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Rcading a play is a peculiar activity. Plays arc intended for perfor-
mance, and most people naturally prefer to see them acted. If the play
to be read docs not have beautiful speeches, in the manner of Shake-
speare, {or example, or articulated ideas, in the manner of Goethe's
Faust, the rewards of reading can seem very small. It takes practice to
bring a play alive in the imagination—some never learn to do it—and
2 book ik~ chis nne =an be an aid in pointing to some of the effects
that might otherwise become clear only in performance. Plays arc
often literature as well as texts for performance, and they descrve the
samé sciubiny acwended other kinds of lirerature because dhey can yichd
the same rewards.

['bave civosen the subtitle, An Americar Play, for this book, first,
because it is one of the best plays written by an American and is
thought by many throughout the world o be guintessentially the
American play. Sccond, and even morte imparant, the subject of the
play is Being an American. Wilder dramatized what he saw, and what
he saw was how Americans think of themselves and their relationships
to experience. How Americans live. His cheme, different from his sub-
ject, and it 15 a thread in all his work, is: how mankind confronts »
averwhelming disaster. The disaster in some of his work i< a physical
one; the Jee Age in The Skin of Our Teeth, for example. In Qur Torwn
i is mue guseral and more abstract, but it is the source of the dra~
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matic conflict. Death is part of it, but death is not the disaster. Death
is the event that brings awareness of the disaster.
" Wilder wrote in his Journals, *. . . The world has no meaning save
"" ethar which our conscionsness confers upon it.” The disaster is_ign‘:r, )
’;rhc possibility that man’s consciousness will.fa‘il to proic“ct meaning
onto the physical world. And by mankind, Wilder wrote, “1 mean not
- a collective human consciousness, but thar of each separate existiz
mind.” Wilder does not wish to consider the comforts or meaning of-
fered by organized group institutions—religion, for cxamplF. Fur'thtr,
he believed that not just superior consciousness, but ordman_—y con-
sciousness, too, possessed the power to bring the world into exiscence,
though it, “harassed, bound by fear in sclf-consciousness, brings lt§
world into being in fits and starts, living largely in the memory of the
few brief occasions when the world was thus inveked” (J, 200).
One of the “vehicles for this operation of bringing the world into
existence” is art, Qur Town is intended to be such a vehicle, showing
Emily, in particular, as she gives meaning :o.the o.bi:ccrs. th:'zt surround
her life, and at die same time provoking rhc_-audlcncc inté an aware-
ness of their own living, )
Gertrude Stein and her writing were overwhelmingly important
in focusing Wilder’s attention on the American. She was his most in-
timate and influential intellectual companion. At the end of 1.934'Stem
had visited Chicago, while Wilder was lecturing at the Uln.wersE:y of
Chicago, and she returned during the winter of 1935 for a series of
lectures for students selected by Wilder. These lectures were publ_nshcd
under the title Narration by the University of Chicago with an intro-
duction by Wilder. He wrote introductions to two other Stein books,

Four in America and The Geographical History of Anerica. Stein wind .

Alice B. Toklas stayed in Wilder's apartment in Chicago, and he visited
them in France that summer. Their friendship was pact personal and
pare intellectual. Wilder fantasized that they v»{ould take a house to-
gether in Washington Square in New York City. For her part Stein
planned for them to collaborate on a book;‘hc v.fculd CO'I'HII‘IJLII‘C r!w
dialoguegshe, the theme and structure. in apite o1 che crudius astic i
riousness'of cach, nothing came of these dreams, thou_gh Stein did
write her novel, Idg. And the essays Wilder wrote for Stcin’s books do
offer some notion of what in her ideas was so vscful 10 \Vildcx":.hcr
views of human psychology, the American landscape, time, religion,
language, and death. She helped himfree himself, as hc.acknowlcd'gcd.
from the literal ninetcenth century 1o livedn the twentiech and write a
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play about it. And she made him aware of being American, He wrote

ro her, “Yes, I'm crazy about America. And you did that to me, too.”'*

Buc the tradition that Wilder sought to be part of is not only
American. He loved, to use the term with Stein’s meaning, master-
prr{ces whg:rrT- l}c fpund them. Masterpieces were those works, Euro-

* pean and Asian, as well as American, thar invested with meaning the
ourside warld apzrr from time, identity, and memory.
Any consideration of Wilder immediate
eathusiasms. He wrote in his Journals chat
clear to me thar ..

ly confronts his literary
“It has always been quite
. [Our Town and The Skin of Our Teeth) were
calqués.” He made a notation on his use of the French word calqués,
distinguishing between the dictionary meaning, slavishly copied, and
whar he intended: “I mean merely superimposed upon a variety of
molds and prior achievements in theatrical art.” He added, “The in-
flcbt:dncss was one of admiration and love—which is seldom the case
in such borrowings™ (J, 326). He wrote alsaithar few recognized his
“borrowings" either because of ignorance or their variaty and dicpar-
ateness. For these same reasons, [ felt it was necessary in my reading
of Our Town 10 present some of Wilder's sources, not so much to trace
plot or philosophy as to pravide a context for his thinking and fecling,
to show the writers who prompted his response.

“*Culture,™ Wilder wrote, “is in me a second nature” (J, 332). To
understand Wilder’s nawre, some knowledge of what he read and
loved is_helpful, Important among these writers in addition to Ger-
trude Stein are Dante, Gocthe, George Bernard Shaw, Alfred Jjarry, and
Richard Boleslavsky.

My aim in organizing has been to consider the play’s ideas and
its dramati whniques at the same time, sinée [ feel they arc scarcely
separable. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 are determined by the play’s three

acts; chapeer 7 considers some aspects of its appearance in actual
performances. i

When the audience arrives at the theater for the performance of
Oz Tewon, it “sees an empry stage in half-light,” “Ne curtain. No
scenery” (5). In 1938 this bare stage was an uncxpected and disagree-
able surprise for the audience. Artistic, even experimental sets had
been in use since the twenties, but a perfectly bare stage, without even
curtains, a cyclorama, or some flats (o conceal the rear walt of the
huilding—and with the stage cnrtain already up—was definitely un-
ustal and disappointing. The surprise that greeted those firse audi-
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2n.es cannot be maintained or recaptured. Mos: theutergors now
know about and expect the bare stage and ladders at a performance
of Our Totwn. The American theater has assimilated the success of
experimental theater, of off-Broadway and off-off-Broadway, which
started in the fifties, though the bareness of many of these productions
today is the result of economic necessity, not aesthetic conviction. Wil-
der frqm the start understood that the shotk could not be maintained.
“This 'advantage would no longer be mink twenty years from now
when the theatre will be offering a great many plays against freer dé-
cors; the audiences will be accustomed to such libeities.” He added
parenthetically, “My play will be just as valid then, buc what it has
lost in surprise will be replaced by its prestige” (J, 22). By “prestige”
Wilder did not mean anything so foolish as an illusory appearance or
reputation based on somcthing fike being the first one to do it. The
“prestige™ of the empty stage is its authority; the audience would
know “what it’s all about™ (J, 22y,

In a preface written for the publication of Our Town bur not
printed Wilder remembered that'since secing same classical archaco-
logical sites in and around Rome, where he spent 1920-21 ar the
American Academy, he often looked at the world around him through

{ the eyes of an archacologist a thousand years in the future. He re-
peated this observation some fifteen years later in a talk he gave befarc
the James Joyce Socicty, saying that his having become aware of the
view of the archacologist altered his atitude toward life. Knowing that

"millions have alrcady lived and dicd and that probably millions more
will live and die paradoxically both reduces the importance of the in-
dividual life and makes more urgent the need to provide some validity
for the reality of the unique experience. It is the relationship between
the one, the “1,” and the many that is the great concern of Our Toiwn.
Wilder posed the theme in a question: “Whar is the relarinn hetween
the countless ‘unimportant’ details of our daily life, on the one hand,
and the great perspectives of time, social history, and current religious
ideas, on the other?” (AC, 100-1). One of the many ways Wilder
answered his own question in Our Town was through the bare stage.

In the essay with which- Wilder prefaced the volume of three
plays, Our Town, The Skin of Qur Teeth, and The Matchmaker, he
considered the issue of the one and the many in the light of his own
theatergoing. During the late twenties and early thirties he found him-
sclf admiring what he saw on the stage but having difficulty “believ-
ing™ ic. By belief Wilder meant some sort of imaginative recognition
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of its validity. He concluded thar the all-but-universal box-set and its
variations stifled his imagination. 2

The realistic box-sct is one of the stylistic achievements of the
ninetecnth-century theater, and it was made physically possible largely
as a result of, first, gas and then, clectric illumination. Most typically
it presents a realistic room with the fourth wall removed, or if the
Seenc is buduors, a kind of landscape or genre painting with the pros-
¢enium arch as the framic. The audience loaks on the set as a realistic
«epresentation of a particular place. The emphasis is on the exact.

Wilder concluded that realism in the theater had degencrated to
telling what William James, the American philosopher, called the “ab-
ject truth,” the truth reduced to a heap of specific facts. This kind of
truth was “soothing” to the ninetcenth-century audience thar de-
manded comfort, both physical and intellectual. Wilder wrote: “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. ... When you emphasize place in the theazzr, 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™ (AC, 108). . )
Shakespeare’s Juliet in a realistic production is distanced from the
audience by her particularity. “If Juliet is represented as a girl ‘very
like Julict' . . . moving about in a ‘real’ house with marble staircases,
rugs, lamps, and furniture, the impression is irresistibly conveyed that
these events happened to this onc girl, in one place, at one moment in
time" (AC, 124). The audience warching such a Juliet can be com-
forted by the feeling that whac is happening to her could only happen
to her. Her uniqueness prevents any possibility of secing a1y daughter,
or even myself in Juliet. She is an isolated, perbaps even clinical case.
‘The Russian playwright Anton Chekhov, a master of the realist the-
ater, who often complained about the excessive realistic detail im-
posed on his plays by the actor-director Constantin Stanislavsky, is
said to have described the typical member of the nincteenth-century
audicnce as a rich woman who could weep at the sentimental and
melodramatic plight of Camille, coughing to her death from tubercu-
losis, but who could not even imagine any sympathy for her own
coachman freezing in the rain outside the theater, possibly contracting
preamoria and dying. The tears for Camille cost rothing and were a
pleasure; acknowledging the suffering humaniry of 2 coachman would
bring with it a demand ro confront social stupidity and injustice.
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The plays of Shakespeare, which provided an alternative for the
English-speaking world to ninctcenth-century dramatic rubbish, were

ceeds only with those who cannot sce and offends those who can.
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Zeuxis, the classical Greek painter, wrote Jarry, ¢reated grapes so real-
istically that it is said birds pecked ar them. His skill at illusion was
so great that it fooled stupid beasts, and Titian, the Renaissance
painter, scarcely much better, tricked an innkeeper.

burdened with elaborate production details that smothered their per-
ceptions and shut them “up into a muscum showcase™ (AC, 107). Not .
until the ewentieth century did productions “experiment”™ with some-
thing like the original bare stage of Shakespearek time. Wilder was
certain that “when the play is staged as Shakespeare intended it, the v
baceness of the stage releases the cvents from the particular and the
v expericace of Julict partakes of char of all girls in love, in every tme,
place, and language” (AC, 124). ’ .
In addition 1o Shakespeare’s creative mastery of the bare stage, A
Wilder could look to the unadorned play space of the classical Greek
theater; to the imaginative genius of one of his own favorite play-
wrights, Lope de Vega, Shakespeare’s contemporary in the Spanish
theater; and to the Oriental theater, especially the Chinese, which he
knew. He also found encouragement in the theater closer to his own
time: in Six Characters in Search of an Author the scene is a rchearsal H
on a bare stage, and the plays of André Obey were performed on a :
{ bace stage in the productions of La Compagnic des Quinze under
| Jacques Copeau. o

The stuge set mude by those wivo do not know how to paint comes
<loser to-being abstract in giving the essence of it. . . . [The true set]
is obiained simply, by a symbolically exact means, through a back
drop :.ai pzinted, oi the opposite of a siage set, everyone sceing
through to the place he wishes, or better, if the author knows whar
he wants, the real setting is exosmased irself on the stage.
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Jorry uses somewhat humorously bur exactly the term from chemistry,
“exosmosis,” to describe the process by which the meaningful place
will emerge on the stage for the audicnce through the author’s inten-
tion and language, &

The existence ul griace in the imagination of the playwrighc and
then through performance in the i ion of the audience became
Wilder’s aim, too. Like Jarry, he felt thart the appearance of the actual
objects from the real world diminished any possibility of inner life by
“encumbering the stage usclessly.” Sometimes the activity of the place
demands some particular prop: Wilder took his cuc from Jarry here
also: “Under these conditions of a bare stage, any part of the set for
which there is a special nced, a window 10 be opencd, a door 1o be
“burst through, is an accessory and can perhaps be carried like a table -
or a torch.” The tables, chairs; trellises and ladders in act 1, and the
soda fountzin jn act 2 are brought on in full view of the audience. By
act 3, when Emily iewurns 1o her childhood home, even the treliises
and chairs and table can be dispensed with. By this time the audience
does not need even so little. )

Wilder knew the power of the bare stage in the Greek and Ren-
-aissance theaters of the past, but it was Jarry's theorizing in a very
modern way abouc the role of the imaginarion in frecing the stage from
the deadening shackles of realistic cluster that showed Wilder the pos-
sibilities for a bare stage in his modern theater. Jarry’s Ubs the King
is sardonic and in tonc and intention very different from Onr Town.
Yer this strange play touched something vital in Wilder's creative
imagination, Jt continucd to fascinate him; when he started thinking
~bous The Skin vf Sur Teeid, bis characters were cartoons like those
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Perhaps morc important to Wilder was the comic play Ubx the
King by Alfred Jarry, who figured so largely in the avant-gasde ac the
turn of the century. Ubu the King achieved its fame through its scan- B
dalous first word, merde [shit], which obscured the genuine theatrical I
seiiousness of the play. Jarry himself said of it, “1 ne blow agamnst e - o
Great Torturer, Ibsen [read realism], passed almost unrecognized.”

Jarry, in a letter to the revolutionary actor-director Lugnée-Pog,
and later in 2n cssay, described the kind of staging he had in mind for
his play. With lintle change, much of Jarry's scheme could describe the
sev of Our Town as well: “. . . a single set, or better, a plain backdrop
{background), omitting the raising and lowering of the curtain ... a
placard signifying the place of the scene. (Note that [ am certain of the
supgestive superiarity of a written placard to scenery.) ... Costume
with as little local color or historical accuracy as possible, . . . modern,
preferably. ..."" Jarry justified his insistence on this unusual stage
decor: "It is right that cach member of the audience sees the scene in
the stage-set which agrges with his version of the scene.”

He wrote with contempr for all effort at trompe I'ocil, a painted
illusion of reality that fools the eyc of the beholder, saying chat it suc-
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of Ubw the King, though ultimately he changed this’ concept, and in
some versions of his last incomplete play The Entporium, the charac-
ters are also reminiscent of Jarry's.

Wilder's purpose in using the bare stage was, in parg, to set his
audience free from the meaningless particularity of the box-set. He
wrote, “The spectator through lending his imagination to the action
restages it inside his own head” (AC, 101). Bur what does the spec-
tator restage? Wilder wrote that “Our Tolwt is nat offered as a picture
of lifc in a New Hampshire village™ (AC, 109). So much, then, for the
idea that the play is 2 nostalgic re-creation of a turn-of-the-century
small cown idyll. Yet Wilder also wrote, “I wished to record a village’s
life on the stage, with realism and with generality™ (AC, 101). This
apparent contradiction can best be resolved if the words “on the stage”
and also the combination of “realism and generality™ are examined.

The Stage Manager begins Our Town by stating that it is a play
chat the audience will see, not reality, and he stresses this idea when
he gives the names of the author, producer, director, and actors. And
he spells out what the audience will sec in the fiest act: 2 day in our
town. Wilder deliberately calls attention to the information that in
most plays is intended to be invisible. We know we are watching a
play, but we conspire with thé theater to pretend that what we arc
seeing is the real thing,

In contrast 1o insisting on the play as play, the Stage Manager
speaks of the town as real, providing its name, specific geographical
facts, the date, the time of day and description of the physical arrange-
e of the rtown, along with the religious aud ethilz ogacizaron,
There are the various churches, and “Polish town's across the tracks,
and some Canuck families” (8). The grocery and drug stores are as
much a place of meeting and human exchange as of commerce. Then
he focuses on the Gibbs and Webb houses and gardens, concluding
with “Right here ... s a big butternut tre¢”™ (7). Although the Stage
Manager is very specific about what he is describing, none of the
things—except the two trellises, which are pushed out on stage and
are suggestive rather than literal—is actually represented on the stage.
Insofar as the audience sees any of these things, they must see them in
their own imaginations.

It is 2 “nice” town, bur “Nobody very remarkable ever came out
of it, §'far as we know" (7). There is no reason to find Grover’s Cor-
ners interesting because of out-of-the-ordinary events or as a result of
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question: “Anyrhing serious goin® on in the world since Wednesday?”
with the news that *My schoolteacher, Miss Foster, s getting marricd”
{9). This event in Our Town is serious, and it marks the changes of

. dme as surely as death. Joe Crowell, like all young people, is conser-

vative and resists the future: 1 think if a person stare< our ro be a
teacher, she ought to stay one” (9).

But Joe Crowell and the other people understand the changes in
their individual lives that paradoxically ensure the continuity of life
itself. Howic Newsome's horse Bessie cannor understand and adjust.
“Bessic’s all mixed up abour the route ever since the Lockhart’s
stopped takin’ their quart of milk cvery day. She wants to leave "em a
quart just the same” (11-12). . g

Thesc apparently trivial events make up the human life cycle of
birth, marriage, and death. Joe Crowell’s future is sad, not bzczuse his
educatjon was wasted, bur because his participation in life was
stapped too soon. Though he shared in life, in itself his individual life
is incomplete. Wilder has dramatized the cyele of life by showing us
ordinary people participating in it in the ordinary way that is, gener- -
ally speaking, available to us all. '

The individual human cycles are rather snuail, thuagh vi couse
they are endlessly repeated. Onc’of the ways they can be understood
is in the context of bigger developments. The Stage Manager inter~
rupts Mes. Gibbs and Mes. Webb to “skip a few bours™ (21), and to
provide some scientific information about the town. He introduces
Professor Willard, reminding him that he must be brief because “un-

" fortunately our time is limited™ (21). This remark serves as a comment

on the two and one half hours the play rakes, but also’is a warning
L true about life itsclf. Willard, like any academician or anyone else with
a captive audience, fails to judge the limirs of his listencrs” willingness
to take in the informarion of his special interest, and he has ro be
stopped, providing a bit of gentle comedy. Wilder stresses the idea of
time through the Stage Manager, whilc the Professor provides geolog-
ical information, again in terms of rime—hundreds of millions of
years—as well as place. The historical view is the acrival of human
inhabirants through waves of immigration beginning with the “Facly
Amecrindian™ (22). Including the twins, who have been born that very
morning, the population is 2,642, and the mortality and birth rates
are constant. Mr. Webb provides a political and social report, includ-
ing religious denominations @thc townsfolk, and he concludes, like

%28w

The Daily Life .

some associations between an historical 'pr:rsonage and the place. The
Srage Manager tells the audience immediately following his disclaimer
for the town’s being the source of somebody remarkable that the cem-
etery has the “same names'as are around here now” (7). The town is
a place of continuity and reperition, not exceptions, but Wilder is 2lse
paradoxically denying a sense of the past. There are names, but the
- names do not convey any sense of personal, individual weight. Writing
about Gertrude Stein, Wilder reports that she was struck with the
“funny feeling” thar Aead Amzricans were noc there in the monuments
erecicd 1o them. Americans do not become “that European thing
called *dead’—so0 fraught with immemoriat connotations” (AC, 210).
“Americans do not die, they go away; but . . . they do nor go away to
their monuments™ (AC, 212). So when the Stage Manager offers a
snippet of past time: “Bryan once made a speech from these very steps
here™ (6), the steps do net bring Bryan alive to the audience. They are
not a memorial to Bryan déad. Bryan (whatever he may mean to the
audience or whatever associations he may have for them) just makes
the steps, which are nor visible on the stage, more acteal, but only as

steps that might serve any number of people for speech ma king, loung-
ing, standing, and sn op

) The Stage Managcr discusses future time, too. “First auromobile’s
guing ro come along in about five years” (6). What is peculiar about i

this future is thar it is already past for the audience, providing a kind
of double-take. The Stage Manager knows what the audience knows,
‘but'what the characters do not. There is no nostalgia for a time before
the automobile changed the way we move about; it is 2 fact. More
poignaa “lucts abou everybody” {8) are the deaths in the futnre of
Mrs. AGibbs and Doc Gibbs, who .ac the moment is very present,
“comin’ down Main Street now” (8), and of Joe Crowell, who “was
awful bright™ (10), but who is now delivering newspapers. “The War
broke ourngd k> died i Frapze™ (10). World War Uis, of cearse, past
for tliz audience. Whar they glimpse right before their eyes is the
youthful promise that will be cut off. “All that education for nathing™
(10). Joe Crowell is one of the incomprehensibly melancholy aspects
of life in Grover’s Corners, though perhaps his death can be scen as a
sacrifice 1o the positive values of the town.

