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ABSTRACT
OUR TOWN BY THORNTON WILDER:
A DESCRIPTIVE STUDY OF ITS PRODUCTION MODES
By

Gerald E. Snider

This dissertation examines selected stagings of Thornton
Wilder's Our Town as presented in the production modes of the
legitimate theatre, film and television. The study conse-
quently focuses on six of the many productions staged since
1938: Jed Harris' 1938 Broadway premiere, Jose Quintero's
1959 off-Broadway revival, Alan Schneider's 1981 mid-western
thrust staging, Sam Wood's 1940 motion picture, Delbert Mann's
1955 live television production, and George Schaefer's 1977
video-taped production.

These six productions serve as models for a variety of
approaches to staging Our Town. Directors often use one or a
combination of these three common interpretations when
presenting the play: 1) Austere and detached objectivity;

2) Romantic and sentimental reverie; 3) Casual caricature
focusing on farce. The many presentations of Our Town hold
several production concerns in common. The technical
realization of the play gives emphasis to the use of light

and shadow and to varying degrees of stage realism. Each of
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the productions presented in this study were staged with a
conscious effort to establish as intimate a relationship with
the audience as the mode would allow. Significant to this

is that the playing space, whether defined by the stage and
auditorium, or by the camera and screen, influenced each
production. The progression of the time itself also affected
the critical evaluation of the various productions through
the ever-present and changing social values of restraint and
response.

Thornton Wilder's Our Town maintains its vast and
popular appeal because of its simplicity, dramatic irony,
actor/audience relationship, and because of its beneficent
view of death. From the boldness of reaching out beyond the
proscenium arch in Harris' 1938 production to the novel media
montage multiple reality of the Schechner inspired Wooster
Group's 1981 treatment, Qur Town stands up against its many
detractors as it continues to challenge producers, directors,
and audience members with its unique invitation to open and

creative theatrical collaboration.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Statement of Purvose

The purpose of this study is to present a descriptive
examination of Thornton Wilder's Qur Town as represented in
selected productions from 1938 to 1981.

The study will deal with the following:

1. How has Our Town been staged within the various
production modes of the legitimate theatre, film and television?
2. What directorial influences contributed to
the realization of these selected productions?
3. What has been the critical response to each of

these presentations?

Justification

Our Town is the most often produced play in this

1 and as such deserves its own attention in scholarship.

country
Following its 1938 Broadway opening the play was awarded the

Pulitzer Prize, subsequently enjoying countless productions

in professional, academic and community threatres. In 1940

1Personal interview with Isabel Wilder, September 14,

1981.



Our Town was made into a major motion picture and has since
had no less than six different television interpretations.
In 1946 the U.S.0. presented Our Town to American G.I.'s

stationed in Europe. In 1958 the New York Times published a

survey of leading theatre personalities indicating their
preferences for a national repertory of American drama.2

Our Town was on that list more than any other play. In 1973
the United States Department of State sent a production of Qur
Town in cultural exchange to Russia as the first American play
to be presented in that country. Three years later, as Americans
were enjoying their Bicentennial festivities, hundreds of
producing groups across the country elected to present Our
Town as a part of their cultural heritage celebrations.
Wilder's play had established its place in the annals of
American theatre history. To date the script itself has been
included in over two hundred anthologies. Richard H. Goldstone
commented on the historical significance of Qur Town by writing
that it "has in effect become our national play--or come as

close as any play has come thus far".3

2

New York Times, November 9, 1958, p. 18. The six
people polled were: Tyrone Guthrie, Helen Hayes, Norris
Houghton, Elia Kazan and Cornelia Otis Skinner.

3Richard H. Goldstone, Thornton Wilder: An Intimate
Portrait (New York: E. P. Dutton and Company, Inc., 1975)
p. 138.




Yet, Our Town began without immediate or complete
success. In fact many theatre critics vascillated in their
estimation of Wilder's unconventional play. Its bare stage
simplicity, static if not plotless dramatic structure, and
its seeming sentimental reverie have provoked a great deal of
critical consternation. Reviewing its first out-of-town
try-out in Princeton, Variety's critic reported that it was
"hard to imagine what the erstwhile wonder boy of Broadway
[Jed Harris] saw in this disjointed bittersweet affair of
small town New Hampshre life---for once the novelty has been
worn thin, the élay lacks the sturdy qualities necessary to
carry it on its own“.4 Following the New York opening of Our
Town less than two weeks later, Variety modified its earlier
analysis of a production not appreciably changed5 by saying
that, "Box office criticism has a tough one in Qur Town
because its simple, sincere, philosophical and literary nature
does not suggest the commercial wallop that is beautifully

6

written, staged and acted fine points warrant". John Gassner

reviewed the 1938 New York premiere remarking that:

4Varietz, January 26, 1938, p. 58.

5Personal interview with Isabel Wilder, September 14,

1981.

6Varietx, February 9, 1938.



I shall continue to insist that for all its
affecting qualities Our Town is devoid of developed
situations and hence its effect is one vast blur
of kindly sentiment. For a collective drama Our
Town lacks a core of dramatic action. It is the
outline of a drama rather than the finished product.
One may also question the completeness of the outline.
I should hardly call the totality of effect a major
dramatic experience.

Twelve years later in his preface to the play for its inclusion

in his Treasury of the Theatre anthology, Gassner presented his

revised insights.
Locating Our Town historically and explaining

its style is, however, less important than experiencing

the play. Once we become acquainted with a dramatic

style, it rapidly loses novelty and ceases to have

any value apart from the life and feeling it conveys....

It is a work of love and of wisdom.

Brooks Atkinson, however, is one of the few original
laudatory critics whose opinion remained unchanged during later
revivals of the play. 1In 1938 he wrote that, "With about the
best script of his career in his hands, Mr. Harris has risen
nobly to the occasion. He has reduced theatre to its lowest
common denominator without resort to perverse showmanship...

Our Town is a microcosm. It is also a hauntingly beautiful

play".9 Twenty-one years later, Atkinson had not changed his

7John Gassner. "Our Town", One-Act Play Magazine,
February, 1938, pp. 226-227.

8John Gassner. A Treasury of the Theatre. (New York:
Simon and Schuster, Inc., 1950) pp. 926-927.
9

New York Times. February 5, 1938.




mind about the beauty of Wilder's play when he reviewed Jose
Quintero's 1959 off-Broadway revival: "Our Town is one of the
loveliest dramas of our time....Thank Mr. Quintero for preserving
its faith and wisdom. And its universality, for Our Town is
the chronicle of everyman."10

Literary scholars, too, have debated the merits and
scope of Wilder's play. These scholars seem concerned with
discovering the literary point of view from which Our Town can
be academically categorized. Arthur Ballet called the play a
tragedy comparing it to Classic ancestors: "Like Oedipus
before her, Emily finds a place in dramatic literature as a
tragic figure of enormous dimensions, for in her blindness,
or death, she gains, the true ability to see and understand."
George Stephans argued that Ballet's discussion was inconsistent
with the precepts of Aristotelian criticism, stating his own
views that the play more appropriately belongs to the literary
genre of nostalgic Romanticism so popular with the middle
class:

Our Town is popular...because it is not tragic....
In addition, the 'truths' about life discovered by
Emily...--that the living and the blind, troubled,

etc., are just the observations as would impress the
average audience. Emily's pathetic death, popularly

10New York Times. March 24, 1959.

11Arthur H. Ballet. "In Our Living and In Our Dying,"
English Journal, 1956, XLV, p. 249.




mistaken for tragedy, is evocative of tender feelings
of pity...it is not, in my opinion, a play which ranks
with §9e great tragedies--not, in fact, a tragedy at
all.

Robert Corrigan countered both scholars' arguments with a
compromising analysis of Wilder's tendency toward a tragic
vision of life:

It is this tendency consistent with his
Platonism, to reduce the dimension of eternity so
that it can be encompassed by life itself, that has
led me to believe, although he has written no
tragedies, that Wilder has essentially a tragic
rather than a Christian or even a religious view
of life. To be sure, Wilder has not created any
Ahabs or Lears, but this is not because he lacks a
tragic vision. He happens to believe, as did
Maeterlinck, that there are times in each of our
lives when we are conscious of moving into the
boundary of situations of the tragic realm, and that
furthermore, life tragedies can be best seen in th?3
drama of the everyday, in life's smallest events.

Francis Fergusson14 and C. Wixon 15 both attempted to define

Our Town as an allegory in the manner of technique of Brecht

12George D. Stephans. "Our Town--Great American

Tragedy?" Modern Drama, 1959, I, pp. 258-264.

