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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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