These deaths are presented in the context of other events of the
cycle of life. Doc Gibbs has just assisted in the birth of twins, Mrs,
Gibbs contracted pneumonia while on 2 visit West to her married
daughter. And Joe Crowell responds to che Stage Manager’s humorous
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the Stage Manager, that the town is “vety ordinary™ (24). He answers
questions from actors planted in the audience abour drinking, social
and economic injustice, and culture. His answers suggest, not that
these conditions do not exist, but tha they somehow are irrelevant to
any definition of the town, possibly because they are private concerns,

Wilder has very carefully selected the kind of information in this
section af act 1 to create d sense of the American that conforms to his
ideas, ideas that owe a grear deal to Gertrude Stcin. The interest in
numbers and percentages is, according to Wilder in his essay “Toward
au American Language,” a peculiarly American dimension. The Amer- -
ican .enjoys counting, which derives from his disconncction from
place, =, - '

The American landscape egcourages disconnection. Counting
“began with his thinking in distances™ (AC, 17). Americans live “un-’
der a sense of boundlessness™ (AC, 18). Stein explained that “in Amer-
ica there is no sky—there is just air; there is just ‘up’; the majority of
Americans, in addition, cither know the straight line of the sea or the
lake, or they know a land so devoid of natural features that *when
they make the boundary of a State they have to make it with a straighe
line’ (AC, 211-12). The “geological facts™ of Professor Willard are
@u attenipt to account for all the space’in terms of time,

The disconnection from place contains an awareness of vast num- ,
bers of people, too. The American “can count 1o higher numbers—
and realize the multiplicity indicated by the number—than any Euro-
pean™ (AC, 17). “Billions have lived and dicd, billions will live and
die; and this every American knows." But in “Anerican thinking, a
crowd of ten thousand is not a homogeneous mass of that number,
but is one and one and one . . . up to ten thousand.” Mrs. Goruslaw-
ski’s twins, which add two to the rawn’s population number, are spe-
cific individuals. “Each is onc” (AC, 18).

The “contemplation of the situation of the one in the innumer-
avle. .. sternly forbids . . . any relicf from what lies about™ (AC, 18).
Other people and familiar places do not bring any comfortablc con-
firmation of identity. Americans “are exposed to all place and all time”
(AC, 14). They “hang suspended upan the promises of the imagina-
tion, . . . Fach onc is a bundie of projects” (AC, 17-18). Wally Webb v
has a stamp collection, Mrs. Webb is “putting up” beans. The dream
of Mrs. Gibbs’s life is to see Paris, France, with Dr. Gibbs. Dr. Gibbs
is a Civil War buff, and Mr. Webb follows an interest in Napoleon,
shough he is tempted “to give up Napaleon and move over to the Civil

-
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War" (20). The townspeople sing togethier in the church choir. To have
-a plan brings the consolation to the American that he is irreplaceable.
“There is only one way in which an American can feel himself to
be in a relation to other Americans-~when he is united with them in
v a project, caught up in an idea and prapelled with them toward the
futurc” (AC, 16-17). The townspeople are putting things in the cor-
nerstone of the aew bank “for people ta'dig up . . . a thousand ycars
from now” (32), an activity that combines the idcas of a common
project, aunbers, and the future. Along with the usual vings—new.-
papers, Shakespeare, the Constitution, and the Bible—the Stage Man-
ager is going o put in a copy of Our Toiwn, combining neatly the play
as illusion and also its reality. “So .. . the people a thousand years
from now’ll know a few simple facts about us . . . this is the way we
were in the pravinces north of New York-at the beginning of the twen-
ticth century™ (32). The Stage Manager complains that all we know
about Babylon, in spite of its two million inhabitants (numbers, again)
is “the names of the kings and some copies of wheac cantracts. . . . Yet
evecy night all those familics sa¢ down to supper, and the father came
.home from his work, and the smoke went up the chimney,—same as
here” (32). When Qur Town is recovered from the cornerstone 2 thou-
sand years from now, those people in the future will Jearn what is
importanc: “This is the way we were: in our growing up and in our
marrying and in our living and in our dying” (32). All those verbs are
the key activities of the being of Wilder’s Americans. and they are
participles becausc, in spite of being past a thousand years from now,
the activities they describe happen in a continuous present. And they
j ace, of course, the subject of the play. Wilder’s job is to balance the
individual expericnce with muldiplicity.

When Mr. Webb is called by thc Stage Manager to give his “po-
litical and social report” of the lives in Our Tows, Mrs. Webb appears
to explain, “He'll be here in a minute. . . . He just cug his hand while
he was eatin’ an apple™ (23). The actor playing Webb, after a call to°
hurry fram Mrs. Webb and a small effore by the Stage Manager 1o “fill
in" during the delay, finally “enters from his house, pulling on his coat.
His finger is bound in a handkerchief” {23). This small event adds
nothing to the story or to the characterization of Webb, but it does
have significance. There may be a sly refecence to Adam and Eve and
the apple, one that is a thread throughout Wilder's work. Bur there is
more. Wiider describes a “spiritual exercise™ of Gertrude Steins w.it-
ing practice: she introduces some phrases from the life around her.
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into people on the street. He, without envy, admires Emily’s success ar
school; he has problems with algebra and looks forward to being free
oi scnool to work'on his Uncle Luke’s farm, wiich he wan “jus gid-
uwally have” (29). George is'not so much thoughtléss as he is entirely
comfortable in the world he has been given. He does not anticipate
any difficulties to which he will not be equal.

Emily scems more aware of choices, thaugh she is as comfortable
with being “juse naturally bright” (28) as George is with ball playing
that gradually will give way to farming. Emily has made a “fine speech
in class™ (27}, and she is “going to make speeches all [her] life” (30). |
Though her speech making and George's ball playing reveal something
about them, these activities only indirectly prepare them for their adult
lives. Emily is beginning to fecl the peril of approaching womanhood,
a justified anxiety, because as act 3 makes clear, the peril is real. Bur
for now the tone is light, even comic. Her maaner of walking as she
returns from school gives “some signs that she is imagining herself to
be a lady of starding elegance™ (26), foolish that her father not
unkindly deflates. The promptings thar lead her to this comic imag-
ining, that make her aware that school is some sort of development,
“something you have to go through” and that “passes the time” (28),
-are certainly part of the passing of time that is further developed by
the news that George will evenmially have a farm and by her mother'’s
‘comment that George is growing up. Emily helps her mother string
beans (an acrivity that was comically misunderstood in a French pro-
duction where the two actresses busily threaded haricots veres with a
needle, as though they were beads). When Emily asks her mother if
she’s “prerty enough . . . to get people interested” (31) in her, Wilder
is dramatizing an appealing mixcure of childish vanity and human sex
ual necessity. The preparation of the beaps, unlike the speech making,
is more directly connected with Emily’s future. Her mother’s reply,
“You're pretty enough for all normal purposes™ {31), is a general
truth, but a frustrating answer to the individual Emily. She is feeling
what every girl feels, but every girl's feeling is unique to herself, as
though she were the first one. Emily asks her wother if she fuad L een
pretty as a gicl. Here is the idea of repeated generations. Mrs. Webb's
answer about herself, “Yes, | was, if I do say it. [ was the pretsiest girl
in town next to Mamie Cartwright™ (31), is the kind of description
every girl wanss for herself. Mrs. Webb's honesty, somewhat humor-
ously, makes her admit Mamie Carrwright's supetiority in prettincss
but also helps us bcl.ié:yc that Mcs. Webb is speaking the truth apart
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Wilder calls this aspect of her work “the irruption of. the daily life”
{AC, 205). "This resembles,” he says, “a practice that her frends the
Post-Impressionist painters [such as Picasso] occasionally resorted to.

" They pasted a subway ticket to the surface of their painting” (AC,

205). Though not preciscly like Gertrude Stein's method of including
overheard conversation in her work or Picasso’s use of the pasted
ticket, the effect of Webb's cutting his hand is the same. Wilder has
invented a reality that appears to be an inserruption of the flow of the
seality of the plav OF conrse both the reality of Webb’s accident and
the “Zrzated” reality of Webb’s rolc at this moment-in arder 10 tell the
audicnc«ksomc facts about the town are wholly Wilder's artifice.

Though neither is “real,” there is the sense of a juxtaposition of two

kinds of reality. The aim is to produce a shock and to lend vitality to

the illusion of Webb ar this moment. Wilder employs this artiface else-

where, 100, as when the Stage Manager interrupts Professor Willard

for going on at too great length with pedantic facts about *Professor

Gruber’s notes an the meteorological situation” (21); when he whis-

pers ta Willard about the birth of the twins, abour which he has just

Jearned, and the conscquent rise in the population by two; when the

actors planted a« members of the audience ask questions; and when

the Siaze Manager shifts chairs to make the drug store soda fountain,

At all these times the illusion of the realism of the play is broken by

another reality, and paradoxically it is strengthened in its meaning,

The audience is not allowed for very long to get caught up in the |
singulac events of the characters before being forced 1o confront the !
truth that they are watching a pecformance in a theater, and its very

importance is that it is a performance. .

“In my plays ...," wrote Wilder in his journals, “there is this
constant interruprion. The more I seck to exhibit 2n idea about life,
the more 1 must make sure thar the tumult of sheer existences be in-
troduced, nertinenr and imperrinent . . . , and the more [ start Aut ro

ive ui instance of some character’s individual action, the more 1 lift

it from the specific-unique into the realin of the typical and the idea-
expressive” (f, 329).

After Webb answers the questions from the audience, the Stage

. Manager returns the scene ta the town, now in the afternoon, with

the children coming home from school. Emily and George are at the

-ape when they are beginning to be aware of their future as adults.

Eunily is perisups saore anxiously conscious than George is. George is
still 2 boy, “throwing a ball up 10 dizzying heights™ (27) and bumping
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frem merz vulger vanity. Hewever, the real humor and truth come
frani the very different sorts of answers she gives to the two questions.
E.uiiy > “pretty enough.” “All sy children have got good fea-
“tures.” “You have a nice young prerty face™ (30). But, “I was the pret-
tiest girl in town™ (my italics). Mrs. Webb thinks of Emily as
representative, buc of herself as a unique individual. She is at the same
time acting out of general motherly care to prevent her child from the
dangers of vanity, much as Webb is doing when he gently teases Emily
about her grand lady manner. Any production that has the choice
should select an actress 1o play Emily who can create the illusion of
ravishing, though innocent; youthful loveliness. Mrs. Webb's words to
“Eriily should scom neithar moan nor stupid. The rwo diffeiens kinds

" of answer are another dramatic version of the two aspects of human

expericace that Wilder presents.’George and Emily arc specific char-
acters in the play, bur they dramatize the universal sicuation of the
beginning of human adulthood. They are everybody, 100, as indeed is
Mrs. Webb. . ) :

The concludiag scenes to 2ct 1 demonstrate how well Wilder
understood the possibilities for. poetry of the theater on a bare stage.
Throughout act 1 Wilder ihdicated sounds to help create theillusion:
a train whistle, clinking milk bortles, a factory whistle, chickens cack-
lirz, Thees sourds oY mark zome shift in focus in the play. The train
whistie suggests a world away (rom the town and also marks time,
widening the perspective to include death. The milk bortles are part
‘of both the stability and the change found in the routine of morning
delivery. The chickens, somewhat comically, fill a'pause-that shifts at-
tention from the ardinary in Mrs. Gibbs and Mrs. Webbs morning
chatrer to the extraordinary possibility of sefling a highboy to a Boston
antiques dealer and using the money 10 travel abroad, suggesting again
thar world that exists around and apart from the town. The train
whistle is almost a poetic cliché in drama, but the other sounds are
not 5o usual.

Tl it seesizn of ace T obegins with the singing of he hymn
“Blessed Be the Tie That Binds.™ Almost cverybody recognizes the
power in the plainness and simplicity of the best of Protestant hymns.
They stir feclings dircctly and artlessly. Hymn singing seems peculiarly
and identifiably American, though oftcn the hymns sung are not
American in origin. The stage is in darkness, except for spots that pick
out the characters when they are part of the scene. The combination
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of nighttime and music and sounds (the crickets) is just.about fool-
proof. It is difficult to resist the subliminal mood that envelopes the
characters' specches. Shakespeare, the master of just about every lk}e—
ater technique, skillfully used just such combinations, sometimes with
real sounds and music, as in'the scene in Antony and Cleopetra where
Hezcules leaves Antony, and sometimes usieg words to create the
sounds as well as the night, as in the opening of act § of The Merchant
of Venice, where Jessica and Lorenzo try, to “out-night” cach otht.:r
with word painting. Chekhov, closer to Wilder in time, created magi-
cal theatrical effects with sounds and lighting. In Chekhov’s The Sea
Gull, of which Wilder wrote an acting version later in his career, there
is apart from the realism a combination of moonlight and music that
is identical, though for a different end, with the mood in Our Town.
Wilder wrote in his Journals that in Our Town the “suggestibility of
the imagined scene ... was accompanicd by a swudied resort to
changes of lighting He was not entirely happy about his dependence
upon the lights. *I intend in this play [The Emporiur] to deny myself
the aid of shifting lights. The challenge to the audience’s imagination
will be scill bolder . .. (J, 43). Though the lighting is cxceptionally
effective in production, it really is not necessary. The exclamations
about the moonlight that pungtuate the dialogue successfully evake an
imagined scene. '
The moonlight and music unite the characters with 2 common
experience. They also lift the auention of the characters and the au-
dicnee 1o a wider context than the specific concerns of algebra and
chores about the house. The Stage Manager says that “time’s gone by.
It's evening” 1o set the time of day and also to call attention to time's
passing. “The day’s running down like a tired clock™ (33). George-and
Emily remain on the ladders that have been pushed out on the stage
almost throughout. They begin the cvening, Emily helping George
with his algebra. She is moved by the terrible moonlight, though
George scems hardly aware of it. The moonlight affects Emily so pow-
crfully partly because her homework is no trouble and partly because
she is susceptible to the romance of the night, including the sound of
the distant train. Geerge is less aware of these wider pesspectives be-
cause his atrention is' focused on his difficulty with schoolwork. He,

L swever, weeps when his father calls'his arrention to how hard his |

mother works for him, even doing the chores that should be his. This
marks George’s second failure to act on what is around him. However,
George is not unaware and unfeeling; he seems to be fixed on inner

Qur Town

Rebecca's fear that the moon will collide with the earth in a ca<

lamicous explosion has no basis in reality. George, though perhaps his

faith in experts is naive, though very American, points out that if it -

were true, “the guys that sic up all night with relescopes would . . . tefl
abour it, and it’d be in all the newspapers” (42). However, Wilder's
world is not an idyll free from difficulty. Throughout this section run
Simon Stimson’s unhappiness and alcoholism 2s.a variation in a minor
key. Stimson also serves to distingeish characters from each other
through their reactions to him. Mrs. Soames is cager to gossip and
disapproves of Stimson. Refusing to enjoy another’s unhappiness,
Mrs. Gibbs puts the blame for his drinking on his “croubles”; and
Mrs. Webb falsely insists that “It's getting better™ (38). But when Mrs.
Gibbs is alone with her husband, she reveals that she thinks the prob-
lem is a serious one. Dr. Gibbs, and Jater Webb, sympathize with Stim-
son’s sorrow though they conclude that there is “nothing wé can do
but just lzave ic alone™ (40). Dr. Gibbs claims (at he knows “uacire
about Simon Stimson’s affairs than anybody in this town™ (40), but
neither he nor anyonce clse cver offers any specific facts about Stim-

V/ soa's troubles. Wilder deamatizes profound unhappiness in general,

much the way he uses the bare stage, rather than providing some par-
ticular cause from which the audience can comforeably separate itself,
Norctheless, Wilder is making Some observations about human un-
happiness that go further than a mere acknowledgement that it exists,
and he is deepening the themes in his play.

Dr. Gibbs, to explain Stimson’s situation, says “Some people ain’t
made for small-town life™ (40). He means exactly what he says, that
some people arc stifled by the narrow environment of the actual small
town and are more comfortable with the excitement and stimulation
that the modern city provides. Bur Wilder is using life in Grover’s Cor-
ners as “the way we were—at the beginning of the twentieth century™
(32), and Stumson must have some relation to life in general. He is a
musician, and music is important enough that he chooses “some notes
of music” (85) as the epitaph on his gravestone. He is a kind of ro-
mantic artist, dissatisficd and critical of ordinary living. This is a
cliché, of course, and we mighr be impatient wich it if Wilder allowed
it any greater individual importance than he does.

Writing in his Journals two years after the success of Qur Totn,
Wilder distinguished between catastrophes in the external world .of
nature and those in the subjecrive world of the mind, The cartastrophes
in the external world are not a.source of tragedy because they are
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disturbances, caused by his growing awareness of Emily. He watches
her, nights, from his window. Almost as though he dogs not know why
she attracts him, he expresses his admiration practically, by asking for

her aid. His weeping is also an expression, moving, but somewhat

comic as well, of his awareness that he is not living up to life’s poten-
tial, though George does not understand it in these terms. Only Emily
in act 3 can give expression 1o such unspecific sorrow.

The audience has been “softened™ by the music and the tecrible

moonlight to accept the emotion prompred by what is apparently so

small. Dr. Gibbs, instead of scolding George, allows George's percep-
tion 10 arise within him. Dr. Gibbs then changes the subject to a rise
in allowance and finally expresses his own discomfort at having made

George weep by complaining against the choir, which has been singing

softly throughout his exchange with George. He is particularly irri-
xated by his wife's singing in spite of having no “more voice than an
old crow™ (37). This small comedy, like that when Stimson suggests
that since music should be pleasure, the choir should leave loudness
to the Mecthodists, works against sentimentality, but even the refer-
ences to the choir, apart from the singing, maintain the function of the
choir as a unifying device. Wilder has even carefully chosen his hymns
for their gencral sentiments, 2part from their Christian message.
“Blesscd 2¢ the Tic That Binds™ celebrates the common experience.
“Art Thou Weary; Art Thou Languid?” asks the question that is im-
plied in Gibbs's talk with George.

Meanwhile we see the chair from varying perspectives. Stimson,
whrn he asks the choir to sing at a wedding—just as they did last
month—lightly develops the themes of marriage and reperition that
began with Joe Crowell and will get fuller expression in act 2. The
women, returning from choir practice, convey their pleasure simply in
singing together. They also react to the moonlighe. Mrs. Gibbs deflates
its romantic aspects by concluding it means “Porato weather, for sure”
{38). But she responds to its beaury when she also calls o her husband
to “Come our and smell the heliotrope in the moonlight™ (39). Mrs.

-l

Soames, who is more ordinary, says the moonlight is “as bright as .

day,” and she can even “see Mr. Soames scowling at the window"” (39).

Rebecca shares George's windnw, because there is no moon at her
ov. She “thinks® chat the moon is closing on the carth and there will
be-a “big ‘splosion.” This vniversal catastrophe shifts to the thought
that the moon is shining on “half the whole world” (41-42). Either
way, the human group is for the moment united by the moon.

The Daily Life

largely regular in occurrence, and “Tragedy enters with' the irregulae™
(J, 32). He dismissed exceptional events, like earthquakes, and those

- thar are cvitable, like illness, as having less importance. It is the sub-

jective world that results from man's possession of consciousness that
interests Wilder more. I shall consider in greater detail the nature of
man’s attitude toward death in the discussion of act 3, but it should
be nored here thar Wilder concludes:

except in certain periods of history, the prevailing judgment of man
has repudiated the attitude that the incvitability of death is suffi- *
cient grounds to affirm that all life is in feself a0 ill. The significant
pessimism in the world’s testimony enters with the two-fold charge
that man’s nature: d in his p of consci

is (1) inharmonious in itself, and (2) incapable of giving or receiving
a true satisfaction from its rcl:\riu‘ns with other consciousnesses.

U, 32)
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Later in his Jowrnals, “overwhelmed by accounts of neurotic woe”
(182) from his' friends, Wilder mulled 'over these swo inharmonious.
conditions of man’s nature: !

Now ler us not be afraid of clichés. . ., [These [riends wese] Starved
of the environment of love: hence forever after exhibiting so greedy
and omnivorous an expecration of love that no affection they re-
celve 1s adequate, and (what is worse) their affection for others is
not truly love bur a demand and a command to be loved. . .. man,
such as he is, has na choice but to believe, to insist on belicving,
that the world is grounded in Jove—love as affection.

(/. 182-83)

Consciousness of the gap between what man desires both from 7
himself and from outside himself and what he thinks he receives,
which is the civilized human condition and exisrs to a greater degrec
in artists, can lead the “exceptional person” ro comment pessimisti-
cally about the “exceptional experience”—in other words, Stimson's
reacrion to his “peck of troubles.” Bur for Wilder, no great works of
art assert this pessimism. Using Voltaire and Swift for his evidence for
haesh pictures of mankind, he concludes thac these writers imply “not
man’s nnalterable disharmony . . . but the failure of man 1o take ad-
vanrage of his possibilitics of gond™ (J, 33). Stimson is—aad Wilder
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has no explanation—the neurotic who is disposed to pessimism and
wha denies that his ills are correctable. When Dr. Gibbs concludes, “I |
don’t know how that’ll end; but therel nothing we can do but just
leave it alone” (40}, he is not being hard-hearted or indifferent or dem-
onscrating a lack of imagination; he is expressi g Wilder's views about
the “unloving demanders-of-love” (J, 186). The source of their unhap-
piness is a rejection of affection. Their despair is an expression of “the
insoluble problem of the mind at war with the body; and the incor-
rectable presence of the self-destructive element in che social group™
U, 33; my italics). Dr. Gibbs is realistic, but nor without ‘sympathy.

" Stimson has rejected life and its possibilitics, and his suicide serves
as his final act of rejection. Wilder in his usc of Stimson distinguishes
himself from Stimson’s kind of actist. Stimson is “employed to light up
the noble aspects of human nature; man's good is affirmed by man's
ever present bur partial ill™ (J, 33). Stimson’s failure in living throws
in relicf the struggle, however inadequate, of the other characters to
stize time. His drunken silence when Webb offecs to walk with him,
like his music and his unhappiness with small-town lifc, has an accu.
rate pariicular acuality, but Wilder is also symbolically dramatizing
the inability to accept or even acknowledge hsaan affzctivii

The act ends with Emily still gazing at the moon, her father whis-
tling “Blessed Be the Tic That Binds,” and Rebecca telling George
about Jane Crofur’s lecter: “on the envelope the address was like this:
It said: Jane Crofut; The Crofut Farm; Grover's Corners; Sutton
County; New Hampshire; United States of America . . . it’s not fin-
ished: the United States of America; Continent of North America;
Western Hemisphere; the Earth; the Solar Systemn; the Universe; the
Mind of God—that's what it said on the envelope™ (45). The idea of
the address on Jane Crofut’s letrer was certainly suggested by the pas-
sage in James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as n Young Mar, where

“Stephen “turned to the flyleaf of the geography and read what he had

written there: himsclf, his name and where he was.

