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Foreword

In 1931, Thornton Wilder finished writing a set of six short plays. Some members of his public viewed them as a departure from his “real” work: At thirty-four, Wilder was best known for his fiction, particularly The Bridge of San Luis Rey. The plays received modest world premieres late in the year, when student actors performed them at Yale University, Antioch College, and the University of Chicago, where Wilder was a visiting lecturer. The one-acts might have amounted to a minor episode in his long and varied career—except that three of them turned out to be masterpieces.

In The Happy Journey to Trenton and Camden, Pullman Car Hiawatha, and The Long Christmas Dinner, Wilder used radically freewheeling form (pantomimed props, time leaps, an all-knowing Stage Manager) to offer an insightful, deeply felt, occasionally devastating depiction of human life. Even now, no American dramatist has done a more compact job of placing the minutiae of our daily routines alongside the vast mysteries of existence, asking us to consider the relationship between them. (Wilder himself was the first to label them “cosmic.”)

Playwrights, it goes without saying, like to see their plays produced. But Wilder was just as happy to see these one-acts being read: In a letter to his German translator, he said that he considered them “belles lettres.” By placing the cosmic plays alongside Our Town, this volume makes it easier than ever for readers to appreciate all four, both singly and together. Our Town seems less like a one-time departure from the humdrum conventions of naturalism and more like the culmination of a series of daring studies and trials. The cosmic one-acts seem less like diversions from Wilder’s main work and more like the earliest bloom of a singular dramatic genius—a combination of human understanding and delight in novelty that renders him, among other things, the most successful experimental playwright the country has produced.

If Wilder’s cosmic plays are new to you, it’s likely because American theater, as an institution, doesn’t know what to do with one-acts. But among the people who explore the less-traveled byways of world drama, Wilder’s little masterpieces have long been celebrated—even revered. Consider The Long Christmas Dinner. The historian and scholar John Gassner called it “the most beautiful one-act play in English prose”; the legendary director Tyrone Guthrie called it variously “the greatest play of our epoch” and “one of the truly great plays of the human spirit”; and Orson Welles admitted that he stole its premise—a family’s history unfolding via snapshots of a recurring meal—for the breakfast-table scene in Citizen Kane. Wilder, ever the teacher, would have been especially pleased to see that generations of writers have drawn inspiration from his big little plays, a legacy that’s beautifully described in the pages that follow by one of his most acclaimed successors: the MacArthur fellow and Pulitzer Prize–finalist Sarah Ruhl.

Jeremy McCarter

Literary Executor, Thornton Wilder Estate

2025




Introduction



Wilder and His Influence, in Four Good Cries

To write even a sentence in the same volume as the great plays of Thornton Wilder is an almost religious honor for me. His plays are holy to me. To prepare, I made a pilgrimage to Wilder’s old house in Hamden, Connecticut, while I was in New Haven teaching. I walked with a friend who lives in Hamden, and we circled around Wilder’s old brown house with its beautiful view of the hilltops. The house isn’t outwardly fancy (though he called it “The House the Bridge Built,” referring to his Pulitzer Prize–winning novel, The Bridge of San Luis Rey). It looks like a good place to hide, peer out at the trees, write, and listen to the loud chirping of insects. I picked up a miniature pinecone that had fallen on the grass and put it in my pocket.

And I thought about pinecones, and literary family trees.

My literary family tree is deeply indebted to Wilder, as is a whole generation of contemporary playwrights. Wilder writes in his preface to Three Plays, “I became dissatisfied with the theatrebecause 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.” With that aesthetic boldness, with that brushstroke, Wilder changed theater forever.

I am often most moved by moments in the theater that happen with no scenery, no fancy lights. Wilder writes, “Our claim, our hope, our despair are in the mind—not in things, not in ‘scenery.’” Wilder’s plays reach for the sublime ordinary, for in-the-moment simplicity, not lacquered with technical effects. Not only is that kind of theater accessible to everyone as “poor theater” (and also quite sustainable), but also, the aesthetic emphasis lands, as a result, squarely on the language.

