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Our Town
Introduction

Although generally not ranked with the top three American dramatists (O’Neill, Williams,

and Miller) Thornton Wilder guaranteed himself a secure niche in the American theater

when Our Town was first produced in 1938. Although some critics had reservations, the

play was immensely popular with the audiences of the time. Over the years, its popularity

has endured because it seems to strike a responsive chord in the American public. As you

study this play, see if you can spot what it is that makes it such a popular, well-regarded

play.

All references come from the Harper Perennial Classics Edition of Our Town, published
1998.



Our Town
Objectives

By the end of this unit, the student will be able to:

1. identify and discuss the following four major themes in this play:

A. Because we get caught up in the routine of daily life, humans fail to see the beauty of
life.

B. It is important to nature that humankind is not alone; therefore, nature contrives to
push people together in love, marriage, and raising a family.

C. All people, past and present, share a common humanity. While in a cosmic view
humanity may seem insignificant, there is a grandeur and nobility to man’s living and
striving.

D. There is something eternal about life.

2. discuss how and why the set in this play is a departure from the traditional box set.

3. explain how Wilder’s characters are universal figures; that is, they are individuals but they
also serve to represent human nature in general.

4. comment on the language used in this play and evaluate its appropriateness.

5. identify the following motifs and discuss their significance.
A. references to time and the various ways the passage of time is

indicated.
B. references to religion and church.

6. identify the elements in this play that make it an emotional experience for most viewers.

7. define allegory and state to what extent, and why, this play may be read as an allegory.



Our Town
Questions for Essay and Discussion

1. State how this play is similar to a straight, realistic play performed in a box set and how it
differs from that kind of play.

2. An allegory is a story in which characters, actions, or settings represent abstract ideas or
moral qualities. As such, the story has a literal meaning and a symbolic meaning. Some
critics see Our Town as an allegory. Assuming it is, state its literal meaning, identify what
the symbols are and what they represent, and what its symbolic level of meaning is.

3. Most of the people in this play are simple, country folks and speak like that. But the Stage
Manager is obviously not a simple, country person. Why does the author have him speak
like one?

4. The Stage Manager has been compared to the chorus in a Greek tragedy. What are the
points of comparison between the Stage Manager and a Greek chorus?

5. Time figures prominently in this play. Note some of those references to time and its
passage, and state a reason for this prominence.

6. There are also many references to church and religion in this play. Note some of those
references and state a reason for their role in this play.

7. Using each of the following as a thesis statement, prove that each of these four is a major
theme in this play by citing specific comments and actions from the play.

A. Because we get caught up in the routine of daily life, humans fail to see the
beauty of life.

B. It is important to nature that man is not alone; therefore, she contrives to push
people together in love, marriage, and raising a family.

C. All men, past and present, share a common humanity. While in a cosmic view
humanity may seem insignificant, there is a grandeur and nobility to man’s living
and striving.

D. There is something eternal about life.



8. Throughout this play Wilder poses many juxtapositions. For example, life is said to be
awful and wonderful; and war is presented as both noble and foolish. State the dual view
the author presents of the significance of human life, marriage, and daily life.

9. Here are some views on life the author seems to hold. What is your opinion of each?

A. Most people are so busy that they fail to see or appreciate the simple beauty in life,
and they fail to consciously live each minute of it.

B. In life, love between people is a real entity (not something foisted on us by
advertising) and is one of the most important aspects of life.

C. There is a common humanity among all humans that binds them together.
D. There is something eternal about life.



Our Town
Test

I. Multiple Choice

1. In the flashback describing the time in which George and Emily know they are “meant for
each other,” Emily first accuses George of
A. having become conceited.
B. being unkind to his mother.
C. being a lazy student.
D. running around too much.

2. In his speech opening Act III, the Stage Manager states that in spite of what people say,
everyone believes that
A. death is full of sorrow.
B. cemeteries are beautiful places.
C. something is eternal.
D. change is inevitable.

3. When does Emily realize the difference between the alive and the dead?
A. during the day that Emily chooses to live over
B. when Mrs. Gibbs explains the situation
C. when the Stage Manager describes the differences
D. when she falls ill

4. Thornton Wilder’s purpose in using no scenery or props in Our Town is probably to
A. save on production costs.
B. give the Stage Manager a more important role.
C. suggest that the town could be anywhere.
D. shock the audience.

5. The Stage Manager calls the second act of the play
A. “Daily Life.”
B. “Romance.”
C. “Love and Marriage.”
D. “The Beginning.”

