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Foreword

The Puzzle of America



In 1937, Gertrude Stein wrote to her friend Thornton Wilder: “[Y]ou are a puzzle to me and if I could solve that puzzle I could solve the puzzle of America.”

Thornton Wilder a puzzle? Didn’t he write the simplest and most lovable of plays? Solving him solves the puzzle of America? That’s a pretty tall order. What even is the puzzle of America? And more puzzling, why would Gertrude Stein put Wilder at the heart of this puzzle? Where to start?

I ask myself What would Thornton do? He was a scholar, a teacher. I pull down the OED and look up “puzzle.” No surprise definitions. “State of being puzzled or bewildered . . . perplexity how to act or decide. Enigma. To cause [anyone] to be at a loss what to do or where to turn; to embarrass with difficulties—to exercise one’s self with difficult problems. Origin of word obscure.”

Granted, life is a difficult problem, but the very idea of a puzzle is un-American. American is can-do; can-do can’t abide the puzzle. Don’t tell me I can’t find the easy way into any problem. Nuclear Physics for Dummies. CliffsNotes. Play the piano in Six Easy Lessons. America exists to solve problems. America is the solution to the problem, the unqualified answer, the bright light on the alien darkness. Perhaps the theme of how we live with the puzzle of the unknown is the great subject in American literature, whether it be Hawthorne and the mysterious House of the Seven Gables or Melville’s messianic pursuit of the white whale. And who is Gatsby? For Henry James, isn’t the darkness of men’s motives the difference between America and Europe? And isn’t the perception of that darkness the very basis of experience? A no-nonsense self-made American millionaire like Henry Ford could say that in life, experience counts the most.

But in this vast country of ours, where do we go for experience? How do we trust experience? Herman Melville sailed to the South Seas. Samuel Clemens steamed up and down the Mississippi, reinventing himself as Mark Twain. If America is the place where you reinvent yourself, that means you create a new mask for yourself. How do we see through the mask? What is truth? How do we find the truth and experience at the same time? Is this Gertrude Stein’s puzzle? Under all that sunny generosity of Wilder’s, who’s really there? What’s under that mask? Is there a mask?

Theater is the place of masks. Do the three plays in this volume provide any answer to the puzzle? The Matchmaker? No puzzle there. Thornton transformed the work of Johann Nestroy, a minor Austrian nineteenth-century playwright, into a major delight. It became Hello, Dolly! and made him a fortune without his “having to lift a finger,” as he said. No puzzle there.

Our Town. The day after 9/11, the actress Joanne Woodward woke up and realized she had to produce Our Town. Why? It’s a play of verities, a play of reassurance, and people need that now. A year later, her Westport Country Playhouse production played on Broadway to packed houses. Sure, Paul Newman was the stage manager and who wouldn’t want Paul Newman being the stage manager of all our lives?

The Skin of Our Teeth is a history of mankind from the Ice Age down to our age fending off every disaster from the onset of the glaciers to the evil of Cain. It opened in 1942 and showed man can survive anything. The philosophers of the world will even show up to see us through. Life is clear and wondrous. No puzzle. Pure America. Yet Bertolt Brecht would choose this as the first American play to be produced at East Germany’s Berliner Ensemble.

What kind of puzzle is Gertrude Stein talking about? Is Thornton Wilder the mystery man of the American playwrights, remembered for the three plays in this volume, all written between the years 1936 and 1942? We carry images of the doomed, damned O’Neill who wrote dozens of plays. We think of the psychic anguish of Tennessee Williams who wrote dozens of plays. Their plays seem ripped out of their guts in some terribly private way. But Wilder’s . . .

A few years ago, the U.S. Post office issued stamps honoring dead American playwrights. I kept sheets of them, my version of baseball trading cards. I’d put Eugene O’Neill on a letter to a friend in trouble. I’d stick Tennessee Williams onto the Con Edison bill in honor of the lights of the world that were turned off for Blanche DuBois when her young husband died. Then there was the Thornton Wilder stamp bearing the benign face of the balding man who might be an insurance executive or a school principal or a Kiwanis club member. Does he simply belong on the same soothing shelf with George M. Cohan? John Philip Sousa. Norman Rockwell. Irving Berlin. White bread. General Motors. Protestant. Apple pie. Soothing. I never knew who to send a letter to with the Thornton Wilder stamp. My sweet old great aunts in New Hampshire who liked being soothed had long since died.