Stephen Dedalus

Clasy of Elements
Clongowes Wood College
Sallins

County Kildare

Ireland

Love and Marriage

At the beginning of act 1, when the Stage Manager identifies and
describes the places in Our Town and tells of events in the past and
the future, he secs the imaginations of the audience wandering, so that
they help bring Grover's Corners to life.. It is every day in every life
everywhere. The second act is “called Love and Marriage™ (47), and
it also takes place in a day in the life of Grover's Corners, so much of
the beginning is similar to but slightly different from the first act. The
perspective is still that of “a thousand years from now” (32), of the
people who will dig up the cornerstane of the Cartwright Bank.

When the second acr begins, time has passed—three years, more
than 2 thousand sun-rises—and changes havs occr=ed, oz " oun-
tains are “eracked . . . a little bit more” (46); there are new children;
and some people have noticed they are a bit older, These changes are
natural, and "Nature’s been pushing and contriving in other ways,
100; a number of young people fell in love and got martied™ (46).
Wilder directly links the wearing away of the mountains and the sun-
rises with marriage as events of Nature, They are changes, they do
make differences, and they arc repeated events. “Almost everybody in
this world gets married™ {46).

- Wilder wrotc in his introduction to Gertrude Stein's Narration

¢ that repeating is characteristic of all life. He quoted from Stein’s text:

*if a thing is really existing there £an be no repetition. . . . Then we
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force of the Universe, to which they lend and from which they derive
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Europe
The World
The Universe.” ;
In Jogce the list of ever larger placts scems increasingly claustropho-
-bic, as though Stephen’s imagination peatedly confronts new restric-
tions, from which there is no escape to freedom. “Whar v-as after the
uriverse?” Stephen asks, and he answers, “Nothing.” It made “him
very tired to think that way,"®
Jane Crofut’s address, in contrast, is exhilarating ro Gearge and
Rebecca. It enumerates ever cxpanding possibilities for the individual
Jane Crofut, and indecd, for every member of the audience. “And the

- postman brought it just the same” (45). Jane is not trapped, but nei-

ther is she lost, not here on the Crofut Farm and not in the Mind of
God. The farm possesses a specific acruality. The Mind of God is the
widest possible category of imagination and thought, combining ab-
steaction and enormous perspeciive.

“What da you know!™ (45) exclaims George, and his expression
is zomically inadcquare, lyrically and intellectually. Bue it touchingly ¥
vonveys lus genuinc scase of amazed wonder. And when the Stage
Manager announces that this is the end of the ficst act, he is'speaking
the literal truth and bringing the audience back o the idea of the play
itself. He is also calling atrention to the general truth thae has been
presented in act 1. AH the details and activities of living daily life, as
well as the generalized events, are found in the mysterious imaginariye [

meaning. .

Love and Marriage

have insi ¢ i

¢ that in its emph
because insistence is always alive and if it is alive it is never saying
anything in the same way because emphasis can never be the same nor
even when it is most the same that is when it has been taught™ (AC,
183-84). Repeating is not simply the same thing again. It is “insis-
tence,” or Jif~. herauss noching cver really happens exacily the same
v:ay again. The focus is on its happening. Again Wilder quoted from
Gerrrude Scein: “The only time thar repeating is really repeating, that
is when it is dead, is when something is being taught” (AC, 191).
There is a kind of dead repeating, bur that happens only when it comes
close to being the same, when it is being taught, or has been learned,
‘but does not emerge from experience. Otherwise repeating is creative,
and it can suggest some sort of progression.

The day’s beginning is repeated, but Wilder calls atrention to
changes, The train whistle is heard. “Only this time it's been raining.
It's been pouring and thundesing” (47). “River’s been risin’ all night”
{49). In the lighr of what have become clichés of anshepclogy and
miyth in liteeature, all this water scems appropriate 1o the wedding as
a ferility ritual. And the flood, if not seriously a reference to the life-
giving flooding of the Nile, or the new beginning promised by Noah's
flood, is at least fitting 1o the youthful passion of Emily and George.

This morning “there’s Si Crowell delivering the papers like his
brother. before him™ (48). Si objects to the changes brought by
George's marriage just as his brother objected to his teacher’s mar-
Tiage: “we're losing about the best bascball pitcher Grover's Corners
ever had—George Gibbs” (48B). But Constable Warren puts even this
change in the perspective of repeating. “Back in "84 we had a player,
Si=—c¢ven Geerge Gibhs corldn't touch him. . . . Went Jown to Maiae
aind Dewne a Parsun™ (49).

Thaugh Howie Newsome is still delivering the milk, the Webbs
and the Gibbses nced more now because of the expected wedding
guests. The stirrings in the two households are much the same as
usual, though Wilder will present a day differing in detail from that in
the ficst act. “Mrs. Gibbs and Mrs. Webb come down to make break-
fast, just as though it were an ordinary day” (47). And though the
Stage Manager says that he docs not have to point out the dependable
regulariry of wife/mothers ta provide for their familics, he in fact does
‘s0. Their living and their cfforts 1o maintain the life of their families
arc one and the ©ame Neither they nor women like them have had 2
n.ivous breakdown, which is 1 testimony to their heroic strengeh and
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. to what is basically correct in their living. Wilder knows, jugr nc cvery.
body clse knows, that there is a great variety of ways for individual
women (and men) to live their lives; not all must have children and
devote themselves to caring for them. He is dramatizing cooking,
laundering, ordering a home as essential human functions, and if some
women are novelists or presidents, who cannot or choese not 10 per-
form these activities, someone else must perform them, Life, including
writing novels and being presidents, depends on ther. It is sentimental

to regard any other activities as having the same weight and impac- -

tance. The Stage Manager concludes with the idea that having and
loving lifc arc the same things. “It’s what they call a vicious cycle”
(47). The cliché, because it is a cliché, softens che harshness of vicions
in laughter, bur Wilder is also stating that making a virtue of necessiry
docs not change the brutality of the necessity. We humans, Stein and
Wilder agree, arc victims of biology. ) .

Stein, in her extraordinary novel, The Making of Americans, ob-
survad, “Repeating is the whole of living and by repeaqng comes un-
derstanding, and understanding is to some the most important part of
living. Repeating is the whole of living, and it makes Jiving a thing
always more familiar to each one. . . ." Repeating is essential to liv-
ing; it is in nature; it is a sign of lifc. What results from repeating for
some, according to this passage, s understanding. The repeating is the
“struggle of the human mind in its work, which is to know™ (AC,
221). Repeating is the activity of Our Town's characters; it is their
effort to understand. Natural repetition is Nature's struggle to bring
into being some knowledge of itself.

The Stage Manager says about marriage, “Once in 2 thousand
times ic’s interesting.” Wilder is not demeaning marriage or all the in-
dividuals who are macried. He is echoing Stein’s notion of interesting.
It is the “vicality enough of knowing enough of whar you mean,” when
“vou know what you mcan and so ... you mean what gonr beneay,
what you know you mean™ (AC, 202). When “all the small accasions
in the daily life” are known (and understood) as though they had never
happened to anyone clse ever before. What is interesting is the struggle
of the Human Mind to free itself from the aceustomed and to confront
what Gertrude Stein called ngliness or the newness of 2 thing. To do
it as though for the first time. It is only one in a thousand times that
individuals in 2 marriage are aware through repeating of what is ex-
citing in their marriage and who can thereby maintain something that
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out his career, though he was not blind to its unhappy aspects. And,
of course, he never married himself. Wilder, taking his cue from
Shaw's own claim to be in dramatic dialogue with Shakespeare, felt

that though Shaw was successful in his presentation of erratic young, -

women, because he had no “instinctive sympathetic understanding of
the nature of woman™ (AC, 91), he, unlike Shakespeare, except in
some few scenes like the first act of Heartbreak House, was unable to
"present 2 young woman as both virtwous and interesting” (AC, 93).

Emily is sucely Wilder's attempt to present such a young woman.
It does not matter whether Wilder's thoughts on Shaw are “carrect”
or not; they help us 1o understand Wilder's aims. His description of
the qualities of Shakespeare’s young women define Wilder's own ideal:
“they are unafraid, resourccful, observant, and thoughtful, and they
are singularly exempt from the notion that they ceased ro have any
significance save in relation to some man, All of them are finally mar-
ried, but we have the sense that they would have remained no less the
objects of our admiration had we known them many years later as
spinsters” (AC, 93). .

Emily resembles more Wilder's description of Shakespeare’s her-
oinc than she does the “erratic young woman” of Shaw’s plays; but
she, and George, too, are ifi the same human predicament as Ann
Whitefield and Jack Tannec in Man and Superman.

Shaw’s lovers have some sense of reenacting 2 human pattern.
Tanner in his unconventional proposal 1o Ann in act 4 says, “(Struck
b the echo from the past) Whea did all clds Lapper o m: bolo 2 Az
we two dreaming?”? He is remembering the “dream™ of act 3 where
he is Don Juan and Ann is Dona Ana, from Mozart’s Don Gioua{znx
among other versions of the Don Juan story, but he is also expressing
somc sense of his own repeating parr within life’s pattern. Wilder does
not allow George and Emily any such awareness, but he knows 'rvh:n
Tanner glimpses. George and Emily are not descendents of such illus-
trious ancestors 2s Don Juan and Dona Ana. Buc they do enacr a life
[pattern that is so often repeated thar it shares in the power of myth.
Since they are Americans, as | shall show, they must appear to them-
selves ro do it for the first time.

t Wilder and Shaw share the view that the pattern produces charfgc,
and that change is often improvement. This is partly what Ann means
when she tells Octavius: “Oh, that’s poetcy, Tavy. . . . It gives me that
sudden scnse of an echo from a former existence which 2lways seems
to me such a striking proof that we have immortal souls.** This time
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" i< lively and nerhaps ~ven new. George and Emily begin as though for

the first time. Their fears reveal their new experience. We never really
know whether their marriage is interesting.

The abstrace idea of marriage thac is presented in ace 2 is
prempeed in pare hy'G. R, Shaw's ideas about marriage in, for sxam-
ple, Man and Superman. Wilder used as well as resportded to Shaw’s
notion of the Life Force, “the force that ever strives to attain greater
power of contemplaring itsel£** The. Life Force is very similar to
Stein's Human Mind.

It the summer of 1928 Wilder and Gene Tunncy, the champion
boxer, hiked through France and into fraly. Despite the unlikely com-
bination, Tunney’s cager intetest in literature and Wilder’s physical en- .
thusiasm created a bond between the two men, and they hit it off.
Before going on to France, they met in England, where they visited
Shaw. Shaw had boxed in his youth and maintained an interest in
boving thronghone ki life, s~ his willingness to mect Tunnzy is not
suange, suc tor Wilder, the encounter was not a success. Shaw appar-
ently did not like Wilder and condescendingly snubbed him. Wilder
later wrate thar Shaw had harangucd them, showing none of his re-
puted gaiety and fun. Wilder attributed Shaw's behavior to his esscn-
tial shyness and his dependence on the reaction of others. He
concluded that Shaw insulted others in order to proyoke them. Wilder
many ycars later wrote an essay on Shaw, which was not published
until after his death, and since Wilder did not write very much about
authors who were nat important to him—except for some brief
speeches that were intended for a specific occasion—it is certain thar
despite Shaw’s sarial snuh, he was important to Wilder intellectually.
lewould be a mistake to identify Shaw exclusively with the “European
fella” (71) mentioned by the Stage Manager, but Shaw is certainly one
of the inclusive identifications. In my own conversations with Wilder
Shaw is the only playwright I can remember aparr from Shakespeare
thac lie hennght up himself.

Itis necessary to keep in mind how different Wilder is from Shaw
in spite of shared intellectual interests in the idea of marriage and
man’s struggle to improve humanity. First Wilder lacks all of Shaw's
polemical-reformer traits. Wilder believed fiemly that “misery and in-
humanity sever sleep, nor are they so easily abolished; they merely
displace rhemsel <" {AC 91) Becausc of an “incomplete ceaception

-of the human need” (AC, 913, according to Wilder, “Shaw artacked

the insttution of marriage,” whose strengths Wilder praised through-
g £ p!
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around Dona Ana will not marry Don Ortavio; she will make a betrer
selection in Don-Juan—Tanner. In retclling the srory to give Dona Ana
a beuter, more suitable match, Shaw moves the human race ahead. The
Stage Manager makes much the same point about the expectations of
the past for 2 betrer future. “And don't forget all the other witnesses
at this wedding,—the ancestors. Millions of them. Most of them set
out to love two-by-two, also. Millions of them” (71).

George and Emily cannot escape any more than Tanner and Ann.
Mrs. Gibbs says, “people are meant to go through life two by two.
““Tain't natural to be lonesome™ (53). And the Stage Manager repeats
later, for emphasis: “Like Mrs. Gibbs said a few minures ago: People
were meant to live two-by-two” (71). He offers it as the explanation
tor the 1dea that marriage is a sacrament. Don Juan says somewhat
more forcefully, “Life seized me and threw me into her [Woman's]
arms as a sailor throws a scrap of fish into the mouth of a seabird.”**
With more enchusiasm, Tanner says later when he embraces Ann,
“The Life Force enchants me: I hqvc the whole world in my arms when
Iclasp you."* Both playwrights are dramatizing the powee of human
biological inevitability, but Wilder accepts it and Shaw attempts 10
expost it to an audience that disguised and disfigured it with senti-
mental nonsense.

The purposc of biology in Shaw is 10 create a becter human being,
not love and beaury. “Lifc is a force which has made innumerable
experiments in organizing itself . . . to build up that raw force inro
higher and higher individuals."? The weddings in Grover’s Corners
are s euivatonies of fove and beauty either, in spite of Mrs. Soames’s
repeated exclamation about how lovely the wedding of George and
Emily is. They are “awfully plain and short” (71). The Stage Manager
says before the wedding, “The real hero of this scene isn’t on the stage
at all, and you know who that is. It's like what one of those European
fellas [Shaw, ccrtainly, though not only he] said: every child bom into
the world is nature’s attempt to make a perfect human being. . . . na-
tuee’s interested in . . . qualicy™ (71). '

The cepeating that Wilder portrayed in human existence is part
of the acting style, too. The miming of activitics without props was
the most startling innovarion in the performance of the play. It seemed
as strange as the bare stage, 1o which it is related in style. The actars
mime prepating breakfast, stringing beans, fecding the chickens, mow-
ing the prass, delivering the paper and milk, activities that in life are
repeated-daily or seasonally, The pantomime was recognized by some
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Our Town

in the original audience as something like the style of Chinese theater,
where an actor might appear, for example, walking in a bobbing gait
in circles with a whip in his hand, and be recognized immediately as
being on 2 journey on horseback. Pechaps they were remembering The
Yellow Jacket by George C. Hazélton and Benrimo, a popular success
that had self-consciously reprod some of the characteristics of
Chincse theater. Though Wilder lved for two extended periods of his
childhood in Chinz, where his father was Consul General, first at
Hong Kong and then ar Shanghai, he apparently never saw a full-
length performance of a Chinese play, either as a child or as an adulr,

. Buz he did see onc of the extraordinary and celebrated performances

of the great Chinese actor Mei Lan-fang. Undoubredly the impact of
this great actor’s skill and style impressed on Wilder the pratound
power of performing actions without props. :

Stark Young, rranslaror, teacher, and critic, described some of the
impact of Mei Lan-fang apart from Mei’s illusionist skill. He wrote
more generally about theatrical convention: '

When purely symbolistic, thesc » ithout re-
producing—idcas, actions, things, cxactly as words do, which in
themsclves are nothing bur sound, There is this difference, hawever,
between these symbols and”words: 2 movement oc object symbal-
izing 3 beautiful idea, personage, place, tends ta be created into
somcthing in itself mare beautiful and worthy of the association,
whercas a word remains the same, plus perhaps our effors 10 put
beaury into its employment. These conventions in themsclves have
doubiless, thercfore, taken on a greater and greater perfection.?t

The pantomime in Owr Town is, as Stark Young suggests Mei
Lan-fang’s movements were, a symbolistic represensation of truth.

In the New York Times in 1938 Wilder.wrote: “The theatre longs
10 represent the symbols of things, not the things themselves. All the
lies it tells . . . all those lies enhance the one truth that is there—the
truth that dictated the story, the ryth"* Later Wilder recorded in his
Journals: “every work of the imagination is a construction of sym-
bols” (J, 218). Though this is not the place for a detailed discussion
of that very complicated word symbol, it is impartant to distinguish
between Wilder's use of the term “symbol” here and the usual loose
definition as some device containing a complex of events, ideas, or
feclings, as, for example, the cross as a symbol of Christianity. The
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(and so joins that company of [Joyce's| Bloom, Earwicker, and Kafka’s
K.—the hero of the novel of the future),” he concludes, “the more 2
central figure represents a universal, the more the author must con-
struct an ambiance which furnishes indications and intimations of
everything, everywhere, cverybody and everyhow™ {J, 192).

Although Wilder recognized the ironic and droll character of Go-
gol’s intent to be different from his own, he also observed that the

device Gogol used to lend a philosophical character was the "exces- -

sively specific in non-pertinent situations” {f, 191). The modern writer
cannor include every derail of the life of Everyman, so he isolates one
particular, startling derail: “Aesthetically, they convey a sense of the
innumerability of persons and objects in the world” (J, 191). This ir-
relevant derail “says thar out of the billions of things that arc present
in the world surrounding my selected story-subject, I introduce, with-
out reasox, this one. And with that ‘one’ the door is for 2 momen
opened to all the others” (J, 193). ) !

The pantomime both of Mei Lan-fang and of Our Town isclates
a specific realistic detail in such a way that its part in a universal truth
can be acknowledged and contemplated. The milk delivery is not in-
teresting in itself, and it does not advance the plot. The audience is
arrested by it because of its peculiar presentation, and they should
~ome [o recognize its abstrdce importance 32 the i22a ¢f ving —if pot
before, but certainly by act 3, when so many of the familiar towns-
people are dead.

In Wilder's kind of theater the actor must present the characer.
If he actually offers himsclf and his thoughts and feclings to the zu-
dicnce, he is in effect replacing the play with himsclf. Many actors
have been tempted into expanding their roles by adding business and
even dialogue; it looks easy to.do. It inevitably damages the play,
which has been carcfully planned in every detail. The mime is part of
the presencation style.

Wilder had firsthand experience on the stage, acting in his own
plays, though he never suggested that he chought he had mastered the
profession. His humorous advice to young actors who asked for help
in pecforming in his plays was to find a place where they could speak
very loud and then do it. But he had also considered more sesiouzly
what acting required. In Some Thoughts on Playwriting he distin-
guished three separate facultics that together made up the actor’s gife:

observation, imaginarion, and physical coordinatfon. The way in
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ideal actors in a pecformance of Osr Town do not identify with the
characters; they represent them or show them. The actors are not an
illusion of real people, but symbals of the characters, just as the char-
acters and their actions are symbols of some human truth that can be
contemplated in a way that chaotic life cannot. Or as Stack Young
says about words and Mecis mo: they 1t without
reproducing. '

The pantomime is part of Wilder’s lacger view of the ideal manner
and function of acting and what it contributes to the play. He wrote:

Should an actor convey to the avdicnce that he is “really™ terri-
ficd or heartbroken or even amused, the scene in which he was play-
ing would immediatcly losc all illusion. . . . all the attention would
be cenrered on him, .., which has nothing to do with the inner
action of the play. Acting is not experiencing bur describing and
indicating a reality. )

So all art has the passions and the states-of-being for subject mat-
ter; its {unction, however, is to contemplate them, to show them, .
and not to be them.

i U. 6)

Stark Young continucd about Mei Lan-fang,

What we must say abou the realism and abstraction and stylization
of Mci Lan-fang’s art is rhat, exactly as is the casc in the classic
Chinese art, we arc astonished at the precision of its realistic nota-
tions and renderings, and arc dazzled by the place these rake in
e highly stylzed and removed whale thar the work of art be-
comes . .. nonc of these'is impersonation or reality in the usual
sense. They ace real only in the sensc that grear sculptures or paint-
ings are real, through their motion in repose, their impression of
shock, brief duration and beautiful finality. Edery now and then—
very rarely—in acting we sce this happen: [ mean a final quality in
somc cmotion, the preseniation of thar truth which confirms and
enlarges our sense of reality.® :

The relation understood by Stark Young between “realistic no-
tations and renderings™ and the stylized whole is another version of
the one and many that obsessed Wilder. In his Jowrnals, after observ-
ing thac Gogol's hero in Dead Sonls “is very neatly an Everyrussian
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which he deseribed these theee facultics applies in a helpful way ta the
mime in Our Town.

1. A abecrvars and analyzing eye for all modes of behavior
about us, for dress and manner, and for the signs of thoughr and
cmotion in onesclf and in others.

The actor must have the capacity to see whar people do physically,
and then to understand whar those actions reveal about inner states.

2. The strength of imagination and ‘memory. shiereby the actor
may, at the indication in the author’s text, explore his store of ob-
servations and represent the details of appearance and the intensity
of the emotions—joy, fear, surprise, grief, love, and hatred—and
threugh Imagination cxtend them ro intenser degroes and to differ-
ing characterizations.

He must have the power to remember what he Has observed and the
imagination to intensify it and to apply it properly to the text.