3Robert W. Corrigan. "Thornton Wilder and the Tragic

Sense of Life," The Theatre in Search of a Fix. (New York:
Delcorte Press, 1973) pp. 239-246.
14

Francis Fergusson. "Three Allegorists: Brecht,
Wilder and Eliot," The Human Image in Dramatic Literature.
(New York: Anchor Press, 1957) pp. 41-71.

15C. Wixon. "Dramatic Techniques of Thornton Wilder
and Bertholt Brecht: A Study in Comparison," Modern Drama,
Summer, 1972. pp. 112-114.




and Eliot. Winfield Townley Scott16 and T. E. Porterl-7 each
expanded the allegory idea to include their respective
contentions that Wilder's play is a significant work of
literature for its mythic elements reflecting the spirit and
values of the American ideal.

Our Town continues to puzzle critics, analysts, and
therefore many producers for its refusal to be neatly cate-
gorized. Investigation into other related areas offers only
implicit answers concerning the play's production potential
in whatever mode. The several published critical and biograph-
ical treatments of Wilder are included in the bibliography
appended to this study and while they are adequate by degrees
to the general subject of the writer and his work, they do not
focus on the production aspect of his plays. Of the fourteen

dissertations listed in Dissertation Abstracts dealing with

Wilder, only three are specifically concerned with his plays;

two of them are of a literary analysis nature. The one study
concerned with theatrical production relates the events leading up
to the initial performance of each of Wilder's major plays and

the critical responses to the opening night performances.

16Winfield Townley Scott. "Our Town and the Golden
Veil," Virginia Quarterly Review. January, 1953. pp. 103-107.

17T. E. Porter. Myth and Modern American Drama.
(Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1969).




In spite of the fact that a great volume of material
on the history, technique, and aesthetics of cinema exists,
only those motions pictures which have been accorded classic
stature in their own right have received significant attention
in film studies. Discussions of less monumental films, such
as Our Town, have been limited to popular magazines. Television,
still quite young, is just beginning to assess its own historical
perspective in technology and programming. Research materials
on television productions are scant, sporadic and often
non-existent. Information regarding spvecific presentations
must be gleaned from personal interviews.

Hence this study. It proposes to be the first to
examine a specific American play as it has been staged in the
various production modes of the legitimate theatre, film and
television.

Definition of Terms

The term study is intended in its general meaning

suggested by Webster's New World Dictionary as "careful

attention to, and critical examination and investigation of

18
any subject, event, etc.".

Descriptive is essentially a detailed accounting of

the facts of the events.

18Webster's New World Dictionary, Second College
Edition, (1980), s.v. "study".




Production modes are those entertainment mediums of

the legitimate theatre, motion pictures and television, each

with their own unique presentation styles and techniques.

Limitations

1. Three major legitimate productions are included:
Jed Harris' 1938 Broadway premiere, Jose Quintero's 1959
off-Broadway revival, and Alan Schneider's 1981 regional
production; the one motion picture version of 1940; two
television presentations: Delbert Mann's 1955 musical adapta-
tion and George Schaefer's 1977 Bell Special. There may be
references to other legitimate or television productions of
Our Town, but no academic or community theatre presentations
are included.
2. The criteria for the selection of the productions
included in this study are:
a. the uniqueness of the particular production
b. the reputation of the director
c. the availability of adequate documentation
concerning the production.
3. The attention and emphasis on a literary analysis
of Qur Town will vary with production, the director, and the
critical responses, and may be noted, but a literary analysis

as such is not a consideration of this study.
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4. In evaluating critical responses to productions
of Our Town, reviews are emphasized with support from criticisms

in magazines and journals.

Method

The three production modes covered in this study are
discussed in the context of six selected presentations as
previously indicated. The specific productions have been chosen
for their distinct and unique staging approach to the play.

The legitimate theatre mode details the premiere
production originally written and staged for a large Broadway
proscenium theatre. The second legitimate staging considers
the intimate space used by an off-Broadway arena. The third
production of Our Town discussed is the staging of the play on
a large midwestern thrust stage.

The film mode, of course, is limited to the single
1940 production by virtue of the fact that only one motion
picture of the play has been produced to date. However, it is
particularly relevant to a descriptive study of Our Town
productions because of the naturalism of the film mode and the
"Hollywood star"19 mystique.

Of the six television productions of Our Town that

have been aired, two are examined here because of their

19Isabel Wilder, op. cit.
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particular approaches to the script. The 1955 "Producer's
Showcase" musical adaptation was televised live as one of the
first color broadcasts. 1In 1977 the NBC Bell System presented
a video-taped production attempting to reflect the style of a
television documentary.

The discussion of translating the meaning and intent of
Wilder's Our Town will include those elements unique to that
particular production mode. Each specific production will be
reported in a narrative manner with particular focus given to
the fundamentals of modern theatre practices and the biographical

circumstances surrounding these selected stagings.

Procedure

Each chapter dealing with a specific mode will consider
those selected productions in chronological order. Comments
about the demands of the mode imposed upon the script will
be made when necessary to clarify the unique elements of that
production. Discussion will include consideration of producers,
directors, and other contributing staff members. Each chapter
will be reviewed from the context of critical responses for
indications of those elements used in the specific productions
which were translated effectively within the given mode.

Each individual production will be introduced with an

overview of the circumstances leading up to its final realization
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in performance. Examination of each production will give
attention to the particular director's approach to the play and
its visual presentation. Productions which depart from the

1938 Samuel French acting edition of the script will be noted. 20

The final chapter will summarize the study, present
conclusions based on the findings of this examination, and
provide implications for further research.

Appendix A includes a chronology of significant
productions of Our Town presented in the three modes. Appendix
B provides a playbill format listing of those people involved
in each of the presentations considered in this study. Appendix
C offers biographical sketches outlining the lives and careers

of many people who worked on the various productions of Our

Town. Appendix D contains photographs of selected productions.

Sources
An initial compilation of major legitimate, film, and
television productions of Our Town was made from an investigation
of two sources:
1. The biographical studies of Thornton Wilder
2. Related biographical studies of the various

personalities who worked with the play during their careers.

onhree published versions of OQur Town exist: The 1938
Samuel French acting edition, the Coward-McCann reading edition
published in 1938, and Wilder's "definitive" edition published
in 1955 by Harper and Row in Three Plays by Thornton Wilder.
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The Thornton Wilder Collection at the Beinecke Rare
Books and Manuscript Library at Yale, the Billy Rose Theatre
Collection of New York Public Library's Research Center for the
Performing Arts, and the film and television collection at the
University of Southern California were the primary sources in
collecting data on the productions included in this study.
Other facilities used were The Performing Arts Library at the
University of California at Los Angeles, and various libraries
throughout the Inter-Library Loan System. The three published
versions of Our Town are available in most libraries. Type-
scripts, screenplays, and teleplays are available among the
special collections mentioned above.

The background preparation for this study included an
investigation of several sources to determine general attitudes

surrounding the productions. The Reader's Guide to Periodical

Literature and The New York Times Index were checked from 1937

to 1981 for articles relative to Our Town, Thornton Wilder,
theatre, motion pictures, television and those personalities

involved with the specific productions. The New York Times was

stressed as a source because of its location and its reputation
as a chronicle of American entertainment.
A general knowledge of twentieth century theatre modes

was obtained from a variety of sources: Oscar Brockett and
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Robert Findlay's A Century of Innovation, Lee Simonson's The

Stage Is Set, Norris Houghton's The Exploding Stage, and

Alexander Bakshy's The Theatre Unbound. Allardyce Nicoll's

Film and Theatre and Nicholas Vardac's Stage to Screen offered

valuable insights into dealing with the realism of the film mode.
Because television is still such a young production mode, com-
prehensive sources are more elusive. However, a general sense
of television aesthetics was gained from A. William Bleum's

Television: The Creative Experience.

A major source for this study grew out of a series of
personal interviews and correspondences with a number of key
people in the production history of OQur Town: Richard Goldstone,
Delbert Mann, Theodore Mann, Raymond Massey, George Schaefer,
Alan Schneider, and Isabel Wilder. Their acquaintance with
Thornton Wilder as well as their own professional experience
with the several productions make them a most valuable source
in this study. Of the six productions being examined this
writer observed four:

1. The 1940 motion picture
2. The 1955 television musical adaptation
3. The 1977 television Bell System special

4. The 1981 Guthrie Theatre production.
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Finally, a brace of published reviews from many different
periodicals serve to demonstrate the critical response to each

of the productions.



CHAPTER II

LEGITIMATE THEATRE

This chapter will study Our Town as staged in the
production modes of the legitimate theatre. Three specific
presentations have been selected for this examination:

1. Jed Harris' Broadway premiere at the Henry
Miller Theatre in 1938.

2. Jose Quintero's off-Broadway revival at the
Circle-in-the-Square Theatre in 1959,

3. Alan Schneider's regional theatre production
at The Guthrie Theatre in 1981.

These productions represent three unique staging
approaches to Qur Town; large Broadway proscenium theatre,
intimate off-Broadway arena, and large regional thrust stage.
The study also provides an implicit reflection on the work of
three eminent directors in the American theatre.

