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Although he never said as much himself, it seems clear that theater was a religion unto
itself for Thornton Wilder. His earliest dramatic experiments, as terse and outlandish as late
Beckett, have the stringent intensity of a monk’s devotionals; and his mature plays, with their
cosmic, mythical themes, read like attempts at an American Standard Bible for the stage.
While the exact nature of Wilder’s religious beliefs at any given point in his life can prove
difficult to ascertain, he always seemed to possess an abiding faith in the power of drama to
bridge the often yawning gap between individual minds and pull disparate collections of
individuals together into communities—if only for two or three hours at a time. In fact, there
is a certain level at which all of Wilder’s major plays dramatize the unifying and consoling
power of dramatization. Both methodologically and thematically, Wilder’s plays reflect a
deep desire to cure the existential loneliness of the modern human—and especially the
modern American—with the cooperative, positive, forward-moving work of representation
and performance. |

The most central aspects of Wilder’s dramaturgy—the eschewal of representative
scenery, the use of the Stage Manager, the emphasis on liveness—are widely discussed in the
existing critical literature, as are the essential aspects of Wilder’s cultural and historical
philosophy. However, very few Wilder scholars have attempted to lay out a satisfying
argument that integrates the philosophy and dramaturgy into a unified explication of Wilder’s

creative sensibility. Christopher Wheatley, in a recent essay on Wilder and Realism,



performed some of the rudimentary work in constructing such an argument', but for the most
part, studies of Wilder make a point of noting the supposed incongruity of Wilder’s ideology
and staging preferences. Academics assume that because Wilder’s work does not fit the
rubric of Realism, Symbolism, Brechtianism, or any other broadly-defined theatrical style, our
only recourse is to view his plays as a kind of idiosyncratic hodgepodge assembled by a
literary magpie. However, a thematic and structural analysis of Wilder’s plays, paying
particular attention to the early, experimental one-acts, can lead to a clarified understanding of
Wilder’s vision of the communal, historical, and national self and the way in which that vision
relates to Wilder’s formal choices (particularly his use of space, objects, and bodies).
Furthermore, a particular focus on how Wilder addresses issues of individualism and
community formation in his plays, essays, and lectures will illuminate the connection between
his theatrical work and his expressed ideas about the function of theater in a society of lonely,
disattached persons.

Wilder’s life, as Donald Haberman aptly put it, was “the American experience
exaggerated™. In fact, if one were to define the American character in the way that Wilder’s
friend Gertrude Stein did—as living in “a space that is filled with moving™*, occupied with
“disconnecting some thing from anything”*—then Wilder was certainly hard to outpace in his
unflagging American-ness. He spent his childhood and youth migrating from Wisconsin to
Hong Kong to Berkeley to Shanghai to Ojai to Berkeley again, and his undergraduate

education was interrupted by a junior-year transfer from Oberlin to Yale. He spent his adult
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life shuttling between coasts and continents, and while he claimed never to have “gone to
Paris” in the same sense that Hemingway or Fitzgerald did, he nonetheless participated in the
same paradox as his expatriate contemporaries, writing most of his quintessentially
‘American’ works during months-long stays in hotel rooms overlooking foreign metropolises.
It should be no wonder, then, that Wilder, who never had time to settle or connect with any
place or person or group, would devote so much of his artistic energies to determining how
individuals in a fundamentally peregrine culture can develop a sense of belonging.

This intersection of the question of American character with the question of group
formation was among Wilder’s favorite lecture topics, as demonstrated by the series of
lectures published in the collection American Characteristics. The American Characteristics
lectures were delivered at Harvard in 1950, when Wilder held the Norton chair in Poetry, but
many of the ideas can be dated to at least as far back as 1937, when Wilder gave an address in
defense of American English to the Institut de Cooperation Intellectual of the League of
Nations. Wilder’s stated objective in the lectures is to explain how early American literary
figures created a new language suited to a people who were “[nomads] in relation to space,
disattached in relation to time, lonely in relation to society, [and] insubmissive in relation to
circumstance, destiny, or God”’ In the first lecture, “Toward an American Language,” Wilder
opens with some very telling remarks about the convention of the lecture and how it relates to

American attitudes toward authority:

When in impatience we hear ourselves saying “please don’t lecture me!” what is meant is: “Kindly remember
that I am a free agent. Everything you say must be passed upon by the only authority I recognize—my own
judgment”...This does not mean Americans are skeptical. Every American has a large predisposition to believe
that there is a truth for him and that he is in the process of laying hold of it. He is building his own house of
thought. [Essays 5]

> Wilder, Thornton. American Characteristic and Other Essays. . Donald Gallup. New York: Harper & Row,
1979; 12. Hereafter cited in the text as Essays.