3. A physical coordination whereby the force of these inner re-
alizazions may be d 1o voice, face, and body.
(AC, 119)

This last is most important: an actor “must physically express his
knowledge,” that iz, he must represent the character through the
means.of his body on stage. :

Wilder admired the work of Richard Boleslavsky, who directed
his first play. Boleslavsky was an emigré from Russia who trained with
the prerevolutionary Moscow Art Theater, and his theories for train-
ing actors are based on that tradition. The author-critic Francis Fer-
gusson, who worked with Boleslavsky in the American Laboratory
Theate, is surely right when he says that, although he was active in
American theater and movies, Boleslavsky's teaching is his majar leg-
acy to us. ' L '

In his bxok Acting, the First Six Lessons, Boleslavsly cncoursges
3i3 acting student 1o reproduce in pantomime without the aid of props
the simplest sorts of everyday activities: pouring tea, for example. This
method of training was based on a German kindergarten game called
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Achtungspiele. Like the characters in Our Town, Boleslavsky's stu-
dents were busily pantomiming everyday activities that they observed
in themselves and in others. Boleslavsky wrote that “It helps a stadent
of the theatre to notice everything unusual and cur of the ordinary in
every-day life. Jt builds his memory . .. with all visible manifestations
of the human spirit. It makes him seusitive to sincerity and to make-
belizve, [t develops his sensory and musc.lar monory . . . i snrickes
his inner life by full and extensive consumption of everything in out-
ward life,”!

Wilder's three facultics of the actor are an echo of Boleslavsky’s
advantages to be derived from the actor’s exercise of observation and
re-creation of what he has observed. More important to Wilders idea
of what is represented on the stage is the relationship Boleslavsky
noted between “visible manifestations” and “rhe human spirit”; “sin-~
cerity” and “make-believe™; and the “outward life” and the “inner
life.” He thought of these things functioning in the service of the suc-,
cess of the actor’s performance. It is these very things that Wilder
wants to show on his stage. What Wilder rccognized was that acting
was presenting living in such a way that it could be recognized apart
from any other goal. Mr. Webb pushes his imaginary lawn mower, not
in the service of the plot—which might require that he die of cardiac
arrest 50 that Mrs. Webb éan be free to go to New York to marry her

‘ 4 lover—but to show Webb being 2 middle-aged husband and father.

i The pantomime is a thearrical convention that allows the re~creation
i : “within the imagination of each of the spectators”™ of daily living: “It
A . provokes the collaborative activity of the specrator’s imagination;

| and ... [ijt raises the action from the specific to the general” (AC,

. 124), which are constantly Wilder's 2ims.

The pantomime is an appropriate sort of acting for the bare stage.
Wilder knew thar the theater “lives by conventions: a convention is
ap zgreed-upon. falschood, a permitted lie. .. . The stage is a funda-
mental pretense and it chrives on the acceptance of that fact and in'the
mulriplication of additional pretenses. When it tries to assert that the
personages in the action ‘really are,' really inhabic such-and-such
raoms, really suffer such-and-such emotions, it loses rather than gains
credibility™ (AC, 122-23). An actual lawn mower for Mr. Webb
would look ridiculously awkward and false, whereas an imaginary
lawn mower takes on reality. The audien=c sees *4r. WskE Kving, frez

;' N from any sense of intention for some other cn_d. The convention of
T:I . pantomime presents the thing itself.
i o -4 |
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i what the playwright is dramatizing in his play entire.and also what

2 actor contributes to the play from his uwa life. The acror is noc
free to imagine the way his character thinks. The author has already
done thar; the characrer exists to reveal the author's ideas. Because
“The most powerful weapon of anauchor is his mind,” the actor must
“grasp the characterization . . of the author’s mind and follow it
Boleslavsky scems to be suggesting that the actor must understand

his character’s part is in the whole. The actor does this by “studying
and rehearsing him for a length of time,” afice which he “ought 1o
know the movement of the author’s thoughts.” “Try to understand the
author,"™ he says, :
Bath Wilder and Boleslavsky expect that intelligent study of a
play's text, along with rehearsal, will lead che actor to an understand-
ing of what the play is about. Of course, many actors depend upon
their director to do this task. When Wilder speaks of the actor building
on “the suggestions in the réle,” he does not g0 on to explain exactly
whar that means, though he does say that it-derives from a “combi-
nation of observation, self-knowledge, imagination, and representa-
! tional skill” (AC, 120). These traits are exactly what Bolestavsky
expects from the actor when he speaks of “nature” and “training.”
Boleslavsky gocs on to consider the emotional life of the character:
“The emotion of a character is the only sphere where the author
should pay attention to the actor’s demands and adijust his writings to
the actor’s interpretation. . .. Emotion is God's breath in a part.”¥s
Through the contribution of emotion the actor brings the part to life.
Wilder said much the samc thing when he wrote, “characterization in
a play is like a blank check which the dramatist accords to the actor
for him to fill in,” though as 2 cautionars word he added that the
check is “not entirely blank, for a number of indications of individu-
ality are already there™ (AC, 120).

Wilder acknowledges the dilferences one acror will bring to a role
f-om another. These differences are the acwor’s coatribudoe .0 the
character’s emorional life, and though they definitely are essential ro
the success of the play—especially in the commercial thearer—they do
not matter to the play’s meaning. Many readers especially, but also

[ viewers of weak productions of Our Towm, are disappointed to fecl
that the characters in the play arc not interesting psychologically. This
resporise is correct in that the characters Wilder has written have only
the barest individual psychology, but the response is wrong because

| @ilder never intended his characters tq arouse inferest in chis way.
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dividuality, but Wilder—just as he carefully created a general place
with his bare stage and allowed for the audience ro glimpse gencral-
ized living partly through the pancomime—crearcs general characrer
types behind the specific Webbs and Gibbses. Gertrude Stein, in Nar-J
ration, explained how the arbiteary, imaginative creation of characters
Val sUprior to actual reality: “Vasari and Plutarch z2re like thar, they
make them up so completely thar if they are not invented, they might
as well be they do nor really feel that any of the ones about whom
they tell had any life excepr the life they are given by their telling. Thac
can happen and when it does it is writing."™? Stein observes thar the
illusion of life rathee than seporsted life is the result of imagination,
and illusion possesses an absolute and indcpendent reality. When Wil
der converted this idea from narrative prose to stage dialogue; he in-
vented characters who needed the cooperative imagination of the
audjence for theic full vitality. Bur the characters must be played by
actors, of course, and Wilder depended very heavily upon his perform--
crs for complete characterization. He wrote:

The characters of Grover Corners a pear to possess specific in”

Characeerization in a novel is presented by the suthor’s dogmatic
assertion that the personage was such, and by an analysis of the
personage with generally an account of his or her past. Since in the
drama this is replaced by the actual presence of the personage be-
fore us and since rhere is no occasion for the inzervening all-know-
ing author to instruct us as to his or her inper nature, a far geeater
share is given in a play to (1) highly characteristic usterances. . . .
These characteristic utterances, though they are pare of all dra-

matic characterization, are most obyious in comedy: Mrs. Malaprop’s
misapplication of words in Sheridan’s The Rivals, for example. The
nagging of the children by Mrs. Webb and Mrs. Gibbs more generally
characterizes theic motherly care (“and (2) concrere occasions in
which cue characrer defines itsclf under action. . . ). George's tears
reveal his sensibility and his goodness (*and (3} a conscious prepara-
tion of the text whereby the actor may build upon the suggestions in
the role according to his own abilities” [AC, 119-20}). The last intro-
duces Wilder’s dependence upon his actors to make bis very general |,
charazters specifiz and actual,

. Boleslavsky in his chapter on characterization distinguishes be-
tween what the actor must understand from the author’ text and what
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Ihough Hollywood is always alert for “properties” to develop,
Our Toion, becawse it is far removed from realism, secms an unlikely
possibility. So much of the play’s effectiveness depends upon stage
theatricality. Though it was proposed to him, Wilder did not write the
script for Owr Town oc for any of the films made from his other
warks. He was interested in movies and did work for a time afrer the
success of The Bridge of San Luis Rey as a scriptwriter. He is credited
by many critics for the exceptional success of Alfred Hirchcock’s
Shadow of a Doubt, bis only complere script. He understood thar
movies of plays do not belong to the playwright, but he did offer sug-
gestions for the transler of his stage ideas to the screen. Thece quite
naturally arose some difficulties over finding ways in the different me-
dium to maintain the meaning of the play. Some of the correspondence
between Sol Lesser, the producer, and Wilder has been published, and
it is helpful to sce what Wilder thought was important to save from
his plese : .

The opening speeches of rhe Stage Manager presented problems
for which no film answer could be found casily. Lesser supported an
idea that would lose the Stage Manager's identity in that of Mr. Mor-
gan, the druggist. This was not just a loss of a character; as we shail v
sec, it also lost the important meaning brought about by the pretense
of one character “acting” another part. A second way to open the
movic that was suggested was 1o show the Stage Manager with a jig-
saw puzzle of the United Srares. Though this was nor used, Wilder
wrote in its support, saying that it had an advantage “of setting the
background against the whole United States, that constant allusion to
larger dimensions of time and place, which is one of the principal ele-
ments of the play. ..."* The jigsaw map could have been fike the
address on Jane Crofur’s letter, an invitation to wander, and it is a
visual version of American geography that Stein argued was basic to
the American’s view of himself and reality.

in another letter to Sol Lesscr about whether or not Emily should
really die at the play’s conclusion, .Wilder distinguishcd berween the
cffects on the audience of characters on stage and in the movies: “In
a movic you sce the people so close 10 thar a different relation was
established. In a theatre they are halfway abstractions in an allegory;
in a movie they are very concrere. So insofar as it's a concrete happen-
ing it’s not important that she die; it's cven disproportiorately cruel
that she die.™” Wilder reveals here that he thought of his characrers
as “halfway abstractions in an allegory,” which means that, though he (/
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appears to be telling the story of Emily and Gearge, he is actually using
them and some incidents from their life to tell the audience something
clse. Emily and George are interesting only insofar as they illustrate
Wilder's ideas. Emily's deach in issclf is unimportant. The actress who
plays Emily must grasp this, but she is frce to make Emily as compel-
ling emotionally/psychologically as her gifes as an actress permit, The
differences between onc acuress’s understanding of Emily's emotional
life and another’s are almost tocally irrelevant, except when they in-
terfere with Wilder's ideas. This is why Boleslavsky says an actor must
understand the playwright’s mind but bring his own cmotional nature
to his characterization. Emily and George as individuals are not the

bprimary interest of Wilder the playwright, though they might interest
Wilder the private man. He knew they would interest the audience,
100, and he depends on his actors to satisfy that interest, though he
will repeatedly interrupt it. Theic chief function in Qur Town is to
represent a young woman and a young man and to illustrate an idea
of living. So the audience that goes 1o Our Town looking for intimate
personal revelation is looking for the weong thing. Wilder’s play was
revolutionary beyond its use of the bare stage, and still he is almost
alcne in making this revolution work in e con..aerciar il ter agaii
from the experimental fringe.

The distinction between the mind of the author portrayed
through the characters and the emotions of the characters brought by
the actors is vital 10 any understanding of Our Town because it is the

lmind thar Wilder wished 1o dramatize—and fucther, the mind free

. from emotion. Stein helped him to understand this distinction. He
wrote to her afier reading her book The Geographical History of
America: «

What a book! | mean What a boek! I've been living foc a month
with cver-increasing intensity of the congeptions of Human Nature
and the Humaa Mind. . .. Those things, ycs and identity, have be-
come cell and marrow in me and now at last 1 have more about
them. .. ® ‘

Human Nature is that part of characterization that is expresscd
through the emotions. In the introduction Wilder wrote for Stein's
baok he said, §

Human Nature clings to identity, its insistence on itself as per- -
sonality, and to do this it must employ memory and the sense of an
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wvidual from the casy realistic means of actually praducing him on
stage, looking and acting just like himself.

What Wilder chooscs to happen on stage helps 1o determine the
characterization. Between the scene of George and the two families on
the wedding morning itself, the Stage Manager interrupts wirh a'scenc,
of how it all began:

George and Emily arc going to show you now the conversation
they had when they first knew thac. . . thar ... as the saying goes
. - they were meant for one another.

(60)

The characters, not the actors, will show us, not their feclings
{though the actors may do thar) but the conversanion the, had—and
{ this conversation is what they said when they kneis. What they knew,
through some gentle irony at the expense of the cliché “meant for onc
another,” from which Wilder scparates himsclf by the hesitation of the
Stage Manager cven to say the words, seems less significant than their
lknowing it. R )
The Stage Manager asks the andience to remember their fecling
when they “were first in love™ {60). This takes the task from Wilder
of purtraying in Georgesand Emily his own intimate p:rccplions‘of
those feclings. He goes even further in his ironic method of distancing
himself from emorion-laden memory when he says about George and
Emily’s being clected class officers for their senior year in high schocl,
“I don't have to tell you how important that is” (60). It is, of course,
important for the moment to those clected, but Wilder dismisses our
memories with an ironic suile. The “big thing” in which the Stage
Manager expresses inferest is somethine else.

Emily, largely because of act 3, is the single most important char-
acter in Our Town, except perhaps for the Stage Manager. Bue act 2
@ belongs to. George, and especially in the scene where “all this began™
(60). He motivates all the shifts that move the scenc along: he asks to

carry Emily’s books, he asks Emily about her change in artitude to- |

ward him, he suggests the ice cream soda, and he decides to give vp
“furcher schooling and start directly working on the fzrrr!. o

After George, probably because he does not perceive it, ignores
Emily's rebulf ro his request to ‘walk wirh her and carcy her books, he
asks her, “Emily, why are you mad at me?™ (62). She denies being mad,
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audience. By memory it is I of its exi hrough con-
sciousness of itself in time- By an audi itis d
of itsclf through its effect on another. . . .

(AC, 187-88)

Human Nature is comforted by the reassurances of time succession,
one thing following anather according ro a Jogical plan based on past
experience, and of audience—here one is reminded of Wilder’s com-
meats on . B. Shaw—obur it is also trapped in these reassurances in
order to maintaia its identity. And Human Nature is afraid ro be sep-
a1ated {rom them. The emotions are the means by which the sclf is
asserted, because emotions are reactions of the self or a plea for re-
actions from others. . )

The Human Mind, on the other hand, is independent; it has no
identity; every moment “it knows what it knows when it knows it”
{AC, 188). The Human Mind is frecly acting directly in experience. It
is not reacting or planning its acting: “It gazes at pure existing. It is
deflected by no consideration of an audience, for when it is aware of
an audiance it has ceased to know™ (AC, 188).

Wilder, foiiowing dtein, relates these observations to language
.and storytelling and religion, which will be considered fater. Here it is
important to realize the meaning to Wilder's characterization and act-
ing performance. Wilder wished to porteay the Human Mind through
his characters. He called them “the vast multitudes of the world who‘
[are] striving to escape from the identity-bound and time-immersed
state” {AC, 188), and he idenrified them with being American. What
is at home on the empty stage? In Wilder's kind of theater, the answcre\
is the Human Mind. ]

+In the figst manuscript version of Owr Toton, the Stage Manager
played all the children but Emily and George, Simon Stimson, Mors.
Forrest, Mr. Morgan, the druggist, and the minister who performs the
wedding. Wilder was sufficiently concerned about the strangeness of
this device to have the Stage Manager tell the audience that he was
now going to play Mr. Morgan in front of his drugstore. This expla-
nation was later removed, and he concluded that having the Stage
Manager assume so many roles was distracting. Wilder left him Mrs.
Forrest’s lines, and he played Mr. Morgan easily, while the roles of
Stimson, Rebecca, and Wally were given to actors. What Wilder was
after, however, is clear; the separation of the idea of the human indi-
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weakly at fitst, and then she accuses him of having changed, “spending
all your time at baseball . . . you've got awful conceired and stuck-up”
(62—€3). I1= 2dmizs thas, through lack of awareness, iauvits may have
crept into his character. Emily insists men should be perfecr, after all
her and George's fathers are, and then she wishes she had no said ir.
“Now I can see it’s not the truth ar all. And 1 suddenly feel that it isn't
‘important anyway” (64).

Emily is expressing her [ear that Geosge is leaving her behind. She
already knows, as she tells George later, that she wanes George. Emi-
ly’s behavior is similar, but in a different guise, ro thar Wilder derected
in the letters of another Emily—Emily Dickinson. He wrote that “Jts ¢
general character is that of archness” (AC, $1). He thought that it
derived from a girl’s relationship with her authoritative father, and
therztere Rz approgriately brought up Emily's idea of the perfectibiiiny
wf men. We saw Emily testing hee facher in act 1 with her grand-tady
manncr, and failing; he thought her comic. Later, during the wedding,
Emily expresses her last attempt to persuade and appeal to her father
through “misplaced coquetry™ (AC, 51): “Don’t you remember thar
you used to say,—all the time you used to say—all the time: that I was
your girl! There must be lots of places we can go to. I'll work for you.

I could keep your house,” (75). But Mr. Webb is a well-balanced fa-
ther, married to a strong woman; he says, “You musta't think of such
things” (75). And he calls George, telling Emily that George is the
“best young fellow in the world™ (76). Emily grows up ar this moment, ,
leavieg her childisk flicting with her facher behind her. .

“Its enactment between daughter and father is a mere harmless
dress-rehearsal for later encounters™ (AC, §1=52). It never works with
morhers, and Wilder showed Enily failing to command her mother's
ardmirarion for her looks. Wilder recognized that “It is perfectly in
order (and arises from profound natural springs [my italics]) when it
is exhibited by a young woman s a response o a young man who is
showing deep interest in her” (AC, 51). The girl wishes “ta be suc-
ceeding and (note the word) winning™ (AC, 51). And what is the suc- v
cess? What does she win? “Love, attentive love, and the sense of one’s
identity rebounding from some intelligent and admired being™ (AC, v
52). ;

. In many contexts this infantile archness would be disagreeable.
At the soda fountain, just as during the wedding, itis a clue to Emily’s

_-fear, and she cven repudiates it. It is the expression of her perfectly

natural desire for George; she wants to win him and hisdave, not so ¢
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much as a prize, but because he represents the object of hee desire and

her admiration at once. Her uncertainty about him and even about

what she wants from him is the source i her toqueney, aud whea she
~ weeps, she reveals to the audience the Benuige positive feeling beneath
; what appears® be provocative dissimulatian.

George is also indirecr, though his question about Emily's anger
with him, his invitation for an ice cream soda, and his request that she
write. t0 him when he’s away ar State Agrienlural College. seem
straightforwacd enough. The Stage Manager said we. were going to
witness the conversation George and Emily had when they first knew.
This means that they 2re not in the sinjation of many stage characters
who know what they want, but are revealed while struggling 1o get it.
George and Emily are discovering “they were meant for one another.”
The audience does not learn what they know, The Stage Manager has
told us that already. We will know rhat they know i, and botw rhey
know it. Emily knows George is the one for her, but she does not
kenow if she wili ever be the onc for him, which is what he will know
when the scenc is complete. Everything depends on what George .
will know, and so the stages of his learning mark the rhythm of the
scene. -

Theough his growing awareness that being away at college could
mean grawing away from Grover’s Corners, having to study more—
we have already seen George's limitations as a scholar—and delaying
taking over his uncle’s farm, George realizes that he will be without
Emily. At first he says, “1 fee] that you're 2s good a friend as I've got.
1 don't need to go and meet people in other towns” (67). Then he feels
that he’s truly “found a person that [he’s] very fond of ... [ mean 2
person who's fond of [me,] too™ (68). Finally he asks her, “could you
be,” ... and he jearns “this is an importanc talk we've been having™
(69).

.Readers of this scene, though seldom viewers when it is played
successfully, sometimes conclude that Emily has mancuvered George
and trapped him inte marriage. These :caders 2o noi baod the Sitge
v Manager’s description that we shall sec when they first knew. George

and Emily, as much as Shaw's Tanner and Ann, are seized by life and
thrown into each other’s arms. It is nor possible for any of them “to
impose conditions on the irresistible force of Life.”” Grover's Cornecs
is “the way we were ... at the beginning of the twentieth century” .
(32), and George and Emily cannot free themselves from Grover's Cor-
niers insofar as it symbolizes living,

<

h

. QUR Town

He rejects the authority of the Agricultural College and converrs
the necessity of learning about farming into choosing to Jearn. “Amer-
icans constantly feel that the whole world’s thinking hias to be dorte
over again. . .. Americans start from scratch (AC, 37).

Wilder understood that George's knowing, expressed when he
says, “I'm going to make up my mind right now. [ won't go" (67},
involved loss, He wrote, “Every American is an autodidact. . .. To
others this must (] seem very deplorable. To Americans it is wearing
and costing and often desolating” (AC, 38). Wilder only hints at t?lc
possibility of George’s desolasion later in act 3. George has had Emily
and his farm, but we see him at the last, fallen-full-length af the feet )
of the dead Emily, when he has lost her who eave mianing to his life
through their friendship and love, though, of curse, he still has their
childcedand the facm, George's loss is really evidence of how much he
has won, 5= .

Nor going to college will, as Emily points out, make Iearning to
farm harder. She is also.aware thar he will be limited by the narrow-
ness of Grover’s Comers. He will not micet other, new people. He wfll
not have ncw experiences. He will not enlarge his awareness. It‘lc will
not outgrow Grover's Corners—or if he does, he will noc casily (we
remember Simon Stimson) be able to find any activity to use his new
knowledge, except marsiage. Though he did not c:nlargc.o‘n.thc “v{car—
ing and costing and often desolating” side of George’s decision, Wilder
represented it fairly.

g

George and Emily are not expected to compel the inle.n:st of the.
audience by doing unusual things or by revealing a peculiar person-
ality. They exist to dramatize idas about what it is to be ar. American,

+» but they are acrual. But if the emotions mntribu(ed‘by the actors
change from performance to performance and production to ‘produc-
tion, it does not matrer, so long as these emotions do nor interfere
with the ideas.

