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Forward

Nine months ago when I was choosing a thesis topic, my acquaintance

with Thornton Wilder was far from extensive. I had read The Bridge of San

Luis Rey as a college freshman and had not raved; but Our Town, read in
third year high, had been an impressive experience: a scenery-less play,
moved a.long._ by a stage manager, and Emily‘'s poignant words about family
life in the third act: "We don't have time to look at one anothere" Yet,
there was étill an eé.rlier Wilder influence, vague but strong, from seeing

part of the televiéion production of The Skin of Our Teeth in the sixth or

seventh grade. I remember my parents! confused reaction to the play and my
mother's telling me how Mary Martin, who played Sabina, came before the
camera declaring that she poﬂd hardly wait until the show was over because
it was the craziest play she had ever been in. Hardly good promotion, I
thought; and the play had been on my mind, now and again, ever since as
something T mast look inte. A bachelor's thesis, the perfect opportunitys
the decision for Wilder was made precipitatelys

With the intervening months of reading, research, and discussion I
have concluded that I am one of Wilder's few prophets in the Midweste My
own enthusiasm for his works is great; but few others in my generation seen
to know of him, much less recognize him as an important American writer.

The following pages are my contribution to a Thornton Wilder Revival.
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Chapter I
Introduction to
Time in The Skin of Our Teeth

In preparation for the discussion of the use of time in Thornten

Wilder's The Skin of Our Teeth, it is wvaluable to note two general charac-

teristics of this authors. Thornton Wilder is a universalist, and this is
apparent in both his novels and playse Secondly, he is in his plays a
theatricalists The beginnings of this theatricalism are seen in his early

one~act plays, and it reaches its fullest form in Our Town and The Skin of

.Wilder the universalist, though he writes about specific, defined indi-
viduals, is never wholly and finally concerned Wit.h individual persons,
groups, or .si'buationsﬂ He, rather, moves to man in general, the common
simafions, and asks thev universal questions: What is life; }f_;ot»: does man
live; what does he do first?2 His answers lie in what can be generally
called religious humanism.3

Life for Thornton Wilder is a marvelous experience. He loves life,
even the very daiiy components of life; and he loves his fellow humansas
His praise of life is not Pollyannish either, He sees life for what it is:
a curious blend of human greatness and weakness, hope and despair, love and
MSensitiyity, convictions and wsteries.h He views the whole histery of
mankind as a dynamic, but still rather constant, gituation. Man today is
much the same 2s he was in the beginning; he has the same virtues and weak-

nesses, the same questions and problems; and he will, no doubt, continue to
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live as mueh the same person for ages to comea’
Wilder is no "cockeyed® optimist about the constant progress of manj

yet, life is still pricelessly important because his love of sheer living

has brqadened ‘and deepened into a religious faith in the destiny of man

beyond dea.ths6 Thus, Thornton Wilder through his writings strongly urges
that all men be able to participate in life fully and freely. Man should
remember that he is an animal and develop his passions, but Wilder is no
gross sensualist. Man must develop his ethical consclence téo.? Then,
finally, .}Jilder seeé that each mants individual, daily life--no matter how
trivial and insignificant it appears--has great significance because of its
relétionship to the A11, the Everywhere, and the Alway.‘s».gs 9 wWilder in no
way belittles or denies the individuval person. He, rather, exalts‘ the
individual because of his much greater reference beyond himself.

What matters ultimately for Wilder is. that each men live as best he
can, not only 'i*;o himself, but with a1l other men. And men lives best when
he lovese Love is man's destiny, and it is thus the basis of his life.
Insensitivity to self, to others, and to life itself--failure to love--is
for Wilder the greabest tragedy of 1life.10 It is a fa:ilufe to realize
life. Wilder's humanism, therefore, carries with it great moral respohsi-
bility too. He is realistic enough to know that evil cannot be eliminated;
it is part of life; but men who are sensitive and intelligent have the
great duty to confront evil with wisdom and courage and thus mitigate its
powere They must show the way with understanding and sympathy to those
who are brutal and insensitive.!

Thornton Wilder's answer to what life is, and how it is to be liwved,

§

is loves The only other answer is nihilism, but Wilder has that great

2



gift of faith which lets him see so wisely that despite the fact that evil
and suffering are always present, despite the fact that smch of life remains
a question, a mystery, despite the fact that geood and evil themselves are
often blurred in man's actions and in his own understanding, there is a
priceless significance to men and their 1ivesx,:Ié

Since a work of literature is first of all meant to please, a writer
who begins with universal themes, heard so frequently by the majority of men
that they are.banal, has on _his hands serious problems of dynamie presenta-
tione _Ehomton Vilder began writing with this fact in minds His very pur~
pose was to bring fresh meaning to the terms of the spiritual 1ii‘e_,.73 He
believed that the great ideas are in all men, and that literature was the
key which opened these immer, often dormant, treasures and made them vitals
He once said that "Literature is the orchestration of platitudes,"1li Wilder
was determined to'be a deeent orchestrators

In Wilder's work as a playuright he has orchestrated his universal
themes in a style of dramaturgy which has been termed "theatricalism";. for
it i‘ranlﬂy admits that what is seen and heard on the stage is a play and not
real life, but, rather, the interpretation of life.15 ‘Theatricalism 1s
plainly anti-realistice Wilder has said that all the arts depend on pre-
tenses,; but the drama most of a.:lv.l'.16 It seems absurd to him, then, that
some dramatists and directors have tried to pretend that what happens on
stage is the representation of actual life, Such plays which try so hard to
be. real become for Wilder very unreal and unbelievables 17

