
A Publication of the University 
of Dallas Drama Department

A Publication of the University 
of Dallas Drama Department

OnStageOnStage



The fall of 2018 has been a busy one for the Drama 
Department at the University of Dallas. We celebrated 
our fiftieth anniversary with over two hundred alumni 
and faculty; among them were Patrick and Judy Kelly, 
the founders of our department. We had an afternoon 
of toasts, tours, and slideshows of past productions to 
celebrate half a century of student theater.

The University of Dallas also hosted the third biennial Dallas Shakespeare Conference 
in October. For us, that meant pausing The Skin of Our Teeth rehearsals for a week to 
rehearse a staged reading of The Tempest. Our cast consisted of university students, 
faculty members, and professional actors from the Dallas area, and we performed to over 
two hundred and fifty guests.
 
Throughout all of our events, work on The Skin of Our Teeth has been progressing 
steadily. The finished play is the result of the time and energy of dozens of students 
and professionals working in the scene shop, the costume shop, the drama department 
office, the light and sound booths, and, of course, in rehearsal. Productions at University 
of Dallas are never an isolated event; they are woven into the classes, student life, and 
research projects of the student body. Conversations range from the spiritual implications 
of Wilder’s play to the nature of art and theater, to the cyclical view of history popular in 
the years after World War I. 

There are many angles from which to approach a play such as this. It stands out because 
of the theatrical techniques introduced with its debut in 1942. It is distinctly American 
in its perspective and has become monumental in the canon of American theater. It is 
philosophical in nature and achieves a mythic and universal scope which approaches 
Biblical dimensions. Despite it epic scope, it is grounded in humor. This edition of OnStage 
explores all of these aspects of The Skin of Our Teeth through comprehensive articles, 
faculty perspectives, and Thornton Wilder’s own preface to the play. 

Directing The Skin of Our Teeth makes me think about the founding of this department 
over fifty years ago and how much we as a department have accomplished since then. In 
1967, Professor Judy Kelly, then Judy French, directed our first play, Moliere’s The Miser. 
Two years later, Professor Patrick Kelly directed The Skin of Our Teeth.

Thornton Wilder was fascinated with the mundane details which are repeated every day 
throughout history until they themselves take on an epic dimension. As we celebrate fifty 
years, we look back on semesters of freshman taking their first class on Theater History, 
actors meeting every night to tackle difficult scenes, and seniors stepping into the role of 
director as they take on their own shows. It is in these particulars that the vision of our 
founders comes to life. 

See you at the theater!

-Stefan Novinski, Chair of Drama
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With the rise of Darwinism in the late nineteenth century came 
an emphasis on the individual and a loss of belief in a common 
nature which extends to each individual of the species. At the 
same time, art and literature emphasized the role of subjective 
perception, leading to artistic representations of the individual 
experience. Thornton Wilder, writing in the 1930s and 40s, rejected 
a theater limited by individual experience, instead seeking a new 
way to integrate details of daily life with geological time, that is, 
to examine “those things that repeat and repeat and repeat in 
the lives of millions” (Bryer xiv). Instead 
of an entertaining theater which depends 
on interesting plots and other people’s 
lives, Wilder sought to achieve a greater 
vision of human purpose. The form and 
technique in The Skin of Our Teeth emerge 
from a desire to arrive at universal experience through theater.

Wilder creates a narrative of general human experience from 
the fragments of individual experience. He understood this 
“generalized experience” to be the vocation of theater (in 
contrast to the “unique occasion” of the novel), writing, “It is 
through the theater’s power to raise the exhibited individual 
action into the realm of idea and type and universal that it is able 
to evoke our belief” (Preface 685). By generalizing the action of 
the individual, Wilder reconstructs a universal understanding of 
the human person—that is, of what one might call human nature. 

Wilder knew that presenting a play that sought universal truth 
in a geological time frame could easily be presented as didactic 

or simplistic, especially if the audience sought a verisimilitude 
in its portrayal. Wilder differentiated between verisimilitude 
(“lifelikeness”, which had dominated nineteenth century 
theater) and reality, the underlying truth: it was reality he 
sought to capture (Preface 685). By including anachronisms 
(chronological inconsistencies), breaking the fourth wall, and 
having a minimal set, Wilder emphasized that the theater was 
not trying to accurately depict prehistoric life but rather to 
explore an essential reality. By breaking the fourth wall with 

humorous disturbances from the actors, 
Wilder reminds the audience that a play 
is inherently artificial and defuses the 
allegorical predictability of the play. In 
1942 and in 2018, theatergoers come to 
a play with an underlying expectation 

of “how theater works;” a rupture in the normal procedure of 
the play forces them to respond more sincerely to what they 
experience. This shaking-up of our concept of art in order to 
experience it anew is called the avant-garde.
 
Yet much of what modern audiences consider to be avant-garde 
in light of nineteenth century theater is really just casting back 
to Greek and Medieval traditions. Wilder spent much of his life 
teaching Classics; so much so that he was accused of being a 
Greek playwright and not an American one. Like Greek drama, 
The Skin of Our Teeth makes efforts to distance the play from the 
human actors and audience. Greek actors never pretended to be 
the characters they portrayed. Actors wore masks to indicate who 
they represented and to prevent any lapse into verisimilitude. 

