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BIOGRAPHY

Thornton Niven Wilder was born on April 17, 1897, in Madison, Wisconsin. His father’s 
work afforded Wilder a wide variety of travel opportunities, including several years in China. 
Every member of the Wilder family was artistically gifted, and Thornton himself began to 
write at a young age. He attended Oberlin College after high school, followed by Yale and 
Princeton. After earning a Master of Arts in French literature, he held teaching positions 
while pursuing his writing. 

His published works gained almost immediate critical success. He won the Pulitzer Prize 
for his novel, The Bridge of San Luis Rey (1928), and for two of his plays, Our Town (1938) 
and The Skin of Our Teeth (1943). During World War II, Wilder enlisted and rose to the rank 
of lieutenant colonel, serving as an Air Force intelligence officer; he won both the Legion 
of Merit and the Bronze Star. After the war, Wilder enjoyed continued success as his plays 
became Broadway favorites. He won the National Book Award in 1968 for his novel The 
Eighth Day. He died in his sleep on December 7, 1975. 

INTRODUCTION

Thornton Wilder’s Our Town is a good introduction for younger students in the exercise of 
reading plays. The piece is consciously spare in its set, props, staging, and language, and its 
content is simple yet appropriate material for younger readers. In fact, the beauty of the play 
lies in its simplicity and universality as it touches on some of the experiences we all share as 
human beings. In some sense, Our Town means to describe all small towns. 

In Our Town, we follow the lives of Grover’s Corners’ rather ordinary residents in what 
the Stage Manager describes as the three great acts of life: daily life, love and marriage, 
and death (48). In Act I, we experience daily life within a single community, observing the 
activities of two families during events that could transpire in any small town. In Act II, we 
witness Emily and George choosing to spend their lives together, which, although significant 
to them, is at the same time unremarkable: “Almost everybody in the world gets married,” 
according to the Stage Manager (48). Finally, in Act III, we are reminded that no one escapes 
death. Death in Our Town means forgetting even the particulars of life. 

Before she forgets, however, Emily is given one last opportunity to experience the life she 
has left behind and discovers that life’s great wonder is found in all of the small gestures 
and particulars of human existence so easily overlooked and even forgotten by the living: 
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her mother’s sunflowers, the aromas of food and coffee, the touch of crisply ironed dresses 
and ribbons, the comfort of a hot bath and the ticking of clocks. All of it, Emily says, is 
“too wonderful for anybody to realize” (108). As the Stage Manager remarks, only saints 
and poets seem capable of realizing what life is while they still live. But life is troubled 
too because it is often accompanied by terrible suffering that comes with being human: 
painful and sometimes fatal childbirth, untimely death, loneliness and drunkenness, wasted 
time, overmastering passions, and ignorance and blindness. Humans seem to live life as if 
“they’re sort of shut up in little boxes” (96), unable to experience it fully while in the middle 
of the swift moving stream of time. Sadly, for most individuals, life’s beauty only becomes 
meaningful at the moment of its loss. 

All of these thoughts are worthy of consideration by students. And, while younger students 
have little acquaintance with regret, they can gain some insight by witnessing it in these 
characters’ lives. 

Because this is a play, we recommend that the students and teacher read it aloud together in 
its entirety before discussing it. The teacher should assign parts based on reading proficiency. 
For example, the most adept reader should be given the Stage Manager’s role since he has the 
bulk of the dialogue. This exercise should take approximately two hours. 

Once the play has been read aloud, the teacher may wish to give the students an opportunity 
to read it on their own before the discussions begin. 

The discussion questions below are meant to lead the students deeper into the world Wilder 
has created by eliciting concrete details and suggesting more consequential topics for 
reflection. (Please see the Cana Academy Guide Teaching Fiction from the Inside Out for 
a more detailed explanation of the principles that inform this approach.) They are written 
solely for the teacher and should not be reproduced for the students, nor should they become 
the basis for comprehension tests. Occasionally, the discussions will spill over into areas 
addressed deeper into the play or even into a recapitulation of earlier material. This is a good 
and natural response from the students that should not be interrupted unless necessary. If 
important details have been skipped, they can be returned to later in the conversation.

Some of the questions point to repeated and developing imagery and material that only 
ultimately comes into sharper focus in the final scenes. It is a good idea to encourage students 
to keep track of these references so that when they reach the culmination of events in the 
final scenes, they will have ready sources and citations for a rich and final discussion of 
the larger issues at stake. Advising them to keep a watchful eye for repeated details such as 
references to stars and starlight is not the same as instructing them on what those references 
come to mean over the course of the play. These are opportunities for training students on 
how to mark a text for later discussion. 