In large part, there is nothing terribly novel about Wilder’s thinking here; the image of
America as a land of dissenters and loners is as old as the country itself. However, the image
of the American “building his own house of thought,” surrounding himself with conceptions
and principles of his own devising, has significant implications. It suggests that thought has
the power to separate at the same time that it shelters and enclose at the same time that it
liberates. In other words, someone who holds this American attitude toward authority that
Wilder describes runs the risk of becoming an interpretive community of one, denied the
possibility of connecting to others through a shared worldview. Wilder further addresses the
issue of isolation and belonging by discussing how an American’s sense of place contrasts

from the experience of a European:

A European’s environment is so pervasive, so dense, so habitual, that it whispers to him that he is all right where
he is, he is at home and irreplaceable. His at-homeness is related to the concrete things around him.... Americans
are disconnected. They are exposed to all space and all time. No place nor group nor moment can say to them:
we were waiting for you; it is right for you to be here. Place and time, for them, are negative until they act upon
them, until they bring them into being.’

Wilder believes that while European identity is tied to the specificity of a pre-existing setting,
a locale in which one is simply a sort of compositional element whose function is
predetermined by material circumstances, American identity involves the active demarcation
of unmarked space—shaping one’s setting rather than being shaped by it. Furthermore, this
shaping takes place in an ahistorical landscape in which only one’s own present actions bear
any importance. This is not to say that Wilder believes all Americans are incurably lonely or
that American communities cannot exist. Rather, Wilder suggests that Americans cannot
comfortably exist in communities that in any fundamental, formal way pre-exist themselves.
It has become a kind of commonplace among Wilder critics to point to Gertrude

Stein’s intellectual influence on Wilder as the source of his ideas about American character.

6 Wilder, Thornton. American Characteristics and Other Essays. Ed. Donald Gallup. New York: Harper &
Row, 1979; 14. Hereafter cited in the text as Essays.



- Certainly, Wilder and Stein were intimate friends during the last decade of Stein’s life, and
one can very easily follow the example of Haberman, Lifton, and others and line up excerpts
from Stein’s Lectures in America or Narration or The Geographical History of America with
passages from Wilder’s essays to pick out the abundant parallels. However, Stein’s influence
on Wilder has been widely overestimated. While Stein clearly helped clarify Wilder’s
existing ideas and furnished him with elements of a new vocabulary with which to describe
those ideas, Wilder always had a deep interest in the relationship between space, thought, and
authority in the American experience, as he made abundantly clear in early dramatic works
like Pullman Car Hiawatha and The Happy Journey to Trenton and Camden. Furthermore,
many of the ideas that Stein posits in Lectures in America and others such works can be
found, albeit not in exactly the same words, in Emerson, Melville, Whitman, Turner, and
various other writers with whom Wilder was familiar throughout his life.

One can see how Wilder, given his life experience, would find this particular
conception of American character so compelling. For him, the idea of rootedness was entirely
foreign and the identity was a fully mobile, self-contained unit. The freedom, terror, and
sorrow associated with this model of identity would become a key theme for almost all of
Wilder’s plays, from the three-minute plays of the 1920s to his mature full-length works to
the late, incomplete cycles of the 1960s. Wilder’s plays would also frequently serve as
explorations into how art, play, and ritual can ward off the principal perils inherent to a life
unmoored in place and time.

One of the perils that most concerned Wilder was something that he dubbed the
American Loneliness. Wilderian Americans, who build their own “houses of thought,” who

feel no instinctual relation to any one milieu, are consequently “lonely in relation to society.”



Wilder elaborates on this particular brand of loneliness in his Norton lecture on Thoreau, in
which he describes the American Loneliness as springing from “the sense of
boundlessness...related to the American geography” and from certain Americans’ desire to
make “boundless... demands” both on other people and on Fortune (36). When people and
things continually fail to live up to these boundless demands, the result is a kind of “proud
loneliness™ that disguises itself as salutary solitude (36), the loneliness of Thoreau on Walden
Pond and Emily Dickinson in her attic. Wilder makes it clear that figures like Thoreau and
Dickinson represent outliers rather than the norm, but nonetheless contends that their isolation
stems from an intensification of a shared national trait.