The Avant-Garde and Western Tradition
by Beatrice Daniels
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Wilder differentiated 
between verisimilitude 

and reality: it was reality 
he sought to capture.



The chorus broke into the action to reflect or comment on what 
was happening in the play, emphasizing the illusory nature of the 
dramatic situation.

Wilder also incorporates the use of archetype and anachronism 
common in Medieval cycle and morality plays. In the twelfth-
century play “Mankind,” the character Mankind must navigate 
between Mercy, Mischief, and the devils Newguise, Nowadays, 
and Nought. Purposely generic and allegorical, the morality 
play applies to every member in the audience and spans beyond 
centuries. Medieval cycle plays were also playfully anachronistic. 
Shepherds awaiting the birth of Christ swear “by Our Lady” and 
complain about the cold winters and their unfair landlords—all 
problems well known to the English peasant. The effect is that 
the twelfth-century play-goer can immediately place himself 
in the Nativity scene. At the heart of such theatrical customs is 
the assumption that human nature is everywhere the same, and 
thus a historically accurate imitation is not necessary in order to 
capture the audience’s belief and sympathy. 

Wilder believed that his play “comes alive under conditions of 
crisis,” when the audience is especially able to sympathize with 
the crisis on stage given the suffering around them (Preface 685). 
He wrote at a time when world war was stripping away social 
conventions. What, if anything, would remain of human culture 
after everything was destroyed? Furthermore, where could they 
find the strength to rebuild their cities again, barely twenty-five 
years after the end of World War I? Perhaps the most fundamental 
motivation for the Antrobuses is to “save the family,” as Mrs. 
Antrobus says, but this alone provides insufficient motivation 
within the play. Wilder wrote in his journal that he was unsure 
what answer he could give as the reason for perseverance:

What does one offer the audience as explanation of man’s    
endurance, aim, and consolation? Hitherto, I had planned here 
to say...the existence of his children and the inventive activity of 
his mind....In the Third Act I was planning to say that the ideas 

contained in the great books of his predecessors [furnish him 
with] adequate direction and stimulation….Do I believe this?...Is it 
sufficient climax for the play?....I do believe it (Journals 37). 

The Skin of Our Teeth examines the family in the face of societal 
breakdown and apocalypse. Wilder chose to abstract the 
situation, removing it from a specific time or place. The result 
is that in 2018, the play still addresses the audience in the 
present, immediately and directly, asking “are you going to 
choose to rebuild society now?” The question is as old as human 
catastrophe. Upon the burning of Troy, Aeneas must decide what 
to take and what to leave. At the foundation of Western thought 
lies a hard evaluation of what we must preserve and what we 
must allow to be lost in order to survive. Thornton  Wilder carries 
on the tradition of the Western Epic, surprising the audience 
through new techniques so that, perhaps for the first time, we 
can understand all that is at stake. ◊
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“Preface to Three Plays” by Thornton Wilder
TOWARD THE END of the ‘twenties I began to lose 
pleasure in going to the theater. I ceased to 
believe in the stories I saw presented there. When 
I did go it was to admire some secondary aspect of 
the play, the work of a great actor or director or 
designer. Yet at the same time the conviction was 
growing in me that the theater was the greatest of 
all the arts. I felt that something had gone wrong 
with it in my time and that it was fulfilling only 
a small part of its potentialities. I was filled 
with admiration for presentations of classical 
works...but at heart I didn’t believe a word of 
them. I was like a schoolmaster grading a paper; 
to each of these offerings I gave an A plus, but 
the condition of mind of one grading a paper is 
not that of one being overwhelmed by an artistic 
creation....Of all the arts the theater is best 

endowed to awaken this recollection within us—to 
believe is to say “yes”; but in the theaters of 
my time I did not see myself prompted to any such 
grateful and self-forgetting acquiescence.

This dissatisfaction worried me. I was not ready to 
condemn myself as blasé and overfastidious, for I 
knew that I was still capable of belief....Finally, 
my dissatisfaction passed into resentment. I began 
to feel that the theater was not only inadequate, 
it was evasive; it did not wish to draw upon its 
deeper potentialities....I began to search for 
the point where the theater had run off the track, 

where it had chosen—and been permitted—to become 
a minor art and an inconsequential diversion.... 

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. Every 
person who has ever lived has lived an unbroken 
succession of unique occasions. Yet the more one 
is aware of this individuality in experience 
(innumerable! innumerable!) the more one becomes 
attentive to what these disparate moments have 
in common, to repetitive patterns. As an artist 
(or listener or beholder) which “truth” do you 

prefer—that of the isolated occasion, or that 
which includes and resumes the innumerable? Which 
truth is more worth telling? Every age differs in 
this. Is the Venus de Milo “one woman”? Is the play 
Macbeth the story of “one destiny”? The theater 
is admirably fitted to tell both truths. It has 
one foot planted firmly in the particular, since 
each actor before us (even when he wears a mask!) 
is indubitably a living, breathing “one”; yet it 
tends and strains to exhibit a general truth since 
its relation to a specific “realistic” truth is 
confused and undermined by the fact that it is an 

accumulation of untruths, pretenses, and fiction. 
The novel is preeminently the vehicle of the unique 
occasion, the theater of the generalized one. It is 
through the theater’s power to raise the exhibited 
individual action into the realm of idea and type 
and universal that it is able to evoke our belief. 
But power is precisely what those nineteenth-