Wilder wrote in an introduction to a translation of a play called Jacob’s Dream by Richard Beer-Hofmann: “Soothing stories have been plentiful in all ages. . . . To survive, a story must arouse wonder, wonder in both the senses in which we now employ the word: astonishment at the extent of man’s capability of good and evil, and speculation as to the sources of that capability.”

What are some of Wilder’s sources?

I read his early pre-theater novels for clues. He published his first one in 1926, The Cabala. He set it in Rome, where he had spent time, and dedicated it to his friends at the American Academy in Rome 1920-21. (During his time in Rome, he saw and was very taken with the first production of Pirandello’s Six Characters in Search of an Author.) The novel’s plot: A young man, much like Wilder, goes to Rome where he’s taken up by a mysterious clique of powerful people called the Cabala. The Cabala has some puzzling secret that the young man tries to uncover. What is the darkness that binds this strange covey of cardinals, spinsters, contessas together? What do these old people want from the young man? Sex? No, the novel is amazingly sexless. “I who know nothing about such things” says the young narrator, regarding matters of the flesh. You read on in this charming tale waiting for Wilder to reveal the secret of the Cabala. Miss Grier, an American spinster, finally breaks its secret. Hold onto your hat: “The gods of antiquity did not die with the arrival of Christianity. Naturally when they began to lose worshipers they began to lose some of their divine attributes. They even found themselves able to die if they wanted to. But when one of them died his godhead was passed onto someone else. . . . I sometimes think that you are the new god Mercury.” 

The gods currently assembled in Rome pursued the young scholar because they recognized he just might be Mercury! The young man, the young Thornton, is not that amazed by this possibility, for “Mercury is not only the messenger of the gods; he is the conductor of the dead as well. If in the least part his powers had fallen to me I should be able to invoke spirits.” And he invokes the poet Virgil, who promptly appears advising him: “Nothing is eternal save Heaven. . . . Seek out some city that is young. The secret is to make a city, not rest in it.” A ship carries the young scholar/Thornton “eagerly toward the new world and the last and greatest of all cities.”

But the young Thornton aka Mercury did not make a city out of New York or even the United States. Instead he imagined Peru, and true to his role as Mercury attended to the deaths of five people in the collapse of The Bridge of San Luis Rey. This second book, published in 1927, made a tremendous success, won a Pulitzer for the thirty-year-old author. He had a reputation. I think of Our Town when I read its last lines: “There is a land of the living and a land of the dead and the bridge is love, the only survival, the only meaning.”

What’s next? He had written some forty three-minute plays from the time he was a teenager until he was thirty. “I had discovered a literary form that satisfied my passion for compression.” In 1928, the newly famous author published sixteen of these plays under the title The Angel That Troubled the Waters. They’re all vaguely religious but he says, “religious in that dilute fashion that is a believer’s concession to a contemporary standard of good manners.” A very Protestant, sanitized American religion. They’re arty, a young man’s work. But he knows this. “How different the practice of writing would be if one did not permit oneself to be pre tentious. Some hands have no choice: they would rather fail with an oratorio than succeed with a ballad.” They don’t have a stage life. They don’t have a voice. But they might have a use.

What does Mercury do next? A young man who just might be a god has only one place to go and that’s ancient Greece. His third novel, The Woman of Andros, published in 1930, involves a middle-aged courtesan who appears with an entourage on a small Greek island. Wilder reveals something of himself in speaking through her: “I am alone. Why have I never seen that before? I am alone.”

And alone Thornton was, in spite of his barrage of fame-found friends. He’d write in The Woman of Andros: “How does one live? What does one do first?” What does a young successful god do after publishing his third novel? He lectures up and down and across the width and breadth of America. He takes a post at the University of Chicago. He’s criticized for not writing about America. No writing for the young god about the Great Depression that paralyzed America. No, he was reading about Asian theater, Chinese theater, reading what wise French playwrights like Paul Claudel had to say about Japanese Noh theater that took place in some space between life and afterlife. Was he inspired to find out about Asian theater because of his childhood in Shanghai and Hong Kong?

In 1931 he published a collection of one-act plays under the title of The Long Christmas Dinner. The title play is still brilliantly stageworthy, as are Pullman Car Hiawatha and The Happy Journey to Trenton and Camden. He’s liberated by the device of the Stage Manager “. . . who as in the Chinese Theatre hovers about the action, picking his teeth, handing the actors their properties, and commenting dryly to the audience,” he would write a few years later to Stein.

