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FOREWORD TO WILDER’S
THE WRECK ON THE 5:25

THE SIN OF SLOTH

From the time he began dreaming up plays asa boy Thornton Wilder’s
vision of the theater transcended conventional boundaries, and to
the end of his life his vision continually evolved and expanded. In
1956, he began work on what grew into an extravagantly ambitious
project: two cycles of seven one-act plays based on the Deadly Sins
and the Ages of Man. The Wreck on the 2:25 represents “Sloth” in
Wilder’s projected cycle on the Seven Deadly Sins.

In what would prove to be his final dramatic works, Wilder sought
not only to explore the theatrical possibilities inherent in the Sins
and Ages, but (as he phrased it in his private journal on Christmas
Day 1960) to “offer each play in the series as representing, also, a
different mode of playwriting: Grand Guignol, Chekhov, Noh play,
etc., etc.” In short, he envisioned nothing less than a tour de force
of dramatic theme and form encapsulated in the economy and

intensity of the one-act play.

Wilder did not complete the challenge he set for himself, but he
came close. The surviving work enriches his dramatic legacy and
deserves to be remembered as more than a footnote to his lifelong
conviction (written soon after Our Town opened on Broadway in
1938): “The theater offers to imaginative narration its highest
possibilities.”

THE SINS AND AGES THEN AND Now

A brief overview of the history of these plays will help readers place
them in Wilder’s career as a dramatist. Two Sins, Bernice (Pride) and
The Wreck on the 5:25 (Sloth), premiered in English at a special event
in Berlin in 1957 (with Wilder performing in Bernice). For reasons
that have never been clear, for he enjoyed the experience and felt
that plays did well, he withdrew them. That same year a third Sin, The
Drunken Sisters (Gluttony), written as the satyr play for Wilder’s full
length drama, The Alcestiad, proved successful in its premiere on the

stage of Ziirich’s fabled Schauspielhaus.



Five years passed before the continuation of his ambitious scheme
appeared on a stage in the United States. In January 1962, two new
Ages (Infancy and Childhood) and a new Sin, Someone From Assisi
(Lust), opened at Circle in the Square, then located off-Broadway on
Bleecker Street, to the reported largest pre-opening advanced sale in
that stage’s then 1l-year history. Billed as “Plays for Bleecker Street,“
the show of ran for 349 performances.

Then silence. After “Plays for Bleecker Street” closed, no more Sins
or Ages appeared. When Thornton Wilder died in 1975 the public
record of his 14-play scheme contained only four plays — two Ages
(Infancy and Childhood) and two Sins (Lust and Gluttony).

Today, eleven of Wilder’s Sins and Ages are available for production:
a completed cycle of the seven Deadly Sins and four of seven Ages of
Man. The source of the seven “new” plays is no secret. The missing
pieces were found in Thornton Wilder’s archives at Yale'. From this
source, starting in 1995, his literary executor and family released
the two plays withdrawn in 1957, Cement Hands (Avarice), and four
additional titles (Youth, The Rivers Under the Earth [Middle Age]?, A
Ringing of Doorbells [Envy] and In Shakespeare and the Bible [Wrath])
recovered and completed by the actor, director and friend of Wilder’s,
FJ. O’Neil. (Mr. O’Neil’s valuable notes on the origin of each of these

missing links follow the text of each play.)

The public reception of Thornton Wilder’s long lost and new plays
was gratifying. The Wreck on the 5:25 was selected as one of the Best
American Short Plays of 1994-95. In 1997, the Centenary of the
playwright’s birth, Kevin Kline starred in a premiere reading in New
York of Cement Hands, and the works recovered by Mr. O’Neil served as
the centerpieces of Actors Theatre of Louisville’s 13th Annual Brown-
Forman Classics in Context Festival. Finally, as the capstone to the
Centenary celebration, TCG Press in 1997 published the 11 Sins and
Ages in Volume I of The Collected Short Plays of Thornton Wilder.

! No additional one-acts remain to be discovered in Thornton Wilder’s archives
at Yale.

2 We believe Wilder intended The Rivers Under the Earth to represent Middle
Age.



Wilder never followed conventional theatrical practice. As a young
writer in his “Classic One Act Plays” of 1931, he swept away scenery
and played provocative games with time and place. In the Sins and
Ages, his farewell as a playwright, he is no less adventurous by way
of settings, techniques, stage-craft and themes. One artistic trend
of the day especially “fired his imagination” where these plays are
concerned: his passionate belief in the value of the arena stage. “The
boxed set play,” he wrote in 1961, “encourages the anecdote...The
unencumbered stage encourages the truth in everyone.” Wilder felt
so strongly that audiences should be seated as close to the actors as
possible that Samuel French, for several years, was only permitted to
license these plays to companies agreeing to perform them on a three-

sided thrust or arena stage.

sk

As part of its celebration of Wilder’s one-act plays, Samuel French and
the Wilder family take great pleasure in issuing new acting editions
for the Sins and Ages long in print and, for the first time, acting
editions of the seven new Wilder works. We invite those performing
or teaching these plays to visit www.thorntonwilder.com for additional

information.

— Tappan Wilden,

Literary Executor for Thornton Wilder



CHARACTERS

MRS. HAWKINS, forty

MINNIE, her daughter, almost sixteen

MR. FORBES, a neighbor

MR. HERBERT HAWKINS, Mrs. Hawkins’s husband

SETTING

Today. The Hawkins home.