century audiences did not— dared not—confront. 
They tamed it and drew its teeth; squeezed it into 
that removed showcase. They loaded the stage with 
specific objects, because every concrete object 
on the stage fixes and narrows the action to one 
moment in time and place....So it was by a jugglery 
with time that the middle classes devitalized the 
theater. When you emphasize place in the theater, 
you drag down and limit and harness time to it. 
You thrust the action back into past time, whereas 
it is precisely the glory of the stage that it is 
always “now” there. Under such production methods 
the characters are all dead before the action 
starts. You don’t have to pay deeply from your 
heart’s participation. No great age in the theater 
ever attempted to capture the audience’s belief 
through this kind of specification and localization. 
I became dissatisfied with the theater because I was 
unable to lend credence to such childish attempts 
to be “real.”...

The Skin of Our Teeth begins...by making fun of 
old fashioned playwriting; but the audience soon 
perceives that it is seeing “two times at once.” 
The Antrobus family is living both in prehistoric 
times and in a New Jersey commuters’ suburb today. 

Again, the events of our homely daily life—this 

time the family life—are depicted against the 
vast dimensions of time and place. It was written 
on the eve of our entrance into the war and under 
strong emotion and I think it mostly comes alive 
under conditions of crisis....To have seen it 
in Germany soon after the war, in the shattered 
churches and beerhalls that were serving as 
theaters, with audiences whose price of admission 
meant the loss of a meal and for whom it was 
of absorbing interest that there was a “recipe 
for grass soup that did not cause the diarrhea,” 
was an experience that was not so cool. I am 
very proud that this year it has received a first 
and overwhelming reception in Warsaw. The play is 
deeply indebted to James Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake. 
I should be very happy if, in the future, some 
author should feel similarly indebted to any work 
of mine. Literature has always more resembled a 
torch race than a furious dispute among heirs.

—From “Preface to Three Plays.” Thornton Wilder: 
Collected Plays and Writings on Theater. Ed. J.D. 
McClatchy. Library Classics of the United States, 2007. 



Jungian archetypes are underlying motifs used for myth-
making; they feature character types such as the mother, the 
trickster, and the dying god, as well as archetypal plots such 
as the flood, the quest, and rags to riches. In most stories, 
archetypes are an undercurrent; some would argue that the 
best stories subvert their own archetypes to create something 
new. However, Thornton Wilder plays no such games with his 
audience. Rather, he flaunts his  stereotypical characters. He gives 
them names such as “Mr. and Mrs. Antrobus,” which in Greek 
means “person,” and “Lily Sabina,” a reference to the character’s 
similarity to Lilith and to the Sabine women. Characters have 
lines such as, “We’ve been married for five thousand years,” and, 
“That’s all we do—always beginning again!” Rather than vaguely 
reference the classics, Wilder chooses to have Homer, Moses, 
and the Muses walk on stage. Wilder presents us with obviously 
prototypical characters—Adam, Eve, and Cain, for example—
who have the attributes and even names of Biblical and classical 
personages. Some would ask why he would limit himself to such 
flat characters; however, it is this method of archetyping that 
liberates his play.

Jungian psychology uses archetypes to show the integration of 
the individual with fellow man and nature. When we encounter a  
wise old man or a coming-of-age plot in a story we are meant to 
see those basic elements in our own lives. Whether we see these 
plots or characters—the jokester, the lover, the orphan—in the 
world around us or contain them within ourselves as a microcosm, 
the archetypes gesture at something essentially human about us. 
Wilder, in the face of World War II, wants to locate and highlight 

our humanity. However, not every archetype is as transparent 
as it seems. Sabina, for example, is both Lilith—a demonic 
temptress—and a Sabine woman—a victim of rape. Sabina’s 
double-name translates to her character; she is the only one to 
change roles in the story. These dual images force the audience 
to wonder where they fit into the schema. Post-war Modernism 
was drawn to Jungian archetypes as a method of synthesis, but 
Wilder experimented with various roles in order to condense the 
attributes of his characters and thus enrich them with a history 
and personality unique to them.
 
However obvious his use of archetype, Wilder does not write 
symbols. Symbols, as director Stefan Novinski says, can’t be 
performed. Rather, Wilder fleshes them out as any good writer 
would do, while keeping their universal horizon in mind. “The 
universal,” says Novinski, “is in the particular.” Through their 
individuality, they become more accessible, and thus more 
meaningful to us. The faults Wilder applies to his characters are 
in us, and so in us are the virtues. Henry’s petulance and eventual 
violent irrationality is ours as well; we all bear the mark of Cain in 
that we all feel so lonely that we sometimes want to strike out. 
Mr. Antrobus’s adultery is the temptation that we all feel. Mrs. 
Antrobus’s vicious pride is ours, but so is her fierce love, as is Mr. 
Antrobus’s endurance and Sabina’s strength. Like true Jungian 
archetypes, the characters of The Skin of Our Teeth reflect us, the 
audience, as much as they do the  mythic characters for whom 
they are named. 

