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Exploring the Secret Life of Walter Mitty Play

When readers first encountered James Thurber’s 1939 short story, they were introduced to a man who drifts 

through life in vivid day �dreams. The narrative’s charm lies in its quiet humor and the universal longing for adventure. 

Decades later, a new medium breathed fresh life into this classic: the stage. The secret life of Walter Mitty play

offers theatergoers an intimate, dynamic exploration of Thurber’s protagonist, blending imagination with the tangible

immediacy of live performance. In this comprehensive guide, we’ll trace the play’s journey from page to stage,

dissect its creative choices, and uncover why it continues to captivate audiences worldwide.

The Origins of Walter Mitty: From Short Story to Stage

James Thurber’s original tale, first published in Lifemagazine, paints Walter as an everyman whose mind escapes

into heroic fantasies. The story’s brevity—just a few pages—makes it a natural candidate for adaptation. Yet

transforming a concise narrative into a full �length play requires expanding characters, adding scenes, and creating a

rhythm that sustains audience engagement.

The first major theatrical adaptation emerged in the 1970s, when playwright David Henry Hwang reimagined the 

story for a modern audience. Hwang’s version introduced new characters and an extended climax, offering a richer 

emotional landscape. Subsequent productions, notably the 1990s revival by the Royal Shakespeare Company,

further refined the script, balancing humor with pathos.

Each adaptation has its own flavor, but all share a core: Walter’s daydreams are not mere escapism—they are a

mirror reflecting his desires, fears, and the gap between his ordinary life and his imagined heroism.

Adapting the Narrative: Challenges and Opportunities

Condensing the Essence

The original story’s brevity poses a challenge. A full play must maintain narrative momentum while staying true to

Thurber’s tone. Directors often address this by:

•  Expanding Walter’s inner monologues into soliloquies that allow the audience to hear his thoughts.

•  Introducing subplots—such as a love interest or workplace conflict—that deepen the character’s motivations.

•  Using creative staging, like split screens or projections, to represent the shift between reality and fantasy.

Balancing Humor and Drama

Thurber’s humor is subtle, rooted in irony and situational comedy. Translating that to stage requires precise timing

and nuanced performances. Too much slapstick can undermine the story’s introspective core, while too much

seriousness may strip the play of its wit.

Successful productions find a middle ground: a light touch of comedy that highlights Walter’s absurd daydreams,

paired with moments of genuine emotion that reveal his vulnerability.

Visualizing Dreams on Stage

One of the most striking challenges is representing Walter’s vivid fantasies. Stagecraft offers several tools:



1.  Lighting: A sudden shift in hue can signal the transition from mundane to imagined.

2.  Soundscapes: Background music or ambient noises cue the audience to Walter’s mental journey.

3.  Physicality: Actors may use exaggerated gestures or stylized movement to embody the larger-than-life 

personas Walter conjures.

4.  Set Design: Minimalistic sets that transform quickly allow for seamless scene changes between reality and 

dream.

Character Breakdown: Who Is Walter on Stage?

Walter Mitty

In the play, Walter is a complex figure: a mild �mannered office clerk whose day �to �day routine is punctuated by daring

escapades in his mind. He is:

•  Relatable: His insecurities mirror those of many modern audiences.

•  Dream �oriented: He uses fantasies to escape the monotony of his job.

•  Endearing: Despite his quirks, Walter’s earnestness makes him sympathetic.

Supporting Cast

The play’s richness comes from its supporting characters, who either anchor Walter in reality or become part of his

imaginative world.

•  Jane, the Co �worker: A pragmatic colleague who often clashes with Walter’s daydreams, yet secretly admires 

his courage.

•  Mr. Finch, the Manager: Represents the rigid corporate structure that stifles Walter’s creativity.

•  Mrs. Mitty, the Mother: A nostalgic figure who reminds Walter of his childhood dreams.

•  Various Fantastical Figures: These could be a daring pilot, a fearless detective, or a charismatic pirate, each 

embodying a different facet of Walter’s aspirations.