6. During the day that Emily chooses to live over, she asks the question
A. “Why do people never realize life while they live it?”
B. “Why does everything go on as usual?”
C. “How can people behave as they do?”
D. “How can she make people more aware?”



7. A major theme in the play is the view that
A. life on this Earth is filled with pain.
B. the dead may actually be happier than the living.
C. love and happiness are very rare things.
D. people fail to appreciate life as they live it.

8. The point of view of the Stage Manager seems to be that
A. life doesn’t really offer a great deal of choice.
B. people haven’t much to look forward to after death.
C. most people lead dull, unhappy lives.
D. life can be rich and happy, and death serene.

9. The person who sees only the negative side of life is
A. Mrs. Soames.
B. Joe Crowell.
C. Simon Stimson.
D. Dr. Gibbs.

10. Simon Stimson revolts against the routine by drinking, but ironically
A. he is praised for it.
B. he, himself, becomes part of the routine.
C. he is able to kick it.
D. he dies from it.

11. The word that best describes the Stage Manager’s power is
A. awesome.
B. beautiful.
C. routine.
D. omniscient.

12. More than anything else, we see life from a cosmic point of view
through
A. the eyes of George.
B. the address on Jane Crofut’s letter.
C. the comments of Simon Stimson.
D  the birth of the twins.

13. According to the stage manager, who or what contrives to push people into marriage?
A. society
B. our peers
C. our family
D. nature



14. After high school, George wants to
A. inherit his uncle’s farm and become a farmer.
B. leave Grover’s Corners and get a job in the city.
C. take over his father’s medical practice.
D. join the army.

15. In this play, the author’s “alter ego” is
A. George Gibbs.
B. Simon Stimson.
C. Emily Webb.
D. the Stage Manager.

16. This play strives to present
A. a picture of life in a small town at the turn of the century.
B. statements about life and living that have universal application.
C. an argument for the existence of life after death.
D. a life without war and crime.

II. Identification: Who Says the Following?

17. “Childbirth. I’d forgotten all about that. My, wasn’t life awful—and wonderful.”
A. Emily
B. Rebecca
C. Mrs. Soames
D. Simon Stimson
E. the Stage Manager

18. “They (live people) don’t understand, do they?”
A. Emily
B. the Stage Manager
C. Mrs. Gibbs
D. Mrs. Soames
E. Simon Stimson

19. “Nature’s been pushing and contriving in other ways, too; a number of young people fell in
love and got married.”
A. Simon Stimson
B  the Stage Manager
C. Mr. Webb
D. Professor Willard
E. Dr. Gibbs



20. “They’ll have a lot of troubles, I suppose, but that’s none of our business. Everybody has
a right to their own troubles.”
A. Emily
B. George
C. Simon Stimson
D. Doc Gibbs
E. Mrs. Soames

III. Essays: Answer Any Two

1. A. In Act III Emily dies but then returns to relive her twelfth birthday. Why does this
turn out to be a painful experience for her, and what is it that she says humans fail to
see?

B. Later, when George comes up and throws himself on her grave, what is Emily
referring to when she says that George and the other live people don’t understand?

2. Compare and contrast this play to a straight, realistic play performed in a box set. Be sure
to mention why Wilder wrote and produced this play without using sets or props.

3. In what specific ways does the Stage Manager in this play function like the chorus in a
Greek play?

4. Love figures prominently in this play. What kinds of love are represented, and what points
about love does Wilder make?



Our Town
Answer Key

I. Multiple Choice

1. A 5. C 9. C 13. D
2. C 6. A 10. B 14. A
3. A 7. D 11. D 15. D
4. C 8. D 12. B 16. B

II. Identification

17. C
18. A
19. B
20. D

III. Essays (possible answers)

1. Returning to Earth on her twelfth birthday turns out to be a painful experience for Emily
because she not only relives her life but she also watches herself reliving it. Therefore, it is a
poignant moment for her because her joy of the moment is mixed with the pain she knows
is to come. She also realizes that she (and other humans) do not see and appreciate what
they have when they have it. She says that humans fail to see the beauty in life. This refers
to seeing and appreciating the beauty in nature and it also refers to seeing and appreciating
those we love.

Later, when George throws himself on her grave, Emily says that they (the living) do not
understand. Here she is referring to the fact that humans do not see that death is part of the
eternal cycle. We are born, grow up, and die. In death, the eternal part of us survives. This
cycle in life is as much a part of nature as the rising and setting of the sun and the changing
of the seasons.

2. Our Town is similar to a straight, realistic drama in that there are characters on stage
speaking lines, and the dramatist is attempting to express some truths about life. In every
other respect, however, this play is different from a straight, realistic play.