The literary flatness of the characters—meaning that they do 
not undergo dynamic change— is deliberate and artful. It does 
not detract from the value of or interest in the story; rather, it 
coincides with the overarching theme of humanity’s endurance. 
Actress Dolores Milhaliak says that change is a threat to each of 
the characters. When Sabina changes roles, she almost destroys 
the central family, who stands in for every family. When Mr. 
Antrobus threatens to forsake his characteristic endurance, all 
the culture of humanity is at stake. Mankind must endure the 
threats from each other and from nature to ultimately choose 
what is worthwhile—as Mr. Antrobus says, everything can be 
burned but his books. Homer, Moses, and the Muses appear as 
living people brought in from the cold. These are the flattest 
characters of all; they are nothing but themselves, and they 
should not be anything else. The victory is in their preservation.

Wilder prototypes his characters by action as well as name. 
The action and emotion of the archetypes is where their role is 
fulfilled; Mr. Antrobus as Adam means little until the audience 
discovers that his son is Cain, and Sabina as Lilith is flat until she 
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Opposite: Sandra Twetten as Sabina. Above, left: Dolores Mihaliak as Mrs. Antrobus and Paul Bond as Henry, with Bernadette Roden as the dinosaur. Above, right: Charles 
Mihaliak, Robert Baxley, and Gabe Checri as Conveneers. Below: Jackson Berkhouse as Mr. Antrobus, with Charles Mihaliak, Robert Baxley, Ty’Ree Gary, and Gabe Checri as 
Conveneers.

tempts Mr. Antrobus. The universality of each character shapes how they 
interact and drives the plot forward. The action outside the characters, 
too, is universal. Wilder pits his characters against three apocalyptic 
scenarios: the Ice Age, the Flood, and, significantly, ruined post-war 
society. He is, essentially, throwing them hard at a wall to see how they 
bounce. Through the agon of the eschaton, each character must choose 
what they think is important. Only in adversity does humanity truly 
seek to define itself, and it can most wholesomely define itself with the 
language of archetypes. ◊



Thornton Wilder’s The Skin of Our Teeth elicits manifold 
reactions: awe at the figure of Mr. Androbus, bafflement at the 
appearance of a mammoth and a dinosaur, general intellectual 
confusion at the myriad references to the Western Canon, and 
shock at the halt of the play .

I met with Dr. Catherine Caesar of the art history department and 
Dr. Charles Sullivan of the history department to hear about their 
readings of The Skin of Our Teeth. Situating the play historically 
during World War II and placing it and Wilder among their artistic 
contemporaries, we discussed the precision and genius with 
which The Skin of Our Teeth met both its time and our own. 

What were your impressions upon reading the play?

Catherine Caesar: Well, based on the introduction of the 
characters, I expected it to be a mid-century American drama 
where the characters have both their flaws but also domestic 
happiness—just the daily life and trials of small town America. 
But [I soon realized] it was not going to be that! There’s a lot of 
symbolism and references: they talk about Napoleon, the Ice 
Age, and Moses. I was hoping that [these references] would come 
together at some point, but they don’t necessarily; I think [that 
besides a] deliberate ambiguity there is a richness of historical 
and cultural moments. 

Charles Sullivan: I was somewhat surprised by the form of 
the play. Some of the techniques Wilder uses in 1942 are very 
advanced for the time. 

How does the avant-garde function in the play?  

CC: The avant-garde serves to deal directly with the audience 
so that the audience becomes an active participant instead of a 
quiet viewer. When an actor is looking you in the face and saying 
something to you that doesn’t seem to be scripted at all, that 
shocks you out of passivity. I think of artworks created around 
the same time period; there’s an existential crisis that starts to 
happen at the end of World War I. It is reflected in the Ashcan 
School which painted [what are] basically landscapes of urban 
life—the clothesline drying, et cetera. There is a kind of dirtiness 
with urban living [in the] post-Depression [Era] that reminds me 
a lot of this play. 

CS: The characters stepping out of the roles of the play 
challenges the audience. [The audience is] presented with 
a certain repetitive approach to tragedy in three different 
episodes, but this is not a set of prescriptions to apply: one has 
to choose the acknowledgement that what is seen is a symbolic 
form or contrivance. The actors step out of their roles precisely to 
facilitate the continuity between audience and action, precisely 
to remind the audience that what they see on stage is a neatly 
wrapped up contrivance—but a contrivance they have to choose 
to participate in.  

How does this play work within tradition?

CC: Tradition to me is an ambiguous term. Is tradition the core 
texts we read at UD? Wilder references Homer and Moses. Or is 
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it a more general [term] about the human condition? It’s as if all 
the narratives we’ve been raised with are telling the same story 
about the terrible things that can happen throughout the course 
of the human life—but an optimism occurs, a fighting toward the 
future. In the last scene, the repetition of some of the first lines of 
the play [makes it seem as if] this is all cyclical and it’s just going 
to happen all over again—that’s just the course of human life.

How is the play situated historically, and how is it a reflection 
of its time?

CS: Wilder is writing this in 1942, in October 1942—that’s not just 
any old time. It’s a time of deep and profound crisis in the U.S. The 
audience looks in the morning paper and doesn’t see the Ice Age 
coming, they don’t see the Deluge coming, but they do see the 
Nazis coming. It might not seem that these things are equivocal, 
but for a generation that can remember World War I—the Great 
War—they’re as equivocal as any events are going to be. Wilder is 
no idealist, but the play is a statement of American resilience in a 
time of darkness, of American optimism with echoes of Benjamin 
Franklin, Henry Adams, and Frederick Douglass, but it transcends 
that moment. Some of that energy that Wilder had in 1942 could 
be placed in a production of this play in 2018. 

