LAURA INGALLS WILDER

How It Came to Be

The immensely popular “Little House on the Prairie” television series had been a great childhood favorite for many of us baby boomers. We also knew that Laura Ingalls Wilder’s books were presently part of the reading curriculum for elementary schools around the country. With this in mind, we investigated sales of her books at national book chains; we were not surprised to discover that she is a widely read and much-beloved author both in the United States and around the world.

Our playwright, Greg Gunning, had read many of the Little House stories.  He, however, wanted to create a unique story about Laura that he could not find in any of those books. While the books describe life out on the prairie, Greg was more interested in the Ingalls family itself and in the relationships among Laura, her Pa, her Ma, and her older sister Mary. Essentially, he wanted to show that these loving bonds were the motivating factors that sparked Laura’s desire to write about her family’s pioneering spirit. 

Laura Ingalls Wilder has become one of ArtsPower’s most popular shows. The story is true Americana. Each character, in his or her own way, embodies the bold sense of adventure that has helped to make our country an example of what can be achieved with boundless will and determination.

Themes

It is the spirit of “movin’ on” that gives Laura her identity. She loves traveling, riding in the covered wagon, and experiencing life out on the open prairie. She recognizes - and is excited by - the pioneering spirit within her.

One of the play’s driving themes is the role of the Ingalls parents as they instill in their children love, fairness, confidence, and a sense that anything is possible. We see that each person has a role to play which will help keep the family functioning. Ma, Pa, Mary, and Laura respect each other, forgive each other’s mistakes, and help each other learn from those mistakes; in this way, each slowly becomes the best person he or she can be.

Of course, no family is perfect. Laura envies Mary's good looks and intelligence. From the outset of the play, Laura struggles to discover what she is good at. She loves to fish and catch frogs with her Pa but, although her grades are good, she doesn't think of herself as a gifted student. 

A tragic illness also lends drama to the tale; after a bout with scarlet fever, Mary is robbed of her sight. Laura doesn't know how to deal with Mary’s blindness and tries to keep her sister at a distance. Mary, though, will have none of Laura’s pity; she asks Laura to be her “eyes” to the world. At first, Laura feels overwhelmed and refuses. But after a minute of thinking, she agrees to describe the world to Mary. Laura discovers that her descriptive vocabulary is unexpectedly good, and her Pa and Ma encourage her to write down what she has narrated. It is as Mary's eyes, then, that Laura's storytelling ability and love of books begin to flourish.


In a nod to Fiddler on the Roof, Pa Ingalls is forced to face the fact that his daughters have grown and want to move on to pursue their own dreams. After Mary leaves to attend a school for the blind, Pa must also say good-bye to Laura, his little "half-pint." She has been offered a job as a teacher in a community west of the Ingalls homestead. 

Music


When we first met with composer Richard DeRosa, the script had already given him a fairly clear concept of how the music should sound. Good scripts usually have an internal clock that defines the show’s rhythm and pace.  The composer can then either follow or break free of this internal clock. 


In addition, a good script can help the composer “see” not only the action but also the setting of a play. For example, when the Ingalls family finally arrives in Kansas, they witness the breathtaking vista of the expansive golden prairie. An orchestra, in Copland-esque strains, paints for the audience the picture that the Ingalls family sees before them.


Richard’s composing and orchestrating abilities are incredibly dynamic. He has retained the musical sound of the late 19th century, yet has also created songs with a decided Broadway flavor. Since he orchestrates his own compositions, he is able to use different instruments in the orchestral palette to color each song, and musical cues to support the drama of each scene. 