Wilder is not writing a metaphysics. He knows that audicnces
cannot help being interested in the lives and destiny of the ch_arac(crs
on stage. Audiences, with che help of good actors, instinctively re-
spond to the plight of the characters; their attention is :lrrc.sted by the
activity taking place on stage. Bur the story of Our Town is n:nl!).r no
more interesting in itsclf than the characters. The story is of Anxt.:rnc:m

l living in acr 1, American macriage in act 2, and Ardrican dyingm‘:\m
} 3. 1tis, in the chilly phease from T. S. Eliot’s Sweeney Agonistes, “Birch
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George is an American, not Shaw's European, and through
George Wilder is showing some of his ideas abour the American ex-
penence. In his introduction to Gertrude Stein’s Four in America h:—é/
attempted to explain a bewildering observation about Americans— (}
thar they “zannot carn a living or be a success” (AC, 209). This does  +
not mean Americans cannot carn money or “do what they have 10 do
ond [even) that they can become ‘names which everyone knows™ (AC,
209). Whar it does mean is Amecricans do not wait or “live in the
expectation that circumsrance is coming toward them bearing gifts,”
Nor does the American strain “for the situations he may profit by; he
is what he is, and whar he is, not what he wwills, is his expression” (AC, .
210). Wilder’s American responds direccly in his living to what he is,

He does not identily with some furure goal, nor does he expect any of

his goals to be anything more than they are, that is, he does not expect

achievement to make him happy, rich, or famous, The American in his

living is comumind to the Human Mim{, and he rejects Human 1y
¢

Nature.

All of Geerge's actions on this spring afternoon are spontancous
responses to what he is at the moment he docs them. By doing them
he knows what he is: meant for Emily; and whar he wants: Emily, too.
On this afternoon that is all. There is no actual proposal, for example;
he just makes up his mind not to 80 to collegel A proposal of marriage
SUgBests some expectation of something to follow from being meant
for one another.. And it would demand either some individual psy~
chology and probably either comedy or a swelling of sound from the
orchestra and 2 romantic clinch—all of which Wilder wants ro avoid,
bezzuse such o scene would be cither meaningless or sentimental,
George is in Wilder's (or Stein’s) term, 2 failure: he fails to propose, he
fzils to scheme for the success of the farm, and he fajls even,to imagine
what the farm will do for him. George and Emily do, of coursc, marry,

“but that is a different event from knowing that they are meant for ong

another.

Wilder wrote, “An American is insubmissive, lonely, self-educar-
ing, and polite. His politencss conceals his slowness to adopt any ideas
which he does not feel that he has produced himself* (AC, 4). Polite-
ness is the American’s fesponse o any authority. He courteously lis
tens, but privately he takes his own counsel. Behind this behavior is z
.“rc}:cmnm. o conede wat there is an essential truth” (AC, 4). It he
has to do a thing, he has lost his freedom {AC, §). This is partly the
explanation for George's cagerness 16 learn farming by farming and
not by going to school.
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and copulation, and death. / That’s all. . . * Wilder knowingly telfs a
story whose events are preety much those of every life, bur his plotting
is full of surprises,

Alter act 2 establishes the repetitions of the beginning of the first
act as well ac rhe differences, it moves easily 1o the breakfast table of -
Dr. and Mrs.” Gibbs. They paturally discuss George and Emily’s wed-
ding, but they contribute remarkably little abour the story. They do
not discuss events; instead they make observations abour weddings
and marciages. There is never any question that marriage is 2 “naru-
ral” organization of life, but what George’s parents think about mar- 1'

- riage is not a rosy picture of bliss.

Children, one of the main purposes of marriage, are a cause of
anxiety. The parents worry that George is tao young to marzy; he will
never manage. The relationship between parents and children is
painfal.

De. Gibbs: ... I tell you Julia, there's nothing so terrifying in the
world as 2 son, The relation of father and son is the darndest,
awkwardest—

Ms. Gibbs: Well, aiother and daughter’s no picnic, let me tell you..

Dr. Gibbs concludes, “They*ll have 2 lor of troubles, | suppaose, but
that's none of our business, Everybody has a right to their own rrou-
bles” (52-53). The experienced parents can only offer (reedom to their
children—freedom ta be unhappy in their own way, freedom to live.

Dr. Gibbs, remembering his own wedding day, says he thought
Mrs. Gibbs was “rhe prattiest girl I'd ever seen, . . . bt e adds, “idie
only trouble was that I'd never seen you before-There [ was . . . mae-
rvin' a total stranger.” And Mrs. Gibbs responds, “weddings are per-
featly awful things. Farces,—that’s what they arel™ (52), Weddings
are cruel public acknowledgments that the couple has joined the
community.

Dr. Gibbs again remembers, with no more nostalgic comfort than
his memory of his bride, that “one of the things | was scared of . . .
was .. . we wouldn’t have material for conversation more’n"d last us
a few weeks.” The Gibbses think his fear comic on this morning, and
it is, but it is also evidence of his youthful ignorance and silliness, both
grotesque wd rouching, Mrs, Gibbs concludes, “weil,—good weattict,
bad weather—raint very choice, but I always find somcthing ro say"
(53}, The evidence of the subject and quality of her conversation does
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not even allow the audience to believe the pun on'the weather—she
keeps on talking in all weather, if only about the weather—is the prod-
uct of her own wit. .

George appears, making a rote joke about his martiage being su-

icide, and goes to visit the Webbs, where he is prevented from secing Q

Emily by the superstition that “the groom can’t see his bride on his
wedding day, not until he sees her in church” (55). Here and in the
wedding scene Wilder insists on the traditional and customary aspects

l of weddings to put this wedding in the context of repetition and mil-
lions of other weddings. In the light of Dr. Gibbs and Mrs. Gibbs’s
conversation and of George’s and Emily’s thoughts at the wedding
later, this particular superstition scems to have a common-sensical
practical purpose. If the bride and groom did actually see each orher
privacly, they might call the whole thing off: “A girl’s apt to be a mite
nervous on her wedding day” (57).

George protests to his futue father-in-law, “I wish 2 fellow could
et married without all chat marching up and down.” Mr. Webb’s an-
swer sounds like the clichéd explanation for the conflice between re-
straint and freedom based on sexual difference: “Every man that's ever
lived has felc thar way about it. . . . Ir's the womenfolk who’ve built
up weddings. . ... For a while now the women have it all their own. A

man looks pretty small ara wedding, . . . All those good women stand- :

ing shoulder ta shoulder making sure thar the knot's tied in a mighty
public way™ (57).

Wilder lets the “opposition” explain—with some irony—the
value of tying the knot so publicly. The women are standing shoulder
to shoulder to ensure that men will maintain their commitment to the
idea of the family, that they will keep their promise. When they say, “1
plight my troth,” they pledge their truth so publicly, that rencging
weuld be difficult. The keeping is as impuitant a. the pummic 2 betause
the idea of the family depends on it. George hears only the ironic tone
of Mr. Webb's speech. He asks anxiously, “you befieve in it, don’t you,
Mr, Webb2” Webb reassurcs him, “Marriage is a wonderful thing”
{37), but Webb's word choice allows for an ambiguous meaning,
which Webb does not cladfy, i

Webb almost tells George abour somethirig that is more impor-
tant than age as a basis for beginning a successful matriage, but he
catches himself and stops. Each member of the audience can imaginc
for himself what those “other things” might be. Because Wilder,
through Webb, does not commit himself to any limited definition of
marriage, each individual in the audience is forced to contribute his
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on opposite sides of an unbridgeable gulf. Only when the children

have been married can they understand their parents. Then it is too

fate. Careful examination of this scene reveals that Wilder says

scarcely one thing in favor of marriage, except that it satisfies essential
+ demands of nature, and he says a great many negative things. The view

that Wilder's picture of life.is naively optimistic is not supported by
Ltéc text of the play. .

Both the Gibbses and Webbs are pur our of humor. Rebecea is
upstairs crying, and George is dismayed. The Stage Manager inter-
rupts, though he is not entirely comfarting: “You know how it is:
you're twenty-one or twenty-two and you make some decisions; then
wvhissh’—you're seventy.” The condition of young love when the de-
cisions are madc'is “like a person sleepwalking. . .~. You're just a little
bit crazy™ (60). Sill the interruption introduces the scene when George
and Emily first know “they are meant for one anothes,” and their in-
aocent hope is a relief from the frustration of the wedding morning.

In the theater of 1938, the jump from the wedding morning to an
carlier time, the time before George and Emily knew they would
v marcy, was unusual and startling on the stage. Flashbacks had long
been a part of the technique of fiction, and they were as frequently
used then as now in the fovies, but they were unexpected on the
stage. Wilder intended his flashback co provide i for his audi-
<nce, and he knew it provided a hreak (e the woual progission of
time on the stage, but morc important to him was its function of rein-
forcing the play’s meaning. The switch to an carlier time is like the
jumps to the future in act 1: the deaths of some of the characters, the
imminence of the automobile, World War L The technique calls inta
question the uncertainty of the time of anything we are seeing on the
stage. It is an attempt to suggest that these events are taking place all
at the same time everywhere. The audience is secing one such isolated
incident, buc the activity is not unique. The progression—proposal,
wedding morning, wedding—is the usual one, but it has little n.xcaning
apart from the expected sequence of cause and cffect, one thing fo!-
lowing another. Wilder's arrangement steesses samething different. His
sequence is the idea of the inevitability and also the difficulty of mar-
| riage, and then of how big things like planning to spend a lifetime
together begin, and then of the confusion in people’s minds that un-
derlies the orderly ceremony of the wedding, The events are shown in
a surprising sequence. The audience is ndver allowed the sausfaction
of witnessing a comp@tcd and resolved event. George does not get to
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own expericnce and judg to
riage is an ardinan- enengh institution, but cach marriags is diffecrne
from all the others, and no definjtion could sarisfy everybody.

Webb does pass on to George some advice he had from his father:
“ .. start out early showing who's boss . .. give an order, even if it
don’t make sense; just so she'll learn to obey. ... . if anything about
your wife irritates you . . . just get up and leave the house. © ., never,
never let your wife know how much money you have, never.” He adds,
“So 1 took the opposite of my father's advice and Pve been happy ever
since” (58). Mr. Webb's father’s advice is lunatic and comic, but thar
does not mean that millions of husbands have not ‘behaved exactly
like thar. The uniquencss of each marriage is stressed; the experience p
of nthers in the paer s nny help, Wilder's American is “s:If educating, ™
There is no “essential truth.” “For Ameticans there is no inherenr and
essential authority accruing to [fathers or to] the elderly, cither™ (AC,
4). Neither Wilder nor Webb auempts to offer any specific definition
of 2 good marriage. =

With relief Webb turns to the subject of mising chickens. *There
is only one way in which an Amcrican can feel himself in relation ro |
other Americans—when he is united with them in a project™ (AC, 16).
Mr. Webb can feel comfortable with George and like him as an indi-
vidial—not in his function of son-in-law—bur when they can talk
together about his enthusiasm for cxperimenting with the “Phila Sys-
tem of rairing chickens™ in an incubator. Mrs. Webb, who does o
share her husband’s enthusiasm for his plans, has heard them more
often than she can bear. Because she is a woman, and more practically
concerned about Emily’s future as a wife, she wishes irritatedly thar
“you two'd be talking abour things worth while” (59). Webb “bit
ingly” teplies that he will leave her to give George good advice.

Nu wonder George returns home “bewildered and crestfallen”
(59). Or that Webb tells Mirs. Webb of thac superstition older than the
one that prevents the groom from seeing the bride unril the ceremony:
“Since the cave men: no bridegroom should sce his father-in-law on
the day of the wedding, or near it (60). Fathers and sons, mothers™] '3

Aefin:

g the idea of macriage. Mar- ]

" and daughrers, fathers-in-law and sons-in-law—thc seenc establishes

SRTIe-

4 fundamental difficulty in each relationship. There is the tradirional
irritation between generations. Bur this scene is specifically about mar-
riage. The experienced parents fecl helpless in the face of the difficul-
tics they know are waiting in the future. They can prevent neither the
marriage nor its troubles, The children yearn for some reassurance
their parents cannot confidently provide. Parents and children are each
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see Emily on their wedding morning. He never really proposes. The
wedding is repeatedly interrupted. Instead of story, the audience gers
parts of a story that force attention on meaning.

Wilder wrote in “Some Thoughis on Playwriting™; “The drama-
tist through working in the theater Bradually . . | learns, above all, ro
organize the play in such a way that its strength lies not in appearances
beyond his control, but in the succession of events and in the unfolding
ofan idea, jn narration” (AC, 117). He added: !

the theater carrics the art of narracion 1o a highcr power than the
novel or the epic pocm. The thearer is unfolding action and in the
disposition of events the authors may exercise a gavernance so com-
plete thae the distortions effccied by the physical appearance of ac-
tor3, by the fancies of scene-painters and the misunderstandings of
directors, fall into relarive insignificance. It is just because thie the-
ater is an art of many collaborators, with the constant danger of
grave misinterpretation, that the deamatise learns to turn his atten-
tion 10 the laws of narration, its logic, and its decp necessity of
presenting a unifying idea stronger than its mere collection of hap- »
penings. The dramatist must be by instinct a story teller. Vi
(AC. 117-18)

Evans in themscives have small sign}ficancc simply because they

. might have happened. The playwright depends on the arrangement of

events, which he can control, to convey his idea. The playwright or-

[Banizes the events into a plot that tells his story and at che same time

presents a strong unifying idea. This idea can survive even the distor-
tions and misinterpretations of those people who are responsible for a
production of the play, and over whon the playwright has little or no
control.

When Wilder wrote of the “Jaws of narration,” he had in mind
Srrteude Stein's observations in her book Narration. She wrote, “Nar-
rative has been the tclling of anyshing because there has been always
has been a feeling that something that samething followed another
thing that there was succession in happening.** Narrative in the, past
was recounting what took place. It followed a pattern in time. One
thing, followed another. Cause and effect were assumed or imposed.
Obviously the writer selected from among all the things that happened
to report only those things that contributed to his idea. The past could
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be introduced into the prcsc‘rg.."!'hat is, what had happened cou!d be
related by someone, thus mixing past and present times. This methad
works very well in the theater, where a character deseribes whar his
happened.

It is unfortunate that Wilder used Gertrude Stein’s word sweces-
sion 1o mean somerhing different from her use. He meant simply the
following of ane thing after anothier in the work—the novel or the
play or the porm. She mearit the imiration in 2 work of the way one

thing follows another in time or in simple logical explanation. 4

The scene with George and Emily after school at the soda foun-
tain follows the scenc of the wedding morning. Bur the soda fountain
scene does not follow the wedding mevaing i timic, fAnd it dees ot
explain the wedding morning. 1f George is marrying Emily, the audi-
ence already knows that he must have decided to marry her. These

) scenes follow one after the other to develop an idea. Wedding morn-

cing: the idex of marriage, Soda fountain: what young people know
when they know they want to marry, Gertrude Stein wrote that now,
“cverything is not that thing chere is at present not a sense of anything
being successively happening, moving is in every direction beginning
and ending is not really exciting, anything is anything, any thing is
happening and anybody can know anything at any time that anythx.ng
is happening and so . .¢ is there now any narrative of any successive
thing.”

gT'hc consequences of planning a plot where “maving is in every
direction™ is to change the definition of beginning. Event daes not
begin; meaning does. Act 1 of Our Tosun does not begin with the birth
of any of the characiers, though there is the birth of the twins. The

day begins, bu it does again in each of the other two acts, too. There -

is na beginning event to the story arall. Wilder begins at the beginning
of his idea about life in the twenticth (or perhaps every ather) century,

Stein continued her explanation, “gradually weil if you are an
American gradually you find that really it is not necessary not x-cnlly
necessary that anything thar everyching has a beginning and nud'dlc
and an ending and so you are struggling with anything as anjthing
has begun and begzn dacs not really mean thar thing does not really
mean beginning or begun. ... ¥ She-distinguishes here between t!w
meaning of an event because of its place in a time sequence and its
actual value or its emotional value. This distinction is important to
Wilder; Our Town has a story, bur it focuses more on its abstract

meaning than on reporting its succession of events in time, So we ger

Our Town

representations of weddings drama is ceeated by having something go
wrong. The struggle berween the characters and the ceremonial order
imposed on them produces dramatic conflict, We all remember plays .
and movies and novels where the wedding is interrupted, say, by a man
who should or thinks he should be the groom. Shakespeare’s Much
Ado About Nothing or Cervantes’s story of Fernando and Luscinda
Don Quixote arc among the most famous and best loved. Wilder wor-
ried zbout the transfer of his wedding to the movies. In the letter to )
Sal Lesser, he reveals thac he was aware of exactly what he had accom-
plished in the staging of the wedding: '

My only worry is that—realistically done—gour wedding scene
won't be intecesting enough, and that it will reduce many of the
sucrounding scenes to ordinaryness. . , .

On the stage with Our Totwn the novelty was sugplied by

(1) economy of effect in scenery.

Jie) (2) the minister was played by the Stage Manager.
‘[..'f{ 5 (3) the thinking-aloud passages.
L (4) the oddity of hearing Mrs. Soames’ gabble during the

.

-

Ceremtony: 2

(3) the young people’s movements of alarm. . . .

~And for a story thdt is so generalized (the danger of dwindling

10 the conventional] . . . is grear.

The play interested because every few minutes there was a new
L bold effect in presentation-methods. . .

The story is a generalized one. It was never intended by Wilder
ta supply the major interest in the play. Neither was a realistic presen-
tation of turn-of-the-century small-town New England. The nostalgia
so many claim to find in the play is probably something they bring to
it.

[ have already examined some of the cffects of the bare stage and
the Stage Manager's assumption of roles in the play. Number 3 on
Wilder's list, “the thinking-aloud passages,” is uscd only during the
wedding, though something like them is spoken by Emily in her return
to her twelfth birthday. Mrs. Webb starts, and her speech is not a
solilequy. She “speaks to the audience.” The Stage Manuger wnd oer
characters in act 1 have addressed the audience; although this is the
first cime silenc thinking is dramatized, the gudience is prepared for
Mrs. Webb's spcech to them. She, in turn, by matking a small change,
prepares for George's strange. behavior, and finally for Emily's brief

..
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glimpses of the stery of the Gibbses and the Webbs, bu: those glimpzzs
are arranged in such 2 way as 1o tell a different story,

" Using the Old Testament as a model of “permanently good read-
ing” because there is no time/event succession, Stein observed, “So
then in the Old Testament writing there is really no actual conclusion
that anything is progressing that one thing is succeeding another thing,
that anything in that sense in the sense of succeeding happening is a
narrative of anything."* The moving is in all directions, withour be-
ginning, middle, and ending. “There is really no actual conclusion.”
As she said before, “ending is not really exciting.” In the Old Testa-
ment, temporal and geographical locations derive their importance
fiam theis seliiics to Sod. In the OId Testament this iy possible Le
cause of the claim to absolute authority that God 2nd his account
possess. The story has na beginning or ending because God is without
beginning and ending, and the human characters function as evidence
of the continuing story. There is a constant projection into the promise |
of the future. This is cxactly the cffect Wilder hoped to achieve. He
set his play in the past, partly at least, so that the audience could fecl
irself continuing the life it saw on stage. The audience represented the
future of the characters in the play, but it was also in the same situa-
tion as the characters in the play in being a living past for people yet i
1o come., -

Our Town is a serics of glimpses of life, cach without beginning
or ending, in the sense of cause and finality. The life is continuing,
And the life, Tor'all the specific detail of heliotrope and algebra, is an
abstract idea, almost one of biological necessity, of the continuing ava
vance of the human creature. The events are imporrtant only as they
dramatize the idea..As events interesting lor themselves, nothing hap-
pens. As events meaning something clse, everything that needs to hap-
pen to maintain life happens. People arc born, they mature, they
marry, they have children, and they die.

" The wedding dramatizes everybody’s having some place on a con-
tizuam, \ith 2 past—“the ancestors. Millions of them"—and -
ture—"“The real hero of this scene [who] isn't on the seage at all™ (71).
That is the Stage Manager's sermon, and Wilder’s SErMot, too.

Most people like wedding ceremonies. They rake pleasure in the
ceremony and are curious about the participants. Bug wedding cere-
monies on stage are not interesting, because the stage is already a kind
of ceremony, and a ceremony of a ceremony is lifeless. In theatrical
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hue violent thoughts about marriage addressed to no-one at all. The
choir is singing throughout, supplying the order of the ceremony, v
which never takes placc. They are soothing and reassuring, but the
singing is also the force against which George and Emily struggle. It is o
the voice of all those ancestors, encourzging bur also bullying. “Why's
cverybody pushing me 502" (73). The meaning of “the chinking-aloud
passages” here is not very different from those of acr 1 or act 3, as we
shall see, but the dramatic function has changed.”

George’s fears abour marriage are not expressed by thinking
aloud He enmaks =0 hir mother about his fear of growing old. 1 is
not ready to give up being a baseball-playing youth to assume the
burden of manhood. Only when he thinks of Emily, the particular
woman apart from the generalized situation, does he come to himself,

*He does wanr her—as we have seen when he decides at the soda foun-
tain not 1o go to college,

Emily feels alone and speaks to herself. When she sces George,
she hates him and wishes she were dead. Emily, like all those “good
women standing shoulder to shoulder,” needs to be reminded of the
promise: “Emily, I'm going to do my best. I love you, Emily. I need
you." She answers his promise and his need with her own need: “Well,
if yewr loys me heln me ANl T wan is someonc to love mie. .., And !
mean foc ever. Do you heac? For ever and ever” (76), Her “for ever™
is a demand from George, but it is also a promise that she will want [
his love always, roo. Wilder knows as. well as anyone that such prom-
ises can be broken, bur human beings must have some faith in them *
to keep on making them, i s

When the Stage Manager says a few words from the wedding
ceremony, the attention of the audience is arrested by Mrs. Soames's
gabble abour the loveliness of the wedding and her crying at weddings
because she likes to sce young people happy. George and Emily are
not precisely a happy couple, though they are an expression of hopeful
possihility, B

The Stage Manager asks, “Da 1 belicve in it?™ and answers, “1
don’t know.” His description of married lilc is not encouraging: “The
cottage, the go-care, the Sunday-afternoon drives in the Ford, the first
rheumatism, the grandchildren, the second rheumatism, the deathbed,
e reading of the will. .. " (78). But then he acknowledges the au-
dience and smiles: “Once in 2 thousand times it's interesting.” That
one marriage, advancing human awareness, makes the humag adven- 1 7
ture worth jr. G n

Mrs. Soames has the last word, ] always say: bappiness, thar's
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the grear thing! The important thing is to be happy™ (78). Pechaps
Wilder risked teo much in Mcs. Soames. He certainly does nor want

I o leave the audience gloemy about the difficulty of marriage. Bur just
as certainly, thac is the view ke presents. Mrs. Soames in the first ace
is not an entirely sympathetic woman because of her perty malice di-
tected zgainst Simon Stimson and her superiority about her husband’s ,
irricability. Her silliness at the wedding is not endearing either, not
least because she may speak for many in tke audiice, Llappiaess,
Wilder's view, may be a “great thing,” so geeat as ta count for lictle as
the goal of life. Her giving voice to the idea of happiness relieves a bic
the cynicism of the Stage Manager, but dramatically it calls happiness
into question. At best happiness seems to be irrelevant to the general
scheme of things, but it is also 3 gift some people receive. Those who
are not lucky enough to have it are not necessarily miserable, Wilder
has it two ways with happiness. He is not against it, but it does not
appear 1o be a sensible goal or a necessity. It is like the “matching up
and down.” He gives it its duc and <alls i into question, roo. Happi-
ness is never really dmmalizcd.vAnd neither happiness nor marching

, up and down is the important thing, Being interesting is.”