What makes us put our lives back together after society has 
been shattered as in the World Wars?

CC: You would think it would be family—but it’s not, at least, 
not in this play. I think it’s just that we want to survive. The 
Antrobuses have been married for five thousand years and 
maybe they’ll be married for a million more and continue to have 
the same struggles. Whether it’s a freezing cold day in August 
and we know that something is really wrong, or there’s adultery 
in a marriage, or a horrific war and the men are off to battle and 
we don’t have enough food and our clothes are tattered—we just 
have this natural instinct to survive. 

CS: The title is a reference to [the Book of] Job, but here it 
is collectivized. It’s an argument for the fact that we can get 
through if we work together, if we work for ‘we’ and not ‘me.’ Mr. 
Antrobus [perseveres because of] three things: ‘the voice of the 
people in their confusion,’—the recognition of our fallenness—
‘the thought of you and the children and this house,’—the faith 
we can have in each other as a model of the faith we have in a 
deity—and ‘my books’—the ideals that provide some image of 
what could be if one only has faith. The end of the world doesn’t 
have to come! ◊

Above Right: Dolores Mihaliak as Mrs. Antrobus and Jackson Berkhouse as Mr. 
Antrobus prepare for a broadcast with help from Anna Nguyen.
Below Right: Dolores Mihaliak as Mrs. Antrobus starts  a fire for her family and 
refugees, including Robert Baxley as Homer and Katrine Christensen as Ms. 
Muse.
Opposite: Katrine Christensen, Gabe Checri, Robert Baxley, and Charles Mihaliak  
in rehearsal.



For starters, Professor Novinski, what made you want to do 
this play?

Stefan Novinski, Director: I directed this play approximately 
fifteen years ago, and in the last two years it has come up in my 
head again because it has all these contemporary questions—
from global warming, to refugees, to the nature of marriage. 
It’s also highly theatrical, and I thought the students needed to 
work on something that was not naturalistic. We had just done 
a Shakespeare and we had just done a Chekhov, so I wanted to 
challenge them to think more theatrically. 

On that note, how far can you push the theatricality of the 
show? 

Susan A.Cox, Costume Designer: The invitation is to mess 
around, to brainstorm within the framework that Mr. Wilder has 
provided for us and [that is] further defined by Stefan. I think 
there’s a real clear envelope to the play, as Stefan would say, and 
I think that as long as we’re within the envelope, we can do it.

SN: [Thornton Wilder] says all his theatricality will be dated in 
twenty years, and it is. So we’ve chosen to break other theatrical 
conventions, and I hope the audience finds it satisfying. 

Will Turbyne, Set Designer: To me, it’s about showing your tricks 
and saying that we are in a theater and are watching a piece of 
theater. In a lot of ways, we’re not trying to fool anybody. The 
scenery is very basic. It’s not easy, but it’s very basic. Most of 
what defines the playing space [in this play] is a simple frame of 
architecture that moves around to create different environments. 

This is a play full of juxtaposition and contrasts. How can you 
strike a balance between contrasting elements? 

SN: Wilder calls his play “mock heroic.” It’s a comic carnival, 
full of myth and archetypes which surround a perfectly drawn, 
middle class, 1940s family. The Antrobuses themselves might be 
archetypes—some might call them clichés—but he’s exploring 
the nature of family and marriage. What I’m trying to do through 
the course of the play is to keep the theme of marriage all the 
way through it.

Can you talk about the simultaneous use of radically different 
time periods, such as the 1940s and the Ice Age, in the show? 

SC:  I think Mr. Wilder makes [the anachronisms] work. I don’t 
think we have to make it work—that’s just how it’s written. To 
me, it’s delightful. He makes this world where things just exist 
at the same time, and he doesn’t leave the audience out. The 
dinosaur and the mammoth come in and interact with the family 
like they’re household pets. We understand household pets, and 
then we watch them leave to their doom, to their peril, to their 
extinction...and we understand the pathos of that. 

SN:  Paula Vogel, in her introduction to the play, likens his use of 
time to a more medieval view of time. It’s circular and cyclical—
it’s not a linear progression. In the medieval worldview, God is 
present in every act;  so all of salvation history is present in the 
thunder and the rain or in how much I hate my brother at the 
time. 

Is there a particular element or theme of the show you wish to 
highlight with your work?

SC:  The people. The human beings who inhabit the world—that’s 
what I’m interested in. 

WT: To that point, the focus is on the story and the characters, 
and I think that’s part of the aesthetic I’m going for behind the 
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stripping away [of the stage]. We’re going to see crew members 
participating in this show in a way that we may not in other 
shows. We’re not hiding them—we’re embracing them in many 
ways. Maybe that’s the level of theatricality we’re going for—
we’re not hiding something, we’re just saying “Here’s the story. 
Engage with it or not. Here it is.” 

SC:  I just saw a magic show on Saturday, and I kept thinking 
about this play while I was watching it. Part of the beauty of it is 
[that] he tricked us over and over again while making us think he 
had goofed up. I think this play is like this: you think, “That can’t 
be right,” but suddenly—of course it’s right!—and it all falls into 
place. I think that’s the magic of this play. And if that little section
 in the third act is done right, people will be going, “Oh, that’s so 
embarrassing!” 