Finally, Our Town is a play and should be seen on stage or on film at the conclusion of the 
discussions. However, it is important that the students not view any performances before they 
have read and wrestled with the text. This way they can freely debate their own interpretations 
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without undue outside influence. Because the staging is relatively simple and the props 
and setting are spare, this is a desirable piece for a drama course that is staging its first 
performance. In any case, questions regarding the proper staging should be periodically 
addressed throughout the discussions. 

This guide includes the following:

• A glossary of unfamiliar references plus the lyrics to the recurring hymn, “Blessed 
be the Tie that Binds.”

• Discussion questions for each act

• Broader questions for larger discussions and essay assignments

We encourage teachers to reflect on the broader questions at the close of this guide before 
beginning the daily discussions since these questions orient the teacher to the larger issues at 
stake in the play. 
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GLOSSARY

Antietam: 
known in the South as Sharpsburg, The Battle of Antietam on September 17, 1862 stands 
as one of the bloodiest days of the American Civil War, resulting in nearly 23,000 dead, 
wounded, or missing

Board of selectmen: 
executive arm of many New England towns

Burdock: 
Ornamental, showy plant, sometimes edible

Butternut tree: 
another name for the white walnut tree

Canuck: 
nickname for Canadians

Cicero’s orations: 
speeches written and given by Cicero, warning the Roman Senate of Catiline’s plot to 
overthrow the government

Crawford Notch: 
scenic location in the White Mountains
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Devonian basalt and Mesozoic shale: rock formations indicating other geological epochs

Gettysburg: decisive battle in the Civil War; marked the northernmost advance of the southern 
forces into Pennsylvania where they were defeated after three days of intense fighting from 
July 1-4, 1863; resulted in heavy casualties

Great War: World War I (1914-1918), remarkably destructive war that claimed the lives of 
approximately twenty million people worldwide

Handel’s Largo: 
part of Handel’s opera Xerxes (1738)

Heliotrope: 
type of flower that is typically purple in hue; emits a sweet fragrance

Highboy: 
tall dresser with drawers

Hollyhocks: 
tall, showy, and fragrant flower popular in the early 20th century

Lake Sunapee and Lake Winnipesaukee: 
lakes in New Hampshire

Lindbergh Flight: 
Charles Lindbergh’s solo, non-stop flight across the Atlantic Ocean in 1927, from New York 
to Paris, in his plane named the Spirit of St. Louis

Heliotrope Hollyhocks
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Livery stable: 
houses horses to loan

Louisiana Purchase: 
as president, Thomas 
Jefferson purchased 828,000 
square miles from France in 
1803; the purchase nearly 
doubled the size of the nation

Lumbago: 
pain of the lower back 

Manual-training class: 
courses taught to develop the 
use of the hands, usually in 
metalwork and woodwork

Charles Lindbergh

Lake Sunapee

March from Lohengrin and Mendelssohn’s 
“Wedding March”: 
refer to popular pieces used in weddings

Mayflower: 
ship that brought the English Puritans (the 
Pilgrims) to Massachusetts in 1620

Monroe Doctrine: 
1823 statement of foreign policy by then president 
James Monroe in  which he stated that European 
interference in North or South America would be 
considered aggression

Morning star: 
usually refers to the planet Venus which is at 
times visible in the east before sunrise

Napoleon: 
having conquered much of Europe in the early 19th century, he was for a short time French 
emperor and King of Italy

Peck of trouble: 
as a term of volume, a peck is eight dry quarts; a peck of trouble indicates a large amount of 
trouble



Pleistocene: 
geological epoch dating from approximately 2,588,000 to 
11,700 years ago, often called the Ice Age

Rheumatism: 
any pain or swelling of the joints and muscles

Robinson Crusoe: 
popular 1719 novel by Daniel Defoe

Separator: 
a hand-cranked device which separates cream from milk

Silicate glue: 
sodium silicate used to prevent rotting

Strawberry phosphates: 
popular sweet and tangy drink served at soda fountains

Separator

Tired clock: 
reference to the fact that all 
clocks required winding in 
order to keep accurate time

Treaty of Versailles: 
treaty signed in 1919 that 
ended World War I 

Whistler’s Mother: 
colloquial name for a painting of his mother by American artist James McNeill Whistler;  
officially entitled Arrangement in Grey and Black No. 1
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White Mountains, Mt. 
Washington, Mt. Monadnock, 
North Conway: 
the White Mountains are part of 
the Appalachian Mountain chain 
as it enters New Hampshire; Mts. 
Washington and Monadnock are 
well-known New Hampshire 
mountains; North Conway and 
Conway are towns close to the 
Maine border