Something Eternal

Imaginacive narration—the invention of souls and destinics—is to
a philosophicr dn all buc indefensible activiry,

Its justification lics in the fact that the communication of ideas.
frue wne mind 1o another incvitably rcaches the point where ex-
position passes into illustration, into parable, metaphor, allcgory,
and myth,

(AC, 125-26)

According to Wilder, a philosopher can justify inventing humap
Ezings and their stories only if the activity illustrates ideas. Bat then it
is the business of philosophy in ius search for wisdom to fOCI:lS on t_hc
reality of values, not to be distracted by the pleasurc of stories. Saint
Augustine was dismaycd at his own as well as the other spectators'
inkense emotional response to the invented disasters that took place in
the theater of Carthage. And-almost everybody knows that ‘Plahto was
suspicious of poets. Part of the business of a writer, ho.wcvcr, is rfxak-
ing fictions and fantasics that have an authority of their own, Wl!dct
recounts Gertrude Strin’s conclusion about “the spell cast by novelists,
the novelist Henry James. ... ‘Novels are rue™ She rhufxghl:' thar
fiction persuaded the reader to subiit to it. It is onc of the “irrational
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ways we have of knowing things, of belicving things, and of beiug _ Wilder has always used a kind of myth for the story his plays tell.
governed by these ways of belic.ing® (A2, 57} 4 The Trumpet Shalf Sound, his ficst play, is an updated illustraticn of
Wilder’s list of narrative forms, beginning with illustration, ends . New Testament texts, an allegocy of 3 householder who returns after
with myth. It is tempting to think of this list as 3 series of progressive an absence to consider the trnst of his servants. He bad already told
stages in the forms that communication of ideas takes. Wilder had the story of Emily’s ceturn in his novel The Woman of Andros, ses in
always been intercsted in mych. In his cssay on James Joyce he asked Hellenistic Greece. It is recounted by the Andrian, Chrysis, as though

a rhetorical question: “Now, how would we present any individual it were a myth, to illustrate the value of life.

- -« existing and somchow related to totality?™ (AC, 176): This is an- Tl}zs “myth” that is retold in Owur Town Wilder reshaped then +,

other version of the prablem Wilder set for himself in Our Town. “1 bruiia Jiis curlicr telling, buc it was also influenced by some of his other
wished to record a village's life on the stage, with realism and with 3 work. The partals through which the characters entec and exit in The
y generality” (101). His answer was: . Long Christmas Diuner enclose all human expericnce and thercfore

First we would seck for our place in myths. Myths are the deeaming who dAics in Pedbnan Car Hiawatha says farewell 1o the world much
Saul of the race, telling its story. Now, the drcaming soul of the race . as Emily does. The three-minuce play from The Angel Thar Troubled
has told its stacy for centuries and centurics. . . . They're still relling ’ “the Waters, And the Sea Shall Give Up lts Dead, pictures the charac-
them. Every novel for sale in a railway station is the deeaming soul . lers “510_“"}’ liberating [their] ... . mind from the prides and prejudices
of the human race telling its story. . . . The retelling of them on every _+ and rrivialities of a lifetime,"" These gharacters are an carly version
hand occurs because they whisper a validation . . . and confer a " of t.hl: dead in the cemetery at Grover's Corners whose job is to forget
significance. : their carthly lives. Wilder ticelessly worked and reworked the same
{AC, i76-77; ; thaisies, even afer Our Town. In Sioth, 2 one-acy play from a series
4 The Seven Deadly Sire, which Wilder conrinued to work on unil his
In his introduction to Jacob’s Dream by the Austrian playwright - dcar{\, a Mr. Hawkins watches his wife and daughter sewing from
Richard Beer-Hofmann, Wilder said that the persistent clements of - ourside through a window, recognizes what a treasure life i5, and de-
it ; " cides to rejdin them. Wilder was struck by the idea of the overwhelm-]
t . ) ing value of life itself apart from any ouside authority in the passage
' are questions and not answers in regard to the humaa situation. n . in book Il of the Odyssey, where Achilleus in the Underworld tells
v the majority of cascs the questions scem to have to do with the mind 4 Odys‘scus that he would rather be living, although a poorly fed slave,
discngaging itself from the passions or finding its true position in ) pushing a plow, than a king aver all the dead. d
the presence of the established authorities, human or divine. They )
are concretizations of man’s besetting preoccupation with the mind I When Emily joins the dead, the choir is again singing “Blessed Be 2
and the mind’s strupgle to know itself; and each retelling cequires | the Tie Thart Binds.” The hymn in act 1 “bound” all the characrers
that some answer be luruished to the question thar infuses every B together. In act 2, it bound George and Emily together, and alsa bound
part of the story. ) chem to che human communiry as they joined the long march of bi-
w (AC. 129) | ology. Now in act 3 it binds Emily, and all of us, to all those millions
; B ‘who have gone before, the dead. And because Mr, Webb remembered
The questions contained®n a myth are the activities of Stein’s Human - 3 it was Erflily's favorite hymn, Wilder provides a realistic explanation y
Mind discovering itself and separating itself from Human Nature. The E for its being sung, toe. Emily informs Mrs, Gibbs, wha is among the
characters of Our Town, especially Emily in act 3 when she returns : dead, about how she and George bought a drinking fountain for the
-and-fifty-dollar legacy she

from the dead, are doing just thar, They cepresent a dramatized strug- i stock on the farm with the three-hundred
gling to know, to know what is cternal in themselyes. N j 1 lefe them, This legacy is, the audicnce remembers, the money that was

69—

4
V




Qur Town

to take Mr. and Mrs. Gibbs ro France. Emily is proud of the farm and
of their new Ford. Bu€ Mrs. Gibbs does notseem very interested, and
Emily hersclf becomes aware of some barricr between herself and the
concerns of the living, “Live people don't understand, do they? . .,
how in the dark live persons are™ (89-90). W
Wilder has said that the idea of the dead waiting patiently but not
VY withrut expectation was suggested o him by Dunec’s purtrayai of e
Valley of the Repencant Kings in cantos 8 and 9 of the Purgatorio.
Some of the detail, 100, of the scenc seems to have been suggested by
these two extraordinary cantos. Canta 8 opens with a powerful psy-

chological light, which T, S. Eljot also used in The Waste Land, and
Byron in Don Jnan: ]

It was now the hour that turns back che desires
of seafarzrs and sofrens the heare '
on that day they have said good-bye to sweet fricads
2nd that stings the new pilgrim
with fove, if he heurs from far awzy a bell
that scems a lament for the dying day.
(8.1-6)

ing in £mily’s farewell to the world and arrival in a new scene. In canto
9 Dante enters Purgatory proper with a wonder much like Emilys,

Wilder presznts the same combination of delight and melancholy lang.

and he is warned not to ‘look back, a warning Emily does not heed i
because she cannor understand it uniil she retaras o the living. Dante i
focuses his avid atcention on the sky, and especially on the stars. Wil- b

der’s dead do, t00. The Stage Manager says, with some humor, about
everybody on 1his star, the Earth, “The strain’s so bad [the strain of
the earth to make something of itself] that every sixteen hours every-
body lies down and Bets 2 rest.” And then he dismisses the audience,
wishing its members “a good rest, too” (103). Dante reports of him- !
self, “I, who had somewhat of Adam in me, / overcome by sleep, lay
down on the grass” (9,101 1). Adam is-an image of death, bur the
overriding sense-is of sleep. In 2n early version of act 3 the dead are
visited by some mysterious presence that is a pleasure and comfort ro
them. So in Dante - -
I saw that noble army
sileadly gaze upward
as though in expecrarion, pale and humble,

—70—

- o @

Qur Towrn

cverybody knows. Emily asks why such a happy day shouid be pain-
ful. The Stage Manager answers, “You not only live it; but you watch
yourself living it. ... And as you wacch it, .you see the thing that
they—down there—never know. You see the future™ (91-92). Emily
still does not sce why it should be painful. Her life after marrying
George was a good one, though like all life it ended in dcath.. Finally
['she is persuaded to choose an unimportant day—her vwelfth birthday.
¢ importance to Western dvilization of age twelve. to fourteen as
the time when young men and women are on the edge of the change
from child to adult is part of the idea that runs throughout the thizd
act, of transformation from one condition to another, from ighorance
Lo knowledge. o
The daily routine that started acts 1 and 2 appears once again,
Howie Newsome, Constable Warren, Joe Crowell, Wally, some, if not
all the dead, are alive and active. The perspective of death gives the
rrpeating of the morning its emotional zower. Tmil ;
knew as a little girl, before the changes; “it’s 1899, This is fourteen
years ago™ (93). Two years eaclier than act 2. The ages of George and
Emily do not quite work out. She is twelve in 1899, but abour sixteen
in 1901. Emily has forgotten some things: the “cld white fence that
used to be around our house” (93), that “Mama was ever chat young™
(95), that Gearge had given her a posteard album for her birthday,
The living as well as the dead forget. The dead, in fact, are not
any more dead than the dead in Dante's Purgatorio. The !’urgalor{o
“explores,” in Francis Fergusson’s words, “the psyche ftsc!f———noz in
teems of its supernatural goal, but in terms of its carthly cmsrencc,"f’
And Fergusson describes che effect of the early part of the I‘Hrgat.o.no
that Wilder is making his own as “the poetry of our most primitive

should die in the movic version, Wilder wrote to $ol Lesser chat it was
“disproborrionarely cruel that she die.”¥? Wilder undcnfocd the pow-
etful ceality of movies and that 2 movie version of his play would
overwhelm the audience with the emphasis on Emily’s actual death.
The dying was not impoctant; the “poetry"” of h;r “primitive aware-
ness of the eacthly scene” is emphasized on her seturn to hee r'wclth
birthday. Thar perspective was. achieved in the mdvie by a kind of
dream-death, and then Emily wakes and returns to life,
It cannor be stressed sufficiendly, because so many misunderstand,
i‘ thac Wilder is neither speculating “zbour the canditions of life after
death" (xi—xii) nor preaching some fatuaus philosophy about how to
live a fulfilling life) He said: . '
o
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awareness of the carthly scene.™ In considering whether or not Emily

Something Efernat

and I say two angels come out from above
and descend. . ..

(8.22-26)

The angels would not be appropriate cither o the Protestant Ameri-
cans of Grover’s Corners or to Wilder’s realistic surface, but the sense
of Dante is the same ac in tha early version of the play: Wilcer felt thar 1
it v2s better to drop the windlike presenices altogether, but he rerained
the feeling, *

Wilder also has canght Dante’s wistful attachment on the part of
the dead for the living, despite their separation. Nino Visconti asks
Dante to ask his daughter for her prayers.

whea you are beyond the wide waters,
. tell my Giovanna o call for me
there where the innocent are answered.

(8.70-72)

He says abour his wife,

! 4o nnt think that her mother loves me any more. ., .
Through her may casily enough be understood
just how long the fire of love lasts in woman
if the eye or-rouch dogs not often rekindle 13
(8.73-78)

Dante’s description of himself at the conclusion of canto 9 is the
intermizzant human urderstznding Wilder has dramatized jn Jcr 3.

That exacr impression was given to me
by what | was hearing, as we usually ger
when people are singing with aa organ:
now the words are ¢lear and now e nor.
(9.142-43)

Einliy wams € return to “the day | first knew thar 1 loved

" George” (91). That may be the day we saw in act 2, though rhat day
mote cleatly is the day George knew. Emily told George rhen, “1 al-
wivs have been.” What Emily has always been is left up in the air, bur
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% Jis an attenpt o find a value above all price for the smallest events
L in our daily life.  have made the claim as preposterous as possible,
T tor [ have set the village against the largest dimensions of time and
: place. . .. Each individual’s assertion to an absolure reality can only
be inner, very inner, . .. Our claim, our hope, our despair are in the
mind—not in things. . . ,

(xhi—siii)

His attention, like Dantc’s, is directed to the carthly scene. He is dram-
atizing his view of how we actually live, but he makes his presentation
“picpusivuts” to pive it force and clarity. The whire fence and the |
postcard album are not important in themselves, Things in themselyes
are withour power and valye.

Emily, who sees hersell living her ordinary day, cries to her
mother, “Let’s look at one another” (99). When her mother continues
her daily routine, Emily “breaks down sobbinp.” “We don't have time
to look at one another. . . . { didn't realize. So all thar was going on
and we never noticed” (100). Nor only has Wilder shown us Emily’s
awareness feom the perspective of the dead thar, “Oh, earth, you’re
too wonderful for anybody 1o realize you” (100}, bur he has also filled
in the Ueiaiis of the daily living of the Webbs with significance tor us.
The postcard album is, after all, only a book that would bore us. Jrs
value is generared through Emily's and George’s relation to it. It meant
something to them. And its power (o reveal how inadequate we are in
our awareness of ouc living is partly because it is so small and fragile—
forgotten, -

Emily is pleading far the importance of “the smallese events of
our daily life,” not so much that they should be remembered as that
they should be noticed and that their inner relationship in the mind
should be accounted for. Wilder knows very well thar no one can do A
this every minute, except “The Sainrs and poets.” And he qualifics
even this exceprion—"maybe—they do some” (100). He wrote thar
Geértrude Stein said to him once:

Everyone when they are young has a little bit of genius, that is they
rcally do listen. They can listen and talk ot the same time. Then
they grow a litde older and many of them get tired and they lisien
less and less. But some, a very few continue to lsten. And finally
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they get very eld aad they do not listen any more. That is very sad;
let us not talk abaur that.

& B Yol 31}

Emily says good-bye to things as well as to experiences: “Good-bye,
Grover’s Corners . . . Mama and Papa. Good-bye to clocks ticking . . .
and Mama's sunflowers. And food and coffec. And new-ironed dresses
and hot baths . . . and sleeping and waking up” (100). Bt the things

are valued only in terms of the effect they produce. Although Wilder .

is nor preaching for a spiritual reformation, he is reminding the audi-

cncz of how precious daily life is, because it determines our true real-

ity, how we do our living, how we think our thinking—our Human

Mind. But, and this distinction must be repeatedly emphasized, our

* enduring identity is not derived from the things and the events because

they are familiar and repeated, but from our ever-new, ever-fresh re-

lation to them. That is what we know—even as we forget the things

and the events, and the people, t00. There is no bolstering comfort in

l what surrounds us, bur there can be an excitement from sceing every-
. thing as if for the first time,

Simon Stimson’s angey denunciatio of 2 is ua aflin.iation of its -
By

pawer: “Now you know! That's what it was to be alive. To move
-about in a cloud of ignorance; to 0 up and down trampling on the
feelings of those . .. of those abour you. To spend and waste time as
though you had 2 million years. To be always at the mercy of one self-
centered passion, or another. . . . Ignorance and blindness.” Stimson
is right, but Mrs. Gibbs protests, “that ain’t the whole truth and you
know it” (101). She is right, too; Stimson's negative awareness of liv-
ing is partial. But behind his anger is a validation of Emily’s return to
the living. Her conclusion is not much different from Stimson's.
"That’s all human beings are! Just blind people” (101). Stimson is at-
¢ tached to living through his angry hacred as much as most of us are
attached, “maybe,” “some,” through wonder. His outburst is witness
to the power of life, in his case, its power to disappoint but nor com-
pletely destroy expectation. Like Emily, the audicnce should see break-
fast at the Webbs as though they had never seen it before. Itis painful
in its newness, and in its beauty. Wilder is convinced the Americin
hangs on to life, not by clinging to the event but by trying to know his
telation to the cvent and by greeting as many subsequent events as

possible with the same freshy intensity. Wilder's American strugglesto .

keep the door open to experience. To live in the ever present now with

awareness. .
<
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not be [alsified. George Washington the novelist was “disattached
from the concrete and the specific. He could and did love concrete
things. {‘He was charmed with the dresses of the Jittle baby. .. ).
This Jove “tended to transmute its experiences from things of human
natare to things of the human mind” (AC, 220). Like Emily, _Ccorg:
Washingron loves baby dresses (or sunflowers), but though d}cu‘ value
includes the direct sensuous experience of them, their enduring value
decives from the effort to understand one's relation to them. This
struggle of the Human Mind to knaw is sad then because it involves
2 deliberate alienation from the world. Whar Emily sees is not that
rcvcrybody is inadequate to life as a physical expericnce, but that
through inemia, exhaustion, and distraction, most people cannot un-
derstand anything beyond their physical living. And if any should see
woat Emily secs, there is na inevitable reward, except possibly soneli-
ness. Wilder wrote abour another Emily—Emily Dickinson—that she
bsolvcd the “problem in a way which is of imporm’nf: to cvery Amer-
ican: by loving thie particular while living in the universal” (AC, 63).
We are not Emily Dickinson, nor Gertrude Stcin, nor Gcm_'gc anh-
ington the novelist, and Wilder is not vain or prcachfng Heis flcscnb-
ing what he secs in American life. Not many more in the :ll}dftnﬁc of
Qur Town have recognized exactly what Wilder was dr:n:nanzmg'zhan
have recognized what Gertrude Stein was telling. Bur audiences did go
and do go t0 see Our Town, and they fecl Emily’s pain and understand
\that her farewell is fitting.

i Emily Dickinson was onc of the poets, and pFrhnps-evez: a saint,
that the Stage Manager allowed might realize life as they l!ved it.
T George Gibbs is no such ereature, and it would bc't.:ruel of Wilder to
expect him to respond to Emily’s death without grisf. Ha ermims 1o
the cemetery after the funcral while the dead are discussing the stars
and the millions of years it took for their light to reach carth. George
“sinks to his knees then falls full length at Emily’s feet™ (102). Sc{mc
of the dead are offended by the impropriety of George's bchavnor':
“That aint no way to behave!™ (102). And Emily says to Gco.rgcs
mother, “They don't understand, do they?” (103). From the p‘os'mon
of the dead and millions of years, they are right, but “that ain't the
whole teuth.” George will one day, pechaps even before he dlfs, un-
derstand Emily’s death from the perspective of the dead. And his gricf
is like Stcin’s tears, evidence of the powerful, but temporary claim of
Human Nature. But it is cqually evidence that the activitics of Human -
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Emily does say good-bye to the delighes of the world. It is a rec-
oguitien and ar accrptance thar things arc lost in rie Passing of duie.
Not just sunflowers, bur Mama and Papa, tao. And all of Grover’s
‘Creaers. They ace gone in the play, and they are gone in our lives, too,

Emily’s tetuen and her speech almost unfailingty move.audiences. «
1 remember how as a studen § was starded 1o see an cntire class weep
in response to the reading aloud of some of the speeches and stage
directions from this scene. A classroom is not an ideal context for
cffective theater. But the scene worked even there.

The sense of loss is not primarily because Emily is dead, and we']
will all die, though death is sad. But death is, after all, 2 commonplace,,
And th~ Inss js not because the small events of fiving are untcauey-,
bered, gone forever. And not even because we are all inadequate in
our living, though our inadequacy is melancholy enough. The audi--
ence fecls bereflt because iris xighr that Emily say farewell and that the .

" dead forger.

Wilder quoted Gertrude Stein on the necessity of dying.

1t nobody had to die how would there be room cnough for any of
us who now live to have lived. We never could have been if all the
others had not dicd. There would have been no room.

Now the relation of human nature to the human mind is this.

Puman nzsure does not know this. . ..

But the human mind can. . . .

(AC, 18%)

Human Nature because it clings to survival through the agency
of things and ordecly repetition rejects the disappearance of the famil-
iar and makes every cffort to maintain ic. The Human Mind can accept
*“a non-self situation . . . as an objective fact of experience™ (AC, 189).
This is a painful possibility, Wilder wrote tha , "It is not without
‘tears’ that Human Nature is found 10 be uninteresting and through a
gradual revelation is discavered 1o be sharing most of its dignities with
Ane<" (AC, 190). Human Nature like the ahimals lacks the virwe drac
makes knowing possible, '

In Four in America Stein conceives a novelist, George Washing-
ton. He is not a novelist, according to Wilder, because he invented his
lifc or stéod apart from it. A *novelise” governs his inner life. This
inner life, thar Wilder follawing Stein identifies with the American
experience, is objective because ir is based on cxperience, and it may
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Nature must have a meaning more than creature comfort. Emily, as
we saw in act 2, was the reason for George’s life. WVilder deamatized
him knowing himself when he knew he wanted Emily. .