A major difference we notice is that in this play there is a narrator, the Stage Manager, who
has a God-like perspective. In other words, he knows everything—past, present, and
future. Also, he stands outside the play and narrates as well as assuming minor roles on
occasion. But the very first difference we notice is that on stage there are no sets.
Specifically, there is no box set that tries to create the illusion that we are watching a piece
of real life. Instead, there are just a couple of chairs, a table, and a bench. As the action of
the play begins, we also notice that there are no props on stage. The newsboy delivers
imaginary newspapers to imaginary houses.

Although we may, at first, be put off by this, we come to realize that Wilder is purposely
keeping us at a distance. Unlike a production in a box set, he does not want us drawn in
because he does not want us to forget that we are watching a play. He does not want us
emotionally relating to the characters solely as particular people. Rather, he wants us to see
that these characters and their actions are meant to be universal.

3. The Stage Manager in this play functions much like the chorus in a Greek tragedy. In
ancient Greek plays, all deaths occur off stage and are usually reported by the chorus or by
the chorus playing a minor role as a messenger. In Our Town, no deaths occur on stage, and
we receive the news of these deaths from the Stage Manager. In addition, the Stage Manager
assumes minor roles as Mrs. Forrest, Mr. Morgan, and the minister.

The chorus also provides necessary background information, foretells future events, and
provides a running commentary on the action of the play. In Our Town we see the Stage
Manager do the same, usually at the beginning and end of each act and frequently
throughout the act. For example, right at the opening of Act I, he explains the layout of the
town and the many religions of the citizens of Grover’s Corners. Then he tells us that Doc
Gibbs died in 1930. But it is in the middle of Act II that he stops the action to present to us
the day that Emily and George know they are in love.

As does the chorus, the Stage Manager also sets the stage for the characters and suggests
the universal significance of what takes place. For example, it is the Stage Manager who
visually sets the stage for Emily’s return on her twelfth birthday. And at the beginning of
that act, it is he who draws our attention to the significance of the eternal part of man and
its place in the cycle of life. Finally, as does the chorus in Oedipus, it is the Stage Manager
who has the last word and sets the mood with which the audience is to leave the theater.



4. In Our Town, family love and romantic love are presented, and love for one’s fellow man is
developed as part of one of the major themes. Although the love the children have for their
parents and the love the parents have for their children is obvious in the Gibbs and Webb
households, this love is presented most dramatically in the scene in which Emily returns to
life on her twelfth birthday. In fact, it is this love for her parents and brother, Wally, that
overwhelms her and forces her to return to the dead.

While the romantic love of George and Emily is presented mostly as an idealized love, the
sexual aspect of this love is also brought into the play by Mrs. Webb’s misgivings and the
bawdy but good-natured comments of the baseball players. In the relationship between the
Webbs and the Gibbses and in the genuine concern that they and the others have for Simon
Stimson, there is indicated the presence of brotherly love. In many of his comments, the
Stage Manager indicates that mankind is one—past, present, and future people—as well as
people in disparate parts of the hemisphere. That we are all bound together in a common
humanity is further underscored by the song frequently recited in the play, “Blessed Be the
Ties That Bind.”
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Terms and Definitions

Allegory - a story that represents abstract ideas or moral qualities. An allegory has both a literal and
a symbolic level of meaning. Example: Gulliver’s Travels.

Allusion - a reference to a person, place, poem, book, event, etc., which is not part of the story, that
the author expects the reader will recognize. Example: In The Glass Menagerie, Tom
speaks of “Chamberlain’s umbrella,” a reference to British Prime Minister Neville
Chamberlain.

Juxtaposition - the placement of two dissimilar items, people, thoughts, places, etc., next to one
another to emphasize the differences or heighten the similarities. Example: In The Pearl,
the main character instinctively touches the valuable pearl and his knife at the same time.

Flashback - a scene that interrupts the ongoing action in a story to show an event that happened
earlier. Example: The movie, Citizen Kane, tells its story almost exclusively through the
memories of its characters, who all knew Kane before his death.

Foreshadowing - the use of hints or clues in a story to suggest what action is to come.
Foreshadowing is frequently used to create interest and build suspense. Example: Two
small and seemingly inconsequential car accidents predict and hint at the upcoming,
important wreck  in The Great Gatsby.
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Our Town
Study Guide

Teacher’s Copy

Act I

Vocabulary
proscenium–front area of the stage, located between the curtain and the orchestra
heliotrope–plant with aromatic purple flowers
burdock–bristly, weedy plant with purplish flowers
highboy–tall chest of drawers with high legs
savant–educated or learned person
anthropological–relating to the study of humankind
diligent–hard-working
careen–to move rapidly and erratically
tenor–male singer
legacy–money or property given to someone through a will

1. What sounds and sights indicate the start of a new day?

A rooster crows, the morning star shines its brightest, and streaks of light may be seen
behind the mountains.