Each particular production will be discussed in the
light of those background circumstances leading up to its
final realization in performance. Biographical sketches of the
playwright and director will be presented; The director's

rehearsal techniques and his staging of the play in the given

16
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theatre space will also be considered. Finally, each
production will be studied for its unique theatrical effective-
ness through a comparative analysis of published critical

reviews.

Broadway Premiere

Thornton Wilder wrote Our Town in 1937 for the
proscenium theatre with the hope of having it produced and
directed by the reigning "boy-wonder" of Broadway, Jed Harris.1
Wilder biographer Richard Goldstone details many of the
influences and events that led to the play's eventual Broadway
premiere on February 4, 1938. According to Goldstone's
accounting, several theatrical and literary influences came
to bear on Wilder's creation of Our Town; certainly the
production modes of the Greeks, the Elizabethans, and the
Orientals. More contemporaneously he was influenced by the

theatres of Reinhardt, Copeau and Pirandello.? Wilder, himself,

admits to the profound literary influence of the Classics,

1Both men, former Yale students, had worked together
that same year on a moderately successful revival of Ibsen's
A Doll's House for Ruth Gordon; Wilder as translator and adaptor
of the script and Harris as producer and director.

ZDuring the late teens and throughout the twenties
Wilder spent a great deal of time in Europe where he witnessed
much of the early works in progress of these men and their
respective companies.
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of James Joyce, and Gertrude Stein on his own writing.3
However, since Our Town is the particular concern of this
study, Wilder's own early exercises in dramatic writing,
which Alan Schneider calls "sketchbook" pieces, must also be
viewed as influential on Wilder's later writing.4
It is interesting to note from Goldstone's study that
in spite of the subject matter, if not the setting, of Our
Town and Wilder's frequent trips to the Monadnock region of
New Hampshire, that most of the play was not written in the
United States. He began writing it in 1936 during a visit to
the Virgin Isiands. Wilder was always working on several
projects at the same time. The next year during a trip to

Europe he continued his "little masterpiece" project which he

had tentatively entitled Our Village. He worked on the play

in Innsbruck, Salzburg and Zurich. Then, in late October of
1937 he met with Jed Harris in Paris and offered him Our Town.

Harris was ecstatic.

3Goldstone suggests Theodore Dreiser's anti-
naturalistic one-act play The Blue Sphere as having particular
influence on Wilder's ideas on staging multi-levels of reality.

4Walter Beaver presents an extensive analysis of
these short plays in his dissertation, A Critical Study of the
Apprenticeship Plays of Thornton Wilder and Their Relationship
o His Major Dramatic Works.
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He was drawn to Qur Town because the play
fulfilled all his dreams as a director: its
spaciousness was for him a liberation, freeing him
of furniture, props, drawing rooms, and doors--
in fact, the whole three-hundred year old Western
theatre tradition. The play would enable him to
work exclusively with language, gesture, movement,
light and shade.?>

Both men were exhilerated and anxious to begin working
at once to produce Our Town for the Broadway stage. Harris
left immediately for New York with Wilder arriving there
shortly afterwards. Much was yet to be done. Harris' reputation

as the enfant terrible of Broadway still echoes along the

Great White Way. He was a major force in New York professional

theatre for nearly twenty years.6

"At the age of 28 he had
(counting road companies) seven productions on the boards at
once, and an income of $40,000 a week".7 Time magazine
referred to him as a man of "drive and mettlesomeness (as

both producer and director) that acted like ozone, even if at

times they were only shots of dope. A meteoric manager,

5Goldstone, op. cit., p. 128.

6Patricia Lynn Borroughs' dissertation, The Theatrical
Career of Jed Harris in New York, 1925-1956 and Harris' own auto-
biographical books, Watchman, What of the Night? and Dancing on
the High Wire seem to be the only sympathetic studies of this
"meteoric" giant of the twentieth century American theatre. 1In
1979 Harris was interviewed by Dick Cavett in a five-part
televised series presentation produced by WNET and the Public
Broadcasting System. Shortly afterward he died, according to
Goldstone, in poverty.

7Time, February 19, 1945, pp. 69-70.



20

Harris is a volcanic man.“8 The same Time article quoted a
nameless Harris friend as remarking that, "Jed will quarrel
with you, he will embarrass you, he will break your heart,
he will drive you crazy--but he will be good for the show".9

What Harris brought to the show was not so much
innovation as it was discipline, a commitment to a tight
cohesive script, and an uncanny ability to gather together the
right cast and crew for that particular production. Harris'
rehearsals, aside from being tedious and overlong, were
conducted in the traditional manner; read-through, blocking,
polishing and technical. He seldom left his seat during
rehearsals to work among the actors. Just how bombastic or
intimidating he actually was while rehearsing is a controversial
issue that cannot be answered.

In later years he reflected on his analysis of the
play and his approach to the production. According to
Burroughs, Harris felt Wilder's script was contrived.

Of the play, he says, 'The critics say it was
phony, and it is phony. OQur Town is far from an

interesting play. It was an academic, scholarly
cribbing from all sorts of places'. He [Harris]

8:bia.

91bid.
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even agrees with George Jean Nathan's statement
that there is no interesting line in the play.

He views all the characters as stereotypes--the
good mother, the good father, the good children.
'What I loved was the opportunity for me to do
something like free-hand drawing. How I welcomed
it, if only to get away freg the usual trappings
of the realistic theatre.'

Even though Wilder and Harris had worked together on

A Doll's House just a year before with only minor personal

differences, such was not to be the case with their new project.
The stories surrounding their conflicts during the preparations
of Our Town are now legendary and certainly two-sided. And
while it is not the purpose of this study to distill legends,
they are, in fact, a part of a production that its actors were
later to fondly remember as "a transcendent experience,
differing from anything they had undergone before or afterward".
Indeed, the script was and is Wilder's, but because of Harris'
keen sense of the theatre, both as its producer and its
director, Our Town might never have made its Broadway premiere,

much less into the annals of American theatre history. It

10Patricia Lynn Burroughs. "The Theatrical Career of
Jed Harris in New York, 1925-1956." (Unpublished Ph.D.
disseration, Louisiana State University, 1978), p. 274.

11Goldstone, op. cit., p. 130.

11



22

must be remembered that Wilder wanted Harris to direct his
play. Therefore, all stories of the conflicts between them must
be understood as the emotional outbursts of two extremely
talented men of genius who were both intensely committed to
their work, each in his own way.

The first major conflict between the two occurred
when Harris demanded Wilder cut certain lines from his script
and add an entire scene between Mr. Webb and George Gibbs.12
Harris rented an apartment on Long Island for Wilder and told
him not to come out until he had finished rewriting the script.
Not without a small degree of resentment Wilder obligingly
moved into the apartment and made the required adjustment to
his play.13

That obliging quality of Wilder's would one day become
his trademark. In 1953 Time magazine featured him as the
subject of their cover story article.

On my grave, says Thornton Wilder, they will
write: "Here lies a man who tried to be obliging."
And he gives a nervous bark of laughter--the laugh,

slightly louder than the occasion warrants, of a man
accustomed to putting people at their ease.

127he 1938 Harper & Row reading edition of Our Town
contains many of the lines Harris wanted cut from the production.

13He later acquiesced to Harris' judgment. In 1955
Wilder published his definite copy of Our Town in Three Plays.
It read more like the Samuel French acting edition than the
Harper & Row version.
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No one could mistake this faintly fussy,
professorial-looking character for a man of the
people. Yet he has written some of the most
authentic Americana of his time, and numbers among
his friends prizefighters, Chicago gunmen,
waitresses, and a gambler who is a member of
Alcoholics Anonymous. Full of bubble and bounce,
he has the ready grin of the seasoned meeter-of-
people. He puts on no airs, and has an immense
interest in human beings, young an? old, whom he
treats with fatherly didacticism.1
The second major conflict between the two men occurred

when Wilder came to observe one of Harris' rehearsals for the
play. The playwright was naturally anxious, nervous, and also
relatively inexperienced in the ways and means of the rehearsal
process and became increasingly frustrated by what he thought
was a complete misunderstanding of his play. His nervous
gestures and mannerisms so distracted the actors that Harris
banned Wilder from attending rehearsals until a few days prior
to the show's out-of-town try-out; a sort of final dress
rehearsal, according to Isabel Wilder, at the McCarter Theatre
in Princeton, New Jersey. Whether or not Harris and his actors
understood Wilder's play at those early rehearsals, the play
was a failure in its first public performance. Wilder was
distraught. Variety reviewed this try-out production in less
than "cool" terms, refusing to take the play seriously.

