
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

Building Layers of Communities: A Director’s Approach to 
 Thornton Wilder’s The Skin of Our Teeth 

 
Shelby-Allison Hibbs, M.F.A. 

 
Thesis Chairperson: DeAnna Toten Beard, M.F.A., Ph.D. 

 
 
  Thornton Wilder’s The Skin of Our Teeth offers a cross section of myths and 

significant pieces of human history in the context of New Jersey in the 1940s.  Wilder 

uses a “play within a play” approach to present the Antrobus family as they endure 

monumental natural and man-made disasters.  This thesis provides an example of a 

director’s process with this challenging play through an ensemble-oriented and 

improvisational rehearsal process.  This study provides a selective biography of the 

playwright, containing elements of Wilder’s history associated with the themes and 

relationships in The Skin of Our Teeth as well as a full analysis of the play.  The 

remaining parts of this thesis include the production’s conceptual inspiration, a narrative 

of the rehearsal process, and a reflection of the completed production at Baylor 

University Theatre including production photos. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Thornton Wilder and Overarching Ideas 
 
 

Introduction 
 

 The summer before directing The Skin of Our Teeth, I had the opportunity to read 

biographies of Thornton Wilder and a significant number of his plays, essays and 

personal letters.  This research offered a rich image of the playwright’s philosophical 

perspective and history, but the most meaningful encounter I had with Wilder’s work—

and one which greatly influenced my understanding of the playwright—was David 

Cromer’s 2010 production of Our Town at Barrow Street Theatre in New York City.  

Through the guise of a quaint play about small town American, Our Town examines 

humanity’s inability to understand the joy and sorrow of the human condition.  In 

Cromer’s production, the theatre presented a grim, black environment with the actors 

dressed in contemporary clothing and utilized the whole theatre space, including audience 

areas.  Audience members could see everyone in the room due to the seating arrangement 

and lighting choices that included the spectators in the action of the performance.  

Therefore, the audience was not simply passive observers of the actors in the playing 

space; we became part of the community of performers and audience members.   

 Several moments from this production inspired my approach to both finding 

innovative manners of theatricality and establishing community and complicite between 

spectator and performer.  For example, a specific moment that raised my awareness of the 

relationship between audience and actor occurred one of Mr. Webb’s lines about fathers 

and sons.  After the actor spoke this line, a father and son in the audience directly across 
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from me nudged each other.  For a moment, I was reminded that the characters of the 

play carry layers of meaning—the archetypes they represent, the character’s individual 

experience, and the connections audience members make directly to their own life.  

Cromer’s production also presented intriguing visual images as the actors were dressed in 

muted contemporary clothing and used minimal contemporary props through most of the 

performance.  The only exception occurred during Emily’s wish—when she asks to 

return from death to her twelfth birthday.  At this moment, the Stage Manager removed a 

curtain and unveiled a completely furnished pre-twentieth century working kitchen, with 

every detail imaginable.  Mrs. Webb even cooked bacon and brewed coffee, with the 

smell emanating around the theatre.  As the performance lacked sensory details until 

these final moments, this phenomenological choice highlighted the play’s theme of 

humanity never truly understanding the phenomena associated with life.  The 

juxtaposition of sparse physical objects in the majority of the play with the overwhelming 

amount of sensory details during Emily’s wish inspired in me the freedom to use a 

variety of theatrical forms when approaching The Skin of Our Teeth.  This production 

greatly affected my interpretation of The Skin of Our Teeth as I experienced how Wilder 

embraces theatricality, creates communities on stage and around the audience, and freely 

plays with form.   

 The Skin of Our Teeth amplifies many thematic ideas found in Thornton Wilder’s 

letters, novels, and plays.  The dense nature of the play is rooted in the wealth of Wilder’s 

personal experiences and literary knowledge, allowing scholars a rich experience 

investigating his life and literary works for overarching ideas that connect Wilder’s 

writing together.  Wilder pulled from an extensive variety of mythical, personal, 
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historical, and intellectual sources to create this work.  When analyzing a play, it can be 

dangerous to infer too much from the playwright’s life.  Selected events from Wilder’s 

childhood and working relationships, however, might be keys to understanding why 

many of Wilder’s plays include “outsider” figures and the nuclear family, and contain a 

varied geographical—almost global—perspective.  His belief in a greater force that 

connects humanity together reverberates through his works.  Spiritual entities appear as 

an unexplainable notion that all of the characters acknowledge in some capacity.  On the 

whole, his works examine humanity from a distance, focusing on groups and 

communities rather than the rise and fall of a single individual.  Familial relationships, 

life experiences abroad, enthusiasm for great works of literature and his general outlook 

on life as an outsider relate to many of the thematic ideas and characters of The Skin of 

Our Teeth.   

 
Biography 

 
Life as an Outsider 
 

Wilder’s perception of life from an outsider’s point of view emerges as a 

recurring theme in his novels and plays.  This type of worldview includes lacking a sense 

of belonging to one social group continuously.  From his obituary in The New York 

Times, Wilder is described as examining life from an “Olympian platform, more 

concerned with overall topographical features than with geographical details” (Whitman 

65).  Wilder had all of the components of a model American family and yet did not 

discern a strong bond to this social group due to emotional and geographical distance.  In 

the Norton lecture series that Wilder presented at Harvard, Wilder refers to the family as 
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“at once an encroachment on individualism and a seductive invitation to rejoin the human 

community at a level where he does not feel himself to be strange” (The American 

Loneliness 67).  This duality remained on his mind due to his childhood experiences of 

separation and longing for connection with his family.  Offering the appearance of a 

nuclear family, Wilder’s parents Amos and Isabel were married until Amos’ death when 

Thornton was an adult and had four other children: three daughters and an older son.1 

However, the Wilder household lacked one major element: a permanent, singular 

residence for the entire family.  Wilder did not actually experience a nuclear family 

environment or suburban routine that he crafted in The Skin of Our Teeth or Our Town.  

As a result, his writing about the quintessential American lifestyle emerges from the 

perspective of an observer rather than an actual participant, a fact that reveals the non-

autobiographical nature of his works.   

Born in 1897 in Madison, Wisconsin, Wilder’s geographical separation with his 

family began when he was an older child and lasted through his teenage years.  Wilder’s 

father took a consul position in 1906 in Hong Kong and moved the whole family 

overseas.  But, the family remained with him for only a year and a half as Wilder’s 

mother, Isabel and the children moved to Berkeley, California.  In 1909, Thornton moved 

from California to Shanghai in order to be closer to his father and later attended the China 

Inland Mission School at Chefoo.2  Wilder remained there for a year until his father 

decided to move Thornton back to California, where he attended two other schools.3 

Wilder expressed a desire to reunite the whole family together while living alone in 

Shanghai as a young teenager: “Oh, but Father, I wish I could see Mother.  It seems many 

years since I saw her last.  I want to see her very much.  When you make your plans try 
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and let me be near her and Amos.  And of course father dear, I want you too; my dear 

Papa—all together” (“To Amos P.  Wilder” 22).  Amos repeatedly threatened to send 

Wilder back to the States for poor behavior and grades, but this type of punishment was 

welcomed by Wilder as it would bring him closer to his family again (Wilder, “To Amos 

P.  Wilder” 23).  At the worst, the family was separated by thousands of miles, with 

Amos working in Hong Kong, Thornton alone in a missionary school in northeastern 

China, and the rest of the Wilder family in Berkeley, California.  Thornton eventually 

moved back to the states, to live with his mother and sisters, and rarely saw his father as a 

teenager.  As Thornton never remained in the same location for more than a few years, he 

did not make many lasting personal connections. 

With their distance from one another, the family maintained communication 

through letters.  It may seem that Wilder was more acclimated to this type of 

correspondence with his family than personal, direct discussions.  The act of writing 

letters to communicate with his family instilled a life-long habit in Wilder.  He 

sometimes wrote up to twenty-five letters a day to numerous close friends, acquaintances, 

and business partners (Donaldson xxiv).  It is estimated that Wilder wrote approximately 

10,000 letters in his lifetime with 6000 currently stored at the Yale library.  

Communicating through writing—as opposed to speaking or personal meetings—had a 

significant impact on Wilder’s choices in writing; his characters often use long speeches 

to communicate thoughts rather than engaging in dialogue.  The copious amount of letters 

the family shared concerned everyday activities and news, but many also included strict 

religious and behavioral expectations from the patriarch of the family. 
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 Wilder claimed that Amos presented himself as a dogmatic patriarch and 

emotionally distanced himself from his family (“To John K.  Tibby Jr.” 645).  As a result, 

Wilder identified more with his mother whose warmer rapport encouraged Wilder to 

explore artistic endeavors (“To Amos P.  Wilder” 18-19).  As an adult reflecting on his 

early experiences, Wilder harbored resentment for the choices that Amos made for his 

family.  Wilder was also discouraged by Amos’s demanding temperament, which 

instilled resentment and fear in the Wilder children.  For example, Wilder blames his 

father for Isabel’s difficulties with her self-worth: “And you, too.  From some deep 

infantile Father-love-and-hate you brought up a lack of confidence in that realm that 

colored the air without you knowing it” (“To Isabel Wilder” 318).  Through college, 

Wilder continued to receive pressure and discouragement from his father concerning his 

behavior and academic endeavors (Wilder, “To Amos P.  Wilder” 88).  While it is easy to 

catalogue Amos Wilder as a villain in the family, some of the father’s choices inspired 

his son to pursue writing.  For example, as they were separated geographically, Amos 

would send numerous books to his son (all approved by the father, of course) and later 

arranged studies in foreign languages such as French so that Wilder could attain a 

position as a teacher after graduating college.  And yet even in this, Wilder did not have a 

choice with these endeavors as Amos made these life decisions for his son.   

 Wilder’s separation from his family correlate to his works that place emphasis on 

family and community life while contemplating solitude, noted by the author: “Tragedy 

is the inevitable result of our ontological solitude—I am I and you are you and we are 

separated by a void” (Corrigan 314).  Perhaps this is why many of his works that end 

with an optimistic note place significance on a group of people instead of a solitary figure 
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on stage.  He does not champion the single protagonist acting against the world, but 

perceives more hope in a congregation of individuals.  Through years of isolation and 

distanced family relationships, the community-driven process of theatre creation attracted 

Wilder immensely.  Wilder claims that his whole life was an “apprenticeship towards the 

theatre” (Denlinger 26), but he never considered theatre as his primary vocation.  

Wilder’s experience in college at Oberlin College, Yale University, and 

postgraduate studies at Princeton University was still somewhat overshadowed by his 

father’s ideals.  Amos chose Oberlin for Wilder4 and his selection of study; he also sent 

pedantic letters to his son while at school.  Amos chose Oberlin as it presented an 

evangelical worldview, but Thornton began to establish himself as a writer during this 

time working with the school’s theatre department.  For example, he wrote short plays 

including “The Trumpet Shall Sound” and “Prosperina and the Devil” as an at Oberlin.5 

While his father guided Wilder’s overall collegiate experience, Thornton had more 

autonomy to make his own decisions.  In 1917, Wilder transferred to Yale where he 

continued to develop original short plays and submitted them for publication.  After 

completing his undergraduate degree, Wilder spent a year at the American Academy at 

Rome studying Archaeology and Latin—but even this was planned and manipulated by 

his father.  During his time in Rome, Wilder helped uncover a Byzantium road called the 

Aurelian Way, an experience that inspired the context behind his first novel The Cabala 

and  the overall thematic idea of his first full-length play, Our Town. 

 When his year abroad was coming to a close, Wilder’s father found a job for him 

as a French teacher at the Lawrenceville School for Boys in New Jersey.  Amos wrote to 

his son declaring that his pursuits in playwriting would not lead to a respectable career 
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for a man—an unacceptable notion for Amos Wilder.  Amos seemed to have a recurring 

fear that Wilder’s future would be as a vagabond writer or poet.  Even as a teenager, 

Thornton displayed little aptitude for masculine sports or careers which Amos defined as 

profitable.  Therefore, Amos informed Wilder through a letter that he would be a French 

teacher and expected his son to fully comply with the arrangement.6  The younger Wilder  

also enrolled in a graduate program at Princeton University, continuing his study for his 

occupation as a teacher.  However, he wrote constantly at night and finished two novels 

including The Cabala in 1925 and his Pulitzer Prize-winner The Bridge of San Luis Rey 

in 1927.  He also spent his summer vacations at the MacDowell Colony and New 

England in general to write in seclusion and peace.  Even with the volume of work he 

presented in a few years time, Wilder did not consider himself to be a vocational writer 

and in fact considered it dangerous to connect writing with money. 

 
An Acceptable Profession: Teaching 
 
 Even though Wilder’s father forced him to accept the position at Lawrenceville, 

teaching became a lifelong pursuit and almost a personality trait for Wilder.  Wilder’s 

brother, Amos Jr., noted that Thornton used the lecture hall as a stage of sorts: “When he 

lectured he was all over the platform and down the aisles, gesturing, challenging, 

clowning, and taking the arts of the characters discussed.  So it was also with his talk on 

more intimate occasions.  His gusto and affections evoked scenarios ‘as good as a play’” 

(Amos Wilder 34).  Working in a boarding school environment offered challenges 

beyond classroom teaching as Wilder was also in charge of students’ well being, acting 

as a secondary parent.  Therefore, Wilder’s teaching profession created a bridge between 

transferring knowledge and caring or attending to people.7 
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 Wilder also ventured into teaching the public after receiving awards for his 

critically successful novels—such as The Bridge of San Luis Rey.  For example, he made 

a number of public appearances to discuss his beliefs concerning art and literature at 

various venues.  Wilder gave approximately 200 public lectures outside of school 

contracts (Bryer xxxiii) and participated in several public debates.  In 1929, he made 

thirty-six appearances as a lecturer and eventually led him to another teaching 

opportunity at the University of Chicago—where his work focused more on literature and 

creative writing rather than foreign languages.  Also, Wilder held a debate with Hugh 

Wapole in February 1930 with 4000 people in attendance, debating the question of 

whether history, biography, fiction, or drama contains the most potent influence in 

shaping American thought (Wilder, “To Sibyl Colefax” 246; New York Times, “City” 

14).  During the 1930s as his fame as a novelist was growing, Wilder grew indecisive 

about adhering teaching as his career path.  While he enjoyed teaching and helping 

students, the prospect of living on earnings from writing was a viable possibility as his 

novels became bestsellers and continued to win numerous awards (Wilder, “To C.  Leslie 

Glenn” 291-292).   

 
A Life of Acquaintances 
 
 As an adult, Wilder never built his own nuclear family; instead he maintained a 

variety of acquaintances and few lasting personal relationships.  Along with maintaining 

a handful of close relationships, Wilder also rarely divulged any personal anecdotes or 

facts of his life to the public.  During interviews, he pushed interest towards his literary 

work—ideas, questions, and themes found in his novels—rather than to himself as a 

celebrity or personality.  In many of these interviews, he repeated phrases and 
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overarching concepts verbatim, suggesting that he had rehearsed ideas and carefully 

crafted a perfect manner in which to phrase his thoughts.  As a result, Wilder’s personal 

life remains a mystery with only a few overarching details.  Wilder never married, a fact 

which led to speculation about his sexual orientation but nothing conclusive has ever 

been stated by Wilder or his estate. The Wilder estate worked diligently to create the 

image that Wilder simply avoided romantic relationships completely.  He never stayed in 

the same place long enough to develop close relationships; he also seemed to be more 

attached to women who already had spouses or domestic partners. Wilder’s distance from 

romantic relationships with women was observed by many people, including his students: 

“Can you explain why he hasn’t any pictures of girls in his room…everybody has 

pictures of women in their room, can you explain this?” (Donaldson xxv).  Through 

letters and photographs, it is apparent that Wilder had a few constant male companions 

on trips abroad, though no specific information of these relationships are known.  In the 

collection of correspondence between Wilder and Gertrude Stein, many letters written to 

Wilder were addressed also to another man.  He is called a traveling companion in the 

footnotes, but the letters offer some suggestion that the bond Wilder had with this man 

was not a simple employer-employee relationship.  Nothing of a sexual nature is 

mentioned, but only a camaraderie and warm bond between Wilder and these 

companions.   

With only a few close relationships, Wilder obtained a myriad of acquaintances 

with notable writers, athletes, and actors.8  For a writer who claimed to stay out of the 

public eye, Wilder approached a number of famous individuals shortly after gaining 

success for The Bridge of San Luis Rey.  For example, Wilder had a few meetings and 
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correspondence with Ernest Hemingway, beginning in 1926 in Paris.  Wilder was very 

impacted by meeting Hemingway as he observed a kindred intellectual spirit: “But he’s 

wonderful.  It’s the first time I’ve met someone of my own generation whom I respected 

as an artist” (Wilder, “To Isabel Wilder” 195).  An even more brief encounter Wilder had 

with a highly notable figure was his meeting with Sigmund Freud.  Wilder met Freud in 

1935 and the innovative psychoanalyst attempted to set up Wilder with his daughter, 

Anna, suggesting even marriage (Wilder, “To Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas” 303). 

Freud was very familiar with most of Wilder’s novels and thought he would be a suitable 

match for his daughter, though Wilder rejected the offer (Goldstone 115).  Over the 

course of his career, Wilder also established many friendships with leading actresses of 

the stage.  For example, he had associations with Katharine Cornell, Lynn Fontaine, 

Helen Hayes, Vivien Leigh, and Ruth Gordon.  As all of these were women, it seems that 

Wilder felt at ease establishing platonic relationships with women. 

 The few significant lasting relationships in Wilder’s life included associations 

with three specific women: his mother, sister Isabel, and Gertrude Stein.  These 

relationships are notable since The Skin of Our Teeth proffers a variety of issues 

regarding women—including competition for fidelity, sexual maturity, and the overall 

worth of women.  Part of Wilder’s interest in the feminine condition may stem from these 

three core relationships in his life.  Through his young adulthood, Wilder professed that 

his worldview agreed more with his mother than his father since she encouraged him to 

engage in theatre and writing.  Wilder even admitted that he engaged in conversation 

easily with his mother and they shared a common outlook on life: “There was that part of 

my self that Mother shares with me: the expression of Sentimentality” (“To Amos P.  
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Wilder 18).  Of his four siblings, Wilder seemed to have the closest bond with Isabel—

who was also a writer.  She did not achieve Wilder’s level of notoriety, and as a result, 

transitioned into Wilder’s literary manager, liaison for contracts, and manager of the 

Wilder Hamden Estate.  For example, during the rehearsal process for Our Town, Isabel 

served as Thornton’s representative and reported the changes and problems that emerged 

through rehearsal while Wilder traveled.  Later in life, Wilder felt some guilt over his 

sister’s loyalty to his career, as she did not develop one on her own.  To Wilder, Isabel 

could not “sufficiently see that it is oneself and the development of one’s own qualities 

that makes a satisfactory life” (Wilder, “To Thew Wright, Jr.” 529-531).  Wilder 

encouraged his sister to continue pursuing writing advising her to: 

Don’t overdo the notion that a woman has nothing to say or be or give 
unless she’s wife-mother-and-home-decorator.  We’re all People, before 
we’re anything else.  People, even before we’re artists.  The role of being 
a Person is sufficient to have lived and died for.  Don’t insult ten million 
women by saying that a woman is null and void as a spinster.  (“To Isabel 
Wilder” 317) 
 

Even though Wilder suggested that Isabel should continue working, he did not relieve her 

of duties towards his own career.   

 Extending beyond the family, Wilder’s relationship with Gertrude Stein made a 

lasting impact.  Wilder was drawn to her as an intellectual cohort for her ideas pertaining 

to language and form—even though he would not adopt these ideas for his approach to 

literature.  When Gertrude Stein held a brief residency at the University of Chicago, 

Wilder stayed by her side as an academic companion.  Stein’s influence was a catalyst for 

Wilder’s future endeavors, particularly with Wilder’s decision to write full-length plays.  

After Stein left her post in Chicago, she and Wilder exchanged numerous letters about 

their daily lives rather than theoretical approaches to literature, suggesting that the 
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purpose of these letters was to establish a connection with a like-minded person.  Stein’s 

sudden death in 1946—the same year Wilder’s mother died—affected Wilder deeply as 

seen in the letter he wrote to Stein’s partner, Alice Toklas: 

I’ve silenced the aimless talk that goes on in order to tell them about 
Gertrude, about the several Gertrudes, the Gertrude who with zest and 
vitality could make so much out of every moment of the daily life, the 
Gertrude who listened to each new person with such attention and could 
make out of her listening such rich reinforcing friendship, the Gertrude of 
intellectual combat who couldn’t let any nonsense or sentimentality or 
easy generalization go by unpunished.  (446) 

 
 After Stein and Isabella Wilder’s deaths, Thornton Wilder sensed a lack of inspiration 

for writing new works—particularly with plays.  Combined with his experiences in 

World War II, which are discussed later, the absence of these two women affected 

Wilder’s ability to finish new works of literature. 

 
Never Seeming to Settle in One Place 
 

Wilder’s life of acquaintances may also be connected with his tendency to never 

stay in one place for more than two years at a time.  Living abroad was a condition he 

adapted to as a child that repeated in his adult life by choice.  He frequently traveled out 

of the country to Switzerland, Germany, Austria, Scotland, and Mexico from weeks to 

months at a time (See Appendix A).  He also chose to be a temporary resident in different 

areas of the United States, living for months in seclusion to work or relax in states such as 

Arizona or Florida.  Wilder chose to avoid a permanent social environment during his 

travels and often fled a location after finishing a significant work.  For example, after The 

Matchmaker opened to mediocre reviews, Wilder fled to Mexico to create a new 

adaptation of Alcestis by Euripides.  In this case, The Alcestiad—the working title for the 

Euripides adaptation—would take over a decade to complete.  This length of time 
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contrasted the quick speed Wilder worked at earlier in his career (writing novels in two to 

three years at the most).  Yet with the constant movement across the globe, Wilder 

created a “gravitational point” for his mother and sister, Isabel, in New England: a house 

in Hamden, Connecticut.  Wilder retained the home at 50 Deepwood Drive—bought from 

his success with The Bridge of San Luis Rey—to create the permanent home his family 

never had previously.  Nearly every year, Wilder would return to this house for a period 

of time—days to months—before traveling again.   

 
Confidence with Writing 
 
 A sequence of events allowed Wilder to entertain the possibility of earning his 

living exclusively through fiction writing (for a list of these works, see Appendix B).  

When Wilder published The Bridge of San Luis Rey in 1927, Wilder was still a teacher by 

trade.  Arnold Bennett, an English literary critic, wrote a rave review for the novel that 

quickly transformed Wilder from an unknown writer to a literary celebrity (Goldstone 4).  

Wilder received additional critical praise—winning the Pulitzer Prize for literature—and 

earned enough royalties to fully support his family.9 Wilder also, however, received harsh 

criticism for writing a novel set in Peru without ever visiting the country or attempting to 

capture an accurate representation of the culture, outside of religious details.  Some of the 

criticism concerned the amount of errors with Peruvian geography and culture (Pember 

6).  The characters, aside from names, seem like they could be a part of any time or place.  

For many of his early novels, Wilder included geographic locations outside of the United 

States, establishing a more broad awareness of humanity.  The Bridge of San Luis Rey is 

the first example of Wilder’s implementation of a non-American subject with a pointed 

moral question.  In theatre terminology, this suggests a Brechtian alienation effect—
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although Wilder never directly references Brecht as a source of inspiration for his 

approach to writing.  The American reader could contemplate the moral conundrums of 

the story without immediate identification with the characters as the novels are set in a 

different geographic location.  

 Essentially, the book contemplates a universal question about the human 

condition: Why do accidents happen?  Therefore, the cultural context is an afterthought, 

secondary to Wilder’s main contemplation on the issue of unjustified death: “the book is 

supposed to be as puzzling and distressing as the news that five of your friends died in an 

automobile accident” (“To John A Townley” 226).  Wilder possessed a strong belief in 

the humanity’s universalism, believing that every human being concerned themselves 

with similar questions.  However, he writes in a more idealistic manner rather than 

actually integrating a fusion of cultures and beliefs into his writing.  In “Goethe and 

World Literature,” Wilder proposes the concept of a genuine world literature—a work of 

all times and ages and presents a sense of unity with all mankind.  This perspective of 

unity and universalism makes Wilder a distinctly modernist writer and, thus, problematic 

for a postmodern, relativist perspective.  Even when he sets his novels in another country, 

the locations are not described with authenticity but contain a Protestant, American 

worldview or morality.  For example, The Skin of Our Teeth establishes an awareness of 

the whole earth from the initial moments of the play, and yet the ultimate worldview of 

the play emerges from a distinctly American perspective. 

 The Bridge of San Luis Rey begins by stating that five individuals died while 

traveling across the town bridge of San Luis Rey as the bridge suddenly collapsed.  A 

priest, Brother Juniper, embarks on an introspective journey to systematically deduce if 
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the people who died on the bridge deserved their fate.  By retelling significant moments 

in each character’s life, Brother Juniper recognizes that no correlation exists between 

each person’s moral behavior and their presence on the bridge at the fated moment.  The 

novel also presents a web of relationships between many of the characters—suggesting 

that humanity as a whole is inter-connected rather than isolated.  The format of the novel 

is unique as it is divided into five parts, with only the first part dedicated to Brother 

Juniper’s decision to embark on an inquisitive journey.  Each subsequent part follows the 

story of a deceased townsperson—examining their life, choices, and relationships they 

fostered over their lives.  The overall tone of the novel presents an omniscient observer 

noticing every positive and negative act each character chooses.  Already, Wilder 

explored concepts of a distant “god” overseeing humanity and the human condition as 

one of connection in his early works and these ideas resurfaced in his later novels and 

plays.   

 By 1934, Wilder claimed that he had been “living by my imagination” (“To 

Charles Laughton” 280), but through his lifetime he took on a variety of vocations that 

ranged from teaching secondary and college students to serving as a commanding officer 

for the Air Force.  Wilder’s novels established himself as an award-winning author that 

could easily sell numerous books and financially support his family.  However, Wilder 

chose to take on other jobs to fill his time; writing new novels and plays at the end of 

workdays or on lengthy vacations.  Whether this was from family pressure or personal 

desires, Wilder’s work until after World War II was often connected to a stable 

profession—as he would work on his novels and plays at night.  Wilder appeared to need 

leisure and freedom (financial stability and a lack of pressure) to actively pursue writing.  
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Wilder also believed that a writer needed to hold a position that encouraged intellectual 

thought when not working on a new work.  He thought his occupation as an instructor 

was more worthwhile than a journalist or screenwriter, calling their work:  

Rubbish… harmed by using his faculties as a dramatist in writing what he 
cannot respect.  I have seen it over and over again in my pupils and young 
friends who have done routine Hollywood or routine radio and advertising 
writing.  The important thing is to have a job that is as equally 
intellectually stimulating and challenging as creative writing, rather than 
going for a career that simply involves writing.  (“To Michaela O’Hara” 
521) 

 
Wilder emphasized the importance for artists and writers to step outside of their field in 

order to gain perspective (New Haven Register 83; Wilder, “To Michaela O’Hara” 519-

522).  In this sense, artists can only write from an observer’s perspective by gaining a 

wide range of experiences beyond their specific craft.  To provide a living example of 

this point, Wilder constantly took on various occupations through his life, beginning with 

his experiences on farms and labor-intensive work set up by his father to a teacher later in 

life.  The novelist and playwright continued developing original literary work 

sporadically and during vacations as he maintained several occupations through 1945.   

 
A Sense of Belonging: Introduction to the Theatre 
 
 Wilder first engaged in theatre as a student at the Thatcher School in California 

where his first play, “The Russian Princess,” was produced.  His early involvement with 

theatre included various roles—as a spectator, actor, and playwright.  Wilder’s father did 

not encourage Thornton to engage with theatre, specifically when Thornton was cast to 

play Lady Bracknell in The Importance of Being Earnest.  Amos demanded his son give 

up the role, inciting another division in their relationship (Wilder, “To Isabella N.  

Wilder” 29-30).  Through college (1916-1920), Wilder wrote many short plays that 
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experimented with form and emphasized theatricality.  Many of these plays lasted three 

to five minutes and included a wide variety of non-realistic theatrical conventions—

including puppetry, impossible staging, and dialogue for the production team.  Wilder 

created a large number of these shorter playlets as he had not found finesse in his writing 

voice or the ability to fully articulate and develop his ideas for a full-length play.   

 As a young adult, this spurt of playwriting only lasted for a few years.  Wilder did 

not venture into playwriting again until after he established his career as a novelist.  As 

his success with The Bridge of San Luis Rey flourished, Wilder had the financial means to 

travel and attend more theatre in New York and Europe.  For example, Wilder embarked 

on a theatrical tour through Europe with his sister Isabel in 1929—one of the plays he 

attended was the premiere of Pirandello’s Six Characters in Search for an Author 

(Goldstone 37).  Thornton and Isabel’s observations of the performances were published 

in a series of journal entries in Theatre Arts Monthly.10 Through these essays, Wilder 

critiqued the design, director’s choices, and overall structure of each play.  Specifically, 

Wilder noted disinterest in the types of stories and scenic conventions regarding realism, 

but that he still held some type of faith in the theatre (“Preface to Three Plays” 104).  He 

also criticized realism as “soothing,” that neither comedy nor tragedy in realistic forms 

contained extremes (“Preface to Three Plays” 105).  Even though Wilder praised the 

sense of truth and realistic qualities of some productions, he also believed that “realistic 

theatre with its make-believe scenery has had its day” (Wagner 57).  His divergence from 

a realistic depiction of events is demonstrated with his short and full length plays as he  

rarely ever wrote a play that adhered to the tenets of realism—the most notable exception 

is The Matchmaker.   
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 Wilder began to pursue some professional playwriting work after his success with 

The Bridge of San Luis Rey by translating plays into English.  From 1930-1942, Wilder 

established a name for himself as a translator and juggled multiple commissions at a 

time—including Andre Obey’s The Rape of Lucrece and Henrik Ibsen’s A Doll’s House.  

However, Wilder never fully committed to the professional theatre scene, by permanently 

moving to New York or pushing original works to producers.  Instead, Wilder continued 

to travel, teach intermittently, and write novels (including Heaven’s My Destination in 

1934).  Amos Wilder’s death in 1936 appeared to impact Thornton Wilder’s sense of 

duty to his father’s wishes as Thornton began writing his first, original, full-length play 

shortly after Amos Wilder’s death.  As Thornton was now the main financial source for 

his family, he accepted multiple play commissions and wrote Our Town in various blocks 

of time (at the MacDowell Colony and in Zurich).  In particular, from 1937-1938, Wilder 

juggled three playwriting projects: the translation of A Doll’s House and his original 

plays, Our Town and The Merchant of Yonkers (Kanin A17).  For financial purposes 

only, Wilder was enticed to accept numerous commissions from movie producers—to 

write film treatments and fix dialogue for screenplays.  Even though the financial reward 

for these projects attracted Wilder, he rarely pursued these opportunities.11  

 A few events led to Wilder’s separation from writing for theatre, including 

arguments between personalities and artistic disputes over creative ownership.  After The 

Skin of Our Teeth premiered in 1942, Wilder finished only a few full-length plays and did 

not receive as much critical praise or commercial success in comparison to his first 

Pulitzer Prize winning plays.  Therefore, his early idealism for theatre did not carry 

through to the later decades of his life, as the collaborative nature theatre seemed to be 
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his main critique of his experiences working in the art form.  Wilder’s distance from the 

rehearsal process and desire to leave the text intact suggests that Wilder regarded his 

script as the most important aspect of a production, and that it should remain fixed.  

Through difficult relationships with theatre practitioners and extensive alterations to his 

original plays, Wilder grew somewhat disillusioned with the practice of theatre.  This 

attitude may stem from his career as a novelist, since he held complete control over his 

written work; but this was not the case for theatre as numerous collaborators would offer 

their input constantly. Both of his highly successful full-length plays were filled with 

collaborative turmoil, disputes between Wilder and producers, and financial problems 

with producers.  These complications affected Wilder’s ability to present new work on a 

regular basis after The Skin of Our Teeth.  While Wilder attempted to write plays after 

World War II, such as The Emporium, he found it sometimes impossible to complete a 

work.  After reaching what could be called an artistic plateau, Wilder’s life became much 

more aimless as he began to turn from theatre and even people in general.  The first major 

controversy regarding Wilder’s authority over his plays emerged with the rehearsal 

process for Our Town.   

Jed Harris, the producer and director for Our Town, and Wilder’s working 

relationship was filled with turmoil, even though Wilder was not present for most of the 

rehearsal process.  Wilder’s working relationship with Harris began as a positive working 

partnership, but quickly turned sour with Our Town.  Since Wilder already worked with 

Harris on the translation of A Doll’s House, Wilder engaged in discussions for an 

original, full-length play.  Since this was Wilder’s first experience working alongside a 

producer on a new work, he was not accustomed to this second voice informing him of 
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how to fix his play.  Their partnership began as an amicable friendship (Wilder, “To 

Sibyl Colefax” 257), however the production process transformed their partnership into 

mutual resentment as Harris pressed concern for deadlines and a profit. 

Discussions for producing Our Town began in 1936, but it took Wilder over a 

year and a half to finish the play—an extended amount of time from Harris’s perspective.  

Wilder continued crafting the play in Zurich, while Wilder was serving as the American 

delegate to the Institut de Cooperation Intellectuel of the League of Nations.  When 

Wilder returned to the United States, Harris sent the playwright to a secluded area of 

Long Island to finish the play without distractions (Wilder, “To J. Dwight Dana” 325).  

At the moment, Wilder was also developing a new play for Max Reinhardt—without 

Harris’s knowledge.  This proffers more reasoning why Wilder had not finished Harris’s 

play and needed more time to develop Our Town.  Before finishing the play, Wilder 

noticed that the producer had “lost courage” for the “central intention” for the play 

(Wilder, “To Alexander Woollcott” 333).  This lack of trust in their collaborative 

relationship affected Wilder’s opinion of Harris, but the playwright did not attempt to 

strongly intervene for his vision of the play until much later in the production process.  

 With the exception of the first rehearsal, Wilder was absent for most of the 

rehearsal process, allowing an opportunity for Harris to alter dialogue without 

permission.  Even though Harris professed a lack of faith in the work, Wilder’s 

experience during the first rehearsal raised his hopes as the acting company appeared 

touched by the text: “they all wept so that pauses had to be made so that they could 

collect themselves” (Wilder, “To Sibyl Colefax 328).  Even though the producer doubted 

the power of Wilder’s language, the playwright strongly believed in his choices in 
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dialogue and plot.  The strained collaboration between Harris and Wilder was the first 

crack in Wilder’s idealistic attitude towards theatre.  Harris attempted to “improve” the 

text with a number of revisions.  Wilder seemed open to many of these alterations in the 

beginning of the process, from a letter written a few days after rehearsals for Our Town 

began: 

Jed has made some admirable alterations in the order of scenes, and some 
deletions that I would have arrived at anyway, and proposed the writing of 
a transitional episode that seems quite right.  He has inserted a number of 
tasteless jokes into the web, but they don’t do much harm and they give 
him the sensation of having written the play which is so important to him.  
The main tendency of his treatment is to make the play “smoother” and 
more civilized, and the edge of boldness is being worn down, that 
character of a ‘primitive’ with its disdain of lesser verisimilitude; but I 
guess the play remains bold enough still.  (“To Sibyl Colefax” 328) 

 
Eventually, Harris cut and rewrote numerous sections of the play without consent and 

even “banished” Wilder from rehearsals (Goldstone 132).  Harris also initiated a 

nostalgic interpretation of the play, suggesting that the play simply presents quaint town-

life, rather than the phenomenological impossibility of humanity’s comprehension of the 

finite nature of life.  With Harris’s changes in the script and alteration of tone, the play 

became much more sentimental than Wilder originally envisioned.12  After the opening in 

Boston, Wilder fought for the restoration of his original lines, eventually reaching a 

compromise.  Arguments like this, which consider the divide between the author’s intent 

and the producer’s taste, plagued the future professional relationships that Wilder had 

with theatre artists.   

Our Town toured to theatres around New England—including theatres in Boston 

and Princeton—and received negative reviews (New York Times, “Our Town Presented” 

4).  With the poor response, Harris shortened the number of touring performances and 
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truncated the New York run to one week.  In performance, Harris’s disbelief in the work 

pertained to finances, as he did not believe that enough audience members would buy 

tickets to pay the forty-five member cast and production crew personnel (Wilder, “To J. 

Dwight Dana” 338).  However, Harris did not entirely give up on the play as he invited 

noted New York Times reviewer, Brooks Atkinson, to a rehearsal to both observe the 

effort of the acting company and to allow time for reflection on the thematic statements 

of the play before composing a formal review.  As a result, Atkinson’s essay discussed 

the ideas of the play—the universal connections between daily life and the overall human 

experience—instead of advising an audience if the play was worth the ticket price.  With 

Atkinson’s positive review after the opening performance, another theatre was made 

available for extended performances.13  The commercial results of the New York run 

contrasted Harris’s lack of faith in the play as Our Town broke many box office records 

in a week’s time: “When the box office opened Saturday morning there were 26 people in 

line; the line continued all day and the police had to close it for ten minutes so that the 

audience could get into the matinee; and that $6500 was taken in on that day” (“To 

Dwight J. Dana” 339).  In addition to, the play received a tremendous amount of positive 

critical response, including the Pulitzer Prize for drama.14  Wilder terminated his working 

relationship with Harris afterward and did not offer favorable recommendations to those 

who were approached by Harris for new projects.15  The difficult professional 

relationship that Wilder encountered with Harris tarnished the optimistic perspective 

Wilder held concerning the collaborative process of theatre. 

Wilder encountered more difficulties with producers, directors, actors, and 

personal expectations with his next full-length works: The Merchant of Yonkers and The 
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Skin of Our Teeth.  When the run of Our Town ended in the fall of 1938, Wilder turned 

his full attention to The Merchant of Yonkers, a loose adaptation of Einen Jux Will er Sich 

Machen.16  As this play does not experiment as much with theatricality or human myth, 

The Matchmaker is an anomaly in the canon of Wilder’s work.  Wilder believed that this 

first presentation of the play was an artistic fluke, calling the play his “ugly duckling” 

that would develop completely with more time (Clapp 49).  While Wilder did not 

encounter issues with the producer or director altering the dialogue, he did not believe 

that the play was complete when it opened in Boston.  Max Reinhardt directed the 

original production, which received mediocre reviews for both the playwright and 

director: “There is plenty for them to do, the play is long.  Some of its scenes are 

overwritten.  It is a piece that needs careful handling if it is to succeed” (New York Times, 

“Boston Takes” 153).  Over the next fifteen years, Wilder gave the play minor alterations 

and changed the title in order to disassociate this new work from the older flop.  The 

refurbished play, The Matchmaker, was presented at the Edinburgh Festival in 1954 and 

directed by Tyrone Guthrie.  Wilder experienced a more positive working relationship 

with Guthrie, as opposed to Harris or Reinhardt.   

 The rehearsal process for Wilder’s next full-length play, The Skin of Our Teeth, 

also demonstrated complications between the playwright’s work and the personnel 

involved with mounting the production.  Avoiding Jed Harris, Wilder selected Michael 

Myerberg as the producer, who in turn selected Elia Kazan as the director.  A majority of 

the difficulties with The Skin of Our Teeth emerged from the casting selection of Tallulah 

Bankhead.  The purpose for selecting this actress was to have a known personality to 

attract patrons, but this actress instigated a great amount of frustration during the 
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rehearsal process—including undermining the young director.  Myerberg also postponed 

the performances of the play and worried about making the production popular and 

commercialized, which Wilder did not perceive as his overall goal with playwriting 

(Wilder, “To Michael Myerberg” 417-418).  Wilder’s negative reaction to the 

professional theatre environment—in which theatre artists constantly question the 

playwright’s choices or resist collaboration—is mainly due to Wilder’s belief of the text 

as the central or primary element of theatre.  In this case, the text should not change but 

remain fixed and unquestioned by all theatre personnel—regardless of feelings or 

financial stakes. 

 
Responsibility to Humanity through Service in War 
 

Wilder’s fascination with the overall human condition extended beyond fiction 

writing as he joined the United States Army Air Intelligence during World War II.  His 

decision to involve himself in the war demonstrates how he could not simply ponder 

about how human beings are all connected together, but acted upon that belief as well: “I 

felt very strongly about [the war].  I was already a rather old man, was fit only for stag 

work, but I certainly did it with conviction” (Goldstone 187).  He also negotiated to find a 

position that did not include a literary contribution (such as reporting or documenting the 

war) or capitalize on his celebrity status for morale.  Instead, Wilder sought a position 

within the Army Air Intelligence office—through communication with Archibald 

MacLeish—a position that used none of his skills as a writer.17  At first, he was assigned 

to office work with the 328th Group and then worked with the Artillery divisions on 

international missions (Wilder, “To Isabella Wilder” 404). 
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He rose up the chain of command in two years, eventually earning a lieutenant 

colonel position—in which he supervised large groups in London and North Africa.  

Even though he was not working as a writer, his celebrity status allowed him to avoid 

combat and obtain favorable housing conditions.  Wilder did not experience the rough 

life of an army soldier, but had comfortable accommodations and leisure time to write 

(Wilder, “To Isabella N.” 420-421).  Wilder also claims: “during the War, I was not 

exposed to any particular danger or even tension; I have no right, compared to my friends 

in combat to claim any long, slow, and difficult adjustment” (“To Alice B.  Toklas” 447).  

Even though his work entailed primarily administrative duties, Wilder expressed a need 

to remain involved with the war effort until the conflict was over, demonstrating 

commitment to the Allied cause.18 

While assisting in the Artillery division, Wilder developed new plays and novels 

on occasion.  For instance, he wrote Act Three of The Skin of Our Teeth while overseas 

in Europe.  Wilder witnessed the choices of London’s civilians when reacting to 

uncertainty and violence permeating their environment.  The determination of the 

civilians impressed Wilder, noting their selflessness and sense of purpose in every action: 

“Everyone is filled with their resistance and their resolve.  It gives new meaning and new 

weight to everything they do… no one talks ‘can’t’, no emotional jargon, no patriotic 

rhetoric” (Stout 35, 37).  Wilder’s time in London had an effect on The Skin of Our Teeth 

as it draws attention to man-made destruction in warfare and humanity’s response to 

survive.  An unspoken understanding of community resided in the civilians due to the 

circumstances of the war, which Wilder used as the foundation of Act Three.  In the play, 

the Antrobus family survives similar predicaments as the London civilians as the men 
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fight a global war and the women protect the home until the conflict is resolved.  The war 

environment demonstrated how strenuous circumstances could assemble people together 

with a new sense of purpose.   

 The end of World War II served as a turning point for Wilder’s career as a 

playwright and novelist.  Wilder began to turn away from playwriting even though he 

received more praise during the war—The Skin of Our Teeth opened and won the Pulitzer 

for drama in 1943.  As Wilder held three Pulitzers by the end of the war, he had already 

reached the status of a literary institution with only a few published works.  Therefore, 

Wilder reached an artistic plateau that few writers ever achieve within two decades.  

Through the war, he had also been separated from theatre practice—dealing with artists, 

producers, and literary agents—which seemed to affect Wilder.  After formal separation 

from the Air Force in August 1945, Wilder found more difficulty completing any new 

works—particularly plays (Wilder, “To Sibyl Colefax” 434).  Some plays, such as The 

Alcestiad, would take over a decade to finish while others, such as The Emporium or The 

Seven Deadly Sins cycle of plays, were never completed.   

 On many occasions from the 1950s until his death, Wilder was a wandering 

recluse.  He traveled to various parts of the country living in solitude and quiet for 

months or years at a time.  Intermittently, he made public appearances for lectures, but he 

held no stable occupation after the war.  Even though Wilder did not complete many 

plays during this period, but still showed an interest in playing the main role in his plays, 

traveling sporadically to theatres in New England to play roles such as the Stage Manager 

in Our Town or Mr. Antrobus in The Skin of Our Teeth.  The years 1954 through 1957 

constituted the most prolific playwriting period for Wilder after World War II.  For 
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example, Wilder finished The Alcestiad in 1955 and the play was produced at the 

Edinburgh Festival under the direction of Tyrone Guthrie—who changed the name of the 

play to A Life in the Sun.  The production, however, was not well received by London 

critics.  The amount of time Wilder took to finish this play demonstrates his struggle for 

inspiration with new theatre, and the critical response did not encourage his efforts.  In 

early drafts of the piece, he claimed that the dialogue appears like a translation of a Greek 

classic (“To Sibyl Colefax” 365) and Wilder never seemed completely happy with the 

final draft of the play, saying it was “not workable” (“To Harold Freedman” 626).  Even 

with this artistic and commercial failure, Wilder presented another play a year later, a 

second version of a previous work.  When Wilder finished the refurbished version of The 

Merchant of Yonkers titled The Matchmaker, he sought Guthrie again as the director.  

This production was far more critically and financially successful than Reinhardt’s The 

Merchant of Yonkers and was eventually adapted into the 1964 musical, Hello, Dolly.  

This marked his last full-length play, but Wilder wrote a few one-act plays and even 

attempted to create cycles of shorter plays.  In 1957, he presented two serious one-act 

plays concerning alienation and existentialism—“The Wreck of 5:25” and “Berniece.” 