Characteristics of this dramaturgy in Wilder's two main theatricalist

plays, Our Town -a.r;d‘The Skin of Qur Teeth, are non—"realisticf' ‘a.ction s the

relative absence of scenery, and a direct relationship between audience and

3
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actorss The actors achieve this by direecting comments, questions, and expla-

nations, which are all part of the play, to the members of the audience.
This use of theatricalism enables Wilder te show the individual and the

specific, and, by rei‘using; to show them in all their details, in a pseudo-

reality, enables him to elevate them to the general and true reality.
Lhiversalism and theatricalism combine beautifully in Wilder's use of

time in The Skin of Qur Teethe This. three~act comedy is a study of the time

of man, his whole chaotic history from the begimning, until now, and looking
into the ifuture. It is the history of man's crises: man against naturs, man
aga:‘msf the moral order, and man against h:x‘.mse?!.i‘.18 Wilder works bravely,
and theatrieally, with the totality of time to express his universal ‘theme
of Mankind the Same: yesterday, today, and tomorrows - Four of the following.
chapters present the objective evidence of present, past, future, and stage
time in the play. The final chapter is a discussion of the synthesis in

this play of all these times in the fulfillment of the author's messagee
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president of the Excelsior Mother's Club., ! Henry is in high schoel,2 and

reporter from the Atlantic City Herald? and a radio broadecast in the

Chapter II
Present Time

The temporal setting of The Skin of Qur Teeth is, at first glance, pre-

sent time, that 1s, near-contemporary America., The three acts show the life
of one American family, the Antrobuses: Pather (George)y mother (Maggie),
son (Henry), daughter (Gladys), and maid (Sabina)s They live in the subur-
ban community of Excelsior, New Jersey; and Mr. Antrobus works in an office
across the Hudson River. The family has a comfortable seven-room home at
216 Cedar Street, near a public schqol,. a Methodist church, a firehouse, and

an A, and P. Mr. Antrobus is a veteran of foreign wars, and his wife is the

Gladys in the primary grades. VShe has recently learned and recited in class
"The Star! by Henry Wadsworth Longfellowe.S The play opens in the middle of
Auguste _

Sabina, early in the first act, mentions scraping through the depression
just "a few years a.go."h In the second act at Atlantic City where the
family is attending a convention and vacationing, Sabina wins a beauty con-
test.- ﬁudged by Mre An“brobusj as Miss Atlantie City 19}42.5 Other indica-
tions of near present time as the setting of the play are numerouse A
number of eastern-seaboard cities are mentioned: Boston, Brooklyn, Hartford,
Murray Hill, University Heights, Staten Island, Plainfield, New Jerse}"a's
Telegrams, including singing ones, are in e:ds‘oence;'? Sabina gives her two-

weeks' notice in true Union fashion.8 Mr, Antrobus has an interview with a

5



e Convention Citys10 That same city boasts a bingo parlor, a fortune teller,
and typical conveeners on the Boardwalks!! There are references to the

movies, bridge parties with the neighbors, toothpaste ,12 and shoepolish'.13
Finally, several standard American classics a.ré sung: "I've Been Workin' on

the Railrvoad,"!! "Jingle Bells," and "Penting Tonights"15

e

{
N
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Chapter IIT
Past Time
A time identity with the present is easily established in this playe.
It is, however, confused and enigmé,tic from the beginning; for dialogue,
action, and physical objects all hint broadly at important cennections the
fAnﬁrobuses have with time long past, as far back, in fact, as Adam and Eve,
Cain and Abel,
"He [Mr. Antrobus] comes of very old stock and has made his way
up from next to nothing, -
"It is reported that he was once a gardener, but left that
situa%bion under circumstances that have been wvariously repor-
tede" ‘
The above statements, of course, are references to Genesis 2:15.
"Henry, when he has a stone in his hand, has a perfect aim;
he ean hit anything from a bird to an older brother--Ch!
I didn't mean to say that!--but it certainly was an unfor=-
tunate accident, and it was very hard getting the police
out of the house."?2 '

"Henry! HENRY. Put down that stones You know what hap-
pened last time." Shriek. UHENRY! Put down that stones u3

"ihy--why can't you remember to keep your hair down over
your forehead? TYou must keep that scar covered upenlt

"Mama, today at school two teachers forgot and called me by

‘my ofd:namee o o o o Right out in class they called me

Caine ™
Mrs. Antrobus, in answer to a question about a dead son of hers, wails:
Uibel, ﬁ:bel, My son, my son, Abel, my son, Abel, Abel, my sone. n6

Further comment on Henry is found in two passages reminiscent of
Genesis 4:12 and L:15,

"He's not fit to live among respectable folks and that's 2 fact. T

7
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ir, Antrobus, Henry has thrown a stone again and if he
hasn't killed the boy that lives next door, I'm very much
mistakens He fimished his supper and went out to play; and
I heard such a fight, and then I saw ite I saw it with my
“own eyese And it looked to me like stark murder." Nrs.
Antrebus appears at the kitchen door, shielding Henry who
follows here When she steps aside, we see on Henry's fore-
head & large ochre and scarlet scar in the shape of a C.