As theatre fare, it is not only disappointing

but hopelessly slow---and it will probably go down
as the season's most extravagant waste of fine talent.

141ime, January 12, 1953. pp. 45-47.
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Play's chance will rest solely on the
novelty of the production. 1It's the type of
stuff put on here every now and then by the
Princeton Theatre Intime, university experimental
group, and other serious collegiate organizations.
Our Town should never have left the campus.

Goldstone attributes much of the.failure of Our Town's

first performance to inadequate lighting and poor acoustics.
Isabel Wilder, who was present at that production, agrees with
this evaluation and adds that these problems could have been
easily remedied had the McCarter Theatre been available for

16 She also

a longer set-up and rehearsal period of time.
indicated that the company was not allowed into the theatre
until after 1:00 P.M. and that Harris with his technical
director, Raymond Sovey, spent most of the afternoon working
on the lighting. There was no time for a rehearsal.

Undaunted by the Princeton performance and Wilder's
disappointment, Harris continued with his production plans
for the play's next try-out--two weeks in Boston. But the
critical response there was no better and the show closed
one week short of its scheduled run. Harris, never a man easily
discouraged by overwhelming odds, forged ahead with his plans
for a New York opening as soon as possible. Our Town had

been contracted to play ina Shubert Organization house, but

since an adequate one was not currently available, Harris

15Varietx, January 23, 1938.

161sabel Wilder, op. cit.
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negotiated with Gilbert Miller for a week's run at the Henry
Miller Theatre. The producer in Harris speculated that if
Our Town were to succeed, another Broadway house would become
available. After its week's run at the Henry Miller Theatre,
Our Town moved to the Morosco Theatre for 336 performances.
In addition to the problems of finding a suitable theatre in
New York, Harris was also troubled by the stagehands' union
over actors moving furniture during the performance.
According to Variety, the issue caused a minor skirmish
backstage.

Harris insisted that as the script called for
actors to move chairs and other props (there is no

scenery) there was no need for more than a skeletonized

crew. Vincent Jacobi, business agent for the
deckhand union, demanded that men be engaged
anyhow. There was some pushing around backstage
and several poorly-aimed punches_ were thrown,
but the jam was finally cleared.
The union conceded to Harris' explanation that only for
artistic reasons were the actors and not the stagehands to

handle the scenery; the additional crew members were not

engaged.

While making his final preparations for the February 4,

1938 Broadway premiere of Our Town, Harris had a chance meeting

with Brooks Atkinson, respected drama critic for the New York

17yariety. February 9, 1938.
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Times. The outcome of this chance meeting offers another
example of the Harris "chutzpah" as Broadway producer. He
invited Atkinson to a rehearsal of Our Town, thus providing
the esteemed critic ample time for academic reflection before
the demands of journalistic deadlines forced a less than
meaningful critical analysis for its writer. It is, of course,
impossible to say whether or not Atkinson would have had the
same impressions of Our Town had Harris not offered and he not
accepted the invitation. Nor is it possible to conclude that
the play would have succeeded without Atkinson's glowing
praise.

Taking as his material three periods in the
history of a placid New Hampshire town, Mr. Wilder
has transmuted the simple events of human life into
universal reverie. He has given familiar facts a
deeply moving, philosophical perspective. Staged
without scenery and with the curtains always up,

Our Town has escaped from the formal barrier of the
modern theatre into the quintessence of acting,
thought and speculation. In the staging, Jed Harris
has appreciated the rare quality of Mr. Wilder's
handiwork an?silluminated it with a shining
performance.

Only speculation itself, or perhaps a circle of

critics, would dare attribute the success of Our Town to

Brooks Atkinson. But it is appropriate to suggest that he

18pr00ks Atkinson. New York Times, February 5, 1938.
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helped to establish Thornton Wilder as a popular American
playwright and to add another hit to Jed Harris' already long
list of Broadway victories.

Atkinson's critical response, while not singular in
its praise for Our Town, was not without its opposing opinions.
The one critical concern consistently directed against the
production was its experimental, bare-stage, scenery-less

novelty. John Anderson of the New York Journal-American wrote

that the play offered little more than "another brand of
hokum that is obligingly abetted by the audience. There is

at the moment, a sort of intellectual chi-chi about having no

19

scenery in the theatre". What Anderson perhaps knew but

refused to acknowledge was that Wilder and Harris seemed to

have accepted the challenge offered by a member of that
"intellectual chi-chi"--Lee Simonson. 1In his book, The Stage
Is Set, published in 1932, Simonson made the following challenge
to his colleagues in the American theatre:

Let me go on record as offering a standing
challenge to Sidney Howard, Elmer Rice, Eugene
O'Neill, Philip Barry, S. N. Behrman, Paul Green,
or any other American playwright who dares accept
it. Namely: Let one of them write a play in which
lines and business are so independent of scenery
that it can be played on a bare stage, with no more
furniture than three chairs, one couch, and one
table, and with no more dependence on doors and

19John Anderson. New York Journal-American,

February 5, 1938.
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windows than a comedy by Moliere. An open air
scene will be allowed two potted plants of any
description, or lef shadows cast by a stereopticon.
I'll gladly offer my services free to light the
show. But I'm making a safe offer. It won't be
taken up. If it is, what you will see will be,
not a new school of staggosetting, but a new
school of playwrighting.

Wilder had, in fact, written such plays for his anthology of

one-acts, including The Happy Journey to Trenton and Camden,

which he published a year before Simonson's book. Wilder
had also spoken out on the issue of unemcumbered stage spaces
as early as 1933. 1In an article published in the Honolulu

Star Bulletin he remarked on the element of audience imagination

as a means to their active participation in the total theatre
experience. "I look forward to the time when actors will be
able to play not only without scenery, but without specific
costumes--perhaps using a sort of Guild uniform--and thus the
imagination of the audience can clothe the actors in their
fitting garb as well as the stage with its fitting scene."21
However, it would take another five years before American
audiences would be introduced to the realization of Simonson's

challenge as it came in Harris' staging of Wilder's Our Town.

201ce simonson. The Stage Is Set. (New York: Harcourt,
Brace and Company) 1932. p. 124.

21Star Bulletin. November 4, 1933.
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If much of the bare stage concept and floor plan
arrangement was Wilder's,22 Harris' great contribution to
staging the play was in his use of lighting. According to
Burroughs, Harris invested $44,000 in producing Our Town.
Even with a cast of fifty-five, the costumes executed by
Helene Pons studio cost under $1,000. But Harris committed
himself to almost $30,000 in electrical equipment from Century

23 Harris and Sovey spent endless

Lighting for his production.
hours installing the‘two lighting boards, hanging, focusing,

and setting over 100 lighting instruments in order to establish
the right atmosphere and mood for Our Town which they felt, in
the absence of scenery, could only be created through the power
of plastic lighting.24

It is curious, however, that in spite of all the

expense, time and detail spent on painting the "scenery" of

22Early typescripts of Our Town in the Wilder Collection
housed in the Beinecke Rare Books Library at Yale indicate this
to be true.

23Burroughs. op. cit., p. 273.

24For the producer interested in recapturing the look
and feel of that original proscenium theatre production, he need
only turn to and follow the 1938 Samuel French acting edition
of the script. It is the published version of the production
stage manager Edward P. Goodnow's production book which is now
located in the Harvard Library Theatre Collection. Most of the
production elements are included in noted detail: "Suggestions
for the Director", "Curtain Call Routine", "Note on Pantomime",
"Note on Wedding Entrance", "Doubling and Understudy Plot",
"Property Plot", "Carpenter's Plot", "Publicity Ideas", "Costume
Plot", "Scene Design" floor plans for each act, and an extensive
"Lighting Plot".
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Our Town with light from "the wings, overhead, and from the

n25 that such efforts went

rear of the Henry Miller Theatre
practically unnoticed by the watchful eyes of nearly every
critic. One reviewer rather cursorily commented that "there was
‘technical direction' by Raymond Sovey, who having no scenery
to design, presumably took care of such eerie effects as the

26
sun rising over the steam pipes".

Whatever the critical responses to the Broadway premiere
of Our Town might have been, the production demonstrated that
the 300-year old tradition of the proscenium theatre was ready
for a change.

Our Town showed that realistic-naturalistic

theatre had pretty much exhausted itself and that

realism now properly belonged to the realm of films

and radio plays. Further, it was clear now that

the legitimate theatre, if it were to survive, would

have to address itself to a---more discriminat§9g

audience and devise new modes of presentation.

Indeed, Our Town had done its part to free American theatre
practices from the shackles of convention. Wilder had created
a more intimate theatre experience. As Norris Houghton suggested,

Wilder

offered us a character like the Stage Manager
of Our Town who smashed the barrier of the footlight

25Varietx. February 9, 1938.