Wilder also presented his short play “The Long Christmas Dinner,” a contemplation on 

the repetitive cycle of life and death.  It seems fitting that these plays would come out of 

this era of Wilder’s life, as if he lost a sense of optimism while confronting his own 

mortality.  Wilder also attempted to create cycles of plays relating to the Seven Deadly 

Sins and the Seven Ages of Man; however, he was never able to complete them.   

In the 1950s, Wilder’s fame led him to a number of speaking and lecture 

engagements and a tendency to focus on literary scholarship rather than writing fictional 
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works.  With the multitude of speaking opportunities, Wilder referred to himself as “the 

pack mule of the convocation” (“To Amos N.  Wilder” 468).  For example, Harvard 

University selected Wilder as the Norton series lecturer in 1951 for “The American 

Characteristics of Classical American Literature.” He presented lectures on American 

writers, such as Henry David Thoreau, Herman Melville, Walt Whitman, Emily 

Dickinson, and Edgar Allen Poe, that were later published in The Atlantic Monthly.  

Wilder crystallized his perspective on the condition of United States’ writers with these 

lectures.  These lectures suggested that Americans naturally hold similar beliefs due to 

the country they reside in, such as a sense of loneliness and individuation.  Wilder also 

delved into scholarly work, specifically with the plays of Lope de Vega.  Wilder 

attempted to create a chronology of all the plays for the prolific playwright (Wilder, “To 

Ava Bodley” 487).  Wilder appeared to present an excessive amount of vigor when he 

became obsessed with a subject, as he wrote essays and conducted research on notable 

writers.  This work, however, was never strenuous, since Wilder also attempted to 

recapture a leisurely life with travel and living in solitude.   

Later in his life, social connections seemed to have worn down Wilder as he spent 

the first half of the 1960s as a hermit.  For example, he decided to reside in Arizona for 

two years in order to escape the social connections on the East Coast.  Flora Lewis, an 

acquaintance of Wilder’s, explained this choice as a way to “recharge the batteries [of 

one] whose energy is drawn upon by a lifetime accumulation of friends and obligations” 

(Conversations ix).  Between 1967and 1973, Wilder gave no interviews and no lectures.  

He also removed himself from the public eye, becoming more of a hermit that works 

alone, not needing public affirmation or honors.  Instead, he focused on novel writing 
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again, producing two lengthy works: The Eighth Day and Theophilus North.  When 

writing the latter, Wilder described it as his “schwanengsang,” his last creative work.  

This description accurately fit Theophilus North as Wilder died in 1975, only two years 

after completing the novel (Goldstone 260). 

 
Written Works 

 
 
Comparing Novels to Plays 
 
 Wilder claimed that there are clear differences between writing for the stage and 

the novel.  These differences relate to the form of storytelling and the amount of people 

who are involved in creating a novel as opposed to a play.  It is surprising to discover that 

Wilder believed that theatre was more desirable to novels and that theatre would emerge 

as the “predominant medium” in the twentieth century (New York Times, “Wilder Finds” 

19).  He praised theatre for both its collaborative possibilities and the multitude of 

interpretations that an audience brings forth.  Plays by nature depend upon an acting and 

production company to complete the work, as Wilder notes: “A dramatist writes blank 

checks for the collaboration of others” (Bryer xiv).  Wilder proffered that theatre 

performance was vital for strengthening the imagination of the spectator, particularly in 

an age consistently dominated by film media, which Wilder named the “tyrants of the life 

of the imagination” (Jungk 62).  Theatre asks the audience to use their imagination and 

actively engage with a performance—one of the primary reasons why Wilder did not 

write in a realistic style.  The inclusion of the audience and selection of dialogue contrasts 

the form of a novel, which typically uses an omniscient narrator to give every detail of a 

story and oversee the action in a novel.  Even with these beliefs, Wilder sometimes found 
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residual novel traits appearing in his plays.  For instance, the Stage Manager in Our Town 

holds an awareness of the townspeople’s entire lives and stands outside of the action of 

the play parallel to a narrator in a novel.   

 Another difference Wilder observes between writing novels and plays refers to 

the flexible nature of theatre—that it can be both general and specific.  Wilder 

demonstrates this quality in both of his major plays, Our Town and The Skin of Our 

Teeth.  On one hand, a character on stage can represent all of humanity and yet also 

indicates a specific, individual life.  This idea can be complicated if a character represents 

a multitude of myths, such as Mr. Antrobus in The Skin of Our Teeth.  Simultaneously, 

the actor appears as an individual, Mr. Antrobus, the President of the Living Orders, a 

father, and Adam from the Bible.  This provides the audience with a significant amount 

of layers to ponder during a performance.  Wilder found this attribute of theatre to be a 

far more elevated experience for an audience as they are not given every detail or answer 

through one voice, but many. 

 
Experimenting with Theatre Forms 
 
 On the aggregate, Wilder’s plays reveal similar ideas or themes—myth, the 

progression of time, the finite nature of humanity, and an awareness of a spiritual 

presence—rather than cohesion in form or subject matter.  Wilder’s Pulitzer Prize-

winning plays reject a realistic and illusionistic presentation of a story.  Instead, these 

plays place a significant emphasis on theatricality—a heightened awareness that actors 

and technicians contrive a performance—through forms such as puppetry, visible 

stagehands, and non-representational scenery.  Even though Wilder clearly breaks from 

the ideals of realism and verisimilitude, he does not even attempt to establish a clear 
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standard for what forms or rules should be used for theatre—separating him from any sort 

of “ism.” It is difficult to associate Wilder with a specific movement of theatre as he did 

not join an intellectual circle or develop a distinctive point of theatre theory.  Wilder even 

confesses an aversion to a “correct” or “fixed” form, believing that style works best when 

it is not overt or overworked:  

Style is a byproduct of personality, and, in my opinion, nothing can farm 
the notion of one’s personality, and consequently one’s style, so much as 
the technical study of organization, paragraphing, periodic sentences, and 
specific details.  This technical side of style should be learned almost 
unconsciously on the tide of one’s tremendous, nourishing, enthusiasm for 
certain authors of one’s own choice.  (Pember 5) 

 
The collection of Wilder’s plays relate through ideas—such as an overall perspective of 

the human condition—rather than demonstrating similarities through style or form.   

 Wilder also argued that the best forms of drama rely on little to no spectacle and 

he referenced periods of history (such as Elizabethan England) when theatre thrived as 

proof: “In all the healthiest ages of the theatre there had been the least picture…When the 

eye is overfed, the ear cannot hear.  Strip the stage of clutter and the word gains new 

vitality” (Morgenstern 90).  This is reminiscent of the visual world of Grover’s Corners 

in Our Town, which contains no scenery to suggest a realistic illusion of the town.  This 

choice, however, did not permeate through the rest of his plays.  For example, The Skin of 

Our Teeth places a high demand on spectacle and the characters’ physical surroundings, 

but not for verisimilitude.  The stage directions require visual elements such as moving 

walls for the Antrobus home and catastrophes such as an ice age and flood (but not 

depicted realistically).  In addition to, Wilder’s more obscure three-minute plays rely on 

surprising design choices and spectacle.  For example, in “Leviathan” Wilder calls for  
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Sunrise after a night storm with the sea swaying prodigiously.  A great 
Venetian argosy has been wrecked overnight…the cargo spread out 
among the waters.  Momently, new treasures from the ship’s holds floats 
upward and, reaching the surface, are swept hither and thither for miles: 
Persian rugs, great lengths of brocade, boxes of spice…in the foreground, 
a mermaid is feeling her way among the stuffs with considerable distaste.  
(33) 

 
With the variety in form, subject, and visual environment, it is difficult to determine 

Wilder’s unifying perspective on theatre.  The only choice in form that consistently 

reappears—though not in every play—is a definitive break from realistic illusion, 

demonstrated in a variety of manners in his works.   

As a young adult, Wilder wrote a few one acts and a number of three-minute 

plays that rely on a high use of theatricality and imagination.  A few of these works 

foreshadow elements of Our Town and The Skin of Our Teeth, as if Wilder was not quite 

finished with these ideas when after completing the shorter plays.  One of the plays, 

“Queens of France,” utilizes a similar aesthetic to Our Town as no scenery is required and 

the Stage Manager is a constant presence on stage, moving properties and smoking to the 

side.  With his three-minute plays, Wilder never perceived these as autonomous theatre 

pieces that should be performed, but as “dramatic exercises or sketches” and believed that 

the imperfection of these plays regarded their length, not the impossible staging 

requirements: “I’m inclined to think that drama (and musical drama) doesn’t really begin 

to work under half-an-hour” (“To Ned Rorem” 587).  The most prominent plays, which 

contain hints of his later full-length works, include “The Long Christmas Dinner,” 

“Pullman Car Hiawatha,” and “The Happy Journey from Trenton to Camden.” This 

collection illustrated how Wilder presented a variety of unique worlds on stage, 

employing symbolist and expressionist techniques.   
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“Pullman Car Hiawatha” exhibits a train car that travels through the cosmos and 

includes a visual demonstration of the longevity of philosophy through ages of time.  A 

character titled “Stage Manager” leads the characters through a sequence that correlates a 

group of individuals to a specific length of time—such as minutes, hours, or years.  For 

example, the “Stage Manager” in instructs: “The minutes are gossips, the hours are 

philosophers, the years are theologians.  The hours are philosophers with the exception of 

twelve o’clock” (Wilder, “Pullman Car Hiawatha 102).  The visual imagery of 

philosophers taking on an hour of a clock brings forth resonances of how noteworthy 

ideas maintain order within Western society.  Wilder recycles this concept in The Skin of 

Our Teeth as Mr. Antrobus returns to the words of great minds like Aristotle and Plato to 

rebuild humanity.  At that moment, the company appears on stage with Roman numeral 

placards representing hours on a clock.  The actors representing philosophers speak a line 

from a work of philosophy, representing key figures in Western intellectual traditions. 

“The Long Christmas Dinner” examines the repetitive nature of human traditions 

and life cycles by presenting one family’s full span of Christmas gatherings over 90 years 

in a one-act play.  This play is set in the family’s dining room and explores the 

generations of family members who come and go over the span of decades.  There are 

two doors (or passageways) in the dining room, one representing birth and the other 

death.  Characters eventually pass through both doors by the end.  The play includes 

repetitions in behavioral patterns within the family—suggesting a sense of connectivity 

even between family members who never met.  Each of these plays demonstrates 

Wilder’s openness to theatrical form, but thematically, many of these plays incorporate  
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an awareness of the universal experience of humanity—a common thread through the 

canon of Wilder’s work.   

 
Our Town 
 
 Wilder wrote most of Our Town in a Zurich hotel room in 1936, creating Grover’s 

Corners from his imagination rather than immediate surroundings.  He drew a great 

amount of inspiration from memory, but not from living in the same circumstances or 

regional location as the characters.  Wilder associates Our Town with his experiences of 

excavating roads as a student in Rome: 

Deep at the genesis of the play was the fact that I as a young student in 
Rome, went on archaeological expeditions; saw an axe bring to light a 
once-busy street corner.  There is a Pompeii aspect of Grover’s Corners… 
The theme-words of Our Town are: hundred, thousand, million.  I have no 
other subject; but now it is the one soul in the billion souls.  (“To Esther 
W.  Bates” 508) 
 

In this way, Wilder excavates and presents the fossils of the lives of each member of 

Grover’s Corners and oscillates between the overall image of the town and each 

individual’s experience.  The play balances an introspection of overall community life 

with significant moments in the life of individual characters.  Wilder claims that the play 

uses the “archaeologist’s eyes combined with the view of the telescope with the view of 

the microscope” (Preface for Our Town 155).  Therefore, the play concerns both a broad, 

overarching point of view of the human condition and acknowledges that humans 

experience ontological isolation as individuals.  

 Our Town is not an attempt to glorify small town life, but addresses the 

importance of the smallest elements of life.  It is somewhat deceptive, as many high 

school productions focus on the saccharine nostalgia of a time before automobiles and 
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internet.  The tragic sense of the play is not that people die—it is established from the 

beginning that death is a natural occurrence in the cycle of life.  The tragedy of humanity 

concerns their inability to comprehend how wonderful life really is—or was.   

 Our Town contains a large company of actors—each introduced at the beginning 

of the play by the actor playing the Stage Manager.  These actors represent the 

townspeople of Grover’s Corner’s around the turn of the 20th century.  The play offers 

pieces of the life-stories of the town’s inhabitants and draws specific attention to growth 

of the relationship between George Gibbs and Emily Webb.  The large ensemble cast 

presents a web of relationships within Grover’s Corners rather than singling out one 

story.  The play also contains an awareness of the cosmic—that humanity is on one planet 

and a part of an unending universe.  The events in the play, such as marriage and death, 

are regarded as universal moments of the human condition.  The play’s structure contains 

a constant shifting back and forth from small details of life in a small town to vast, 

universal perspectives.  Wilder suggests that people do not realize the magnitude of 

phenomenological experiences of life while living on earth, and highlights the absence of 

objects or décor in the playing space.   

 In this play, Wilder asks for no scenery and very few props, with the intent that 

the acting company mimes every action during the performance.  The audience is asked 

to imagine the locations in the town as no realistic scenery is used.  This convention 

places more emphasis on the actor’s bodies, the amount of routine found in daily life, and 

what actually lasts after death—memories and stories.  In performance, even the smallest 

actions of daily life are connected with the patterns of the stars—suggesting universality 

among humanity.  Wilder compares this play to the same worldview as Jean Sartre’s No 
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Exit: “they bear a partial resemblance to one another: the last act of my play suggests that 

life—viewed directly—is damned near Hell; his play says that the proximity of other 

people renders life a hell” (“To Amy Wertheimer” 638).  Wilder includes a narrator 

figure named the Stage Manager—who comments on the life in Grover’s Corners and 

directs the action and movement during the play.  He remains a constant presence on 

stage, connecting the audience to the world of the small town.  Wilder admits that the 

“Stage Manager” in Our Town was a “hang-over” from the omniscient narrator in novels 

(Parmenter 23).   

 
The Skin of Our Teeth 
 
  When Wilder began working on the play at the MacDowell colony in August of 

1940, he titled it “The Ends of the Worlds” (Journals 21).  He began contemplating the 

story of this new play after analyzing James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake, but did not 

complete the work until 1942.  The ideas that prompted this piece emerged from Wilder’s 

considerations on civilization: “the art and practice of living equitably in the 

community—is merely a few thousand years old” (Lewis 93).  The chronicle work 

follows the Antrobus family’s perpetual story and explores three circumstances that 

humanity has to endure.  He noted difficulties with establishing the tone of the play: 

It presents problems so vast and a need of inspiration so constant that all I 
can do is to continue daily to write it anyhow in order to keep 
unobstructed the channels from the subconscious and maintain that 
subconscious in a state of ferment, of brewing it.  The wrongness of the 
present text lies in the fact that the scenes of the triangle situation and the 
family conversation are homely and realistic.  (Wilder 21)  

 
Wilder wrote Act One and Two before joining the army, but he intended to write an 

additional act later.  The play progressed as Wilder was influenced by events in World 
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War II, particularly when he observed the civilian front in London.  While only three acts 

are presented in the final script, Wilder drafted plans for a fourth act regarding the 

consequences of scientific and technological advances in the modern era (Wagner 58). 

 For the original production of The Skin of Our Teeth, Wilder replaced Jed Harris 

with Michael Myerberg as the producer.  Elia Kazan served as the director, his first real 

test as a young, up-and-coming director.  Wilder could not engage with the rehearsal 

process as he was still employed by the Artillery department overseas, leaving his sister 

Isabel to serve as his proxy.  The principal characters were portrayed by notable actors, as 

the producers aimed to attract patrons through “stars.” Frederic March and his wife 

Florence Eldridge played the Antrobus couple and Tallulah Bankhead portrayed Sabina.  

Bankhead was a stumbling block for the production, causing personality disputes during 

rehearsals and reportedly attempted to remove the director from the production (Simon 

F11).  When reflecting on that experience, Kazan claimed “every fighter has one fight 

that makes or breaks him.  That was my fight.  After that I knew I could handle anyone” 

(Schumach SM18).  Wilder was informed of the many complications due to combative 

personalities via letters from his sister and members of the production team. 

 The play opened out of town at the Shubert Theatre in New Haven, Connecticut 

with a cast of 40 and toured to Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Washington D.C before 

opening in New York.19  The initial performances left many audience members 

confused—with many leaving during the intermissions.  Frederic March recalled this 

troubled audience response when he was taken home by taxi after one of the 

performances.  His driver noted “I hear you have a hit, but I never picked up so many 

people from a hit in intermission before” (Hughes X1).   
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 The controversy with The Skin of Our Teeth exceeded conflicts among the acting 

company or audience confusion, as writers also accused Wilder of plagiarism.  Henry 

Morgan Robinson and Joseph Campbell—James Joyce scholars—published “The Skin of 

Whose Teeth?” in the Saturday Review of Literature and accused Wilder of stealing 

characters, speeches, and plot of his play from Joyce’s novel, Finnegans Wake.  When 

Wilder received news of the allegations, he initially claimed that these were completely 

false, but admitted that he analyzed the novel while he wrote the play.  In private 

conversation, Wilder was more open to admitting that he drew a great amount of 

inspiration from the novel.  Joyce’s work, however, is so dense and indecipherable that it 

would be tremendously difficult for anyone other than a Joyce scholar to notice the 

similarities between the two works.  Wilder calls the novel “the most complicated 

crossword puzzle or rebus ever committed by anyone” (McGhee 100).  It seems that 

Wilder used elements of Joyce’s novel for his play, but by no means is The Skin of Our 

Teeth an adaptation of the novel for the stage.  Nearly two decades after the play opened, 

Wilder finally openly acknowledged a great amount of debt to Joyce’s Finnegans Wake.  

In Wilder’s opinion, borrowing ideas from other writers is not a crime or a form of 

flattery, but a natural occurrence of the writer—as nothing is truly invented from scratch.  

In terms of the progression of literature20, Wilder refers to it more as a  “torch race than a 

furious dispute among heirs” (Lewis 70).  Wilder defended borrowing from Joyce’s novel 

by saying he was “transforming Joyce’s Everyman and Wife into an American comic 

strip couple” (Goldstone 185).  The seed of the play can be connected to Joyce’s work, 

but there are great differences between Joyce’s novel and Wilder’s play.   
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The major productions of the play were produced during timely moments of crisis 

for the United States in the twentieth century.  For example, the first production was 

produced in 1943, during the Second World War.  Notable revivals of the play also 

appear in decades of significant social tension and moments of identity crisis for the 

nation.  For example, in 1955, the middle of the McCarthy era, an international touring 

production with Helen Hayes, Mary Martin, and Florence Reed was presented (Adams 

45).  Another production was produced by the Kennedy Center to celebrate the 

Bicentennial of the Unite States of America.  The Kennedy Center revival of the play was 

announced a few months before Wilder’s death in 1975.  The play was the first selection 

for the Bicentennial Season and was directed by Jose Quintero.  Once again, the play 

received a new sense of life coming after the Vietnam War as the concept for the 

production centered on a line from The Skin of Our Teeth: “The war’s over Henry 

Antrobus, and you’re not any more important than any other unemployed” (Wilder 273; 

Richards 87).  The interpretation referenced Vietnam soldiers’ experiences in combat and 

integrating back into American society.  The Skin of Our Teeth has also been perceived as 

an “American Classic” and theatres use this play to commemorate time (i.e. anniversaries 

of theatre companies).  The play has also been endorsed by national institutions as a 

commemorative survival play, a celebration of American optimism.  Using the play in 

this manner reinforces the perception of the play and Wilder as institutions of American 

theatre.  

 Wilder claims that there are many different ways of producing the play in regards 

to stylization and performance approach: 

 I have no idea how it should be done.  When I began it, I saw it as comic 
strip—Fanny Brice and Ed Wynn—a giant ‘Punch and Judy’ with balloon-
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speeches coming out of their mouths—and Sabina tearing around serving 
breakfast on roller skates—sort of Ubu Roi.  Then as I wrote on, that old 
Wilder pathos-about-family-life began to get into the act.  (“To Alan 
Schneider” 532-533)  

 
However, some companies draw attention to the comedy in Act One with such an 

intensity that the humor becomes the most memorable part of the production.  A more 

recent revival emphasized this element of the play, the New York Shakespeare Festival’s 

production in 1998.  This production included prominent sitcom television actors in the 

leading roles, like Kristen Johnston as Sabina and John Goodman as Mr. Antrobus.  

Kristen Johnston was given permission by Wilder’s representatives to update Sabina’s 

rants, commenting on current events in the theatre and events of the day rather than the 

specific references that Wilder wrote.  The visual elements of this production 

incorporated a highly cartoonish aesthetic, particularly in the first act, with bold uses of 

color and line (comic-like) for scenic elements and a bright color scheme (Brantley E1).  

These choices take away weight from the more heavily weighted ideas of survival and 

how humanity must begin again after harsh circumstances. 

 Wilder claimed that his favorite production of the play was produced in Germany: 

“They didn’t stop to fool with gimmicks—there are gimmicks enough in the play itself—

They played them for real” (“To Michael Kahn” 692).  Instead of latching on to the 

humorous anachronisms or comedy in Act One, this production illuminated the serious 

nature of each catastrophe and broken relationships.  Wilder insisted that a sense of 

“menace hangs over the people in every act” and advised directors to “play it for 

melodramatic passion, and let the jokes take care of themselves,—the flare-up between 

father-and-son in the last act will be felt as organic in the play” (“To Michael Kahn” 

692).  The play demands a mixture of both sincere, solemn moments and extreme 
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playfulness.  Balancing the overall tone of the play is a difficulty that each director must 

confront, and many decide to place more weight on either the serious nature of Act Three 

or the lightness of Act One.   

 
Broad Perspectives 

 
Wilder and the American Condition 
 
 Even though Wilder traveled extensively through his lifetime, the worldview 

presented in his novels and plays maintains an American philosophy, seen as a sense of 

optimism and traditional morality.  Rather than writing works that illuminate the 

circumstances of a specific area of the United States, like William Faulkner’s novels or 

Horton Foote’s plays, Wilder’s works are not associated with a specific geographic 

location or culture.  The locations and communities presented in Wilder’s canon span 

various time periods and continents.  This style of storytelling parallels the vast amount 

of residences Wilder accumulated over his lifetime.  His experiences abroad reinforced 

his sensibility as an American writer.  Wilder declared a strong attraction to the United 

States, even with his significant amount of travel: “[I am] crazy about America… my 

country tis of thee, I always knew I loved it, but I never knew I loved it like this.  Every 

Child’s restaurant, every shoe-blackening parlor.  I don’t feel as though I ever had to 

leave it again.  I was born into the best country in the world” (Papajewski 17).  Though 

Wilder attempted to conceive a “universal” point of view in his works, his writing 

contains undertones of idealized concepts of the American condition—including 

Protestant morality, a sense of a youth and optimism as a nation, Manifest Destiny, and 

free will of man.  Wilder also claims that regardless of an individual’s religious beliefs, 
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Protestant ideals naturally creep into every American’s worldview and image of himself 

(Tritsch 10).  In the Norton series of lectures, Wilder illuminates some of these ideas 

through the works of Henry David Thoreau, connecting his writing to the American sense 

of loneliness and attributing this loneliness to freedom.  He also notes that the American 

nation does not have the same groundedness—in environment, traditions, or customs—as 

European nations, who can recall numerous centuries of history to construct national 

identity (“The American Loneliness” 65).  Wilder associates with America a forward 

motion and a constant need to press forward and reinvent, both a positive and negative 

attribute. 

 Wilder’s perception of the American condition instigated criticism as reviewers 

labeled him as “too shallow, optimistic, sentimental, pretentious, and out of touch with 

the dark realities of America,” (Hewitt 110) especially in comparison to writers like 

Upton Sinclair, who documented the unfathomable circumstances of the working class.  

Critics took issue with Wilder’s choice to set his novels outside of the United States.  The 

criticism continued, however, when Wilder wrote about American subjects since he was 

scolded for painting too nostalgic a picture to resonate with the difficult circumstances of 

current American life.  Wilder, on the contrary, connects a notion of optimism, even in 

dire circumstances, to the American myth.  Even though many of his works end with a 

hopeful statement, they are juxtaposed with an acknowledgment of the tragic aspects of 

human existence.  Instead of allowing these moments to appear as complete tragedy, 

Wilder reiterates that death and heartbreak are simply aspects of the human experience 

and should be accepted as one facet of the whole.  For example, Our Town has been 

misinterpreted as a sweet fable of a small town, but the overarching ideas illuminate the 
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tragedy of human consciousness.  The play argues that human beings are too preoccupied 

with mundane tasks to realize the precious nature of a finite life.  This is demonstrated 

through Emily’s speech in the climactic moment of Act Three: 

EMILY.  I can’t go on.  It goes so fast.  We don’t have time to look at one 
another.  I didn’t realize.  So all that was going on and we never 
noticed...Do any human beings ever realize life while they live it?—
every, every minute?  

STAGE MANAGER.  The saints and poets, maybe—they do some.  (207)  
 

Wilder believes that Americans struggle with a true sense of tragedy as the American 

condition embodies a constant assurance that they will overcome obstacles and that “the 

end” will never arrive (Haberman 153).  Wilder’s plays argue, however, that human 

beings must confront their mortality to gain an appreciation for the human condition.  In 

its best expression, this can manifest as source of national energy, giving impetus to press 

forward in all circumstances.   

 
Spiritual Perspective 
 
 Spiritual beliefs weave through many of Wilder’s works, revealed as a mixture of 

Protestant and Humanist beliefs.  While Wilder does not specifically support one 

religious point of view in the scope of his works, he implements many Biblical figures 

and a Protestant perspective concerning morality.  In Thornton Wilder and the Puritan 

Narrative Tradition, Lincoln Konkle compares Wilder to Jeremiah, the Biblical prophet.   

Konkle parallels Wilder’s method of presenting an idea to a Jeremiad, an early form of 

American social criticism that combined lamentation with positive exhortations.  

According to Konkle, a Jeremiad consists of “a lament of the current crisis, an invocation 

of a golden age of the past, and a reaffirmation of the mission of God’s chosen people” 

(128).  The Skin of Our Teeth works within this construct by presenting the Antrobus 
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family in a golden era and emerging out of disasters by returning to fundamental truths.  

This association is made apparent in Wilder’s exhortations for change and intellectual 

enlightenment.  Many of Wilder’s works contain a “god” figure, who stands outside the 

action or circumstances of the play.  For example, the Stage Manager in Our Town and 

The Fortune Teller in The Skin of Our Teeth oversee the action of the play from a 

distance and the events of the play have little to no effect upon them.  These characters 

reinforce the idea that some presence constantly surrounds or oversees humanity without 

controlling them directly.   

 Terming Wilder a religious playwright is a misnomer as his major thematic 

concepts are more humanist in perspective.  Wilder began to depart from his family’s 

strict religious perspective during his college years and he developed his own perceptions 

concerning God, Christianity, and the human condition.  Wilder presented his difficulty 

in adhering to a distinct religious sect to his brother—who happened to be a minister—

through letters:  

Your religious self-examination I cannot duplicate.  I am a less 
conscientious nature and do not examine my faith.  I fling myself upon my 
knees as though at a divine compulsion, mostly when I am happy, tho also 
in extremis.  I am happiest in loving and being loved by human people and 
next to that in writing words and being commended for them, and next to 
that in mysteries of the spirit, into which I penetrate I believe more every 
year, until perhaps God will be my whole life.  (“To Amos N.  Wilder” 
106)  

 
Wilder’s specific religious beliefs can be termed Christian existentialism as Wilder did 

not belong to a specific religious group but believed in a presence outside of humanity 

and an interconnected nature between all generations of the human race (“To Gene 

Tunney” 677).  An acknowledgment of the presence of a greater power is found in many 

of Wilder’s works, but he presented the supernatural in a non-dogmatic fashion.  Wilder’s 
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perspective of the human condition is best presented with the words of the Stage Manager 

in Our Town, a character he played through his life:  

Now there are some things we all know, but we don’t take’m out and look 
at’m very often.  We all know that something is eternal.  And it ain’t 
houses and it ain’t names, and it ain’t earth, and it ain’t even the 
stars...everybody knows in their bones that something is eternal, and that 
something has to do with human beings.  All the greatest people ever lived 
have been telling us that for five thousand years and yet you’d be 
surprised how people are always losing hold of it.  There’s something way 
down deep that’s eternal about every human being.  (197) 

 
This speech demonstrates that Wilder believed in a spiritual connection between all of 

humanity, an unexplainable phenomenon beyond mere physical experience.  But, Wilder 

evades the title of a “Christian writer” as the optimistic and meaningful aspects of life can 

be found within human experience, not just in the divine.   

 
Emphasis on Myth as History of Man 
 
 Wilder’s manner of explaining life from a spiritual plane emerges as an overall 

interest in myth—or archetypal stories—rather than historical fact.  This suggests that 

historical accuracy misses the mark of creating meaning establish a sense of meaning and 

order for the human experience: “There is a kind of history that I find absorbing but I do 

not know its name.  It is the bringing to light the successive images and myths and 

prompting that move the masses of men, for good and ill… It is the meteorology, the 

ever-shifting weather of man’s and Man’s minds” (“To Amos Tappan” 572).  Wilder 

signaled James Joyce as the model for this approach to using myth in literature as he 

placed “man in an immense field of reference, among all the people who have lived and 

died, in all the periods of time, all the geography of the world, all the races, all the 

catastrophes of history” (“James Joyce” 176).  Imaginative literature like Joyce’s uses 
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myth to awaken a recollection in a multitude of readers, aiming to create a collective 

awakening rather than an individual (“Preface to Three Plays” 105).   

 Wilder implementation of American myth—such as the myth of the nuclear 

family and prosperous suburban life—combines nostalgia with a sense of loss.  His plays 

present repeating patterns and archetypes of the American myth that suggest connectivity 

between each American’s experiences.  For example, Wilder presents the archetype of a 

modern family as both an echo of a past iteration and a contemporary individual: 

Every action which has ever taken place—every thought, every emotion—
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.  (“Preface to Three Plays” 107) 
 

However, Wilder indicates that each incantation of these words is a unique occasion: 

“Likewise, of the millions of times that ‘I love’ as been said, each time it is really said 

just once” (“James Joyce” 174).  This dual awareness of the universal and the unique 

experience of the character creates a central concept for Wilder’s perspective of humanity 

and that there can be both a unique and universal human experience.   

 Nowhere does Wilder use a greater number of mythical, historical, and literary 

references than in The Skin of Our Teeth.  Three of the central characters represent the 

first humans in the Biblical narrative: Adam, Eve, and Cain.  However, as Wilder 

includes these figures, he does not present them as they appear in Genesis or a Masaccio 

painting.  Instead, Wilder complicates the use of myth by overlaying the Antrobus family 

with the Biblical narrative, the myth of Western progress, the nuclear American family 

and asks the audience to receive all of these layers as one unit.  An audience can read Mr. 

Antrobus simultaneously with Adam from the Bible, the inventor of fundamental objects, 

and a modern father.  Presenting the characters in this fashion emphasizes that myth 
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operates independently of probable circumstances.  Therefore, it is a mistake to approach 

Wilder’s plays through the lens of realism because a director will encounter difficulties 

with logic and chronology since the major ideas of the play examine humanity’s 

relationship to myth. 

 
Importance of Literary Masterpieces 
 
 Wilder dedicated a significant portion of his life to reading the classics of the 

Western canon, proposing that each novel or essay holds an almost spiritual guidance for 

a reader.  Wilder made a habit of memorizing sections of classic literary works such as 

Pride and Prejudice, Huckleberry Finn, and Wuthering Heights and could recite them 

easily later in lie (Pember 6).  He suggests that these works have an innate quality that 

allows them to exist through centuries and cultural changes, that each holds a universal 

quality that resonates with each new age:  

One of the remarkable aspects of the survival of literary masterpieces 
down through the centuries is the diversity of reasons which the 
successive ages have found admiring them.  They are like great, slowly 
revolving lamps which turn a different face to each new generation that 
confronts them.  (“Oedipus Rex” 77)   
 

Wilder believed that a work of literature endures due to a natural phenomenon, opposed 

to the notion that committees or editors to keep a work in circulation.  This almost 

spiritual belief in literature exhibits an element of naiveté with Wilder’s perspective of 

world literature. 

 Wilder presents the concept of masterpieces preserved through numerous ages of 

history in a literal fashion in The Skin of Our Teeth as the Antrobus family preserves 

written works and historical figures in Act One.  The Antrobus home contains many 

books by notable authors, specifically Shakespeare, and it is implied that they shelter 
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each notable author through the ages as the Antrobus family takes in notable refugees 

who look for shelter in the ice storm.  Characters also commit significant quotes to 

memory; and these ideas are utilized to push humanity to the next age.  The play includes 

quotes by Aristotle, Plato, and Spinoza and suggests that only certain writers can be 

guideposts that rebuild civilization.  Even though Wilder acknowledges that each 

individual should be heard, he does affirm that some texts contain a higher quality and 

will naturally last over centuries, finding new resonances with subsequent generations.  

For example, Sophocles and Shakespeare’s works will remain intact with each age as 

their thematic content spans time periods.  Wilder notes that the power of these texts 

comes from their depth and variety, as other contemporary texts often lose their 

immediacy or resonance within a few years time.   

 Wilder took issue with the American approach to selecting popular literature—

through advertisements, immediate reviews, and publishing houses efforts—as it aims to 

sell product rather than continue a tradition of great myths.  Wilder refers to this as a 

cultural age of democracy; an age where art is measured through current popularity, 

immediacy, and profit: “Democracy has a large task: to find new imagery, new 

metaphors, and new myths to describe the new dignity into which man has entered” 

(“Culture in a Democracy” 73).  In this condition, any person is able to use literature to 

proffer their point of view.  To Wilder, this type of artistic environment is not ideal, 

suggesting that the interpretation of humanity should be in the hands of the few rather 

than voted on by everyone.  One of the flaws of adhering to an American point of view is 

the need to reinvent—rejecting older ideas in favor of generating new philosophy, 

technology, and perspectives.  This is a problem Wilder examines in The Skin of Our 
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Teeth with Henry as he wishes to rebuild humanity by destroying everything that came 

before.  The need to “reinvent the wheel” is a negative aspect of the democratic culture as 

the current generation believes that every question needs an original response (“The 

American Loneliness” 67).  There is also a danger of artists in a democratic environment 

to focus too strongly on the audience’s response from their work, as they depend on 

consumers for their livelihood; and in a democracy, everyone has an equal voice.  He 

seems to both like and dislike the notion of democracy, mostly due to the consequences 

on literature (“Culture in” 69-71).   

 
Conclusion 

  Examining significant moments of Wilder’s life offers clues into the subjects and 

thematic ideas he chose to write about, specifically the American family, religious 

beliefs, and approach to literary forms.  His status and an outsider with a small number of 

personal relationships is notable when examining the appearance of family and 

communities in his novels in plays.  In particular, The Skin of Our Teeth includes a 

number of social groups including the nuclear family—which Wilder had very little 

experience with.  This illuminates a new meaning to the Antrobus family as Wilder does 

not write from a nostalgic point of view, but with a sense of irony.  An analysis for The 

Skin of Our Teeth is also edified with the knowledge of Wilder’s religious background, 

beginning with his father’s strict, Protestant beliefs.  In adulthood, Wilder adopted his 

own theory that blends humanist spiritual beliefs with residual Protestant sensibilities.  

This is noteworthy to understand Wilder’s play as the characters rarely reference “God” 

and never offer specific Christian beliefs.  However, Wilder includes a variety of Biblical 

allusions—offering a nod to his family’s religious background.  American and humanist 
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point of view is demonstrated in The Skin of Our Teeth as the characters find rebirth by 

working collectively, affirming key ideas that have lasted through centuries, and 

acknowledging a distant God.  This establishes Wilder’s unique perspective of the human 

condition, an amalgamation of various influences.  By uplifting only certain works of 

literature—what are known as masterpieces or classics—Wilder proffers that only a 

select group of writers have thoughts which will last through the ages.   

 Another unique aspect of Wilder’s works is his free form approach and lack of a 

singular form or style.  This may be associated with his lack of education or training in 

creative writing, but may also relate to his decision to distance himself from a specific 

religious belief and only maintain a few relationships.  Standing on the outside, he did not 

follow specific rules of playwriting, but wrote to his own personal taste.  This can 

develop into a predicament for a director who must analyze the play to find the overall 

structure with the numerous conventions, beats, and breaks in action.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Director’s Analysis of The Skin of Our Teeth 
 
 

Introduction 

 The plot of The Skin of Our Teeth examines the survival of many types of human 

communities by interweaving the story of the fictional Antrobus family with incidents 

pertaining to the production company.  Each crisis illustrates that mankind abides 

perpetually on the verge of destruction, a cycle that will continue as long as humanity 

exists.  The disasters in the play are charged with colossal damage and materialize from 

both natural and man-made causes.  The play’s action proposes that any human 

community must persevere through any circumstance by leaning on previous intellectual 

foundations.  The “play within a play” acknowledges that the characters are played by 

actors and thereby breaks from realism repeatedly.   

 The world of the play is set in the 1940s in terms of décor, dialogue, and social 

behavior, but Wilder includes a variety of references to myth and history which diverts 

the play away from mid twentieth century realism.  In the original production, this 1940s 

setting would not distance the audience from the action of the play but would allow them 

to observe their contemporaries in relation to grand narratives of history and myth.  In the 

play, all elements or innovations associated with markers of Western civilization—

including the creation of writing systems, tangible inventions, and even Shakespeare—

are seen together as one amorphous vessel of time.  The limited selection of historical, 

mythic, and philosophical figures suggests that a finite portion of the past will endure into 

the next age of man.  The play proposes that human civilization is compelled to maintain 
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a relationship to the past.  Without preserving ideas or acknowledging history, humans 

are swayed to impulsive action, leading to an immediate deterioration of everything that 

has been built previously. 

 The Antrobus family constitutes the primary social unit in the play, as the events 

explore the strained relationships among the family members.  However, there are other 

layers of community explored as well, including Sabina’s relationship to the family and 

audience, the ensemble’s relationship to the family, and the relationships among the 

production company.  Each act presents these social groups in a monumental dilemma, 

and the continuation of the performance itself is put into jeopardy numerous times, 

forcing the acting company to invent ways to begin the action of the play again.  The play 

offers a sense of optimism through humanity’s ability to endure.  For both the Antrobus 

family’s play and the production company, the power to emerge out of a catastrophe and 

move forward is found in a community of people rather than a singular individual.  

Philosophers, inventors and writers form the gravitational points or guideposts of thought 

that set civilization back into motion in order to survive a calamity.  The play creates a 

complicated web of ideas, relationships, and myth, which develop constantly as the 

Antrobus family and the score of humans around them face the dilemma of perpetually 

rebuilding.   

 
Orbital Movement and Shape 

 The play develops in an orbital pattern, as the Antrobus family constantly returns 

to their initial starting point in order to pioneer into the future.  The beginning point for 

the family relates to their acknowledgement of their past and remembering fundamental 

ideas—such as the beginning of the Genesis story and multiplication tables.  A diagram 
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of this movement more specifically refers to an orbiting body that widens its path after 

each revolution around the gravitational object.  Such movement demonstrates how the 

overall ideas of the play function with humanity starting over again after crises by 

returning to foundational ideas.   

 The crises included in the play emerge from a variety of sources, but the action of 

the play suggests that humanity will survive with enough perseverance.  For example, the 

final moments of Acts One and Two utilize natural disasters that are a part of the West’s 

grand narrative of civilization—the Ice Age where all of the dinosaurs became extinct 

and the great Flood in which only Noah and his family survived.  Act Three diverges 

from natural disasters completely by introducing the idea of a man-made disaster: war.  

This disaster emerges in an orbital form as it gives humanity culpability for the crises and 

additional problems to solve when attempting to start civilization again.   

 The movement of the play appears as a constant oscillation from intimate 

moments to a broad scope of the whole performance community.  The orbital diagram 

also refers to how society forms within the play, in layers of communities that expand 

from the core family unit.  Wilder includes other layers of relationships outside of the 

Antrobus family building to a universal whole—including characters in their immediate 

environment, production company members, and the audience.  These groups may be 

thought of as rings or various orbital paths, one on top of the other.   

 
Origin of the Family 

 The Antrobus family’s original identity is slowly unveiled when details of their 

past are mentioned sporadically through the course of the play.  George and Maggie 

Antrobus were originally the Biblical figures and therefore represent an entity more 
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expansive than a modern American family.  Their presence in the play evokes ideas of 

beginnings and lost innocence as Adam and Eve are connected with the first act of sin 

against God.  The Antrobus family’s personal history is associated with the beginning of 

mankind and with the moment that humanity became fallible.  In the beginning of 

Genesis, these moments of transgression—both against God and other human beings—

set off a pattern for the human race, humanity will perpetually encounter disaster and 

hardship.  While original sin is never mentioned in the play itself, it is an undercurrent for 

the failed relationships, the natural disasters, and the inability for any character to reach a 

sense of equilibrium.  Wilder presents the information through minor clues scattered 

through the act.  For example, the Announcer informs the audience that Mr. Antrobus 

“was once a gardener, but left that situation under circumstances that have been variously 

reported” (Wilder, Collected Plays and Writings on Theatre 214), referring to the 

expulsion of Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden.  A few moments later, Sabina 

offers a hint concerning Henry Antrobus’s actual identity: “Henry, when he has a stone in 

his hand, has a perfect aim; he can hit anything from a bird to an older brother—Oh! I 

didn’t mean to say that—but it certainly was an unfortunate accident” (Wilder 216), an 

allusion to Cain killing his brother, Abel. 

 The two events from the Biblical narrative that weigh the family with guilt and 

shame are the eating of fruit from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil and the 

murder of Abel.  The first event, when Adam and Eve ate from the forbidden tree and 

initiated the cycle of human fallibility, is not directly referenced in the text.  However, the 

presence of these two Biblical figures evokes a host of references and ideas.  This first sin 

haunts Mr. and Mrs. Antrobus as they feel culpable for Henry’s violent impulses, 
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including Abel’s murder.  Perhaps the reason why this event is not mentioned is to 

emphasize transgressions against other humans rather than God.   

 Even though the play includes nods to the Biblical narrative, the play concentrates 

on the actions of humans toward one another rather than acts of sin against God.  The 

event that the Antrobus family continues to combat through the play is the first murder of 

humanity: Cain (Henry) killing his brother Abel.  In terms of the larger story, this 

moment is the inciting incident, suggesting that humanity has been unraveling since that 

first act of violence against another human being.  Cain and Abel are the first example of 

sibling rivalry in the Bible as God showed more favor for Abel’s animal sacrifices than 

Cain’s crops.  Out of jealousy, Cain killed his brother with a stone and received a mark 

from God.  In The Skin of Our Teeth, thousands of years have passed since this event and 

the family has attempted to move forward by denying that it happened, without complete 

success.  The play’s emphasis on this event reinforces that the play is concerned with 

humanity’s struggles with itself.   

 The characters only reference God once in the play, in Mr. Antrobus’s final 

speech as he declares that God has given humanity voices to guide them and 

opportunities to begin new worlds from a distance (Wilder 282).  While Mr. Antrobus 

acknowledges a supernatural presence that watches humanity, the characters appear very 

distanced from God.  The play ruminates over the actions humans take against each other, 

as they must discover ways to survive and endure each other.  Therefore, this play avoids 

a “Christian” point of view, even with the references to Christian philosophy and Biblical 

figures.  Wilder presents an amalgamation of other Judeo-Christian references and 

notions of world history in Act One but playfully counters that traditional point of view 
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in Act Two by introducing evolution.1 The play naturally evades a simplistic label due to 

the variety of spiritual perspectives presented.   

 
Act One- The Mythic Past 

 
Plot Synopsis 
 
 The Skin of Our Teeth opens with a projected segment titled “The News Events of 

the World,” announcing that the earth will continue at least for another twenty-four hours 

despite the ice slowly approaching along the east coast.  This segment oscillates between 

news stories from the 1940s to the present day—creating an understanding that the play 

will examine multiple time periods.  The news report fades away as the space reveals the 

family’s suburban home in Excelsior, New Jersey at the end of a workday.  Sabina, the 

family maid, addresses the audience, declaring her worries that Mr. Antrobus will not 

return home due to the freezing weather in the middle of August.  The play comes to a 

halt when the actor playing Mrs. Antrobus misses her cue to enter the scene.  This 

“accident” forces the actor portraying Sabina to improvise—during which she speaks 

candidly to the audience about the play. 

 Mrs. Antrobus scolds Sabina for allowing the living room fire to burn out—a 

monumental event as ice is approaching the house—and exhibits anxiety towards 

outsiders, frequently barricading the door whenever another person is seen outside of the 

house.  The first visitor to the Antrobus home is a Telegraph Boy, who informs the family 

via memorized telegraph that their patriarch wishes Mrs. Antrobus a “Happy Wedding 

Anniversary.” The mother calls the children inside and allows the baby mammoth and 

dinosaur to sit by the fire for warmth.  As the family huddles by the fire, Mrs. Antrobus 
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warns the children to behave well for their father when he arrives, otherwise his temper 

will take an unpleasant turn.  Unfortunately, Mrs. Antrobus loses her own temper when 

Henry’s scar (the mark of Cain) is revealed and Gladys wears red lipstick.   