2. The set is obviously not the traditional set, and the narrator is not your average person.
What remarkable qualities does the narrator possess?

He seems to know everything about the town and everything that happens in it. Most
remarkable, however, is that he knows what is going to happen in the future.

3. Cite some of the things the narrator tells us are going to happen after 1901.

The Stage Manager tells us of the following events, among others. The automobile will come
along in about five years. Doc Gibbs will die in 1930. Mrs. Gibbs will die of pneumonia
while visiting her daughter, Rebecca, in Ohio.

4. The narrator is not telling us this in flashback, yet he uses the past tense to tell us of an
event that will take place in the future.  It’s as if I were to say, “Jack Jones died of heart
trouble on May 1, 2019.” What does this indicate about the narrator?

The narrator has a God-like perspective in that he is omniscient. He is able to see the past,
present, and future of the town, all at the same time.
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5. As this day begins, what gives us a sense that this day is beginning just as thousands of
others days have begun?

We all recognize the routine way a day starts.  Each day we get up and turn on our lights at
the same time.  In fact, the Gibbses, Grovers, and Cartwrights have been doing it in this
same way for over two hundred years.  

The train whistle announces the daily 5:45, and then we see the newspaper boy and later the
milkman making their daily deliveries.

6. The newspaper boy throws an imaginary newspaper, and the Gibbses live in an imaginary
house.  Why do you suppose the playwright chooses not to use sets and props?

Wilder does not use the box set because he does not want to create the illusion that we are
watching a slice of life.  He does not want to draw us in and have us get lost in the illusion.
Instead, he wants us to remember that we are watching a play, and he wants us to keep this
in mind throughout the play.

7. What facts of life do Dr. Gibbs and Joe Crowell discuss?

They discuss the birth of twins and Joe’s teacher getting married.

8. In what way is the milkman’s horse locked into a routine she cannot break?

She wants to keep stopping at the Lockhart’s although they no longer get milk delivered.

9. As they do every weekday, the factory whistle blows and the school bell rings.  What other
instances of daily routine do we see?

We see the morning routine that is familiar in every house—children getting up, getting
ready, arguing, eating breakfast, and rushing off to school.

10. Mrs. Gibbs and Mrs. Webb have what appears to be their regular, routine conversation
about putting up vegetables. However, what one event has taken place that is out of the
routine?

An antique dealer has offered Mrs. Gibbs $350 for a piece of furniture.  She is tempted to
take it because she would like to use the money to take a trip to Europe.



T-3

11. The two families have been introduced.  Identify each member.

              Gibbs Family             Webb Family
Doc Gibbs Editor Webb
Julia Gibbs (his wife) Myrtle Webb (his wife)
Rebecca Gibbs (daughter) Emily  Webb (daughter)
George Gibbs (son) Wally  Webb (son)

12. In his speech, Professor Willard gives specific information about Grover’s Corners.  He
gives its exact geographic location and its exact population.  In what way, though, does he
give the town a universal quality that transcends this specific day (May 7, 1901) and this
specific place?

Professor Willard brings us back to the town’s earliest origin, in the Pleistocene era, and its
earliest inhabitants.  “Early Amerindian stock…no evidence before the tenth century of this
era…possible traces in three families.” He serves to make the town particular yet universal.
Thus, we see Grover’s Corners on May 7, 1901, as a spot or a slice of life in the continuum
of life.

13. How do Editor Webb’s comments serve to reinforce the universal aspect of Grover’s
Corners?

He emphasizes points that could be said of almost any other town in America at the time.
For example, the town is run by a Board of Selectmen, there are one or two town drunks,
and people are always talking about who is rich and who is poor.

14. How old are George and Emily?  Why is Emily concerned about being pretty?

George is sixteen, and Emily must be about the same age.  Emily wants to know if she is
pretty enough to get anyone interested in her.

15. Thornton Wilder had done some anthropological work himself, and he was struck by the
fact that people in past ages were people just like ourselves.  How does the Stage Manager
make this point in his speech about the time capsule and Babylon?

The Stage Manager says we know very little about these people, “Yet every night all those
families sat down to supper, and the father came home from his work and the smoke went
up the chimney,—same as here.”