Mrs. Soames says, “My, wasn't life awful—and wonderful” (86).
This is 2 cliché that no oric has any trouble with, Its importance in the
play is as another, perhaps more obvious, expression of Wilder's par-
adoxical vision. Wilder accepts the paradoxes: the one and the many,
Human Nature and the Human Mind, concrete and abstracr, difficulty
of marriage and its incvitable desirability, the birth of a child and the
death of a mother, But even the paradoxes are not Wilder's principal
dramatic intetest. It is the separation of the one thing from the or.h:r,i
that gap between awfil and wonderfid in life. o

There is always separation in rhe theater. The audicnice is szpa
rated from the action by the proscenivm and the curtain; they witness
the event, but they do not participate in it directly. Wilder plays with
this separation by having his stage be frankly a stage. There is no -
curtain and no scenery. There is an acknowledgment that the illusion
is just that, an illusion. No pretense thar the sceae on stage is real. At
the same time therd are actors planted in the audience who talk o the
characters on the stage, créating an interaction across the Pproscenium.
These devices bridge the scparation between audience and ‘stage, but
by constructing a bridge, they call actention to the separation.

As I have tried to suggest in the discussion on acting style, Wil-
der’s play insists upon a scparation herween the actor <n the char
acter. The stage Manager openly assumes other roles. The actors’
mime emphasizes the presentational rather than the representational
kind of acting. The actor is often deliberately playing the character;
ar the same time this is done so convincingly that the power of the
theszes sc commaid belicf is- ful . :

Wilder repeatedly confuses time. He insists on the pastness of the
events. The time is the turn of the century. Within the play itself, past
time is called up, as with George and Emily in the drugstore after the
wedding morning. Facts from the future are provided: the death of
characters, the coming automebile. Yer as Wilder knew, stage time is
always present time: “On the stageitis always now.. .. A piay is whaz
takes place. ... A play visibly represents pure existing” (AC, 125).
Though the rime of the audience is different from the stage time, it is
present time, too. Sometimes there is a kind of syncopation between
the present time of the audience and thar of the play. The avdience is )
aware that it is spending two-and-one-half hours in' a theater, butitis

o,




OUR TOWN

warching a story happen that rakes many years. And it is helpless in
tronc of that stary. All 2n audience can do is warch and listew w o ) fay.
The zudience cannot even interfere with the play the way it can in life.
Of course the audience:¥an lcave the theater, but the play will sdill
continud. For the time the audienge sbs before the performance of the
play it shares time and space with the play, © - *

These various kinds of separation, natural 1o the theater and im-
poscq"on it, could be taken advancage of to dramatize otl::c_r more,
metaphysical kinds of separation that Wilder saw as defining the
American. Most of these—the separation from time, place, tradition,
and other Americans—I have already considered.

A distinction between the story—the story of George and Emily
and their families and their town—aind the idea or meaning is also
important. The story of Qur Totwn is banal, ordinary. | have already
discussed the effects on the plotting: events are shown out of time
sequence. They are without the usual sort of beginning and énding,
but start and stop abruptly, often with an interruprion from the Stage
Manager. The separation between event and significance is a sort of
_meaning. What the characters understand from the events is the sub-

/ stance of the play. '

Sol Lesser wished to change and augment both the story and the
psychology of the characters when he was preparing the ‘movie
version. )

It has been suggested for movie purposes a2 means to be found to

attach the third act to circumstances already within the play. . . . By

| this it is meant thar perhaps there should be a problem aff:cfing the

1 married life of Emily and George growing out of the differences in
their mentalities. | cite the following only as an examples—

Emily is brighter than George; in her youth she has the best mem-
ory in her class—she reclees like “silk -off 3 spool”—she hclps
CGicurge in his math ics—she is arti —Geotye 15 liun—in
is "going to make speeches all the rest of her life ..

Query: Could it be Emily's subtlery in the soda-fountain scene
that cavses George 1o make the decision not to go to Agricultural
School? "The andience gets this, but George feals it is his own vol-
untary thought. He makes the decision nat to go.

Could Emily, alter death, re-visit her fifth wedding anniversary
- .. and now.sce her mistake? ’

g rapnie
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son. The teaits that you point out are in her charaéter . . . but 1 put
them there to prevent her being pure-village-girl-sweet-ingenue. Bur
push them a few inches further and she becomes priggish.

(4} The balance of the play, reposing between vast stretches of
time and suggestions ol gencralized multitudes of people requices
that the fathers and mothers, especially the hero and heroine, be
pretty near the norm of cverybody, every boy and every girl.

" (£ this is made into an ineffecrual-buc-good-hearted-husband and
superior-interfecing-wifc, the balance is broken.

Ir's not so much new “plotiing™ that is needed, as it is refreshing .
derail-plav over the simple bur sufficient plot thats there”

‘ Wilder did not invent characters or a story that are interesting.

They are “pretty near the norm of everybody.” They have been liber-
ated {rom identity of motivation, time, and place, where Lesser
wanted to imprison them again. Anybody who criticizes Our Town
for being a set of clichés is missing Wilder's intent. The play is full of
clichés, bue their significance, uniike the explanation Lesser offered, is
not a cliché. Lesser’s version is a hopelessly ordinary and dull
anecdote.

Emily's “mistake” is not that she nagged George unfairly. Emily
recognizzs from the perspective of stparation from the living how dif-
ficult and painful it is to know purc cxisting, to separate oneself from

| the stipports of Human Nature, o live an fntenscly inner life.

s

et Quite naturally, there is a separation in the language of Qur

| Towa, tvo; the scparation of what is meant from what is said. Wiides

i wrote in his fournals, “Poctry is a language within the language that

serves to describe de-individualized experience™ (7). As this applies to

| Our Town it means that inside the language that presents heliotrope,

| strawberry phosphates, and hair sibbons, is anather language, poctry.
{ Inside the languages of the specific and particular is a language of the
" Human Mind. .

Writing 2bout the American language as part of his Charles Eliot
Norcton lectures at Hacvard in 1950, Wilder addressed himself 1o two
of its characteristics: “First, we observe that elevation and intensity

. are not solely and inseparably associated with noble images” (AC, 31—
32). Loftiness and the sublime are aviilable to Americans in a vogab-
ulary of drdinary words from ordintary lifc. “Sedond, most Eutopean
cxercises in the sublime; i l"v)éii‘lipg"rha comufoi:

{ S g :
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Emily in life,ix likely 10 have been overambitious for Ceorge,
warting him 22 accomplish all the things he would have known had
he gone 1o Agriculeural Sthool, but which he has had 1o learn
mainly by experience. In a single sentence we could establish that
George did not develop the farm as cfficiently and as rapidly as
Emily thought he should have. She continued ro get ideas our of
newspapers and books, as she did our of her school books, and had

. tried to explain them to George, buc he was slow in grasping them,
She bad been impatient very often, Someone else’s farm may have
b:cn progressing faster than Grorge's and she may not have liked
that. ..,

Now <he sccs this. She remembers she was responsisie £ar his not
going to Agricultural School. She has overlooked many of George's
virtties—she took them all for granted. All this was her mistake. . . .

: Could there be a greac desire co live, to profit by what she has
jost seen, rather than go back to the grave—should she long o
live—would the audience, witnessing this picrure, pull for her 1o
live—and she does?

Lesser wanited to supply the connections of plotting and motiva-
tion that would explain everything that Wilder had rejected. Lesser’sy
interpretation of George and Emily’s marriage would limit the idea of
marriage (6 a particolar, identifiable life. In other words, Human Na.
wire. Lesser added, “.. . It would only change the expression of your
philosophy, nor the philasophy itsclf, which would be retained.™ Bye
the expression of Wilder's “philosophy” is the meaning.

Wilder, knowing exactly what he had accomplished on the stage,
firmly cesisted the suggested changes.

1 feel pretty concrste about trying to dissuade you against showing
Emily recuming to her fifth wedding anaiversary and regretting thar
she had been an unwise wile.

237 It throws out the window the return o the 12th birthday
which you fool e sufficiendy [sic? insufficiently] tied up wich the
carlier part of the picture, but which is certain of irs effect,

(2) Itintroduces a lot of plot preparation in the carlier part of the
picture that would cerrainly be worse than what's there now. Scene
of George running the farm incompetendy. Scene of Emily upbraid-
ing him. : 5

(3} le makes Emily into a school-marm “improving” superior pers

!
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mn:n'd the specific” (4T, 52). Americans, on the other hand, are not |
satistied with high vagueness. They demand a language that can en-
campass life’s diversity: “The bigger the world is, the less you can be
content with vagueness” (AC, 33). !

) Emily’s bluc hair ribban, ordihary, trivial, and absurdly specific,  ,.
is exactly the kind of language and image that Wilder describes. It i; )
Fhis hair ribbon that initiates the emotion 100 strong for her to sustain |
in her return and thar triggers 2 rush of feeling in the andicnce, to. i
According to Wilder, images like the hair ribbon are incliesive because !
they are not amorphous. They do not distll cruth. They isolate and’
fiv yaluf.- “zn cvery exizing thing in its relation 1o a totality, to the All,,

te the Everywhere, to the Always” (AC, 33). We'may not all remember*
blue harr ribbons, but because the Image is so exact, it allows all of us

to believe that the one thing we do remember possesses a value anal-
©0gous to the value we recognize in the play.

Wilder’s use of ordinary language was deliberate and demanded
selection and emphasis. He wrote of his struggle to find the right lan- J
guage for another play of his, The Emporium, “as always any stupid-
ity comes from the face that [ have nor found the common-~common
way of stating these things—i.c., of fecling them validly'in mysclf; for
if t.l;c))f are not common commen they are not good enough for me”

L S1). - '

tn climinating tragitional beaurics like metaphor, unusual vocab- |
ulary, and clegant expression, Wilder also eliminated peculiarities of
characterization and sophisticated ideas. The cost is great, and it dis-

appoints or misleads many in the audience. But the rewards are great,
wu. § ‘ ) ki

Some ook for articulation of ideas in Our Town, and they look
in vain. Some profess to find ideas spoken by characters, and they are
comforted by the optimism or irritatcd by what chey feel is the pseu-
doprofundity of whar they find. They arc all mistaken. Though the
play does have ideas, they are dramatized, not voiced. Wilder wrore:
“Works do nor survive by reason of their ideas; with the exceprion.of
that minimal and infinitely gradual accretion of truly new ideas con-
tained in the slow unfoldment of the celigious interpretation of exis-

¥ tence, all.the ideas in the world have been here since recorded time;

they are common knowledge; what are generally called ideas are tran-
sienc observations on ‘the transient conditons of society .. " (J, 27—
28). What most people think of as ideas are Human Nature, and they
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aie eventually lost in time. Truc ideas are not nov. An, Ludy “nows
i them, so literature does not survive through ics ideas. What then does.
¢ make a work immortal? .

“The virtue of prose,” said . Wilder, “liesin its movement." He
used the Greek word kinesis for this motion in language: *It is kinesis
which is the great glory of the Kipg James Bible. That work has so
long been surronnded with superstitious vencration that few have ven-
tured to point ot that throughout long stretches its ideas, in the tem-
poral sense we indicated, are no longer valid, and that many of its
most celebrated passages. are meaningléss.™ Though many people be-
causc of religious conviction would disagree with Wilder's evaluation
of the Bibles glory and its out-of-date ideas, as a literary judgment his
thought has validity. He repeated, “But books are not-great by reason
of the presence within them of their topical idcas, and many of the
most treasured works of litcrature contain within them passages which
are not today intelligible™ {J, 28-29).

The language of plays has a peculiar kind ot movement that is -
distinct from the movement of other prose. The source of movement
in a play’s language is the various kinds of separation. The strangest
separation of all is like the unintelligible passages in “treasured works
of literature.” Many people have enjoyed plays presenicd in forciga
languages they have either partly or completely not really understood.
Shakespeare’s language is only intermittently clear to most members
of most audicnces, yet the interested spectator derives pleasure from
the plays in performance. And for some, the richness of the poetry is
positively distracting from the theatrical experience. There is some-
thing both cxhilarating and satisfying in the theater that has nothing
1o do with the rational discourse and idcas conveyed by the language.
On a primitive level, there is the spectacle. | have shown how Wilder
scized on stage surprises to kecp his audience interested. But he knew
these would not be surprising very long, that spectacle quickly be-
comus tiresome if it does nor tell anything.

Wilder wanted 1o tell his audicnce that Americans exhibited this

! movement in a way different from others. Stein had written in Lec-
tures in America,

Something is always happening, anybody knows & quantity of
storics of people’s lives thar arc always happening, there arc always
plenty for the newspapers and there arc always plenty in private
life. Everybody knows so many storics and what is the use of wlling

Our TowN

.of making a language where “what it said [was scparated] from what
it did, what it was from whac it held. . . " This is cnergy, and it is
exciting. It is the characteristic Wilder recognizes in masterpieces. Ki-
nesis is not to be confused with activity, The movement of Our Town

& is not the result of a lot of rushing around. It is an inner movement,
Gerrrude Stein noticed that the American soldiers standing around
Pacis after World War Il were “filied with moving,” although they
were perfectly still. Her analogy was the motor of a car, which could
run, even though the car itself was at rest.

Wilder's language for expressing the separation in the American
experience is itself disconnected and disembodied. The characters do
not say what Wilder means. They do not say his ideas. They say what
they know, or as in the case of Mrs. Soames, what they do not know.
And it is dramatic.

Wilder thought that, “It is the task of the dramatist so to coor-
dinate his play, through the sclection of episodes and speeches, that,
theugh he is himself not visible, his point of view and his governing
intention will impose themselves on the spectator’s artention. . . . The
playwright is not directly visible, except as he appears in the play’s
ordered arrangement. Even there, he does not impose some reducible
idea on the audience, He shows the audience what he knows, “not as
dogmatic assection or motto, but as self-evident truth and inevitable
deduction” (AC, 125). This is a risky business. Most playwrights are
so anxious about what the audience will think it secs and what it will
deduce from the parts of the play, thar they feel obligated to spell out
what the audience should take home. “nd acdiens=z siipact suck ob-
vious lessons, sa that where they do not appear, as in Shakespeare for
example, the dircctor usually supplics them through some distortion
of the play. And in a play like Our Town, which is much more different
from the usual theater fare than it seems, audiences will (ind ideas and
prescriptions for living when they do nbr exist.

Though it is possiblc that Wilder might have wished to show pure

existing disconnected from anything, he wanted even more for his play

¢, © succeed in the commercial theater. The character of the Stage Man-
sky, W/ ager functions to make all the disconnections move one after another

oY smgothly. Wilder said about the usual functions of such a character,

y Ma;ny dramatists have r:grcuqi' this :gﬁscncc of the'narrator from

° thetstage, with his Woint of view; his: powers of analyzingthe be-
i ¢ " w 4 3
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story. Whar is the use of telling a story since there are so
many and cverybody knows so many and tells so many. .. .

She did not want to tell storics of what way

happening. Facrs, ‘ev.
; : en
are not nteresting for themselves: premE: ’ =

S? naturally what I wanted o' do jn my play was whar everybody
did nor always know nor always tell. . .,

I wanted still more to 1ell what could be twld if one did not tell
Aueything. ...

She began writing plays th
apart from wh
i2?

at dramatized something new, something

at could be told through ordinary intriguc. What was

1 came:to think-that since cach one is that onc and that there are a
m{mbcr of them cach one being thar one, !l:nc only way to express
this thing each one being that onc and there being a number of them
knowing cach ocher was in a Play. ... And the idea
cxpress this without telling what happened, in short to
e esseuce of wnat happened.®

... Was 1o
make a play

Her idea was nor some

thing about living or an il i  livi
Bt s B e g illustration of living,

s t did not discuss ideas. A .pla

expression of what she saw in living. What she saw lpsl\’:h;:alisn:i'; s::t
rha't m_/clrybody is an individual, unique and loncly, that there are loxs,
of individuals, and they know each other, ‘What she saw was a uni-
verse full of separate beings. This is what Wilder dramatizes on stage:
Amcricans ‘cannot derive any comfocr or identity, any connection

from anything ourside of themselves, but they do recognize or assign
walue to as much of all that otherness as they can. &

© The justification for emphasizing all of the separations that arc
pait of the theatec is thar they dramatize the scpararion that interests
Wilder in living. The fitst Americans’ "sense of identity did not derive
f'rom their relation to their environment, The meaning which their
lives had for them was inner and individual. ... Independence is a
momentdrn. . . . scparatism is a momentum” {AC, 10). The momen-
tum is.what Wilder called kinesis in his Journa

; fs. It is movement, and
Wilder’s efforcs to make his play move were a "

t least partly the result
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havioe of the characters, his ability ro intcrfere and supply further
facts abaut the past, about simulraneous actions not visible on the
stage, and, above all, his function of pointing the moral and em-
phasizing the significance of the action. . . . But surely this absence
cousitutes an additional force to the form, as well as an additiona}
tax upon the wrirer’s skill.

(AC, 125)

The Stage Manager does analyze the characters, but only in general|
terms. “Strong minded people . . . come a Jong way to be independent”! \i
_ (80). “There's something way down deep that’s eternal about every ' ™
human being™ (81). Bur what is it that is eternal? The Stage Manager '
aever tells us. He interferes, sending actors offstage and summoning |
~ them on. He supplies facts: statisrics, information about births and l
deaths. He informs the audience abour whar ir will not sce: Bryan’s
speech, fur example, and the automobile. He eyen points the moral
and emphasizes significance, often with a question: “Aren't they [the
dead] waitin' for the eternal part in them to come out clear” (82). But
he does not rob the events of their mystery as events taking place in
fronc of us. There is no sense that he is telling us something thar is
aleeady over and can be supplicd with the perfect explanation. Wil-
der’s dead are certainly waiting for the eternal part to come out. Buc
it is not going to come out in any pecformance of the play as written.
And furthermore it is not at all clear what it is that is the eternal p:m’.
Everybody in the audience is free to think of what that is for himself,
i i needs (o identify it. The Stage Manager's helptulness in directly
wunveyiig jdeas about the play's mecaning is an illusion. :
But his helpfulness as a character in the play is real enough. He
interacts with the other characters in their roles both as actors and as
inhabitants of Grover’s Corners. Fle supplics information that the
townspeople could not know: that the three acts of the play represent
living, marriage, and death, though it is difficult to imagine anyone in
2"{ audiende who could not figure that out for himself. Time of day,
ather, and so on. Generalizations about life—mostly the sort any |
sensible adule knows already. Bur it is a serious error to mistake these -
ti}lisms for some philosophy of life promoted by Wilder.
The effect of this activity is diffecent from the informarion he pro-
v, vides. Tne Stage Manager repeatedly interrupts the illusion that the
_play is reality. He is vital ta the play's structure in that he is the means ’
‘for creating continuity between the wedding morning and the soda
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fountain scencs, for example. But even more significant is hx‘sn:;\ct ?{E
calling attention to their disconnection in the sense ?f cv:nti_h gug h
not, of course, in the way Wilder has constructed his plo[:. ¢ Stage
> «

Manager makes it casicr for the audience to accept wh}::t is strange in

. . : G - . ;
the play’s presentation. Bur not because he minates the st e
his laconic mannes is reassuring as he calls atrention to W

) i

strange. \

Just as our lives move toward death, t}'\:_"Gm:lt E:vc?t,” 0 dt}acs

Our Totwn build toward death in act 3. But it is not Emily s_dymg-t hat

is the subject of this act. We da not sce her death, 3nd u[s ca}:sc-;
childbirth—is mentioned only as a kind of represcntation of an ironi

¢ truch. Act 3 isa recogpition of death. Th.cAennrc acr, "‘Nthh isa se:::i

ZGE recognitions, is a developing recogaition for thé characrers ar
audlisc:is intcoduction to Aristotle’s Poetic., Frandd F‘rgusso":‘ ro-
minds us that “in good drama down to our own day §uch l[fecog?mor.\l

¢ scenes are essendgial. . . " Fergusson, like A:}sgodc, is writing ol r;:;gr:c
effects, and Oxr Town is not a tragedy. But it is g&odﬂdmma, z:nof :hc A
rragedy it manifests the “(d;rgun}:c pacts of dram.a\_: Reversa

ituatl ition, and Pathos. ) )

’ Suua‘?;:v’epr\::logz rhengituation,f' according to A}'ristotle, “is a ;hangsc
by which the action veers round to izf apposite. And Francis evrg}\:a;
son notes that “the objective situation does not change. *L What
changes is the situation as the zhoughr. of tf;c c.ha\'ac'tcrs makes i o
ar that moment.*™ What changes the situation is 'th:: pcrccptl(l)n o &

‘ situation by the characters. In Onr Town, ‘dmly living sta}[;s t n}. sa “:
Emily’s twelfch birthday morning is what it always was. urfs he gmc
ceives ic differently, and it changes for her and perhaps even fors
* thﬁ:‘::g::r.nem of such reversals is due to the fac.:t‘thaf the ch,cdml
is what Emily recognizes, “The best form of recogmuot; 1]5 cmgcl 1?;:;(
with a Reversal of the Situation.“‘j Emily sces herself an 4 chSh r:: h—\c’l
too, 2nd she recognizes that her life was not what she-thoug -
bcc“‘wildcr has presented for us Emily’s entire being, rxo:i as Lé mll%::

he in real life clouded with complcxicy,.k{ut simplified ar; Ena}: :]‘ad

as a character in a play. Emily’s recognition, rhc_revcrsm o \I‘jf at by d

. l seemed to be her life, produces the pa‘thos‘ Fjrmly s:cshlxcr i eo‘t“]?ve

" dlearly, but she can do nothing about it. She is dead. She cann

Our Town

tacular™ effect. They are black, melancholy, stightly grotesque and
awkward, associated with superstition, and they portray man not very
effectively trying to protect himself from nature, Emily appears fr.um
among the umbrellas in a white dress like the onc for her wedding,
and the audience recognizes her, at the same moment she recognizes
the other dead. )
Audience recognition of Emily is hardly the point, and there is 50
much more to acknowledge. Among the most important is that Emily
does not like being new, and when she tells Mes. Gibbs about the farm
and does not get a very interested respunise, sk reatizus tirtshe hewsclf.
is no longer so interested in the affairs of the'living as she (‘IOU&I.I‘E she
was. She begins to see that “Live people don’tunderstand,” and “how
in the dark live persons are” (89-90), though she does not yet com-
prehend what this will mean to het.
Going back to “live all those days over again” (91} produces the
big recognition: no one can look hard enough. Bu} also. that an effort
to relive the past is not helpful. Wilder was dehg]nu‘:d by G?rtrqdc
{ Stein's quastion: “What is the use of being a little boy if you aré going
» to grow to be a man?” (AC, 189). What does the past mean? What is

the purpose of living in time? The question, 1 suppose, is its own an-
. swer. Wilder (like Tennyson and Proust before him) dramanchl tIr\Ac

recognition that when'sorrow for the beloved dead gfxs,»irs passting is
- indeed painful and a new sorrow takes its place (*1 will rc‘:mcmbcr.ycfu
| forever” is both humanly true in that the pecson sgmk:ng means ity
! and realistically false in that it is not possible). But the process of for-
i getting is also 2 comfort.