26
Wilella Waldorf. New York Post. February 5, 1938.

27Goldstone, op. cit., p. 138.
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and held out his hand inviting the audience to
commune with him and the performers. 'Not
versimilitude but reality' its author waiaseeking,
and by this means he caught it superbly.

Off-Broadway Revival

Thornton Wilder's circle of acquaintances in 1937 New
York did not include those people committed to the intimate
and experimental spirit of the burgeoning off-Broadway theatre.
Had that been the case, the revival of his play there over
two decades later might never have taken place at all; much
less become the recipient of such sensational critical acclaim.
Even though Jose Quintero's staging of the play was not the
first New York revival of Our Town since its Broadway premiere,29
it was, however, the first professional New York revival to
play for an extended run. The production opened on March 23,
1959, at the original off-Broadway Circle-in-the Square Theatre
and closed 375 performances later on February 21, 1960, after
having been transferred to the Circle's new facilities five

blocks away.

28Norris Houghton. The Exploding Stage. (New York:
Dell Publishing Co., 1971). p. 140.

29The first New York revival of Our Town opened at
the City Center on January 10, 1944, and closed after a limited
run engagement of 24 performances on January 29, 1944. The
production was again staged by Jed Harris and included many
Oof the original performers. However, Marc Connelly played
the Stage Manager.
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The story of Our Town under Quintero at the Circle-in-
the-Square Theatre is perhaps its best story. All three had
proven their success: Our Town had had over twenty years of
popular stagings in academic, community and regional theatres.
It had been made into a major motion picture, broadcast on
radio, and produced for television with no less than five
different interpretations.30 Quintero's reputation as a director
of breathtaking sensitivity was firmly established. He
ostensibly became recognized as a major interpreter of Eugene
O'Neill's work and ultimately credited with much of the renewed
critical interest in this renowned American playwright.
Quintero's intuitive and dance-inspired utilization of the
intimate arena-like stage space and his poignant revivals of

such plays as Summer and Smoke and The Iceman Cometh helped

to make the Circle-in-the-Square off-Broadway's leading theatre.
Often what is most important about a particular

production is the unique combination of those elements outside

the given script itself. To study a script produced by an

of f-Broadway company, it is also essential to view the group,

its personalities involved, and their corporate philosophy of

30One of these television interpretations was directed
by Quintero. It was aired November 13, 1959, on the CBS
David Susskind Presents.
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what the theatre experience should be.

That off-Broadway theatre experience, according to
Martin Esslin, "is more adventurous in producing plays of
literary merit or social relevance, and more experimental with
staging techniques“.31 While Esslin's description does not
account for those Broadway exceptions like Jed Harris, the
general rule remains; the difference between Broadway and off-
Broadway theatre is more than the distance from Times to Sheridan
Square. Francis Fergusson's brief sketch of the Broadway theatre
details what the off-Broadway scene, particularly the work of
the Circle, refused to be until more recently when the inevi-
tability of fiscal responsibility pushed that "downtown"
ideal further off-Broadway. Fergusson essayed the Broadway
ideal.

The producer is a key figure in the Broadway

set-up. Anyone who has, or can find, the money can

be a producer....As entrepreneur, he is between the

investor (or angel) and the show. But he cannot

afford his own acting company, theatre, director,

designer, or musician;...He shops around for stars

with "names", directors and designers with good

reputations, orchestrators who have, as nearly
as possible, the infallible touch; and out of

31Martin Esslin, Illustrated Encyclopaedia of World
Theatre (London: Thames and Hudson Ltd., 1977) p. 204.
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these elements (often quite strange to each other)

he puts together a show.
Quintero spoke of the off-Broadway experience of putting a
show together in more simplistic terms. "We have a sense of
belonging....We have a base. We're not a migrant pack like
Broadway producers."33

Indeed, the off-Broadway phenomenon is in itself a
vital subject for study. Several cogent and insightful
sources are available and provide adequate historical perspec-

tives and analyses of the movement. The most pervasive work

to date on the topic is Stuart W. Little's Off-Broadway: The

Prophetic Theatre. He begins his book with a tribute to the

revitalization of the off-Broadway spirit by Ted Mann, Leigh
Connell, Jose Quintero and their Circle-in-the-Square Theatre
company. Lewis adds that for historical purposes off—Broaany
"may be said to have begun in Sheridan Square on the evening

of April 24, 1952, when Summer and Smoke with Geraldine Page

opened at the Circle-in-the-Square and became the first major

theatrical success below 42nd Street in thirty years“.34

32prancis Fergusson. The Human Image in Dramatic
Literature (New York: Doubleday Anchor Books, 1957).

33Stuart W. Little, Off-Broadway: The Prophetic
Theatre (New York: Coward, McCann & Geoghegan, Inc., 1972)
pp. 43-44.

34

Stuart W. Little, loc. cit. p. 14.
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Much of the critical acclaim for the success of the
Circle's revival of Williams' play was attributed to its
"sensitive" direction. How Quintero got to that point and the
ensuing development of his sky-rocketing career as one of
America's leading stage directors in given full treatment in

his autobiography, If You Don't Dance They Beat You. The

sensitive directing style which consistently marked the Circle's
intimate productions soon became recognized as the Quintero
signature. It was the signature of an intuitive, brooding,
passionate man. Where Harris' public display of passion was
bombastic and often denigrating, Quintero's passion was tacit
and always reassuring. The personality of both men naturally
permeated their rehearsal work. For Harris, the rehearsal

was a process activity--an administrative exercise. For
Quintero, the rehearsal was a communion of souls--a spritual
exorcism. Neither Harris not Quintero was born of temperate
spirits and while both artists were greatly influenced by their

35 each man was troubled by the fear of failure

separate gods
and non-acceptance.
Quintero's approach to the playwright's script differed

greatly with that of the elder director. Harris looked for a

5 . \ . .
Harris was Jewish; Quintero was Roman Catholic.
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script with production potential but one that he could "doctor";

36 For Harris the production

one that he could "possess".
script was of primary importance. That is not to say his
concerns were always literary. They were not. He was concerned
with the theatrical stage-worthiness of the script and if
the play had been produced unsuccessfully before, the challenge
of the exercise was his inspiration. Quintero, too, liked to
revive old scripts that had proven less than successful under
another director's touch. But his approach to the script was
not to rewrite it as Harris did, but to direct the focus of the
play more sharply and more personally into the intimate thoughts
and feelings of the characters. In his book Quintero spoke
about his mission as a director of stage plays. "When you
direct, you're after that shy inner thing hidden in the woods
of your being. But it is not technique that I was ever
searching for, but rather the treasure of the blind heart."37
In directing OQur Town for its premiere performance
Harris was preoccupied with the play's unique staging

opportunities for himself. 1In directing Our Town for its

first major legitimate theatre revival since 1944, Quintero was

36Personal interview with Isabel Wilder, September 14,

1981.

37Jose Quintero, If You Don't Dance They Beat You.
(Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1974) p. 182.
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committed to discovering the essence of the play. Breathing,
he felt, was the essence of life. "People inhale and in that
inhalation are the most powerful of man's expressions of his
innermost soul's longings."38

Quintero was an actor's director. Jason Robards, Jr.
once commented about Quintero's direction: I don't remember
Jose actually telling me anything. He was always acting with

n39 And so he was. Quintero was ever an active participant

us.
in his rehearsals playing every part and every moment right
along side his actors. He seldom remained seated for more

than a few minutes at a time. He would pace around the theatre
talking to the actors; questioning, probing, expanding, helping
them to discover the treasure of their character's blind heart.
He often conducted rehearsals with improvisational techniques
allowing, if not encouraging, his actors to create their own
additional dialogue; which, of course, was never used in the
actual performance, but which always helped the actors create
deeper and richer characterizations. This improvised dialogue
approach Quintero admitted was a great distraction to his stage

managers who kept flipping prompt script pages in an effort

to stay with the director and his actors.

38Quintero, op. cit., p. 154.