After realizing that the Antrobuses are alse Adam, Eve, and family, a
reader is more prepared for unusual personal references in this plays He
ought to be; for, at the end of Act II at Atlantic City, a great storm blows
up, in fact a deluges Yes; Mro Antrobus is also Noah. He herds his family
into a boat off the pier at the end of the Boardwalk, along with a pair of
all the animals whe had been in that city, as guest delegates from the other
orderé s abttending the six hundred thousandth annual convention of the
Ancient and Honorable Order of Mammals, Subdivision Humans.?s 10

~ Mrse Antrobus, who is disturbed by the laxmess creeping into the lives
of her husband and children in the Convention City, says:

WMark my words, a rainy day is cominges There's a rainy day
shead of use I feel it in ny bones."11

"Oh .4 ¢« » it's all one to mes I don't care what happense I
don't care if the biggest storm in the whole world comesa
Let it comey®12

A broadcast offficial says soon after: "A storm's coming up, & hurricaneq
A deluge!"13 The winds begin to blow wildly; and the Fortune Teller, whom

the loose~living conveeners prophetically call Mrs. Jeremiah, commands Mrs

Antrobus:

"Antrobus, there's not a minute to be lost. Dom!t you see the
four disks on the weather signal? The four disks signify a
deluges Take your i‘amily_in'bo that boat at the end of the

pieret]

nTake these animals into the boat with yous ALl of them,--
two of each kind."15
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"there's no time to lose. Go, Push the animals along before
youe. Start a new world. Begin againe. 116

. vﬁnally\,"the prophe’pess says to the jeefing conveeners:
"Go back and ¢limb on your roofse. Put rags in the cracks under-
“your doorse~-Nothing will keep out the floods. You've had.your
chances Youlve had your day. You've faileds You've loste 17
'.['he Antrobuses are not only twe am::v.ent, individual families headed by
Adam and Noahs; they are also pmmi“bive man in gener and all mankind sincee

Antrobus has as its basis the Latin word antrum which means caves lMra

Antrobus is the discoverer of the alphabet and the multiplication table,18

and the inventor of the lever and wheels He is credited, too, with the
brewing of beersl? Nor is Mrs. Antrobus a laggard. She invented the
apron,29 the hem, ‘the gore, the gusset, and the novelty of the year as
announced at Atlantic GCity, frying in o0ils2! Mrs. Antrobus declares in her
spsech, as the“pres:i;dent's wife, to the Mammal Convention that the tomato
has finally been proven to be edible, that a delegate from across the sea
has found that a cloth can be made from the thread woven by the silkworm,
and that debate eom;inues on the pros and cons of keeping windows open in &
bedrooms22 Lily-Sabina is not only a flighty, timid, twentieth-century
maid either.  Mr, Antrobus "raped her home from her Sabine Hills" some time
ago; and she has alternately been in and out of his favor, that is, either
in his bedroom or in the kitchen.23 '

The Antrobuses are at their most primitive in Act I during which they
are beset by the , erisis of the Jece Agee Sab:ma bemoans the ’amn.ety,o‘f WOn~=.
dering every night whether Mr. Antrobus will get home safely and whether he
will have any f_ood with him.zl‘ Wood ‘fires are used, and the{e is much fuss

made over the importance of keeping them lighted. Sabina at one point has
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to go next door to borrow some fire from the neighbo‘rs-.zs A wall of ice is
reported to be moving down from the North.
"We can't get Boston by telegraph and they!re burning pianes in
- Hartford. ’
"o o s It moves everything in front of it, churches and post
offices and eity halls.n26
The domestic pets in the Antrobus household are a dinosaur and a mam-
moth; but nmear the end of Act I, by which time the glacier has reached
Excelsior, the Antrobuses take in refugees from the freezing weather: a
judge named Moses, a blind man with a guitar called Homer, and three music
teachers from town: Miss E. Muse, lMiss Te Muse, and Miss M. Muses The house
is so filled with guests that Mrs. Antrobus demands that the pets must goe.
They are turned out into the freezing cold, an act which merks the extinec-
tion of prehistoric animal life,27
‘Greatly discouraged by the Ice Age ecrisis and problems with Henry, Mre
Antrobus wants to give vp trying and let the fires go out for good. His
wife urges him on, though, with remembrances of past difficulties they had
encounterede |
"George, remember all the other times. When the volcanoes
ceme right up in the front yard.
“And the time grasshoppers ate every single leaf and blade
of grass, and all the grain and spinach you'd growm with
your own handse. And the summer there were earthquakes every
night."
.« o & @
"Then remember 2ll the times you were pleased with him and
when you were proud of yourself."20
Mr. Antrobus! spirits are roused. He decides to go on trying. The act
ends with hopeful signs that the family will survive the Ice Age.

By now it is clearly evident that past time is a significant part of

The Skin of Our Teethe What 1s especially fascinating about this past time

10




is its inextricable connection with the present time of the play. Past time
ié involved in the play not merely by flashbacks and remembrances of things
paste The past actually happens right along with the presente. fhe Ice Age
comes to Excelsior, New Jersey in 1942 and crushes modern buildings in its
patiy t‘nc? Deluge begins in a wicked Atlantic City, not in a degraded

Mesopotamia; the wheel and the multiplication table-are invented in an office

building across the Hudson. Time in The Skin of Qur Teeth, however, is not

yet exhausted,

11
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- |there are signs that the Antrobuses will be savede Act III looks beyond,

Chapter IV
Future Time

In 1942 when The Skin of Our Tecth was first produced at the Plymouth

Theatre in New Yor};, the United States was embroiled in probably the worst
human ‘crisis of the century, World War II. A4ir raid alerts, rationing,
worries about overseas'! relatives were all part of the daily lives of a
tense, wondering nation. Act III of this play opens with Sabina back at 216
Cedar Street calling and looking for Mrse Antrobus and Gladys to tell them
that the war is finally over after seven years, that Mr. Antrobus will get
home in the afternoon, and that they ought to start putting things to rights
again.] The war mentioned could be any war or all warj but for the 1942
audiences, wondering whether the World War would ever end and whether t.hey
would live through it, it was especially that war. For them the third aet
became a hopeful sign for the future, an affirmation that the war would end
and that they would live to see it

Act IIT is a look at future time in a seecond and more general way too.