What a break from the naturalistic theater that ruled at this time. Claudel would write about “the idea of the chorus in Noh drama . . . [that] takes a word from the lips of the actor and weaves it into a tapestry of images and sayings. It adapts thought to speech.” Wilder must have sat up and said, This is what I’ve been looking for, the compression he’d been seeking in 1928. The plays in this book would be the tool box for his later work.

In 1935, perhaps to answer his critics who said he was an aesthete uninterested in the problems of America, he wrote his first American novel: Heaven’s My Destination. It’s imperative reading if you want to know about Wilder. He tells a tale of a young innocent who wants to be a saint and simply fix this rotten world. It’s charming, funny, wise, satiric—but you have to ask what is its target of satire? Is it about the impossibility of being a saint in America? Or are the sinners the object of satire? You can see why it wasn’t initially successful. The saintly hero, George Marvin Brush, can exasperate the reader as much as he does the sinners he meets on his journey through America selling textbooks. You see where Wilder’s homespun reputation begins. George says, “You know what I think is the greatest thing in the world? It’s when a man, I mean an American, sits down to Sunday dinner with his wife and six children around him.” You know George Brush means it. Does Wilder? He can’t, can he? Is this a satire or not? Aren’t these platitudes? Wilder would write in his last novel, Theophilus North: “If we shrink from platitudes, platitudes will shrink from us.” In an interview with Time magazine, Wilder said, “Literature is the orchestration of platitudes.” The unlikely homespun identity begins to collect. It would appear that life held no puzzles for Wilder.

And one day his life changes—another god appears on the scene.

Gertrude Stein descended on Chicago at the end of 1934, flush with her first commercial success, The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas. The legendary ex-pat had embarked on a triumphal lecture tour across America. Sudden American acclaim enchanted her after decades of living in France. She comes to Chicago to lecture and meets Wilder; he is bowled over by her. No, not love—she traveled with her eponymous life companion, Alice B. Toklas. Wilder lends her his apartment. They begin conversations that she records in her book The Geographical History of America; or the Relation of Human Nature to the Human Mind. He vows to get her work published and known in America, promising in effect to be her Mercury delivering her words to the American people—which he does. They form their own cabala. They talk of large-scale success and the effects of fame. Fame is a puzzle—a conundrum. If a democracy makes all men equal, how does an American deal with success, which only makes you unique? He thinks of a more public life and stops writing novels and starts writing full-length plays. What does she give him? He writes her: “Yes, I’m crazy about America. And you did that to me. . . . My country ’tis of thee. I always knew I loved it, but I never knew I loved it like this. . . . I was born into the best country in the world, Gertrude told me so.”

Stein the goddess—Juno herself!—has given the young Mercury the supreme gift: a home, a country which can feed him. This expatriate from Baltimore who found her true life in Paris had the ironic victory. She made America not just acceptable to Thornton, but necessary; she connected him to the country he’d been running away from in forays to ancient Rome and Greece. Thornton loses that nettling, unsure take on America that troubled Heaven’s My Destination, a view in which you couldn’t tell whether or not he meant it to be satirical.

Now he embraces America wholeheartedly, without irony, without satire, with love.

What will the fruit of his discovery of America be? Critics said he couldn’t handle the Depression? Maybe they were right. He’d therefore go back to an earlier time in America, back to that time before “the First World War—which started Americans moving about all over the country and changing their residences on a whim—[when] every man, woman and child believed he or she lived in the best town in the best state in the best country in the world. This conviction filled them with a certain strength.” This is from his 1967 novel, The Eighth Day.

In a letter dated 1937, he writes to Stein: “I can no longer conceal from you that I’m writing the most beautiful little play you can imagine. Every morning brings an hour’s increment to it, and that’s all, but I’ve finished two acts already. It’s a little play with all the big subjects in it; and it’s a big play with all the little things of life lovingly impressed into it. . . . This play is an immersion, immersion into a New Hampshire town. It’s called Our Town and its third act is based on your ideas, as on great pillars, and whether you know it or not, until further notice, you’re in a deep-knit collaboration already.”