 Mr. Antrobus makes a triumphant return home, laden with bags of inventions that 

include the alphabet and a wheel.  Mr. Antrobus sporadically explodes with anger after he 

arrives, berating both Sabina when she informs him of her resignation and Henry for 

roughhousing with the wheel.  An eclectic group of historical figures, who appear as 

refugees, begin to appear around the perimeter of the Antrobus home, asking to come 

inside with the family.  Meanwhile, Henry nearly kills a neighbor’s child, setting off Mr. 

Antrobus’s temper once again.  He demands that all the fires should be put out; there is 

no point to keep on going with such behavior in the world.  Mrs. Antrobus attempts to 

calm Mr. Antrobus’s nerves by asking the refugees to sing and her children to recite 

knowledge.  Mr. Antrobus remains silent for a while, until Gladys says that she recited a 

poem in her school’s assembly from memory.  Realizing that there is still hope and 

purpose for humanity, Mr. Antrobus relents and commands everyone to tend to the fire.  

The refugees scour the house and audience space for anything that can burn while the 

Antrobus family recites quotes and multiplication tables as they wait for the ice age to 

pass.  Sabina asks the ushers to begin passing up chairs from the aisles, saying “Pass up 

your chairs, everybody.  Save the human race!” as the act comes to an end (The Skin of 

Our Teeth 48). 

 
A Cross-Section of Time 
 
 The world of Act One conveys a cross-section of many eras of human history.  

Act One asks the audience to perceive history as a complete vessel of previous eras rather 
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than as a chronological timeline.  Foundational inventions of the distant past are 

presented in tandem with the 1940s suburban, American culture.  For example, the world 

of Act One presents an age where the alphabet is under construction while also 

suggesting that great authors, such as Shakespeare, have already completed their 

catalogue of work.  An audience is asked to see each entity in relationship to either 

previous or subsequent inventions.  The play suggests that the current condition of the 

world has a direct correlation to significant events, people, and ideas of the past.  A 

visually noteworthy way this cross-section is displayed is through the coexistence of the 

modern family and their prehistoric creatures, a pet dinosaur and mammoth.  Often, 

reviewers of productions refer to this collage of time periods as zany, humorously 

anachronistic.  Presenting dinosaurs, Adam and Eve, and the invention of the alphabet, 

however, suggests a deeper purpose than simple comic relief, as these are significant 

cultural markers aligned on one plane.  Using terminology such as “anachronistic” has a 

connotation of random selection, but the inventions and characters chosen relate to eras 

of “beginnings.”  

 In terms of physical representation, the characters appear to assimilate into 1940s 

social and behavioral conventions.  The family’s adoption of 1940s décor and fashion, 

however, is actually a mask used to hide their original identities and sins.  This attire 

offers the façade of “being civilized,” as if they could erase their past through costume 

and mannerisms.  Other characters are also presented with the outer exterior of a modern 

American while their true identity relates to a historical figure.  For example, two ancient 

figures among the refugees, Homer and Moses, are presented as bohemian poets.   
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Dualities in character may read as humorous qualities, but they serve a function: to 

remind the audience that modern individuals bear a permanent connection to history.   

 
The Constant Inventor 
 
 This act presents a positive stance concerning man’s potential for discovery, since 

Mr. Antrobus demonstrates a great amount of vigor and pride in his work as an inventor.  

Man’s ability to innovate and create is highlighted through the presentation of 

fundamental inventions that served as the impetus for civilization and intellectual 

endeavors.  As Sabina and the Announcer note, Mr. Antrobus has been crafting a number 

of important objects and innovative systems that the audience can identify as fundamental 

elements of Western Civilization.  When Mr. Antrobus arrives with the objects in tow, 

this is a literal demonstration of carrying ideas through the ages.  These building blocks 

for humanity include fire, communication through written language, and the wheel. 

 The most notable invention of humanity and the central image of Act One is the 

fire, the source of life and warmth in the Antrobus home.  The discovery of fire 

constitutes a grand narrative for how human beings became the caretakers and thinkers of 

the earth, demonstrating optimism for what humanity is capable of accomplishing and a 

sense of self-importance among the human race.  The fire is a beacon for humanity and 

by the end of Act One, the full company completely focuses on its maintenance.  It 

remains a constant presence on stage and evokes references to knowledge, community, 

and survival.  As many people gather in groups around the fire, it becomes the source of 

life and community.  As long as the fire lasts through the night, the family knows that 

they will continue on for at least another day.   
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 The wheel is Mr. Antrobus’s most recent discovery and he holds this invention 

with more pride than the others, though he cannot express any specific uses for this piece 

yet.  He does have a hunch, however, that it will make life easier for human beings.  This 

object represents the foundation for further inventions since a wheel is associated with a 

variety of now commonplace objects such as the automobile, industrial machinery, or 

ordinary objects such as bicycles or gears.  The shape of this object relates to the cyclical 

action of the play—as humanity survives countless disasters and has to restart the gears 

of civilization after each one—and suggests the connection and inclusion of community.  

 Other key inventions of this act relate to knowledge, notably the alphabet and 

multiplication tables.  In the play, Mr. Antrobus is credited as the inventor of these 

fundamental schemas as if they were pieces of marble that need only to be shaped and 

formed.  Mr. Antrobus describes this as a matter of creating distinctions rather than 

creating each one from thin air, a process “of separating en from em” (222).  The 

alphabet and the multiplication table represent the foundation for building meaning 

through words and the possibility of complex understanding of the universe through 

mathematics.  The alphabet becomes a more significant entity in the play as the family 

begins the world again through the transference of ideas, expressed through words. 

 Wilder makes a point that knowledge itself has to be passed down continuously to 

each individual.  It is not enough that one man made the initial discovery, as knowledge 

must be transmitted to each subsequent generation.  The play demonstrates this as Mr. 

and Mrs. Antrobus orally pass down the multiplication table and the beginning of the 

Bible, speaking these words directly to their children as opposed to just giving them a 

book.  These ideas are transferred to the younger generation in a ritual form, as the 
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children are asked to repeat exactly what their parents speak to them.  Mr. Antrobus also 

stresses that significant ideas or works of literature must be preserved in book form for 

future generations.  The Antrobus home is filled with “classic” books, including the 

complete works of William Shakespeare, but the point is not to become mere hoarders of 

knowledge.  Ideas are meant to be taught, so that humanity can rebuild the world again 

when it is necessary.  The play stresses that knowledge should be preserved in both 

forms, memorizing significant ideas and keeping physical copies of great pieces of 

literature. 

 
Environmental Circumstances 
 
 Act One takes place in the suburban home of the Antrobus family at 216 Cedar 

Street, Excelsior (Latin for “ever upward”), New Jersey.  The family lives within the 

quiet suburbs “near a public school, a Methodist church, and a fire house; … right handy 

to an A and P” (216).  The home solidifies a gravitational point for the family, 

somewhere they collectively return to at the end of each day.  It is presented as a polished 

suburban home for the family with numerous rooms, a live-in maid, and walls that move 

by their own will.  The stability of the comfortable home is put into question as the walls 

of the house begin to move on their own accord and without any clear explanation.  As 

these movements are unexplained, it illustrates that the unraveling of the world is an act 

outside of human control or understanding.  This relates to Sabina’s line delivered to the 

audience in which she offers the suggestion to not ask “why” these things happen, but to 

simply enjoy the good moments when they occur.  These movements occur early in the 

act, so that the audience always feels a sense of unease about the home, regardless of the 

pleasant décor.   
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 For Act One, the cold weather remains a foreboding presence, exerting pressure 

on the characters’ fate and making their present circumstances highly urgent.  In addition 

to the amount of cold weather building around the home, the weather is also unusual for 

that time of year, the month of August.  Exhibiting anxiety about the weather conditions 

is a thread of conversation in the Antrobus home, specifically with Mrs. Antrobus and 

Sabina, and remains on Mrs. Antrobus’s mind constantly.  She is also the most vigilant in 

maintaining the fire, believing that the fire alone will allow the family to endure through 

intense cold.  The ice is eventually visible through a window near the end of the act, 

causing even more urgency to keep the fire burning by any means necessary.  The 

presence of the ice juxtaposes the humorous anachronisms displayed through the act, 

imposing genuine danger upon the family. 

 
The Past –Concealment or Commemoration 

 The characters respond to the past in two ways: commemoration and 

concealment.  The play argues that the characters must at least acknowledge the past in 

order to move forward, which is a problem for the family as they refuse to acknowledge 

the violent death of Abel.  On the other hand, the family acknowledges important 

achievements, such as important inventions or enduring through dire circumstances.  This 

commemoration involves an act of remembering—of turning back to the initial event, the 

day or moment, and pondering upon it.  Salutes to the past are presented from the 

beginning of the act, as the action begins with a series of projections representing recent 

events through frozen images.  This suggests that for a moment, the desperation that 

humanity felt concerning their fate for the next day has ceased and a moment of stability 

has risen.  Acts of commemoration trickle into the following events, including a brief 
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moment of celebration for Mr. and Mrs. Antrobus’s wedding anniversary.  Small 

moments of celebration relate to humanity’s ability to endure through years of turmoil 

and intellectual achievements, a thematic trend for Act One.   

 The death of Abel is one moment that the family refuses to acknowledge, as if 

ignoring the existence of this event will make it eventually disappear.  The family 

distances themselves from the event by refusing to speak about it and by constantly 

altering their outer appearance through each age.  Concealing their true identities serves 

as a coping mechanism for the family, attempting to wipe away the memory of the first 

murder.  However, the family never truly forgets, and the memory of the event 

undermines their assurance in the present whenever that event is mentioned.  This first 

murder remains fresh on the family’s consciousness as every act of violence in the 

present reminds the Antrobuses of their past—suggesting that the past is strongly 

connected to the present.  This perpetual fear of violence reveals that humanity still has 

not learned from the initial act of murder to another human being.   

 
Tempo, Rhythm, and Mood 
 
 As each act is placed in a unique time period and location, each calls for a unique 

sense of tempo, rhythm, and mood.  For the Antrobus family’s scenes in Act One, the 

tempo is upbeat in the same vein as a mid-twentieth century situation comedy such as I 

Love Lucy or Leave it to Beaver.  The overall tempo of Act One fluctuates between the 

tone of a classic situation comedy and moments where the action comes to a complete 

halt.  There are moments when this comic momentum drops, including when Sabina 

breaks character, and the sense of equilibrium within the family shatters for a brief 

moment.  In these sections, the pace becomes awkwardly slow or quickly violent, setting 
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the tempo completely off.  The breaks in action, in which the audience become aware of 

the actors and production company, establish a contrasting tempo to the action in the 

Antrobus family’s story.  These moments contain a completely different sensibility as the 

actors drop their characters and demonstrate concern for the continuation of the 

performance.  Also, the Antrobus family’s scenes include moments where tempers 

escalate on the turn of a dime.  For example, when Sabina announces that Henry almost 

killed a neighbor with a stone, Mr. Antrobus’s temper flares immediately and causes the 

rest of the characters to panic as well.  In this way, the humorous mood is undercut on 

many occasions, making the play unpredictable at moments.  The rhythm escalates in the 

second half of the act when Mr. Antrobus’s temper runs out of control, creating a sense of 

panic in Mrs. Antrobus.  The pace rushes feverishly until the end of the act as the whole 

company places furniture into the fire in order to survive.   

 The overall tempo of the play is affected by a number of lengthy monologues that 

slow down the pace.  For example, Act One begins with a monologue delivered by the 

Announcer—a voice emerging from a speaker.  Instead of seeing the events carried out or 

segmenting dialogue between two characters, Wilder uses a single actor’s voice.  

Immediately afterward, Sabina also delivers a long speech to the audience.  As a result, 

the first ten minutes of the play contain two long speeches presented in direct address to 

the audience.  This requires the actors playing these monologues to use a great amount of 

vocal variety, approaching the monologues like a musical score.  After these speeches, 

the script fits more of a standard dialogue format—with characters speaking in turns to 

one another. 
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 The mood of the Antrobus home is informed by the assortment of anachronistic 

features, creating an atmosphere of puzzling and delightful contradictions. Humor also 

comes into play with the family’s survival strategies.  In two instances, Mrs. Antrobus 

and Sabina attempt to barricade the door with all of their furniture, using home décor as 

protection from invaders.  The manic impulse to protect juxtaposed with lack of authentic 

danger (as only the Telegraph Boy or Mr. Antrobus are at the door) formulate light 

moments in the act.  However, the comic moments do not last as the serious nature of the 

ice age surrounds the Antrobus home.  The humor is a distinct imprint of the first act and 

the tone should become progressively more somber and intense through the rest of the 

play.  The ice surrounding the home creates a foreboding atmosphere that becomes more 

menacing as the action progresses, completely enveloping the Antrobus home near the 

end of the act.   

 
Layers of Community 
 
 The play emphasizes that humanity must find ways to coexist—in personal and 

macro relationships—and collectively work to endure through the next age.  Characters 

in this play form layers of community oscillating from intimate relationships to a wide 

scale view of the full community of characters and the production team.  These layers of 

relationships may be symbolized by the layers of rock in the earth—which starts as a core 

sphere in the center with multiple surrounding layers at the surface.  An audience is 

aware of all layers working together as the play freely transitions from layer to layer.  For 

the purpose of explaining the symbolism of each layer, we will start with the core and 

expand outward to the levels presenting a larger number of people.   
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 Core – First Humans.  The foundation of human relationships begins with the 

first humans from Genesis: Adam and Eve.  From the first moments, Act One establishes 

a clear connection between the Antrobus family and figures from Genesis.  The first hint 

of this is in the “News and Events of the World” segment, announcing that a ring had 

been found in the theatre inscribed, “To Eva from Adam.” The Biblical references also 

draw attention to the first children of mankind as Henry is actually Cain and the pain 

from mankind’s first murder remains potent in the family’s mind up to the 1940s.  

Through other details culminating in Mrs. Antrobus mourning over her dead son, Abel, it 

is clear that Mr. and Mrs. Antrobus are actually Adam and Eve, but they attempt to 

conceal their true identities due to Cain’s murder of Abel.  Therefore, the core of the 

character relationships correlates to the ancestors and mythic figures that have been 

passed down from generations.  As the central facet of all the relationships, the Biblical 

narrative suggests a strong bond between contemporary humanity and the origins of the 

human race.   

 
 Layer One: The Antrobus Family.  The Antrobus family forms a nuclear family 

unit—the basis of all social relationships.  The term “Antrobus” is derived from the 

Greek word for man, suggesting that this family represents a larger group of people than 

just themselves.  Wilder’s choice to make a family the core source of relationships is 

interesting since the playwright did not live in this type of atmosphere as a child.  He 

never truly experienced this type of complete family dynamic—with residing in the same 

place, with the patriarch leaving for work in the city each morning, and the family joining 

together in the evenings.  As a result, Wilder’s own experience is more closely related to 

the outsider figures of the play.  The Antrobus family is presented as a stable 1940s 
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family that has survived the depression and recovered well.  The family is made up of 

father-inventor George, domestic mother Maggie, a temperamental son Henry, and 

“daddy’s girl” Gladys.  This family presents an iconic image of a nuclear family, 

invoking the stereotype of “all American,” creating a sense of familiarity from the 

audience.  This demographic of a four person family in the suburbs may remind the 

audience of a Norman Rockwell painting, a kind of nostalgia for Americans.  The image 

of the four-person family is an iconic feature of what traditionally makes a “wholesome” 

American family, with the father as breadwinner and the wife who maintains the home.  

The choice to create a four person family with predictable roles and behavior also 

suggests that there are enduring social structures through each age of man. 

 Wilder also includes stage directions where the characters replicate significant 

Western iconography.  For example, when the family awaits the arrival of Mr. Antrobus, 

Wilder writes that they group together in a Raphael-like pose in front of the fire (225).  

This art reference includes the focused positioning of the actor’s bodies and the glowing 

light on the family’s faces as they receive warmth from the fire.  Wilder includes other 

iconic poses or references through this act, reinforcing the idea that the family represents 

all of humanity and holds a strong connection to history.  Using iconic images and traits 

of the “typical” American family invites an audience to find similarities and ironic 

qualities with the dynamics of the Antrobus family.   

 
 Mr. Antrobus.  George Antrobus assumes the role of the family patriarch and 

exudes a great amount of pride for his occupation as an inventor.  He works on inventions 

outside of the home, offering the appearance of the breadwinner for the family with a 

typical, white-collar occupation.  Mr. Antrobus is a type of everyman, representing all 
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fathers and idealistic inventors through history.  Mr. Antrobus values accomplishment 

and maintaining knowledge, demonstrated as he arrives home with his inventions in tow.  

From his telegram, it is also noted that Mr. Antrobus is working on numbers and 

counting,  a basic foundation for what we know as Western Civilization.  When he 

arrives home, the wheel appears to be his latest successful invention. 

 Act One illustrates that Mr. Antrobus’s temperament is the litmus test for the 

family’s sense of stability.  Mrs. Antrobus warns the children to not upset their father 

when he returns home, mentioning that George’s optimistic nature in the letter is not a 

good sign.  Mr. Antrobus’s temper flares again as Henry begins to toy with George’s 

latest invention, the wheel.  After slapping his son, Mr. Antrobus reminds Henry: “I 

thought of it first” (229).  After Mr. Antrobus arrives home, a great amount of time is 

spent stabilizing the father’s unpredictable, violent emotions. 

 Mr. Antrobus has many shifts in character that relate to overarching thematic 

ideas rather than only his unpredictable temper.  For example, when Henry almost kills a 

neighbor with a stone, Mr. Antrobus loses all hope for continuing the human race.  At 

this moment, Mr. Antrobus tells his son: “Henry.  Myself.  All of us, we’re covered with 

blood” (237).  Mr. Antrobus’s change can be interpreted as residual guilt from the Garden 

of Eden, that Henry would not have the urge to act violently if Adam and Eve had refused 

to eat from the Tree of Knowledge.  As the ice approaches the house, Mr. Antrobus 

undergoes a complete shift in motivation, to diligently imparting knowledge to his 

children.  He throws off his anger and realizes that he must focus on survival.  Mr. 

Antrobus hurriedly teaches Henry multiplication tables as the ice creeps closer, in order 

to extend knowledge to the next generation in preparation for the possibility that he as the 
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father may not survive the ice age.  Mr. Antrobus also asks his wife to put knowledge 

into Gladys’ mind, creating an image of both parents teaching their children with vigor at 

the end of the act.   

  
 Maggie Antrobus.  As the leading domestic figure of the play, Maggie Antrobus 

aims to preserve the family and the home at all times.  From her first lines, Mrs. Antrobus 

worries about maintaining the fire and pays attention to what the children and pets’ 

behavior, making sure that they act properly.  To sustain the equilibrium of the family, 

one of Mrs. Antrobus’s tactics is to conceal the troublesome memories from the Antrobus 

family’s past.  For example, she tries to cover up Henry’s scar—which reveals his true 

identity as Cain—and denies the existence of another child entirely.  She also lies to Mr. 

Antrobus about the childrens’ behavior.  She shows concern for her children pleasing 

their father, in order to maintain some peace when he arrives.  When she gives her daily 

report to Mr. Antrobus, she claims that they have both behaved and that she has not 

raised her voice with them that day, but that is a complete lie.  Mrs. Antrobus makes a 

conscious effort to keep her family’s true identity a secret by maintaining the illusion of a 

suburban household.  Maintaining the appearance of a stable family and home define the 

overall motivation for this character. 

 Mrs. Antrobus seems to be inwardly driven for the family’s survival, as she does 

not respond positively to any type of outsider.  For example, she tells her husband to 

refuse the refugees who are freezing outside and her intuitive reaction to hearing people 

outside is to barricade the front door with as much furniture as possible.  Sabina, a hired 

employee, and Mrs. Antrobus also have a long-standing rivalry, which began when Mr. 

Antrobus brought Sabina home from your Sabine hills many years ago.  From that 
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moment onward, Mrs. Antrobus and Sabina have competed over the Mr. Antrobus’s 

attention as Sabina is significantly younger and more flirtatious than Mrs. Antrobus.  

Mrs. Antrobus, however, believes that beauty is only a temporary, passing feature and 

that Mr. Antrobus will eventually turn back to his wife no matter what the circumstance 

may occur:  

MRS. ANTROBUS.  Oh, Sabina, I know. 
When Mr. Antrobus raped you home from your Sabine hills, he did it to 
insult me.   
He did it for your pretty face, and to insult me. 
You were the new wife, weren’t you? 
For a year or two you lay on your bed all day and polished the nails on 
your hands and feet… 
I bore children and between my very groans I stirred the cream that you’d 
put on your face. 
But I knew you wouldn’t last. 
You didn’t last.  (219-220) 

 
Mrs. Antrobus’s ability to abide through any plight establishes her as a grounded 

character that barely evolves through the play.  As she perseveres through each age, she 

does not reinvent new worlds, but preserves social structures (such as the family) and the 

appearance of a working household. 

 
 Henry Antrobus.  Henry, the son in the Antrobus family, repeatedly finds his 

violent past resurfacing in impulsive acts.  At present, “Henry” is the oldest living child 

of the Antrobus family.  He appears as a child who acts violently as if he genuinely 

cannot control his behavior.  The reason why the family is titled “Antrobus” at the 

present moment is due to Cain’s act of killing Abel.  After that event, Adam and Eve 

attempted to cover the sin by changing their names.  Numerous people outside of the 

family are aware of the family’s past.  Case in point, Henry says that his schoolteacher 

accidentally referred to him by his real name.  In Act One, Henry’s past reappears 
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multiple times, as Sabina and Mrs. Antrobus refer to Henry’s use of stones and he almost 

kills a neighbor.  To complicate his characterization, Henry is not a consciously 

dangerous individual, yet.  His acts of violence emerge from innocence, that he is not 

aware of the consequences of his violent behavior.  Henry has difficulty with academics, 

a negative attribute of an inventor’s son.  In Act One, Henry attempts to keep up with his 

schoolwork, but has difficulty with foundational ideas such as the multiplication table—

instigating some disputes with his father through the play.  Henry’s behavior causes a 

tremendous amount of the strained relationships among the family, as he cannot harness 

his erratic impulses. 

 
 Gladys Antrobus.  Gladys, at the beginning of the play, seems to fill an accessory 

role by completing the picture of a modern suburban family.  She is not connected with a 

Biblical figure, poking a hole into an accurate representation of the first family.  Her 

family does not hold great expectations for her, other than to find a husband.  Gladys’ 

main action is to present herself as the epitome of the perfect daughter.  Gladys is only 

allowed privy to certain types of knowledge.  For example, Gladys’ parents do not 

believe that she should not know about sexual activity or a woman’s approach to sexual 

attraction.  Their concern relates to the family’s original identity as Adam and Eve, as 

they to preserve Gladys’ purity for as long as possible.  When Adam and Eve ate from the 

tree, they could never regain their innocent nature.  Now, the only “pure” family member 

is Gladys, and Mrs. Antrobus demonstrates fear that Gladys may lose this condition very 

soon.   

 Mrs. Antrobus takes an interest in preserving the pristine appearance of her 

daughter, believing that Gladys should not display any kind of sexual suggestion.  This is 
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shown when Mrs. Antrobus reprimands her daughter for wearing red lipstick, which 

Gladys innocently explains it is a trend among her peers.  Other characters remind her of 

social expectations to be daddy’s “little angel, his little star” (226) and to avoid 

distressing her father in any way.  She attempts to gain her father’s adoration by showing 

her grades and reciting poetry.  Her most important function in Act One is the moment 

when she informs her father that she spoke a memorized poem for the assembly at school.  

This one action reminds Mr. Antrobus that there is some hope for humanity, with those 

who choose to remember great thoughts of humanity. 

 
 Surrounding Layers: Outsiders.  Expanding from the family, the play urges an 

audience to be aware of how humanity includes many layers of relationships.  This play, 

as many of Wilder’s other works, contains a significant number of these “Outsider” 

figures that peer into the world of the main characters temporarily.  This could stem from 

Wilder’s own position as a lonely individual from his school years along with his 

nomadic lifestyle.  In some of Wilder’s works, the main figure lives on the surface of 

relationships—like George Brush, the traveling salesman in Heaven’s My Destination.  

Wilder includes a few characters in The Skin of Our Teeth, including Sabina, the maid.  

These strangers avoid stereotyped representations as audiences learn details about each 

character, even for presumable small roles or individuals who appear only once.  This 

parallels Wilder’s characterization in Our Town, as an audience learns both charming and 

dark details about a number of minor characters, like the alcoholic choir director Simon 

Stimson.  Emphasis on the minor characters also appears in The Skin of Our Teeth.  For 

example, Wilder hints that the Telegraph Boy—who is not really a child—has a family of 

his own and plays a significant part by reciting the lengthy telegram from Mr. Antrobus.  
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He also makes a notable request, asking for a needle in exchange for delivering the 

telegram.  This small action becomes memorable, showing that the characters that only 

appear once place their stamp on the action of the play.  The outsiders of the play create a 

web of greater community outside of the immediate family, beginning with Sabina, 

people in the neighborhood, and eventually a host of historical figures (refugees) that 

must endure to the next age.  These characters add a sense of volume in the world of the 

play and show the interconnected nature of humanity.   

 
 Layer Two: Sabina.  As arguably the most unique character in the play, Sabina is 

comprised of a number of characteristics and identities.  In the 1940s world, she is 

attached to the duties of a household servant and confides to the audience about her 

feelings towards each member of the Antrobus family.  At rise, Sabina has reached a 

limit with the way she is treated in the Antrobus home and with the unusual weather 

circumstances around the home.  As the housemaid, she has lived with the Antrobus 

family for an extended period of time, possibly centuries as the text suggests that Sabina 

was of the women raped in the Sabine hills.  While the Antrobus family represents 

Biblical figures, Sabina represents the women taken by Roman men to be their wives, 

suggesting that Mr. Antrobus has had some sort of sexual relationship with Sabina.  

Wilder establishes this character as a subversive maid who neglects important duties such 

as maintaining the fire, by insulting Mrs. Antrobus and ignoring the fire.   

 Sabina extends beyond her role as a maid by directly addressing the audience.  In 

this way, she establishes her role as an outsider, offering information about the family 

and narrating some of the action of the play.  None of the other characters in Act One 

acknowledge the presence of spectators watching the home.  Therefore, Sabina—while 
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clearly invested in the world of the Antrobus home—can be both in the world of the 

family and out of it.  Wilder has included characters like this in other plays, figures who 

are able to step outside of the immediate circumstances of the play and create 

commentary for the audience.  The most notable character from Wilder’s works that fills 

this function is the Stage Manager in Our Town, who constantly resides on the perimeter 

of the events in Grover’s Corners but also participates in the action at specific moments.  

However, Sabina criticizes the action of the family in order to create camaraderie with 

the audience, as opposed to the dry, factual nature of the Stage Manager.  To complicate 

this dual nature of the character—halfway in the circumstances of the Antrobus family 

while also acknowledging the audience on numerous occasions—Wilder introduces the 

life of the actor with frequent breaks in action through the play.  In Act One, the actor 

playing Sabina drops the illusion of the play, addressing the audience and critiquing the 

play itself.  This action contrasts the character Sabina speaking to the audience as the 

actor discusses her personal disgust with the play and acknowledges that she cannot 

improvise the character.  Therefore three layers are at work when an actor approaches 

Sabina: her role within the Antrobus family household, communication to the audience as 

a character, and creating the life of the actor portraying Sabina. 

 Sabina’s greatest unfulfilled desire is finding a romantic partner, which is why she 

demonstrates a competitive spirit with Mrs. Antrobus.  Sabina crumples into a desperate 

plea for a husband after the Telegraph Boy leaves, stating that there are no promising, 

available men left in the world.  Mrs. Antrobus insinuates that Sabina had a romantic 

relationship with Mr. Antrobus previously, but that affair dissolved Mrs. Antrobus bore 

children.  This is a sensitive matter for Sabina, which is probably the main motivation for 
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her behavior towards Mrs. Antrobus.  Their sexual rivalry becomes more overt in Act 

Two, as Sabina actually succeeds in taking away Mr. Antrobus from his wife, though 

temporarily.  Even with her destructive behavior, Sabina redeems her selfish nature at the 

end of Act One as she demonstrates a sincere effort to help humanity survive.  As the 

cold weather becomes more intense, Sabina realizes that everyone—family, outsiders, 

and rivals—must pull together in order to stay alive through the night.  First, she pulls 

furniture and other items for the fire, but then turns the action towards the audience, 

asking ushers to pass the audience’s chairs towards the stage for the fire.  Sabina’s 

imploring bridges the action of the play to the audience, suggesting that the play is no 

longer a passive representation of the past.  Sabina implores the audience to “Save the 

Human Race,” suggesting that this event is real and the audience can assist with the 

cause.   

 
 Layer Three: The Historical Community.  Historical figures in the guise of 

refugees meandering the earth for shelter from the ice age constitute the next layer of 

outsider figures in The Skin of Our Teeth.  The refugees are comprised of figures that 

have influenced human thought since the dawn of time, including Homer and Moses.  

The text gives specific names to only these characters, but it is implied that the other 

refugees represent other major ideological figures of history (233-234).  These characters 

represent types of knowledge that need to be preserved for the future generations of 

humanity.  After entering the home, a few of the characters impart a few words to the 

other refugees—in their native languages.  For example, Homer presents the first lines of 

The Iliad, but completely in Greek.  The presence of these figures suggests that the 

memory of each philosopher, inventor, or writer’s work will not live on only by 
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preserving books—which the family already does—but through a living being carrying 

the idea with them.   

 
 Layer Four: The Production Team.  Beyond of the immediate circumstances of 

the Antrobus family, Wilder widens the scope of community by introducing the 

production team and actors as people who have assembled to perform the play.  

Throughout Act One, the action of the play comes to a halt and various crew members 

step out on stage and speak; an act which displaces the passive, spectator relationship 

between the audience and actors.  When the performance pauses, it makes the audience 

aware of the whole “other world” of technicians and ushers who run the performance 

(extending beyond the acting company).  The most prominent member of the production 

team is Mr. Fitzpatrick, the stage manager.  He attempts to propel the performance back 

in motion by directing the actors to return to the dialogue of the Antrobus family’s play.  

Mr. Fitzpatrick parallels the character of Mrs. Antrobus, as he attempts to preserve the 

performance while just as she maintains the home.  He reprimands the actor portraying 

Sabina constantly and tries to “reboot” the show again.  Even though his objective is to 

keep the performance going, he cannot actually force the actors to comply as he works 

behind the stage curtain.  There are rules in place so that he is physically unable to take 

over another person’s character in the play.  Therefore, his role equates a type of “God” 

figure, one who observes all the action of the performance from a considerable distance 

and intercedes only when necessary.  With the amount of halts in the action of the 

Antrobus family’s play, an audience senses the constant presence of the production team 

and actors underneath each character.   
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Survival 
 
 The continual repetition of tense moments illustrates that humanity remains in a 

state of constant toil and impending doom and that this cycle is a permanent part of life 

after the fall of mankind.  The play presents an active form of endurance as the characters 

are constantly rebuilding and struggling to survive, rather than simply existing.  An 

audience witnesses the Antrobus family endure through cycles of panic and invent 

solutions with each crisis.  The act of survival involves both the Antrobus family 

encountering the ice age and the production team as the state of the performance is 

jeopardized on many occasions.  The play is filled with intervals where characters are 

anticipating or enduring through a tense circumstance, examining how humanity 

responds to crises—both on a macro and micro level.  The macro dilemma concerns the 

ice age, but smaller anxieties appear through the act as well.  Sabina presents the first of 

these minor issues, as she worries whether Mr. Antrobus will arrive back home at all, 

even though this seems like a simple activity.  Sabina reminds the audience through her 

persistent worry that mundane events contain a great amount of uncertainty and lack of 

control.  Even though the major crisis of the act is the impending ice age, small mistakes 

and accidents become monumental and traumatic.  In a world based on survival, 

everything becomes an emergency—even something as small as a scar showing on 

Henry’s forehead or remembering multiplication tables.   

 The audience does not actually observe the family enduring through the ice age 

(or the flood in Act Two).  The play appears more interested in how we behave before 

these disasters arrive and beginning again after they occur.  The only exception to this is 

when the production comes to a halt and restarts.  These incidents bring the audience into 
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the action, meaning they are not able to observe the Antrobus family from a safe distance.  

The audience becomes involved with the surviving as they are taken out of the safety 

associated with a passive-spectator role.  The audience survives the performance in a 

parallel fashion as the Antrobus family enduring the ice age, but this act of survival 

connects the content of the 1940s “play” with the experience of the audience.  Wilder 

breaks up the action of the Antrobus family’s narrative with small interruptions and 

complete halts, allowing an audience to question whether the performance itself is about 

to fall a part.  In this sense, the halts in the play depict survival more than the Antrobus 

family’s circumstances.  The first time the play comes to a tense halt is when the actor 

playing Mrs. Antrobus misses a cue line, forcing Sabina to improvise.  This moment 

illustrates how people cope with uncertainty, offering a variety of choices: improvisation, 

trying again through repetition, and giving up entirely.2 This question of the “survival” of 

the performance is repeated later in each act, as each one comes to a complete stop at 

unexpected moments. 

 
Conclusion 
 
 Act One establishes the illogical and non-realistic nature of The Skin of Our 

Teeth.  From the beginning of the act, an audience cannot expect a passive experience, 

with the amount of anachronisms, breaks, and dialogue directed to the audience.  The 

mixture of philosophical ideas and historical figures asks the audience to contemplate the 

meaning of this vessel of time rather than follow a simple narrative of a typical American 

family.  The presence of the Ice Age hovers over the Antrobus home through the 

progression of Act One.  As a result, the Antrobus family has to recognize the weight of 

this natural disaster—meaning they cannot simply ignore that civilization is in mortal 
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peril.  In order to survive into the next age, humanity must soberly acknowledge their 

past—both the positive and negative aspects.  As the ice age approaches, the Antrobus 

family focuses on their physical survival as well as passing knowledge to the next 

generation.  These actions illustrate that humanity needs selfless determination and 

knowledge in order to progress into the next era of humanity’s history.   

 
Act Two – Enjoying the Present 

 
 Act Two presents the Antrobus family in a completely different set of 

circumstances as they have risen up humanity’s social ladder to become the Presidential 

family of the human species.  Humanity has made more technological advances and 

favors luxury as no disasters are currently in sight.  The need to preserve and protect one 

another for survival is absent at the beginning of this act.  Of course, this changes as a 

monumental storm approaches.  The characters on the Atlantic City boardwalk have lost 

its sense of awareness of the severity of their circumstances as no one recognizes the 

warning signs that are given through the whole act.  Without recognizing a need to be 

watchful, humanity has transformed into a society that ignores their sense of 

responsibility to the past and to each other that ultimately meets its demise.  Only the 

Fortune Teller and Mrs. Antrobus display an understanding that humanity needs to be 

cautious during a pleasure-driven era.  Wilder includes many transformations of 

intellectual entities in the boardwalk, including the use of the letters of the alphabet and 

numbers for Bingo games and commercial signage rather than for communicating 

inspirational knowledge.  The world of the boardwalk implodes at the end of the act and 

the Antrobus family is forced to begin their lives again.   
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Plot Synopsis 
 

 Act Two begins with another installment of “News Events of the World,” but 

civilization has a new, more hopeful outlook on the future.  The scene opens up at the 

Atlantic City boardwalk where a convention of all living things is being held, with Mr. 

Antrobus as the President of the Human Species.  In his first announcement, Mr. 

Antrobus recognizes that humanity has overcome struggles and asks everyone to delight 

in the present with the motto: “Enjoy Yourselves.” Mrs. Antrobus counters this maxim by 

offering a more conservative warning: “Save the Family.” After the speeches, Sabina 

reappears as a beauty contest winner with the objective of seducing Mr. Antrobus.   

 The Boardwalk contains a number of shops and signs, including a fortune teller’s 

booth and a weather signal that warns the boardwalk of the weather’s severity.  When the 

Antrobus family is alone, dysfunction and arguing ensue: Henry has an altercation with a 

chairpusher, Mrs. Antrobus attempts to protect her husband’s honor, and there is rarely a 

moment of peace.  Sabina makes a grand entrance in a red bathing suit ensemble, alluring 

the whole family except for Mrs. Antrobus.  The family breaks a part to enjoy the 

boardwalk before the broadcast, giving Sabina the opportunity to approach Mr. Antrobus 

in private.  But just as she succeeds at tempting Mr. Antrobus, the actor portraying Sabina 

stops the scene, since it may disturb one of her friends in the audience.  The stage 

manager tries to move the play forward, but the actor is determined to briefly explain the 

following scene rather than acting it out.  The play resumes with Mrs. Antrobus and 

Gladys arriving back at the Boardwalk before the broadcast, searching for the rest of the 

family.  While the crowds congregate for the broadcast, Mr. Antrobus breaks the news to 

Mrs. Antrobus that he is leaving her for another woman.  Mrs. Antrobus informs him that 
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impulsive behavior will lead to the destruction of their family—noting that Gladys is now 

copying Sabina by wearing red stockings.   

 Before making his final broadcast, the weather signal indicates “the end of the 

world.” Mr. Antrobus realizes that he must save his family and Sabina by gathering on 

the ark and taking the animal delegates with them.  Henry barely makes it on the boat, 

arriving only after Mrs. Antrobus calls him by his real name: Cain.  The family and 

Sabina safely board the boat and are spared from the flood.  On the boardwalk, the 

Conveeners jeer at the family’s choices and the Fortune Teller ends the act advising Mr. 

Antrobus to begin again.   

 
Environmental Circumstances 
 
 Placing the setting outdoors on the Atlantic City boardwalk demonstrates how 

humanity has a new relationship with their immediate environment, as the family is not 

living in fear huddled inside their home.  Holding a broadcast and convention outside 

demonstrates a sense of superiority, that humanity has the gusto to meet in a very public 

place with little protection from the elements.  After Mr. Antrobus’s presentation of a 

promising culture and flourishing commercialism on the boardwalk, an immediate 

warning of disastrous weather appears.  As the storm progresses, it counters the vivacious 

and carefree atmosphere on the boardwalk, serving a similar purpose as the house tearing 

a part during Act One.  The foreboding weather signal undermines the notion that life is 

stable, which Mr. Antrobus and the Announcer assert.  This structure came from an 

actual weather warning system that Wilder and his brother saw in China while they were 

in boarding school.  This horizontal yardarm presents one to four discs that indicate 

threatening weather conditions.  The act begins with only one disc but over time, discs 
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are added until the all four discs are set into place and a deluge appears.  The disc system 

is not the only way that humans are given warnings about the weather.  A few characters 

also describe an intuitive feeling of impending danger associated with weather.  For 

example, the Fortune Teller seems to have some genuine connection to cosmic forces as 

she predicts the monumental storm on multiple occasions.   

 The storm builds to parallel the scale of the Biblical Flood in Genesis, in which 

only Noah and his family survived.  The play does not attempt to create an accurate 

depiction of this event, only using pieces of the Biblical story.  Wilder offers enough 

clues to affix these ancient events with the modern characters.  For example, the 

atmosphere of the Boardwalk demonstrates a carefree lawlessness, which is why God 

punished humanity in the Biblical story.  Other details create parallels between the 

Biblical story and the action of the play, such as the animals gathering two by two and 

society mocking the family for taking shelter in the boat.  To establish distance from the 

Biblical story, the characters are not demonstrating a desire to sin or act against God, as it 

seems that the concept of “sin” has been taken out of the equation of this world.  The 

Biblical narrative is used in contextual details, offering a reminder that humanity is still 

connected to the Biblical narrative.   

 
Tempo, Rhythm, Mood 

 
 In the beginning of the act, the tempo is full of vigor and excitement, reflecting 

the commemoration of humanity’s success against many circumstances.  The action 

begins with speeches by President Antrobus and Mrs. Antrobus, commemorating how 

humanity has survived through the ice age and other trials.  The atmosphere of the 

boardwalk has a leisurely feel in the beginning, but this slowly changes over the 
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progression of the act as it reveals that “good times” are very brief.  An important 

moment that emerges in this act is the announcement that the Antrobuses are celebrating 

another anniversary.  Mr. and Mrs. Antrobus’s marriage constitutes a critical entity 

explored through this act—referring to Mr. Antrobus’s infidelity and how their marriage 

held the family together through the ages.  The tension between the Antrobus family 

appears as a staccato rhythm, since they cannot seem to keep a pleasant conversation.  

They continually bicker and argue with one another, creating a tense pace with the family 

scene.  One of the climactic moments in this act concerns Henry’s violent behavior, as he 

chases a chairpusher around the boardwalk.  He threatens to shoot the chairpusher with 

his slingshot but is reprimanded by his parents.  Moments like this appear constantly, 

countering the sense of leisure established in the beginning of the act. 

 After Mrs. Antrobus’s speech about the message in a bottle, the tempo of the act 

surges forward.  This speech is a moment where the action of the play slows immensely 

as she speaks of the secrets that women know but remain untold.  After this moment, the 

action builds significantly as the storm grows into a violent force of nature.  Mr. 

Antrobus separates from his family and almost begins the broadcast when he comes to a 

realization that he needs to return to his family.  The following action resembles the 

urgency of Act One, but only with the family members as they alone huddle into a boat 

for safety.  Once again, the final beat of the act is a continuous rush which grows faster 

and faster.  As the family sits in the boat the waters begin to surge around the boardwalk 

and the act ends abruptly with a declaration from the Fortune Teller. 

 The mood of Act Two slowly transforms over the course of the act, beginning 

with a warm, inviting atmosphere of leisure and ends with the boardwalk completely 
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submerged under water. There is a fluid pace as the amount of people coming and going 

creates a constant sense of movement for the act.  However, small hints transform the 

boardwalk into an ugly and twisted world.  The most noticeable piece of the scenery that 

establishes this idea of impending doom is the weather signal, which adds discs 

indicating a heightened warning about the severity of the storm.  Act Two intensifies with 

the movement of the storm as it slowly builds and threatens the carefree atmosphere of 

the boardwalk.  

 As with the previous act, Act Two contains a few breaks in action that complicate 

the tempo and mood, suggesting the dual nature of the performance with the Antrobus 

family’s story and the life of the production company.  Sabina’s seduction of Mr. 

Antrobus is one of the highlighted moments of Act Two, since Sabina’s pursuit is halted 

when the actor playing Sabina stops the action of the play again.  She offers justification 

by declaring that a member of the audience may react very negatively to watching an act 

of adultery on stage.  It is noteworthy as the climactic moment of this scene is not the 

culmination of the seduction, but the break in the action that draws attention to the 

audience’s feelings. 

 
Commercial Vitality – False Sense of Stability 
 
 Act Two begins with a commemoration of the past, not only for the ice age and 

dinosaurs, but also for those who were left behind by history.  Act Two presents a 

promising time for the human race, in particular with flourishing technology and 

commerce.  This environment contrasts the cave-like womb of the Antrobus home, as the 

boardwalk lacks any protective structures and contains venues for entertainment.  This 

type of society has a way of priding itself by living frivolously without realizing they are 
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on the cusp of destruction and refusing to acknowledge any sense of danger.  The 

boardwalk’s emphasis on pleasure appears as a reward for humanity and Mr. Antrobus 

affirms that humans have suffered all that is possible and no longer needs to feel 

burdened by the past or anticipate future catastrophes.  Even though the characters affirm 

that they are in a new promising era, conflict begins almost immediately after these 

affirmations—beginning with the family’s strained relationship and reverberating 

outward.  Even though the visual atmosphere of the act is carefree, the family’s 

interaction demonstrates that the boardwalk’s vitality is not founded in any substantial 

human enlightenment.  Instead, this pleasant condition is an illusion that humanity 

attempts to maintain through visual distraction.  Of course, the end of the act annihilates 

this illusion as the deluge wipes away the boardwalk completely.   

 The founding inventions of humanity that were presented in Act One reappear in 

this act, but humanity has found alternative uses for them—mostly connected to 

enjoyment.  For example, Act One presented fire as a core invention for the human 

race—as it sustained humanity through the ice age.  The characters had to continuously 

work to maintain the fire, a work ethic that is missing from the boardwalk environment.  

The fire gave off light as an image of hope for humanity and served a real purpose, giving 

warmth and light to the family.  Light reappears in this act, but through electric signs—

which takes the effort of flipping a switch.  The signs are used for entertainment—to 

direct people to shops, attract people to buy sugary food, and play games.  This form of 

light contrasts the effort characters had to take when using fire as the main source of 

light.  Technological developments have taken away the need for constant human effort, 

leading them to take a more lenient approach to life in general.   
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Boardwalk Society and Culture 
 
 Act Two appears more cohesive in terms of the 1940s style—which may appear 

more pleasing or acceptable to an audience as it lacks jarring compilations of time 

periods.  However, the lack of anachronisms is actually a negative feature illustrating the 

characters’ lack of connection to the past.  An awareness of global community is 

introduced from the very beginning and extends beyond human life, containing all other 

living beings.  Act One established a 4000-year timeline, referring to the literal dating 

system of the Bible, but Act Two introduces the Darwinian theory of human history, that 

humanity was not recently started by a creator, but evolved from other forms of life.  