SN:  His metaphor for putting on a play—that collaborative act 
of a bunch of different personalities coming together to try and 
achieve something greater than the sum of its parts—is also a 
metaphor for mankind, and it will remind us of the fragility of 
the human endeavor. I think that’s sort of a crucial theme all the 
way through, and it humbles us. The play’s almost a morality 
play. When we feel the world owes us something, we’re not using 
right reason at that moment, and that’s Wilder’s theme, but it’s 
rarely a statement in the play. Really, the questions of the play 
are this: how much can I forgive? How do I offer reconciliation 
to my neighbor or my spouse or my child? I think confession is 
a great sacrament, but it’s easier to gain forgiveness in a church 
than it is to forgive my wife, child, colleague, or friend. ◊
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Below: Costume designs by Professor Susan A. Cox, counter clockwise from top left, Stage Manager, Henry, Mrs. Antrobus, 
Gladys, Sabina, and Mr. Antrobus. Opposite: Stage mockup designed by Professor Will Turbyne.



Top: Sandra Twetten as Lily-Sabina/Ms. Fairweather and Jackson Berkhouse as Mr. Antrobus. Below, left: Charles Mihaliak, Anthony White, Katherine Weber, Clare Lindgren, Gabe 
Checri, Katrine Christensen, Ty’Ree Gary, and Robert Baxley as refugees. Below, right: Sandra Twetten as Sabina. Opposite: Sandra Twetten with Barbie Sabina.
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minimal props. Grover’s Corners, the small town in New 
Hampshire where the play is set, can be anywhere according 
to Wilder. The words of the characters, their hopes and dreams 
and everyday struggles – these are the aspects of the play 
that Wilder wants his audience to experience. Behind every 
word was a deeper meaning, and Wilder wanted an audience 
to encounter a show without the barriers to emotional 
comprehension that modern realism inadvertently provided. 

Wilder’s three major plays - Our Town, The Matchmaker, and The 
Skin of Our Teeth - each investigate an aspect of human nature 
that Wilder sought to bring to the American stage. Our Town 
provides the grounds to find value for even the smallest events 
of one’s life. The Matchmaker parodies the theater that Wilder 
was working to correct; rather than reverting to cynicism, Wilder 
writes with sincerity which succeeds in portraying the youthful 
desire for adventure. The Skin of Our Teeth distorts time and 
place further than Our Town, introducing the American stage 
to the concept of the American person’s fragile yet burgeoning 
humanity, strong-willed in the face of crisis. Wilder’s new kind of 
storytelling appealed to a wider audience than the naturalistic 
theater he rejected, and the American public responded 
fervently to his work.

In his quest to revitalize American theater, Wilder was 
influenced by various aspects of theater from around the 
world. From Shakespeare he borrowed the staging technique 
of minimizing set pieces, requiring actors to perform truthfully 
without a specific setting. The Noh theater of Japan, which 
is a highly-regulated artistic form with limited plot and the 
integration of masks, also influenced Wilder’s works. In the 

1920s the Italian playwright Luigi 
Pirandello wrote the  play Six 
Characters in Search of an Author—
an absurd metatheatrical piece 
which experimented with characters 
on stage switching to “being” actors 

in the middle of their performances. Wilder would later use this 
trick with Sabina and other characters in The Skin of Our Teeth. 
British theatrical theorist Edward Gordon Craig and German 
director Max Reinhardt both experimented with a lack of 
realism on stage that Wilder implemented into his works. Wilder 
was the one of the first playwrights to bring these innovations 
to American theater, which had become its own artistic tradition 
in the twentieth century. 

Thornton Niven Wilder lived during an artistically burgeoning 
period of American culture. Born in Wisconsin in 1897, Wilder 
came of age during the Roaring Twenties, participated in two 
world wars, and developed a career first as a professor and then 
as a writer. After successfully publishing novels and winning a 
Pulitzer Prize in 1928, Wilder turned his attention to the world 
of playwriting. At the end of the 1920s, Thornton Wilder found 
American theater to be unimaginative and unwilling to take 
risks that “overwhelmed” its audience.  Instead, he found that 
theater of his time “soothed” the audience with an appreciation 
for the scenery or a particularly moving actor. The theater did 
not ask the audience to peer into 
themselves to learn truths about 
their humanity. Wilder set out to 
change this method of theater-
making, and thus produced a unique 
brand of American theater that 
remains relevant and necessary in the theatrical world today. 