When George falls at Emily’s feer while the dead talk of thg stars,
6 there is a final recognition of the one and the millions and millions.
The Scage Manager can send the audience home.

Wilder's fiest full-length play, The Trumpet Shail Sound, was a
kind of religious allegory. kn the introduction to The Ange! That Tron-
bled the Waters, he wrote, “Almost all of dhe plays in this buok aic

religious, but religious in that dilute fashion thacis a bclieve'r‘s conces-

' ?sion to 2 contemporary standard of good mannets. .. . It is the kind
of work [ would most like o do well, in spite of the fact thar there
has scldom been an age when such a vein was less welcome ‘and less
understoed.”s* At first Wilder identified the difficuley of writing 2 re-
ligious play with finding the right language: “The revival of r.cl'ngxon is

{ almosc 2 matter of rhetoric.”s Probably the experience of writing "{‘be
Bridge of Sat Lutis Rey and The Worzan of Aadre: tought Wilder thar
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ner ife again, and she has no (uture life that she can change. As | have
tried to show, the dead really dramatize a truth about the psyche of
the living. What affects the audience in addition to Emily’s plight is
the recognition that they aze really in the same boat. The earth is “too
wonderful for anybody to realize.”

The sturdiness of Our Town is the result of Wilder's playwriting
skill. He employed the “organic parts” of drama so that the recogni- ¢
rion scenes of act 3 build with certainty and accumulating effect.

The Stage Manager gradually reveals that the scene is the town
cemetery. The cemetery is both part of the natural world in which it
is set, and part of the human world because it began with the arrival
of the Evropean settlers. The cemetery is the perfert place to consider
what is eternal in human beings. “And it ain't houses and it ain't
names, and it ain’t careh, and it ain't even the stars” {81}, It is not in
any sensc material reafity.

The dead are in the process of forgerting the marerial world.
Memory goes. This loss of memory is inevitable and also painful.
Much grear writing since the beginning of the nineteenth century fo-
cuses on the examination of memory. Freud’s work is perhaps the most
obvious case, but Tennyson's Inn Memorians is closer to Wilder's im-
mediate subject because it connects Joss of memory with the passing
of rime after the loss of a beloved. Marcel Proust, a favorite writer of
Wilder, probes in great derail the new sorrow thar is the result of the
recognition that the original sorrow is fading. And Wilder like Proust
is determined ro discover what remains, though he was elated to re- b
place Proust with the American Gertrude Stein and her idea of the -
Human Mind. Through the Stage Manager, the audience recognizes
the place as the cemetery and they know what will be presented there,

The second recogaition scerie is berween Joe Stoddard, who is v
arranging the funcral, and Sam Craig, who has returned, after being
away, for the funeral, We learn that the funeral is for someone relased
to the Gibbses, who died in childbirth, that Mrs. Gibbs is dead, and
that Simon Stimson commirted suicide. The actars sitting in the chairs
are gradually introduced as the dead. Although it is fairly certain, even
for anyone who does not know the play, thar the funeral is Emily’s,
tension rises as the audience waits for her appearance. -

The thicd scene is introduced by the mourners carrying zihxhrclia;\ v
Whoever thought of the umbrellas—both Wilder and the producer-
director Jed Harris are credited—they are an entirely successful, “spec-

Something Eternal

there could be no new language without a new idea of religion. Again
Wilder was fortunate because of his friendship with Gertrude Stein.
In the inrroduction to Four in America, Wilder surveys Stein’s ideas

about religion in America. He acknowledges that the passages dealing |

- withreligion in her work are among the most difficult, because she
had difficuley expressing her insight.

Basic to ber use of the term religion is her distinction of the idea
of religion from cults and dogma. This distinction helped Wilder to
see that nat only could religion exist-apart from particular sects and

distinctivs belicfs, but also that it could exist apart from the dom-

. inant religicn of Wesiern aivilization, Christianity. Wiider expiained,
“Religion is what a person knows—knows beyond knowing, knows v
beyond anyone’s power to teach him—abour his relation to the exis-
tence in which he finds himself® (AC, 207-8).

Scattered throughout his Jowrnals, Wilder wrote.about religion,
-sometimes prompted by his reading, sometimes by problems he was
confronting in his writing, In his distress while reading Pierre at having
to deal with what he thought was Herman Melville's “ever-youthful
surprise that there was evil in the universe,” he turned ro reading Leo -
Tolstoi’s War and Peace. He felt that he and Tolstoi shared the prob-
lem of “not to dare oo narrowly to define what | mean—what he v
mezns— by {2 nevel by 2 man who believes in God)” (J, 123). Wiider
here was teying to discover a way to explain Tolstoi, but after some
theorizing about the novel and Tolstoi's concept of God’s nature, he
considers the “consequences that flow from the God-interest of Tol-
stor” (f, 125). T'hese “consequences” sound remarkably like 3 descrip-
tion of the folks in Grover’s Corners, and his explanation of Stein’s
religion. It hardly matrers for our purposes that Wilder may have been .
using Tolstoi to objectify his own views: “From it (the God-interest}
proceeds the absolutely equalized attention o the specific detail . . .: h\)
EVCIy person, every nation, every moment in time is unigue . . .; cach
is himself in the God-relationship vertically, not in the community-
relztionship Lori.ontily™ (J, 125). Or; 25 Wilder put it abour Stein,
“Americans do not localize anything, not even themselves. . . . and a
congregation of four hundred is not four hundred, bur ir is one and
one and one and onc ... . up to four hundred™ (AC, 208). Stein’s hy-
pothetical saint, General Grant, “for relief or guidance or comfort or
support . . . did not ally himself with anyonc else™ (AC, 211). Ameri- -
cans think of themselves as individuals, not as part of a group, and
they do not localize anything. Every place is unique and universal, too. .

Whilder cells the awareness of uniqueness in Tolstois characters
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fullillment in their relation ro existence, just what Emily sees on her
"“return.” And it is “terrifying,” but “not because they are a petrified
7 determinism bur because they are potential—they could have been
reached in the freedom accorded to human beings™ (J, 125). Their
Crror was not predetermined by character, or psychology, or environ-
ment, or fate, They might have achieved theic desire.
Wilder wrote similarly abour Stein’s saint General Grant and his
hypothetical alter €go, “They did nor Jet will or determination order

f“pzssionlcss power.” It results from their inability o find 2 way to

them about” (AC, 211). Human failure is not determined by anything |

outside themselves, and failure is not the last word. Even: after death
« samething continues to struggle to understand.

Wilder's conclusions about the 23lures ¢ Toiziels haraciars fs 2
description of the failure in seeing everything that pains Emily in sict
3: “after the deaths of the Prince and Liza they (the living| continuc,
straining, bursting to reach their right duc fulfillment.-God's interest
acver flags: from Narasha’s ercor (itself an expression of the passionai
life as a creativity) will conie a glorious decpening of her union with
Prince Andrey, just as he will have gained it from his crror in his mar-

['tied life™ (f, 125). Failue is 2 sign of living. Emily because she sees

; berself living, through what she sces as her inadequacy in living, grows

. 1o a greater understanding of herself. Bu since she has no ordinary
life where it can be realized, she must return 1o the cemetery.

Wilder wreote abour Stein's 2nd Tolstoi's religion that the human
creature saw himself in living in a specific and individual relationship
with existence. This “existence” is what hag traditionally been called
God. Wilder asks, “And what is God's interest but that these . . . fim-
ited human beings find their God-relationship in the natural human
Life?™ (J, 125). Thar thing thar the Stage Manager calls “cternal” is to
be discovered in living. Bur Wilder a little later is moré specific: “And

I" all these deaths [in War and Peace] charge the book with life, irradiate
it—not . .. by making us prize more highly the sense-experience of
living—buc by making us prize the more highly the human relation-

| ships and depth one can put inre them™ {, 126). _

The God-relationship is found in “the natural human life,” in hu-

man living. And it is not to make us more aware of physical living,,

1 Aot “sense experience.” Awareness of the value of human relationships

is the reward. The value is of our own making; we put it into the

relationships. “Abstract! Abstract!” This is once mote the contrast be-
tween Human Nature and the Human Mind.

Qur TowN

from making themselves heard. Wilder found support for this idea'in
G. B. Shaw, who also thought Christianity was unhealthily obsessed
with the blood of the Crucifixion, calling Christians, “Crosstians.”
“The sense of having sinned,” Wilder wrore, “[praceeds] from a
continuous and accelerating consciousness in man that he is falling
short of 3 scries of perfection-requirements thac were implanted in his
‘suul before birth and which came from the oraer of the uruverse . . .
(J. 10). The sense of sin is awareness of error. It derives from con-
sciousness, the Human Mind. It is knowing that one has nat fulfilled
one’s potential. And from what Wilder wrote about Tolstoi, we know
that the potential he had in mind was for depth of human relationship,
And also, from what he wrote of Andrey and Natasha, we kaow Wil-
der believed that conscic of error does not Icad to despair, but
| to greater consciousness. The religious parc of Owr Town is not di-
rected ro puinting out human failure or to demanding that we amend
v our lives, but to clacifying, however briefly, consciousness.

Wilder wrote that he was stimulated by his reading of Gocethe to

identify the narural “sense of having sinned” with the norm in the .

universe—"not the beasts of the field” (J, 10). He found in Goethe the
idea of “a stceam of cnergy” pouring from the heart of the.universe
that is “ccasclessly operative,” molding “chacs intn <imwificant form
- .. urging on of the random 2and the incoherent toward meani gful
shape™ (AC, 145). But just as in his observations about Stein and Tol-
stol, he said, “The shapes toward which all things tend are nor derer-
mined in advance” (AC, 145).

“This Wirkende—achieving force—is ewig—it will never come to
an end” (AC, 145). And ft is generally benign. Sometimes “our Na-
ture-God glows with love, but the love which exists in Goethe's con-
cept of nature is of another thought-world than that which is radical
in Christian doctrine” (AC, 146). With some encrgy Wilder rejected
the Christian identification of God with a loving father: “These un-
loving demanders-of-love are spoiled children who wang in ‘pcrp.c!uisy
the being-loved condition of infancy, and the being-loved situation in
which American protestantism presented the cosmos. ‘God is love;
God is father’—these phrases constituted a cosmic environment which
brake down™ (J, 186).

The relation ta the existence in which Wilaer's rengious American
finds himself is not some seatimental, or romantic, psychological no-
tion of love, though it can be loving, and cectainly it is not resenting,
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d
10 ¢ forgeming the “sense experience of living”
and acquiring “passionless power.” They are becoming the depth of
w}?lt they gave to their relationship with others. But it is the relation-
ship, not the other person, that survives, This is what Emily obsecves
xyhcn she says that the living are blind, George in mourning Emily’s
death has forgotten the great gift of his relationship with her. Now we
all know thar this is entirely natural in life, bur Our Toton is a play. It

is important and right for Wilder fo present for the audience the jdea
that our anxiety about errors in living and the pain sndured from the |
 means to deepening our awarencss. This *

or memory. The American, then, who has losc that moment of con-
sclousness is not that European thing called “dead™—so fraught with
tmmemorial connotations—he has gonc away” (A, 210). The Amer.
1can lives in consciousness ar knowing, and when he dies, there is no
sense of personal survival in monuments or any other ways of fixing
‘the memory. And there is no “expeceation” cither. Wilder’s “dead”™ are
not waiting for a paradise where their individual selves will be ful.
filled. They are going away, “Waitin® for the eternal part in them- to
comc‘out clear™ (82), It is easier to see what the “eternal part” is not
than it is to define it, CXCEpI 10 say that it is perhaps something like
the Human Mind floating free from sense experience.

The living, of course, fall short of chis ideal pecfection of the dead, *
This is Wilder's definition of “sin.” He rejects the idea that sin is 2
failure to ¢conform o cucrent mores, or is mostly seruzl, or “linkad up
with the Crucifixion—our ‘murder™ U, 10). Wilder found the Crugi-
fixion a fine metaphor, byt Lie rejected its actual “involvement i blood
and murder” (f, 10}. The blood-guilt prevented the spiritual vajues
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dESpiSil:lg or even trying to control or change. Our Town is not about
not l;’vmg‘:?c anather enough, bur about looking at cverything hard
enough. Emily’s words should be repeated: “[ can't look af ev, i
hard enough” (97). Erythlltlz
AAn ‘mportant corollary to'the rejection of 2 caring, loving uni-
verse-is the foolishness of wishing or trying to force circumstances to

" - onek will. The unending achieving force wishes us well, bur

It does not hear our supplications, Ir

does not grieve overour mis-
takes. The whole errin,

: 8 planct may go up in smoke, bur the ewie
Wikande will comi logi >

de [2 ly, joyously, p. ing chaos into
aew significant forms. . ., it is the All and it is eternal. ... We
canfior be sure that ic will , , . connect with us, as we could wish, Ic

is:¢apricious. It does pot necessarily reward our merits of hacd work
‘or our longing.

(AC, 146)

° L A
Thcsc:!dc:s of an upwacdly spiraling activity in the unjverse can be
found in' G. B. Shaw, especially in Back to Methuselat, a5 well as in

are waiting for to come out clear js their participation in the crearive
"*.":_: q.’ the uaiverse. The human feelings of gricving, rewarding, and
punishing arc farcign to it, Wilder wrote of Stein's religion, “The skies
do not pity nor punish, nor bring gifis” (AC, 210).

Goethe's ewig Wirkende “does not hear our supplications,” Stein’s
“American religion is thanking, not supplication™ (AC, 208). Along
with the immedjace notions of sin, " Wilder firmly thoughe the decline
f’f xhc church was due to the emphasis “on prayer as a request for an
interference with cause and effece” : 10). Stein’s American does nor
ask God, or the Human Mind, or the ewig Wirkende, or God-in-
fature to swerve from its path for his individual benefir, which would
be cither monumentally egocentric or silly or both at once. “It is at
the very kiai of Anserican religion that the majority of Americans
‘like what they have™ (AC, 208), The idea of prayer is to be so pleased
with what is surrounding, thac we ncither despise it nor impose our
will on ir. .

Bur Wilder's Americans are not passive. “The true passivity—that
15 the true slaveey and the rrue ineffectivencss—is to wish and o wait
and to yearn and ro conspire™ (AC, 209).
person either prays for something different or tries to change reality,
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either himself or his enviconment, through an act of will. Mrs, Webb
and Mrs. Gibbs have “beought up two children apicce, washed,
cleancd the house,—~and never a nervous breakdown™ (47). The two
women have lived the lives they found themselves in. Wilder is not
prescribing a life for all women. He is describing a narrow, essential
life that was as full of productivity—effective action—as LIFE al-
lowed. Mrs. Gibbs wanted o go to France, and though apparently
Me. Gibbs resisted her, she did not fret. She gave the mongy to George'
and Emily. Her failure to visic France is not sad. That she wanted to
go is evidence of her awarcness of life outside Grover's Corners, but
not seeing France docs not diminish her She lived hee ifie as she dontd,
And she nags George even on his wedding morning to put on his ov-
ershoes because she knows wer feet can result in colds.

Mrs. Gibbs sings in a church choir and abviously participates in
chuech services and hears protestant sermons, bur her teue religious
life ts in her daily living, apart from all theology, sects, and rituals. Her
relationship with her family is her relacionship with the eternal, And
it is the relationship that participates in the etcrnal, not the family, The
family is an accident of natare, and it will disappear in time.

There is no sensc thar anyone in Our Town is afraid of death.

The characters do not feel themselves outside of nature. They are not

. fighting against it. The Stage Manager presents several views of the

cemetery, each representing an attitude toward deach. The cemetery is
an important part of the town. One can see far in any direction from
the cemetery on a fine afternoon. Death is necessary for the long view
of life in Grover's Corners. The: cemetery has vecn where 1. is since the
beginning of the town. And some come to look at the tombstones and
some come in search of ancestors, Both activities are described as
harmless “nonsense,” the fiest because it lacks perspective on present
time, and the sccond because an antiquarian interest in the past—the
dead—can’ dnly obstruct and interfere with present consciousness.
There are Civil War veterans who had “never seen mose than fifty
miles of {the United States] themselves. All they knew was the name,
friends—ihe United States of America. ... And they went and died
about it” (80-81). Here Wilder calls attention to his American’s at-
tachment 1o idea, but not to place. The soldiers did not die for a piece
of ground bur for an abstraction, the Union. The Stage Manager tells
us about the grief of the living when they bring theic dead to the'cem-
etery, and then after time passes, grief dies and then so do we, and
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saw in American independence from the social group, eavironment,
and organized religion. Emersoh, he says, o
was—t0 use a much admired phrase—sufficient to himself. And
here we are back ro aur American individualisas, Thae’s whet Amer-
ican individualism is: sufficiency to onesell. Thar Americans are
also lonely and hence insufficient to themselves is only apparenty
2 contradiction: for they are sufficienr to themselves without being
able to make thar sufficiency into 2 sulficiency ro the whole expe-
tience of life which includes chemselves.

3 “( 154)

Our Toson is abour Wilder's American being sufficient to himself but
including at the same time an acknowledgment of as much of the toral

experience to which he is noc sulficient as he can. “Americans cannot

- .. be a success. .. . Americans are really only happy when they are
failures” (AC, 209).. Wilder wrotc thar these statements should not be
interpreted sentimentally or in moralizing terms. “Moralizing conies
from that realm of belief which is acquired, learned, arrogated to one-
sclf and promulgated; but which is no truly believed or lived by (AC,
£09). Wilder is not moralizing in Our Totwn, as so many playgoers
cither wish or imagine he is. He is dramatizing what he sees in the
American Mind, and of course, in his own as well. Americans are
happy when they are failures because then they are most intensely alive
and knowing what they know. Being a failure is exhilarating becavise
it means that there is still a need to live. Being a failure is being unfin-
ished, is recognizing thar there is still more. When Emily tells George
about the perfection of fathers, she is expressing an ideal that both she
and George cannor reach, but both the ideal and her failure are.real
to her. Both are what Wilder dramatizes when she returns for her
twelfth birthday.
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when we do, we will be buricd in the cemetery, too, And then he con-
cludes with the important idea that the dead are being weaned away
{;02!’;1 the earth, so the “eternal part in them [can) come out clear”

Wilder does not know anything more abour being dead than any
of the rest of us. His play is not for the dead, 2nd he makes no prom-
ises, unlike most writers who want ro create a religious work, for cur
future when we living are dead. Whatever the dead really do, Wilder
is describing a perfect condition againse which his living, rclieious
American measures his achicvement. The dead embody “passionless
power” energy that is nort distracted by feelings for the ephemeral,

seductive natural world. They are Human Mind free of Human Na- 7

ture. They are pure Cod-relationship.

Wilder also knows that we are all surrounded by the seductive
world of Human Nacure. His greatest irony is that the world of Hu-
man Nature is the means 1o discover the Human Mind. “Natural hu-
man life” and “human relationships” are the life we all live, if we are
lucky. And part of this irony is that our unhappiness when we fail ar
the “natral human life” and “human relationships” is the surest sign
that we have born in us “from the order of the universe™ a sense of
that pertection the dead ace slowly acquiring.

Emily had a good life, growing and being a wife to Grorge. Thar
is why it is painful to return; ir was good enough to make her aware
how it fell short, and also good enough for her to leave ic. She cannot
change it. She can only sec it.

Wilder is mot counseling a retreat from the world like some car-
toon Orientai swami meditating on a peak in the Himalayas. Living,
making mistakes, being ceaselessly active until the end are necessary
1o find the God-relationship. Wilder ssid about Tolstoj: “the more a
thing is natural the more it is supernatural” (], 125). This is not mys-
tical or ecclesiastical. [t is simply a demand that we turn our attention
to what is basic. We are zll surrounded, but “‘Surround does not mean
surrendec’ [which] is . . . the loss of one’s knowing” (AC, 211). The
ideal is to know what we know “ar the moment of knowing ir,” to be
free of intention and expectation. The characters in Our Torwn in their
living “did what they did, but they did not ser abour ro do what they
were 10 do” (AC, 211). And also “Americans do not wait—that is,
they do not live in the expectarion thac gircumstance is coming toward
them bearing gifts” (AC, 210).

Writing abouc Emerson, Wilder described the paradex of what he

P | S

By its very nature the mounting of a play in production, especially a
NEW play, diways involves surprising excitements, Partly because Wii-
der was inexperienced with Broadway production, but also partly be-
cause of aspects of the situation apart from Wilder, the events created
by bringing Our Town to New York seem particularly difficult. Some
of them bring into relief aspects of the play.

Jed Harris 1s almost always described as a brilliane director. His
production record was exceptional, both with classical revivals and
Broadway entertainments, and many on both sides of the footlights
speak eloquently of his theatrical imagination. But Harris was also
difficult. Laurence Olivier, for example, who had been direcred by
Harris, claimed later that he had based his performance of Shake-
spearc’s grotesque villain Richard 11l on Harris. Although Harns and
Wilder had been briefly rogether at Yale, and Harris was the father of
Wilder's close friend Ruth Gordon’s child, Wilder did not know him
well. Harris saw a draft of Our Toten, as promised by Wilder, while
barh men were in Europe. Hacris apparently regarded Onr Town as
his opportunity to have his hand in the creation of an original Amer-
ican masterpiece, an accomplishment so far missing from his list. He
proclaimed, no doubt in pare for the publicity value and also to en-
courage the actors, that Our Town was a “certain classic™ and “thac
it might very well be the best American play ever written.”? His en-
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