Evolution proposes that humans have been living for hundreds of thousands of years and 

are linked to every other living thing.  The evolutionary timeline is established with the 

annual convention of living things, as it is the six hundred thousandth annual convention.  

Also, Mr. Antrobus admits that he used to have gills and that he “hesitated 

between…uh…between pinfeathers and gill-breathing—and so did many of us here—but 

for the last million years I have been viviparous, hairy and diaphragmatic” (52).  While 

admitting this, he assures that now he is completely human.  Therefore, this timeline 

draws more attention to man’s connection and responsibility to all living things—

demonstrated physically later when the family calls the animals to the ark.  The inclusive 

nature of the Boardwalk convention places humanity in context with a wide spectrum of 

beings.   

 Society functions in similar forms as Act One, oscillating between specific 

moments of family life and broadening to multiple layers of relationships in the world of 

the boardwalk.  Act Two, however, draws greater attention to the contrast between 
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private and public life.  The play illuminates this idea since Mr. Antrobus is the official 

representative of humanity but also maintains his role as the patriarch of the Antrobuses.  

This family is still the dominant social group in Act Two, but in a more fragile state as 

they are surrounded by distractions (in comparison to the closed, home environment in 

Act One).  Overarching community is present as boardwalk visitors and conveeners 

frequently stroll around the space and gather on various occasions.  Act Two also 

implements a more expansive focus at moments by drawing direct attention to audience 

members.  For example, The Fortune Teller offers predictions to select members of the 

audience and the actor portraying Sabina refuses to carry on a scene due to a relationship 

with a specific member of the audience.   

 
Private Sphere: The Family  
 
 Act Two argues that personal actions of infidelity and violence instigate 

unraveling while macro events outside of human being’s control (like a flood) assemble 

humanity together.  The events reveal that the condition of the family is very delicate, 

that it should not be taken for granted.  Living for the present takes its toll on the 

relationships within the family, and they learn through Act Two that they must actively 

preserve this core social unit.  By living for immediate pleasure and not having a specific 

and collective goal to strive for, the family lacks a foundation—leading to their undoing 

near the end of this act.  As the world of the boardwalk illustrates, when one desires 

pleasure above all else, entities that have lasted for generations can easily deteriorate and 

be forgotten.  The family remains intact at the beginning of Act Two, but presents a new 

sense of self-awareness as the first family of the human race.  There is a clear difference 

between the public personas that the family members portray when playing the role of 
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humanity’s first family than when they are interacting in private.  The condition of the 

family is seen as a warning for those who find themselves in promising circumstances, 

noting that it is most easy to lose everything that has been built up in those times.   

 
 President Antrobus.  As President of the Ancient and Honorable Order of 

Mammals, Subdivision Humans, Mr. Antrobus’s status has altered dramatically.  His 

previous inventions are noted—for resume purposes—but it is likely he has not tinkered 

with inventing for some time.  With his new social position and the optimistic spirit of 

the world, Mr. Antrobus’s new point of view eventually becomes disastrous for the whole 

family.  The favorable condition of the world does not ask for immediate care or concern, 

allowing Mr. Antrobus believe that an awareness of humanity’s foundations is not 

necessary for this pleasant era.  During this act, he becomes more impulsive by following 

his own advice, “Enjoy Yourselves.”  He demonstrates emotional distance from his 

family, due to his newfound fame and power.   

 Mr. Antrobus has grown weary of being dutiful to his family and constantly 

working to make them happy.  The Fortune Teller articulates this flaw within Mr. 

Antrobus as she articulates the President’s perspective to Sabina: “He’s forty-five.  His 

head’s a little dizzy….He’s never known any other woman than his wife.  Whenever he 

looks at her he realizes that she knows every foolish thing he’s ever done” (70).  In his 

mind, the family has become a chain that ties him down, not allowing him to pursue 

personal desires.  For example, he displays aggravation towards his wife (“Now, Maggie, 

I warn you.  A man can stand a family only just so long.  I’m warning you” (65)) as well 

as resentment towards his son (“After this you can stay home.  I wash my hands of you” 

(62)).  Therefore, Sabina easily seduces Mr. Antrobus, enticing him to start a brand new 
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life and reject his former responsibilities.  Even though Mr. Antrobus’s adultery is in the 

present, it connects to the original sins of mankind, instigating damage to future 

generations.  Mr. Antrobus’s actions do not only have an affect on his wife, but it echoes 

to all women, marriages, and the institution of the family.  The reverberations of his 

choices—including Mrs. Antrobus’s reaction and Gladys’s mimicry of Sabina—change 

Mr. Antrobus’s decision.  Eventually, he feels compelled to reconcile with his family; 

however, the main arc of action for Mr. Antrobus on the Boardwalk is one of impulsive 

action that eventually leads to a hurried redemption. 

  
 Maggie Antrobus.  Mrs. Antrobus’s pursuit to preserve her family at all costs 

remains her main objective through Act Two.  In the beginning, she represents the image 

of a dutiful First Lady, standing by Mr. Antrobus’s side during his speech and supporting 

him when he forgets his words.  Her “impromptu” speech demonstrates that she is not 

spellbound by the promising visual distractions of the age.  She tells the crowd who has 

gathered at the convention that the motto for the times should not be “Enjoy Yourselves” 

but “Save the Family.” This warning demonstrates that while society has been stable for 

some time, it is not appropriate to immediately begin celebrating as the present 

circumstances offer the perfect opportunity for destruction. 

 She also acts as a protective force for her husband, from other politicians and 

women.  For example, when Mr. Antrobus’s political rival walks by, she defends her 

husband against allegations that the Conveener made against him.  Mrs. Antrobus’s 

motivations go through very little change if any, which allows Mrs. Antrobus to represent 

the instinct of preservation.  The other characters around the boardwalk do not  
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demonstrate this desire to preserve, leaving Mrs. Antrobus as the only force which does 

not perceive humanity’s current condition as a time of immediate enjoyment.   

  
 Henry Antrobus. Henry does not appear often in Act Two, but his presence is still 

important to complete the image of an iconic American family.  He appears to be at a 

breaking point between childhood and adulthood, instigating even more explosive 

behavior.  He is much more openly aggressive in Act Two, particularly with the various 

groups of people strolling around the Boardwalk.  Henry has two noteworthy moments 

during this act, and both refer to his original identity as a Biblical figure.  He continues to 

revert to violent tendencies by attacking a chairpusher with a stone, illustrating how his 

impulses to act aggressively are still present.  Henry also nearly misses rescue on the 

boat, as he cannot respond to his false name in the chaotic moment of the storm.  Before 

the deluge engulfs the boardwalk, Henry has still not appeared to reunite with his family.  

Hearing his actual name is the only way he can find his family, which Mrs. Antrobus 

does just as the storm reaches a tumultuous level.  This event suggests that the family 

cannot hide under the “Antrobus” family illusion but must reconcile with their authentic 

nature in order to survive. 

  
 Gladys Antrobus.  Gladys’ condition as a living doll increases as the Antrobuses 

are the Presidential family, an icon for all human beings.  Mrs. Antrobus continues to 

remind her daughter to act like a lady in public, but this commandment emerges from a 

concern with the family’s public image.  Gladys shows signs of making the transition 

from “daddy’s little girl” to womanhood—through adopting new kinds of clothing.  She 

takes a leap to becoming a sexualized object when she mimics Sabina; but Gladys does 
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not seem to comprehend the sexual implications of Sabina’s outfit.  She acts out of 

innocence, noting how Sabina easily captured her father’s attention.  Testing sexual 

waters through clothing is alarming to both Mr. and Mrs. Antrobus, alerting her father 

that the family is completely falling apart.  Gladys’ choices are not a poor reflection on 

the character but the cultural environment of the boardwalk, noting how simple 

distractions can break a family apart.   

 
Public Layers 
  
 
 Special Outsiders.  Act Two contains two unique outsiders that play prominent 

roles in the action of the Boardwalk—Sabina and the Fortune Teller.  These characters 

are not members of a larger social group—like the Boardwalk visitors or the Antrobus 

family.  They are the only characters that have no social or familial bonds to provide a 

sense of groundedness.  Both characters react to this state as an isolated being in 

contrasting ways.  Sabina actively seeks out romantic attachment while the Fortune Teller 

makes no attempt to latch on to a group of people, distancing herself from the human 

community. 

  
 Layer One: Lily “Sabina” Fairweather.  Sabina reappears in this act, but is no 

longer the maid bound to the Antrobus family.  From the time Act One ended to the 

present, she has been scheming to acquire Mr. Antrobus as her lover.  The steps she has 

taken to achieve this goal include changing her name and winning the local beauty 

contest, judged by Mr. Antrobus.  Sabina seems to have tricked the family with her new 

outer appearance—as she wears a red bathing suit and red stockings.  Gladys looks at her 

as someone to emulate while Mr. Antrobus and his son are sexually attracted to the new 
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Sabina.  This type of attraction has led to the conclusion that Sabina is a “femme fatale,” 

and eventually seduces Mr. Antrobus and convinces him to leave his family.   

 To achieve her goal, Sabina establishes a partnership with the Fortune Teller, who 

offers her advice and guidance.  Completely absorbed in her own desires, Sabina does not 

confide in or acknowledge the audience.  Instead, her attention is set on pursuing Mr. 

Antrobus and she rarely acknowledges any other characters.  As the storm quickly 

heightens, Sabina realizes that her only chance of survival is in the Antrobus family’s 

boat.  Mrs. Antrobus reluctantly agrees to let Sabina board, but only if Sabina agrees to 

reprise her role as the maid and work in the Antrobus kitchen.  Sabina’s role in Act Two 

demonstrates how a world filled with distractions can destroy relationships and that living 

for pleasure only leads to moral corruption that cracks the foundation of communities.   

  
 Layer Two: The Fortune Teller.  Act Two also introduces the Fortune Teller, a 

character that appears to exist outside of the circumstances of the play because she does 

not seek shelter with the approaching storm.  The Fortune Teller does not interact with 

many visitors on the Boardwalk and observes the behavior of the Antrobus family from a 

distance.  She appears much more powerful than a typical gypsy—accurately predicting 

the weather and the fate of the Antrobus family.  By her occupation, she claims to have 

access to the future, and informs the audience of the immediate future of the play.  As 

impending doom is a common feature of the play, the Fortune Teller also predicts what 

type of death different audience members will face eventually.  The Fortune Teller is the 

first person to introduce the danger of a great storm approaching the Antrobus family, 

demonstrating omniscient knowledge.  She acts as a messenger for the Boardwalk 

visitors and the family, warning them as Noah to his peers and prophets to groups of 
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people in Biblical narratives.  Her characterization brings about many inconsistencies.  

On one hand, she appears to embody a direct connection to the supernatural—to God or 

represents God—but she also guides Sabina through her seduction of Mr. Antrobus.  

Perhaps the Fortune Teller believes that fate is already set and people simply have to act 

it out, giving her reason for pushing Sabina to the correct choices to take Mr. Antrobus.  

This act complicates the Fortune Teller as she is not a clear messenger from God but a 

kind of supernatural force that works for neither good nor evil, but both. 

  
 Layer Three: Boardwalk Visitors and Conveeners.  As with Act One, an outer 

layer of characters appears within the Antrobus’s environment.  This act contains a 

variety of human visitors to the Atlantic City Boardwalk—which include politicians, 

Bingo players, and chair pushers—leisurely walking around the space.  The dialogue also 

suggests that a number of animal visitors are attending the convention of the orders of the 

earth as well, but these animals are not represented physically by actors.  The human 

characters are engrossed with the present and represent the “sinful people” from Noah’s 

time.  Their desire to enjoy the present creates a stagnant atmosphere for the Boardwalk.  

As this act lacks the motion of pushing forward or looking back, the characters are left in 

a state of limbo that offers the illusion of stability and enjoyment.  The characters choose 

to ignore the weather signal—concern for the future—and perish in the waters at the end 

of the act.   

  
 Layer Four: Audience.  There is another rim of community outside of the 

characters in the play: the audience members of the performance.  The Fortune Teller and 

the actor playing Sabina (separate from the character “Sabina”) directly address the 
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audience through the act while the other characters remain rapt enjoying the Boardwalk.  

Act Two’s interaction with the audience differs from Act One since the audience’s 

feelings and reactions are taken into consideration.  In Act One, the audience is simply a 

confidant that Sabina and the Announcer directly address.  Act Two alters this 

relationship as the actor playing Sabina and the Fortune Teller select specific audience 

members to address.  The actor playing Sabina draws attention to the audience’s presence 

when she stops the action of the play.  In the moment, Sabina is extremely close to 

seducing Mr. Antrobus away from his wife, but the actor playing Sabina halts the action 

declaring this scene is too harsh to view for a specific audience member.  Due to her 

personal connection to this individual, the actor refuses to play the scene.  The actor 

perceives that even one person’s feelings within the whole community contain a great 

amount of value.  Therefore, the audience is viewed as a whole entity and an organism of 

special, individual parts.   

 
Knowledge  

 The characters alter their perception of knowledge in this act as the boardwalk 

society believes that humanity has reached a peak.  This society rejects preserving history 

and inventing new entities as society enjoys living in the present.  Inventions that took 

tireless effort to discover in Act One are used for trivial fun.  For example, the numbers 

and letters invented in Act One are seen now in a different manner, in the Bingo game—a 

soundscape for the duration of Act Two.  These numbers and letters are not used for 

communicating ideas or discovering new entities, but for a simple game of chance.  The 

Bingo game also indicates that this society emphasizes luck rather than effort, as the 

game revolves around whether the Bingo caller pulls a number out of a bin.  The game of 
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Bingo also relates to an act of maneuvering until all pieces are in place.  For example, the 

Fortune Teller calls “Bingo” on Sabina when she finally lures Mr. Antrobus after a 

number of tactics.  Also, the weather signal contains four discs that need to be put in 

place before the end of the world begins.  The “complete row of discs” on a Bingo 

parallels the weather warning system, but with strikingly different consequences.   

 The message in the bottle that Mrs. Antrobus holds relates to knowledge that has 

not yet been uncovered.  The secret thoughts encased in the bottle indicate that Man has 

not discovered everything yet, undercutting the sense of accomplishment that Mr. 

Antrobus displays.  Wilder gives no specific answers as to what Mrs. Antrobus wrote in 

the letter, leaving it a mystery.  The letter could articulate a feminine understanding of the 

world, emphasizing preservation and community rather than progress or aggression.  If 

the bottle holds a feminist perspective, it would have gone unheard in the time period as 

an overwhelming amount of literature, philosophy, and discoveries were credited to male 

inventors and writers.  Mrs. Antrobus throws the bottle into the ocean after Mr. Antrobus 

says that he is leaving her and the children for Sabina, suggesting that Mr. Antrobus’s 

choices will hide these words forever.  The only other time that characters reference the 

message in the bottle is near the end of Act Three when Antrobus says “The ocean is full 

of letters, along with the other things” (280).   

 
Conclusion 
 
 Even though humanity has reached a commercial peak in Act Two, the play 

undercuts notions of security that are found in material goods.  As this act parallels the 

Biblical story of Noah, humanity has reached a frivolous lifestyle that can only restart 

with the complete destruction of the earth.  The play illustrates the transformation from a 
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world that places a great amount of faith in intellectual discovery to a culture of pleasure 

through the representation of important objects that were created in Act One.  These 

inventions are associated with entertainment in the new age of humanity, and while this 

world of enjoyment does not appear harmful, the characters’ decision to live in the 

present has dire consequences for the family.  This act proffers that humanity truly 

thrives only in an age of true substantial invention.   

 
Act Three: Beginning Again 

 
 From the opening moments of Act Three, the tone of the play is taken into a new 

direction—one that is more somber.  While the other acts began with a “News Events of 

the World” segment, this one begins with Sabina announcing to a disheveled house that 

the war just ended.  The specific scenario of the war is never mentioned, suggesting that 

the struggle represents all violent conflict.  In contrast to the other two, Act Three 

contains no foreboding disaster or the perils of survival.  Instead, it explores how 

humanity rebuilds, what steps it must take.  Act Three demonstrates how preservation is a 

necessary action of the human race, supporting Mrs. Antrobus’s actions as the keeper of 

the household.  Her objective through the whole play—to preserve the family—is 

rewarded as the family is fully restored and reconciles their relationships.  The characters 

re-establish their previous form of life in order to encourage a new age of humanity to 

arise.  Sabina fosters this at the beginning of the act as she announces the ending of the 

war and asks Mrs. Antrobus and Gladys to put on their old clothes, suggesting that they 

can return to the comfortable nature of their Act One lifestyle.  Stability in this act refers 

to orbiting back to the familiar, as women in the household observe familiar lights 

outside, like the A&P grocery and streetlights.  They also see neighbors sweeping 
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outside, bringing up imagery of people picking up the pieces after the disaster.  Gladys 

asks about the return of routine: “Sabina, how soon after peacetime begins does the 

milkman start coming to the door?” (271).  The women begin cleaning up the living 

room, getting it back to a familiar formation, as much as possible. 

 Conserving, however, is only one step to rebuilding humanity.  To complete the 

restoration of civilization, Mr. Antrobus invokes the words of philosophers who have 

lived before the modern age.  Through speaking these words, humanity is set back in 

motion again, suggesting that these words contain a spiritual power that guides the human 

race.  To highlight this, Wilder includes actors that represent the philosophers as hours of 

the night, circling around Mr. and Mrs. Antrobus at the end of the play. 

 
Plot Synopsis 
 
 Act Three returns to the Antrobus living room, but it has not been inhabited for 

several years due to a war.  Sabina, dressed in military attire, enters from outside 

announcing that this conflict has ceased.  Instead of moving forward with the action of 

the Antrobus family’s play, the stage manager halts the performance to inform the 

audience that the actors who were supposed to play the hours and planets have taken ill.  

As a result, ushers will take over the actor’s roles and the company needs a brief 

rehearsal to review the lines in a hurried fashion before moving forward with the play.   

 When the play resumes, Mrs. Antrobus, Gladys, and Gladys’ baby emerge out of 

a trap door in the living room.  Sabina announces that Mr. Antrobus and Henry are alive 

and that the women should wash and change into their former clothes for the patriarch’s 

arrival.  Henry quietly sneaks into the house with no intention for a warm family reunion, 

but due to exhaustion from the war, he falls asleep.  Sabina and Mrs. Antrobus begin to 
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put the house back in order, trying to recapture the comfort of Act One.  Afterward, Mr. 

Antrobus arrives home with the intent of killing Henry, naming him his “deadly enemy” 

(277) who he cannot live with at all.  As the argument between Henry and Mr. Antrobus 

escalates, the actor playing Sabina and many other members of the acting company 

intervene to stop the fight.  They inform the audience that this moment of the play is 

often unbearable for the actor playing Henry and that his troubled relationships with 

father figures are to blame. 

 When the actor playing Henry exits, Mr. Antrobus confides to his wife that he has 

lost the will begin, noting that he feels too worn down to even attempt to restart the 

world.  Sabina asks Mr. and Mrs. Antrobus if she can go celebrate the ending of the war 

with the other people, noting that she saved some beef cubes to exchange for a movie 

ticket.  After Mrs. Antrobus tells Sabina to give the beef cubes to those who are in need, 

Sabina argues that she did not create this war and that she needs some form of diversion 

to feel human again.  After Sabina leaves, Mr. Antrobus asks for his books in order to 

scour for some source of inspiration.  He turns to philosophers and affirms that God has 

given humanity opportunities to start again, cueing the hours of the night to offer the 

words of the ones who have gone before.  The hours present quotes from Aristotle, Plato, 

Spinoza and end with the first sentences of Genesis of the Bible.  At the end, Sabina 

appears, dressed as she was at the beginning of the play, saying that the family will 

continue like this perpetually and wishes the audience a good night. 

 
Tempo, Rhythm, and Mood 
 
 Unlike the previous sections of the play, Act Three begins with a very quiet and 

somber atmosphere and pace.  The Antrobus home seems to be empty, and the family 
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slowly begins to re-emerge and regain their vitality from Act One.  Before that happens, 

the action of the play is interrupted with a rehearsal.  This completely juxtaposes the 

solemn atmosphere of the play as the actors show frenetic energy over their sick 

counterparts and quickly hurry through a rehearsal of the final moments of the play.  The 

actors aspire to move through this process as quickly as possible as they want to get back 

to the action of the play and respect the audience’s time.  Once the rehearsal is over, the 

slower tempo and tentative rhythm re-emerges.   

 The pace begins to escalate when Henry reappears at site of the house, 

culminating in a heated argument between father and son.  He brings a great amount of 

violent energy into the home, creating tension among the other family members.  This 

outburst dissolves when the actor playing Henry is taken offstage to cool down.  After 

Mr. Antrobus confesses that he lost the will to press on, the pace of the play slowly builds 

again building toward the speeches of the hours.  This movement replicates a machine 

coming back to life, with a slow start but eventually creating an exhilarating continuous 

motion.  This dissolves when Sabina re-enters to begin the play all over again.   

 
Knowledge as a Guide  
 
 The rebuilding of the world comes in two forms: rebuilding the foundation of the 

home and returning to ideas that span long periods of time.  This act demonstrates how 

humans must actively preserve knowledge—most notably in book form and in an 

individual’s mind.  In the beginning of this act, Mrs. Antrobus and Gladys have been 

preserving Mr. Antrobus’s books, awaiting his return.  Keeping the books through the 

ages illustrates a physical act of preserving great authors, but Wilder also suggests that 

knowledge needs to be saved in memory as well.  Throughout his life, Wilder memorized 
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passages, first pages, and quotes from classics of the Western canon.  He puts this action 

in the play as the actors, who represent the philosophers, speak the quotes from memory.  

The play does not seem to value those who want to erase ideologies or start life from a 

completely blank slate.  This is why Henry’s point of view is criticized—as he wants to 

build his own idea of the universe by destroying everything discovered previously.  He 

comes from the perspective of rejecting history, a theory of human progress that is 

critiqued and destroyed in Act Two.  Act Three argues that the thoughts of inventors, 

philosophers, and writers establish order in civilization, which is why the end of the play 

visually demonstrates knowledge in the context of a clock.  The imagery suggests that 

these writers provide stability and a steady rhythm for human civilization.   

 During the improvised rehearsal of this last sequence, the actors approach the act 

of imparting knowledge in a hurried fashion.  A sense of sincerity is completely absent 

during this rehearsal, as the actors run their parts as quickly as possible, even skipping 

some of the words.  The audience also receives a complete interpretation of what the 

hours mean, which gives the audience time to reflect upon this presentation.  As a portion 

of each quote is spoken twice in Act Three, it demonstrates the act of orbiting, returning 

to an entity previously visited.  The philosophers as hours create an almost ritualistic 

experience as we are already aware that there is a set order for the actors speaking the 

lines.  The tone of this act varies greatly, from slowly rebuilding humanity, a messy 

rehearsal, to a steady rhythm with the hours of the night.  Even though this act is the 

shortest in length, it illustrates the widest variety of mood with the long break in action 

and evolution from the end of the war to restarting humanity.   
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Rebuilding the Core – Family 
  
 Again, the nuclear family is the main form of society in this act, appearing in two 

forms: the Antrobus family and the acting company as another version of a “family.”  

Instead of beginning this act with a solid core of relationships, the Antrobus family is 

scattered geographically and emotionally from each other.  The prominent action of the 

family in this act is to restore itself, starting with the Antrobus family rebuilding their 

relationships one at a time.  Mr. Antrobus and Henry have been fighting on opposing 

sides in the war while Mrs. Antrobus and Gladys have remained at the site of their house 

in Excelsior, hidden from danger.  Through this act, they must reform their cohesion as a 

nuclear family.  A parallel family is formed with the members of the acting company, 

including the players who portray the Antrobus family.  Meaning, similar parent and 

child relationships form within the acting company, appearing when Henry breaks 

character.  This suggests a sense of community and support among the players, which is 

also illustrated when members of the production company step in for ill cast members 

during the presentation of the hours.  In the final moments of the play, the production 

team members in contemporary clothing are seen side by side with the Antrobus family, 

creating a visual union between the past and present.   

  
 George Antrobus.  Mr. Antrobus has been serving in the military—although, 

details about his duties or role are not specified other than a major conflict with his son.  

Henry wants to rebuild civilization by destroying everything that has preceded his time.  

Mr. Antrobus, however, believes that for any kind of civilization to exist, humanity 

should conserve the thoughts of forefathers.  Even though their arguments are highly 

intellectual, the father and son have transformed this into physical violence: war.  Mr. 
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Antrobus has little hope for a peaceful reconciliation, and thinks that war is actually 

easier compared to living in peacetime with his son.   

 Prolonged warfare has depleted Mr. Antrobus’s optimism for both knowledge and 

humanity.  He admits that he has lost the desire to begin again and craves hearing words 

from the philosophers in order to gain some sense of ingenuity or inspiration to create 

new worlds.  He claims that three things have given the impetus to begin again: the voice 

of people in their confusion and need, thoughts of his family, and his books (282).  The 

words in the books seem to be the most potent of the three as the play presents a visual 

and metaphorical presentation of philosophers’ words.  Mr. Antrobus refers to these 

books as guides that encase the memory of mistakes to warn humanity and provide a 

sense of security to believe in human existence.  He appears completely transformed by 

the end of the act, gaining a new sense of wisdom that he did not possess in Act One or 

Two.   

 
 Henry Antrobus.  Between Acts Two and Three, Henry has also taken on a new 

role outside of the family.  He has become a renegade in the war, and Sabina describes 

Henry as “the enemy” during the war (271).  Henry has transformed from a son who has 

outbursts of anger into a powerful militant presence.  This change of character 

demonstrates how small moments of violence eventually expand to have monumental 

consequences.  This also connects the initial sin Cain committed with the subsequent acts 

of violence between human beings.   

 Henry returns home and harbors extremely negative feelings towards his father, 

claiming that his destructive acts for the past seven years were aimed to rid himself of his 

father that the others were just “substitutes” (104).  This personal vendetta functions on a 
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dual level of a father/son conflict as well as ideological warfare since Henry’s hate also 

represents the conflict between tradition and new ideas.  In terms of perspective, Henry 

endeavors to annihilate everything that has come before him: “What have you got to 

lose? What have they done for us? That’s right—nothing.  Tear everything down.  I don’t 

care what you smash.  We’ll begin again and we’ll show’em” (109).  Act Three also 

introduces the life of the actor playing Henry, which was never seen in the previous two 

acts.   

 
 Maggie Antrobus.  In Act Three, Mrs. Antrobus has been living in the basement 

of the house with Gladys and her baby—representing the next generation.  Once again, 

Mrs. Antrobus’s main driving force has been to survive and preserve the home.  The 

rebirth of the family can only commence when every member of the Antrobus household 

(including Sabina) returns, and Mrs. Antrobus has been anticipating this moment for a 

while.  She works to keep her family together, living with only what is necessary and 

keeping out of danger.  Through the war, she decided to remain at the gravitational point 

of the family—the home in Excelsior, New Jersey—keeping her daughter and grandchild 

safe and alive during the war.  They have waited out the war by living underneath a trap 

door, separate from society and the men of the family.  She has also preserved Mr. 

Antrobus’s books, by hiding them under the living room floor.  After coming out of the 

basement and hearing that her family will be restored, she appears reinvigorated to care 

for the home.  However, this sense of wonder and calm is short-lived, because when the 

old costume comes on, she transforms into the demanding matriarch of the family.  Mrs. 

Antrobus’s rebirth comes from a reinvigoration of domesticity, building the foundation of 

a 1940s suburban aesthetic.   
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 Gladys Antrobus.  Gladys’s reinvention seems to have already taken place at the 

beginning of the act as she has given birth fairly recently.  Both the father or the name of 

the child are not divulged to the audience, it does not seem to be necessary information.  

What this condition suggests is that Gladys has transformed from a child to an adult 

between Act Two and Three.  In the previous acts, she constantly works for Mr. 

Antrobus’s attention through grades and by mimicking other women.  Gladys seems to 

have outgrown those child-like desires from the beginning of Act Three since she holds a 

new sense of calm and maturity that she did not have previously.  Her lack of 

anxiousness or competitive spirit against her brother may emerge from her new 

responsibility as a mother.  She focuses her energy on preserving the child, acting on its 

behalf and not her own selfish desires.   

 
Protective Layer 

 
 Sabina.  Sabina reappears and serves as the impetus for the family rebuilding their 

home.  She has been out on the battlefields, but details of her involvement with the war 

are never disclosed.  She returns to the Antrobus home in order to inform the family that 

the war is over.  Her first action is to begin restoring the external image of the family as it 

was in Act One by commanding Mrs. Antrobus and Gladys to put on their old clothes and 

reassemble the living room.  These acts are used to create a sense of normalcy—the 

foundation for the Antrobus family’s life.  Sabina demonstrates a significant change in 

character, as she is not as argumentative or subversive towards Mrs. Antrobus, a change 

is not directly explained or justified but may stem from her experience in the war.  As the 

whole human race needed to work together and forget about personal desires during the 
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war, Sabina let go of her petty attitude towards Mrs. Antrobus.  The actor playing Sabina 

also soothes the distress of the acting company, serving as a mediator between the actors 

portraying Henry and Mr. Antrobus.   

 
Conclusion 
 
 Act Three presents the Antrobus family in a completely different set of 

circumstances than the previous two acts.  The plot transforms as the family is not on the 

cusp of another disaster, distancing the play from a completely cyclical interpretation.  

Instead, the Antrobus family is shown rebuilding humanity after destruction—an action 

not witnessed previously.  Each member of the family restores their relationships and 

they begin their lives again by starting from their communal gravitational point at 216 

Cedar Street.  They rebuild humanity by invoking the thoughts of philosophers and 

writers whose words have lasted for centuries, inspiring civilization over and over again.   

 
Protagonist/Antagonist Discussion 

 Discussing terminology like “protagonist” and “antagonist” in The Skin of Our 

Teeth is difficult, as these categories do not fit easily within Wilder’s community-driven 

plays.  Using a single character to represent either of these entities suggests that an 

individual can restore or collapse humanity, where the play argues that humanity working 

as a collective unit instigates change.  If one requires selecting a protagonist, Mr. 

Antrobus appears to fit the criteria.  Through the course of the play, Mr. Antrobus’s 

decisions have a prodigious effect upon every character in the play but at the end of each 

act, he identifies mistakes and exhibits the most significant intellectual change among the 

principal characters.  Mr. Antrobus also makes a new discovery in each Act, unlike many 
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of the other characters and relates to Wilder’s own tendency to cherish ideas and books.  

In Act Two, his attitude completely changes to a carefree president.  He learns through 

that act that he should not dismiss the promises he made to his family and that realization 

compels Mr. Antrobus to reunite with his family.  In Act Three, Mr. Antrobus returns 

home completely drained from the war occurring outside of the home and realizes that he 

needs to “begin again” in respect to his relationship with his son and with the rest of 

humanity by returning to foundational thoughts of civilization.  These changes that Mr. 

Antrobus encounters through the play suggest that Mr. Antrobus is the protagonist as the 

other characters lack discoveries or transformations. 

 The interpretation for the antagonist of the play fluctuates as no single character 

correlates with the description this entity in all three acts of the play.  For Act One and 

Two, Sabina suits the description of an antagonist as she insinuates obstacles for the 

family—subversive behavior as the maid and destroying Mr. and Mrs. Antrobus’s 

marriage—and the production team as the actor frequently halts the action of the play.  In 

contrast, Sabina also establishes a distinct rapport with the audience, a camaraderie that 

none of the other characters establish.  She fulfills an almost opposite role in Act Three as 

she attempts to unify the family after the war, encouraging the women to put on their old 

clothes and reassemble the house.   

 Henry could also manifest as the antagonist of the play for his violent, 

uncontrollable behavior that provokes the imbalance within the family dynamic.  His 

impulsive decisions have strained the Antrobus family for thousands of years, since 

Henry killed his brother, Abel.  The family has been trying to regain a sense of 

equilibrium from that event, but Henry’s uncontrollable anger resurfaces to a breaking 
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point in Act Three with the final confrontation between Mr. Antrobus and Henry.  Both 

of these characters fit some descriptions of an antagonist but do not hold through the play 

entirely.   

 
Constantly on the Precipice of Something 

 The overarching thematic idea of the play concerns the perpetual nature of 

humanity, how it endures by returning to intellectual foundations and progressing 

forward.  One of the overarching questions of the play is “what is necessary for humanity 

to recover after catastrophe strikes?” The question of whether the family will survive is 

not really the overall idea of the play, as the play is more centered on the condition and 

choices of humanity as it confronts these situations continuously.  Living by “the skin of 

your teeth” also suggests barely surviving, and in each age the family narrowly endures.  

The family has been constantly bombarded with disasters that nearly destroy them 

completely—from family dilemmas like Cain killing Abel to global disasters completely 

out of their control.  The Antrobus family’s survives by returning to foundational ideas 

and thoughts that guide the characters through difficult circumstances.  

 From a twenty-first century lens, the difficult circumstances appearing in the play 

embody a pattern.  The catastrophes begin from unexplained circumstances and evolve to 

acts that are authorized by human action.  When Wilder was developing the play, he was 

considering writing a fourth act that would draw attention to how technology has dire 

effects on the way humanity progresses.  In Wilder’s time, the natural catastrophes would 

be interpreted without a logical explanation, whereas a contemporary audience can point 

to phenomenona such as global warming, wasting of natural resources, or mistakes by 

human beings (an oil spill for example) to make a rational connection between human 
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actions and natural disasters.  Adding a fourth act to respond more to humanity’s actions 

that harbor disasters increases the orbital movement of the play.  While he did not live to 

see the rising concern for the environment or actual effects humanity has had on the 

environment, the events of the play have an interesting way of leading toward this notion.  

Nonetheless, the play as is holds an optimistic point of view of humanity, that they will 

find a way to endure these difficult circumstances.  The play proposes that as humanity 

continues to encounter problems with the environment, warfare, and technology, the 

human race will return to foundational ideas in order to endure.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

The Design Process 
 
 

Introduction 
 

 The Antrobus family must return to fundamental tenets of philosophy and the 

truths concerning their original identity in order to move forward into the next phase of 

humanity.  To follow this analysis of the play, many ideas could be illuminated in the 

design: 1) the orbital nature of human progress, 2) layers of community, and 3) the 

enduring thoughts that transcend ages.  As the play makes an audience aware of a variety 

of relationships—man’s relationship to myth, an actor’s relationship to their character, 

the production team’s relationship to one another, and the actor’s relationship to the 

audience—each design element should capture a sense of multifaceted layers working 

together as one.   

 What is seen on stage during each act reflects how the characters value 

intellectual history and humanity perceives progress.  In Act One, history and inventions 

are cherished and held in the highest regard, but Act Two counters this completely as the 

world pushes the notion of collective thought aside altogether, creating a world revolving 

around entertainment. Act Three returns to the Antrobus home as the family attempts to 

rebuild civilization after a devastating war by glancing back at the words of great 

philosophers.  The visual environment in Act Three should therefore present a gradual 

progression back to the familiar as the family reconstructs their home. The play argues 

that in order to move forward, one must look back to the starting point of human 

thought—represented visually and aurally in the text. 
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 In each act, the environment is almost like another character, dramatically altering 

the family’s circumstances. Also, since each act was written as one unit and not broken 

down into smaller scenes, the play calls for a gradual evolution of each act, whether the 

ice age is creeping towards the Antrobus home or the family is rebuilding their home.  

The visual world changes drastically from act to act, paralleling how each period of 

humanity has a unique sense of aesthetics.  To complicate the environmental 

requirements for each act, the play also contains another layer concerning the production 

team.  With the multiple breaks in action, the play draws attention to the life of theatre 

artists as they attempt to keep the performance going.  The Antrobus family’s story 

requires an integration of all design elements to show the severity of their circumstances 

while reminding the audience that they are in a theatre.  Many of the obstacles that 

Wilder includes in the play relate to physical phenomenon—such as a flood or ice age.  

Therefore, sound, scenic, lighting, and costume design add much more to this play that 

simple decoration or practical suggestion of environment.  These elements affect the 

overall pace, mood, tempo, and the audience’s awareness of the severity of each disaster.  

The play asks for a design team to solve a variety of complicated problems and be 

innovative in their approach to theatricality, a task that demands a great amount of 

analysis and exploration on the designer’s part.   

 
Overall Process 

 The overall design process for The Skin of Our Teeth emphasized a need for 

collaboration among all design departments.  It is noteworthy that the major ideas of the 

play that I aimed to bring forth in the production related to community and collective 

effort, since the design team is essentially a group of collaborators who bring unique 



 112 

skills to create a unified production.  The play’s “text” includes more than the dialogue 

that Wilder provides for the actors.  Wilder offers a great amount of action for 

projections, scenery, and sound as the ideas are communicated not only through words, 

but within a theatrical experience.  Many of these elements require a compound effort 

among multiple departments.  For example, projections include scenic as it determines 

what the projection screen will look like and the design of the projection slide. Lighting 

design also has an investment in the design of the projection in relation to their plot 

choices and color of the projection images. Sound also provides aural effects related to 

the projections, establishing multiple departments are involved in any conversation 

concerning projections. Wilder’s text also offers an awareness of the acting and 

production company performing the play, which the design team should also address—

adding another layer of complexity.  Therefore, the visual world of the play is a 

compilation of environmental spectacle, innovative storytelling, and an awareness of 

theatre as a contrivance.  True collaboration between the design team and director is 

necessary to create this highly theatrical atmosphere. 

 It is difficult to give an overall assessment of the progression of the design as each 

department approached their work differently.  The design company did not move as one 

homogenous group; instead they worked separately and rarely discussed their personal 

reactions to the script.  The majority of interaction among design departments occurred 

when a practical issue arose that combined two or more areas.  In the scheduled concept 

meeting with all designers—the only concept meeting on the rehearsal calendar for non-

practical discussion about the performances—the design company did not take time to 

explore their immediate reactions to the text or the ideas that inspired them.  During the 
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scheduled meeting, many of the designers were in the middle of other productions or 

projects; since The Skin of Our Teeth was set to open in five months there was not a great 

amount of pressure to explore this play yet.  The subsequent meetings with designers 

were toward practical problems, leaving few opportunities to thoroughly investigate the 

play unless in individual meetings.  This was damaging to the process as the designers 

did not have an opportunity to hear their collaborator’s reactions to the play, and only 

discussed ideas when meeting with the director.  This process illuminated many 

difficulties that a director may encounter with a design team.  For example, when a 

director finds a scenario where a designer does not create drawings, a director may need 

to step in and offer artistic support.  In this situation, a director can either blame the 

designer for not accomplishing their work or offer assistance without taking credit.  If 

some designers are not sharing their work among the group director may need to be hyper 

vigilant in communicating with all designers to make sure that a cohesive visual world is 

being created.  

 The design process for The Skin of Our Teeth was tumultuous on many levels.  In 

particular, the scenic and projection design processes were plagued with exceptions and 

unique circumstances to the point that almost nothing of the ordinary occurred.  To 

counter the difficult aspects of the design process, the costume and makeup departments 

were worked with inspiration and produced highly innovative work that reflected the 

ideas of the play.  The overall design process for The Skin of Our Teeth illustrated a 

variety of difficulties a director may face—both practical and artistic problems.  While a 

director may only wish to approach their work on a conceptual level, theatre is a tangible 

field with a myriad of facets including deadlines, personality disputes, and economic 
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factors to name a few.  At times a director must address these concerns and it was 

unfortunate that many of the complications that arose with the design process for this 

production were practical rather than artistic.  Other difficulties included an agreement 

between director and designer of the interpretation of the play and thorough preparatory 

work, which influences the actualized designs tremendously.   

 
Creation of Design Concept 

 
 

Development of Unity Statement 

 When developing an overall concept, I like to create a unity statement (See 

Appendix C) that transforms the ideas of the play into vivid words for a designer.  Since 

the designers were not used to this form of communication, I kept the statement as a 

whole to myself, but frequently referenced the phrases in the design in meetings.  The 

purpose of the statement is to amalgamate the director’s ideas into one interpretation of 

the text expressed through visually compelling vocabulary.  As questions arise during the 

process, I can go back to that statement, to make sure that the overall design is cohesive.  

Using a statement allows the director to “check” their decisions, to make sure they fit 

within the interpretation and are not choices responding to personal taste or illogic.  The 

unity statement—developed from early twentieth century theatre designers Arch Lauterer 

and Henry Kurth—contains a basic formula: “To (movement of the play in the form of an 

active verb) in order to (a verb that actively describes what the characters are striving for) 

by means of (a verb explaining the actions the characters take) and (a contrasting verb 

that explains the action the characters take) in a time of (a noun that describes the 

condition of the world the characters find themselves in).” Each piece of the statement is 
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viewed individually, meaning the statement is not intended to establish a completely 

coherent narrative as a whole.   

 After analyzing the play, I crafted this statement: “To orbit in order to return to 

an equilibrium by means of barely holding together and breaking apart in a cross section 

of time of scraping together our connective sphere.” The main movement of the play that 

I perceived is “to orbit”, which refers to the characters repeatedly restarting civilization 

by speaking key ideas that set the world in motion.  This verb also relates to the layers of 

relationships, a cosmic community that spans from the characters in the play to the 

audience.  Rounded, concave, and elliptical shapes speak to this kind of connective and 

organic movement.  These rounded shapes, however, must be wary of comic or futuristic 

associations because the play is not a simple comedy or farce; instead they should offer 

the feeling of inclusion.  The structure of the play includes movement of zooming in and 

out, of oscillating from a close focus to broad perspectives.  This movement also has a 

distinct goal: to find some sense of stability or equilibrium so that humanity is at ease for 

a moment.  To counter this solidity, there should always be an unsettling feeling and 

sense of imbalance as the characters cannot find enduring peace.  The contrasting forces 

in the play are the circumstances the communities of the characters and actors find 

themselves in—holding the world together amid catastrophes.  While these are 

complicated ideas, they reflect the multifaceted nature of the play.  As a result, a design 

team needs to be able to juggle these multiple layers of meanings and objectives in their 

work.  Otherwise, the performance will appear too simple to represent Wilder’s dense 

text. 
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Basic Design Images 

 Naturally, it was very difficult to decide upon a cohesive image or theme to unify 

the entire work.  The variety of locations, communities, and events in the play evades one 

type of mood or metaphor.  Act One presents a comfortable suburban home with comic 

moments that parallel a classic situation comedy.  Yet, there are also anachronisms—

dinosaurs and the invention of the wheel—which set the play apart from a familiar style 

altogether.  In the script, Act Two is located on a surrealistic Atlantic City boardwalk in 

the 1940s with a convention of animals taking place and a society rejecting responsibility 

and social morality.  After a flood destroys the world and a monumental war occurs, Act 

Three returns to the location of the Antrobus home.  This is the most realistic act and 

places focus on rebuilding the family members’ relationships.  The act begins in the ruins 

of the Antrobus house, as if taking place in a bombed-out section of Europe in World 

War II.  Through the act, it is rebuilt but not fully restored to the initial comfort of Act 

One.  The numerous breaks in action suggest that the play is not simply about the 

progression of the Antrobus family through each age.  Wilder inserts moments that 

revolve around the creation of a theatre performance, reminding the audience that actors 

and technicians have worked collaboratively to present the play about the Antrobus 

family.  Therefore, it is important to acknowledge in the design that a company of people 

have put forth effort to present this play.   

 To communicate these ideas in a more effective manner, I searched for design 

images that related to either the visual style of each act, abstract images, or a metaphor 

that communicated my interpretation of the play.  I also looked for visual material that 

immediately reminded me of the play in an intuitive sense.  Early on, I did not have a 



 117 

clear direction of what to search for, but took in everything I saw or experienced as 

possible inspiration for the visual world of the play.  It is important to allow this  

“wandering period” to happen for my personal design process, to let the ideas of the play 

incubate in my mind.  During the summer, I went to the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 

New York City as an exercise to search for possibilities of design inspiration.  The play 

includes numerous eras of myth and history, and I thought this museum would be a great 

starting point since its wide collection of artifacts and aesthetic styles reflect from 

numerous cultures all under one roof.   

 The section that accurately reflected the fragmented nature of the play while 

incorporating a sense of history was the Oceania Wing (See Appendix D, Fig. D.1-2).  

This collection holds numerous wood pieces carved for practical and spiritual purposes 

including religious shields, tools, weapons, and full scale boats.  Clearly, in these cultures 

wood was the primary medium for all life.  The human effort used to craft each of these 

pieces is displayed through the objects’ rough textures and irregular shapes.  The most 

striking part of the area is a fully mounted Ceremonial House Ceiling from the Kwoma 

tribe in Papa New Guinea.  The structure is suspended above the viewer and contains 50-

60 large bark carvings in a two-panel roof formation.  These shield pieces represent 

spirits that watched over their community, which parallels the play as the thoughts of 

philosophers hover over the family at the end of the play.  I responded to the way these 

pieces capture the history of the Papa New Guinea culture, the boldness of line and 

shape, and the visible effort taken to create each shield.  While I took a great amount of 

inspiration from the Oceania section in my interpretation of the play as a whole, I did not 

want the visual world of the play to actually resemble this environment.  I opted to refrain 
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from presenting images of these pieces to the design team as these artifacts spoke more to 

my analysis of the play rather than the ultimate direction of the visual world of the play.  