16. In that same speech, what is it that the Stage Manager wants future generations to know
about Grover’s Corners?

“This is the way we were: in our growing up and in our marrying and in our living and in
our dying.”
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17. How does the song by the choir and the scene between Emily and George illustrate the
Stage Manager’s comment?

The song is “Blessed Be the Tie That Binds,” and they are probably practicing it for Fred
Hersey’s wedding.  As we watch, we see Emily and George growing up. We recognize that
they are poised on the threshold of life and a romance.

18. Who is Simon Stimson, and what is his problem?

He is the church organist. He is also an alcoholic.

19. What is Dr. Gibbs suggesting as a reason for Simon Stimson’s drinking?

Dr. Gibbs suggests that Simon is not made for small town life.  The dull routine drives him
to drink, but his drinking becomes so regular that he becomes part of the routine as the
town drunk.

20. In the last part of Act I, the moon and moonlight are mentioned a number of times. In fact,
it seems to tie all the characters together.  How does Rebecca’s question about the moon
and South America serve to illustrate this point?

Canada and South America are at opposite ends of the hemisphere. However, when we
think of the same moon shining on those places, it seems to make them closer
geographically and in spirit.  The same point is illustrated when Mr. Webb walks into the
house whistling, “Blessed Be the Tie That Binds.”  We might also note that this act begins
with the sun coming up and ends with the rising of the moon.

21. Obviously, the address on Jane Crofut’s letter has some significance.  What would you
guess is its significance?

The address suggests that Jane Crofut, and each of us, is a small part, or a point in the
center of an ever-expanding, organized reality that culminates in the ultimate reality, God’s
mind.  The address suggests that in life there is a system and a meaning which involves a
God.

22. Jane and Rebecca see the letter as exciting because it links Jane to God and the cosmos.  In
what way, though, does the address also make Jane (and the rest of us) insignificant?

As seen from a perspective in space, Jane Crofut is less than a speck of dust.  But regardless
of her or our perspective, the letter is still delivered by the postman.  Life goes on.
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Act II

Vocabulary
spry–active and nimble
contrive–to scheme or plan
farce–a mockery
gangling–tall, thin and clumsy
meditative–engaged in deep contemplation
barren–empty; lacking
pantomime–to express something through gesture and expression, without words
alacrity–cheerful enthusiasm
crestfallen–dejected; disappointed and sad
affront–to insult or offend
musingly–pondering or considering
exasperation–frustration; irritation
catcall–scoffing shout or cry
unobtrusive–not easily noticed; inconspicuous
tableau–a silent, motionless scene resembling a picture
rheumatism–disease of the muscles, joints or bones causing pain
cynicism–state of thinking negatively; pessimism

 1. As Act II opens, what does the Stage Manager tell us has taken place in the last three years
regarding nature?

Nature has been pushing and contriving to get people to fall in love and get married.

2. The Stage Manager also tells us that the first act is “Daily Life” and the second act is “Love
and Marriage.”  What do you suppose he is going  to call the third act?  Why?

He will most likely call the third act “Death.” Death is the natural end of the cycle, and this
play is about life’s cycle.

3. In an allusion to an Edgar Lee Masters’ poem, “Lucinda Matlock,” the Stage Manager says,
“You’ve got to love life to have life, and you’ve got to have life to love life.”  What does he
mean?

He means you have to throw yourself enthusiastically into life to get the most from it.  If you
sit back and take life for granted, you are neither loving it nor living it.
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4. As the action begins, Si, Howie, and Constable Warren emphasize the routine aspect of the
day.  For the Gibbses and the Webbs, in what way is it a special day?

George and Emily are getting married, so for their families this is a special day. However,
to the rest of the world, their marriage is part of the natural routine of being born, growing
up, marrying, and dying.

5. What comment by Doc Gibbs suggests the uniqueness of each marriage?

“Everybody has a right to their own troubles.”

6. What is the point of Mrs. Gibbs’ comment that follows the line above?

Mrs. Gibbs’ point is that nature pushes people into marriage, for some reason of its own.
She states that people are meant to go through life two by two.

7. How does the scene between Mr. Webb and George illustrate the point that marriage is
both a personal and a public affair?

Marriage and family life are the foundation of any society.  This foundation stabilizes the
society, allowing it to run smoothly, and ensures the continuity of the society.  This is why,
according to Mr. Webb, all those women make sure the knot is tied “in a mighty public
way.” However, marriage is also a personal matter about which no one can give advice to
another.

