the three older Wilder children, the important news was that their mother and two youngest sisters, whom they had not seen in over a year, were planning to return to Berkeley in the spring of 1913. A few months later, the family was reunited, although again without their father.

Amos graduated from Thacher in June 1913 and was sent to work in an orchard in northern California before leaving in the fall for Oberlin College. Thornton attended an arts program at the local public school in Berkeley and helped his mother get settled. He did not return to Thacher. He and Charlotte (although she was a year younger than Thornton) began their junior year together at Berkeley High School, while thirteen-year-old Isabel attended the local McKinley Elementary School, and three-year-old Janet remained at home with her mother.

In the spring of 1914, Amos Parker Wilder, whose Asian sprue disease had worsened in the Shanghai climate, resigned from the consular service and returned to Berkeley, where it was decided that Isabella would stay until Thornton and Charlotte had graduated from high school in June 1915. Charlotte’s father took her on a trip to Yosemite Park, but the trip was cut short when he became so ill that it became necessary for him to travel to New York City earlier than anticipated to receive medical care. He remained in the East, returning to his old college town of New Haven, where he accepted the position of secretary and treasurer of the Yale-in-China program and prepared for the arrival of his family after Charlotte’s and Thornton’s high school graduations.

Although separated from his children in California, the elder Wilder carefully planned their summer activities. He believed that his sons should use their school vacations to exert themselves physically in healthy outdoor labor, to expand their experience to include practical, homely tasks, and to associate with people in a setting that contrasted with the more familiar urbanity of Berkeley. Between his junior and senior years in high school, Thornton was sent to work on a farm in San Luis Obispo. After his graduation from high school in 1915, Thornton came east and learned from his father that he was to work on a farm in Vermont before following his brother to Oberlin. The Wilder brothers, however, did not overlap at Oberlin; Amos, under his father’s guidance, had transferred to Yale College for his last two years.

Oberlin College was founded in 1833 by members of the Congregational denomination, which played a significant role in the abolitionist movement. It was the first college in the nineteenth century to have a racially integrated and coed student body. Oberlin also had a music conservatory attached to it. The Oberlin College that Thornton Wilder attended for two years, beginning in 1915, represented the continuing tradition of evangelical Congregationalism, which combined a concern for social causes, personal religion, and missionary work; in a more secular but related mode, the college emphasized teaching and public service. It was a high-minded, serious institution, and while supporting athletic teams and literary and drama clubs, it was much given to religious pursuits such as class prayer meetings.

At Oberlin, Thornton continued to develop his musical interests—he sang in choral groups and took instruction in violin, piano, and organ—which was traceable to and encouraged throughout his boyhood. He also published fiction and plays in the college literary magazine. His Oberlin experiences helped him to shed some of his social awkwardness among contemporaries, an endeavor encouraged, perhaps, by this public acknowledgment of his literary talent. At Oberlin, he renewed his Chefoo friendship with Theodore Wilder and forged close new relationships with undergraduates Robert M. Hutchins, Ruth Keller, and Nina Trego, and with Professor Charles H. A. Wager, the chairman of the English Department. During the summers after Thornton’s freshman and sophomore years at Oberlin, his father continued to arrange for him to work on farms attached to institutions the senior Wilder admired: the Mount Hermon School farm in Massachusetts in 1916, and the farm at Berea College (often referred to as the “Oberlin of Kentucky” because it had been founded on the same ideals as its sister school in Ohio) in 1917.

In the fall of 1917, at his father’s behest, Thornton Wilder entered Yale College. He had to repeat his sophomore year, possibly because some of his Oberlin credits were not transferable. The family was housed in nearby Mount Carmel, approximately eight miles by trolley from the center of New Haven. Now they were living together, or at least near one another, with the exception of the eldest child, Amos. He was driving an ambulance in Paris, then later on the western front and in Macedonia, before he joined the American Field Artillery after the United States entered World War I. Charlotte, a junior at Mount Holyoke College in South Hadley, Massachusetts, was not far away, and Thornton lived on the Yale campus in downtown New Haven. With the exception of a job in Washington, D.C., during the summer of 1918, and a little more than three months’ military service in the Coast Artillery on Narragansett Bay in Rhode Island, Thornton spent the next three years at Yale, in proximity to his family. In fact, after his brother’s discharge from the army, the two roomed together at Yale before both graduated in 1920.