It would seem that Stein had shown the man Thornton how to free himself from the scholar Thornton and trust his own voice. He writes to Stein and Alice: “Everything I write is influenced by Gertrude’s style . . .” and in 1937 “. . . I’m a slow digester. How many of Gertrude’s ideas have taken a whole year to flower in me; but when they come, they come to stay and they grow and cover whole hillside and reproduce their kind.”

And this hillside is in Grover’s Corners, if not a city, at least a place he’s finally invented. The voice of Our Town is different. It sounds like America, straight-shooting, plainspoken, no irony. In those years of travel around America, he’d been listening.

But was Thornton’s scholarly past of no value? I think of this passage from The Woman of Andros:


Once upon a time there was a hero who had done a great service to Zeus. When he came to die and was wandering in the grey marshes of Hell, he called to Zeus reminding him of that service and asking a service in return: he asked to return to earth for one day. Zeus was greatly troubled and said that it was not in his power to grant this, since even he could not bring above ground the dead who had descended to his brother’s kingdom. But Zeus was so moved by the memory of the past that he went to the palace of his brother and clasping his knees asked him to accord him this favor. And the King of the Dead could not grant this thing without involving the return to life in some difficult and painful condition. But the hero gladly accepted whatever difficult and painfull condition was involved, and the King of the Dead was greatly troubled, saying that even he who was King of the Dead permitted him to return not only to the earth but to the past, and to live over again that day in all the twenty-two thousand days of his lifetime that had been least eventful; but that it must be with a mind divided into two persons—the participant and the onlooker: the participant who does the deeds and says the words of so many years before, and the onlooker who foresees the end. So the hero returned to the sunlight and to a certain day in his fifteenth year . . . as he awoke in his boyhood’s room pain filled his heart—not only because it had started beating again, but because he saw the walls of his home and knew that in a moment he would see his parents who lay long since in the earth of that country. He descended into the courtyard. His mother lifted her eyes from the loom and greeted him and went on with her work. His father passed through the court unseeing, for on that day his mind had been full of care. Suddenly the hero saw that the living too are dead and that we can only be said to be alive in those moments when our hearts are conscious of our treasure; for our hearts are not strong enough to love every moment. And not an hour had gone by before the hero who was both watching life and living it called on Zeus to release him from so terrible a dream. The gods heard him, but before he left he fell upon the ground and kissed the soil of the world that is too dear to be realized.



Wilder transmogrified the ornate, dated event of this passage into the exhilarating third act of Our Town with such economy and beauty that it is this coup de theatre that helps sweep the play out of the commonplace into the realm of the eternal. “To survive, a story must arouse wonder.”

At the same time as he was writing Our Town, he was also writing The Merchant of Yonkers. It did not succeed. Nearly twenty years later, he would rewrite it minimally and retitle it as The Matchmaker and have his friend, Ruth Gordon, star in it. It was a triumph. Thornton’s contribution to Nestroy’s nineteenth-century farce was more than changing the original setting from Austria to the upper reaches of New York City. Wilder made the play his by the brilliant comic invention of Mrs. Dolly Gallagher Levi. I’ve even come to believe that Dolly Gallagher Levi herself could be based on the very canny Gertrude Stein. Thornton once wrote her regarding the marriage of two mutual friends, “I shall never doubt that you had a hand in that wedding.”

Listen to Stein’s voice in a 1936 letter to Thornton: “It is funny about money. . . . The thing no animal can do is count, and the thing no animal can know is money and so long as the earth turns around there will be men on it and they will count and they will count money . . . I hope Detroit is a success, I love to be a success . . . I like that, oh how I do like that, and you do not mention it but I guess you have sent (the) mss to Random House by now . . .”

He had modeled Our Town structurally on Stein’s Making of Americans. Is it wildly out of line to suggest that he could take on her voice?

Wilder was nothing if not susceptible to the powerful personality. He once described his life as “a series of infatuations for admired writers.” He could report in his 1936 journal that “I bought a cahier and started a ‘talk without myself’ . . . in the manner of Henry James.” An interesting phrase. “A talk without myself” but in the style of someone else. Thornton could confess to Stein in 1936 that he “. . . had lunch with [the playwright] Jean Giraudoux last Friday. One of the few authors on the planet who could stir up any hero worship in me.”