These images echoed the major themes I had identified in the play—offering a sense of 

history, human effort, and commemoration—but not in a visual style that I viewed as 

appropriate.   

 I did not want to lead the designers into a completely primitive aesthetic, so I 

began looking for images that could provide an overall visual metaphor for the play, and 

then for a series of images that could reflect the state of each act.  Through more 

searching, I discovered that geodes could be a suitable design metaphor and inspirational 

point for the design team.  When I studied this object, it resonated more ideas of the play 

including the anachronisms of Act One as it presents people and objects from numerous 

time periods all at once in a cross section of time.  The profile of a geode enables the 

viewer to see all of the rock layers together.  This corresponds to the fragmented nature 

of the play, the anachronisms, and separate groups of community.  The organic geode 

shapes give a feeling of the prehistoric with their rough, cave-like external texture.  In 

terms of production design, geodes offer variety with color that help create the tone of 

each act in a specific manner.   

 Geodes, however, does not accurately reflect the shape and movement of Act Two 

as the Boardwalk presents a world spiraling inward and imploding on itself.  I chose a 

separate image to represent the movement and progression of Act Two: mollusk shells. 

Mollusk shells offer a wide range of color choices, including neon shades that appear 

unnatural.  This juxtaposition of the natural object with a vivid color palette evoked the 

frivolous and destructive nature of the boardwalk world.   Even though two images 
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represent different parts of the play, they are somewhat related as they both form freely in 

the natural world.  

 
Concept Meeting Presentation 

 The production calendar only scheduled one concept meeting, which made me fell 

pressure to present a complete presentation covering my interpretation and visual choices.  

Perhaps I should have asked for an additional concept meeting afterward since the 

meeting did not establish the collaborative environment I wished for.  After this meeting, 

designers begin working alone to design their part in the production.  Therefore, this 

meeting is the only chance for designers to discuss the ideas as a group without worrying 

about the execution or practical concerns with the production.  For the concept meeting, I 

presented a series of slides that related visual metaphors I aimed to work with through the 

rehearsal process.  Rather than sharing all possible inspirational art and objects, I selected 

only a few to present at the concept meeting. 

 The first section of the slideshow drew a clear connection between my 

interpretation of the play and design images.  For example, one series of slides 

demonstrated the orbital progression of the story of the Antrobus family by presenting an 

image of an orbiting sphere with the main plot points of the play (See Appendix E).  The 

first slide showed the inciting incident that the play continually returns to—Cain killing 

his brother Abel.  Each following slide added the subsequent events in the play, visually 

demonstrating how the play constantly returns to the pivotal moment of Abel’s death and 

the family begins again.  The final image in this series presented all of the events in the 

family’s history in an orbital pattern in one image.   
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 The next series of slides presented images that connected ideas within the play in 

the context of an image—such as an orbiting sphere or geode.  For example, the first slide 

presented the progression of thought in the play in the form of an orbiting sphere that 

increases after each revolution (See Appendix F, Fig. F.1).  In this slide, the revolutions 

of thought begin with the Tree of Knowledge, then list the philosophers mentioned in the 

text in chronological order, including Plato and Spinoza.  The next image presented one 

the layers of the earth’s crust, labeling each with a type of community found in the play 

(See Appendix F, Fig. F.2).  Adam and Eve form the core, with the following layers: the 

Antrobus family, Sabina, surrounding ensemble layers, the supporting technical 

company, and then the audience.  This slide demonstrated the ever-changing scope of the 

play, from intimate moments to a view of larger groups.  The final slide connecting the 

interpretation of the play to a visual metaphor presented an image of a geode, with each 

layer labeled with an element of Act One (See Appendix F, Fig. F.3).  This image 

illustrated how an audience perceives all of the anachronistic elements of the play in 

relation to each other, like seeing all of the layers of crystallized rock in a geode.  

Witnessing all of these elements together is intentionally jarring, but theywork together to 

form a cross-section of time. 

 The next part of the slide show proffered images associated with the mood and 

progression of each act.  Using a distinct set of images for each act suggested that each 

act of the play should be viewed as its own entity or world.  The series of images for Act 

One began with geodes containing a muted primary color palette—reflecting the period 

of beginnings and suburban comfort (See Appendix F, F.4).  The later slides 

demonstrated the evolution of the act as the ice encroaches through geodes containing icy 
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blues, purples and whites.  These images offered the suggestion that the ice overwhelms 

the Antrobus house and is truly dangerous.  For Act Two, the first part of the slide 

presentation related to the spiral and inward mollusk shapes, referring to destruction and 

lack of progress in the act (See Appendix F, F.5).  The images that highlighted color 

contained neon and fluorescent shells, offering the suggestion of commercialism and an 

unnatural environment.   

 The slides relating to Act Three emphasized that the Antrobus family is in the 

process of rebuilding after a devastating war (See Appendix F, F.6).  These slides at first 

contained monochromatic geodes to suggest that the beginning of the act is devoid of 

color, as if emerging out of a fog.  As the family rebuilds, color can re-enter the world of 

the Antrobus home, but not completely.  The last slides related to the climactic moment 

of the play, the hours.  Through these slides, I described my only specific idea for the 

performance as I painted the image of a galaxy of stars all around the theatre space using 

both theatre lighting and audience participation with cell phones.  An image of audience 

members at a concert concluded the design presentation, intending to suggest an 

awareness of anachronisms and theatricality for the performance as a whole.  While I was 

confident that the designers could create an environment inspired by the circumstances of 

the play, emphasizing theatre as a contrivance became a more difficult concept to visually 

articulate.  Through the design process, each department acknowledged this issue in a 

variety of manners, some more successful than others.  The cell phone suggestion was the 

first idea planted that broke the typical verisimilitude approach to creating an 

environment on stage. 
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 After presenting these images, I asked if anyone had any questions or wanted to 

talk about the play.  They showed enthusiasm for the images, but did not appear ready to 

verbalize their thoughts or ask questions at this point.  Many factors led to this lack of 

discussion—the meeting was held far in advance and neither of the other shows that 

semester had opened yet. Some designers had not even read the play yet and were too 

worried about productions or class work for this semester, rather than thinking so far in 

advance to February.  The main disappointment with this meeting was the lack of 

discussion, and this set the precedent for the rest of the design process.  Without 

discussions as a group exploring the ideas of the play, decisions were made with 

somewhat shallow analysis or too quickly set in stone.  The thematic questions and major 

ideas of the play were discussed more in detail as I met with the designers individually.  

These meetings were naturally departmentally focused as the group of designers never 

gathered together again to consider the major conceptual ideas about the production 

without worrying about practical solutions of construction or cost. 

 
Costume Design Process 

  
Initial Meetings 

 The working relationship with the costume design team functioned with strong 

collaboration.  The designer had two assistants that she used very well for artistic input 

and issues regarding consistency in the aesthetic of each act.  The group also balanced 

artistic exploration with strong organization to make sure that our thoughts would 

manifest in the final product.  The costume designer was the first designer I had a one on 

one meeting with and we had a good discussion concerning the world of each act and 
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each main character’s journey through the play.  At this meeting, we discussed the basic 

personality traits, objectives, and worldviews of each character in each act.  The main 

question we discussed to determine the fashion of each age was “what do these characters 

value right now?” We agreed on many of the aesthetic choices and character 

interpretation, but the designers had a better understanding of how to practically 

transform idea into design through their collective knowledge of 1940s fashion.   

 We determined that at all times, the costumes would offer a nod to a 1940s 

silhouette, to give some cohesion overall to the clothing in the Antrobus family’s story.  

Each act, however, contains a unique world, which costumes demonstrated as each had 

its own style, mood, and color.  For example, we discussed the possibility of a muted 

primary color palette (with the knowledge that scenic design would contrast with a gray 

color scheme, allowing the costumes to stand out) and utilitarian garments for the family 

in the beginning of the play, showing the characters’ concern for pieces with simplicity 

and usefulness.  For Act Two, we discussed the characters showing themselves off as if 

they are on display along with integrating the mollusk shapes into the design of the 

boardwalk people as well (See Appendix G, Fig. G.1).  The designer’s first assistant 

offered the suggestion of using LeAnne Marshall’s winning collection for Project 

Runway.  Her designs consisted of layered petal shapes, a suggestion that would merge 

the 1940s foundation with surrealistic and fanciful shapes.  Drawing from Marshall’s 

design did not appear completely in the final design for Act Two.  The costume 

designers, however, integrated this shape into another section of the play.  For example, 

Mrs. Antrobus’s Act One dress reflected the mollusk shell aesthetic more than the geode 

aesthetic (See Appendix G, Fig. G.2).   
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 Act Three, set in the aftermath of war, presented difficulties with style as a 1940s 

aesthetic would not illustrate the dire nature of the Antrobus family’s circumstances.  We 

discussed how Mrs. Antrobus and Gladys would even acquire clothing, arriving at the 

conclusion that they made their own garments (See Appendix G, Fig. G.3).  The 

designers also suggested that the women used found materials to create their garments—

such as curtains—reflecting their desperation living underground for several years.  Their 

pieces illustrated how their clothing is not for show, but necessity, as nothing is tailored 

or pristine.  Since the men have been fighting a war, the designers suggested using 

military garments for both of the men and separating the style for each character.  For 

example, Henry had a more renegade garment with many utility pockets and distressed 

fabrics to show how he was in the middle of the conflict at all times (See Appendix G, 

Fig. G.4).  A significant part of Act Three is the impromptu rehearsal, when ushers 

replace actors who have taken ill during intermission.  To set apart the actors from the 

characters of the play, we decided to have the acting company appear in the clothing they 

wore before the performance.  This choice separated the Antrobus family from the acting 

company and established an anachronistic environment for the end of the play, 

connecting the 1940s Antrobus family to contemporary college students (See Appendix 

G, Fig. G.5). 

 At the following meetings, the design team presented their research on 1940s 

style with countless photographs from magazines and books.  They presented many 

photos which they found interesting, in terms of both overall garments and small details.  

While I was impressed with their research, I was worried about approaching the costumes 

too literally, placing too much emphasis on these historical images as their ultimate 
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design.  We had discussed taking the 1940s as an inspiration, not as literal style for the 

play.  This proved to be an issue with Sabina’s bathing suit, which was nearly duplicated 

from a photo in a fashion book (See Appendix G, Fig. G.6-7).  We responded very 

positively to the photo of a 1940s bathing suit in the book—noting that it appeared 

flirtatious and whimsical.  In the actualized design, however, the bathing suit did not 

appear to mesh with the other costume design choices in Act Two in terms of shape and 

color.  This made Sabina stand out, but perhaps we could have found a way to transform 

the shape of this research image into a piece that suited the style of the other garments. 

 After this meeting, the costume design team presented collages combining both 

selections of research and swatches, and these collages illustrated how the team lacked a 

strong vision for Act Two and Three.  Their collage for Act One contained lined textures 

and a specific muted color for every character.  They also presented tweeds and rougher 

textures that show the workmanship behind the fabric, which relates to the ideas of 

human effort (See Appendix G, Fig. G.8).  The displays for the other two acts presented 

issues with concept.  For example, we had discussed a vibrant neon color palette and an 

exaggerated silhouette in Act Two, but the collage they presented did not appear 

cohesive.  The collage presented a variety of complex fabric patterns, but some of the 

fabrics did not relate to one another in terms of movement or density of pattern.  We cut 

approximately half of the fabric choices to create a more cohesive collage and then the 

designers selected characters for each fabric (See Appendix G, Fig. G.9-10) In these 

initial meetings, we also discussed how the ensemble would continually add pieces to 

their costume through the progression of Act Two, as if they were collecting pieces 

through the act.  This was to reflect the action of an underwater creature collecting 
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barnacles and crusty layers to their outer shell.  At first, the designers thought of creative 

ways to add accents—shoulder pieces, fabric along the hips, and oversized accessories.  

We discussed that the boardwalk visitors would add multiple pieces to their costumes 

throughout Act Two.  Unfortunately, this idea was pushed to the side and edited to an 

extent that only a few pieces were added and did not make as much of an impact as we 

initially discussed (See Appendix G, Fig. G.11). 

 
Developing a Distinct Appearance for the Family 

 It was important to determine how the family would stand out among the 

ensemble members, particularly among the refugees in Act One and Boardwalk visitors 

in Act Two.  We chose to remedy this issue by creating a unique color palette for the 

family in both Acts One and Two to suggest that they are one unit.  For Act One, the 

designer created a muted primary palette for the family members with each character 

emphasizing one color (See Appendix G, Fig. G.12-14).  Mrs. Antrobus wears a royal 

blue dress with tiered layers below the waist, reflecting the layers of a geode.  Mr. 

Antrobus took the color of green with a refined tweed suit.  The designers selected ochre 

as the main color for Gladys’ costume, with a very youthful dress and brown tights, 

hiding any sense of age or maturity of the actor.  As Henry is actually Cain, his costume 

contained a striped sweater with red—referencing the blood spilt when he killed his 

brother.   

 Act Two provided a unique dilemma as the whole ensemble was dressed in neon, 

patterned garments that were easily distracting to the eye.  Therefore, we needed to 

present the family in garments with a completely different sensibility.  The designers 

suggested using a color to set apart the “First Family” as a distinguishable group: pale 
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yellow.  Each character wears a garment with the base color of pale yellow—seersucker 

for the children and a pale suit for Mr. Antrobus (See Appendix G, Fig. G.15-17).  Mrs. 

Antrobus is the only family member who stands out she appears in a more expensive 

version of her Act One dress.  As her personal motto is to conserve, the designers 

demonstrated that idea through clothing by having her wear a similar garment to the one 

she had in Act One.  The other members of the family respond to the current trends 

whereas Mrs. Antrobus remains the same.   

 
Costumes for Special Characters 

 The dinosaur and mammoth costumes evolved over the course of the rehearsal 

process, even though the designers created a strong idea in our first meeting.  We aimed 

to avoid pop culture references with these prehistoric animals and the designers suggested 

presenting the pets as bones rather than a fully covering costume.  One of the assistants 

suggested the horse puppets for the 2010 London production of War Horse, directed by 

Marianne Elliott and Tom Morriss, as a foundation for the dinosaur and mammoth 

costumes.  The puppets for that production were scale wooden skeletons of racehorses 

that mimicked the movement of horses completely realistically.  The only drawback with 

this approach was the size of the puppets.  The first assistant designer began research on 

the actual height of a young dinosaur and mammoth, discovering that they would be eight 

to ten feet tall.  I began to worry about the possibilities of movement with these creatures 

as we would need at least three people to operate each puppet, making the staging very 

tricky.  Since these large puppets could easily steal focus, we decided to significantly 

shrink the size of the puppets to match the actors’ bodies.  After attending a rehearsal to 

observe movement, a designer suggested a new solution, drawing inspiration from the 
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puppetry in Julie Taymor’s 1997 production of The Lion King, specifically the leopard 

puppet for the mammoth and the Zazu puppet for the dinosaur.  The leopard puppet 

utilized sticks fro the front paws while using the actor’s own legs for the hind legs of the 

animal (See Appendix G, Fig. G.18).  The Zazu puppet utilized a cap connected to the 

puppet’s head so that the actor could maneuver the head of the animal with a hand (See 

Appendix G, Fig G.19).  By switching to this idea, the actors have a greater amount of 

control over their movement play and the characters look more like family pets. 

 The Fortune Teller’s costume evolved constantly through the early stages of the 

design process, since the designers were not able to use a single research image as the 

inspiration for the character.  Through discussions, the ideas we associated with the 

Fortune Teller, concerned the future, supernatural, a direct connection to the audience, 

and a sense of separation from the rest of the boardwalk world.  At first, I gave the 

costume designer a great amount of freedom to explore these ideas.  When the designers 

brought research, we found difficulty finding inspiration that we found appropriate.  One 

of the rejected ideas concerned Czech gypsies, which were associated with “future” and  

“supernatural,” but would not draw an immediate reaction from a contemporary 

audience.  I offered a suggestion, that the Fortune Teller’s costume could be composed of 

trends from the 1950s onward, with iconic pieces that the audience would have an 

immediate reaction to and stand outside of the fashion of the Boardwalk people.  We 

explored this concept and immediately ideas began to flow in our discussions.  This 

approach allowed more freedom from a “correct” Fortune Teller’s costume, which we 

found more gratifying.  For example, we decided to use heelies—sneakers with a wheel 

on the heel of the shoe, popular with kids in the late 1990s and early 2000s with teens—
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as the first piece of this trend driven garment and added pieces like a Sea World poncho 

as the storm grew more intense during the act (See Appendix G, Fig. G.20-21).  The final 

choices embodied a divergence from a stereotypical fortune teller and added a sense of 

delight for a contemporary audience.   

 
Implementation of Design 

 With an overall idea of each costume and sketches made for each character, the 

next step in the process was to buy fabric and build each piece.  From this point on, the 

designers contacted me frequently with questions or costumes in progress to present.  

Even over the breaks, the designers sent images of pieces they wanted to purchase, 

keeping me informed of how they were pushing forward with their work.  Because we 

had great communication through the process, there were no major notes that needed to 

be addressed at the dress parade—the first time the designer and I see all of the costumes 

on the actors simultaneously—as I already knew exactly what would be presented.  Our 

clear communication also allowed for a great amount of artistic exploration with the 

designer’s work, as they pulled from a variety of sources—books, historical images, other 

plays—and evolved their designs over time.   

 
Scenic Design Process 

 
Initial Meetings  

 Our first meeting was held later than I wished, over two weeks after the initial 

concept meeting in which there was time enough to forget the presented slides.  When the 

designer was ready to meet, he wanted to discuss mainly an analysis of the story rather 

than design.  The designer wanted to hear my thoughts about the overall feeling of each 
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space and what I found important about each location.  This meeting, however, did not 

foster a two-way conversation about the ideas of the play; instead I repeated my analysis 

of the play that I presented at the concept meeting.  The designer did reference the 

previous time he designed this play on occasion, and it appeared that he was very 

comfortable with his work on that production.  So much, that he pressed ideas such as a 

Ferris wheel into this production, because he had used that before.  Our meetings were 

largely consumed by me speaking and did not foster a discussion about the play that 

connected ideas with design, and I was not sure after the initial meeting if the designer 

and I agreed on the direction of the design.   

 Projections were an element of the production design that initially fell under the 

territory of scenic design.  These are a unique aspect of the play as Act One and Act Two 

begin with a slide presentation of the “News Events of the World.” These projections 

establish the complication of mediums in the world of the play and commemorate events 

through images.  At the initial meeting with the scenic designer, I addressed this issue in 

terms of the placement of the screen and how the projections could be integrated into the 

production.  It was tempting to put projection panels flat proscenium walls, but that 

would simply reinforce the idea that audience members are passive receivers of the action 

of the play.  The designer said that he would continue thinking about where to put the 

projection screens in the space after I introduced the idea of placing them on the floor, 

which admittedly was not an ideal scenario either.  Eventually, we agreed that two 

screens would be placed above the audience areas, so that the audience would have to 

look across and over their fellow audience members in order to see the screens.  Also, all  
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audience members could watch at least one screen due to their placement (See Appendix 

H, Fig. H.1). 

 The designer offered little input concerning the content of the projections and did 

not introduce the topic in discussions.  Therefore, I pushed this question in our meetings, 

hoping to use the projections in a more inventive manner than just simply copying what 

the script says.  Even if we did copy the script’s instructions, we still needed to address 

the aesthetic feel of each slide.  The designer, however, did not offer possible research or 

suggestions for the content of the slides.  This gave me the first indication that while the 

scenic designer was technically responsible for the projections, another person would 

ultimately need to design them.  

 
Concept for Each Act 

 Creating a unique environment for each act was critical in the scenic design 

process.  The Antrobus home is the central location for Act One—described as a 

suburban home in Excelsior New Jersey.  In terms of the living room, the design used the 

natural curve of the theatre as a guide for the walls of the house (See Appendix H, Fig. 

H.2).  The two focal points included the front door (Mr. Antrobus’ grand entrance) and 

the fireplace (the source for renewing life) (See Appendix H, Fig. H.3).  The designer 

was adamant that the Antrobus home appears as a lived-in space, a place where people 

actually created a home.  This concern created a struggle with the design as the play is far 

from realism and worried that the living room would appear too realistic. The design of 

the home required a balance of details that highlight the anachronisms of the Antrobus 

world with a feeling of suburban comfort.  The designer stepped away from realism 

through the shape of the house walls, utilizing the layers of geodes and rough texture of 
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rocks (See Appendix H, Fig H.  4).  The designer had some creative ideas to offer a blend 

of a prehistoric atmosphere along with a suburban sense of comfort.  During one of our 

discussions, we suggested creating a geode fire pit, with the fire in the form of geode 

crystals.  These pieces could also change color with lighting instruments, from an icy 

blue to a warm orange when the fire is “lit” (See Appendix H, Fig. H.5).  This was an 

inventive way to make the fireplace stand out, relate to the geode concept, and emphasize 

the importance of fire to the act. 

 Act Two presents interesting challenges as it is set on the Atlantic City boardwalk 

vaguely in the 1940s but has a surrealistic nature with excess and a convention of 

animals.  The issues with our approach to Act Two was due to the designer’s earlier 

experience with the play; he already held a set idea of how the boardwalk should look.  

His initial interpretation presented a highly realistic environment, but no one else was 

approaching the boardwalk in this manner. I believed that it was more important to 

communicate the values of the world rather than realism, as this world is consumed with 

an age of celebration and materialism. I asked the designer to think of neon shades as the 

primary color scheme for this boardwalk, resisting a historical depiction of Atlantic City, 

since the other designers were working with that interpretation.  The designer suggested 

placing boardwalk signs over the stage, breaking a proscenium illusion of the theatre 

space.  This placement, however, did not offer a sense of movement as the pieces were 

dead hung for the duration of the act and some of the pieces were not noticeable to 

audience members (See Appendix H, Fig. H.6).  To offer a suggestion of how to think of 

the movement in the production, I reminded the designer of the mollusk shell inspiration 

from the concept meeting as a reference for the possible shape and line for the boardwalk 
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environment.  The designer implemented this into the shape of the boardwalk planks, 

located on a portion of the stage’s edge (See Appendix H, Fig. H.7).  The additional 

pieces in the boardwalk developed later in the process as the design seemed sparse with 

only boardwalk signs and a bare space.   

 Act Three returns to the Antrobus home after seven years of warfare, where Mrs. 

Antrobus and Gladys have been living in a cellar.  The home has survived without human 

habitation or maintenance for years and the women have preserved only the important 

pieces from their comfortable home in Act One.  An image of an ashy geode from the 

concept slide show was chosen to reflect the color scheme and fragmented nature of the 

family’s destroyed environment.  The designer created a large two-piece sculpture 

composed of shards from the walls of the house (See Appendix H, Fig. H.8).  This was 

the only piece of scenery created for this act as he planned on using some of the furniture 

from Act One to offer a sense of familiarity.  Initially, this sounded appropriate, but these 

furniture pieces could not be altered or aged to represent the seven years of damage.  

Therefore, all of the furniture pieces appear unchanged while the walls were in a 

crumpled heap in the rear of the space.  As a result, the lighting designer had to create the 

ashy atmosphere of destruction and warfare (See Appendix H, Fig. H.9).   

 One of the thematic ideas that was addressed in the early meetings concerns the 

current society’s use of knowledge.  For example, knowledge is a highly cherished entity 

in Act One and needed to be presented in the Antrobus home.  We discussed the 

possibility of framing inventions on the walls of the house but these ideas did not come 

into fruition in the model or actualized set pieces.  Act Two diametrically opposes this as 

the inventions that were created in Act One—the alphabet and multiplication table—are 
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used for frivolous purposes in Act Two.  This is illustrated through the signs around the 

boardwalk and the Bingo parlor.  While letters of the alphabet were highlighted in the 

design, numbers were not emphasized as much due to the selection of signs (See 

Appendix H Fig. H.10).   

 When the deadline for the scenic design was quickly approaching, the designer 

responded by asking for daily meetings with me for about a week while he began 

constructing a model.  This model, however, did not contain a full stage and complete set 

in miniature scale to the theatre.  Instead, he presented a piece or two without the context 

of the whole stage.  For example, he presented a few wall pieces and the cornices—which 

would be suspended in Act One.  The designer did not present the heights of each hung 

piece or in the context of the space, offering a vague picture of how the theatre stage 

would be used.  It seemed that we skipped a few steps in the process due to time, as the 

designer did not present any research or inspirational images.  Instead, the designer 

appeared to create the Antrobus family’s walls from sketches that had no actual source 

and the boardwalk signs were pulled directly from clip art images.  At our next meetings, 

he began forming the wall shapes for the Antrobus home.  The walls were highly angular 

and formed in layers and combined cartoonish and free form shapes.  The tweaks we 

made involved creating a curved shape with two of the walls and the general placement 

of the walls.  During these few meetings, the walls in Act One were the only pieces that 

were actually designed.  There were many pieces left unaccounted for including all of the 

pieces in Act Two—the boardwalk signs in terms of design, practicality, and height, the 

benches, boardwalk planks, and platform for the speech—and the large sculptural piece 

in Act Three.  The scenic design came to a halt and it became difficult to gather an 
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accurate picture of the overall look for each act.  The creation of drawings and model 

pieces became stilted, eventually leading other members of the production team to create 

drawings or conduct research—including the technical director and the director.  The 

process evolved from collaborating to problem solving as deadlines were not being met 

and no one had a clear understanding of what would be presented on stage scenically.   

 
Difficulties with the Process 

 Our sporadic meetings and piecemeal evolution of the design left many members 

of the production company in the dark pertaining to the scope of the scenic design.  For 

example, the complete model was not finished until November 30, nearly half-way 

through the rehearsal process.  Before this, I had only seen the model in separate pieces 

and not fully composed in a three-dimensional form.  Also, no one could receive a clear 

answer for the heights of signs or cornice pieces or their placement in the space, until the 

creation of this model (no section views were created for the lighting designer or 

technical director).  This process demonstrated how important clear, constant visual 

communication of the design is for directing theatre.  These circumstances may force a 

director to become more involved with the practical decisions of the production, as I 

found myself in constant communication with the technical director pertaining to gaps in 

scenic drawings or research.   

 One of the major problems that remained unresolved was the ground plan for each 

act.  The designer only provided the placement of the major scenic pieces in the 

background, not any other elements.  A week prior to rehearsals, the designer still did not 

have any drawings except for the upstage pieces that created a backdrop for the action of 

the play.  I asked him when he would complete the ground plan and finally he responded 
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by asking me to create one with pieces of paper of set pieces that I wanted.  I thought that 

the designer would give more input concerning how the space was filled, besides the 

upstage units.  By default, I created full ground plans for each act and the basic shape for 

each act related to the concept meeting slides.  For example, I made the geode fire pit the 

center of the home in Act One1 and all of the other pieces related to the placement of the 

fire.  Each family member had a separate area within the home—referring to the 

designer’s suggestion that the Antrobus house needed to replicate a lived-in space.  One 

of our earlier discussions pertaining to the boardwalk involved benches, but no drawings 

were created for these pieces.  As time was running out and the designer did not offer any 

plans, I communicated our design directly to the technical director to ensure that the 

benches would be built.  These benches reflected the movement of a mollusk shell with a 

curved shape and descending length for each bench (See Appendix H, Fig. H.11).  While 

the designer created a background for each act— such as the walls in Act One and the 

bombed wall sculpture in Act Three—he did not assist in filling the space with other set 

pieces or set dressing.  Even though the designer was adamant about the house feeling 

like a home, he did not help to create that vision through specific props or details (which 

was why the idea of framed inventions never came into fruition on the model pieces or in 

the set itself).   

  Many aspects of our early discussions did not come into full fruition in the actual 

design.  For example, the movement of the walls in Act One did not manifest due to 

difficulties with the execution of the design of the walls.  One of the most notable parts of 

the stage directions are these moving walls, which are supposed to swiftly fly into the 

grid.  With a design that is more horizontal in nature and emphasizes the inclusion of the 
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audience, the walls in this production were intended to move sideways rather than being 

whisked into the air.  Unfortunately, the walls were designed to be stationary; the 

drawings did not include any indication for movement.  When this issue was brought to 

the designer, he reverted to the technical director to find a solution.  This created a cycle 

of problems since it is not the technical director’s job to design the movement of the wall 

units, but nonetheless, the technical director and his staff discovered ways to make these 

pieces shift sideways.  Even though they found ways to make the walls move, when put 

into practice these movements did not give the desired effect.  As a result, the wall 

movements were cut from the performance completely.  This was not an ideal scenario, 

but a director may encounter difficulties like this where the design of a piece that needs to 

be able to “do tricks” does not in reality offer the desired effect.   

 Another issue that developed during the design process pertained to the Ferris 

wheel, a large piece that would eventually be cut. The Ferris wheel quickly became a 

liability to the design for artistic and practical reasons.  At the initial meeting, the 

designer showed enthusiasm for building a Ferris wheel on the upstage wall for Act Two.  

The main logic that he used for implementing a Ferris wheel was that he had used the 

piece in a production in 1996.  I agreed that to explore that possibility for Act Two due to 

his enthusiasm and confidence, but the piece introduced a number of practical and artistic 

discrepancies that would influence the interpretation of the play.  The piece as planned 

would be approximately twenty feet high and span the length of the backstage wall, 

establishing a dominating visual presence.  Also, the piece would need to be covered for 

Act One and Three with a large black cloth, which was problematic as it placed too 

strong of an emphasis on Act Two.   
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Expanding the Use of Projections 
 
 At that time, the Ferris wheel was still being discussed, rehearsals were quickly 

approaching and the lack of necessary design choices began to create concern.  This was 

the opportune time to evaluate the direction of the scenic design process as nothing had 

been built yet, meaning no money or labor had been exhausted at this point.  Even some 

pieces that needed to be built had no drawings or even research images.  Therefore, the 

technical director had no way of pricing these pieces or anticipating the amount of time 

each scenic element needed for building.  Since the anticipated cost of the Ferris wheel 

construction took a great amount of the projected budget and other pieces that already 

had drawings required the rest of the budget.  Therefore, the other pieces without plans 

could possibly not come into fruition due to financial constraints, particularly with the 

anticipated cost of a large, backdrop piece for Act Two.  At this point, a director can 

either ignore these practical issues or prioritize what was actually necessary to present the 

vision of the play to act financially responsible.  Most of the pieces that were already 

designed were essentially background pieces—which have partial view in a thrust space.  

Therefore, I decided to look at the necessity of these pieces and have a discussion with 

the designer over what could be altered or cut.   

 I noticed that the world of each act was presented in a sparse manner and a great 

amount of attention and money was going into the Ferris wheel.  Approximately 40% of 

the scenic budget was being funneled into this piece that was essentially a backdrop.  

Other more necessary pieces of the design were falling through the cracks as they had not 

even been designed yet or the technical director had not even been informed of these 

pieces—creating strain in the budget.  At the time, I still believed that it was necessary to 
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keep the Ferris wheel because was given no other suggestions.2  I began to think, “what if 

the Ferris wheel was a projection on the back wall?” We could also use projections for 

each act instead of having to hide the Ferris wheel piece with a large black cloth in Act 

One and Three.   

  I decided to approach the lighting designer first about the possibility and asked 

her opinion about the feasibility using a projection on the back wall, receiving an 

enthusiastic response.  I then approached the scenic designer about the suggestion, but he 

initially thought it would be a terrible idea.  He, however, changed his mind within a few 

days and asked if we could test out the projections in the space.  The day after rehearsals 

began, the lighting designer, projection operator and I tested the center projector as a 

group, noting that it would appear bright and clear even with the lighting plot.  As the 

designer’s and technical director’s attention would no longer focus on the Ferris wheel, 

they could build more necessary elements like the sculpture piece in Act Three or the 

announcement platform and mollusk benches for Act Two.   

 Even with this change, aspects of each environment needed supplemental details 

that the scenic designer did not provide.  To solve this, I used props to fill the space and 

complicate the environment for each act.  For example, in Act Two, props accumulate 

around the space through the duration of the act to demonstrate the wastefulness of a 

pleasure-driven culture.  These pieces congested the boardwalk as the floor progressively 

grew more crowded.  In the end when the ensemble is “submerged”, the accumulated 

objects suggested debris at the bottom of the ocean (See Appendix H, Fig. H.12).  Also, I 

worked with the props master to add details to the Antrobus home—including specific 

books, toys for the children, and accents that reflect Mrs. Antrobus’s taste (See Appendix 
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H, Fig. H.13).  Implementing props in each act helped solve the problems an 

oversimplified scenic aesthetic presented.   

 The overall process for the scenic design proved to be very challenging due to a 

lack of communication and other hindrances with developing the design.  Our process 

was halted to a great extent due to the designer’s involvement with the previous two 

shows in the season.  Through the process I did not sense a constant exchange of ideas 

occurred between the designer and I.  This became frustrating through the rehearsal 

process due to a lack of imaginative problem solving and clear communication of the 

design.  In our early meetings, I was not sure if he was even inspired by the geode 

metaphor for the play, as he continually referenced the previous production of the play he 

designed over a decade ago.  The problems that arose in this process illustrated the 

importance of the collaborative relationship between the scenic designer and director.  In 

situations like this, a director may find themselves as a mediator attempting to avoid 

problems rather than a conceptual leader.   

 
Lighting Design Process 

 
Initial Meetings  

 The collaboration between the lighting designer and the director was fruitful, 

because we had a good working relationship from previous projects and communicated 

effectively.  We also share a similar aesthetic, liking elegant form and composition in 

theatre.  The designer and I were in agreement as to how light could illustrate the arc of 

each act and the overall appearance for each environment.  Our agreement emerged from 

a series of research images that the designer presented to me shortly after the concept 
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meeting.  For this production, however, I aspired to stretch our comfortable notions of 

visual composition, hinting to a “poor theatre” aesthetic during many moments.  This 

included highlighting the audience’s awareness of being in a theatre and that technicians 

are using instruments to create effects on stage.  At times, this direction for some 

moments of the play challenged our preconceptions of how “professional” theatre should 

appear, but it was to serve the ideas of the play. We decided to acknowledge the breaks in 

action through changes in lighting, through low tech means and unexpected uses of light. 

 
Concept for Each Act  

 As many of the concept ideas related to evolution of time and circumstances (the 

ice age encasing the house, for example), the lighting design illustrated a visual 

progression of color and intensity of light in each act.  We discussed creating a slow 

transformation of light, since the play is not broken down into short scenes but long acts. 

Light is also a central image of the play and manifests in a unique form in each act, 

offering the designer a wide range of inspiration.  In Act One, it comes in the form of 

fire, which is a constant presence in the family home representing hope and the ability to 

survive.  It establishes a sense of community and protection, like a campfire. The 

designer affirmed that she could place lighting instruments inside of the geode fire pit 

structure, even though no drawing for the piece existed at that moment.  This was a 

scenario where the designer initially demonstrated optimism in the collaboration between 

the lighting and scenic design, before the practical complications of non-existent 

drawings and communication occurred.  Eventually, the lighting designer and her mentor 

found a way to place L.E.D. instruments with orange and red tinted gels to suggest the 

fire inside the crystal structure, offering the color and movement of a campfire (See 
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Appendix I, Fig. I.1).  The designer brought images of ice hotels to illustrate the 

atmospheric use of light in Act One.  I asked her to make sure that the look straddles both 

living room light as well as an extreme, icy colorization.  The designer assured that the 

inside of the home would start somewhat normal, but grow more cold as the act reaches 

its end.  The cold temperature of the home was more successful in the early parts of the 

act as the dim atmosphere with cool lighting suggested the family’s precarious 

environment (See Appendix I, Fig. I.2). 

 In Act Two, light is presented with the store advertisement signs, suggesting 

commerce and false vitality.  In contrast to Act One, light is not as much of a precious 

commodity in this world, but used for advertisements and spectacle.  The world uses 

electricity in a way that reflects their excessive lifestyle.  The designer presented images 

from carnivals at night—focusing on the signage and florescent lighting.  The scenic and 

lighting design merged with three of the boardwalk signs, outlining the letters with bulbs 

or using a “light box” for the boardwalk signs (See Appendix H, Fig. H.10).  The lighting 

designer also suggested implementing movement with these pieces, for example bulbs 

flashing or chasing around the signs.  This movement added a great amount of interest, 

not in a distracting manner, but to accent key moments in the play.  During one meeting, 

the lighting designer, scenic designer, and I discussed how to incorporate three-

dimensional form into the design, and the lighting designer suggested implementing 

ropes of twinkle lights, referencing her research of boardwalks and carnivals.  This 

choice, however, did not manifest in the actualized design due to poor planning and 

ineffective communication.  In this case, the lighting and scenic departments needed to 

collaborate in regarding to how the scenic pieces could integrate practical lighting around 
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the performance space.  The lighting design also illustrated the growth of the storm over 

the course of Act Two, with a darkened wash over the space, unnatural gel colors and 

movement with lighting instruments. This demanded a great amount of creativity from 

the designer to not simply create typical outdoor lighting, but look at more abstract 

images to inspire movement and color.  Lighting in this act began with a bright, cheery 

environment that over time transforms into a patchy and darkened atmosphere (See 

Appendix I, Fig. I.3-4).   To suggest that the storm is of supernatural proportions, the 

lighting designer implemented neon purple and teal side light, creating dark shadows on 

the actors and stage (See Appendix I, Fig. I.5).  The actualized transformation from the 

celebratory environment to the destructive storm required adjustment to present this 

unnatural storm.  

 Light in Act Three illustrated a visual demonstration of the family starting their 

lives over after a devastating war, returning to normalcy.  The designer presented images 

of a destroyed urban area with points of ashy rubble and fog.  This image evoked the 

spirit of the beginning of the act, illustrating the devastation of the seven-year war.  The 

designer suggested slowly adding warm face light as each member of the household 

returns to the home, showing a gradual progression of optimistic light (See Appendix I, 

Fig. I.6-7).  The other major use of light in Act Three concerned the philosophers as the 

hours of the night.  I reiterated the idea of creating a galaxy of points of light all around 

the theatre space in the final moments of the performance—using both lighting 

instruments and the audience participating with their cell phones.  The lighting designer 

appeared inspired by this idea and found ways to incorporate multiple lighting 

instruments—dotted gobos on the proscenium walls, glowing orbs on stage, and no light 
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on the audience to encourage them to add their own light (See Appendix I, Fig.  I.8-9). 

With all of the lighting in each act, the most important element was a slow progression; 

into the ice age, the flood, or rebirth of civilization.  While the play is fragmented, we 

decided to honor Wilder’s choice to not include scene breaks.  Instead, the changes in 

atmosphere creeped upon the characters slowly, that the evolution of light is almost not 

noticeable while it happens.   

 
Notable Uses of Light 

 The designer helped create an environmental space with light, drawing attention 

to audience aisles and feeling free to use fixtures that were already in the space.  The 

designer suggested shooting light on the areas surrounding the audience—walkways, 

aisles, and other spaces that are not traditionally considered a “stage.” For example, the 

audience aisles were lit to suggest the exterior of the Antrobus home and actors were lit 

with icy blue light (See Appendix I, Fig. I.10). Also, the walkways behind the audience 

were used, accentuating the architecture of the theatre and forcing the audience to look all 

around the theatre for the action of the play.  In later discussions, the design also included 

atypical theatre lighting to remind the audience of the contrived nature of theatre 

performance. For example, the designer suggested using the pre-existing “class” lighting 

setting when the play halts in Act Three for the impromptu rehearsal (See Appendix I, 

Fig. I.11).  This cue brought up the general fluorescent and bare bulb lighting system that 

is used for the large lecture classes in the theatre space.  Any student seeing the 

performance would be immediately familiar with this lighting for the theatre since it was 

used during classes.  
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 The designer and I discovered a few unique ways of integrating light into the 

actor’s performance.  The designer suggested that the cardboard numerals from Act 

Three appear in the form of glass orbs.  We discussed using the lighted orbs as holy 

objects that the actors carry in a procession.  Eventually, this led to the creation of a clock 

shape, where the actors would walk in step with one another, carrying the lighted orbs.  

This moment was one of the most significant moments of the performance when props, 

sound, lights, projections and actors were working together as one unit.  Another moment 

where the lighting designer instigated the integration between design and performance 

was with the Fortune Teller in Act Two.  The designer suggested that the boardwalk 

lighting could alter significantly when the Fortune Teller speaks, as if the character has 

some control over the action in the Atlantic City.  With this suggestion, I began to think 

of ways to make a clear indication with the actor’s performance that the Fortune Teller 

has special abilities.  For example, I found a “crystal ball” for the character, a large 

bouncing toy ball with a strobe effect inside (See Appendix I, Fig. I.12-13).  The lighting 

designer found inspiration with this new prop and we discussed a variety of moments in 

the play where the Fortune Teller could stop time with by throwing the ball on the 

ground, cueing the change in lighting.  

 
Issues with Implementation of Design  

 After our initial meetings, the lighting design was halted to an extent due to a lack 

of continual discussion of the play.  Our initial discussions were engaging and we gained 

a general idea of how the play’s shape and movement would work with lighting.  As the 

rehearsal process started, however, we did not discuss specific moments or ideas as 

frequently. I shared this concern with the lighting designer to hopefully regain a sense of 
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artistic collaboration that was waning away, but this did not fully re-emerge.  There were 

many factors—including negotiations with the projections—that halted our continuous 

exploration of the text and form.  We became overwhelmed with the practical issues 

concerning the design and implementation of projections—as the production had no 

“projection designer” and our “projection coordinator” was released from the production. 

Eventually, these practical problems and the lack of adequate communication of scenic 

pieces—the heights of each hung piece were not measured in a model or section view—

initiated complications in technical rehearsals. For example, the actual lighting presented 

at Dry Tech did not match our discussions of gradual progression of each act, calling for 

significant adjustments to the intensity and growth of light for each act.   

  
Projection Design Process 

 
Collapse of Collaboration  

 When the Ferris wheel was cut from the performance and a projection on the back 

wall was added, an uproar of anxiety of whether this idea would work ensued.  In terms 

of design, projections overlap both lighting and scenic design, making it tricky to 

determine which department has more control over the projections.  In order to have 

projections that integrate into the other design elements, 1) a solid collaboration between 

scenic or lighting designer needs to be in place; 2) a projection designer is in charge of all 

the projection choices and works closely with the scenic and lighting designer; or 3) an 

autocratic director oversees every choice that is made.  I aimed for a collaborative 

working environment, but the process of the projections transformed into the latter 

situation.  At first, the scenic designer accepted responsibility for overseeing the 
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projections, and the lighting designer, projection coordinator, and I would offer input and 

support.  Even when we gathered together to discuss the projections, the designers and 

projection technician approached the script as a checklist of necessary requirements as no 

sketches or visual research were presented by either designers.  The scenic designer also 

missed multiple projection design meetings, initiating an unplanned transfer of 

responsibility to someone else. Therefore, I pushed the design forward and did my own 

research on contemporary projection artists. I presented possibilities to the designers, 

since no research was being created and the projections needed some type of design or 

plan of execution.  Overall, it seemed that our main dilemma was a lack of responsibility, 

because no one was selected as the projection designer. 

 Nevertheless, the projection design began with enthusiasm as we crafted a plan of 

attack to execute this design element.  Not many members of the production team had 

experience with projections previously, making this endeavor new territory.  As long as 

we worked diligently and created a detailed schedule for research and design, we would 

be able to integrate the projections.  A student was selected to be the “projection 

technician” and his responsibilities were to take the design direction the scenic and 

lighting designers gave and create the slides for the performance.  He was also in charge 

of facilitating the installation of the projections due to his connections with the 

technology offices at the university.  We established a channel of communication so that 

one of the lead designers would be responsible for the look of the projections while 

another person would be in charge of executing that design—mirroring a lighting 

designer’s relationship to a master electrician.   
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 Unfortunately, this plan did not come into fruition for numerous reasons.  The 

source of the problem was a lack of taking responsibility emerging from multiple 

members of the team associated with the projections. The process with the projections 

was less collaborative as I brought the majority of source images to the designers and 

decided the order of the slides.  This responsibility fell to me as no one else presented 

research or took command of the implementation of this design element.  I presented 

images to see what the designers responded to, creating some agreement among the 

designers.  In a meeting before winter break, the lighting designer, projection coordinator, 

and I agreed to execute collective research shared via electronic mail while we were 

geographically separated.  In a meeting before winter break, we created a basic layout for 

the entire performance—noting what images we would research over the next weeks.  We 

created a list of content at this meeting, objects and images to research over the break.  At 

this point, there was no design for the projections, only ideas.  When no one sent images 

over the first weeks of the break, I began to worry about the outcome of the projections.  I 

found a plethora of usable images, something for every part of the play.  Even though this 

was not my responsibility, I believed it was necessary to execute this research since it 

was not provided elsewhere.  