Acts I and II end in the middle of crises, the Ice Age and the Deluge, though|

into the future, and shows the family safe, though wearied by their nearly
total disastere. It shows the Antrobuses, too, as they begin to pick them-
selves up, dust themselves off, and start all over againe.

When Sabina has found Mrs. Antrobus, Gladys, and the latter's first
baby, she ﬁells Mrs. Antrobus what her husband had told her about his plans

for peacetime; and she adds her own comments on the situation.

12



"Mr, Antrobus is still thinking up new things.--He told ms to
give you his love. He's got all sorts of ideas for peacetime,
he says. And oh, yes! Where are his books? What?" Well, .
pass them up. The first thing he wants to see are his books.
He says if you've burnt those books, or if the rats have .
eaten them, he says it isn't worthwhile sbarting over again.
Everybody's going to be beautiful, he says, and diligent, and
very intelligente o« « o ¢ And he's got such plans for you,
Mrs. Antrobus. You're going to study history and-algebra--
and so are Gladys and I--and philosophye o ¢ s » To-hear
him-talk, seems like he expects you to be a combination; Mrs.
Antrobus, ‘of a2 saint and a college professor and a dancehall
hostess, if you kmow what I mean. o o« ¢ o Yes, peace will -
be here before we know ite In a week or two wet!ll be asking
the Perkinses in for a quiet evening of bridges We'll turn
on the radio and hear how to be big successes with a new
toothpastes Wetll trot down to the movies and see how girls
with wax faces live~--all that will begin again."2

Mre Antrobus is deéidedly enthusiastie about the future; but before he
arrives home, his son Henry does first. Sabina had already given instruc-
tions on. Henry from Mr, Antrobus and told Mrse Antrobus the awful truth
about her sona

| "isten! Henry's never to put foot in this house agains
He'll kill Henry on sight, if he sees hime -
" o o ¢ o ==I don't know how to say it, but the enemy is
Henry; Henry is the enemy. Everybody knows thate!3

Henry has his own ideas, however.

U111 kill him so fast. I've spent seven years trying to
find him; the others I killed were just substitutes.®

When his father finally does get home, Henry yells at hims

"You don't have to think I'm any relation of yourss I
haven't got any father or mother, or brothers or sisters.
And I don't want any. And what's more I haven't got amy=-
body over me; and I never will havee. I'm alone, and that's
all I want to be: alones So you can shoot mes'

Mr,.. Antrobus is shocked and disheartened by his son's presence and

"l answers hims

WYou're the last person I wanted to see. The sight of you
dries up all my plans @nd hopes., I wish I were back at war

13
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still, because ib's easier to fight you than to live with
you. War's a pleasure--do you hear me?--War's a pleasure
compared to what faces us now: trying to build up a peace-
time with you in the middle of its n6

The hard-nosed reality of the continuing presence of a troublesome
child_forces Antrobus to reappraise his situation. He tells his wife:

aggiel Itve lest ite I've lost 1’0. u
- @ 0 »
"The most important thing of all: The desire to beg:.n again,
to start building."
® e o »
!'I‘ve lost ite This minute I feel like all those people
dancing around the bonfire--just relief. Just the desire to
settle down; to slip into the old grooves and keep the
neighbors from walking over my lawme =--Hme But during the
war,=-in the middle of all that blood and dirt and hot and.
cold--every day and night, I'd have moments, Maggie, when I
' saw. the things that we could do when it was over. Vhen
you're at war you think about a better- life; when you're at
peace you think about a more comfortable ones L've lost ite.
T feel sick and tirede"?

¥rs. Antrobus, tho{tgh, will not si;énd for giving up; and she encour-

ages her husband in pleading tones.
"George, while Gladyé and I were living here--~like moles, ..
like rats, and when we were at our wits! end to save the
baby!s life-~the only thought we clung to was that you were
going to bring something geod out of this suffering. In the
- might, in the dark, we'd whisper about it,. starving and-
.8icke~-~Ch, George, you'll have to get it back again. Think!
What else kept us alive all these. years? Even now, it's not
comfort we want. We can sué‘fer whatever's necessarys only
. give us back 'bhai; promse."

Sabma enters to ask permission to go to the momes. There is no coin’
admission price, gus’c. anything one can give. Sab:ma says she picked up some
beef cubes the day before; and she would use those. When Hrs. Antrobus
reprimands her quietly for this, since by law they should have been turned
into the relie;f center downtown, Sabina goes into an irrational tirade abqut

dog-eat-dog being the only law and how she hates the wretched worlds

14
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Sabina's nervous tensions are quickly spent, however; and she tells her
master sincerely:

r, Antrobus, don't mind what I say. I'm just an ordinary
girl, jou know what I mean, I'm just an ordinary girle But
you're a bright man, you're a very bright man, and of course
you invented the alphabet and the wheel, and my God, a lot
of things ¢ « « and if you've got any other plans, my God,
don't let me upse‘o them, Only every now and then I've got
" %o go.to the movies. I mean my nerves can't stand ite But
if you have any ideas about improving the crazy old world,
I'm really with you. I really am, DBecause it's . . « it's
s o o Good night." She goes out. ANTROBUS starts laughing
softly with exhilaration.’ _

Mrs. Antrobus and Sabina have reached the deepest feelings and convie=
tions of Mr, Antrobus. He has already made the deecision to go om leading
his family, as evidenced by his renewed sense of laughters

"ow I remember what three things always went together when
I was able to see things most e¢learly: three thirgs: o + e «
The voice of the people in their confusion and their need.
And the thought of you and the children and this house ¢ o
and + « ¢ Maggie! I didn't dare ask you: my books! They
haven't been lost, have they?n

"Hoe There are some of them right here. Kind of tattered."

