And the Sea Shall Give Up Its Dead

"Atlantic abyss. . . The clangor of Judgment Day's last trumpet dies away in the remotest pockets of space. . . ."
Judgment Day is upon the world! As the moment of utter extinction arrives, three characters are swaying in the waters deep in the Atlantic. Although long dead, they are still wrestling with earthly identities and passions. What a crew! -- An Empress of Newfoundland, a theatre producer, and a Christian priest. How will it end for this curious bunch? 
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PROGRAM NOTE: This work, written in 1923, is one of only four Wilder playlets composed after he graduated from college. The title is drawn from Revelations 20:13. "And the sea gave up the dead in it...and all were judged by what they had done." One critic, Donald Haberman, sees hints of Our Town here in the fact that the characters are "slowly liberating" their minds from "the prides and prejudices and trivialities of a lifetime."

NOTABLE PRODUCTIONS: Wisconsin Public Television in cooperation with the University of Wisconsin and the Milwaukee Repertory Company, televised this piece in March 1978 with three other playlets in a show titled "Producing the Unproducible."

Nascuntur Poetae...

"We are gazing into some strange incomprehensible painting of Piero di Cosimo. . . ."
Born to be a poet, a gifted boy learns that he has been chosen for this special role in life. The literary life, he is told, will not be all fun and games, however, and 
the boy quickly discovers that his destiny is both a blessing and a curse-both "wonderful 
and terrible." 

PROGRAM NOTE: This playlet was first published in the Yale Literary Magazine in 1918 under the title "The Walled City." 

Piero di Cosimo (ca. 1462-1521) was a Florentine painter known for his conventional religious art and his fantastical paintings of mythological subjects as well as for panels in which he fused mythology with his own imagination. Wilder drew his title from the Latin aphorism, "Nascuntur poetae, fiunt oratores," or "Poets are born, orators are made." It is important to print the ellipsis dots as part of the title as Wilder wrote it, to imply the second half of the statement. Does it stretch the imagination too far to see a foretelling of Wilder's own life in this playlet?

Leviathan


A mermaid is surprised to find a shipwrecked prince adrift on soggy pillows on the sea. The Prince is no less surprised! Is she an illusion born of dreams or songs or fevers? He offers to trade some of his great treasure for his safety. She will only be satisfied to if he pays with something she has heard about-- a soul. He claims to have one but he cannot show it to her. Does she save him, or does she relegate him to the clutches of the Leviathan, the great sea serpent who now swims into the scene? 

PROGRAM NOTE: Written in his junior year at Yale and first published in the Yale Literary Magazine in April 1919 under the title Not for Leviathan, this drama plays with cosmic questions: What is a soul? Where is it kept? Can it be stolen or given away? And deeper still, what is truth and what is illusion? 

The Angel on the Ship

"The foredeck of the Nancy Bray, lying disabled in mid-ocean. . . The figurehead of the Nancy Bray has been torn from its place and nailed to the forepost, facing the stern. . ." 
When God appears to have deserted the scene, can false gods suffice? Three exhausted survivors of a shipwreck in mid-ocean put this proposition to a test when they turn the figurehead of their broken vessel into the Great God Lily -- and worship her. Miraculously, a ship arrives on the scene. 
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PROGRAM NOTE: This playlet was first published in the Yale literary Magazine in October 1917, Wilder's sophomore year. Together with its sister playlet Mozart and the Gray Steward, it was republished in Harper's Magazine in 1928, Wilder's first appearance as a dramatist in a major national journal. In 1932, it was anthologized in Curtains! A Book of Modern Plays, also a Wilder first.

In his Foreword to The Angel That Troubled the Waters and Other Plays, published in 1928, Wilder explained that almost all the playlets in the book are religious, "but religious in that dilute fashion that is a believer's concession to a contemporary standard of good manners." He wanted to explore religious themes and questions without being preachy, or didactic. "Didacticism is an attempt at the coercion of another's free mind," he wrote, and that was not his intention. In fact, it was often his intention in such playlets as this one to stand the biblical story on its head -to shake up the language, as it were. He also said--about his plays dealing with religious themes and stories--that in "these matters beyond logic, beauty is the only persuasion."

The Angel that Troubled the Waters
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The Keen Company production of The Angel that Troubled the Waters.
"A great pool of water. . . The pool: a vast gray hall with a hole in the ceiling open to the sky." 
A doctor in need, a newcomer, arrives at the site of a great pool to which come the blind and malformed seeking cures when the Angel stirs the waters. But the Angel denies healing to this healer on the grounds that his very illness is required in order for him to heal others. Instead, a mistaken invalid is made whole. The theme explored here, that to heal one must suffer, recurs throughout Wilder's plays and novels.

PROGRAM NOTE: This is Wilder's last playlet, written in June 1928, a month after he received the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction for The Bridge of San Luis Rey. The title and setting are drawn from John 5: 12-14. "Now there is in Jerusalem by the sheep market a pool, which is called in the Hebrew tongue Bethesda, having five porches. In these lay a great multitude of invalid folk - blind, halt, withered - waiting for the moving of the water. For an angel went down at a certain season into the pool and troubled the water. Whosoever then first stepped in, after the troubling of the water, was made whole of whatsoever disease he had."
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The pool at Bethesda in Jerusalem, found and excavated in the 1950s, has inspired art and place names around the world. Central Park's Bethesda Fountain and its celebrated Emma Stebbins' sculpture depicting the "Angel of the Waters," were constructed in 1873 to celebrate the arrival of The Croton Reservoir, connecting New York City to its first consistent source of pure, life-giving water. 

In his Foreword to The Angel That Troubled the Waters and Other Plays, published in 1928, Wilder explained that almost all the playlets in the book are religious, "but religious in that dilute fashion that is a believer's concession to a contemporary standard of good manners." He wanted to explore religious themes and questions without being preachy, or didactic. "Didacticism is an attempt at the coercion of another's free mind," he wrote, and that was not his intention. In fact, it was often his intention in such playlets as this one to stand the biblical story on its head -to shake up the language, as it were. He also said--about his plays dealing with religious themes and stories--that in "these matters beyond logic, beauty is the only persuasion."

Youth
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Alyssa Rempel (Lady Sibyl) and Patrick Kinyon (Gulliver) in Youth at Mendocino College

5 Men; 2 Women

To his horror, the middle-aged Captain Gulliver finds himself marooned, dying of hunger and thirst in "The Country of The Young"--a world of youth so mistrustful of age that anyone approaching thirty is ritually dispatched. Here, he encounters an ersatz aristocracy and servant class who are both appalled by and attracted to what they see in him. By virtue of age alone, he represents everything they hate--the old men immortalized in their books who have sent younger men off to war; old men who frustrate and thwart the young in order to keep themselves in power. Yet he appeals to their latent humanity and their need to do something other than just play at childish games. Through his cunning and wisdom, Gulliver manages to gain the trust of one of his female captors and enlist the help of a talented servant-class carpenter. Together they make a narrow escape, the two young islanders looking forward to the promise of a new world in which people may someday see their children grow into manhood and womanhood and hold their grandchildren on their knees. 

Conceived in the 1960s, amid a youthful population who had discovered for the first time its social and political clout, Youth might well have been Wilder's satirical meditation on the excesses of America. More than just a jab at a particular decade and the foibles of utopian idealism of young people everywhere, however, Youth demonstrates Wilder's ever-generous spirit, his life-long belief in community and the value of the contributions every individual can make. 
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