Mt. Monadnock

William Jennings Bryan: 
popular Democratic presidential candidate 
in 1896 and 1900; lost to McKinley both 
times; lost again in 1908 to Taft; despite 
his losses nationally, Bryan was an 
important political figure, particularly in 
the South

“Women vote indirect” (24): 
women gained the right to vote with 
passage of the Nineteenth Amendment in 
1920

Woodlawn and Brooklyn: 
cemeteries in New York 

William Jennings Bryan
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Lyrics to the hymn “Blessed Be the Tie That Binds,” text by John Fawcett (1782):

1. Blessed be the tie that binds 
Our hearts in Christian love; 
The fellowship of kindred minds 
Is like that to that above.

2. Before our Father’s throne 
We pour our ardent prayers; 
Our fears, our hopes, our aims are one 
Our comforts and our cares.

3. We share each other’s woes, 
Our mutual burdens bear; 
And often for each other flows 
The sympathizing tear.

4. When we asunder part, 
It gives us inward pain; 
But we shall still be joined in heart, 
And hope to meet again.

5. This glorious hope revives 
Our courage by the way; 
While each in expectation lives, 
And longs to see the day.

6. From sorrow, toil and pain, 
And sin, we shall be free, 
And perfect love and friendship reign 
Through all eternity.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

ACT I: Daily Life, 1901  

(Wilder has the Stage Manager name the acts on page 48. He does not name Act III.)

1. Throughout these discussions, the students should watch for the continual breach of the 
wall between the audience and the players. Why does this happen? What dramatic purpose 
does this serve? This cannot be answered all at once and will need to be addressed as the 
discussion unfolds. 

2. Where does the action of the play take place? Note the longitude and latitude of Grover’s 
Corners. Sketch on the board the set and props for this act, paying attention to the details 
of the various structures and their relationships to each other. What is the setting, place 
and time of the play? How can you tell? What details do you notice? Note that much of the 
movement of the actors is mimed rather than supported by actual props: the imaginary black 
bag of Dr. Gibbs, the imaginary horse, wagon and milk bottles of Howie Newsome. What 
does this lend to the action and meaning of the story?

3. How does the Stage Manager introduce the play? What is unusual or surprising about his 
introduction? How is the play organized? How does he describe Grover’s Corners? What 
indications do we have that this is a typical day and that things do not change much in 
Grover’s Corners? Try to include as many details from the text as possible. 

4. How does the Stage Manager move our imaginations through time? Why is this significant? 
What is his role in this play? Keep track of time by watching for changes in tense. Also pay 
attention to the various roles the Stage Manager enacts throughout the play. What roles does 
he play? How does he direct the actors? How does he move the action of the play forward?

5. The Stage Manager says, “In our town we like to know the facts about everybody” (7). 
Keep this in mind as you read and discuss the text. How is this proven true or not true over 
the course of the play?

6. How do we meet the other characters? What details does the Stage Manager provide about 
each? Make a grid on the board to keep track of the relationships between the characters.

7. What does the Stage Manager tell us about the future? Note references to death throughout 
Act I. We hear, for instance, that Joe Crowell dies in the war in France. What was this war 
about? Describe it and its consequences, especially the number of casualties. (The students 
may need some historical detail about World War I, but keep it brief.) How does the Stage 
Manager view Joe Crowell’s death and why? Watch for any reiteration of this sentiment in 
the remainder of the play.
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8. Compare the Webb and Gibbs families. What do Mrs. Webb and Mrs. Gibbs talk about? 
What do we learn about these two characters? What does Mrs. Gibbs dream of doing someday? 
Why? How would she be able to afford this? Why hasn’t she done it yet?

9. What do Professor Willard and Mr. Webb have to say about Grover’s Corners? On what 
authority does Mr. Webb speak about the town? Why does the Stage Manager think we should 
know these things? What reason does the Stage Manager give for cutting off the Professor? 
Why is this significant? 

10. What questions do the audience members ask? What is the effect of these interventions 
on us? 

11. One of the questioners asks if “there [is] any culture or love of beauty in Grover’s Corners” 
(26). What is Mr. Webb’s answer and how does the questioner respond to his answer? Think 
about his answer later when you encounter Simon.  

12. Following the interviews, the Stage Manager says, “You all remember what it’s like.” 
Why “remember”? Why does he directly address the audience in this way? What purpose 
does it serve?