I spoke to Thornton Wilder’s nephew, Tappan, before writing this essay. We talked about how Thornton was an extraordinarily good listener, how he died in his sleep, how he was happy (for a writer), but lonely. We talked of Gertrude Stein, Noh drama, and the Baroque’s influence on Wilder. But Tappan finally told me, when writing your introduction, speak from the heart. And so that is what I will attempt, offering you my tears.

1.

I am in midair sobbing. The flight attendant gently pats my arm and says, “Are you all right?” I nod, blow my nose, and indicate that I’m watching a movie. A snippet of Our Town is being performed in the film Wonder. At Emily’s final speech, I crumple, disarmed and sideswiped. No fair. Especially in midair. What is it about crying while in midair with strangers all around?

The theater of Wilder, borrowed for even a moment in a film, somehow has the ability to stand in for theater itself and also for life itself, and make me cry about life’s impermanence. Rather than writing about a contemporary issue, or a mighty conflict, Wilder wrote about the human condition—the great invisible expanses in the heart. The Stage Manager in Our Town says, “We all know that something is eternal. And it ain’t houses and it ain’t names, and it ain’t earth, and it ain’t even the stars . . . everybody knows in their bones that something is eternal, and that something has to do with human beings.”

Emily’s goodbye to the world, imbued with her newfound consciousness of life passing as it is lived, never fails to move me. A gift to an actress, the speech is also a gift to every audience member who witnesses the play—a reminder of how to live. Emily asks, “Do any human beings ever realize life while they live it?—every, every minute?” The Stage Manager answers, “No . . . the saints and poets, maybe—they do some.” One surmises that Wilder was just such a poet—that he realized life as he lived it, at least some, at least enough to write it all down.

2.

I am twenty-four, sobbing on a Bonanza bus somewhere between Providence, Rhode Island, and New York City, as I read a first draft of my teacher Paula Vogel’s new play: The Long Christmas Ride Home.

Paula writes in her introduction, “I want us to emulate Mr. Wilder’s great gift to American theatre in presentational, rather than representational, theatre.” The title of the play makes her homage to Wilder’s The Long Christmas Dinner crystal clear. The Long Christmas Dinner is a formal feat, a reinvention of how time can function onstage, and has influenced many contemporary playwrights, whether or not they say so. With no scenery but five chairs onstage, the architecture of Vogel’s play also references The Happy Journey to Trenton and Camden, in which four kitchen chairs become a family in an automobile. Vogel looked to Wilder for ways to compress time, to ghost the stage, to speak directly to the audience without all that “bric-a-brac” and scenery, and to borrow Eastern aesthetics, creating a floating world onstage. In Wilder’s introduction to The Happy Journey to Trenton and Camden, he writes, “The healthiest ages of the theatre have been marked by the fact that there was the least literally representative scenery.” And so, Wilder’s Stage Manager punches the “tires” of the family’s invisible car and makes it clear that the journey is the destination.

There are notes in Wilder’s early journals about the revelation of Japanese aesthetics, and a note written later saying he wished he’d been introduced to Japanese Noh plays earlier. Wilder explains Noh drama in this way: “An actor makes a tour of the stage and we know that he is making a long journey.” I, too, love the structure of Japanese Noh plays and their focus on impermanence. Nothing could be more different from Aristotelian structure and catharsis, or from a Christian structure of moral learning and repentance. In a Noh drama, a traveler is our guide and speaks directly to the audience (not unlike the Stage Manager in Our Town). This traveler, or waki, introduces us to a principal actor who often meets a ghost, unrecognizable to them. When the actor recognizes the ghost, dances with or embraces the ghost, the play is over. Noh structure might seem opaque to many Western audiences, and yet so many playwrights have been influenced by it. I, too, borrowed Noh structure when I wrote the play Eurydice. Eurydice meets a ghost (her father), does not recognize the ghost, then recognizes the ghost, dances with the ghost, and the play is over shortly thereafter.