 I wanted to sever myself completely from the projection design once rehearsals 

resumed, and thankfully the production manager and lighting design mentor found ways 

to make this shift possible.  I assembled all of my work onto digital files and a projection 

team was created to take my digital “mock ups” into finalized slides.  After a week, the 

new projection team digitally altered the majority of the images we would need.  Through 

faculty member’s decisions, I was put in charge of approving all artistic content with the 
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projections, officially taking design input away from the lighting or scenic designer 

completely.  In this way, I technically became the designer and made all of the decisions 

pertaining to the cue sheet and order of the projections, but still looked for suggestions 

from the lighting designer.  Since the projections were designed late in the process, many 

were edited or cut out completely during technical rehearsals.  If we had a projection 

designer from the beginning of the process, we could have included more intricate 

designs and interaction with the projections. 

  
Projection Design Choices 

 Even though Wilder lists some of the content of the projections in each act, these 

short descriptions are open to a great amount of interpretation.  For example, the 

projections involving the “News of the World” segments suggest how the current time 

views history.  This sequence in Act One suggests the cross-section of time. as it presents 

names and ideas from the birth of humanity to the present day at the theatre.  The choices 

of images and aesthetics in the projections established connections between 2011, the 

1940s, and prehistoric times (See Appendix J, Fig. J.1-2).  One of the first specific ideas 

that we discussed included projecting a sequence of maps by using a notable internet 

search engine, illustrating the transfer of locations in the text.  This choice would also 

draw attention to multiple forms of perspective—from a bird’s eye view to very close and 

intimate.  Projected images were utilized through the rest of each act, presenting 

gradually changing images in a non-distracting manner.  Each act had its own tone and 

style, reflecting the condition of humanity.  These projections also offered a sense of 

cyclical motion; they were not static, digital backgrounds through the performance.  The 

majority of slides in Act One displayed suburban images from the 1940s, with pieces of 
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ice popping up in the image gradually during each scene (See Appendix J, Fig. J.3).  The 

growth of the ice increased in speed and quantity as the climax of the act approached (See 

Appendix J, Fig. J.4).  For Act Two, water color illustrations of the Atlantic City 

Boardwalk were displayed on the back wall for a variety of scenes.  Through research, I 

discovered a variety of post cards advertising Atlantic City in the 1940s that fit with the 

flat and cartoonish scenic design (See Appendix J, Fig. J.5).  To counter the superficiality 

of the drawings, actual images of storms appeared in the projections, offering 

juxtaposition between the carefree nature of the boardwalk and the monumental storm 

that demolishes all life (See Appendix J, Fig. J.6).  This choice joined the superficial with 

realistic circumstances.  To offer a sense of nostalgia for comfortable life, Act Three 

returned to the suburban images displayed in Act One, but in a unique manner.  The 

images were first presented as distorted, monochromatic, indiscernible photos, but over 

the course of each French scene, they become more clear (See Appendix J, Fig. J.7-8).  

The transformation of these images relates to the rebirth of humanity as the Antrobus 

family slowly reassembles their living room.  The projections demonstrated a slow move 

from chaos to order just as the end of the play presents the hours slowly revolving around 

the family.  In the final moments of the play, the projections transformed into moving 

galaxy images, establishing a distant perspective of humanity.  

 The slides were also used to suggest that the performance is constantly in motion, 

even when the play’s text has stopped.  The audience was aware of the constant passing 

of time during intermission as the side projectors included countdown clocks and the 

center projection included a series of important news headlined from the twentieth 

century. Also, when the play stops completely in Act Three, we created a series of 



 151 

“system failure” projections, breaking away from the composed background image 

completely.  This was to highlight the fact that we—audience, actor, technicians—are in 

a theatre with personnel operating computers for the projection screens.  It would have 

been ideal to find more ways of integrating the projections into the performance, but the 

lack of a designer and thorough planning limited the possibilities with the projections.   

 
Sound Design Process 

 
Difficulty of Starting the Process  

 With the sound designer, it was difficult to separate a technical approach to the 

text from a more imaginative approach responding to the musicality of the 

performance—the changes in rhythm and tempo of the dialogue and action.  This may 

have been due to the student designer’s recent introduction to sound design and his 

workload for classes.  These are aspects of the play, however, that cannot be captured 

through simply reading the text.  The choices with the acting company greatly affected 

sound design—such as the boardwalk life and parade of animals in Act Two.  A number 

of factors halted the evolution of the design, including the inability to forecast how 

important sound was to the overall performance. The designer also did not appear 

familiar with the script in the initial meetings, delaying in-depth discussions concerning 

sound until late in the process. At this point, I was also too distracted by the problems 

with Scenery and Projections that I did not focus on the specific issues with sound in the 

first semester.  A specific plan for the “score” of sound throughout the performance was 

also lacking, crafted only towards the very end of the rehearsal process. We aimed to 

capture the Antrobus’s journey of recollection through various uses of sound effects and 
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music in the performance. During my first meeting with the sound designer, we discussed 

ideas of recollecting and remembering, as the main actions of sound in the play.  It was 

difficult for the designer to find specific ways to bring forth these ideas, however, 

creating the need for a great amount of analytical and exploratory discussions.  The 

designer needed more time to develop a more complex understanding of the text and 

experience the actor’s work—in terms of the textual changes and choices—forcing many 

late decisions in the process.  

 Our later meetings were much more fruitful as he was more familiar with the play 

and we could talk about more specific moments in each act—as each one now had a 

specific performance style and unique environment.  For Act One, we explored the used 

of static radio sound effects, as if the equipment used was from the 1940s.  The design 

also provided comical sound effects reminiscent of a classic situation comedy.  For 

example, when an important character entered or exited the house, a clarinet interlude 

directly from I Love Lucy played.  We also discussed how sound would be used before 

the performance and during intermission as a way to remind the audience of the nature of 

theatre performance.  For example, a sound collage of music clips from a variety of time 

periods was included during each intermission—ranging from “one hit wonders” of the 

twentieth century to noteworthy sound clips from television theme songs.  Also, the 

preshow cues actually spoke to the audience, reciting information about famous 

inventions through history, like an automated docent at a museum.  These were the most 

inventive ways the design integrated sound in the performance, possibly due to the fact 

that preshow and intermission cues are not mentioned in the text at all—meaning the 

designer had no preconceived idea of what sound was supposed to occur.  When the stage 
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directions gave specific suggestions, it was more difficult to think more imaginatively 

about sound. 

 
Issues with Specificity and Innovation 

 Our sound design collaboration was put on hold for a while, even with subsequent 

meetings.  Sometimes in our discussions, I had to give the designer very specific 

suggestions about music or sound effect, hoping to serve as inspiration for future ideas. 

For example, I suggested that great pieces of classical music could be integrated through 

the performance to bring out the idea of collective nostalgia in the performance—like 

Claude Debussy’s “Clair de Lune,” use at the end of Act Two when the boardwalk 

visitors drown.  Great pieces of music immediately referenced a memory or recognition 

for the audience members.  I expected the designer to treat this idea as a path for the 

integration of other pieces of music, but the designer did not look for other pieces in the 

text to integrate music.  

 One of his reasons why claimed that he could not move forward was that he 

needed to see rehearsals, he couldn’t really absorb the play through reading it.  He was 

invited to many of the rehearsals before our full run at the end of the fall, but he opted not 

to attend any of them.  The sound designer found it difficult to extend his way of 

designing past sound effects or microphone amplification.  While these are good things to 

use, I found that my acting company had more interesting ideas about making inventive 

sound than the designer.  For example, the acting company interludes in between each act 

came from the actors in the rehearsal process rather than the suggestion of the designer.  I 

also asked him to think of other moments where music could be used, like when the 

women rebuild the house in Act Three.  In later meetings, the designer thought more 
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conceptually about sound, relating it to time. When he attended rehearsals, he found ways 

of adding more sounds to enhance the actor’s work.  If we only used sound cues when the 

text indicated, we would not achieve the feeling of catastrophe that the flood sequence in 

Act Two demands.  At times, the sound design process caused difficulty with the 

complex nature of the play and the highly theatrical approach the design team was 

collectively aspiring toward. Eventually, the designer found inventive ways for specific 

moments of the play, but the design could have been far more intricate. 

 
Conclusion 

 Through this process, I found myself trying to pull the design departments 

together at all times as the design team lacked a true sharing of conceptual ideas.  The 

overall design company’s approach did not reflect the play’s ideas of community and 

group effort because many of the designers’ approached their work in isolated 

departments.  Perhaps this could have been avoided with an additional early meeting of 

the designers alone as a group—without any personnel who were concerned with the 

practical solutions of the design.  Then again, one of the major issues with scenic design 

involved the designer’s inability to attend meetings and contribute to discussions, 

something that another group meeting would not be able to fix.  Also, the projection 

design problem had more to do with work ethic than artistic exploration.  Little 

discussion relating to the ideas of the play occurred through the overall process, making 

practical problem-solving may main focus with the designers.  Due to the lack of 

communication among all design departments, I was the only person who got a sense of 

what the whole performance would look like.  This compartmentalized approach can be  
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destructive for a piece that contains a high amount of integrated technical elements, 

which showed through with the simplified design elements. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

The Rehearsal Process 

 
Introduction 

 The concept of layers of communities and the geode metaphor guided the 

rehearsal process both in my approach to staging and the creation of a collaborative 

rehearsal environment.  This production required a versatile acting company as many 

actors play various roles and each principal character has a turbulent arc of action.  The 

interpretation of the play also required actors who are comfortable being truthful within a 

a variety of performance styles and who could invest as collaborators through the 

rehearsal process.  I set out to create a highly collaborative rehearsal environment focused 

on improvisation, Robert Lepage’s scoring approach, and a sense of delight in the work at 

all times.  We used a myriad of improvisational practices—both from comedic 

improvisational techniques and from directors who approach their work with an 

ensemble.  The goal of working this way was to reflect the ideas of community within the 

text; the performance of the play would not be one person’s vision of the play but a true 

collaboration.  I attempted to create an environment in which each actor is fully invested 

in the performance as a whole, meaning that each would free to offer ideas to one another 

and to me and would focus on the needs of the whole project rather than just their 

specific role.   

 
 
 
 
 



 157 

Auditions and Casting 

 I approached auditions with the purpose of creating an ensemble of inventive 

actors who would work well together, take suggestions, and be highly creative.  It was 

not enough to select actors who fit one aspect of a role as all of the cast members would 

either play numerous facets of one character or multiple characters.  In the auditions, I 

wanted to see how inventive and versatile each actor could be.  The auditioners were 

advised to play two characters or to select scenes with contrasting tones as well as to 

implement a variety of physical choices.  As a result, I could gauge each actor’s ability to 

play a variety of roles and collaborate with an acting partner, by listening and responding 

to the other person on stage.   

 The auditions were very telling concerning the actors’ abilities to be inventive, 

therefore callbacks concentrated on filling the principal roles.  As these lead characters 

are given many monologues, I wanted to see a select group of actors tackle Wilder’s 

writing.  For example, I asked the auditioners to deliver Mrs. Antrobus’s speech about the 

bottle, Sabina’s first monologue to the audience, and Mr. Antrobus’s speech to the orders 

of living things.  I responded well to actors who captured the musicality of Wilder’s 

writing—a sense of the rises, falls, and changes in pace in the speeches.  The auditioners 

read additional scenes from the play and I asked them to maintain an awareness of 

physicality, particularly stylization in movement.  One of the ways I instructed the 

auditioners to approach the physical nature of each act was to think of themselves as 

living sculptures or iconic images of history.  To introduce a means of approaching this 

type of physical acting, I presented the actors with a collection of iconic images, such as 

The Last Supper, The Vitruvian Man, The Birth of Venus, and the cover of The Beatles’ 
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album Abbey Road—as a way to recall influential pieces of art that emphasize precise 

movements of the human body.  This emphasis on physicality was necessary to introduce 

at the callbacks as the rehearsal process would require actors who are comfortable 

making a quick leap from thought to physical image, and doing so in a way that still 

maintains a sense of honesty.  I also informed the auditioners that each act demands its 

own performance style, ranging from farce, realism, to dance theatre.  While we did not 

explore each style in the call back process, I explained to the auditioners that versatile 

actors constituted the ideal fit for the play.   

 The casting of a few roles—such as Sabina—generated predicaments as none of 

the actors seemed to represent each aspect of the character.  On the other hand, I selected 

actors for Mr. Antrobus and Gladys very quickly.  It was easiest to cast Mr. Antrobus as 

the actor immediately captured the multifaceted nature of role, from Mr. Antrobus’s 

sense of charm at the beginning to his vigilant disgust towards his son and worn down 

nature at the end of the play.  Casting Sabina was a challenge because the role has the 

greatest transformation from act to act and the actor constantly breaks character through 

the performance.  The actor who plays Sabina has to be able to master all of these 

qualities while creating a connection with the audience.  Those who easily captured the 

comedic nature of Sabina were asked to read for the seduction scene, as I needed to know 

whether they would be able to play the sexual nature of the character.  The process 

continued until three actors remained.  I asked each actor to read some of Sabina’s 

monologues, specifically the break in action during Act One.  For this monologue, the 

actors were instructed to improvise in order to evaluate the actor’s ability to invent 

dialogue and establish a connection with the audience.  None of the actors were 
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completely perfect for the role, but I cast the one who showed the most potential for 

growth and easily responded to my notes.   

 
Overview of Rehearsal Calendar 

 The overall rehearsal calendar was out of the norm as it contained a month-long 

break in the middle of the process.  Our rehearsals began on November 14 with a casual 

read through and discussion of the play.  We had approximately two and a half weeks of 

rehearsals before the month-long holiday break.  Having an immense pause in the 

rehearsal process required additional diligence from the acting company as they needed 

to remember all of the discoveries made in the early rehearsals.  After returning for the 

spring semester, the acting company had two weeks to explore the text and polish staging 

before technical and dress rehearsals. 

 I divided the rehearsal period into four sections: Exploration, Working, Full Runs, 

and Technical/Dress.  The Exploration rehearsals lasted a week and a half and were vital 

to the inquisitive approach we were taking to the play.  These rehearsals focused on 

developing possibilities for the forms of each scene and developing a skeleton of action.  

The company also engaged in group discussions concerning character and plot analysis.  

Working rehearsals straddled both the fall and spring semesters and took up most of our 

rehearsal time.  These involved more specific choices in staging and refining many of the 

details that were not settled in the earlier rehearsals.  Our choices were not necessarily 

permanent during these rehearsals, but still in flux.  Full Run rehearsals comprised of a 

complete run of an act or the entire play with the purpose of attaining a comprehension of 

the play’s complete arc of action.  These rehearsals also helped the acting company 

recognize the amount of stamina necessary for a full performance.  After each run, a few 
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general, company notes would be addressed by working on specific moments.  Typically, 

I emailed detailed notes to the acting company early the next day to more precisely 

articulate what I observed in rehearsal.  Technical and Dress Rehearsals combined the 

designers’ work with the actors.  Technical rehearsals were devoted to perfecting the 

integration each design element such as light cues, sound levels, projection slides.  These 

rehearsals were the most detail-oriented moments of the whole process; thorough 

technical rehearsals result in a smooth transition to Dress Rehearsals.  At this point, the 

complete show was performed without stopping and costumes were added.   

 To provide a fuller understanding of each type of rehearsal, the following will 

elaborate over the specific process of Exploration and Working rehearsals.  Our 

Exploration rehearsals followed a pattern, starting with group exercises or warm-ups and 

then reading over the specific text in question as a group (See Appendix K).  The 

exercises were chosen to highlight a performance style or key idea for the scene.  For 

example, before rehearsing the presidential speech in Act Two, I led an exercise of 

Augusto Boal’s “Columbian Hypnosis” (discussed later in this chapter) to capture the 

notion of fascination with complete body movement.  Most of the exercises contained a 

dual purpose: building ensemble and exploring performance styles.  After the exercises, 

we would read the scene in question as a group, discussing what ideas struck each 

member of the team, what we wanted to highlight, and what forms to use.  This strategy 

was based on Robert Lepage—a contemporary avant-garde director who emphasizes 

visual metaphor over dialogue—and his “scoring” approach to creating new work.  We 

adapted the “scoring” method since we were working with a received text instead of 

creating our own script.  Lepage’s principles were integrated as we used a “blank sheet of 
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paper that will become a score containing information about a future improvised scene” 

(Dunderjerovic 121).  On these slips of paper, we recorded all possibilities for each 

moment of the play including thematic ideas, tempo, rhythms, and shapes. Scoring 

encourages collective thinking and problem solving as the whole company of actors are 

encouraged to give input through the entire rehearsal process.  To make the play as a 

whole clear in our minds, we also needed to collectively segment the play into workable 

beats.  Our group discussions divided each act into workable beats, revealing a structure 

to the play that might have otherwise gone unnoticed.  This very fruitful process 

emphasized the actors as creators of meaning, not just interpreters of the playwright’s 

words.  After a scoring the arc and ideas of each unit, we loosely staged the scene.  This 

seemed to be a good strategy for working with undergraduate actors as they developed a 

greater investment in the story and characters through our discussions. 

 The scoring exercises were most beneficial for Acts One and Three, but I noticed 

some issues with moments that included the whole company in Act Two.  In some ways, 

the actors did not believe that they were equal in the creation of meaning when they did 

not have lines.  This may have been affected by the condition of an undergraduate actor 

who is trying to balance schoolwork with rehearsal.  When our initial discussions were 

too shallow, the lack of intellectual understanding manifested as the actors played the 

scenes.  Eventually, a longer discussion in the middle of rehearsal would become 

necessary as our work was not rooted in a thorough discussion of the text beforehand.   

 The Working rehearsal period pieced together moments of action into a basic 

skeleton of longer units or whole acts.  During these rehearsals, we would still engage in 

exercises at the beginning but not discuss each unit again because our objective was to 
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clarify character relationships, motivations, and the manner in which the ideas of the play 

were communicated to the audience. This oscillation between the micro and macro arcs 

was important to explore to make sure the action was clear.  We created a basic skeleton 

of action for nearly each part of the play before leaving for Thanksgiving break.  After 

Thanksgiving break, we worked through smaller sections of the play again, but now the 

goal was to achieve a full run of each act.  In the early part of the process, we developed 

only parts of action for the ensemble scenes instead of crystallizing the movement.  I was 

tempted to devote more time to Act Two as it had so many intricate parts that needed to 

work together, but I had to restrain this as the scenes between the family and Sabina 

needed attention.  A director may be inclined to toil over special moments of staging at 

the expense of thoroughly working the actual text.  As the winter break drew closer, we 

began to do full runs of each act, leading to a complete run of the play right before the 

holidays.  This was the first time the actors attempted to perform each act at one time and 

the three performance styles proved to be a challenge.  The goal before the break was to 

set a base and resist adding new blocking that could easily be forgotten.  After the full 

run, I did not give notes to the actors.  Instead, each actor was given a DVD recording of 

the run to observe their own work and remember the basic blocking and tone of each act.  

With a month away from rehearsal, I was concerned with the acting company’s ability to 

recall everything that we created previously. 

 We had approximately two weeks at the beginning of the spring semester to work 

as an acting company before technical rehearsals began.  We could not pick up exactly 

where we left off, as there had been a month of separation among the whole group.  

Because the acting company was diligent in working on their lines and recalling the 
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staging, we were able to explore our previous choices and add new staging for the end of 

each act.  My goal was to clarify physical action and tempo, as we did not focus on those 

aspects of the performances as much in the earlier rehearsals due to the actors being on 

book.  Many rehearsals concentrated on solidifying the gestures, movement patterns, and 

tempo of the ensemble in Act Two.  While it was a tedious process at times, these 

moments needed a tremendous amount of specificity due to the number of people 

occupying the stage.1  

 
The First Rehearsal 

 Because the early rehearsals established many practical ideas, it is valuable to 

reflect on the first rehearsal of The Skin of Our Teeth.  After casting the play, I wanted to 

immediately set up the expectation that rehearsals would depend upon the acting 

company’s total involvement.  I was inspired by Thornton Wilder’s act of writing letters 

and wanted to introduce the idea of human effort into the rehearsal process, so I wrote 

individual letters welcoming them to the rehearsal process.  In this letter, I also asked 

each to collect source images relating to the words survival, history, historical, family, 

and entertainment as well as to select a quote that they personally lean on.  The purpose 

of asking each actor to select both pictures and quotes was to establish that our rehearsal 

process combine both influential images and thoughts.  This type of collective research 

was based on the approach of other collective theatre groups including The Open Theatre 

and The Wooster Group.  The research was shared during the first rehearsal, compiling 

each person’s images and quotes and presenting them to the group as a whole.  This 

exercise reinforced our identity as inquisitive artists inspired by the ideas of the play, but 

not treating the text like a blueprint.   
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 When the Wooster Group begins a new project, they are known to have a highly 

informal reading of the selected materials.  The company members talk, eat, and walk 

around the room—creating a seemingly unproductive work environment.  However, this 

provides an open atmosphere in the rehearsal, demonstrating that all members of the 

company can give input.  Also, this atmosphere asks the actor to distance themselves 

from the text or character they are assigned and look at the script more objectively, 

resisting the urge for an actor to be engrossed with their own character at the first 

rehearsal.  Taking a cue from the Wooster Group’s relaxed atmosphere, we ate dinner as 

a company during the read through and discussed the script. By creating a light 

atmosphere, everyone felt free to stop, comment, react, and question moments of the play 

throughout that first meeting.  During the read through, I consciously interrupted the 

action of the play to discuss ideas, modeling that we can all freely discuss the play; this 

was not a performance by any means.   

 After reading through the script, I asked the actors to individually present their 

images and quotes, discussing why they picked them and some personal reaction to them.  

Many of the images reflected the multiplicity of definitions that each word contained.  

For example, we collected a wide scope of images that represented “family,” including 

charming four-person units, cartoon households, contemporary families arguing, and 

animal groups (See Appendix L).  At the end of rehearsal, I created a collage of the 

actors’ images and concept meeting images on a pushpin board.  My intention was to 

have the actors to continue to add images, words, quotes on the board as that they 

discovered them over the course of the rehearsal period.  The hope was that the board 

would evolve over the course of the whole rehearsal process, constantly changing as the 
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company members added more images.  This would serve as a research collage for both 

abstract and concrete images relating to the play. 

 We also discussed at the first rehearsal a basic overview upcoming rehearsal 

process, emphasizing the collaborative nature of our approach.  It was important also in 

this first meeting to cover a set of company rules, general expectations to promote a 

relaxed and professional working environment (See Appendix M).  I created a contract of 

expectations that both the members of the acting company and I would adhere to through 

the rehearsal process.  I used humorous titles for each guideline, to emphasize that we 

should enjoy following these rules as they provide a beneficial rehearsal environment for 

everyone.  For example, specific guidelines included  “The Evolutionary Stipulation,” 

which emphasized that a collaborative work environment could materialize only if each 

actor presents new ideas at each rehearsal and “The Attention-Span Continuum” which 

addressed that each actor must completely focus on the project when in the rehearsal 

space.     

 
Solidifying Performance Style 

 One of the major challenges of rehearsal for The Skin of Our Teeth was creating a 

unique world for each act.  The dialogue, changes of location, and overall tone of each 

act suggest that each world is unique, therefore implying that each act should have its 

own performance style as well.  I possessed a clear idea of the abstract properties of each 

act, but only two of them related to a distinct, easily recognizable approach for the 

undergraduate actors.  Act One resembles a classic situation comedy in terms of physical 

comedy, language, and depiction of a suburban family.  Act Three’s tone and dialogue 

uses realism and naturalism, with which the acting company was very familiar.  Act Two 
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was more of a puzzle to decipher as it related to dance and physical theatre forms.  Many 

members of the acting company were not initially comfortable with this abstraction of 

movement without a choreographer giving specific instructions.   

 Our early rehearsals concentrated on separating the forms, tempo, and rhythm of 

each performance style—including one full rehearsal in which the acting company did 

not use the play script at all.  The exercises strengthened the acting company’s ability to 

think abstractly about movement and to synergize with their fellow actors.  This 

improvisational approach to also encouraged a sense of community with all members of 

the acting company.2  Each exercise involved the entire company—both as participants 

and observers—to create a working environment based on collective discovery.  As each 

act varied in difficulty, this discussion will examine the acts progressively from the 

easiest to most difficult performance approach in this order: Act Three, Act One, and 

finally Act Two.   

 
Act Three: Realism 

 Act Three presented the most readily comprehensible performance style for the 

acting company as it was comprised of Stanislavski realism.  This act asked for a highly 

realistic performance style as stylized social decorum is not an active part of the 

destroyed world, but is in the process of rebuilding.  During rehearsals for this act, I 

talked to the actors with familiar terminology like “objectives” or “motivation,” 

emphasizing that the work of this act related to an intellectual understanding of the 

characters circumstances.  Using this kind of vocabulary also lessened the amount of 

direction I gave related to physical movement or stage pictures.  Because of the actor’s 

familiarity with realism, the improvisational exercises used in this act related to the 
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breaks in action, specifically the impromptu rehearsal.  For these breaks, I was not 

interested in the actors creating a caricature of an actor.  Instead, the actors played these 

scenes as naturally as possible.  They were to act “as if” they—actual college students—

had to stop a show and ask the audience to be patient in order to execute an impromptu 

rehearsal (See Appendix N, Fig. N.1).  Eventually, this led to an improvised script for the 

impromptu rehearsal.  To discover how the actors would normally act, I videotaped the 

actors working without telling them immediately (though I warned them the day prior 

that I would videotape part of the next day’s rehearsal) and then watched the short video 

as a group.  We noticed the shifting in weights, nervous mannerisms, and transformation 

into a character.  The point was not to embarrass the actors, but to make them aware of 

their natural rhythms and movements, and to use this information as we improvised these 

scenes in rehearsal.    

 
Act One: Classic Situation Comedy 

 The exercises associated with Act One introduced facets of a classic situation 

comedy, including physical precision and clearly indicating who holds focus in a scene.  I 

asked the actors to think of older television comedies such as I Love Lucy or Leave it to 

Beaver as a springboard for the style.  Initially, I aimed to avoid exploiting the farcical 

nature of Act One earlier, but I realized that the style of the act requires a great amount of 

physical humor because the pace will deaden quickly without action (See Appendix N, 

Fig. N.2).  Instead of re-creating situation comedy scenarios, I led exercises focused on 

sculptural uses of the body.  Through these exercises, the goal is not to “be funny” but to 

find as many interesting ways of playing a scenario or creating a stage picture as possible.  

One of the exercises we used was “The River,” found in Anne Bogart’s Viewpoints.  In 
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this exercise, the cast forms a circle around an empty playing space.  A lone actor walks 

to the center of the space and uses their body to create an interesting shape.  One at a 

time, the other actors walk into the space and make a frozen shape that responds to the 

previous shape.  The action continues—like a river—and the company is made more 

aware of how to think of themselves as three-dimensional sculptures, particularly in a 

thrust space.  Another exercise used in rehearsal for Act One combined group 

collaboration with creating meaning in stage pictures.  The cast divided themselves into 

pairs and each pair chose a research image from the source board and then associated the 

image with a word and created three, sculptural images inspired from the word.  

Afterwards, I asked the actors to do the same collaborating in groups of four and then 

eight—creating more complicated tableaus.  These exercises emphasized the acting 

company’s need for creativity and specificity with the manner in which they used their 

bodies on stage.    

 
Act Two: Evolving Physical-Based Performance 

 Directorially, Act Two is the most challenging act to approach as it resists a 

distinct style and contains a convoluted sequence of events.  The atmosphere suggested in 

the script is magical with the convention of all the animals of the world and a 

supernatural Fortune Teller, but these are the only non-realistic qualities of the 

Boardwalk.  Because the people on the Boardwalk refuse to address the reality of a 

monumental storm, I decided to explore the nature of living in an illusion, pushing the 

actors to present exaggerated gestures relating to a fascination with material goods (See 

Appendix N, Fig. N.3).  This approach evolved through the rehearsal process, as we 

gradually found new forms.  I was interested in connecting the abstract shapes of the 
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design images into the movement of the people on the boardwalk—including spirals and 

twists. An issue with offering the actors a great amount of freedom to find new forms of 

movement with a limited amount of rehearsal time is the ability for the company to gel 

and be aware of each person’s movements in the group.   Some dissonance appears when 

discussing the belief of “truth” and physical theatre with undergraduate actors.  With that 

approach, more physical theatre becomes the “other” style rather than a legitimate form 

of expression, causing the actors to crave logical reasoning rather than movement 

exploration. 

 Many of our exercises combined gesture exploration with group movement.  For 

example, I gave each actor a piece of blank paper and asked him or her to make a object 

that their character wanted.  One by one, an actor created a repeatable rhythmic gesture 

with that object.  Once the other actors acquired a feel for that rhythm, they created their 

own complementary rhythm but still gave focus to the original actor.  The actors explored 

first in groups of four, then eight, then the whole company did the same exercise with Mr. 

Antrobus as the “object” of desire.  Once the company understood the exercise, it grew 

into something remarkable—with the whole company moved in unison without specific 

choreography. 

 Integrating these discoveries with the text would prove to be a difficult challenge.  

Establishing cohesion with free exploration of movement is nearly impossible without 

some unifying element.  Unifying factors like limiting the space each actor could use and 

incorporating music helped create cohesion.  After listening to a variety of music that 

reminded me of the boardwalk, I thought that the best form of movement for the 

environment was a waltz rhythm.  I integrated music into our explorations, and that 
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seemed to help create patterns with tempo and rhythm.  During each song, only one 

member of the ensemble should take focus by finding a unique gesture-dance with an 

object they found.  This challenged the ensemble members to always be aware of their 

use of space as well as giving or taking focus at all times, helping the ensemble become 

more aware of who is the central figure in the immediate story.  This approach challenged 

the acting company’s ability to remain focused during free exploration.   

 I perceived a strong connection between the world of Act Two and our present 

circumstances.  The world of distractions and instant gratification in the boardwalk 

relates to our own society’s fascination with things—technology, collectibles, and other 

objects that become passing fads.  To give a more specific connection, I presented the 

actors with photos and videos of people who are distracted by object in our world today, 

mostly through cell phones and television. The research presented to the acting company 

had little to do with a specific style, but more with associations that I had with the minds 

of the boardwalk people.  One of the videos we watched presented a child learning how 

to walk for the first time.  In the video, her mother is coaxing the child towards her, but 

the child becomes distracted by the television and walks towards it as if a magnet is 

pulling her forward.  This video suggested that our fascination with objects cut us off 

from our immediate environment, limiting our ability to pay attention or perceive what is 

really important (See Appendix N, Fig. N.4).  Isolation, fascination, and distraction 

became the main vocabulary we used collectively to describe the ensemble’s movement 

around the boardwalk.  To give more concrete inspiration with a performer’s body in 

motion, I also presented videos of dance-theatre artists, specifically those who use objects 

in their work.  It was necessary to present this in order to show the actors that this is a 
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legitimate form of performance, even though it is not realistic or simple choreography.  I 

knew that this approach would be more difficult, but I did not want to settle for a typical 

form of movement or choreography.  If we could set up enough parameters for movement 

and shape, I believed we could actually create a dance-theatre form for the ensemble in 

Act Two. 

 For the text of this act, we began by playing with the “News of the World” 

segment, which I titled: “Competing Stories.” Instead of one actor giving the entire 

“News of the World” speech, I decided to create a dizzying atmosphere with multiple 

people speaking the monologue in various parts of the theatre (See Appendix N, Fig. 

N.5).  One by one ensemble members join the original announcer, using the original text 

as the outline of topics they will cover. The actors fill the whole space of the theatre, 

talking to many audience groups.  This was inspired by the musical Bloody, Bloody 

Andrew Jackson (2010) in which four characters begin telling their side of an event they 

experienced all at the same time.  This choice also played with a contemporary 

association of the vast amount of media correspondents and pundits that we have to filter 

through every day, who all have opposing points of view on the same events.  Using this 

to play the monologue initiates ideas of distraction and that not one “story” glues the 

boardwalk world together.  

 There needed to be sense of alienation between the audience and ensemble in Act 

Two, with the hope that the audience would critique and analyze the brainless nature of 

life on the boardwalk.  As I reflected upon what type of movement these characters 

would embody, I considered that of one of the most prevalent physical positions in 

contemporary culture is being hunched over looking at a cell phone.  In this kind of 
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position, people block themselves from the rest of the world.  The ensemble carrying out 

this behavior over an extended period of time responds to the negative effects of isolation 

in their own worlds.  The only moments when they gather collectively are when they find 

a new “object” to crave, demonstrated when the whole ensemble looks at the most 

popular person of the moment:  President Antrobus or Lily Sabina Fairweather.  For 

example, during Mr. Antrobus’s speech the ensemble is magnetically drawn to Mr. 

Antrobus.  During his speech, we directly incorporated Augusto Boal’s “Columbian 

Hypnosis” exercise to illustrate how mesmerized the ensemble is in relation to Mr. 

Antrobus (See Appendix N, Fig. N.6).  For this exercise, an actor holds a part of their 

body (usually the palm of their hand) in front of an acting partner.  Whenever the actor 

moves their hand, the other actor must keep their face constantly at the same distance 

from the hand of the actor.  With continual following, the second actor moves as if the 

first actor’s hand hypnotizes them (Boal 51).  We directly included this form of 

movement into the play during Mr. Antrobus’s speech as the ensemble in Act Two.   

 Our exploration of tempo was integrated into the performance as well, particularly 

during the Fortune Teller’s monologue about her profession.  This was integrated into the 

text of the play when the Fortune Teller slows down time using her “crystal ball.”  At this 

moment, the stage was split into two realities: the Fortune Teller addressing the audience 

and the ensemble fighting for the objects that Mr. Antrobus has in his hands.  The 

ensemble traveled from the vomitories to Mr. Antrobus through the Fortune Teller’s 

monologue (See Appendix N, Fig. N.7).  To give more clarity in the ensemble’s pace and 

stage pictures, we created four stage pictures to create at specific moments during the 

Fortune Teller’s monologue.  Sometimes the vigor between the ensemble members 
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became too distracting.  We found that limiting movement to below shoulder level helped 

the ensemble solved this issue.  Even when the Fortune Teller had her own pool of light 

and voice amplification, if the ensemble’s movements were too cartoonish the ensemble 

easily stole focus.   

 Deciding where to locate the ark in the space was a challenge, as I wanted to 

place the family in an unused space that was also elevated.  Using a space that is not 

typically perceived as a stage was also important to reinforce the environmental 

approach. We needed to separate the family from the audience completely in order to 

suggest that only the family survives the storm in a very enclosed space.  We first put the 

family on the lighting rail above the left audience section, but that did not give the feeling 

of a small boat or ark that could only hold a few people.  A faculty member suggested 

that we use the lighting storage window directly above the audience entrance.  This area 

was also visible to more audience members and the actors would have to run through the 

stage manager and sound booths (visible to the audience) in order to get to their spots, 

reminding the audience that they are in a theatre.  Choosing this space allowed the 

ensemble and audience to appear as if they were left behind to drown in the waters (See 

Appendix N, Fig. N.8).  The ensemble ended the act by purchasing bubble wands,  their 

last opportunity to “Enjoy Yourselves”, and gradually meet their demise by drowning in 

the water.  As the lighting transformed into a blue wash, the bubbles suggested that the 

ensemble slowly drowned in the water below.    

 
Character Work 

 Physical exploration comprised only a portion of the issues the acting company 

needed to address as Wilder’s text offers a world lacking in logic or coherence in 
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character.  The play contains many unanswered questions about each character and the 

action that occurs in between each act remains unexplained.  In a way, the actors are 

expected to accept each new detail in the text about their character without question.  

This can become a problem with actors who are prone to intellectualizing, those who 

must make logical sense out of every detail before committing to an action.  The actors 

must be willing to accept pieces of information that seem to conflict and actors playing 

ensemble members are only offered a limited picture of their character.  The actors must 

have a strong enough imagination to fill in gaps within the script in order to create a full 

life for each character.   

 
Family Dynamic 

 When casting the play, I was concerned about the family dynamic—how the 

whole family behaves as a group.  But through the rehearsal process, I realized that the 

family is not together as a whole group as much as I imagined.  There is only a short 

scene in Act One and Act Two contains a longer scene on the boardwalk just between the 

family.  Before working on the actual scene where the family is reunited in Act One, we 

did an exercise focusing on the physical responses each character has to Mr. Antrobus’s 

presence. As a warm up exercise before working on the scene with the whole family in 

the space, we explored spatial relationships by creating clear stage pictures using only 

bodies.  We started with the whole family and Sabina standing in various spots in the 

Antrobus home.  One by one, a character created a new physical relationship with another 

member of the family and froze for a moment.  Then another member of the family 

would respond by moving and creating a new spatial relationship to the other characters,  

 



 175 

and so on and so on.  This instigated the connection between an intellectual analysis of 

their character relationships to a illustrating it physically in a scene.   

 
Sabina 

 As the most multifaceted character in the play, Sabina provides many challenges 

for an actor.  The character reinvents herself in each act, requiring the actor to create a 

unique character continuously (See Appendix N, Fig. N.10).  The core of Sabina in Act 

One manifests as a subversive maid who neglects her duties in an almost childlike 

manner.  She also acts as a confidant to the audience—introducing them to the world of 

the Antrobus home through direct address.  These two sides to the role are complicated 

since the actor breaks character and complains about the play.  All of these aspects of 

“Sabina” are seen through the first act sporadically, meaning the actor must be a virtuoso 

with juggling each side of the character.  Working on the first act, we continually 

referenced Lucille Ball as an inspiration for the housemaid in terms of the character’s 

charm, good intentions, and physical humor.  In this way, she is an adult but also has 

child-like needs, anxious about everything.  Using Ball as the driving inspirational force 

for Sabina provided a striking shift between Sabina and the actor portraying Sabina when 

the actor breaks the action of the play.  Establishing a unique persona for Sabina in each 

act forced the actor to extend out of her introverted nature and subtle actions.  In fact, the 

larger and more specific her physicality was, the more believable she became.  At times, 

pulling these attributes out of the actor was difficult as she was more comfortable 

discussing the ideas of the character than playing them.   

 Building a rapport with the audience would be the actor’s most difficult 

challenge.  Sabina delivers a long monologue at the very beginning of the play and the 
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actor must be able to establish a connection with the audience through the entire 

monologue.  In rehearsal, we had to collaboratively work through each minute beat so 

that the actor would connect with the audience at the beginning of the play.  Even though 

we started the process talking in depth about each beat, over time the actor’s performance 

became increasingly hurried and shallow.  Watching a video recording of the complete 

run seemed to give the actor an objective understanding of her introverted tendencies.  

When she came back from break, she attempted to give Sabina much more anxious 

gestures, but these became too frenetic to the point of worrying about Sabina’s mental 

health.  In an exercise, I asked the actor to cut down her gestures to one or two per line, 

so that she could work on a precise, noticeable movement for the character rather than 

many small movements.   

 Issues with the actor’s approach to the character developed as full runs of each act 

began.  I thought we had solved the major character issues with Sabina by this time, but it 

became difficult for the actor to integrate these discoveries into a complete run.  When 

working the scenes, the actor easily grasped the concepts of each character and played 

them with specificity.  The actor could not recreate the intricacies of the character’s 

thought process in a full run.  After the second full run of the play, which a few faculty 

members attended, it was clear that the main weakness of the play revolved around the 

portrayal of Sabina.  Working through each beat or scene and re-staging them would not 

solve the problem nor be advantageous as technical rehearsals would begin in a matter of 

days.  I worried about the actor imploding, with the performances quickly approaching; I 

could not pinpoint a way to change the actor’s approach.  Therefore, I asked a faculty 

member to work with the actor on implementing character analysis into the full run of the 
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play.  However, it did not immediately change her approach to the character.  Over the  

following rehearsals, the actor slowly found a way to make each of the character’s 

“multiple personalities” appear believable and honest.   

 
Mrs. Antrobus 

 Mrs. Antrobus is diametrically opposite to Sabina as she embodies solidarity and 

does not change from act to act.  In analysis of the text, the verb that epitomizes her 

existence is “to conserve.”  She constantly attempts to conserve the equilibrium within 

the family by monitoring Mr. Antrobus’s ever-changing temper and her children’s 

behavior.  Mrs. Antrobus is always aware that anything that could upset the balance has 

the potential to completely destroy the family.  In this way, Mrs. Antrobus acts with 

passion to restore the calm, family dynamic immediately when it is thrown off-balance.  

In rehearsals, we used physical exercises to capture her immediacy for action and 

territorial nature.   

 The arc of Sabina and Mrs. Antrobus’s relationship is one of the most important 

relationships in the play—referring to Mr. Antrobus’s infidelity and competition between 

women.  At the beginning of the play, their relationship is resentful as Mrs. Antrobus 

complains about Sabina’s inability to carry vital tasks for survival, such as maintaining 

the fire.  To begin exploring the relationship between these two characters, we used an 

improvisational exercise to examine their power struggle through spatial relationships 

and territorial ownership of the house.  We discovered that these characters have a great 

contrast in physicality—with Sabina as much more flighty and competitive for power 

while Mrs. Antrobus is a solid foce, put together, and only has a few weak spots.  At 

times, the competitive moments between them escalated too severely and we adjusted 
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their actions to fit with the comic spirit of Act One.  In exercises that involved the whole 

family, we discovered that Mrs. Antrobus has a tendency to step in between Mr. 

Antrobus and her children, particularly when Mr. Antrobus loses his ability to control his 

emotional state.  We found that Mr. Antrobus’s emotional state plays a great effect on 

Mrs. Antrobus’s use of space, often protecting other characters with a physical barrier.  

We also found that Mrs. Antrobus has a way of taking immediate action when a problem 

appears.  For example, when the Telegraph Boy or Mr. Antrobus appear outside of the 

home, Mrs. Antrobus’s first instinct is survival rather than panic.  While the other 

characters react with fear, Mrs. Antrobus handles situations by already having a plan of 

attack, as if she constantly plans out survival strategies on a continual basis.   

 
Mr. Antrobus 

 In terms of character arc, Mr. Antrobus engages in an intellectual journey that 

affirms the playwright’s ideas stated in his other works of literature.  At the core of his 

character, Mr. Antrobus carries a great amount of guilt for the events that happened in the 

Garden of Eden.  This guilt is never directly referenced in the text, but at moments, Mr. 

Antrobus is hit by a wave of that memory and how it affected the course of humanity. 

The actor created each iteration of Mr. Antrobus with a sense of honesty—spanning from 

Mr. Antrobus’s optimism concerning inventions in Act One to an intense hatred for his 

son in Act Three.  In Act Two, Mr. Antrobus rejects working fervently for the future as 

he believes that humanity has reached a plateau.  He endorses a carefree lifestyle and 

resents monumental choices he made in his past that locked him into a fixed position—

such as marrying his wife 5000 years ago.  In this act, the actor needed to capture how 

Mr. Antrobus falls prey to the distracting Boardwalk environment.  The actor must easily 
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shift from being a pleasure driven President to urgently fighting for survival almost 

immediately as the text offers little dialogue to present Mr. Antrobus’s change.  Mr. 

Antrobus reaches another pivotal realization towards the end of this Act as the storm 

builds.  He realizes that he must preserve his family and let go of the materialistic 

environment on the Boardwalk.  Mr. Antrobus makes another significant shift for Act 

Three after he has been fighting a war for seven years—worn down and injured from the 

conflict.  Mr. Antrobus enters Act Three determined to kill his only living son after a long 

struggle between the two of them during the war.   

 The actor for this role retained an inquisitive approach to the character throughout 

the rehearsal process.  He also took my suggestions as inspiration rather than literal 

instructions for the character.  At all times during rehearsal he altered his playing of the 

character constantly, allowing me to respond to new ideas.  In this way, the character 

constantly evolved through the rehearsal process and our discussions were about the ideas 

of the character rather than trying to fix “acting problems.”  Communication with this 

actor worked well as he used my suggestions as springboards for action and added them 

to the specific character he was creating.   

 
Henry  

 Both of the children have an arc from naiveté to adulthood through the course of 

the play.  For Henry, a pivotal moment in his life has already happened before the play 

begins—murdering his brother, Abel.  In Act One, Henry is still trying to conceal his old 

nature as Cain, but he has great difficulty due to his impulsive nature.  At this point in 

time, Henry is not consciously violent as he is still a child. The actor, however, must 

allow a sense of recklessness to seep through Henry, suggesting that violence is simply a 
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part of the character’s nature.  As time passes through the acts, Henry becomes more 

accepting of his violent nature.  Henry’s arc of action culminates with an intense 

argument with his father over creating a new world. Henry’s arc of action contains a great 

amount of uncontrollable anger, even when he is presented as a child, but the actor’s task 

is to show this intensity as Henry evolves from a child to a man.   

 Through the rehearsal process, the main issues that occurred with the actor 

portraying Henry concerned these moments when Henry explodes in an attempt to 

capture his violent and impulsive nature.  The most challenging part of the play for this 

actor was the argument between Henry and Mr. Antrobus.  The actor easily found ways 

to rage at Mr. Antrobus, but we needed to limit the actor’s tendency to shout and  select 

climactic peaks.  Otherwise, the whole argument could easily have turned into constant 

yelling, which robs the power of the language in the scene.  We found places where 

Henry’s rage mirrors a toddler not getting his way, specifically when Henry says: “like 

all of the stinking ideas you get out of your old books? Oh, no.  I’ll make a world and I’ll 

show you” (277).  During rehearsal, we found a moment where Henry throws Mr. 