13. Describe the conversation between George and Emily. What do we learn about these two 
characters? 

14. Why is Emily concerned about being pretty? Read carefully the conversation between 
Emily and her mother. What disconnect occurs in the conversation? Does this seem true to 
life or familiar? 

15. The Stage Manager seems to be managing what we see and hear. Why does he choose to 
show us these particular scenes?

16. What objects are put in the new bank’s cornerstone and why are they significant? Why 
does the Stage Manager bring up Babylon? What is the significance of his repeated references 
to “we” and  “us” and “our”?

17. Characterize Dr. Gibbs’ correction of his son George. Does it seem like a correction? 
How does George react when Dr. Gibbs corrects him for not listening to his mother? How 
do we know?  

18. What happens at choir practice and what discussions does it prompt afterwards? In both 
conversations, it is remarked, “I don’t know how that’s goin’ to end” (41, 44). What do you 
think this means? Why is this significant?

19. Characterize Simon Stimson from what you can tell so far. Why do you think he drinks? 
Evidence?

20. What is the hymn referenced in Act I? Look up the lyrics and read them together. This 
song is referenced in each act. Think about its significance for this play.
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21. What has everyone noticed about the evening sky?

22. What is unique about the letter Jane Crofut receives from her minister? How does it relate 
to other imagery the Stage Manager has introduced in this act?

ACT II: Love and Marriage, 1904

1. How has the stage changed since Act I? What is the time and place? What are we told is 
the title of this act? 

2. As in Act I, note all of the references to death in Act II. Why is death so prominent in acts 
that focus on daily life and love and marriage?

3. In what ways, according to the Stage Manager, has nature been “pushing and contriving” 
(47) in the thousand days since Act I?

4. What does the Stage Manager point out about Mrs. Gibbs and Mrs. Webb? Why does he 
mention the quotation from “one of those Middle West poets” (49) after this remark?

5. How do the morning conversations between the townspeople compare and contrast to 
those in Act I?

6. Upon which aspects of the wedding and marriage does each character focus? What does 
this marriage mean for each of them? What do Dr. and Mrs. Gibbs worry about regarding 
the wedding and marriage? How does their son’s experience compare to their own? How are 
their reactions different from the Webbs’?

7. What advice does Mr. Webb give George? How does George receive it? 

8. Why does the Stage Manager choose to show this specific scene from the beginning of 
George and Emily’s courtship? Why does he choose to go back in time rather than proceeding 
chronologically as he did in Act I? How does the stage change to show this moment? What 
happens in this conversation? Why is it in this moment that they realize that “they were 
meant for each other” (62)? 

9. What does the Stage Manager say about weddings right before he begins officiating 
George and Emily’s wedding? What makes this one a “good” (75) wedding? Where does the 
confusion come from? Who is the “real hero of this scene” (75)? How does the stage change 
to become the church?

10. Why are George and Emily nervous? What do they say to their parents? How are they 
reassured? Notice that Emily speaks with her father and George speaks with his mother. Why 
does that work? 

11. Do we hear an exchange of vows? If so, when?
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12. Describe the wedding itself. What does Mrs. Soames have to say, and at what points does 
she interrupt?

13. What does marriage mean for the people of Grover’s Corners? Can you surmise why the 
Stage Manager implies that he’s not sure he believes in marriage? Why does he remark that 
“once in a thousand times it’s interesting” (82)? Given the play so far, what would make 
marriage interesting? 

ACT III: Untitled, 1913

1. Sketch the stage arrangement on the board. Who starts out on stage, and what does their 
presence represent? What is the setting and time of Act III? How much time has passed since 
Act II? Since Act I?

2. How has Grover’s Corners changed since Act II?

3. In Act I, the Stage Manager gave names to Act I and Act II, but he did not name Act III. 
Now that you are examining this act, what do you think its proper title is and why do you 
think he omitted it? 

4. How does the Stage Manager describe the graveyard? Who is buried there? What further 
history does the Stage Manager provide? How does the Stage Manager talk about the dead? 
What beliefs does he think all people share? What process do all the dead go through, 
according to the Stage Manager? What are the dead waiting for?

5. How do the dead speak in contrast to the living? 

6. The Stage Manager refers to life as “a fit” (87) and Mrs. Soames remarks “My, wasn’t life 
awful--and wonderful” (93). Examine these quotations in their context. What is being said 
about life? 

7. How does Emily respond to meeting those who have died before her? Compare her behavior 
to that of the other dead. 

8. Emily speaks to Mrs. Gibbs about her “legacy.” What was Mrs. Gibbs’ legacy and what 
did she originally intend to do with it? (See Act I.) What did Emily and George do with it? 
Contrast the two intentions. 