39Steve Lawson, "Jose, Jason, and Gene", Horizon,
September, 1978, p. 79.
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Whatever Quintero's directing approach was, it was
personal; it was intimate. Jose Quintero and his space at the
Circle-in-the-Square Theatre was indeed a fortuitous marriage
of the artist and his medium. The physical structure of the
Circle only enhanced his spontaneous style. "The openness of
the Circle stage--the absence of the picture frame proscenium--
made for extreme simplicity in the physical production....The
only structure was the work itself."40 rLewis also suggested:

Theoreticians are tempted to give Quintero and
the Circle credit for the concept of three-quarter
arena staging, for finding the way to break out of
the dimensionality of the proscenium box. But the
shape of the stage and the style of the playing
derived less from theory than necessity; given a
nightclub, Quintero created a theatre. He saw how
actors would enter and leave and how they would play
to a nearly surrounding audience. The proscenium
stage dictated the horizontal movement, one that more
nearly fitted the contours of the human body.
Quintero could feel the motion in his own body,
how to fill the space and make it live, the actors
not as paintings to be studied from one perspective
but as sculpture to be viewed from all angles. It
was this dance-derived sense of sculptured movement
that was to give a distinctive shage to future
Circle-in-the-Square productions.4

A description of the theatre's facilities by Richard Cordell

and Lowell Matson give a more complete picture of the intimate

40revwis, op. cit., pp. 47-48.

411pia.
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actor-audience rapport that was possible at the Sheridan
Square renovated nightclub. "The theatre still resembles a
nightclub with horseshoe seating, a ring of small tables and a
snack bar in the lounge. It seats 270 people and has a small
art gallery with changing shows".%2 Lewis described the future
site of the Circle as Quintero might have seen it.

...the vacant nightclub once known as the

Greenwich Village Inn at the bottom of two joined

brownstones at 5 Sheridan Square....On the initial

inspection trip Quintero stood on the rectangular
nightclub floor with its low ceiling and supporting
columns...Yes, he thought, these supports could be -
used as part of the set--as trees, as umbrellas,

as anything at all. He began to imagine patterns

of stage movements flowigg in and around the three-

sided rectangular stage.

With the open "congenial" ambiance of the theatre and
the intimate directing style of Jose Quintero, it is not
surprising that Our Town was such a resounding success. Ted
Mann, one of the Circle's co-founders, essentially its business
manager and the driving force behind the company's survival,
considered the success of the play to be in the "very simple,

honest, and direct playing of Wilder's script".44 He reported

on the day after the show opened that "lines of between ten and

42
Richard A. Cordell and Lowell Matson, eds., The
Off-Broadway Theatre (New York: Random House, Inc., 1959)
pPpP. Xvi-xvii.

43Lewis, op. cit., pp. 46-47.

44Personal interview with Ted Mann, September 16, 1981.
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fifteen persons formed all day yesterday to purchase tickets
for as far ahead as June".45 Mann also speculated that Our
Town could well prove to be as successful as the Circle's

previous hits, The Iceman Cometh and its history making pro-

duction of Summer and Smoke, both directed by Quintero. Mann's

speculation was accurate. After an impressive run of 375
performances in two different theatres, Qur Town closed its
most critically successful professional production. The
critics had been kind.

Perhaps it was Wilder's script, or Quintero's
directing; or perhaps it was the theatre itself, but nearly
every drama critic of the New York dailies wrote favorable
reviews. In its eight-year history of producing primarily
revivals, the Circle had seldom so captured the complete and
unmitigated support of both critics and patrons. Robert E.
Rhodes, filling in for vacationing Newsday drama critic George
Oppenheimer, reported the production's special and endearing
appeal.

It is such a personal thing that one does not
watch Our Town; one participates in it. This
participation has never been so intimate as it is
in the Circle-in-the-Square's production....The

arena presentation is made to order for Our Town.
With only about 200 in the audience, with everyone

45New York Times, March 25, 1959, p. 40.
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sitting almost close enough to touch the players
and with the warmth and folksiness of the narrator
as he talks directly to the audience, it is as if
each person has been personally invited to come
and get to know the people of Grover's Corners.

Whitney Bolton of the Morning Telegraph agreed with Rhodes'

assessment, writing as he did that the Circle's production of
Our Town had seemingly come home; that the arena production
mode served the play more effectively than the proscenium
theatre.

Oddly the arena floor of the Circle seems a
perfect place for the retelling of the familiar and
human events of Thornton Wilder's deceptively
simple play. Although one medium of entertainment
even presented it with sets (the movies), in a
proscenium theatre it always has been somewhat
of a wrench to the mind to discard concerns with
stages, back walls and similar adornments of the
average play. In an arena style presentation,
there is no such impediment_and one can accept the
play forthwith and wholly.

Even though the major focus of the critical response to
Quintero's staging of Our Town at the Circle centered on the
appropriateness of the arena playing space, critics did point
to other production elements. John McClain of the New York

Journal-American simply noted, "The lighting and costumes

deserve praise; they were achieved by David Hays and Patricia

Zipprodt".48 Frank Aston of the New York World-Telegram wrote:

46Newsdax,'March 25, 1959.

47Morning Telegraph, March 25, 1959.

48
New York Journal-American, March 24, 1959.
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"The women's high necks and long sleeves gave Patricia
Zipprodt a good time with her needle. The lighting by David
Hays 1is smooth."49 And Robert Rhodes in his Newsday review
also made special mention of the effectiveness of the lighting.
He wrote, "The lighting by David Hays, particularly in the
third act cemetery scene was imaginary and fitting".so Like
Harris' premiere production in 1938, so it was in 1959 at
the Circle that the production's elements of costumes and
lighting were significant in their separate contributions to
the staging of Our Town.

Of course, the critics reviewed once again the

literary merits of Wilder's script. Walter Kerr of the New

York Herald-Tribune reported that, "Our Town is still the

enchanting play Mr. Wilder wrote, perhaps even more valuable

51

for having become a piece of archeology". Jerry Talmer of

the village Voice spoke glowingly in tribute of Wilder's

enduring masterpiece.

I have been seeing or reading or re-reading
Our Town for something like two decades now, and
not once on any of those occasions has Mr. Wilder's
calm, stupendous Declaration of the Artist failed
to send shivers up my spine. Obviously we are either

49
New York World-Telegram, March 24, 1959.

50Newsdax, op._cit.

5lNew York Herald-Tribune, March 24, 1959.
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to think him a madman stuffed with delusions

of grandeur or, which happens to be the case,

the most exceptional sort of writer who has had

at least an intimation.of how close he h%ﬁ come

to producing a masterpiece for the ages.
Wilder's play had been revived and staged successfully by
Quintero on the intimate off-Broadway Circle-in-the-Square
Theatre. Critics and patrons alike responded with enthusiastic
support. Even Wilder himself was pleased.53

Ironically, Our Town marked a transition in the
history of the Circle. During the seventh month of the show's
long run, Mann received a notice that the building was being
sold and that they would have to move out by October 31. The
Sheridan Square building was to be demolished to provide space
for a 17-story apartment complex. Mann knew that the task of
locating a new home for the Circle would not be an easy job.
So many of the once available facilities had been taken by
producers who came to the Village inspired by the Circle's
success. After a frantic search, Mann acquired the Amato
Opera Theatre a few blocks away, still in Greenwich Village

at 159 Bleeker Street. Our Town was moved from the old to

the new in a matter of hours. According to the New York Times

the new theatre would maintain the same ambience as the old.

52yhe village Voice, April 1, 1959.

53Wilder expressed appreciation by giving the Circle
his brace of one-act plays, Plays for Bleeker Street, for
production in 1962.
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"Again there will be a long open stage with 200 seats on
ramps surrounding three sides. Since the Amato Theatre is
wider and longer than the Sheridan Square building, the stage
will be a little wider and longer and also free of posts. The
. 54 . .
seats, thank the Lord, will be comfortable." Lewis described
the move as having taken place with ease and precision.
The changeover in the theatres was accomplished
in January, 1960, without skipping a beat, thanks
to Mann's precise planning. Our Town played its 333rd
performance on January 8 at Sheridan Square and the
following evening gave its 334th performance iggthe
new Circle on Bleeker Street five blocks away.
McClain commented that the excellent production of Our Town
seemed a fitting and "suitable requiem" for the old theatre.
That fitting and final performance in the o0ld Sheridan
Square theatre gave occasion for celebration. In his autobio-
graphy Quintero recalled that evening, not only for its particu-

lar meaning in the history of the Circle, but also for its

moment of transition in his own life and career.56 It was a

54New York Times, September 6, 1959, p. II, 1.

55Lewis, op. cit., p. 73.

6Quintero left the intimate space of the Circle to
direct in a variety of other places. Fourteen years later on
Broadway he was awarded the Tony for his outstanding direction
of O'Neill's Moon for the Misbegotten.
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champagne farewell party with many of the people who had
worked with the Circle during its eight-year history of
eighteen productions. Various performers from among them did
short scenes from the plays that they had presented there.
Colleen Dewhurst, Geraldine Page, Jason Robards, Jr., and
George C. Scott were a few of the notable actors present.
Tennessee Williams was there and Thornton Wilder. The last
scene to be performed that night was the drugstore scene from
Our Town by the show's current stars, Jane Arthur and Clinton
Kimbrough. Quintero recounts his final moments at the Circle
with fond memories.