But when an author did stir up hero worship in Thornton it became an obsession, as happened with the publication in 1939 of James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake. And what a betrayal this was. Gertrude Stein saw herself as the very embodiment of twentieth-century literature and then along came 1922 and the scandalous publication of Ulysses. James Joyce became Stein’s bête noir. James Mellow reports in his book Charmed Circle: Gertrude Stein & Company that “Gertrude clearly viewed Joyce as her principal rival as a literary innovator, and she was fond of quoting Picasso’s remark: “Yes, Braque and James Joyce, they are the incomprehensibles whom anybody can understand.” John Malcolm Brinnin writes in his study of Stein called The Third Rose: “Her wish to dissociate herself from all connection to Joyce was based . . . upon her conviction that it was a writer’s business to stick to English. Joyce, she felt, had not resisted temptations she well understood but had indulged in the fabrication of a language of his own.” Thornton was Stein’s trusted friend. He must have known his new devotion to Joyce would wound her. Why did he do it? Had her spell become suffocating? Is this how he escaped? By flirting with the enemy, by lecturing on that impenetrable opus, Finnegans Wake. He wrote about it, pored over it, until finally it succeeded in becoming a mask out of which he could produce the ebullient The Skin of Our Teeth.

After the play’s Broadway opening in 1942, and a third Pulitzer, he could take hat in hand and write to Stein: “I have a new enthusiasm in my life; it is the figure of Simóne Bolívar. I read the thousands of letters by him and laugh all the time at the contemplation of such gifts, and I hope I get just that mixture that you and he have of complete despair and complete hope, and now I see where Freud and Joyce got it wrong and have returned from my infidelities to your dear knees and shall go no more a-whoring.”

But he wasn’t telling Stein the truth. The obsession didn’t end. He would write in 1950, four years after Stein’s death, that “Finnegans Wake addicts are a curious [bunch] of cats.”

Between 1950 and 1975, Wilder exchanged enough letters on the subject of his passionate addiction to Finnegans Wake with Adaline Glasheen, one of those cats, to fill a 732-page volume (published in Ireland in 2001 by the University College Dublin Press).

But just think of what had happened in that extraordinary six-year period between 1936 and 1942, with the world on the brink of war and then tumbling into it. The enthusiastic young god Mercury aka Thornton Wilder produced the three plays in this volume that guarantee his reputation for generations to come. One was an adaptation and two, as he proclaimed loudly, were written from behind the masks of Stein and Joyce, with a little Pirandello thrown in. Is that why it’s hard to get a handle on the literally mercurial Thornton Wilder? He could only find his true voice by announcing that he had taken on the voice of others. He diminished his reputation by giving too much credit to Stein and Joyce for inspiring two of these plays.

Can we really believe him when he graciously wrote in his famous Preface to these three plays that “I am not an innovator but a rediscoverer of forgotten goods . . .”?

He honored his enthusiasms in the most public of voices. Is this part of his Calvinist upbringing? “Don’t think you’re so special.” I can imagine that being something his righteous father would say. Is this what makes it so difficult to get a handle on Thornton Wilder—the credit he gave to others? But maybe he wanted it that way. One of Mercury’s greatest attributes is his cloak of invisibility.

Is that part of the answer to the puzzle of America? In this enormous country where you can be anything you want, where do we go for experience? The literal fact of a journey doesn’t guarantee any results. Not every painter who went to Tahiti came back a Gaugin. Not every writer who goes off to sea comes back a Melville or a Eugene O’Neill. Not everyone who goes down the Mississippi or on the road or off to war comes back a Twain or a Kerouac or a Hemingway. And not everyone who goes to the library comes back a Thornton Wilder. But hadn’t James Joyce pointed the way of the mask to Wilder when he took on the mask of Homer to write Ulysses?

It’s fitting that in the genealogy of Mount Olympus, the great grandson of Mercury is none other than Ulysses. I think of Thornton sailing from influence to influence as if each author were an island, sailing from the isle of Pirandello to the isle of Claudel to the isles of Virgil and Stein and Joyce and who knows who else. But in six splendid years he found a remarkable home. He found the isle of Thornton Wilder. He managed to flourish there for six remarkable years.

After The Skin of Our Teeth, he returned to writing novels set either in ancient Rome or early-twentieth-century America. He left unfinished one series of one-act plays on the seven ages of man and another on the deadly sins. In the 1930s, he had worked on a play based on the legend of Alcestis, a wife so loving she consented to die in her husband’s place. It was finally performed in Edinburgh in 1955. It went on to sucess on the continent, but never found and audience in America. A play about America, The Emporium, remained unfinished and unfocused at the time of his death.