9. What is it that makes Emily say that “live people don’t understand” (96)?

10. Why does Mrs. Gibbs keep quieting those around her?

11. What hymn is again sung? Why? Address the significance of the reappearance of this 
hymn throughout the play. Begin by recalling the contexts in which it occurs.
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12. Why does Emily want to relive a day from her past? Why do the others encourage her 
not to do so? (The students might not be able to answer this latter question until they have 
witnessed her return.) Which day does she choose, and why?

13. What does Emily learn when she goes back to relive her twelfth birthday? What does she 
see? What makes her say that earth is “too wonderful for anyone to realize” (108)?

14. Emily asks the Stage Manager, “Do any human beings ever realize life while they live 
it?--every, every minute?” (108). What does the Stage Manager say? What does he mean?

15. Simon Stimson says of Emily’s experience, “Now you know! That’s what it was to be 
alive” (109). What is it to be alive for Simon Stimson? Why does he say this? Think about 
Simon’s life and death in light of the Stage Manager’s remark in Act I that, “In our town we 
like to know the facts about everybody.” Do you think this is true? Did Mrs. Gibbs know 
Simon Stimson? 

16. How does Mrs. Gibbs respond to Simon’s remark?  

17. Why does George come back to the grave, and how do the dead react to his presence? 

18. Who is Emily talking about when she says, “They don’t understand” (111). What do they 
not understand? Why do they not understand?

19. What does the Stage Manager say to bring the play to a close? The stars have been 
referenced in the play before. When? What is their significance?
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BROADER QUESTIONS SUITABLE FOR LARGER DISCUSSIONS AND ESSAY 
ASSIGNMENTS

The following questions can be thoroughly addressed after a careful reading and discussion 
of the text. They are appropriate for larger discussions, and they can also be used as essay 
questions. 

1. The play is divided into three sections. What is the purpose of dividing it this way? What 
major event(s) define each act? Why is this important?

2. A number of individual characters reflect on what it is to be alive. Gather those reflections 
together and address the following questions: Examining the play as a whole, what is it to be 
alive? What is it to be dead? Is there disagreement among the characters? If so, what is it? 

3. In Act I, the Stage Manager says, “In our town we like to know the facts about everybody.” 
In retrospect do you think this is true? What does he mean by “facts”? As you consider 
these questions, consider the case of Simon and his suicide. Do we ever learn why Simon 
committed suicide? How are his drinking and his suicide treated by others?   

Thornton Wilder
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4. Look for all the references to time throughout the play. What is significant about  how the 
passage of time is reported? What is the role of time in Our Town? How does time progress? 
Are events presented chronologically throughout?  How does time affect the characters? 
What is the effect on us, the readers? 

5. In a related question, notice the frequent references to stars, planets, historical epochs, and 
geological periods. Reread the address on the letter Jane Crofut receives from her minister 
(46). What are all of these references about? How do they help us understand Our Town? Do 
these references elevate or reduce Grover’s Corners’ stature in our consciousness? 

6. The Stage Manager claims, “We all know that something is eternal. And it ain’t houses and 
it ain’t names, and it ain’t earth, and it ain’t even the stars...everybody knows in their bones 
that something is eternal, and that something has to do with human beings” (87-88). What is 
he talking about and why is this significant? Address this question from within the story. Do 
not import another outside perspective.

7. Describe Grover’s Corners and its inhabitants. Do the characters seem like people we 
know or could know? What is the effect of all this ordinariness on us, the readers?

8. Find all of the references to “our” and “we” and “us” in the play. How and when does the 
Stage Manager interact with the audience? What is the impact of these interactions?

9. Who is the Stage Manager? What makes him different from the other residents of Grover’s 
Corners? What is his role in the play? What can he do that the other characters cannot do? 
Why is that significant?

10. The sets and props are purposefully spare. Why? What effect does it have on the audience 
when only the bare minimum is used?

11. What elements do all three acts share in common? What differentiates them from each 
other? What is the effect of Act III on the entire play? How do Acts I and II anticipate Act III?

12. What are the dead waiting for in Act III? What separates them from the living? What 
view do the dead take of life and the living. Why? How do their views differ from the living?

13. What does Emily learn when she goes back to relive her twelfth birthday? What is it 
about ordinary, daily life that is both beautiful and upsetting for her?

14. Emily asks the Stage Manager, “Do any human beings ever realize life while they live 
it?--every, every minute?” (108). The Stage Manager responds, “The saints and the poets, 
maybe--they do some” (108). What is Emily asking and what is the Stage Manager’s answer? 
What does he mean?
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