"Yese=-Remember, Maggie, we almost lost them once before?
And when we finally did collect a few torn copies out of cld
cellars they ran in everyone's head like a fevers They as
good. as rebuilt the world." Pauses, book in hand, and looks
upe. "Oh, I've never forgotten for long at a time that living
is struggle. I know that every good and excellent thing in...
the world stands moment by moment on the razor-edge of danger
and mast be fought for--whether it's a field, or a home, or a
country. All I ask is the chance to build new worlds and God
has always given us that. And has given us" opening the book
tyoices to guide us; and the memory of our mistakes to warn
use. Maggie, you and I will remember in peacetime all the
resolves that were so clear to us in the days of ware We'lve
come a long wayse We'lve learnede We're learning. 4nd the
steps of our journey are marked for us here,* He stands by
the table turning the leaves of a booke1d "

There follow four readings i‘rom Spinoza, Flato, Aristotle, and, finally,

this one from Genesis, after which there is a sudden blackout, and with it

15
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the first ending to The Skin of OQur Teeth.

"1Tn the begimning God created the Heavens and the Earth;
and the Earth was waste and void; and the darkness was upon
the face of thé deep. And the Lord said let there be light
and there was lighte'®11 - ’

16




Chapter V
Stage Time

Past,' present, and future ‘time blend so curiously in The Skin of Our
Teeth that the normal clockwatcher must :E'_eei himself dangerously disorienteds
More bewilderment is in store than this, though; for there is another kind
of time in this play which works together with the previous three to attain

the final dramatic effecte It is, what this writer has termed, stage times

Stage time has two elements, dramatic and real time, which comprise together

the total duration of -'bhé play on stage. Dramatic time is that during which

the .expected plot of the play unfolds itself or continues its action: the

Antrobgées _deei_de what to do about the freezing weather and the approaching
glacier; they prepare for the flood; the family begins to recover after the
ware Aéhﬁ.ttedly, these would be strange plot and action lines for any play;
yet, the audience r,eadil:); ﬁnderstands that they are the previously deteﬁi.ix.
mined developments for the play. The audience members are quite sure that

th;i.s is what the playwr_ig_ht meant to take place on the platforme.

- Irﬁthout warning, however, the most absurd proceedings can interrupt
this dramatic time, proceedings which the audience believes, at least temp-
orarily, ére- not part of the plays - These events consist in the actors and
ae‘bﬁ‘éslsle.s dropping‘ their character parts in the play and acting, supposedly,
as themselves, tha‘t is, as they are in real Lifes

The first of i‘bhese inter;'uptions of dramatic time by real time takes
place early in t_hef first acte Sabina must repeat a cue line because someone

I
has apparently fai':,l.ed to come on stagees She gets a bit flustered but then

17
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reopens the act, summarizing in a few of the script lines all she had al-
ready saide When she gets to the cue line again (at least the audience
thinks it is a cue line) and no one appears, a voice offstage tells her to
make up or invent something. Sabina begins ‘ad-libbing miserably, then sud-
denly becomes indignant, walks downstage, and sa.yé to the audience:
"I can't invent-any words for this play, and I'm glad I can't.
I hate. this play and every word in iti
" "As for me, I don't understand a single word of it, anyway,--
@1l about the troubles the human race has gone through,
there's a subject for you.
"Bedides, the author hasn't made up his silly mind as to
whether we're all living back in caves or in Hew Jersey
today, -and that's the way it is all the way through. wl
This- actress, whose "real" name in the.script is Miss Somerset, con=
tinues her anti-Skin tirade for a number of lines until an offstage voice
calls to hers She responds: "Oh! Anywayl--nothing matters! It'11 all be
the same in a hundred years."? She then repeats the cue line loudly. This
time Mrs: Antrobus enters, and the dramatic time of the play continues.
Later in Act I Sabina looks out the front window and screams: "Nre.
Antrdbus, what's that??-~that big white thing? Mr. Antrobus, it's ICE. It's
ICE! ("3 Then follows this interruption by real times
Suddenly she drops the play, and says in her own person as.
MISS SOMERSET, with surprises :"Ch, I see what this part of
the play means now! This means refugeess" She starts to
cross to the proscenium. 0h, I don't like ite. I don't
like ite" She-leans against the proscenium and bursts into
tears.. '
ANTROBUS: "Miss Somerset!"
Voice of the STAGE MANAGER: "Miss Somersebit
SABTNA, energetically to the audience: "Ladies and gentlemen!
Don't take this play seriouse The world's not coming to an.
ends You know it's note People exaggerate! Most people

really have enough to eat and a roof over their headss. Nobody
actually starves--you can always eat grass or somethinge That
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ice-business--, why, it was a 1ong, long time ago. Besides
they were only savagess. -Savages don't love their families--
not like we do."

ANTROBUS and STAGE MANAGER: "Miss Somerset! !"_

. SABINA: "All righte I'1l say the lines, but I won't think
about the .play._'_'_ Enter Mrs. Antrobus.

SABINA, parting thrust at the audlencﬁ WAnd I adv::.se you
not to think about the play, either,!