Was I thinking about Noh or was I thinking about Wilder when I wrote that play, or both? When I wrote the stage directions in which Eurydice descends to the underworld,

The underworld.

There is no set change . . .

The movement to the underworld is marked

by the entrance of stones.

I might have been thinking of Noh, or I might have been thinking of Wilder thinking of Noh. Or I might have been thinking about my teacher Paula Vogel thinking of Wilder.

3.

I am sobbing in the theater, specifically at Playwrights Horizons in New York City, watching Dan LeFranc’s play The Big Meal. In this play, a family eats at a restaurant over a few lifespans; as each person finishes their meal, they cast off their mortal coil. LeFranc was inspired to write The Big Meal after reading The Long Christmas Dinner.

Wilder writes in the notes to The Long Christmas Dinner, “Ninety years are traversed in this play which represents in accelerated motion ninety Christmas dinners in the Bayard hold. . . . Throughout the play the characters continue eating invisible food with invisible knives and forks. . . . There is no curtain.”

Wilder found a way to both collapse and extend time, to locate the present moment onstage up against cosmic or mythic time. One can’t really talk about Wilder without talking about time—the backdrop of Big Time up against the small moments of daily time. Roderick says, in The Long Christmas Dinner, “I’m going somewhere where time passes, my God!” His desire for time to pass is ironic—we are watching time move at hyperspeed.

I cannot remember when I first read The Long Christmas Dinner. I recently found a well-worn copy of the play in my office, the 1963 edition; my mother’s maiden name, Kathleen A. Kehoe, was scrawled in script on the title page. Wilder believed in plays as literature, plays as books. Perhaps because Wilder was a consummate, incredibly successful novelist as well, the Book itself was very important to him. How lucky we are that he tacked between genres, sailing between them, gifting one genre with lessons from another.

Wilder said at one point that he was turning away from the novel and devoting himself entirely to plays because “drama is pure action without editorial comment and is closest to life since life itself is action without comment.” Wilder no longer believed in the omniscient narrator, but he gave us unforgettable narrators onstage.

How do we stage the quiet, the interior, the invisible? Wilder showed us the way. When I was twenty, Paula Vogel told me to read the Belgian playwright Maurice Maeterlinck. I became obsessed with Maeterlinck and his descriptions of how to conjure the invisible onstage, which Wilder managed so uncannily. I was delighted to find, upon sleuthing with the help of Tappan Wilder, that Wilder also loved Maeterlinck, and even wrote a eulogy for him. This passage from the Belgian playwright’s essay The Tragical in Daily Life could apply to most of Wilder’s plays. Maeterlinck writes:

It is almost only those words which at first appear unnecessary which give the work its value. It is in them that the soul may recognize itself.

I often tell my playwriting students to pay attention to dialogue that appears, in terms of plot, to be unnecessary—such seemingly unnecessary bits might be where the soul of the play resides. Maeterlinck lays out a dramaturgy that is based not on external conflict, but instead on revelations of the everyday spiritual life.

Wilder often makes fun of the demand for plot, both indirectly, in terms of what forms he chooses, and quite directly, referring to them as “these poor battered old plots . . .” (from Such Things Only Happen in Books). Like Wilder, Maurice Maeterlinck makes fun of conventional plots in drama that are romantic, swashbuckling, and violent, writing: “It is far away from bloodshed, battle-cry, and sword-thrust that the lives of most of us flow on; and men’s tears are silent to-day, and invisible, and almost spiritual.” Rereading Maeterlinck’s passage about how to address the soul in the theater, I almost feel he could be writing about Our Town. Or Pullman Car Hiawatha, which is, in many ways, a rehearsal for Our Town. The Pullman train even passes through a field right next to Grover’s Corners, in which there are “eight hundred twenty-one souls” (this Grover’s Corners is in Ohio, not New Hampshire, where it will end up in Our Town). Everyone steeped in theater history knows Emily’s goodbye speech, but they might not know Harriet’s goodbye from the Pullman car:


Good-bye, Philip. . . . Goodbye 1312 Ridgewood Avenue, Oaksbury, Illinois. I hope I remember all its steps and doors and wallpapers forever. Good-bye, Emerson Grammar School on the corner of Forbush Avenue and Wherry Street. Good-bye, Miss Walker and Miss Cramer who taught me English. . . . Good-bye, Papa and Mama. . . . Now I’m tired of saying good-bye.

This speech happens after Harriet has an argument with archangels; the angels silently intimate to Harriet that it’s time to go.

Wilder wrote a little-known speech or essay called “The Barock; or, How to Recognize a Miracle in the Daily Life.” Scholar Joseph Cermatori recently found it buried in Wilder’s papers at the Beinecke Library—in the very same notebook in which Wilder wrote Our Town. Even the title—a miracle in the daily life—seems like a little nod to the Belgian playwright. In the essay, Wilder praises Baroque cosmology, which is less interested in representation, and more interested in the cosmic. He writes, “The Baroque is the art of seeing the Supernatural appearing continuously in the daily life.”

And then Wilder asks a question that I found delightful, about the profusion of angels in Baroque art: “How do you paint an angel? Well, your ability to paint an angel that is an angel depends on the intensity with which you feel daily existence to be intermingled with the supernatural.” How do you paint an angel indeed! How do you write the invisible? And how do you paint, or write, the afterlife? How can you stage memory?

In one great production of Our Town directed by David Cromer, the smell of bacon wafted into the theater when Emily visits her life again, and the whole audience, apparently, wept from the smell. The bacon trick reminds me of Maurice Maeterlinck’s desire to make smell machines for the audience to appeal, on the most subtle level, to the sense most associated with memory. Wilder’s plays do an end-run around the seen world, staging the invisible.

4.

Two people are sobbing behind me and clutching at each other, watching Noah Haidle’s play Birthday Candles on Broadway. The play is the story of one woman’s life told in ninety birthdays and many birthday cakes. The nod to The Long Christmas Dinner is clear in the particular choice of ninety years to be traversed onstage, and in the yearning to capture the existential universal. In an interview, Haidle says of Wilder and Beckett: “Their writing feels true in a way that other people’s writing does not feel as true to me. . . . It’s kind of like finding your family tree.”

Again, the tree! I look at the little pinecone I took from Wilder’s yard, which is now sitting on my desk.

Wilder writes in his preface to Three Plays, “The theatre has lagged behind the other arts in finding the ‘new ways’ to express how men and women think and feel in our time. I am not one of the new dramatists we are looking for. I wish I were. I hope I have played a part in preparing the way for them.”

Of course, his humility is a bit silly; he was absolutely one of those new dramatists who changed everything. And yet, I appreciate his humility, especially compared with some other swaggering midcentury playwrights whose plays are often built on conflict. Wilder’s plays are built on something else, something quieter—if only we had paid more attention, if only we had been kinder. . . . The emotion creeps up on the audience, unconscious, but then like a tidal wave, almost unbidden.

That Thornton Wilder always makes me cry—and not only his own work, but the work of my contemporaries whom he’s influenced—isn’t that extraordinary? And indeed, Wilder played a huge part in preparing the way for contemporary writers who look to his work for instructions on how to invent new forms, for tips on having access to an invisible world, on how to bend time, and on staging the interior. We look to Wilder for ways to distill, rather than to represent, life. His ability to toggle between emotion and abstraction, between the individual and the collective, gives his plays the feeling of being ancient and contemporary.

Wilder’s plays give us the injunction to live more fully in the moment. They fairly leap off the page, telling us to wake up and live. Let’s do just that.

Sarah Ruhl

Brooklyn, 2025
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