Intense feelings of loneliness and detachment permeate many of Wilder’s plays, and
occasionally come to rest on specific characters who exemplify the tragic pitfalls of
individualism. One of the best examples is the character of Mrs. Churchill in Pullman Car
Hiawatha. In Pullman Car, a one-act written between 1928 and 1931 and published in the
collection The Long Christmas Dinner and Other Plays in One Act, Wilder seeks to describe a
railroad sleeping car and its position “geographically, meteorologically, astronomically, and
theologically considered” (Short Plays 1: 49). Mrs. Churchill, identified in Wilder’s text as
“The Insane Woman,” travels in one of the train’s private compartments with two attendants,
presumably on her way to a mental institution. At the play’s climax, when the archangels
Gabriel and Michael arrive to whisk a newly deceased passenger off to the afterlife, Mrs.
Churchill addresses a melancholy monologue to the two heavenly messengers. “No one
understands me anymore.” she says. “At last [ understand myself perfectly, but no one else
understands a thing I say...everything is so childish, so absurd. They have no logic” (55).

Here Wilder depicts madness and alienation as the results of a discursive mismatch, an



inability or unwillingness by an individual to use the generally accepted signs and procedures
of her fellow humans. For Mrs. Churchill, this unwillingness at least partly arises from her
contempt for the immaturity and stupidity of others. In this regard, Mrs. Churchill closely
resembles Wilder’s conception of Thoreau, who Wilder claimed was deeply lonely because of
his desire to rethink everything “from scratch” and because of his disappointment in the
human race’s inability to live up to his moral and intellectual standards. Because Mrs.
Churchill relies on her own modes of thought, logic, and communication, she has become
unintelligible to others—trapped in a “house of thought” that has become a prison. Later, in
Our Town, Mrs. Churchill becomes reincarnated as Simon Stimson, the drunken,
misanthropic suicide whose tribulations are the primary source of “scandal” in Grover’s
Corners, New Hampshire. Simon, the church choir director who has suffered unspecified
“troubles” and wasn’t “made for small town life,” according to Dr. Gibbs’, is largely shunned
by his neighbors, who gossip about him behind his back. Before hanging himself in his attic,
Simon requests that his gravestone bear a sequence of musical notes in place of an epitaph.
This strange final marker, which the other characters fail to decipher, demonstrates Simon’s
inability to express himself in a language that was readable to his neighbors. His post mortem
speech in Act III reflects this: “That’s what it was to be alive. To move about in a cloud of
ignorance; to go up and down trampling on the feelings of those...of those about you” (101).
For Simon, a man who valued melody and harmony, life was nothing but a series of muddled
and discordant mishaps, in which people went around unwittingly offending one another. The
world had failed Simon, and in that sense he also suffered from the Thoreauvian “proud

loneliness” that Wilder describes in his lecture.
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In “Toward an American Language,” Wilder hints at a preventative for the American
Loneliness, one that sounds a lot like Wilder’s style of theater:

There is only one way in which an American can feel himself to be in relation to other Americans—when he is
united with them in a project, caught up in an idea and propelled with them into the future...”l am 1,” he says,
“because my plans characterize me.” (Essays 16-17)

That final sentence is Wilder’s response to the nursery rhyme, quoted repeatedly by Gertrude
Stein in The Geographical History of America, in which an old woman says “I am I because
my dog knows me.” Wilder posits against this purely relational sense of identity a scheme in
which a communal “project” becomes a source of shared identity and a shared future. Rather
than associating with one another on the basis of past events and relations, Wilder’s
Americans choose their comrades on the basis of future events and relations stemming from
cooperative effort. The kind of “project” to which Wilder refers here requires a combination
of creative collaboration and a collective motion forward through time, “caught up in an
idea.” While many different kinds of projects might fit these parameters, the first that comes
to mind, given Wilder’s own oeuvre, is the drama.

In fact, according to Wilder’s essay “Some Thoughts on Playwriting,” drama’s most
fundamental features are the very qualities that Wilder associates with the vital projects that
he alludes to in “Toward an American Language.” Drama, he writes, “reposes on the work of
many collaborators...is addressed to the group mind... [and] takes place in a perpetual present
time” (115). In the area of collaboration, Wilder refers both to the interaction of actors and
designers in mounting the text and to the “collaborative activity of the spectator’s
imagination” (124). In other words, a play, when properly mounted, ‘catches up’ performers
and spectators alike into the act of creating art. As a result, an assemblage of individuals who
may have nothing at all in common outside of the theater become participants in a gestalt

consciousness inside the theater. Though this is not, literally, the sense in which Wilder