As at Oberlin, Thornton Wilder’s literary output at Yale was prodigious and his talent noted and appreciated. His pieces were published in the Yale Literary Magazine almost upon his arrival on campus. At Yale, however, he gained recognition in a literary milieu that tested his worth against other gifted writers and expanded his acquaintance with others interested and influential in the arts. During those three years, he was elected to esteemed Yale literary societies, among them the Elizabethan (“Lizzie”) Club; Chi Delta Theta, a senior literary society; and the Pundits, a group of undergraduates known for their wit and high spirits. He was elected secretary of the Pundits, and he also won writing prizes for two genres: short story and drama. At Yale, he reunited with Henry Luce and Robert M. Hutchins; began lifelong close friendships with musician Bruce T. Simonds and librarian Gilbert Troxell; and met poet Stephen Vincent Benét, playwright Philip Barry, and publisher John Farrar. He found mentors in Yale English professors Chauncey B. Tinker and William Lyon Phelps. In June 1920, as Thornton Wilder completed his undergraduate education, he knew he wanted to be a writer, but he had very little notion of how he could afford to become one.

1. TO ELIZABETH LEWIS NIVEN.1 ALS 4 pp. Yale


<Berkeley, California>
April 24. <1909>

Dear Grandma,

I had no trouble in cashing the check, for which I thank you very much. My income is not large and I am always thankful for a gift.

I am to join the church very soon. Also Amos.2

Mr. Miles our new minister has had preparatory class for several weeks. He is a Yale man a friend of Mr. Parsons and Father.

I would <be> very happy if—I could live in Europe but Mother is not at all sure we can go.

You know I am in the Episcopal choir. Tomorrow the Bishop comes and is to give two gold pins, one for deportment and one for attendence. I am to recieve the one for good deportment.

We feel glad that uncle Thornton3 likes to go to Washington.

We had a Bach Festival Thursday in which the Mass in B miner was given with great succes.

The Chicago Symphony orchestra is coming. The Ben Greet players4 are also to be here in the Greek Theatre, where the Mass was held,5

your loving grandson
Thornton Niven Wilder
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Wilder family in Berkeley, 1910. Left to right: Isabel, TNW, Isabella, Janet (in her lap), Amos N., and Charlotte.

Wilder family in Berkeley, 1910. Courtesy of Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library.

2. TO AMOS P. WILDER.6ALS 2 pp. Yale


<Berkeley, California>
<mid-December 1910>

Dear Papa,

Tonight I am going to Rev. Browns Church to hear Handel’s great Oratorio “The Messiah,” sung. Do they ever have anything like that in China?

Our Piano has been taken away now, and the sitting rooms little cold without it.

We are going to Miss. O’Connor’s for tea this afternoon.

Janet Frances Wilder7 now weighs 12 ½ lbs at 6 months.

Yesterday afternoon I left the letter unfinished, as we left for the O’connors. I came home early and started for “The Messiah” first I went & met Margeret Miles, who invited me, and then we went way over to North Berkeley and got her friend a Mrs. Nipper (I think). She was once a missionary in Turkey. She is very, very sweet. When we got to Dr. Brown’s Church it was 7.15. We went in and found that it was not the “Messiah” this year, but Saint-Sean’s Christmas Oratoria “Noel”.8 I was not at all disappointed as Margeret expected. The music was beatifully discriptive; angel and shepard Chorus and recitatives of the first Xmas.

Lovingly
Thornton Wilder



3. TO AMOS P., ISABELLA N., AND ISABEL WILDER.9 ALS 4 pp. Yale


<C.I.M. Schools, Chefoo, N. China>
<Spring(?) 1911>

Dear Family,

This is a letter we write instead of a composition, I suppose. It is a specimen of grammar, spelling and writing and it passes through other hands than your own.

I have been (relabled) relabeled and rechristened. No. 10 cell 19; Commonly known as Wilder Minor, because of a Major a roommate of mine.10 He is about my age and about my size; I know a few others too. I am put in a class much higher than I ever expected and there is some doubt of how long I will stay. Im allready tackling the six major declentions in a Latin grammar and the rudiments of Algebra.

The Officials in the streets here wear the sensational looking Cholera noseguard.11

The journey up wasn’t so very calm, and I was seasick once, but it wasn’t at all bad. There was a Baron on board with a son and daughter. The son read a french edition of “Anna Karénina”12 and the daughter slept. On board there was also a french officer who could not talk any english; But he stuck on me thinking I was a french scholar somehow and talked french to me for quite a while. I went away as soon as an excuse came up and played with two black cats. Later for the dare of it I returned and asked him (I dont know how to spell it right)

“Parlez vous Allegmanne, Monsier?”13

The man admiring the suberb accent and unapproachable grammar pour<ed> out his soul in french to me with much gesticulation. I went away.

The boys here talk a kind of slang of there own which is very funny at first. They spoke a while ago of a ship going “horribly” slow, and of one another being “abject” clowns. The boys on the ship gave me the scare but I’m over it now; the thing of it is “that they always are calling one another silly idiots” and “abject fools” and any other thing of the sort. Last night as I was lieing in bed I heard from all the other rooms the goodnights and parting thrusts. They were very funny. I wish I could have taken them down. Most of the boys have nicknames; “Ape”, “Parsee”, derived from Percy, “Spadger<”>, “Iago”, “Pollywog” and many others.

We just had singing a few minutes ago. The boys all
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