When Our Town, Wilder’s Pulitzer-winning and most renowned 
play, premiered in 1938, Wilder set a precedent for American 
theater. The Stage Manager, who is both the narrator and 
a character in the show, addresses the audience directly 
and leaves them no room to distance themselves from the 
performance. The script describes little scenery, no set, and 

Thornton Wilder: 
Transforming the American Stage

by Katarina Morris

The search for the human 
through theater

should be controversial.
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Directed by Paul Bond
December 5th, Drama Building

12

fAll senior studios

Today Wilder’s theater is often delegated to amateurs. Our 
Town is considered a play for high schoolers, safe to perform 
to the masses — but Wilder’s theater has never been safe. 
Charles Isherwood of the New York Times wrote in a review of 
David Cromer’s highly-acclaimed 2009 production of Our Town 
that “Wilder sought to make sacraments of simple things.” The 
search for the human through theater should be controversial. 
Thornton Wilder’s works present his insights  into human nature 
in a dramatic form which revolutionized American theater. His 
plays would influence the work of many playwrights following 
him, including Edward Albee, Arthur Miller, Tennessee Williams, 
Caryl Churchill, Samuel Beckett, and Will Eno. Wilder’s method 
persists through them today. American theater continues to 
overcome limitations in art and find new ways to diversify stage 
pictures, all for the sake of more deeply human storytelling. ◊
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The Skin of Our Teeth has strong Biblical undertones, especially 
for a play written in 1942.  Its title itself is derived from the Book 
of Job, and plot points such as the stories of Cain and Abel and 
the great Flood parallel Biblical narratives. Thornton Wilder also 
borrows another pattern from the Bible: the cycle of Creation, 
Fall, and Redemption. Each act is its own independent cycle in 
which Wilder shows both a fall from grace and the chance for 
redemption. 

At the beginning of Act One, Wilder uses the announcer to 
create the domestic world of the Antrobus family by describ-
ing their beautiful home in Excelsior, New Jersey, and uses Lily 
Sabina, the maid, to introduce us to them. We see a tempting 
picture of domestic tranquility, but it is rotten on the inside. 
Henry throws “a stone again” and perhaps kills the boy next 
door, reviving raw memories of the murder of his brother and 
subsequently stirring up his father’s anger (42). Mr. Antrobus 
recognizes that Henry’s fall from grace affects the whole family, 
saying, “Myself. All of us, we’re covered in blood” (44).  The Ice 
Age brings refugees, suffering, and despair.   The family must 
decide whether to live or die, and there seems to be no point 
to living. There is not enough food to go around for everyone, 
and not everyone in the room seems worth saving. In telling 
her father that she “was perfect” in her recitation, Gladys gives 
her parents a reason for hope (46). Mr. Antrobus  responds to 
her report card of straight As by gathering everyone around the 
fire and educating his children, “on the chance that they can 
use” their new knowledge after the apocalypse (47). Henry’s 
sins made the family despair of a purpose, but Gladys’s ability 
to succeed shows that their children do have a future worth 
fighting for. 

In Act Two, Wilder creates his own version of the world before 
the Flood—here, the boardwalk in Atlantic City, New Jersey. The 
city offers attractions and curiosities on every corner, prom-
ising fun and enjoyment. But as Wilder implies, this is a world 
consumed by sin and corruption, exhibited best by the conven-
tioneers and vamps as they “engage in inane horseplay” and do 
“shameful things” (55-56, 59). The Fortune Teller also gives us a 
clear warning of what is to come: “Rain. Rain. Rain in floods. The 
deluge” (59). It is the story of the Noah and the Flood reborn, 
only in Atlantic City, and it is the Antrobuses who serve as the 
new Noah. Mr. Antrobus is tempted to stay, but recognizes the 
sacredness of his marriage vows and the need his children have 

for him. At the urging of the Fortune Teller, Mr. Antrobus takes 
his family and all of the animals—two of a kind—and sails off 
with a chance to start over again; by rejecting the temptation 
to stay, Mr. Antrobus accepts the grace which makes human 
redemption possible. Everyone else drowns in the flood, but we 
have hope that the Antrobuses can create a better world once 
the flood has receded.  

In Act Three, we enter a world that is already fallen and ravaged 
by war. Wilder tells us that the walls of the Antrobuses’ home 
are leaning “helter-skelter against one another, leaving irregu-
lar gaps”, and that the “frames of the window and door crazily 
out of line” (91). It is not just the structure of the house that has 
been destroyed; Mr. Antrobus says that “he’ll kill Henry on sight 
if he sees him”, and that “war’s a pleasure compared to…trying 
to build up a peacetime with [him] in the middle of it” (110). In 
much the same way, Henry echoes he is “not going to be a part 
of any peacetime” of his father’s, and that he’s “going to be 
free, even if [he has] to kill half of the world for it” (110-111). The 
family is fractured, and for the first time, Mr. Antrobus begins to 
lose hope. He needs Mrs. Antrobus to remind him of his respon-
sibility to the family to keep going. She has kept his books for 
him, and it from the principles in those well worn books that 
he finds the strength to do so. His books offer him the grace he 
needs to begin again. . “We’ve come a long ways,” Mr. Antrobus 
says. “We’ve learned. We’re learning. And the steps of our jour-
ney are marked for us here” (119). Henry has not accepted the 
opportunity for redemption by the end of the play; Wilder shows 
him “at the edge of the scene, brooding and unreconciled, but 
present” (120). Perhaps there has not been reconciliation by the 
end, but the family seems to have taken steps in right direction; 
Mr. Antrobus returns to his books, believing that their words will 
help him rebuild this world. 