After the scene was over, Jane and Clinton
removed their chairs and the board, so the stage was
empty. And then Thornton said: "Well, folks.
There's the eleven o'clock train. A woman in Polish
town has just had twins. I think it's time for us
to go home and go to sleep. And so, good night."

I came up on the stage.

I agree with Thornton. It is time to go home.
But I want to thank you for coming not only tonight,
but for all these years and instead of goodnight, I
say-—-—goodbye.5
Even though Quintero was saying goodbye to the Circle,

Our Town still had nearly fifty more performances to play before

it would say farewell to the off-Broadway theatre company in

which it had been given such a glorious rebirth. If Wilder had

57Quintero, op. cit., p. 296.
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written his play to demolish the barriers of Harris' two-
dimensional proscenium theatre, Quintero's sculptural openness
of the intimate arena stage gave full and complete proof to
Wilder's intent. But it took twenty years to accomplish that

feat.

Regional Staging in a Thrust Mode
Thornton Wilder considered himself a Broadway playwright
in 1937 and so gave little thought to what Edith Isaacs and

her Theatre Arts magazine called the "tributary theatre." But

it remains that a satisfactory definition of the classification
seems wanting. Edith Hartnoll describes tributary theatre

as "the theatre outside New York which has also been called
nation-wide theatre, and on the suggestion of Kenneth McGowen...
'local theatre"'.58 In his "Foreward" to Joseph Wesley

Zeigler's expansive book on the subject, Regional Theatre,

Alan Schneider comments on this dilemma of classification
semantics.

Once upon a time groups of theatre people met
and talked and dreamed about something we called,
for lack of a better phrase, the tributary theatre.
At that point we thought of ourselves as serving
the once-flourishing theatre in New York City as a
river's tributaries serve the mainstream by spreading
their most sparkling waters surging into it. Then
the tributary theatre became the regional theatre,

8Edith Hartnoll, ed. The Concise Oxford Companion to
the Theatre. (London: Oxford University Press, 1972) pp.
562-563.




47

a phrase nobody liked and everybody used, and the
regional theatre eventually came of age or at least
began to fill the growing vacuum of Broadway. As
our theatre kept dying in one place and springing
up in new forms and new rhythms in lots of other
places, we came to think of it as a resident
professional theatre, although it was too rarely
resident and too often not nearly professional
enough. Repertory theatre we called it in shorthand,
although it usually wasn't repertory either, and we
knew it wasn't. And non-commercial or nonprofit
theatre, which it usually was and we didn't want

it to be. Progressively inaccurate descriptions
for the same geographical and psychological
phenomenon: the spread of the American theatre
outside the steadily-growing-colder canyons of
Times Square--or at least the growth of a theatre
bound not up in New York's traditional processes
and attitude, what Zelda Fichlander has labelled
the "whaddaya-call-it" theatre.

Whatever label best distinguishes this theatre outside New
York, for the purposes of this study the phrase "Regional
Theatre" will be used.

It is precisely here in the regional theatres of
America where untold productions would support Goldstone's
thesis that Our Town had come as close as any play had come to
being our national drama. The intent in this section of the
study focuses on Wilder's play as produced by one of the leading
regional theatre companies in this country, the Guthrie Theatre,

Minneapolis, Minnesota.

59Joseph Wesley Zeigler. Regional Theatre. (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1973) pp. vii-viii.
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However, before getting to the specifics of the Guthrie
and its production of Our Town, a few remarks regarding the
activities of another leading American regional theatre, the
Arena Stage in Washington, D.C., must be addressed. While the
Arena does not hold the reputation of the first major professional
regional theatre in this country, (that distinction belongs to
The Alley Theatre of Houston) it has given much inspiration, if
not talent, to many Guthrie productions. It is significant to
note that prior to the 1981 presentation of Qur Town at the
Guthrie, its director, Alan Schneider, directed the play twice
at the Arena Stage where he had also served in various
directorial capacities beginning in 1951. He first directed
the play at the Arena in 1953 and then again twenty years later.
The 1973 production was also invited to tour Russia as the
first American non-musical production to be performed by
American artists in that country. A few cursory comments
concerning that tour are worth mentioning here.

When the United States State Department determined to
participate in a cultural exchange with Russia they invited the
Board of Directors of regional theatre groups across the
country to apply for the honor. 1In a personal interview
Schneider recounted the reason behind the ultimate selection

of the Arena and Our Town. During the period of time while
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final decisions were being made, the wife of a Russian envoy

in Washington attended a performance of Our Town then appearing
at the Arena. Her simple response to the play was decisive.
Even though certain unnamed people on the selection committee
were pushing for a more contemporary script by a producing
group yet unchosen, the Russian lady's reaction sealed the
course of events.

As it happened, Arena Stage, right smack in our
nation's capital, was doing Thornton Wilder's Our
Town...and the wife of the Soviet cultural attache
saw the production and was moved to tears (and a
cable) because "it was just like our Chekov“.soso
that's how this particular exchange was born.

The final selection was to be made from three of the
country's leading regional theatres of the time: The Guthrie
Theatre in Minneapolis, The American Conservatory Theatre in
San Francisco, and the Arena Stage in Washington, D.C. Schneider

continues that the Russian delegation did not care for the

Guthrie selection of Of Mice and Men. The San Francisco company

did not have anything intrinsically American and that city's
symphony orchestra had gone to Russia just the year before.
The choice of the Arena's production of Our Town proved

inevitable.

60New York Times, November 18, 1973, p. II, 1.
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Ironically, Schneider's initial problem in staging the
play for its Russian tour was in converting the production
back to the proscenium from the arena mode. None of the
Washington area critics commented on the appropriateness of
Our Town to the intimate playing space of the Arena as happened
with the Circle's production. The major changes Schneider made,
beyond adjusting the actor's movement patterns and creating
new pictures, was in his set design and his handling of the
script. It is these two aspects which seem to remain constant
in Schneider's staging of Qur Town; aspects that also were
evident in his 1981 production for the Guthrie Theatre in
Minneapolis.

The designer for the 1973 Arena production of Our Town
was Ming Cho Lee. Since the theatre operates in the round, no
backdrops or rear walls are possible. But Schneider conceived
of a way to use Lee's talent and also bring a unique visual
approach to Our Town. Even though he selected a minimum of
set pieces, they were, in fact, designed with great detail.

He avoided in all his productions the use of rehearsal furniture.
The tables and chairs, church pews, pulpit, and drug store
counter were all authentic and historically accurate looking
pieces. Actors used some props: real but empty soda glasses

with real straws; real coffee cups but an imaginary coffee pot.
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In designing the production for its proscenium tour of Russia,
Schneider and Lee created instead of a bare brick back wall as
for the Harris presentation, a suspended collage-like backdrop
of early pieces of Americana; a real rocking chair, phonograph,
spinning wheel, butter churn, and so on. Nearly twenty years
later the same visual spirit would be represented in Schneider's
production in Minneapolis. For the thrust stage of the Guthrie
Theatre, Karl Eigisti, who had also worked at the Arena,

designed for Schneider a setting which the Minneapolis Star

Tribune described as an "evocative weathered wood setting,
complete with antique furniture and clapboard cutouts of a New
England home and church..."61
The Guthrie Theatre itself was built thirteen years
after the opening of Washington's Arena Stage. The story behind

the creation of a new regional theatre in Minneapolis is given

full treatment in Sir Tyrone Guthrie's book, A New Theatre.

Guthrie, Oliver Rea, and Peter Zeisler, all three astute men
of the theatre, found themselves bored with Broadway. Accord-
ing to Guthrie, "All of us felt considerable dissatisfaction
with the theatrical set-up as we found it in New York, and for

very similar reasons. But dissatisfaction is a negative state

61Minneqpolis Star Tribune. July 13, 1981., p. 7B.
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of mind. About the positive steps which we should take we

were neither clear nor unanimous."62
The many steps the three men did eventually take

brought them to the destination they were seeking. They were

looking for a "city which felt deprived of live theatre and

would take us under its wing".63 They were looking for an area

that was "large enough to support a theatre, and small enough

to enable us to be a big frog".64

After narrowing the field

of such hinterland Shangri-Las from seven to three, the men
decided upon Minneapolis, Minnesota for three reasons.
Minneapolis was the most remote from the theatrical world of

New York in its social and psychological condition. Minneapolis
was a growing city with little culture and therefore a first-
class theatre set up there might just "be a very big frog".
Minneapolis and the mood of its people reflected a zest for

life like none of the other cities being considered. And so

in 1960 the drive to build a theatre in Minneapolis began.

Three years and $2,250,000 later the Minnesota Theatre Company

celebrated the gala opening of their new Guthrie Theatre building.

62Tyrone Guthrie. A New Theatre. (New York: McGraw-
Hill, 1964) p. 10.