Act II shows t.he Antrobuses in a moral crisis which climazes in Miss
Lily-Sabina-Fairweather!s a£tempt to seduce Mr. Antrobus and drag him away_
from his wife. At one point in their dialogue Sab:.na suddenly brea.ks in
mth' "Just a moment. I have something I wish to say to the a.ud;i.ence."S

Then follows this real-time scene (here in abbreviated form)o .
P
SABINA: "--Ladies and gentlemen., I'm not going to play this
particular scene tonighte Ibt's just a short scemé and we're
‘going to skip ite. But I'11l tell you what takes. place and
then we.can continue the play from there one. Now in this
sceng=-" -

ANTROBUS, between his teeth: "But, Miss Somerset!®

SABINA: "I'm sorry. I'm sorrye. But I have to skip ite In
this scene, I talk to Mr. Antrobus, and at the end of it he
decides to leave his wife, get a divorce at Reno and marry
“mes That's all." '

MR. FITZPATRICK and ANTROBUS: "Why can't you play 1t ¢ o o
what's the matter with the seene?!

SABTNA: "Well, if you must know, I have a persomal guest in .
the audience tonighte. Her life hasn't been exactly a happy
one, I wouldn't have my friend hear some of these lines for
the whole world. I don't suppose it occurred to the author
that some other women might have gone through the experience
of lesing their husbands like this."

MR. FITZPATRICK: "Miss Somerset! Go to your dressing roome:
I'11l read your lines.®

SABINA: '"Now everybody!s nerves are on edgee?

MR. ANTROBUS: "Skip the scenealt
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SABINA: #Thank yous. I knew you'd understand. We'll do just

what T said. So Mr, Antrobus is going to diverce his wife

and marry me. - Mre Antrobus, you say: 'It won't be easy to

lay all this before my wife,'" '
The two get back into their characters, and the show goes on.

The different members of the audience may believe a number of things
sbout all this confusion by now. Some may be mumbling about that insene
actress on the stage who keeps causing so much trouble ‘and bre'alca'ng‘ the mood
of the play. Others may believe that 2ll these interruptions are perfectly
real and be sympathizing with the actors and actresses involved. Still
others, perhaps the majority, may realize that all this is part of the play
and will be approving or belittling the playwright's theatrics. Some may
still be -confusedly wondering whether or not what is happening is real.
They may continue to wonder, too; for Act III has more of these confusing »
Ipeal tt épisodes‘

Just moments after Sabina opens the act, Mr. Fitzpatrick comes on stage
followed by the whole cast and interrupts the action. (abbreviated).

MR. FITZPATRICK: "Miss Somerset! We have to stop a moment.®
SABTNA: "What's the matter?"

MR FITZPATRICK: "There's an explanation we have to make to
the audiences--Lights, please+" To the actor who plays MR.
ANTROBUS, "Will you explain the matter to the audience?*
ANTROBUS: "Ladies and gentlemen, an unfortunate accident has
taken place back stage. Perhaps I should say another unfor-
tunate accident.?

SABINA: "I'm sorry. I'm sorry."

ANTROBUS: "The management feels, in fact, we &ll feel that
you are due an apologys And now we have to ask your indul-
-gence for. the mést serious mishap of all. Seven of our

actors have « o « have taken ill. Apparently, it was some-
thing-they ate."
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ANTROBUS: "Whatever it was, they're in no condition to take.
part in this performances Naturally, we haven'!t enough under-
gstudies to fill all these roles; but we do have a number of -
splendid volunteers who have kindly consented to help us out.
These friends have watched our rehearsals, and they assure me
that they know the lines and the business very wells o o ¢ o
Now this scene takes place near the end of the acte And I'm
sorry to say we'll need a short rehearsal, just a short run-
throughe And as some of it takes place in the auditorium,
we'll have to keep the curtain up. Those of you who wish can
go out in the lobby and smoke some more, The rest of you can
listen to us, or + ¢ « Or just talk quietly among yourselves,
as you chooses - Thank youe"?

There follows now a short rehearsal of the second last scene of the
play, x.n wh:‘;.ch these yolunteers" walk across the sbage on an elevated
piatform ﬁhﬁle reciting lines from the famous ph:i.’l.osmheré. Mre. Fitzpatrick
directs the run-through while explaining the action of the scene to the
é.udience. When he is satisfied with the preparation, he calls for the cur-

tain to be closed and announces the third act of The Skin of Qur T‘ee'bhg

One last significaﬁt interruption of dramatic time occurs in this last
act when Henry and Mr. Antrobus are facing each other after both their re-
turns from the war, Henry ﬁas 2 line cmcerﬁﬁng his determination to be
free of everyone, no matter what, He starts toward his father in an atterpt
to kill himy but Sabina 'sudd‘enly jurps between them and ealls outs

SABINA: "Stop! Stop! Don!t play this scene. TYou know what
happened last nights Stop the play." The men fall back,
pantings HENRY covers._his face with his hands. "lLast night
you almost strangled him, You became a regular savages Stop
ite® - ‘ '

HENRY: "It's trues I'm sorry. I don't know what comes over
mee I have nothing against him personally. I respect him
very rich o6 « I & o o I admire him, But something comes
over meo It's like I became fifteen years old again. I o o »
I 4. o o-listen: my father used to whip me and lock me up
every Saturday nights I never had emough to eat. He never
let me have enough money to By decent clothess I was
ashamed to go downtown. I never could go to the dancess

My father and my uncle put rules in the way of everything
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I wanted to doe They tried to prevent my living at all.
-=I'm sorry. Im sorpry.!