8. The Stage Manager presents in flashback the scene of Emily and George falling in love after
we are made aware of their wedding.  Why does he not present it in chronological order?

Presenting the scene in this way takes any suspense out of the scene in the drug store.  Like
God and the Stage Manager, we know where this scene is going to end.  Now all we have to
do is watch how they get there.

9. In Act I, the Stage Manager plays Mrs. Forrest. In Act II, he plays Mr. Morgan and later,
in Act III, he will be the minister.  Why are these minor characters not played by individual
actors?

Again, we are reminded that we are watching a play and that we are meant to remain
detached from it.  Also, the relative unimportance of others in this scene is emphasized.  Our
focus remains on George and Emily.

10. As they sit down, Mr. Morgan asks why Emily has been crying and George makes up
some story.  Why has Emily really been crying?

She and George are in love.
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11. In his speech as the minister, the Stage Manager says, “The real hero of this scene isn’t on
the stage at all, and you know who that is.”  Of course, at this point we have no idea whom
he means.  In the following sentences, however, he says the real hero is the object of the
pushing and contriving by nature.  What is nature’s interest in all the pushing and
contriving?

Nature contrives to get people married and have babies because “every child born into the
world is nature’s attempt to make a perfect human being.”

12. What aspect of marriage are both Mrs. Webb and the baseball players referring to?

They are referring to sex.  Mrs. Webb is frightened regarding Emily’s ignorance while the
boys are crudely enthusiastic about sex.  The Stage Manager pushes the boys off stage, but
he does so with a smile.

13. George asks, “Why’s everybody pushing me so?”  What is he reacting to?

He feels that he is being pushed into marriage.

14. Mrs. Soames says, “The important thing is to be happy.”  Since she is the one who says
this, we are inclined to think that this is not really the important thing.  Nor is it important
that weddings be interesting.  What is the important thing?

The important thin is to live and love life wherever it may lead us.
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Act III

Vocabulary
lugubriousness–sadness to an extreme degree
genealogist–one who studies ancestry
bereaved–those who mourn the loss of a loved one
epitaph–words on a tombstone in memory of the dead
procession–a group of people or things moving forward together in a formal manner
livery–place for the care and keeping of horses
anguish–extreme emotional pain

1. It is nine years later, and the act opens at the cemetery.  Who are among the dead?

Simon Stimson, Mrs. Soames, and Mrs. Gibbs.

2. Whose funeral do you suppose is taking place today?

One of the main characters, Emily or George, would be a good guess.  From Joe’s
comment, it would seem to be Emily’s.

3. According to the Stage Manager, how long do the souls of the dead stay on Earth?

They do not stay long. Gradually, their attachment to Earth grows dim and their eternal part
comes out clear.

4. What is the Stage Manager referring to when he speaks of “something eternal”?

He refers to that which remains after the body dies. Many refer to this eternal thing as the
soul.

5. In what way do Sam Craig and Joe Stoddard replace the minor characters who appear at the
opening of Acts I and II?

Like Howie Newsome and Si Crowell, Sam and Joe set the stage and provide commentary.

6. Emily is waiting for what feeling to go away?

The feeling of being one of them—the living.

7. Why does the Stage Manager say it is painful for the dead to go back and relive any
experience?

It is painful because you not only live it but watch yourself living it and know what is in store
for the future.
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8. Why would that be painful?

While you are experiencing the joy of the moment, you would know, for example, that the
person you are with is going to meet with disaster in a short time.

9. Emily chooses to relive her twelfth birthday, but she is unable to stay there very long.
Why?

The whole family is together and happy, but Emily knows that people who are still alive do
not see and appreciate what they have when they have it. Emily sees how it can all be lost too
soon.

10. In the next two sentences, Emily states one of the major themes in the play.  Restate her
idea in your own words.
“Oh, Earth, you’re too wonderful for anybody to realize you . . .  Do any human beings
ever realize life while they live it?—every, every minute?

(Answers should vary.)

11. Simon Stimson then gives his view of life.  What is his view, and what does Mrs. Gibbs say
to him?

Simon Stimson’s view of life is cynical and pessimistic.  He believes that people live in
ignorance and blindness and are always at the mercy of self-centered passion.  Mrs. Gibbs
responds by saying that Simon’s view is not the whole truth.  It seems that Mrs. Gibbs partly
agrees with Simon, but she also sees a positive side to life which Simon does not see.

12. In the last few minutes of the play, the dead go from a conversation about life to a
discussion of the stars.  What is the point of bringing in the stars now?

Throughout this play, astral bodies are frequently mentioned.  They have a part in the
recurring pattern of life.