63

Ibid., p. 10.

641pid., p. 56.
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True to their staged purpose, "To present classical repertory
theatre and serve as community resources to our region", the
Guthrie began its premiere season with a modern dress version
of Hamlet opening night, followed the next evening with a
production of The Miser. As one of the current leading
regional theatres in this country, the Guthrie and its paid
staff of over 200 employees have remained committed to that
ideal. Each season the theatre serves as a community resource
by bringing outstanding internationally known artists to The
Guthrie in an effort to help enrich the cultural atmosphere
not only of Minneapolis but also of the entire Midwest region.
Alan Schneider was first brought to the Guthrie in 1964

to direct their production of The Glass Menagerie,65 after his

having just become the only director ever to receive the Tony
and Obie Awards in the same year. In 1963 he earned the Tony

for his direction of Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf? and the

Obie for his staging of The Collection and The Dumbwaiter.

Schneider's first visit to the Guthrie Theatre and Minneapolis

proved propitious; his production of The Glass Menagerie went

well, he made many friends and contacts for future references,
and he served as an effective and valuable resource to the

region.

65He directed the same play for his first production
at the Arena Stage.
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Schneider has been variously described as bearing a
somewhat Brechtian resemblance, "the same wistful sanity in
a lunatic world, the same alert smile not fully masking some
fierce ideals, the same cynical intensity".66 One of the most
articular®’ directors of the American stage, he approaches his

craft from those ideals not terribly unlike those of Brecht.

In an interview with a New York Times reporter, Schneider spoke

about what it is that he is after when directing a play.
"I'm interested in the theatre theatrical, which extends and
enhances the resources of the stage."68

Schneider is no less articulate in discussing his
experiences with OQur Town, his interpretation, and theatrical
staging of the play. In a personal interview Schneider shared
the wonder of his first experience with Our Town. He saw the
original 1938 Harris Broadway premiere and remembered that the
production confused, startled and knocked him dead. "I fell in

69
love with Martha Scott, but I didn't like the play", he began.

66New York Times Magazine. October 20, 1963. p. 27+.

7 . . . . .
6 Schneider has written for various newspapers including
the New York Times.

68

New York Times Magazine. October 20, 1963. p. 27+.

9Personal interview with Alan Schneider. September 20,
1981.
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He went on to express his concern at the time for the play's
lack of traditional dramatic structure--no conflict, tension,
no beginning, middle and end. Then he continued by saying
that he saw the play several years later and responded to it
much differently. 1In 1938 and until after he had studied the
idea of the open stage and presentational theatre put forth

in Alexander Bakshy's little book The Theatre Unbound, Our

Town remained alien to his artistic sense of what a good
play and therefore good theatre should be. In Schneider's
words, he "had to learn to think theatrical“.70 As soon as he
came to understand, as Gassner did, that "the play written
for theatricalism was so constructed as to present a view of
life rather than a literal copy of it":’1 then Our Town began
to take on new levels of meaning for him. He admits to
discovering new levels each time he directs the play.
Schneider details his understanding and love of Wilder's
"little masterpiece" for an article published in the 1981
Guthrie Theatre playbill that reflects the play's mythic
elements suggested by Porter and Scott and mentioned earlier

in this study.

0
7 Ibid.

1
7 John Gassner, ed. A Treasury of the Theatre. (New

York: Simon Schuster, 1950) p. 927.
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Wilder's dramatic masterpiece has never been
and it is not now a piece of journalism whose
validity is altered by each shift in social values,
urban redevelopment or economic growth--or decline.
It was always meant to offer up not sociology but a
metaphysical demonstration. Even back in less complex
and cynical days, we knew that its gentle, lyrical
compilation of daily life, love and marriage and
death was mythic rather than literal, that it dealt
less with facts than with truth. That it was a
poem about essentials and essences of the human
condition, not so much concerned with the way we
happened to be living on the northeast coast of the
American mai9%and as about what it has always meant
to be human.

Schneider attempts to bring his particular understanding
and interpretation of a play to his actors through various
techniques during the rehearsal process. He prefers to begin
with a traditional sit-down reading of the script by the actors
during which he "enhances" the playwright's work, often
changing or modifying lines in the script. For the Russian
tour he translated the first part of the Stage Manager's opening
speech that introduces the play, its producing group, author,
and actors into the native language of its audience. For the
Guthrie production he changed lines to help the play seem more
contemporaneous. He modified "...more than the Treaty of
Versailles and the Lindbergh flight" to read as "...more than

the Salt II Treaty and the Columbia flight". After he has made

72Guthrie Theatre Playbill, 1981.
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what he considers the essential line alterations, he discusses
the essence of the play with his actors in an effort to discover
the core of what he calls the play's "inner truth". And hé
often likes to move next to using improvisation to help the
actor find elements of that core of truth within himself.
Schneider felt that in the specific case of the Guthrie cast

73 1n fact, according

the improvisation work "didn't help much".
to actors and director, there seemed to be less than a close
working relationship between those involved. Three actors of

the cast were interviewed immediately following their performance
in the play..74 All three indicated their dissatisfaction with
Schneider's interpretation and indecisive direction. They

argued that his interpretation presented the play in too much

of a cavalier manner and that he kept changing his mind on
directing choices. Schneider, too, indicated a sense of

disunity when he remarked that he had had a greater feeling

of actor ensemble at the Arena.

73Personal interview with Schneider, September 20, 1981.

74Ken Ruta who played the Stage Manager, Boyd Gaines
who played George, and Adam Redfield who played Joe Crowell--
the same role created by his father in the 1938 Broadway
production.
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Whatever Schneider's professional relationship with
his actors, he easily communicates his ideas to the technicians.
In fact, he often insists on working with the same people.
Three such technicians worked with Schneider on the Guthrie
production of Our Town: scenic designer, Karl Eigsti, lighting
designer, Richard Riddell, and costumer Marjorie Slaiman.75
If Quintero is an actor's director, Schneider seems to be the
technician's. His several production of Our Town imply this to
be so. In his Russian proscenium production he not only added
his collage backdrop of realistic pieces of Americana, but he
also used follow spots, an element he had wanted in his Guthrie
production as well. Schneider's technical presentation of
Our Town has remained relatively constant given the various
modes of staging. An interesting and perhaps contradictory
statement outlining his production concepts appears in the
Guthrie playbill. And while it is addressed to the specific
presentation at the Guthrie, evidence such as photographs of
other productions and remarks made by Schneider in a personal
interview suggest that the playbill statement reflects his
approach to the visual presentation of Qur Town. It also

suggests that the influence of the Group Theatre's drama of

75Actually Schneider had Marjorie Slaiman's costumes
for the Arena Stage's 1973 production of Our Town borrowed
and shipped to Minneapolis.
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social realism, in which he was originally trained and caused

him to reject that first production of Our Town, still affects

his thinking. Although his statement is rather lengthy, it is

significant to a better understanding of his productions and

is therefore quoted here in full.

The Guthrie production of Qur Town with its
physical emphasis on what is beautiful and true and
lasting in our American past, is intended to mirror
the real meaning of the play. The production concept
is to present the play as simply and as clearly as
possible without gimmicks or "special effects". As
the theatre is the art of the living of life, so
Our Town should simply stress the value of that living
in each moment and in every aspect. We are using
American antiques for the furniture and props instead
of the usual rehearsal chairs and tables. And for
the bare walls and exposed radiators of the proscenium
stage, we have substituted some simple outlines of
a New England clapboard house, a New England church
steeple, that metaphor of all our American small towns,
even for those who have never lived in one--or gone
to church. On the Guthrie stage, with its own
simplicity and directness, its particular warmth and
texture and glow, we believe that such a visual image
should feel at home. And the performances, we hope,
straightforwardly thrust into the very heart of the
audience, will serve to reinforce that glow. For the
truth of Our Town lies neither in geography nor in 76
detailed reproduction. It lies in our imagination.

Schneider's great contradiction seems to lie in his conviction

that the truth is best represented simply and without gimmick,

76
Guthrie Theatre Playbill, 1981.
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yet he chooses to use ornate antique furniture and clever
cut-out drops in the color and detail of Andrew Wyeth, all
of which works to limit the imagination of the audience.

The two critics who saw the Guthrie production of Our
Town each responded to the play somewhat differently. T. E.
Kalem of Time magazine reviewed the Guthrie's entire opening
season of three shows in a positive manner. Specifically
regarding Our Town Kalem honored the craftsmanship of Wilder
and describes Schneider's direction as "pellucid”". "We hear
the playwright's earthly voice and--something rarer--the
splashless echo of pebbles of speculation dropped into a
metaphysical well....In this luminous rendering, Director
Schneider and his solid troupe unveil the soul of Our 29yg."77
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