Somehow Wilder was never able to get the masks to fit as perfectly again as they do in these three plays—or to find new masks to replace the old.

Is that a fault? No, the taking on, the absorption of new identities, the loss of old identities seems to me to be definitively American. Come to America and start all over again. Lose yourself. Find yourself. Reinvention is the essence of America. Isn’t this part of deciphering the puzzle not just of Wilder, but of America itself?

Was the playwright with whom he shared initials any different? Young Thomas Lanier Williams, a repressed shy factory worker/poet, fled St. Louis for New Orleans, where he became the flamboyantly gifted Tennessee Williams, liberated by the aesthetic aegis of the poet Hart Crane.

I have to confess Wilder was never a puzzle for me. When I was a boy, I looked up to see what was in the papers on the day I was born, which was February 5, 1938. All the reviews in the paper on that day were raves for Our Town, a play that had opened the night before. I read it immediately. I’ve always felt a kinship with Our Town. We started life on the same day. (Look, when you’re a kid and want to be a playwright, you look for omens, signs everywhere to tell you you’re on the right track. Luckily, in my canon, anything can be a good sign.) I can still remember in my teens the shock of reading The Skin of Our Teeth, whose third act I thought was the smartest thing I had ever read in my life. When I was in my early twenties I was so moved by the simplicity of The Happy Journey to Trenton and Camden that I took on the mask of Wilder and wrote my version of his play called The Happy Journey from 58th Street and 8th Avenue to 59th Street and 9th Avenue. That mask of Wilder’s showed me a way to deal with life on an emotional level I had never dared before. That play became a Yale one-act called Something I’ll Tell You Tuesday, which then became a one-act called To Wally Pantoni We Leave a Credenza that was done at the Edward Albee/Barr/Wilder Workshop in 1965 and then grew into a full-length play called Lake Hollywood in 1998. Thirty-seven years had elapsed after that reading of Wilder, and his mask, as far as this play was concerned, hadn’t left me.

I can still remember the thrill of seeing the great Ruth Gordon as Dolly Gallagher Levi in Tyrone Guthrie’s splendidly rejuvenating production of The Matchmaker in 1955. She talked right out to the audience. She talked to me. There was no fourth wall. But we were in a theater. I had never experienced that impact in a straight play. You mean you could do it not only in musicals but also in a play? You could get that close to an audience? That revelation of the essential joyous intimate nature of theater has stayed with me to this day. I can’t forget the emotional wallop packed by Gregory Mosher’s 1988 Lincoln Center production of Our Town with Spalding Gray as the Stage Manager.

Wilder was never a puzzle to me. I sailed to the isle of Wilder and found life. I sailed to other islands like Joe Orton and Chekhov. Wilder taught me you had to do that. If you love something, it is a categorical imperative commanding you to absorb what it is you love and make it yours.

The mask doesn’t diminish the writer. Writers need all the energies they can get. Is Thornton Wilder such a mystery because he is who his plays say he is?

Gertrude Stein concludes her portrait of Thornton in her Geographical History this way:


He has no fears

at most he has no tears.

For them very likely he is made of them.



Was Thornton Wilder a puzzle to Stein because at heart he was no puzzle? He truly believed in those verities, those platitudes. He wrote as if he were writing about life and birth and love and death on the very day before those thoughts became platitudes.

The ink is still wet on these three plays because he wrote them with power and love and craft and genius. He saw with clear eyes his America—a world in which he could write as he did in Our Town, “Oh, earth, you’re too wonderful for anyone to ever realize you” and know he means it. Is it that unselfconscious wisdom, that unabashed absence of ridicule, that plainspoken passionate innocence, and the ulti mate irony: the seeming absence of mask, the very thing that made him a puzzle to Stein? Yes. Wilder is what he appears to be, what he dares to be. And that’s why he’s still the most American of American playwrights.

A puzzle?

These plays are a gift.