13. In her last line in the play Emily says, “They don’t understand, do they?”  The “they”
refers to living people and, specifically, to George, who has thrown himself on Emily’s
grave.  What is it that George and the rest of the living people do not understand?

They do not understand the eternal aspect of life.  They do not understand that death, like
birth, love, and marriage, is part of the natural order, part of the recurring pattern in life
and the universe.

14. In Act II we predicted that Act III would be entitled, “Death.”  In light of question 13,
what might be another title for this act?

Answers will vary. Example: Another title might be “Eternity.”
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15. What mood does the Stage Manager evoke in his last speech?

One of serenity and tranquillity after a strenuous workout.

16. We watch as the Gibbs and Webb families act out their daily lives.  The actions of the
characters are predictable, routine, and perhaps even dull. The routine and recurrent
patterns of the lives in Grover’s Corners are underscored by the recurrent patterns in the
cosmos.  What is the author’s point?  Why doesn’t something remarkable or interesting
take place?

Wilder wants to bring out the recurring pattern in all life.  Emily and George and all of
Grover’s Corners are one small part in the flow of life.  If something remarkable or
interesting happens to them, it will set them apart, mark them as individuals.  But they are
not meant to be individuals, they are meant to be universal figures.
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Our Town
Study Guide
Student Copy

Act I

Vocabulary
proscenium–front area of the stage, located between the curtain and the orchestra
heliotrope–plant with aromatic purple flowers
burdock–bristly, weedy plant with purplish flowers
highboy–tall chest of drawers with high legs
savant–educated or learned person
anthropological–relating to the study of humankind
diligent–hard-working
careen–to move rapidly and erratically
tenor–male singer
legacy–money or property given to someone through a will

1. What sounds and sights indicate the start of a new day?

2. The set is obviously not the traditional set, and the narrator is not your average person.
What remarkable qualities does the narrator possess?

3. Cite some of the things the narrator tells us are going to happen after 1901.
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4. The narrator is not telling us this in flashback, yet he uses the past tense to tell us of an
event that will take place in the future.  It’s as if I were to say, “Jack Jones died of heart
trouble on May 1, 2019.” What does this indicate about the narrator?

5. As this day begins, what gives us a sense that this day is beginning just as thousands of
others days have begun?

6. The newspaper boy throws an imaginary newspaper, and the Gibbses live in an imaginary
house.  Why do you suppose the playwright chooses not to use sets and props?

7. What facts of life do Dr. Gibbs and Joe Crowell discuss?

8. In what way is the milkman’s horse locked into a routine she cannot break?
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9. As they do every weekday, the factory whistle blows and the school bell rings.  What other
instances of daily routine do we see?

10. Mrs. Gibbs and Mrs. Webb have what appears to be their regular, routine conversation
about putting up vegetables. However, what one event has taken place that is out of the
routine?

11. The two families have been introduced.  Identify each member.

12. In his speech, Professor Willard gives specific information about Grover’s Corners.  He
gives its exact geographic location and its exact population.  In what way, though, does he
give the town a universal quality that transcends this specific day (May 7, 1901) and this
specific place?

13. How do Editor Webb’s comments serve to reinforce the universal aspect of Grover’s
Corners?
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14. How old are George and Emily?  Why is Emily concerned about being pretty?

15. Thornton Wilder had done some anthropological work himself, and he was struck by the
fact that people in past ages were people just like ourselves.  How does the Stage Manager
make this point in his speech about the time capsule and Babylon?

16. In that same speech, what is it that the Stage Manager wants future generations to know
about Grover’s Corners?

17. How does the song by the choir and the scene between Emily and George illustrate the
Stage Manager’s comment?

18. Who is Simon Stimson, and what is his problem?
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19. What is Dr. Gibbs suggesting as a reason for Simon Stimson’s drinking?

20. In the last part of Act I, the moon and moonlight are mentioned a number of times. In fact,
it seems to tie all the characters together.  How does Rebecca’s question about the moon
and South America serve to illustrate this point?