The Skin of Our Teeth contains three cycles of Creation, Fall, and 
Redemption. Many modern dramas create a world devoid of 
grace, but in Wilder’s world, grace is possible. Perhaps we do 
not always see it unfold before our very eyes, but that does not 
mean redemption is unattainable. As Sabina herself says at the 
end, they “have to go on for ages and ages yet”—“the end of 
[the] play isn’t written yet” (121). There is still hope for a new 
tomorrow, a new day where the family can come back together 
and set the world right once again. ◊

Redemption in The Skin of Our Teeth
by Katherine Weber
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On a bustling Saturday morning, I sat down with the five 
principle members of the cast of The Skin of Our Teeth to hear 
about the play from the perspective of the stage. Jackson 
Berkhouse plays Mr. Antrobus and Dolores Mihaliak plays his 
wife, Mrs. Antrobus. Paul Bond and Rachel Lara play their 
children, Henry and Gladys, and Sandra Twetten plays the maid, 
Sabina. 

The three acts are in wildly different settings; how do you 
keep your characterization grounded?

Sandra Twetten: Sabina needs to grow up. She’s brutally honest 
about humanity. She tries to get whatever she wants, but she’s 
forced into growth.

Dolores Mihaliak: One of the interesting things is that, except 
for Sabina, it would be dangerous for any of the other characters 
to change. There’s a danger for Jackson’s character to change; 
he could continue trying, or he could give up. [Even] Homer and 
Moses start to forget their words. The only character that needs 
to change is Sabina.

How do the ironic lines and breaking the fourth wall affect 
you? And the absurd interruptions?

DM: The way to get to the core of your character is to look at [the 
times] when your character breaks that wall and starts talking to 
the audience as themselves. By removing [the character] from 
time and place, Wilder adds depth because it means that this 

archetype has existed for all time. 
ST: The breaks are necessary to the play to introduce different 
themes and to connect with the audience on another level. If you 
show something on stage that’s too real, the audience tends to 
separate themselves from it. If you add comedy, they can laugh 
at it—[and still] relate to the real event on stage. 

Rachel Lara: [As an actor] you have to laugh at [the absurdity] at 
first. When we first had the puppets, it was so funny. But then you 
have to remember that this would be completely normal for your 
character. I put myself in the mindset of, “What would a normal 
day for Gladys be?”

How does one play and respond to Henry?

Paul Bond: He is irreconcilable in his violence, but at his core, 
he’s looking for his parents to show him connection. His evil can’t 
be separated from what people actually feel. Everybody has to 
relate to what Henry [represents in] the extreme if he is to work 
as a character. He acts on impulses that we [choose not to].

DM: It’s an interesting dynamic [to respond to him on stage], 
because I feel that Mrs. Antrobus loves Henry the most of all her 
children. There’s a complete turn in Act Three because they lose 
that familial connection; it’s just two actors acting on stage. 

Jackson Berkhouse: [Mr. Antrobus has] a feeling of responsibility 
[towards his son]. It’s a very strong bond. He has to show him 
how to be a man.

RL: I find the relationship between Henry and Gladys the most 
difficult. There’s a brother she may have not met because of him. 
But, because they’re siblings, there’s a unity between them. She 
tries her best to work her way around him. He’s a dangerous, 
powerful force. 

What’s with the classical figures walking onstage?

JB: It’s about what we want to save, and what is worth keeping. 
Mr. Antrobus invites the refugees into his home because it’s 
a place to survive. Mrs. Antrobus asks why they need them, 
because they don’t need laws anymore—but he’s investing in the 
future.

ST: Mr. Antrobus mentions the three things that inspire him: his 
family, the people that need him, and his books. All of us struggle 
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to balance these things.
What do you think of the cyclical nature of the play? 
ST: History repeats itself. There is a trust and a calm in that 
repetition. It’s a testament to having faith.

RL: Even though they’re going through the same problems, 
everybody reacts differently. It’s speaking to the facts of life. 
No matter how well you live, you’re going to run into a problem. 
It may be the most repetitive problem on earth, but you still 
have to go through it.  [Facing] the same problems can help the 
characters grow. You’re going forward even though you’re going 
in a circle.

What has been the most interesting part of the process?

DM: There’s a lot of puppeteering work in the play, not only with 
actual puppets, but also with your body. Stefan has turned it into 
gestural work instead of normal body language.

ST: It helps to distinguish the times when we drop character and 
become real.

What lessons do we take away?

PB: Stefan has mentioned a few times that it is a very “UD” play. 
It’s full of references to the Bible, to philosophy, to literature, to 
the family. 

ST: Stefan mentioned before auditions that it is a life-giving play, 
and the show has held true to that. We can give it silly absurdity, 
but when it’s grounded by the truths of love and hope, it can’t go 

wrong.
DM: Family’s at the center of it all. That’s Mrs. Antrobus’s goal: to 
save the family. I don’t think she realizes until later that she can’t 
do it on her own. Community is Mr. Antrobus’s goal.

RL: And that’s why they’re united. You need both family and 
community.

What’s your word of advice to the audience?

PB: They certainly should not expect a typical three-act linear 
story. The fewer expectations, the better. 

RL: Come to the performance with an open mind, and try to live 
in the moment. Don’t try to piece it together too soon; absorb it 

Above: Dolores Mihaliak as Mrs. Antrobus as she discplines her children, Gladys and Henry, played by Rachel Lara and Paul Bond. 
Below: Dolores Mihaliak as Mrs. Antrobus confronts Jackson Berkhouse as Mr. Antrobus after his return from work. Opposite:Paul Bond as Henry in Act II.
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