—JOHN GUARE




Preface

By Thornton Wilder



Toward the end of the twenties I began to lose pleasure in going to the theatre. I ceased to believe in the stories I saw presented there. When I did go it was to admire some secondary aspect of the play, the work of a great actor or director or designer. Yet at the same time the conviction was growing in me that the theatre was the greatest of all the arts. I felt that something had gone wrong with it in my time and that it was fulfilling only a small part of its potentialities. I was filled with admiration for presentations of classical works by Max Reinhardt and Louis Jouvet and the Old Vic, as I was by the best plays of my own time, like Desire Under the Elms and The Front Page; but it was with a grudging appreciation, for I didn’t believe a word of them. I was like a schoolmaster grading a paper; to each of these offerings I gave an A+, but the condition of mind of one grading a paper is not that of one being overwhelmed by an artistic creation. The response we make when we “believe” a work of the imagination is that of saying: “This is the way things are. I have always known it without being fully aware that I knew it. Now in the presence of this play or novel or poem (or picture or piece of music) I know that I know it.” It is this form of knowledge which Plato called “recollection.” We have all murdered, in thought; and been murdered. We have all seen the ridiculous in estimable persons and in ourselves. We have all known terror as well as enchantment. Imaginative literature has nothing to say to those who do not recognize—who cannot be reminded—of such conditions. Of all the arts the theatre is best endowed to awaken this recollection within us—to believe is to say “yes”; but in the theatres of my time I did not feel myself prompted to any such grateful and self-forgetting acquiescence.

This dissatisfaction worried me. I was not ready to condemn myself as blasé and overfastidious, for I knew that I was still capable of belief. I believed every word of Ulysses and of Proust and of The Magic Mountain, as I did of hundreds of plays when I read them. It was on the stage that imaginative narration became false. Finally, my dissatisfaction passed into resentment. I began to feel that the theatre was not only inadequate, it was evasive; it did not wish to draw upon its deeper potentialities. I found the word for it: it aimed to be soothing. The tragic had no heat; the comic had no bite; the social criticism failed to indict us with responsibility. I began to search for the point where the theatre had run off the track, where it had chosen—and been permitted—to become a minor art and an inconsequential diversion.

The trouble began in the nineteenth century and was connected with the rise of the middle classes—they wanted their theatre soothing. There’s nothing wrong with the middle classes in themselves. We know that now. The United States and Scandinavia and Germany are middle-class countries, so completely so that they have lost the very memory of their once despised and ludicrous inferiority (they had been inferior not only to the aristocracy but, in human dignity, to the peasantry). When a middle class is new, however, there is much that is wrong with it. When it is emerging from under the shadow of an aristocracy, from the myth and prestige of those well-born Higher-ups, it is alternately insecure and aggressively complacent. It must find its justification and reassurance in making money and displaying it. To this day, members of the middle classes in England, France, and Italy feel themselves to be a little ridiculous and humiliated. The prestige of aristocracies is based upon a dreary untruth that moral superiority and the qualifications for leadership are transmittable through the chromosomes, and the secondary lie, that the environment afforded by privilege and leisure tends to nurture the flowers of the spirit. An aristocracy, defending and fostering its lie, extracts from the arts only such elements as can further its interests, the aroma and not the sap, the grace and not the trenchancy. Equally harmful to culture is the newly arrived middle class. In the English-speaking world the middle classes came into power early in the nineteenth century and gained control over the theatre. They were pious, law-abiding, and industrious. They were assured of eternal life in the next world and, in this, they were squarely seated on Property and the privileges that accompany it. They were attended by devoted servants who knew their place. They were benevolent within certain limits, but chose to ignore wide tracts of injustice and stupidity in the world about them; and they shrank from contemplating those elements within themselves that were ridiculous, shallow, and harmful. They distrusted the passions and tried to deny them. Their questions about the nature of life seemed to be sufficiently answered by the demonstration of financial status and by conformity to some clearly established rules of decorum. These were precarious positions; abysses yawned on either side. The air was loud with questions that must not be asked. These audiences fashioned a theatre which could not disturb them. They thronged to melodrama (which deals with tragic possibilities in such a way that you know from the beginning that all will end happily) and to sentimental drama (which accords a total license to the supposition that the wish is father to the thought) and to comedies in which the characters were so represented that they always resembled someone else and not oneself. Between the plays that Sheridan wrote in his twenties and the first works of Wilde and Shaw there was no play of even moderate interest written in the English language. (Unless you happen to admire and except Shelley’s The Cenci.) These audiences, however, also thronged to Shakespeare. How did they shield themselves against his probing? How did they smother the theatre—and with such effect that it smothers us still? The box set was already there, the curtain, the proscenium, but not taken “seriously”—it was a convenience in view of the weather in northern countries. They took it seriously and emphasized and enhanced everything that thus removed, cut off, and boxed the action; they increasingly shut the play up into a museum showcase.