ANTROBUS s in his own person, with self condemmatien, but cold
and proud: 'Wait a minmute, I have something to say, too.
Itt's not wholly his fault that he wants to strangle me in
this scene. It's my fault, too. He wouldn't feel that way
wnless there were something in me that reminded him of all
thate He talks about emptinesse Well, there's an emptiness
in me, tods - Yesy--work, work, work,~-that's all I do. I've
ceased to live. No wonder he feels that anger coming over
him,¥ . :

MRS. ANTROBUS: "Therel At least you've said ite"

SABINA: "We're all just as wicked as we can be, and that's
the God's truth."

MRS. ANTROBUS, nods a moment, then comes forwards quietlys:
"Comees Come and put your head under some cold water."

SABITA, in a whisper: WI'1ll go with hime I've kmowm him
2 long whiles You have to go on with the play. Come with
me." HENRY starts out with SABINA but turns at the exit
and sa;gs to AN‘IROBUS*

HENRY: "Thanks. Thanks for what you saids I'L1 be all
right tomorrow. I won't lose control in that places I
promiseet

I'ir. and Mrs. Antrobus continue the scene and bring the act safely to a

‘closes
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Chapter VI
A Synthesis of Time

The objective evidence of time in The Skin of Our Teeth has been pre-
sented. What it 2all means and achieves for the theme of thé play is the
remaining - discussion.

Thornton Wilder in this play has told the whole history of mankind in
sunﬁnaz‘y form; and h:.s thesis has been that man}and is basically the same
through all the agese It is probable that this history .could be told, bear-
ing this thesis in mind; in a scholarly tome which would study all known
hmuaﬁ civilizations past and presen’c,v graphing all apparent patterns of
human conduct and achievement, and all the phenomena accompanying them.

Such a work, however, would be voluminously boring and repetitive, as well
as impersonale Wilder, instead, Ahv.as told the story and presented his thesis
in a work of literature which freed him from the festraints of advaneing
time and allowed him, rather s to use eternity as his basise! Perhaps, too, .
Wilder's "thesis" is actually one of those truths which lie dormant in 211
people, one of those plgtitg@es which great literature orchestrates and
makes fresh and meaningful.

Mr, Wilder hds ignored chronology and mixed all time together indis-
criminately in 'order to propose that there is no real advancing time (except
perhaps in mathematies), and that, though there is individvality, the only
true temporal reality is an eternal present. Wilder speaks of this in the
introduction 4o his Three Plays and in an article from Timee

Every action which has ever taken place~-every thought, every
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-of time,“h With this simultaneity as his basis, Wilder has been able to

‘crises, weaknesses, hopes, joys, and fulfillment.

emotien--has taken place only once, at one moment in time and

place. "I love you," "I rejoice," "I suffer," have been said

and felt many billions of times, and never twice the same.

Bvery person who has ever lived has lived an unbroken succes-
" sion of unique occasions. Yet the more one is aware of this

individuality in experience (innumerable! innumerable!) the

more one becomes attentive to what these disparate moments
“have in common, to repetitive patterns.?

_ "Every human being who has existed can be felt by us to_be
existing nowe All time is present for a smgle time. Every
American has this sense s for the American is the first plan=-
etary mind."3 .

Edmnd Fuller has termed Wilder's concept of time as the "simltaneity

tell the whole history of man through one ever-present family, the Antrobuseg
4 ’ .
A1l ofv%he. i‘am:;ly members become allegorical,. characters who together repre-

sent me’mkindﬁvthroughout the ages: experiencing the same types of problems,

The characters are:dall allegorical figures on three levels:
as Americans, as.biblieal figures, and as universal human
types. Antrobus--the middle-class American, Adam, and the
ffather pilot® of the human race--~has the general weaknesses
and virtues of humanity in general of all times. The basic
fact about him is that he does not change much from year to
year or from ene period of history to another; and his prob-
lems are also much the same in every age. He is always on
the brink of a disaster caused either by natural forces oub-
side him or by inner conflicts, but he manages to survive
by the Uskin of his teeth.® His wife is at once the American
mother, Eve, and the eternal mother, While Antrobus is at
-his best rational and needs reasons for survival, she acts
from instinct and guards her family %like a tigress." She
is anti-intellectual and narrow . « « 3 but in spite of
humiliation by her philandering husband and the eternal
wicked woman (Sabina) and of serious disaster she remains -
constant in her determination to save her family. o « o &

The two Antrobus children, Gladys and Henry, represent,
respectively, Antrobus! hope for human perfection and proof
that his hope can never be fully realizeds Henry, who bears
the red ochre emblem of Cain and is constantly at odds with .
the rest of the family, including Sabina, is the allegorical
figore of evils ¢ & + » Lily Sabina o « . is also evil, but

2k


http:fanti.ly

N

in a less fixed and absolute sense; for her sins are gemer-
ally houselivld or venial sinse She is the faint-hearted
maid on the American~-family level of the play; but she alse
becomes,; variously, the Semitic mythological figure of
Lilith (the evil, wifely spirit), Miss Fairweather, to whom
Antrobus turns when no disaster threatens and he doesn't
need help and guidancej Sabina, the 'robber of the
Sabinerennent=~as told by Livy-s s e o Lily ¢ o o has all,
the weaknesses of her kind: lack of conviction; lack of
eourage before adversity; vanity; ignorance of everything
.above” the level of appetite; prudishness; and self-right-
eousness,> :

Though the characters are dllegorical, they do not fail to be credible.
They never become single allegorical types: perfect good or total evile ALl
of them have the virtues and weaknesses of the others J.n varying degrees s
including Cain who, while symbolic of evil, still wants to belong to human-
ity and needs other people, though he trys to deny ite

SABINA: "There's that old whine again. All you people think

you're not loved enough, nobedy loves you., Well, you start
. being lovable and we'll love you."