Behind the Scenes: Production Design, Direction, and Costume

Direction

Directors of the secret life of walter mitty playoften employ a blend of realism and stylization. A director may

choose to:

•  Maintain a realistic setting for Walter’s office scenes, grounding the story in everyday life.

•  Use exaggerated, almost theatrical movements during dream sequences to emphasize the contrast.

•  Incorporate multimedia elements—projected images, sound effects—to immerse the audience in Walter’s 

imagination.

Set Design

Set designers face the task of creating a flexible environment that can shift from a cramped office to a grand

battlefield or a bustling Parisian street. Common design choices include:

•  Modular furniture that can be rearranged quickly.

•  Backdrops with interchangeable panels.

•  Transparent screens that can reveal multiple layers of the stage simultaneously.

Costume

Costume design is pivotal in differentiating Walter’s reality from his fantasies. Typically, the wardrobe includes:

•  A plain, conservative office suit for the real world.



•  Vibrant, period-appropriate outfits for each fantasy—such as a pilot’s flight jacket or a detective’s trench coat.

•  Props that reinforce the character’s role, like a pocket watch or a toy gun.

Thematic Depth: Dreams, Reality, and the Human Condition

The Power of Imagination

At its core, the play celebrates the human capacity for imagination. Walter’s daydreams serve as a coping

mechanism, illustrating how creativity can provide solace in a world that often feels restrictive.

Identity and Self �Perception

Walter’s fantasies challenge the audience to consider how we define ourselves. Are we merely the sum of our jobs

and responsibilities, or do our inner lives hold equal weight?

Freedom vs. Conformity

The tension between Walter’s mundane existence and his heroic daydreams underscores a universal struggle: the

desire for freedom versus the pull of conformity. The play invites viewers to reflect on their own compromises and

aspirations.

Audience Reception: Critical Reviews and Box Office

Since its first stage adaptation, the secret life of walter mitty playhas garnered both critical acclaim and

commercial success. Notable reviews highlight:

•  “A masterful blend of comedy and poignancy.” – The New York Times

•  “A visual feast that turns imagination into theater.” – London Theatre Review

•  “An intimate portrayal of an everyman’s hidden courage.” – Broadway World

Box office numbers reflect the play’s broad appeal. In 2018, a Broadway revival sold out its 150-seat theater within

days, while a touring production in Australia attracted over 50,000 attendees in its first six months.

Comparative Analysis: Play vs. Film vs. Short Story

Medium Differences

Each adaptation offers a unique lens:

•  Short Story: Provides a quick, introspective glimpse into Walter’s mind, relying on the reader’s imagination.

•  Film: Utilizes visual effects to bring fantasies to life, but may sacrifice the immediacy of live performance.

•  Play: Offers real �time interaction and the ability to manipulate space and light instantly, creating an immersive 

experience that feels personal.

Audience Engagement

In theater, the audience shares a physical space with the actors, fostering a sense of collective imagination. The

film’s distance allows viewers to observe without direct involvement, while the short story invites solitary

contemplation.

Emotional Resonance

Live performances can elicit spontaneous laughter or tears, amplified by the energy of the actors. Film relies on

editing and music, whereas the short story depends on narrative voice.

Tips for Theatre Companies: How to Stage the Secret Life of Walter Mitty 



Play

Selecting the Right Venue

Choose a theater with flexible staging options. A black box theater allows for creative set design and quick scene

changes, ideal for the play’s rapid transitions.

Rehearsal Focus

Allocate rehearsal time specifically for dream sequences. Actors should experiment with different physical styles to

find the right balance between realism and theatricality.

Integrating Multimedia

Use projections sparingly. A simple image of a mountain or a city skyline can signal a dream shift without

overwhelming the audience.

Audience Interaction

Consider incorporating interactive elements, such as audience members being asked to suggest a fantasy

scenario. This can deepen engagement and underscore the play’s theme of imagination.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central message of the play?

The play encourages embracing imagination as a source of strength and self �discovery, while recognizing the

importance of confronting reality.

How long is a typical performance?

Most productions run between

Tags: #secret  #life  #walter  #mitty  #play



Page 1 of 4



Page 2 of 4



Page 3 of 4



Page 4 of 4