Let us examine why the box-set stage stifles the life in drama and why and how it militates against belief.

Every action which has ever taken place—every thought, every emotion—has taken place only once, at one moment in time and place. “I love you,” “I rejoice,” “I suffer,” have been said and felt many billions of times, and never twice the same. Every person who has ever lived has lived an unbroken succession of unique occasions. Yet the more one is aware of this individuality in experience (innumerable! innumerable!) the more one becomes attentive to what these disparate moments have in common, to repetitive patterns. As an artist (or listener or beholder) which “truth” do you prefer—that of the isolated occasion, or that which includes and resumes the innumerable? Which truth is more worth telling? Every age differs in this. Is the Venus de Milo “one woman”? Is the play Macbeth the story of “one destiny”? The theatre is admirably fitted to tell both truths. It has one foot planted firmly in the particular, since each actor before us (even when he wears a mask!) is indubitably a living, breathing “one”; yet it tends and strains to exhibit a general truth since its relation to a specific “realistic” truth is confused and undermined by the fact that it is an accumulation of untruths, pretenses and fiction. The novel is preeminently the vehicle of the unique occasion, the theatre of the generalized one. It is through the theatre’s power to raise the exhibited individual action into the realm of idea and type and universal that it is able to evoke our belief. But power is precisely what those nineteenth-century audiences did not—dared not—confront. They tamed it and drew its teeth; squeezed it into that removed showcase. They loaded the stage with specific objects, because every concrete object on the stage fixes and narrows the action to one moment in time and place. (Have you ever noticed that in the plays of Shakespeare no one—except occasionally a ruler—ever sits down? There were not even chairs on the English or Spanish stages in the time of Elizabeth I.) So it was by a jugglery with time that the middle classes devitalized the theatre. When you emphasize place in the theatre, you drag down and limit and harness time to it. You thrust the action back into past time, whereas it is precisely the glory of the stage that it is always “now” there. Under such production methods the characters are all dead before the action starts. You don’t have to pay deeply from your heart’s participation. No great age in the theatre ever attempted to capture the audiences’ belief through this kind of specification and localization. I became dissatisfied with the theatre because I was unable to lend credence to such childish attempts to be “real.”

I began writing one-act plays that tried to capture not verisimilitude but reality. In The Happy Journey to Trenton and Camden four kitchen chairs represent an automobile and a family travels seventy miles in twenty minutes. Ninety years go by in The Long Christmas Dinner. In Pullman Car Hiawatha some more plain chairs serve as berths and we hear the very vital statistics of the towns and fields that passengers are traversing; we hear their thoughts; we even hear the planets over their heads. In Chinese drama a character, by straddling a stick, conveys to us that he is on horseback. In almost every No play of the Japanese an actor makes a tour of the stage and we know that he is making a long journey. Think of the ubiquity that Shakespeare’s stage afforded for the battle scenes at the close of Julius Caesar and Antony and Cleopatra. As we see them today what a cutting and hacking of the text takes place—what condescension, what contempt for his dramaturgy.

Our Town is not offered as a picture of life in a New Hampshire village; or as a speculation about the conditions of life after death (that element I merely took from Dante’s Purgatory). It is an attempt to find a value above all price for the smallest events in our daily life. I have made the claim as preposterous as possible, for I have set the village against the largest dimensions of time and place. The recurrent words in this play (few have noticed it) are “hundreds,” “thousands,” and “millions.” Emily’s joys and griefs, her algebra lessons and her birthday presents—what are they when we consider all the billions of girls who have lived, who are living, and who will live? Each individual’s assertion to an absolute reality can only be inner, very inner. And here the method of staging finds its justification—in the first two acts there are at least a few chairs and tables; but when she revisits the earth and the kitchen to which she descended on her twelfth birthday, the very chairs and table are gone. Our claim, our hope, our despair are in the mind—not in things, not in “scenery.” Molière said that for the theatre all he needed was a platform and a passion or two. The climax of this play needs only five square feet of boarding and the passion to know what life means to us.

The Matchmaker is an only slightly modified
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