HENRY, outraged: "I don't want anybody to love mes™

SABINA: "Then stop talking about it all the time.™

HENRY: "I never talk about ite The last thing I want is any-
‘body to pay any attention to me,"

SABINA: "I can hear it Behind every word you say."
HENRY: "I want everybody to hate me."

SABINA: "Yes, you've dgcided that's second best, but itfs-
still the same thing." o

Mr, Antrobus as the father pilot of humanity is the central character
in the playland in the history of zﬁan. He is the leadership among mankind,
though not always a constant leader himself. He is the symbol of .a contin-
ually falling and rising world and is the ultimate referent, on the human

level, for the needs and hopes of the rest of following mankind. Antrobys
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realizes that all the needs are compelling and that the hopes are fragile,
He speaks of everything good as balancing on the Mrazor edge of danger.”
Disaster has come time and again to all the hopes, but the final mood of the
play and the playwright is one of realistic optimism. In the second-last
scene of the play,CGain comes on stage and stands in brooding silence. He is
present though lmreconciled.? Antrobus knows how meny times he has failed
on his omm part and how often nature has opposed h:un, but he finally realizes
again--at least perhdaps i‘er a short while--~that what is most important is
that he does begin again, that he does start again to build a new world with
his mistakes in mind and following the advice of the great wise men of the
ages.

But Antrobus is not the hopeless prey of endless cycles of

disaster; he says: "We've come a long ways. Welve learneds

We're learninge." He can do nothing abeout natural disasters,

and evil (Cain) is so mich a part of him that he knows he

can't escape it; but he can and does keep evil under controlj.

and, with courage and aceceptance of moral responsibility, he

can eliminate disasters which are of his own making. With

faith in his better self--as defined in the greabt works of

his cultural heritege--and in God, he will continue to sur-

vive and even to triumph although other ereatures perish.8

No member of an audience seeing The Skin of Our Teeth could reach the

end of the play without realizing that it was the story of man's history.

It is plainly evident in all that has gone before., Wilder, however, goes a
step further in meaning by his use of real time. Theatricalist that he is,
Wilder demands that action on the stage be an interpretation of life, not
life itself. In having the cast drop their parts as the Antrobuses and pick
up new characters as actors and actresses, Mr: Wilder helps his audience
realize that the Antrobus family action is unreal, is a play. He compels

the audience's attention with these jolting switehes between dramatic and
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real time and then tells it that the Antrobus play does interpret real life.
The "real-life" characters are much the same as their counterparts in the
Antrobus play. Miss Somerset is 6onxplaj1ﬁng, panicky, flighty, and super=-
ficial, but good at heart as is Sabina. The actor playiﬁg Henry feels re~
Jected and in his frustration wants to hurt othe_rs as does Henry-Caine The
actress playing M’rsﬁ.. Antrobus shows motherly concerm for the alienated'
young actor as she does for Henry-Cain as Mrse Antrobus. The male lead says
he has not ever really lived, has not fulfilled himself, just as Mr.
Antrobus so often in his history has lived comfertably rather than signifi-
cantly. Wilder could be saying: "See, the Antrobuses lare not real people;
but real people are interpreting life by playing the Antrobus family,"

These movements frem dramatic to real time also force the au&ience to
participate in the play, not only to wateh its Wilder believes stroﬁgly
that the theatre is addressed to the group mind and that it is for this
reason a kind of festival in which the audience has an indispensable partic-
ipation.'g In this play the audience often wonders about the action on
stage, whether or not it is real. wWhatever the case, it seems real; it is
believables The people in the audience are able to react to it with thelr
minds and their emotions. Wilder'has achieved an inner reality, not a

pseudo-reality based entirely on external materialitye.

The Skin of Our Teeth is full of time yet timeless; for in it all times
become one: past, present, future, dramatic, and real times become man's
eternal presente The final amazing scene of the play illustrates this per-
fectly. The lights go up suddenly; and Sabiné., with her feéther duster,
is at the window of the Antrobus home as she was at the beginning of the

playe She says the first few lines with which she began Act T.
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"0h, oh, ohe. Six o'clock and the master not home yet. Pray
God nothing serious has happened to him crossing the Hudson
River., But I wouldn't be surprised. The whole world's at
sixes and sevens, and why the house hasn't fallen down about
our ears long ago is a miracle to me. w10

Sabina then walks down to the :Eootlights and says to the audience:

This is where you came in. We have to go on for ages and
ages yete

"You go home.

"The end of the play isn't writ’ben yete

"Mre and Mrs. Antrobus! Their heads are full of plans and
they're as confident as the day they began,--and 'bhey told
me to tell you: good night,1?

Here they are again, the Antrobuses, back where they began; and here
they are to be for ages and ages yete Past and future are the preséni}.
Dramatic and real time blend perfectly here. It is both Sabina and Miss
Somerset talking about the present and about the audience's part in it. OShe
says: "We have to go on for ages and ages yet"; and this we can hardly refer
to anyone less than herself and all the people in the audience. The members
of the audience are strikingly told that they are themselves the Antrobuses.
It is they who must Ygo on for ages and ages yet," they who must have their
heads "full of plans® and be as Ycorifident as the day they began.® It is
the members of the audience who s in the present time of their own lives,

mast help to write the end of the play.
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