21. Obviously, the address on Jane Crofut’s letter has some significance.  What would you
guess is its significance?

22. Jane and Rebecca see the letter as exciting because it links Jane to God and the cosmos.  In
what way, though, does the address also make Jane (and the rest of us) insignificant?
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Act II

Vocabulary
spry–active and nimble
contrive–to scheme or plan
farce–a mockery
gangling–tall, thin and clumsy
meditative–engaged in deep contemplation
barren–empty; lacking
pantomime–to express something through gesture and expression, without words
alacrity–cheerful enthusiasm
crestfallen–dejected; disappointed and sad
affront–to insult or offend
musingly–pondering or considering
exasperation–frustration; irritation
catcall–scoffing shout or cry
unobtrusive–not easily noticed; inconspicuous
tableau–a silent, motionless scene resembling a picture
rheumatism–disease of the muscles, joints or bones causing pain
cynicism–state of thinking negatively; pessimism

 1. As Act II opens, what does the Stage Manager tell us has taken place in the last three years
regarding nature?

2. The Stage Manager also tells us that the first act is “Daily Life” and the second act is “Love
and Marriage.”  What do you suppose he is going  to call the third act?  Why?
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3. In an allusion to an Edgar Lee Masters’ poem, “Lucinda Matlock,” the Stage Manager says,
“You’ve got to love life to have life, and you’ve got to have life to love life.”  What does he
mean?

4. As the action begins, Si, Howie, and Constable Warren emphasize the routine aspect of the
day.  For the Gibbses and the Webbs, in what way is it a special day?

5. What comment by Doc Gibbs suggests the uniqueness of each marriage?

6. What is the point of Mrs. Gibbs’ comment that follows the line above?

7. How does the scene between Mr. Webb and George illustrate the point that marriage is
both a personal and a public affair?
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8. The Stage Manager presents in flashback the scene of Emily and George falling in love after
we are made aware of their wedding.  Why does he not present it in chronological order?

9. In Act I, the Stage Manager plays Mrs. Forrest. In Act II, he plays Mr. Morgan and later,
in Act III, he will be the minister.  Why are these minor characters not played by individual
actors?

10. As they sit down, Mr. Morgan asks why Emily has been crying and George makes up
some story.  Why has Emily really been crying?

11. In his speech as the minister, the Stage Manager says, “The real hero of this scene isn’t on
the stage at all, and you know who that is.”  Of course, at this point we have no idea whom
he means.  In the following sentences, however, he says the real hero is the object of the
pushing and contriving by nature.  What is nature’s interest in all the pushing and
contriving?
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12. What aspect of marriage are both Mrs. Webb and the baseball players referring to?

13. George asks, “Why’s everybody pushing me so?”  What is he reacting to?

14. Mrs. Soames says, “The important thing is to be happy.”  Since she is the one who says
this, we are inclined to think that this is not really the important thing.  Nor is it important
that weddings be interesting.  What is the important thing?
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Act III

Vocabulary
lugubriousness–sadness to an extreme degree
genealogist–one who studies ancestry
bereaved–those who mourn the loss of a loved one
epitaph–words on a tombstone in memory of the dead
procession–a group of people or things moving forward together in a formal manner
livery–place for the care and keeping of horses
anguish–extreme emotional pain

1. It is nine years later, and the act opens at the cemetery.  Who are among the dead?

2. Whose funeral do you suppose is taking place today?

3. According to the Stage Manager, how long do the souls of the dead stay on Earth?

4. What is the Stage Manager referring to when he speaks of “something eternal”?
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5. In what way do Sam Craig and Joe Stoddard replace the minor characters who appear at the
opening of Acts I and II?

6. Emily is waiting for what feeling to go away?

7. Why does the Stage Manager say it is painful for the dead to go back and relive any
experience?

8. Why would that be painful?

9. Emily chooses to relive her twelfth birthday, but she is unable to stay there very long.
Why?
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10. In the next two sentences, Emily states one of the major themes in the play.  Restate her
idea in your own words.
“Oh, Earth, you’re too wonderful for anybody to realize you . . .  Do any human beings
ever realize life while they live it?—every, every minute?

11. Simon Stimson then gives his view of life.  What is his view, and what does Mrs. Gibbs say
to him?

12. In the last few minutes of the play, the dead go from a conversation about life to a
discussion of the stars.  What is the point of bringing in the stars now?

13. In her last line in the play Emily says, “They don’t understand, do they?”  The “they”
refers to living people and, specifically, to George, who has thrown himself on Emily’s
grave.  What is it that George and the rest of the living people do not understand?
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14. In Act II we predicted that Act III would be entitled, “Death.”  In light of question 13,
what might be another title for this act?

15. What mood does the Stage Manager evoke in his last speech?

16. We watch as the Gibbs and Webb families act out their daily lives.  The actions of the
characters are predictable, routine, and perhaps even dull. The routine and recurrent
patterns of the lives in Grover’s Corners are underscored by the recurrent patterns in the
cosmos.  What is the author’s point?  Why doesn’t something remarkable or interesting
take place?
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