Antrobus’s books on the ground, pointing to Henry’s tendency for violent acts.  

 
Gladys 

 Gladys also journeys from a child to an adult through the course of the play, but 

her story addresses her sexuality.  In Act One, Mr. and Mrs. Antrobus applaud Gladys for 

her exceptional behavior and schoolwork.  Through rehearsals, we interpreted that 

Gladys’ good behavior stemmed from a rivalry with her brother. In this way, she is 

constantly aware of what her brother is doing at all times and feels free to report 

misbehavior to her parents.  Gladys has some competitive jealousy set against Henry as 
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he constantly is recognized for his poor behavior while Gladys has to appear perfect in 

every way to receive attention from her parents.  To create Gladys, the actor searched for 

multiple tactics that a child uses to gain attention or put their sibling down.  We did not 

want Gladys to appear one-dimensional as she acts out to gain attention or praise from 

her father. Gladys’ self-centered behavior vanishes completely in Act Three; becoming a 

mother transforms Gladys into a non-competitive person (See Appendix N, Fig. N.11).  

She is completely focused on the survival of her child through the war, casting aside all 

selfish behavior.   

 
The Fortune Teller 

 In addition to Sabina and the family, the other principal character in the play is the 

Fortune Teller, which I set aside as she plays a pivotal role through Act Two.  She is the 

only character that has legitimate supernatural capabilities and informs the audience 

about the circumstances of the Boardwalk.  To the Boardwalk society, she is an eccentric 

person who speaks absurdities.  She stands outside of the physical circumstances as there 

are no consequences for her personal well-being when the storm hits.  I chose not to use 

the actor in as an ensemble member in Act One so that the audience would not associate 

the actor with another character.   

 My discussions with the designers informed the performance style of the Fortune 

Teller as she was connected to most of the technical elements.  For example, to 

emphasize the Fortune Teller’s condition as a supernatural figure, the lighting would alter 

drastically and the actor’s voice would be amplified to suggest her supernatural 

capabilities.  In our interpretation, the Fortune Teller also had the ability to toy with 

time—slowing or stopping it altogether in order to make a point to the audience.  We also 
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used the Fortune Teller’s “powers” to highlight moments with the large ensemble on 

stage.  For example, when Mr. Antrobus gives the news to his wife that he is leaving her, 

I had the Fortune Teller pause time again, emphasizing the moment when Mr. Antrobus 

breaks his marriage vow (See Appendix N, Fig. N.12).  

 
The Pets 

 Two ensemble members played the Antrobus family pets—Dolly the Mammoth 

and Frederick the Dinosaur.  These characters are in integral part of the visual world in 

the Antrobus home but are given very few lines.  Also, the text offers no description of 

the animal’s personalities, leaving a great amount of possibilities for the actors.  Our 

main objective with the pets was to find creative ways of integrating these characters into 

the action of the scene without becoming a distraction to the audience.  Instead of playing 

these creatures as prehistoric reptiles, I asked the actors to use family pets as their 

inspiration for creating these characters.  In rehearsals, we also decided to make the 

animals polar opposites of each other in terms of personality.  For our first rehearsal 

working with these actors, I sent them to play with my high-energy dog in order for them 

to get a feel of how dogs naturally react and respond to emotional stimulus.  They did a 

viewpoints exercise with the dog, responding to his tempo, rhythms, and kinesthetic 

response.  This influenced the creation of personalities for each animal.  In rehearsal, the 

actors worked on creating more specific character types and a contrast between the pets.  

These attributes were not given in the text, but came from improvising and source work 

through the rehearsals.  After a few rehearsals, we decided that the dinosaur exuded a 

hyperactive personality and latched on to Mr. Antrobus and Henry while the mammoth 

had a more calm presence and felt more at ease with Mrs. Antrobus and Gladys (See  
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Appendix N, Fig. N.13).  These choices reflected the personalities of each member of the 

Antrobus family, highlighting the divisions within the family as well.   

 Since we began exploring these characters by replicating the unpredictable nature 

of animals, problems emerged when implementing these characters into the scenes.  The 

pets took focus from the scene immediately, necessitating a simplification of movement.  

The actors did not react to the dialogue happening around them, but acted as if they were 

in their own world for most of their time on stage.  We found ways to solve this dilemma, 

including limiting the amount of movements each pet could do.  I gave the most 

limitations to the actor playing the dinosaur as the actor freely made new choices with a 

great amount of movement around the space.  I suggested that these actors to either look 

at the person who holds the focus at any particular moment or fall asleep.  These were 

ways of solving the issue of distracting the audience while still allowing the pets to be 

highlighted members of the Antrobus household.   

 
The Ensemble 

 The ensemble created the other characters in the world of the Antrobus family and 

many of them have an important moment in each Act.  Through analysis, I noticed that an 

audience learns specific facts about many of these characters.  Therefore, they are not 

used as simple background figures for the principal characters.  Each character’s unique 

nature demonstrates how each person is integral to the overall community of living 

things.  Even though many of these characters only appear once, the actors must give 

each character a specific history and worldview in the performance.  To work well, the 

ensemble had to be completely committed to their current character.    
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 While the production utilized ten ensemble members, I will use only discuss the 

process of one ensemble member as an example.  This ensemble member was responsible 

for the most variety of roles, playing at least two “characters” in each act (See Appendix 

N, Fig. N.14).  At the beginning of the play, she addresses the audience, welcoming them 

to the performance and asking them to write down quotes or names of historical figures 

that would be used at the end of the performance.  She did not play a fictional character 

but used her own name when addressing the audience and did not try to play a stereotype 

of a host.  In this case, her rapport with the audience was the most important element to 

her acting approach.  Later in Act One, she plays a refugee.  The text only offers a few 

details about her character, Miss Muse representing one of the muses from ancient 

Greece, she is elderly and teaches singing.  At that moment, the actor made a clear 

transformation by changing the quality of her voice, using of gesture, and carrying herself 

differently.  She created a very specific character, even though she only has a few lines in 

this section of the play.   

 In Act Two, this actor played three roles—Mrs. Antrobus’s biggest fan, the Bingo 

Caller, and a Boardwalk stroller.  Even though the text does not present one actor as 

“Mrs. Antrobus’s biggest fan,” I decided to give the Broadcast Official’s line to this 

actor.  The actor began to develop enthusiasm about Mrs. Antrobus’s speech—in 

particular when she acknowledges that the “tomato is edible.”  After Mrs. Antrobus’s 

speech, the actor quickly transforms into the Bingo Caller, a complete opposite of the fan 

character by making her appear lethargic and possibly intoxicated.  The actor also freely 

improvised and reacted to the audience when calling out the Bingo numbers.  As the actor 

created multiple characters in each act, she found ways to form polar opposites to 
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demonstrate a complete change in character.  The actor created a few more characters, all 

with a unique sense of movement and personality, even when the text gives little to no 

description about each character.  Every member of the ensemble needed to approach his 

or her myriad of characters with specificity, even when given little guidance from the 

play’s text.   

 
Improvisations that Became Text 

 In the script, the breaks in action maintain a 1940s sensibility due to language and 

references.  In the original production, the breaks did not appear to have an “older” style 

of language, as Wilder includes dialogue that is reminiscent of that time period.  This 

production aimed to avoid the distancing effect that the 1940s dialogue would foster.  

The breaks in action needed a sense of immediacy, reminding the audience that a 

company of college students is presenting the play.  Two options were available to 

transform the given dialogue during the breaks into contemporary language—writing a 

new script for the actors or allow the actors to improvise during rehearsals to create a new 

script.  For the majority of these breaks, we discussed an outline of action together and 

then improvised the scenes repeatedly.  Over time, we cut and added new beats and 

eventually created a specific script through repeating the improvisations that seemed to 

work the best (See Appendix P).  Even though I had a plethora of ideas in my mind, I 

wanted the process to be a give and take, and that required some restraint on my part.   

 The script suggests that the actors create new characters for the members of the 

acting company and production team as Wilder gives these characters specific names (the 

Stage Manager is Mr. Fitzpatrick, the actor playing Sabina is named Miss Somerset, etc.).  

However, I wanted to skip this additional character layer completely and use the actor’s 
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own names, personalities, and circumstances.  Meaning, we adapted Wilder’s dialogue 

for the breaks into a contemporary speech.  For example, when Sabina breaks character 

towards the beginning of the play, the actor did not pretend to be a 1940s actress, 

discussing better plays of the time period.  Instead, the actor and I developed a script 

outline together for this break in the play and adjusted it through the rehearsal process.  

The other pauses in action were formed in a similar fashion, particularly the actor playing 

Henry’s explosion in Act Three.  In the text, the actor is supposed to displace his personal 

issues with his father onto the actor playing Mr. Antrobus.  In a professional production, 

this would be very plausible as the actors would have a wide age difference.  This choice 

would not work completely with a cast of all undergraduate actors and the actor playing 

Mr. Antrobus was younger than the actor playing Henry.  We adjusted the script so that 

the actors appear more as friends trying to work out a personal problem rather than a 

father figure offering forgiveness to a younger actor.  We found a way to include the 

actor’s displacement of anger by addressing the actor’s personal issues with a father, but 

did not heed the dialogue exactly.   

 After the first runs of the play, it became clear that the improvisational sections 

were too understated and lacked shape.  While we wanted to give a sense of authentic 

chaos when the action of the play stops, we did not want the audience to completely 

believe that the actors are unprofessional.  During the improvisations we made a point to 

add actions that would make an audience feel more comfortable that these moments were 

planned.  For example, the actor playing Sabina has a handful of pretzel M&Ms stuffed 

into a prop on stage and tosses them to audience members as if playing a game, 

something that a performer would never do.  There is also a sense of delight with the 
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audience interaction that stops the action of the performance from completely coming to 

a halt.  Also, a couple of these sequences needed to be trimmed to keep the momentum of 

the performance going.  I gave the ensemble members limitations on the words they 

could say and asked the actors to give focus to the person saying the selected dialogue 

rather than getting caught up in their own stories.  We set up time to clarify the action of 

each outline—limiting the amount of times ensemble members speak and how much they 

would elaborate on the predicament.   

 Through our collaboration with the scene breaks, the whole company became 

open to offer suggestions or solutions.  One notable attribute about this group of actors is 

a high level of energy and, at times, a lack of focus.  I intentionally did not let their antics 

distract me—with the exception of one night early on in the process where I expressed 

frustration with their inability to focus.  Their energetic nature, however, helped them 

become good collaborators as they felt free to give ideas and create solutions to 

problems.  For example, moving Henry to the audience during the storm was a collective 

effort that would not have happened if the actors did not feel free to give their own ideas.  

Approaching the breaks in the play as improvised scenes was highly beneficial for the 

acting company’s ability to trust each other and perceive each other as collaborators. 

 Improvisation also became important for other moments concerning the 

ensemble’s work, especially with the Refugees and the boardwalk atmosphere.  To 

illustrate how each member of the human community contributes something to the larger 

whole, the entire ensemble created very specific historical characters for the refugees 

(See Appendix N, Fig. N.15).  I made an adjustment to the script by adding a moment for 

each Refugee to introduce themselves.  In the text, Homer and Moses are the only 
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characters who speak, but I decided to initiate a “rhythm circle” exercise that would 

introduce each historical figure.  To initiate the idea, we did a couple of rhythm circle 

exercises as a group, but without language at all—to build community within the group 

and a sense of musicality.  Also as a warm up exercise, I asked each refugee to create an 

“advertisement” for themselves summing up their character in the fewest amount of 

words possible.  When we approached the scene, I asked the company to put the two 

exercises together, this turned into a rhythm poetry reading with each refugee taking a 

quick turn to introduce themselves.   

   
Theatricality of Human Effort 

 Reflecting on staging Act One, I began to realize that the “News Events of the 

World” section would not be as spectacular as I hoped.  The text calls for a projection 

screen and a disembodied voice to present the “News of the World”.  For a contemporary 

audience, watching a screen encourages a passive approach to the following 

performance—given that computers and television screens surround the average audience 

member constantly.  While it might have been significant to Wilder’s audience, using 

only screens would have presented the same feeling as an overture or pre-show 

advertisements at a movie theatre.   

 The beginning of the play needed to offset the idea that the audience was simply a 

passive audience member.  Therefore, we added the whole acting company during the 

“News of the World” section, using creative physical action to depict the events of the 

world.  The sequence established the audience’s awareness of human effort—negating 

the sheen of fine technology.  In fact the slides and action on stage would juxtapose each 

other as the actors on stage used very “low tech” means of storytelling while the 
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projections introduce digital media.  This established the idea of anachronisms, an 

important part of the environment in Act One.  The announcer also had more of a 

presence in this sequence, acting more as an actor in an educational video than a radio 

announcer.  The theatricality of human effort is shown through moments where the acting 

company interacts with objects to tell the story of the current news.  For example, one of 

the actors blows up a balloon and it is raised on a string to signify that the sun rose (See 

Appendix N, Fig. N.16).  Also, the company forms a large iceberg that creeps toward the 

Announcer when they talk about the ice slowly approaching Vermont (See Appendix N, 

Fig. N.17).  This complication of high and low tech created an engaging experience for 

the audience that both pulls them into the play and allow them question the content of the 

play through distancing effects.    

 
Immersive Experience for Audience 

 In order for the audience to be aware of all of the people in the theatre, we created 

moments of environmental staging and interactive activities.  On one hand, this was to 

make them awaken physically as they would need to look around the theatre in order to 

absorb every action happening in the play (See Appendix N, Fig. N.18-19).  The audience 

could not be passive receivers of the play—like watching a television or computer 

screen—but were asked to look all around the space during the performance.  I 

consciously employed the architecture of the Mabee theatre to achieve this immersive 

effect, using areas all around the theatre as a playing space.  To emphasize the round 

shape of the overall space and the layers of geodes, many of the principal characters enter 

from the audience far left door and make a long cross behind the audience.  
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 In this way, the theatre presented three layers of activity—starting with the stage, 

then the audience ring around the stage, and then a full performance space surrounding 

the audience.  The audience would have a sensory experience that dislodged them from a 

picture frame relationship between them and the actors.  We also found ways—not 

mentioned in the text—to have the audience interact directly with the performers and 

each other.  One of the most noteworthy choices was to throw beach balls around the 

audience.  This was successful as the audience felt free to simply interact; hitting a beach 

ball does not require a great amount of vulnerability or anxiety.  In rehearsal, we did not 

know how the audience would react because this activity depended upon the audience 

participating with us.  In the performance, the audience responded with laughs and 

overzealous punches.  Part of what made this activity work is that it is unexpected for an 

audience to get to interact physically with actors on stage. In order to entice the audience 

to participate with us at the very end of the play, we needed to insert moments like this 

where the audience is invited to participate with the actors.   

 
Specific Staging Issues 

 Movement visually demonstrated what forces are the most powerful to society 

and each character.  In Act One, the placement of the fire pit influenced all of the actor’s 

choices for movement.  As I placed the geode fire pit in the center of the stage space, it 

became the gravitational point for the characters and greatly influenced the type of 

movement that would be used in the act.  For a majority of the act, at least one person 

would be at the fire pit at all times—since it is the source of life in the Antrobus home.  

Placing this piece in the center of the space also created circular and curved walking 

patterns, as each actor would have to walk around the fire pit in order to move around the 
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living room.  The placement of the fire pit was also in the center of the space itself, as all 

audience members’ seats are directed toward center stage (See Appendix N, Fig. N.20).   

 In staging Act One, we needed to find ways of highlighting the clues Wilder 

offers that connect the Antrobus family to Biblical figures.  Wilder only offers a few hints 

about the origin of the Antrobus family, that the audience puts together the pieces of their 

identity over time.  For example, Mrs. Antrobus scolds Henry outside the house for 

holding a stone too playfully.  This action references Cain beating his brother Abel with a 

rock in Genesis; but in the play, Henry has the spirit of a young boy.  We highlighted the 

stone moment by putting the action in an aisle and having Henry give the stone to an 

audience member in the theatre (See Appendix N, Fig. N.21).  Later in the act, Mrs. 

Antrobus verbally grieves over the death of her son Abel.  In this moment, we isolated 

the actor while the other characters were in groups around the space.  Her distance from 

the other characters places focus on Mrs. Antrobus and highlights her speaking “Abel, 

Abel, my son, Abel.” Finding ways to emphasize moments when the characters confront 

their actual history were important to protect as the audience needs to perceive the 

Antrobus family as both a modern American family and Biblical figures.  

 Act Two provided many challenges outside of establishing a uniform movement.  

The overall structure of the act contains numerous small pieces of action that do not 

contain a logical progression.  As a result, the acting company had difficulty establishing 

a clear arc of action until running the act in its entirety.  We approached Act Two by 

piecing together scattered moments rather than trudging chronologically through the 

whole act.  This was helpful as it defined a non-realistic, almost expressionistic approach 

to the act.  We focused on staging each moment in the most interesting way possible and 
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then stringing these moments together later. The ensemble demonstrated some confusion 

in regards to their roles, until we ran through the act in its entirety.  We created a basic 

outline of action for the ensemble, as we needed some uniform sense of structure to guide 

the actors through the act (See Appendix O).  The outline was created through the 

rehearsal process rather than beforehand, the outline was not completed until the act was 

completely staged.   

 
The Ends of Each Act 

 
Act One  

 We ran into difficulties staging the ends of each act as they all contain 

complicated sequences that involve the entire acting company.  Act One provided a 

challenge as the acting company is sectioned into groups accomplishing different tasks.  

The four groups of action consist of Mrs. Antrobus telling her daughter the beginning of 

the Bible, Mr. Antrobus teaching Henry multiplication tables, a group of refugees in the 

center singing “Jingle Bells,” and other refugees taking seats from behind the audience to 

the geode fire pit.  The scene works with a balance of chaotic frenzy for survival while 

also allowing the audience to observe each separate piece.  Geodes directly inspired the 

staging of this moment as the action formed in layers, starting with the geode fire pit.  

The singers remained at the fire in the center, Mr. Antrobus and Henry worked through 

the multiplication tables on the next layer, circling around.  The next layer consisted of a 

few refugees putting letters of the alphabet on the floor; the layer closest to the audience 

consisted of Mrs. Antrobus teaching Gladys the beginning of the Bible (See Appendix N, 

Fig. N. 22).   



 193 

Act Two 

 The end of Act Two spanned from the Broadcast Officials searching for Mr. 

Antrobus to the family reaching safety on the ark.  During this time, the storm builds to a 

dangerous level as the fourth disc appears on the weather signal—indicating the “end of 

the world” (Wilder 251).  At this moment, the weather becomes more increasingly 

precarious and the breaks in action are over. The main problem of this act is that the 

ensemble has to remain on stage until the end, creating issues with focus.  The ensemble 

would have to be very sensitive to each other’s movements, tempo, and placement on 

stage in order to help the audience follow exactly what was happening in the story:  Mr. 

Antrobus leaving his wife, Mrs. Antrobus’s bottle speech, and the “Cain Wave” were the 

three moments of this sequence that needed the most clarity.  To give further explanation, 

I decided to re-introduce the Fortune Teller’s ability to stop time when Mr. Antrobus tells 

his wife that he’s leaving her.  This presented a striking moment of stillness as the couple 

discusses their private problems in a very public arena.  It also suggested that Mr. 

Antrobus’s decision of infidelity has the power to alter everything around him, that this 

decision reverberates outside of his family.  The “Cain Wave” highlighted the moment 

when Henry is reunited with his family as his mother calls out his actual name: Cain.  We 

utilized a Boal exercise called “The Greek Exercise” to stage this moment, using the 

whole ensemble to lift Henry and carry him to his family like a wave—referring to the 

power of the storm on the boardwalk (See Appendix N, Fig. N.23).  This action also 

emphasized theatricality and human effort as the company broke from realistic 

conventions. The ensemble actually created the noise of the wave and held Henry in the 

air. 
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Act Three 

 After it was clear that the acting company was very well prepared to make 

adjustments and changes, I decided to go forth with my original idea for the end of the 

play.  This end would alter our approach to the beginning of the entire performance 

immensely, but also integrate audience participation from the beginning of the 

performance and make each performance unique to the community of audience members 

during each performance.  I decided to take a cue from The Rude Mechanicals’ The 

Method Gun (2010) by asking the audience member to write something down on a piece 

of paper that would be used in the final moments of the performance.  The Skin of Our 

Teeth notes that the words of philosophers as what really starts the movement of the 

universe again, but that also includes events and people who have made a mark on 

history.  The combination of thoughts, people, and images serves as gravitational points 

for humanity to start again.  At the beginning of each performance, two ensemble 

members (who were the same actors who run the impromptu rehearsal in Act Three) 

introduced themselves and asked sections of the audience to write down the name of a 

historical person, a meaningful quote, or a historic image with the qualification that 

whatever they write down must also be meaningful to someone across the audience 

space.  The actors informed the audience that the pieces of paper would be kept on stage 

through the performance as a vessel of memory, but run crew members actually switched 

the bowls before the performance began.  Towards the end of the play, as Mr. Antrobus 

recalls the philosophers, the whole company uses the people, images, and quotes that they 

gave before the performance began.  The whole acting company forms a clock shape and 

revolves in step with a tick sound.  When the dialogue reaches the quote from Spinoza, 
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the ensemble breaks a part and we created a new geode shape with relating to the 

categories of people, quotes, and images.  The center layer consists of four actors creating 

tableaus from the suggested images that the audience gave, the layer outside of that uses 

paper to form the names of the important figures of history that the audience mentioned, 

the layer outside of that walks the perimeter of the stage to the tempo of a clock.  Outside 

of that, the Antrobus family stands in the aisles of the theatre and reads a selection of the 

quotes suggested by the audience.  When they finish, an ensemble member says the 

beginning of the Bible, and the clock reforms seamlessly (See Appendix N, Fig. N.24-

27).  Also, the side projector screens say “Give us your light,” cueing the audience to 

raise their cell phones in the air, adding their own light to the starry galaxy that formed 

through the performance.  This staging and implementation of the audience’s thoughts 

present something new and complex—in comparison to the tense endings of Acts One 

and Two—for the final moments of the performance.  

 
Audience Interaction 

 In order to encourage the audience to participate in the creation of the galaxy at 

the end of the performance, we needed to find many ways of setting up an atmosphere of 

audience interaction.  We approached this through environmental staging and creating 

moments of audience interaction.  At the first rehearsal, I informed the actors that this 

production would take a highly interactive approach to the show, but I did not know how 

it would evolve over the rehearsal process.  The cell phone-universe image at the end of 

the play was the spark that set off all of the other ideas for audience interaction.  We 

needed to find ways from the moment that the audience walks into the theatre building to 

communicate that they are expected to participate. We also aimed to establish that the 
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audience members should view the actors in a dual role, as characters in the play and 

people performing roles.  For the lobby display, I wanted to include something that 

reference Wilder’s practice of letter writing, something that took effort to create, and 

illustrated the fragmented nature of the play.  After our first dress rehearsal, I asked the 

acting company to each write a letter to the audience—a general note about their 

experience working on the play, how they hope the audience will participate with them in 

the performance and thanking anyone they cared to mention (See Appendix Q).  

Displaying the letters and the collective research in the lobby made the audience aware 

that the acting company wanted to accomplish more than entertain the audience; we 

communicated our belief that the performance works best when the audience is 

intellectually engaged with the piece.   

 Audience interaction was incorporated at intermittent moments through the play, 

with at least one moment in each act.  For example, audience volunteers are brought on 

stage in Act One as other refugees who are saved from the ice age.  The audience 

members were not put in any type of costume, creating an anachronistic picture of 1940s 

characters and contemporary people all seen at once, reinforcing the cross section 

approach to the visual world in Act One (See Appendix N, Fig. N.28).  To emphasize the 

Boardwalk’s infatuation with pleasure, audience members had the opportunity to play 

Bingo and receive sugary candies from the characters.  Moments like these reminded the 

audience to approach the performance as a participant rather than an observer.  These 

consistent choices helped prepare the audience for the creation of the cell phone universe 

at the end of the performance.  Due to the nature of an audience interaction, we could not 

test our plans completely until a large audience was in the space.  Slight adjustments were 
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made through the actual run of the production as we could not predict issues without the 

full audience present.   

 
Rehearsals Towards the End of the Process 

 
Full Runs 

  The four rehearsals before technical rehearsals began were dedicated to running 

the whole play in its entirety.  We made some discoveries as we repeated the play over 

again—including the amount of stamina each actor would need to play the whole 

performance.  These rehearsals helped the actors experience the whole arc of the play.  

Once they ran the complete play a couple of times, the overall journey of the characters 

became much more clear and the confidence of the acting company increased 

significantly.  This enthusiasm also enhanced the sense of ensemble that the whole acting 

company possessed.  I was waiting for the acting company to do something collectively 

spontaneous that we could use during the performance.  Part of this relied on the group 

accumulating a great amount of experiences together—not in isolated scenes but full 

company activity.  After one of our complete runs a few days before tech rehearsals, the 

acting company remained on stage together and started an a cappella version of a popular 

song.  Each person added something unique—some sang melody, harmony, kept 

rhythm—but without any type of organization.  There was real delight in what they were 

doing and they came to this activity without verbalizing the idea, but it was a moment 

where a true “group mind” had been achieved.  I decided to incorporate this into the 

performance during the first intermission.  A minute and a half before the intermission 

was over, the whole acting company performs an a cappella version of a popular song, 
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hoping to get the audience engaged and eager for the next act.  Including this as part of 

the intermission encouraged the audience to perceive the actors as contemporary people 

and dislodges the audience from a distanced relationship to the acting company.   

 
Technical Rehearsals 

 The next step in the production process integrates all of the design elements 

(except costumes) in a very short amount of time.  These technical rehearsals include a 

paper tech, dry tech, and full tech rehearsals.  Paper tech involved the director, stage 

manager, sound and lighting designers, and in this case, the projection operator in order 

to discuss each cue the stage manager calls in full detail.  The group works through the 

script, one cue at a time, to make sure the stage manager knows exactly where to call 

each of them.  Dry tech is a rehearsal in the actual theatre space at which every sound, 

lighting, projection, and fly cue is rehearsed.  The director discusses the designers’ work 

and approves the look, pace, and placement of each cue.  Even though our paper tech and 

dry tech process was tedious and time consuming, the detailed work that the designers, 

stage manager and I put into the cues made the rest of the process move smoothly.  We 

needed to make sure that everyone knew what was happening with all three design 

elements: sound, lights, and projections.   

 Some design elements required significant tweaking during the technical process.  

In terms of lighting, I was surprised that the designer did not capture the slow progression 

of each act through light.  In our discussions, we talked about how each act evolves over 

time and that that would be shown in the design.  For example, the ice creeps slowly 

towards the Antrobus home through Act One, but the design did not initially depict the 

cold ice (represented with blue light in the audience) intensifying or expanding.  
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Introducing this concern to the designer led to adjusting many of the lighting levels.  

However, the designer agreed that this was a necessary choice to recapture our initial 

concept of gradual change for each act.  Another issue emerged during Act Two as the 

lighting and projections during the storm did not evolve at a similar pace.  The lighting 

remained bright and cheery while the projections added numerous, moving storm clouds.  

The storm needed to appear very ominous and a constant presence after the Fortune 

Teller warns the audience about the rain.  The initial lighting design did not present this, 

instead, offering a warm, bright atmosphere on the boardwalk for most of the act.  I asked 

the designer to gradually darken the lighting after the second storm signal appeared 

(when the family talks at the benches on the boardwalk).  Then, the designer felt more 

free to play with intensity with color and creating an overcast and dark atmosphere by the 

end of the act.  Thankfully, these changes happened quickly as it was a matter of 

adjusting intensity in areas rather than refocusing a great amount of lights.    

 Technical rehearsals merge the design elements with the actors, running each cue 

one by one.  In some ways, we take a step backward during these rehearsals because the 

acting company previously formed a rhythm and confidence with their performance. but 

were not aware of the other elements that needed to be “tacked on.”  In a scenario which 

presents an authentic sense of overall company—between both actors and designers, 

found in more experimental theatre groups—the designers would integrate themselves 

much more in the rehearsal process, adding elements of design earlier in the process.  

Baylor Theatre’s model for technical rehearsals attempts to simulate an equity production 

technical rehearsal approach, giving the design team a small window of time to integrate 

and alter their work.  During tech rehearsals we discovered that the “News of the World” 
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sequence is the most complex sequence in the entire performance—merging light, 

projection, and sound changes with a great amount of movement from the acting 

company.  We spent at least an hour on this five-minute section because of the 

complexity and problems that occurred.  Part of the issue had to do with the projections 

as the operator wanted to time the sequence exactly so that it could run automatically 

rather than having the stage manager call each slide.  This would clearly not work at all, 

and we decided to have the stage manager call each cue, giving her more to do in this 

complicated sequence.  As we ran this sequence with actors, it was also clear that the 

slides, which zoom in on a map of each location in the text, required too much time and 

did not suit the pace of the Announcer’s dialogue.  I decided to cut the map sequence 

from each location entirely as well as reduce some of the slides in the “News of the 

World” section. This was a problem we would not know how to address until we actually 

ran the sequence, meaning that I knew we would spend some time finessing this part of 

the play during technical rehearsals.  After that, the tech ran quite smoothly, only making 

adjustments in sound levels, cue timing, and lighting areas.  Our preparatory work in both 

paper tech and dry tech allowed for a relatively smooth tech process.  With the hours we 

spent making adjustments and choosing precisely where cues would be set, we already 

had a good idea of the visual world of the play without the actors.   

 During technical rehearsals, some major decisions were made due to issues with 

the interaction of design elements and the actors’ performances.  On the second day of 

tech rehearsals, I decided to completely cut the movement of the walls in Act One.  This 

was the first time we actually saw the wall movements in a run of the performance and 

they did not create the comic effect that we needed.  The sound designer did not create a 
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cue for these movements and I did not feel comfortable asking him to come up with three 

new cues to help ease the awkward wall cues so close to opening.  Moving the walls 

themselves appeared silly as if the production team was making a mistake.  Because these 

pieces were not initially designed to execute tricks or capture the movement I had 

discussed with the designer, the best option I saw at the time was just to keep the pieces 

still.  This would also lessen the issue with audience visibility even more. Two of the 

pieces set in front of the audience were not designed with sightlines in mind.  Therefore, 

the pieces had to be trimmed very close to opening—since the pieces were not finished 

until late in the process, due to a domino effect of complications with the scenic design 

process.  The movement of the walls is important because it immediately sets up the idea 

that this play does not operate under realistic rules—something that we missed in the 

performances. 

 
Dress Rehearsals 

 The two dress rehearsals add the final touches of perishable props and full 

costumes.  Before we began, I asked the actors to really allow the costumes to affect or 

complete their character creation.  Particularly in Act Two, the costumes informed the 

sense of frivolity that the boardwalk world possessed.  As I kept in constant contact with 

the costume design team, there were no huge pieces to adjust or change, other than taking 

away a hat or giving a specific moment to remove an outer costume piece.  The only 

exception to this concerned the dinosaur and mammoth costumes, as the designers had 

not developed the puppets effectively for the amount of movement the actors executed.  

Even during the dress rehearsal, the dinosaur costume was still falling a part.  The 

designer had not found a way to create a piece that could stay intact with the actor’s 
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movements.  She would continue to adjust the costume until a few minutes before 

opening night.   

 Our second dress rehearsal had our largest practice audience (around thirty-five 

people) but that still had no comparison to the 250 audience members for the actual 

performances.  The actors did get to practice selecting audience members and mingling 

before the performance.  It did not, however, actually simulate the real experience of a 

large crowd entering the space for the show.  The audience mostly comprised of theatre 

majors and faculty and staff who responded really well to the play.  At the time, I was not 

sure how an audience that is made up of non-theatre artists would react or if they would 

feel as free to interact with the actors.  After the second dress rehearsal, there was one 

moment left to adjust: the wave crashing movement that places the ensemble members in 

the right location for the “Cain wave.”  

 
Conclusion 

 Once the dress rehearsals are complete, the director’s job is technically finished.  

However, this production is unusual due to the amount of audience involvement.  

Therefore, I attended the first few performances to offer the actors suggestions relating to 

audience interaction—including their mingling with the audience before the performance 

and the Bingo game—as we could not test these moments in rehearsal.  Beyond these 

adjustments, my collaborative journey with the actors was complete.  Overall, the 

ensemble-oriented rehearsal process was beneficial as it established a sense of ownership 

from all members of the acting company.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Reflection 
 
 

Introduction 
 
 The months spent researching Thornton Wilder’s life and critical works 

influenced my approach to The Skin of Our Teeth immensely.  His point of view as an 

outsider in contrast to the collaborative nature of theatre gave a cue to my community-

driven interpretation of the play.  The key ideas that I took from the research on Wilder’s 

life included emphasizing “master” works of literature as guides for humanity, a sense of 

responsibility among all human beings, and a notion of optimism through all 

circumstances.  Experiencing David Cromer’s Our Town also solidified the manner in 

which the production theatricalized these ideas taken from Wilder’s biography and play.  

Instead of focusing on spectacle, Cromer’s production emphasized the sharing of space 

between audience and actor and used low-tech means for most of the play.  As I pondered 

community in the theatre, I aimed to include the audience in the experience through a 

variety of ways.  This was not intended to appear as a gimmick to excite the audience, but 

to make them aware of the community that an audience forms during a performance and 

the ephemeral bond they engage in with the performers.   

 Directing The Skin of Our Teeth required a compilation of many directing 

approaches that I have investigated over the past two years.  Using an improvisation-

based rehearsal challenged my abilities to guide a company and sto create three separate 

worlds in each act.  I approached this process as an exploration of the ideas of the play, 

without staging the play in my mind beforehand and aimed to create a highly 
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collaborative work environment to make sure that each person involved with the process 

felt like they contributed artistically to the vision of the play.  This approach placed a 

great amount of trust in each individual on the project; and some were invigorated by this 

rehearsal process while others demonstrated a need for a director who also gives more 

specific direction for their role.   

 Working as a collective is a unique experience for the typical American theatre 

artist as many actors and designers are used to a compartmentalized, efficient system 

based on a tight schedule and quick decision-making.  I aimed to create a significant 

exploratory phase for both the acting company and designers, but the issue that arose 

with this approach is that the collaborators must research and dream vigorously during 

this incubation stage—where ideas are created and questioned at a rapid pace.  It was 

easier to create this work environment with the acting company as I led them through the 

process on a daily basis.  The process requires a great amount of analysis and a 

willingness to follow whims, which many designers did not embrace.  As a result, it was 

much more satisfying to work with the acting company as they eagerly collaborated 

together and with me through the entire rehearsal process.   

 
Audience Response 

 As expected, we received a wide amount of responses to the play—from delight 

to complete disdain.  During the first performance, I realized that the ideal audience for 

the play is highly aware of theatre forms and the process of making a play.  If audience 

members approach a theatre performance in the same manner as watching a movie, The 

Skin of Our Teeth becomes an off-putting experience due to the frequent jumps in the 

storyline and the breaks in action.  Some audience members did not favor the plot as it 
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leaves gaps in the storylines.  In this case, the audience members have not accepted the 

fact that the Antrobus family’s story is only a portion of the play and that the breaks in 

action are extremely significant to carrying philosophical ideas.  For these audience 

members, there is little that can be done other than preparing them for an unusual theatre 

experience that is unlike watching a screen.  The performance requires an audience who 

accepts the interactive nature of theatre and wants to experience it.   

 Audience members who responded positively to the performance typically also 

had an intellectual encounter with the overarching thematic ideas of the play.  These 

audience members accept that the play presents a myriad of ideas and toys with history 

and myth in a free-form manner.  They enjoyed the limitless journey of the play, the 

anachronisms, and awareness of the whole audience in the space with them as well.  As 

we heard the most response from students through Theatre Appreciation courses, many 

students asked questions concerning the meaning of the play and admitted that it made 

them think much more than a normal play.  Part of what allowed this performance to 

explore myth and history without feeling intellectually heavy is playful the use of the 

space and interaction between the audience and actors.  There were a few moments in the 

performance where the audience interaction created a great amount of response no matter  

what.  Without fail, the audience responded with delight every time we invited them to 

play with beach balls and when they saw members of the audience on stage during the 

end of Act One.  The initial interaction at the very beginning of the play where all the 

cast members mingle with audience members and ask them to write down quotes and 

words always created some unease; it displaced the typical interaction between audience 

and actor.  Also, since many audience members were Theatre Appreciation students, a 
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number of patrons each night did not take our task of writing down a quote or word 

seriously.  In this case, we cannot help audience members who choose not to “play 

along” with us on a philosophical level.  These interactions aimed to awaken the audience 

from the tendency to “watch” theatre and were highly successful.   

 
Working with the Acting Company 

 Overall, I was very pleased with the acting company both in terms of our 

rehearsal process and their final performance.  We created a highly collaborative working 

environment, but not to the extent that I aspired to initially.  While the acting company 

brought a great amount of enthusiasm and openness to change through the rehearsal 

process, it was difficult to maintain our collective approach to the play through the 

second half of rehearsal.  Part of this was due to the lack of previous experience the 

undergraduate actors and I had working in an ensemble/collective environment.  For 

example, the source board was introduced into the rehearsal process in order to create a 

common visual foundation among the acting company and to encourage continuous 

research through the rehearsal process.  We used the board for a foundation immensely in 

the early rehearsals, but it became a background piece as the rehearsal process 

progressed.  At some points, even I was not diligent enough to acknowledge the 

importance of the source board for the rehearsal process.  In hindsight, I could have 

added more research “tasks” or pulled from our collected research more often. 

 There were a few issues working with actors in an ensemble environment as the 

acting company as a whole did not have the same overall work ethic due to a few 

members who showed slight disinterest in our approach.  The whole ensemble was not 

completely engaged through the rehearsal process as one member of the ensemble 
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distanced himself from a significant amount of the rehearsal activities—mostly 

discussions and notes.  This may have been due to the fact this actor had a lead role in 

one of the previous main stage productions and found being cast as an “ensemble” 

member not completely worth their time.  Frequently during rehearsal he would quietly 

disengage himself from the other actors and not offer input during discussions.  I had a 

sense that this might happen with this person, but I aimed to cast five male actors in the 

ensemble and he showed a great amount of promise in those roles.  In hindsight, perhaps 

I could have given him more specific direction so that he would know I was watching 

him, but if an actor does not believe his role is important, there is not much a director can 

do to alter the actor’s decision concerning his role.  If I had, however, cast another female 

actor in his place—I had a list of other women who could play ensemble members—the 

ensemble as a whole could have felt even more like a cohesive hole.  To contrast, one the 

best ensemble members had two leading roles in main stages previously, along with a 

large number of other projects, and approached each characters in this production with 

specific choices and enthusiasm consistently.  The previous actor’s perception towards 

his role hampered some collaboration within the group as he did not actively participate 

in our discussions in comparison to the rest of the acting company.  But this was an 

exception, since the acting company as a whole was composed of actors more like the 

second, very eager to explore and create.   

 The most significant practical issue that the company encountered during the 

rehearsal process was prioritizing our time.  Our issues with physicality in Act Two were 

never completely resolved due to time restrictions.  I limited the amount of time spent on 

the ensemble’s movement as other moments in the play, such as story points with the 
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family and scenes with dialogue, were more vital to refine.  This was a situation in which 

a collective company—like the Wooster Group or Robert Lepage’s collaborators—would 

have spent countless rehearsals finding the exact forms to use with the ensemble’s 

movement.  Unfortunately, this production did not have that kind of time.  Also, the 

actors could not immediately grasp a sense of ease with abstract or stylized movement.  

Many rehearsals were dedicated to simply breaking away from treating the boardwalk 

characters as realistic people or like dancers who move to choreography.  Overall, we 

spent the most amount of rehearsal time on the ensemble’s movement around the 

boardwalk, but we could have been much more specific with a longer rehearsal period.   

 
The Design Process 

 As a contrast to the collaborative atmosphere of the acting company, I was less 

satisfied with the collaboration with some of the design team.  The challenging 

collaboration started with our first meeting as a group as little discussion of the play’s 

ideas occurred, since none of the designers were ready to discuss the play at the concept 

meeting.  This lack of discussion set the tone for the process as little conceptual 

discussion about the play occurred as a whole group.  When in the same room together 

for production meetings, the conversations concerned the practical problems in the 

production not thematic ideas.  I believe that the designers need an environment to 

discuss the play itself in detail as a group on numerous occasions.  In that way, my role 

would not have transformed into a mediator, keeping track of each designer’s choices, 

but the whole design company would be informed of how each member viewed the play.  

In hindsight, perhaps I should have attempted to make opportunities for the designers to  
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meet outside of the production meetings, but I question the feasibility of this option as 

one of the designers missed multiple meetings. 

 The design process could have improved if we started working with the mentality 

of a collaborative team rather than an assortment of designers.  As the text offers only a 

guide for the overall choices in the spectacle-oriented performance, I believed that the 

designers would want to attend a great amount of rehearsals.  None of the designers fully 

grasped at the initial meeting how integrated the performance would become among 

light, scenic, projection, and sound design.  In addition to, the performance of the actors 

greatly affected each of these departments, and the designers’ work influenced the actors 

as well.  I invited the designers to rehearsals not to change the direction of design but to 

foster collaboration between actors and designers.  For a few of the design departments, I 

found myself much more involved in the creation and execution of the design than I ever 

intended to be.  In this case, my role as the artistic leader was compromised as I became 

much more involved with the practical design of scenic and projection pieces than I ever 

intended.   

 
Scenic Design 

 My process of working with the scenic designer exemplified the importance of the 

collaborative relationship between designer and director and clear communication of 

plans for design.  A true collaborative relationship was absent through the design process, 

which resulted in the simplified scenic pieces presented on stage.  Instead of having a 

designer who took the initial concept and created a complete environment for the action 

of the play, the designer only offered a few pieces that needed additional pieces—props, 

furniture, textures, and details.  The snowball effect of missed deadlines and meetings 
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forced me to make alterations and additions, which frustrated many of the members of 

the technical team.  Without these decisions, the design presented would have been too 

simple for the complex and fragmented nature of the play.  For example, one of the 

overly simplified aspects of the design was the wall design surrounding the Antrobus 

living room.  While the scenic designer emphasized in our early meetings that the 

Antrobus living room should look like a home, with details and knick-knacks, he did not 

design or add any of these details.  As a result, I added props to fill up the space, but 

since I was not the designer, I could not add pieces to the walls.   

 Effective communication was also absent through the design process as I did not 

have a clear idea of what the actual set would resemble.  This was not a simple matter of 

color scheme or details; I did not know how many pieces he planned to integrate into the 

design as I did not see the model until halfway through the rehearsal process.  At that 

point, I had a vague understanding of each act through the few walls and signs he 

presented, but I assumed that he was not finished with the design.  Unfortunately, he 

believed his work was done, but the set at that point appeared incomplete.  If the designer 

had created an appropriate, complex design after the missed deadline, that would have 

been a more endurable issue.  The design created, however, lacked specific details and 

innovation, therefore I had to make dramatic adjustments after the rehearsal process 

began.  Unfortunately, there are limits with this approach as the scenic design could not 

be completely re-imagined to reflect the work of the other designers.  As a director, I 

found ways to work around the incomplete design, including projections and props to 

supplement the lack of specificity presented with the scenic design.   

  



 211 

Costume Design 

 Overall, the collaboration with the costume design team epitomized the ideal 

working relationship between the director and a designer.  We worked very well together 

through constant communication, not taking criticism too personally, and always keeping 

a flexibility to make the best garment for each character’s needs.  These designers 

appeared invested in telling the story of the play without holding to any ideas too tightly.  

These designers also executed enough preparatory work to offer a clear vision of each 

character’s costume to the director by the early weeks of rehearsal.  These sketches 

contained full color drawings and fabric swatches so that we could create a vision of each 

costume.  The designers also created a unique aesthetic for each age of the play and made 

sure the Antrobus family leaps out among the ensemble in each act.   

 The detail for each costume was also impressive, even though more details could 

have been added to the ensemble’s costumes on the boardwalk.  If more accents and 

pieces were added through the act, the audience may have noticed the choice to create a 

world of excess through fashion.  The accents on the Boardwalk characters did not appear 

as extravagant as we discussed in the initial meetings, due to running out of time as the 

performances drew closer.  A similar issue occurred with the dinosaur and mammoth 

costumes as the actors only received a limited amount of time to work with the 

complicated body puppets.  Naturally, the principal characters’ costumes needed the most 

attention prior to executing these details.  Even then, the dinosaur’s costume continually 

broke as the designers’ did not create a completely working garment until opening night.  

The costume team could have improved slightly with time management to make sure 

every major idea we discussed happened. 
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 The costume team seemed interested in evolving a garment’s design until they we 

were completely satisfied with the direction, overall shape, and fabric choices.  For 

example, the Fortune Teller’s costume evolved over a period of weeks, but the designers 

did not pressure me into accepting a simple interpretation of the character.  We constantly 

discussed the ideas of the character until we agreed upon a form to associate the Fortune 

Teller with the future and the supernatural.  Without prolonged discussion or exploration 

of ideas, we would not have arrived at the anachronistic fashion interpretation with a 

plastic poncho and wheeled shoes.  As a result of our collaboration, this costume became 

one of the most memorable garments in the whole performance, demonstrating  This that 

a great amount of discussion and research only enhances the design.  It is necessary for 

both the director and designer to set aside time to simply talk about the ideas and 

meaning of the play, which the costume team eagerly accepted. 

 
Lighting Design 

 The working relationship between the lighting designer and I became strained due 

to issues with the scenic and projection designs.  Complications are typical for any type 

of production, but the lack of communication between departments created issues that 

extended beyond artistic problems.  I perceived this designer as my primary collaborator 

in the beginning of the process, as we discussed many possibilities with lighting and 

using it in unique ways for each act.  The lighting, however, could have better presented 

the evolution of action in Act One and Two through intensity of color and a more variety.  

For example, the ice surrounding the house in Act One was not as strong as I believed it 

would be, sometimes barely noticeable in performance.  The design intensified each aisle 

in a significant way with icy blue, but not the rest of the stage or audience areas.  
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Therefore, the audience did not feel the intensity of the ice surrounding the house with 

light.  The designer presented striking images of ice hotels to suggest what kind of ice 

age was surrounding the house, but this did not translate completely in the actualized 

design.  Overall, the lighting could have toyed more with extremes of color and intensity, 

but these would have been minor tweaks to consider.   

 
Sound Design 

 The sound design process moved at much slower pace than I anticipated partially 

due to the fact that the designer did not foresee how involved sound would be in the 

performance.  With the approach the acting company and I took, it is not adequate for a 

designer to simply read and analyze the script.  Sound reacts to and enhances the actor’s 

work; one cannot design for that until they experience many rehearsals with the actors.  

While sound is one of the last elements added in a production, the designer did not 

completely prepare for his work until after the second half of the rehearsal process.  The 

early meetings with the designer were frustrating as we did not have an exchange of ideas 

or concept due to a lack of organization and thorough analysis of the play, which is 

different from simple notation of stage directions mentioning a sound cue.  This set a 

precedent for the rest of the designer’s work through the process as his design was based 

off of stage directions or literal instructions.  Therefore, it was not satisfying to work in 

this manner as I did not receive ideas or sounds through the process on a continual basis 

The designer also attended only a small number of rehearsals before technical rehearsals, 

hampering his understanding of rhythm and tempo of the actor’s work and in turn, the 

actors only got to play with the designer’s music very late in the process. 
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Conclusion 

 The process for The Skin of Our Teeth presented a myriad of artistic and logistical 

challenges.  Unfortunately, some of the practical problems overshadowed the design 

team’s attempt to create a unique interpretation of the play.  As a director, I made many 

difficult decisions to steer the artistic choices into a more innovative and daring approach.  

The domino effect of problems forced me to become more of a “problem solving” 

director in the latter half of the rehearsal process.  Monitoring every decision for the 

scenic and projection design became a tedious exercise as I had not planned for that to 

occur, but that is a challenge many directors must face when working with difficult 

circumstances such as removal of personnel or a lack of communication in design.  On 

the other hand, many members of the acting company brought a high amount of 

enthusiasm and inquisitiveness for the work.  The acting company’s enthusiasm allowed 

the production to explore the actor/audience relationship freely and improvisational 

approaches to a fixed text.  Their freedom to try any suggestion and investment in the 

final product stimulated my imagination on concerning what was possible for the 

performance.   

 I hope that the ideas that were implanted on my mind while reading Wilder’s 

letters, plays, and novels carried over to the audience.  In some ways, the life and artifacts 

of the author inspired the performance just as much as the text of the play.  I aimed to 

create an immersive experience not just to engage the audience but also to establish a 

community of people for a short period of time, in a parallel fashion to David Cromer’s 

Our Town.  What I responded to when working on this play was the inclination towards 

isolation in our contemporary environment; we have lost a sense of responsibility to each 
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other as people.  I aimed to create accord among the acting company, designers, and 

ultimately the audience in order to emphasize the core idea of human connectivity.  This 

production demanded a great amount of agreement from every collaborator—from crew 

to actor to audience members.  Wilder emphasized that the human community would find 

new ways to reinvent themselves, through acknowledging their responsibility to the past 

and to each other. I hope this production of Wilder’s The Skin of Our Teeth presented 

these ideas in a playful and memorable manner.  
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ENDNOTES 
 
 

Chapter One 
 

1. Thornton Wilder also had a twin brother who was still born.  Thornton’s 
brother Amos notes that the death of Thornton’s twin had an impact on Thornton’s 
perspective of life and always feeling slightly incomplete (Amos Wilder 10). 

 
2. Chinese cultural and social practices did not appear in Wilder’s work until the 

publication of his journals where he shows admiration for the social temperament and 
moral atmosphere in China.  He admired their sense of courtesy and perception of 
civilization (Wilder, “To Martha Niemoeller” 588-589). 

 
3. While in China, Wilder claims that he never saw a play or performance there 

(McCoy 111). 
 
4. As a young adult, Wilder dejectedly attended Oberlin college for two years.  

Amos chose the school for Thornton, even though he actually desired to attend his 
father’s alma mater, Yale.  Even though Amos was the head of the Yale-in-China 
program, he did not want his son to attend the university. 

 
5. After writing The Bridge of San Luis Rey, “The Trumpet Shall Sound” received 

a production at the Boleslavsky Laboratory Theatre (Wilder, “To William I.  Nichols” 
203). Works that remain at the Beinecke Library at Yale University include “The Graves 
Family”, “The Last Word about Burglars”, and “A Fable for those who Plague” (Wilder, 
“To Charlotte E.  Wilder” 55-56; “To Isabella N.  Wilder” 86). 

 
6. Wilder did not know French and had to take competency courses before 

teaching.  Wilder also studied a vast amount of languages over his lifetime, including 
Latin, Greek, Spanish, German and French. 

 
7. Even later in life, Wilder took an interest in students, particularly college 

students.  When he lived near New Haven after World War II, he was a common figure in 
the pub scene engaging with Yale students on a regular basis.  For example, A.R.  Gurney 
met Thornton and Isabel Wilder and on many occasions while attending Yale. 

 
8. One of his most documented friendships was with James Joseph (Gene) 

Tunney, the heavyweight boxing champion.  They began a “walking tour” through parts 
of Europe together, which received a great amount of reports in the New York Times 
(including an article where a canoe they were riding capsized). 

 
9. The novel’s popularity continued to increase, leading movie producers to create 

a film adaptation of the novel two years later. 
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10. They traveled around Europe, stopping in London, Paris, Cologne, Berlin, 
Dresden, Prague, and Munich and in the nine weeks that they spent in Europe, they saw 
52 productions.  One of Wilder’s favorite productions on the tour was of Hauptmann’s 
The Weavers, noting its consistency and that it “moved as a whole on a rising wave of 
emotion” (Wilder, “Playgoing Nights” 415). 

 
11. Wilder’s work in Hollywood was more of a diversion than a completely new 

career path, noting the alluring qualities of Hollywood.  In the summer of 1942, Wilder 
began a collaboration with Alfred Hitchcock on the movie A Shadow of a Doubt.  From 
his letters, he seemed to enjoy the collaboration with Hitchcock, but this did not instigate 
a new career writing for Hollywood (“To Isabel Wilder” 395-396).  Wilder even began to 
constantly reject offers to write screenplays later in his career.  For example, he 
personally told Cary Grant that he would not write a screenplay for Gulliver’s travels and 
proceeded to tell him why transferring that novel into a movie would be a poor choice 
(“To Cary Grant” 474-475).  The success with Our Town and The Bridge of San Luis Rey 
also created interest for film adaptations of Wilder’s works.  However, Wilder rarely 
wrote these adaptations—Lillian Hellman wrote the adaptation for Our Town with some 
critiques by Wilder. 

 
12. To elaborate, Wilder responded to the production of the play as “The subject 

of the play now is: homely, humorous, touching aspects of a village life; of a wedding 
there; on which is added a sad and all but harrowing last act.  At the matinee yesterday 
there were storms of nose blowings and sobs.  A lady who called for a friend at five 
o’clock saw emerging a crowd of red eyes, swollen faces and mascara stains.  That can be 
attended to.  And one of the reasons that it is so abrupt a change of tone is that all the 
strength of the earlier acts has been devitalized.  The subject of the play I wrote is: the 
trivial details of human life in reference to a vast perspective of time, of social history, 
and of religious ideas.  It’s too late to change it into a genre play.  The succession of brief 
scenes can only be justified against the larger frame; if it had been written as a picture of 
rural manners it would have been written differently.” (“To Alexander Woollcott” 334). 

 
13. The original New York production received recognition for playing to a 

number of blind groups.  (New York Times, “900 Blind” 77) During the first run of the 
play, Wilder actually replaced Frank Craven as the Stage Manager for a period of time—
establishing a tradition where Wilder often stepped in for the role of The Stage Manager 
in New England productions and tours.  This is noteworthy as Wilder had no formal 
training or professional acting experience, but there was still a great amount of interest in 
seeing the playwright play this narrator role in a performance.  It appears that Wilder 
used his experience as a teacher and lecturer to perform the role of the Stage Manager. 

 
14. Correspondence over a film adaptation of Our Town began in the fall of 1939, 

crafted by Frank Craven (who portrayed the stage manager in the original production) 
and produced by Sol Lesser.  Wilder worried about the story becoming too conventional 
for the screen and that the play was intriguing and captivating due to the bold choices in 
theatricality.  One of the most overt differences between the stage play and the film 
adaptation is that Emily lives, a choice which Wilder supported for the film: “In a movie 
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you see the people so close so that a different relation is established.  In the theatre they 
are halfway abstractions in an allegory; in the movie they are very concrete” (Wilder, “To 
Sol Lesser 374-375).  Emily’s realization that she wants to live comes from the final 
scene where she is bedridden with illness (Wilder, “To Sol Lesser” 369-370). 

 
15. For example, a few weeks after Our Town opened in New York, Ernest 

Hemingway asked Wilder if he would recommend working with Harris his play, The 
Fifth Column.  Wilder offered some choice words about his experience working with 
Harris: “But don’t presuppose a long happy collaboration.  My distrust of him is bad 
enough, but others go farther than I do and insist on a malignant daemonic force to 
destruction in him” (“To Ernest Hemingway” 340).  Wilder also discovered some 
financial dishonesty with Harris months after Our Town opened (“To J.  Dwight Dana” 
343). 

 
16. “He Will Be the Devil of a Fellow”, an Austrian adaptation of an English 

farce. 
 
17. Wilder was even offered a position to document a general’s experience in 

battle in writing, but he refused (Wilder, “To Robert Hutchins” 401).  He never seemed to 
escape his status as a writer and a playwright.  In October of 1944, he was approached by 
army administrators to help stage a production of Our Town and other plays with military 
personnel (Wilder, “To Isabella N.” 423-424). 

 
18. For his service in the War, Wilder was awarded the legion of merit, the bronze 

star, the order of the British Empire, and the Legion D’Honeur. 
 
19. The New York production ran for 339 performances. 
 
20. Even with masterpieces, Wilder believes that “In the whole of the world’s 

literature there are only seven or eight great subjects, by the time of Euripides they had 
all been dealt with already, and all one can do is to pick them up again” (Haberman 152).  
Wilder sees no problem in borrowing from other writers, including the greats.  he even 
admits using other works for Our Town: “the catalogue of Emily’s goodbyes is after that 
of Achilles in the underworld.  As a shoplifter said to a judge in Los Angeles: I only steal 
from the best department stores and they don’t miss it” (“To Esther W.  Bates” 508). 

 
 

Chapter Two 
 

1. In Act One, there are references to the length of time that the family has been 
together, roughly 4000 years.  But in Act Two, an even broader amount of time is 
introduced that follows Darwin’s evolution theory.  This timeline suggests that Mr. 
Antrobus has slowly been evolving over hundreds of thousands of years and that 
marriage and family life is actually a new idea for the human race. 

 



 219 

2. If performing the script verbatim, the actor would still be playing a actress 
referring to current events in her time.  These rants included “Why can’t we have plays 
like we used to have—‘Peg o’My Heart, and Smilin’ thru, and the Bat’” If these titles 
were delivered to an audience today, there would still be an element of distance from the 
actor.  For this production, we included direct references to the local setting of the theatre 
space and surroundings. 

 
 

Chapter Three 
 
1. When creating this ground plan, I tried to place the couch center, but had 

trouble with using that as the focal point of the space.  This led me to the fire pit as the 
center and creating areas for each family member around the space—as if each member 
of the family had their own “nook” in the living room. 

 
2. I took Friday afternoon off to read Connecting Flights, a book on director 

Robert Lepage’s rehearsal process.  He discussed the need for openness and change 
within the rehearsal process and to not be restricted too early in the process. 

 
 

Chapter Four 
 
1. Three rehearsals were dedicated to both Acts One and Two in order to fine tune 

moments and obtain a better image of each act as a whole.  Then, we ran both acts 
together to make sure the arc of the stories were clear.  We moved on to work through 
Act Three in only two days as it is far shorter than the other acts.  A couple of days 
before the full runs of the play began, we refined the staging of the endings of each Act.  
Once we reached the full runs of Acts and the play, only selected sections of the play 
were adjusted as we were now taking the whole shape of the play into consideration and 
designers needed most of the performance to be fixed in order to do their work. 

 
2. For example, even though the Fortune Teller appears in only Act Two, the 

actor participated in all of the exercises so that the whole company could respond to her 
ideas. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

Examples of Wilder’s Life and Experiences 
 

 Chronology of locations based on Jackson R Bryer’s Collection of Thornton 
Wilder’s letters. This chart demonstrates the vast amount of locations that Wilder resided 
in the first 40 years of his life. 

 
Year United States World Letter 
1909 Berkeley, California  Letter 1 
1911-1912  Chefoo, China Letter 3 
1913 Ojai, California  Letter 11 
1914-1915 Berkeley, California  Letter 14,23 
1015-1917 Oberlin College (School months 

only) 
 Letters 14,23 

1916 Mt. Hermon School, 
Massachusetts (Summer) 

 Letter 33 

1917 Berea College, Berea, Kentucky 
(Summer) 

 Letter 56 

1917-1918. 
1919 

Yale University, New Haven, 
Connecticut 

 Letters 58, 61 

1918 Washington D.C., (Summer, Fall)  Letter 60 
1920  American Academy at Rome, 

Italy 
Letter 63 

1921  Paris, France (Summer 1921) Letter 68 
1921-1925 Lawrenceville, New Jersey 

(School Months) 
 Letters 71, 75, 

77, 82 
1922 YMCA Newport, Rhode Island 

(Summer) 
 Letter 74 

1923 Lakeside, Connecticut, Summer  Letter 80 
1925 New England (Summer)  Letter 84,85 
1925-1926 Princeton University, Princeton, 

New Jersey 
 Letter 86, 87  

1926-1927  Tour – Aix-les-Blaines and 
Paris, France; Genoa, Florence, 
and Rome, Italy 

Letters 91, 93 

1927 Feb New York, New York  Letter 95 
1927  New Haven, Connecticut Spring  Letter 98 
1927-1928 Lawrenceville, New Jersey 

(School Months) 
 Letter 103, 104 

1929 Mac Dowell Colony (Summer)  Letter 110 
1930 Jan Los Angeles, California   Letter 112 
1930-1934 New Haven, Connecticut 

(sporadically) 
 Letters 113, 127 

1930 Feb.  Atlanta, Georgia  Letter 114 
1931-1935 University of Chicago, Chicago, 

Illinois, selected school months 
 Letters 116, 

120, 125, 137 
1933 Hawaii (Winter)  Letter 124 
1934 Los Angeles, California 

(sporadically in Spring and Fall) 
 Letter 129 

1935  Paris, France (Summer) Letter 139 
1935  Vienna, Austria (Fall) Letter 140 
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APPENDIX B 
 

List of Wilder’s Works 
 
 

Novels 
 The Cabala, 1925 
 The Bridge of San Luis Rey, 1927 
 The Woman of Andros, 1930 
 Heaven’s My Destination, 1935 
 The Ides of March, 1948 
 The Eighth Day, 1967 
 Theophilus North, 1973 
 
Full Length Plays 
 Our Town, 1938 
 The Merchant of Yonkers, 1938 
 The Skin of Our Teeth, 1942 
 The Matchmaker, 1954 
 The Alcestiad or A Life in the Sun, 1955 
 
Shorter Plays 
 “Pullman Car Hiawatha” 
 “The Happy Journey from Trenton to Camden” 
 “The Long Christmas Dinner” 
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APPENDIX C 
 

Diagram of Unity Statement 
 
 

 I utilize the form of a unity statement for many of my works, taking it from my 
design mentor as an undergraduate student, Eric Phillips: 
 

In the 1940's Kenneth Burke, an aesthetic philosopher, wrote "A Grammar 
of Motives".  
Burke felt that the study of rhetoric would help human beings understand 
"what is involved when we say what people are doing and why they are 
doing it. 'Burke called such analysis "dramatism" and believed that such 
an approach to language analysis and use could help us understand the 
basis of conflict, the virtues and dangers of cooperation, and the 
opportunities of identification and consubstantiality.'  
Arch Lauterer, a professional and educational designer who taught 
teachers that later taught me, applied Burke's five key terms of 
understanding any human action (act, purpose, agents, agencies, scene) to 
script analysis, especially for the purpose of stage design which strove to 
create appropriate space for action in the mode of his idol Adolphe Appia. 
Henry Kurth, another designer who worked with Lauterer, put the terms 
into the unity statement form and taught it to my design instructor who 
passed to me, and finally me to you. It's a proud and very useful tradition. 
It taught me early the richness that can be in a set of actions (a play) if you 
take the time to dig in and connect all the pieces.  

 
Basic Form 

 
To (movement of the play in the form of an active verb ) in order to (a verb that actively describes what the characters are 

striving for) by means of (a verb explaining the actions the characters take) and (a contrasting verb that explains the action 

the characters take) in a time of (a noun that describes the condition of the world the characters find themselves in).”  

 
Unity Statement for The Skin of Our Teeth:  

To orbit in order to return to an equilibrium by means of barely holding together and 

breaking a part in a cross-section of time of scraping together our connective sphere.”
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APPENDIX D 
 

Metropolitan Museum of Art Research Images.  
 
 

Courtesy of author. 
 
 

  
 

Fig. D.1. Photo of Metropolitan Museum of Art Oceania wing. 
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Fig. D.2. Detail photo of Kwoma ceiling. 
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APPENDIX E 
 

Diagrams Displaying Arc of Action  
 
 

 These images visually illustrated the inciting incident of the play and the overall 
arc of action for each act. These images were presented to the acting company and design 
team early in the process.  
 
 

 
 

Figure E.1. Diagram presenting Genesis as the core of the play.  
 
 

 
 

Fig. E.2. Diagram of the orbital movement at the beginning of Act One. 
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Fig. E.3. Diagram of the orbital movement at the beginning of Act Two. 
 
 

 
 

Fig. E.4. Diagram of the orbital movement at the beginning of Act Three. 
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Fig E.5. Diagram of orbital movement continuing after the play ends. This slide takes the 
unwritten fourth act into consideration. 
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APPENDIX F 

Concept Presentation Images 
 

 

 
 

Fig. F.1. Diagram displaying orbital patterns of thought in the play. 
 
 

 
 

Fig. F.2. Diagram of the layers of relationships. 
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Fig. F.3. Diagram of geode representing ideas of Act One 
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APPENDIX G 
 

Costume Design Images 
 
 

 
 

Figure G.1.  Photo presenting the bright, neon color palette utilized for boardwalk visitors 
in Act Two. 

 
Photo courtesy of Lauren Tyler. 

 
 

 
 

Figure G.2.  Photo presenting the petal layers of Mrs. Antrobus’s Act One dress. 
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Figure G.3.  Photo illustrating Mrs. Antrobus and Gladys’s makeshift garments in Act 
Three. 

 
 

 
 

Figure G.4.  Henry’s renegade garments in Act Three. 
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Figure G.6.  Rendering of Sabina’s Bathing Suit. 
 
 

 
 

Figure G.7.  Photo of Sabina’s swimsuit used to seduce Mr. Antrobus. 
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Figure G.8.  Costume Designer’s collage of fabric for Act One. 
 
 

 
 

Figure G.9.  Costume Designer’s collage of fabric for Act Two. 
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Figure G.10.  Costumes demonstrating the use of collage fabric for ensemble garments. 
 

Photo courtesy of Jeff Wittekiend. 
 
 

 
 

Figure G.11.  Costumes illustrating curved pattern of movement and exaggeration 
through the characters’ accessories. 

 
Photos Courtesy of Jeff Wittekiend 
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Figure G.12.  Renderings of Antrobus couple in Act One. 
 
 

 
 

Figure G.13.  Renderings of Antrobus children in Act One. 
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Figure G.14.  Photo showcasing the muted color palette for the Antrobus family in Act 
One. 

 
Photo courtesy of Lauren Tyler 
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Figure G.15.  Rendering of Antrobus children in Act Two. 
 
 

 
 

Figure G.16.  Rendering of Mrs. Antrobus in Act Two. 
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Figure G.17.  Photo highlighting the Antrobus family costumes in Act Two. 
 
 

 
 

Figure G.18.  Photo of Mammoth Costume. 
 

Courtesy of Jeff Wittekiend 
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Figure G.19.  Photo of Dinosaur costume. 
 

Photo Courtesy of Jeff Wittekiend. 
 
 

 
 

Figure G.20.  Rendering of Fortune Teller costume. 
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Figure G.21. Photo illustrating the Fortune Teller’s costume. 
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APPENDIX H 
 

Scenic Design Images 
 
 

 
 

Figure H.1.  Photo of side projector screen and placement above house right audience. 
 
 

 
 

Figure H.2.  Circular placement of walls in Act One. 
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Figure H.3.  Photo illustrating the ground plan for Act One, highlighting the geode fire pit 
and front door. 
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Figure H.4.  Detail of contrasting textures and layers in Act One wall units. 
 
 

 
 

Figure H.5.  Detail photo of geode fire pit. 
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Figure H.6.  Boardwalk signs suspended over playing space. 
 

Photo courtesy of Lauren Tyler. 
 

 
 

Figure H.7.  Photo highlighting boardwalk spiral. 
 

Photo courtesy of Lauren Tyler. 
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Figure H.8.  Sculptural wall units in Act Three. 
 
 

 
 

Figure H.9.  Photo illustrating how light transformed the appearance of furniture units. 
 

Photo courtesy of Lauren Tyler. 
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Figure H.10.  Detail photo of boardwalk signs. 
 

Photo courtesy of Lauren Tyler. 
 
 

 
 

Figure H.11.  Photo illustrating mollusk shell curves in boardwalk and bench design. 
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Figure H.12.  Photo illustrating the debris from the boardwalk. 
 

Photo courtesy of Lauren Tyler. 
 
 

 
 

Figure H.13.  Photo illustrating the detailed set dressings for Act One. 
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APPENDIX I 
 

Lighting Design Images 
 
 

 
 

Figure I.1.  Photo illustrating light emanating from the geode fire pit. 
 
 

 
 
Figure I.2.  Production photo presenting icy, dim atmosphere in Act One 
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Figure I.3.  Production photo presenting bright, cheery environment at the beginning of 
Act Two. 

 
 

 
 

Figure I.4.  Production photo demonstrating lighting change as storm emerges in Act Two. 
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Figure I.6.  Production photo illustrating the ashy environment at the beginning of Act 
Three through intensity and fog. 

 
 

 
 

Figure I.7.  Production photo illustrating change of light near the end of Act Three. 
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Figure I.9.  Production photo illustrating multiple sources of light at the end of the play—
instruments, gobos, orbs, cell phones. 

 
 

 
 

Figure I.10 Production photo illustrating the orbs to symbolize continuous  points of  light 
at the end of the play. 
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Figure I.11.  Photos illustrating use of aisle light to establish environmental theatre space. 
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Figure I.12.  Production photo illustrating lighting during the impromptu rehearsal. 
 
 

 
 

Figure I.13.  Production photo illustrating Fortune Teller’s lighted crystal ball. 
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APPENDIX J  

 
Projection Design Images 

 
 

 
 

Figure J.1.  Image of The Skin of Our Teeth title slide. 
 
 

 
 

Figure J.2.  Image of a “News of the World” slide. 
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Figure J.3.  Production photo showing combination of suburban, nostalgic image and ice. 
 
 

 
 

Figure J.4.  Production photo showing growth of ice on final slide during Act One. 
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Figure J.5.  Image of Atlantic City illustrated postcard used in the production. 
 
 

 
 

Figure J.6.  Production photo illustrating integration of a storm photo into illustrated 
slides. 
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Figure J.7.  Production photo demonstrating distorted image in Act Three. 
 
 

 
 

Figure J.8.  Production photo demonstrating final suburban image in Act Three. 
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APPENDIX K 
 

Improvisational Games and Exercises 
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APPENDIX L 
 

Research Images 
 
 

 
 

Figure L.1. Example of collected research images pertaining to family. 
 
 

 
 

Figure L.2.  Example of collected research images relating to community. 
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APPENDIX M 
 

Company Guidelines 
 

 
The Skin of Our Teeth  - Company Agreement 

 

 This is a list of expectations that we will all do the best of our ability to follow in 

order to maintain a positive, collaborative working environment. 

 

1. The Timeliness Compliance Factor. All company members will arrive on time to 

each rehearsal. 

2. The Attention-Span Continuum. When working on scenes, give your undivided 

attention to the work at hand. Please refrain from bringing cellphones or other 

distractions on stage (unless asked to). When the company is working on a 

scene you are not in, that time is yours (you can watch, hang out in the green 

room, take a smoke break, etc.)  

3. The Absentee Mother Consideration. Please respect our rehearsal space and those 

that take care of it. This includes cleaning up after yourself and helping keep 

the green room tidy.  

4. The Reasonableness Clause. Please respect fellow members of the production 

company: actors, designers, and technicians. We’re all in this together, please 

respect other’s opinions and time. Cynicism kills the morale of a working 

environment very easily. If you encounter an issue with another member of 

the company, please feel free to tell me or Cynthia. We will try to handle the 

issue as discreetly and professionally as possible. 

5. The Fabulosity Conundrum. Wear clothes you can move in! If you worry about 

movement in the clothes you are wearing, change them! Later on, you may get 

rehearsal clothes to work in.  

6. The Memorization Manifesto. Please be off book by January 9.  
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7. The Evolutionary Stipulation. Come to rehearsal with new ideas and questions 

each time. There is a tendency to settle things too quickly during rehearsals. 

This rehearsal process will not be like that at all, the show should evolve and 

change constantly. 

8. The Busy-ness Negotiation. If you are unable to attend a rehearsal for an 

emergency, please contact Cynthia in some way as soon as possible. If you 

have a conflict with rehearsal, please let Cynthia know as soon as possible, 

but we have the right to not accommodate every request. With our odd 

rehearsal calendar, it is important to rehearse as much as possible. 

9. The Dictator Limitation Clause. In order to respect your time, there will be not 

“surprise” rehearsals and we will not run over the allotted rehearsal time for 

each night. The only exception may be during dress rehearsals. If the director 

needs to give notes and it is past the end of the scheduled time, an actor may 

opt to not stay for the “extended notes session”. In this case, the director will 

email the actor those notes.  

10. The “Oh Shit!” Memorandum. This play is a highly complex work that will 

change up until the opening night. Be ready for this kind of fluid working 

environment. It will take a great amount of focus and trust among the whole 

group. Be open to change and remain calm. When we have a real emergency, 

then we can freak out. But until then, think positively and remain unfazed. 

 

If we all follow these guidelines, they will foster a positive, fun, and creative rehearsal 

environment!     

--S. Allison  
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APPENDIX N 
 

Production Photos Showcasing Staging 
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Figure N.3.  Production collage demonstrating ensemble’s fascination with objects in Act 
Two. 
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Figure N.4.  Production photos demonstrating ensemble members treating trinkets like 
cell phones. 

 
 

 
 

Figure N.5.  Production photo illustrating “Competing Stories” at the beginning of Act 
Two, with ensemble members surrounding the theatre space. 
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Figure N.6.  Production photo demonstrating incorporation of “Columbian Hypnosis” 
exercise into Mr. Antrobus’s speech. 

 
 

 
 

Figure N.7.  Production photo presenting staging choices in Fortune Teller’s speech. 
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Figure N.8.  Detail photo presenting the ensemble creating bubbles towards the end of 
Act Two. 

 
 

 
 

Figure N.9.  Production photo presenting the ensemble drowning at the end of Act Two 
with the Antrobus family above in the “ark.” 
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Figure N.10.  Collage of the multifaceted attributes of Sabina through the play. 
 
 

 
 

Figure N.11.  Collage presenting arc of Gladys through the play.  
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Figure N.12.  Production photo of Fortune Teller stopping time as Mr. Antrobus leaves 
his wife. 
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Figure N.13.  Collage of playful nature of the pets. 
 
 



 279 

 
 

Figure N.14.  Collage of ensemble member playing a variety of roles. 
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Figure N.15.  Collage of refugees as various historical figures in 1940s bohemian 
garments. 
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Figure N.16.  Theatricality of Act One “News of the World” when the sun rose. 
 
 

 
 

Figure N.17.  Theatricality of Act One “News of the World” when the wall of ice 
approaches. 
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Figure N.18.  Photo demonstrating the fire pit as the gravitational point in the space. 
 
 

 
 

Figure N.19.  Photo illustrating use of the whole theatre space. 
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Figure N.20.  Photo illustrating use of the whole theatre space.  
 
 

 
 

Figure N.21.  Production photo of highlighting the stone through environmental staging. 
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Figure N.22.  Photo illustrating the geode staging at the end of Act One. 
 
 

 
 

Figure N.23.  Photo illustrating the “Cain Wave.” 
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Figure N.24.  Production photo illustrating clock shape with orbs in Act Three. 
 
 

 
 

Figure N.25.  Detail photo illustrating actors creating historic images.  
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Figure N.26.  Production photo illustrating geode formation with layers on stage. 
 
 

 
 

Figure N.27.  Production photo presenting staging when speaking the beginning of the  
Bible. 
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Figure N.28.  Production photo illustrating the anachronisms of actors and audience as 
refugees.  
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APPENDIX O 
 

Ensemble Chart of Action in Act Two 
 

 Outline for Ensemble Arc of action in Act Two – I gave each section a Beat Title 
so that everyone would know exactly what the importance of that moment was.  
 

 Conflicting Stories –Ensemble is around the entire theatre space talking to 
many different audience groups using the text of the Announcer’s speech.  

 Hurry for the Presidential Speech - The Ensemble runs to their places sitting 
on the benches in front of the platform, eagerly awaiting President Antrobus’s 
arrival.  

 Mr. Antrobus’s Speech –As Mr. Antrobus passes around the ensemble 
members, include a Colombian Hypnosis style of listening—using the whole 
body to follow the President.  

 Mrs. Antrobus’s Speech – Ensemble is bored, some begin to fall asleep, 
begins trailing away one by one at “we had to crusade for marriage”—think of 
the tempo of drool. One actor counterpoints by being Mrs. Antrobus’ biggest 
fan.  

 Enjoyment on the Boardwalk – Conveeners make fun of Mrs. Antrobus after 
Broadcaster’s last speech. Order of next events: Bingo game, rhythmic 
fascination with objects, (ask them about objects for the boardwalk), objects 
appear over the voms. 

 Fortune Teller’s Speech – Ensemble travels from the voms to Mr. Antrobus in 
slow motion hitting specific stage pictures through the Fortune Teller’s 
monologue. 

 Dysfunctional Family – Ensemble runs to the aisles to grab new objects. One 
by one, the ensemble members reappear in the aisle fascinated with trinkets.   

 Miss Fairweather’s Grand Entrance – Ensemble rushes to Sabina follows her 
offstage as she is the new shiny object. Ensemble carries Sabina with a 
fanatic’s enthusiasm Stage left and right while the family discusses Miss 
Fairweather’s accomplishments.  

 Seduction Scene – Ensemble members popup around the space like gophers 
after Sabina stops the show. Ensemble members heckle the actor for halting 
the performance. The ensemble hides again after “skip the scene” reappear on 
“Listen George: other people haven’t got feelings” – slow meander around the 
space. 

 Preparing for the Broadcast – The ensemble appears all around the space and 
begins walking in a waltz pattern around the perimeter of the stage. When the 
Fortune Teller stops time again, they freeze. 

 The Bottle Speech – Ensemble becomes entranced with the bottle Mrs. 
Antrobus holds, following her stage left. 

 Mr. Antrobus’s Broadcast to the Orders of the Earth – Ensemble picks up 
animal origami as Mr. Antrobus sees the animals all around the Boardwalk. 
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Ensemble starts with a slow tempo but steadily quickens as the storm 
encroaches even closer.  

 Cain, Cain!  - Ensemble executes the Greek exercise to push Henry towards 
his family.  

 Flood Grows – Ensemble frantically blows bubbles as if that was the only 
type of pleasure they would be able to take in before they die. The water 
slowly grows around the ensemble, and they are eventually submerged under 
the waters with bubbles floating around them. 
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APPENDIX P 
 

Comparison Chart of Text and Improvisational Script 
 
 

Examples of Textual Changes 

 For this production of the play, I wanted to highlight that contemporary college 

students are putting on the performance. To suggest this, the actors mingled with the 

audience before the performance and during intermission and referred to their personal 

names when they are not in character, but the most notable change included creating a 

new script for the breaks in action. In the original text, the language includes 1940s 

colloquialisms, references and events, and does not sound contemporary in structure. 

Instead of presenting the performers as 1940s actors playing characters we eliminated the 

middle step by reinforcing the idea that college students are performing the play. 

Therefore, these breaks in action needed to be altered to include contemporary language 

and phrases. This is not the first time a production has done this, as some of the most 

notable recent productions have altered these breaks in favor of more contemporary 

language. For example, The Public Theatre’s production was granted the ability to alter 

these scenes. Our production also included many changes in staging to update the visual 

world of the play.  

*From the Perennial Classics edition of the play.  

 

Original Text Changes in Production 
p. 5 
 “A projection screen in the 
middle of a curtain. An 
Announcer’s voice is heard.” 

 
Instead of watching a screen and hearing a voice 
as we are used to tuning out a screen in a highly 
mediatized culture, the full acting company acts 
out “The News Events of the World” using  
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simple, inventive ways to tell the story for each 
section.  
 
The projection screen still presents images of 
each part of the script, but both the action and 
screens work together to tell the story. 
The Announcer is also present instead of a 
disembodied voice. When the Announcer 
introduces the family, they are also present 
through his speech—instead of just an image on 
a screen 

p. 10-11  
Sabina’s First Improvisational 
section:  
 
SABINA: well… uh this certainly 

is a fine American Home …and 
uh… everybody’s very happy… 
and—uh…  

 
I can’t invent any words for this 

play, and I’m glad I can’t. I hate 
this play and every word in it.  

 
As for me I don’t understand a 

single word of it, anyway,--all 
about the troubles the human 
race has gone through, there’s a 
subject for you.  

 
Besides, the author hasn’t made up 

his silly mind as to whether 
we’re all living back in caves or 
in New Jersey today, and that’s 
the way it is all the way through. 

 
Oh—why can’t we have plays like 

we used to have—Peg o’ My 
Heart, and Smilin’ Thru, and The 
Bat—good entertainment with a 
message you can take home with 
you.  

 
I took this hateful job because I had 

to. For Two years I’ve sat up in 

 
With this part, I worked with the actor first to 
develop an outline of interesting things that an 
actor could say to a college audience. First, we 
tried to do a “sic em” bears—but the actor did 
not feel comfortable with that. We developed an 
outline that included 
 Apologizing to the audience that Emily is not 

demonstrating professional behavior 
 Making fun of the play- “no one really says 

‘ice cream on your plate’, get a waffle 
cone” 

 Asking the audience if anyone was in Dr. 
Carson’s poli-sci class today, she wants 
their notes after the performance.  

 Handing food to the audience members 
 Pulling out a cell phone and texting Emily so 

that she will come on stage.  
 
Mr. Fitzpatrick is also played by the actual 
Production Stage Manager of the Production 
with a microphone from the booth above the 
audience.  
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my room living on a sandwich 
and a cup of tea a day, waiting 
for better times in  the theatre. 
And look at me now: I—I 
who’ve played Rain and The 
Barretts of Wimpole Street and 
First Lady—God in Heaven!! 

 
MR. FITZPATRICK: Miss 

Somerset!!! Miss Somerset! 
 
SABINA: Oh! Anyway!—nothing 

matters It’ll all be the same in a 
hundred years 

p. 34-35  
SABINA: Ladies and Gentlemen! 

Don’t take this play serious. The 
world’s not coming to an end. 
You know it’s not. People 
exaggerate! Most people really 
have enough to eat and a roof 
over their heads. Nobody 
actually starves—you can always 
eat grass or something. That ice 
business—why, it was a long, 
long time ago. Besides they were 
only savages. Savages don’t love 
their families—not like we do.  

 
Since it is clear in our world that people in the 
world do actually have difficulty getting enough 
food each day, I feared that the audience would 
react very negatively to the actor saying this 
speech to an audience as herself (not the 
character). Instead, we changed the text to 
highlight that the actors playing the refugees are 
not starving: 
 
SABINA: Ladies and gentlemen, don’t take this 

part seriously. These are just actors, they just 
ate before the show. This isn’t really an ice 
age, don’t take it seriously! 

 
STAGE MANAGER: Rachel! Rachel! Can you 

please say the lines? 
p. 59  
The Refugees sit about in awe. 
Presently several voices start 
whispering “Homer! Homer!” All 
take it up. Homer strikes a cord or 
two on his guitar, then starts to 
speak Greek.  Moses follows with 
Hebrew.  

 
Each refugee crosses to the center of the oval 
that the refugee’s sitting creates. Towards the 
end of each one’s part, they gesture or reference 
the next refugee. 
 
HOMER: His lines in the text stay intact 
 
MOSES: You may know that it was I who was 

chosen to receive the 10 commandments. 
Muses, have you looked at number seven 
lately, you know the one about adultery? 

 
MUSE 1: I inspire art and music 
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MUSE 2: I inspire poetry and romance 
MUSE 3: I inspire everything! 
 
MUSES: Inspired? 
 
FREUD: Yes, I am a bit. But you know, 

sometimes a cigar is just a cigar. Columbus, 
what about your telescope? 

 
COLUMBUS: Sometimes they say, ah, what is 

it? Oh yes, in 1492…I sailed the ocean blue. 
What did you do? 

 
REMBRANDT: I painted myself. And then, I 

painted myself again. And then I painted… 
well this one’s not me, but it’s still really 
good. It’s Isaac. 

 
NEWTON: (gestures to Homer to stop playing 

guitar, drops the apple, picks it up and takes 
a bite).  

 
JOAN OF ARC: If any of you have ideas of 

revolution floating about your heads, get 
them out of there. Cause in the end, you’ll 
just get burned.  

p. 55  
A burst of music; the curtain rises. 
The Boardwalk. The audience is 
sitting in the ocean. Three roller 
chairs, file by empty. Conveeners 
cross the stage. Some walk sedately 
by; others engage in inane 
horseplay. The old gypsy Fortune 
Teller is seated at the door of her 
shop, smoking a corncob pipe.  
 
BINGO CALLER: A-Nine, A-

Nine. C-Twenty-six, C-Twenty-
six. A-Four. A-Four. B-Twelve.  

 
CHORUS: Bingo!!!  
 
The front of the Bingo Parlor 
shudders, rises a few feet in air and 
returns to the ground trembling. 

 
Conveeners mock Mrs. Antrobus’s speech 
 
Bingo Caller and Bingo Ball Holder cross to 
platform. The Bingo Ball Holder wears the 
Bingo Ball dispenser as a hat. 
 
BINGO BALL: Heeeeyyyyy!!! 
 
BINGO CALLER: Attention everybody. It’s 

Bingo Time! 
 
(The Conveeners hand out bingo cards to various 
audience members, the cards only have one 
number). 
 
BINGO CALLER: Ok, so you’re going to play 

in groups. They’re gonna give you a card and 
if I call out the number that’s on your card, 
you gotta say “Bingo!” and you win a lolly.  
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     Ok, are we ready? Ok, let’s see the first    

number.  
     The first Bingo number is… B-9. B-9. 
 
Audience members on Right: Bingo! 
 
BINGO BALL: BINGOOOOO!!! Catch. 
(Runs to audience group, showers them with 
lollipops.) 
 
BINGO CALLER: You won! What flavor did 
you get? I love that one. Ok, time for the next 
number… if I can get it. The next Bingo number 
is O-twenty six. O-twenty six. 
 
Audience members in Center: Bingo! 
 
BINGO BALL: BINGOOOOOO!!! Catch. 
 
BINGO CALLER: Yay, you won! 

Congratulations! Ok next number, the next 
number is… N-four, N-four.  

 
Audience members on Left: Bingo! 
 
BINGO BALL: BINGOOOOO! Catch! 
 
BINGO CALLER: Ok, we’ve only got one 

more. One more Bingo number. Drumroll 
please. The last bingo number is, I- 12. 

 
Ensemble Member: BINGO! BINGO! BINGO! 
 
BINGO BALL: Bingo! 
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APPENDIX Q 
 

Acting Company Lobby Display 
 

 
 

Figure Q.1. Photo of company Lobby display of research images and letters written to the 
audience. 

 
Photo courtesy of Jonathan Moore. 
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Figure Q.2. Detail Photo of company Lobby Display. 
 

Photo Courtesy of Jonathan Moore. 
 
 

Examples of letters written by cast members to the audience. 
 
 

1. Dear Audience,  

I hope you thoroughly enjoy the show tonight! We have all worked so hard to 

create a unique experience for you. Please open your eyes, your heart and your mind to 

what you could get out of this performance. This has truly been a unique process, and I 
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feel blessed to have had the opportunity to work with such a talented cast, hard-working 

crew, creative designers, and a brilliant director. This is my fourth and final production at 

Baylor and I have cherished every moment. As a senior, I will look back on my years 

here with joy, and Baylor Theatre will always be near and dear to my heart. I hope you 

will love this show as much as I do! 

 
2. Our dearest audience… 

Thank you so much for coming to the theatre today and experiencing The Skin of 

Our Teeth with us. You are as much a part of this “show” as we are! I hope at least one 

moment of this play allows you to connect to it and at least one word spoken tugs at you. 

I think what you’re about to see is beautiful… I hope when you leave you feel the same 

as I do. Enjoy yourselves! 

 
3. Dear Audience, 

I want to thank you all for agreeing to come and participate in this theatre 

experience with us. I have had a truly life-changing experience working on this show and 

it brings me great pleasure to share it with you.  

All I ask is that you leave all your worries and troubles behind, and come on this 

journey with us, with an open mind, to explore what could possibly be the most important 

things in life. 

 
4. Welcome to “Skin of Our Teeth”!!! 

I don’t really (3 l’s?) know what to say other than: I’m so glad that you’re here! 

This show is so dependant on the audience. Art does not exist without an audience. It is 

nothing without you! I am so honored to share this experience tonight with you. Every 
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night this show changes, so what you are about to witness is brand new! I hope you learn 

as much as I will learn from you!!! 

 
5. Dear members of the audience, 

Welcome to one of the most unique theatrical journeys you will probably ever 

experience! We are so glad to finally be able to share this incredible creation with all of 

you. We hope that despite the outlandish veneer of the show, you will be able to find the 

universal truths and pearls of wisdom in Thornton Wilder’s words. 

Andre Gride said, “Everything has been said before, but since nobody listens, we 

have to keep going back and beginning all over again.” This theme is heavily emphasized 

by several of our characters in the show. I challenge you to listen, to live now with your 

eyes and ears wide open. I guarantee you will learn something, especially if you have the 

privilege of experiencing the show a second time.  

To my family and friends: thank you all for your constant love nd support. I love 

you all so much and am so glad I get to share what I do with you.  

Enjoy Yourselves! 

 
6. Hey Guys! 

First of all, I wanted to thank you for coming to see the show! I know it’s 

different, and you probably don’t get everything (I mean, I don’t even get everything), 

but I hope that this experience will be one that you won’t forget. 

I wanted to say that everyone in the audience is vital to each show, and that you 

guys make all the difference in the world. So, again, I thank you for deciding to 
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participate in an experience that has truly changed my life. I hope that, somehow, it has 

changed your too.  

Enjoy Yourselves! 

 
7. Dear Audience… 

“Risk. Fail. Risk Again.” 

Thank you for coming on this journey with us. I encourage you to allow yourself 

to go with the magic of the theatre as it appears – and look for the truths presented. 

 
8. I was talking to a fellow student in English class, inviting him to the show, and 

he said he didn’t like theatre, because he could get the same thing better for five dollars at 

the movies. This angered me. It first angered my ideals regarding laissez-faire economy, 

but that would require several reams. 

It really angered me because as much as I love movies, there is nothing on that 

silver screen that can replicate a live performance. There is true magic that transpires 

whenever something is being created organically in front of a live audience. And I can 

think of few greater examples than this show to prove my point. 

Of course, Ed isn’t coming. But I hope that some of you after this show will think 

next time, “Do I wanna see George Clooney again, or should I go see a play…” 

Thank you for joining this experience. 
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