Our Town 
Act-by-act reading comprehension questions

Act One p. 991

THINKING ABOUT THE SELECTION 

Recalling

1.  (a) What does the Stage Manager reveal about the futures of Dr. and Mrs. Gibbs?

 “Doc Gibbs died in 1930.  The new hospital’s named after him” (976).

 While on a trip to visit her married daughter Rebecca in Ohio, Mrs. Gibbs died of pneumonia.  Her body was returned to Grover’s Corners to be buried (976).

(b) What does he reveal about Joe Crowell’s future?

Joe will graduate at the top of his high school and college classes.  Then he will die in the war in France (977).

2. (a) What is Mrs. Gibbs’s “dream of life”?

The dream of Mrs. Gibbs’s life is to see Paris, France (980).

(b) How does she hope to fulfill this dream?

She hopes to fulfill her dream by selling Grandmother Wentworth’s highboy to the second-hand-furniture man from Boston.  The furniture man has offered her $350 for the highboy (979).

(c) Why does her husband not share her dream?

Dr. Gibbs says he might become discontented with Grover’s Corners if he goes traipsin’ about Europe; he also says his bi-annual trip to a Civil War battlefield is enough of a treat for anyone (980).

3.  (a) What is Mr. Webb’s opinion of Grover’s Corners?

Mr. Webb says Grover’s Corners is a “very ordinary town…[a] little better behaved than most…probably a lot duller…[but the] young people seem to like it well enough” because most of them return to the town to live (981-982).  

(b) What does he reveal about the cultural activities in Grover’s Corners”

Mr. Webb indicates that the traditional cultural activities are limited.  The townspeople generally enjoy the “simple pleasures,” such as observing sunrises, birds, and seasons (982).

4.  (a) What “serious” question does Emily Webb ask her mother?

Emily asks her mother whether she is pretty.

(b) How does her mother respond?

Mrs. Webb says “[a]ll my children have got good features…you have a nice young pretty face…[y]ou’re pretty enough for all normal purposes” (984).

5.  Why does the Stage Manager intend to have a copy of the play placed in the cornerstone of the new bank?

He intends to put the play in the cornerstone to show people 1000 years from now how the people in the provinces north of New York were in their growing up, their marrying, their living, and their dying (985).

6.  (a) What problem do the women discuss after choir practice? 

The women discuss Simon Stimson’s drinking habits (987).

(b) What does Dr. Gibbs see as the cause of the problem?

Dr. Gibbs says, “Some people ain’t made for small-town life” (988).

(c) How does he feel it should be dealt with?

Dr. Gibbs feels they should “just leave it alone” (988).

Interpreting

7.  How does the Stage Manager shape your impressions of the town of Grover’s Corners and its inhabitants? (answers will vary)

He makes me feel sympathetic towards many characters because he has given me a glimpse into some of their futures.

8.  How does the discussion of Simon Stimson’s problems help to emphasize the orderly nature of life in Grover’s Corners?

Simon’s offenses are relatively minor, and yet he captures the attention of other characters, because he has “stepped outside” the normal boundaries.

9.  (a) How does the address recited by Rebecca make Grover’s Corners and its inhabitants seem small and insignificant?

Jane Crofut; The Crofut Farm; Grover’s Corners; Sutton County; New Hampshire; United States of America; Continent of North America; Western Hemisphere; the Earth; the Solar System; the Universe; the Mind of God.

It gives the reader/viewer perspective.  Individuals are just very small dots on the very large map of the world.

(b) What other effect does it have?

I’m not sure what answer the author is after here, but perhaps this perspective on the size of an individual also gives us perspective on the size of an individual’s problems.

10.  How does the structure of Act I reflect the circular pattern of everyday life?

Act I begins at dawn and ends in the evening, at bedtime.  The act begins with a birth; it does not end with a death, but maybe the birth foreshadows a death.  I also get the idea that daily routines are being repeated—Joe Crowell’s newspaper delivery, Howie Newsome’s milk delivery, the children going off to school.

Applying

11.  Do you think that Grover’s Corners can be viewed as a typical rural American town in the early 1900’s?  Why or why not?

It seems typical to me.  There is some discussion of town vs. country people.  I believe this would have been an era when people increasingly moved from the family farm into town.  There is some discussion of the appearance of automobiles, and the time period is correct.  

ANALYZING LITERATURE

Understanding Staging
Staging refers to the process of presenting a play on a stage.  Our Town is staged in a very unconventional manner, with no curtain, little scenery, and few props.

1.  Why is the unconventional staging appropriate for the setting of the play?

I believe the limited scenery keeps this play from aging.

2.  How does Wilder’s use of the Stage Manager help to compensate for the lack of scenery and props?

The background information provided by the SM gets me interested in the characters.

CRITICAL THINKING AND READING

Understanding the Effect of Staging

Staging can dramatically affect the way in which you view a play and help to shape your impressions of the characters and actions.  For example, the unconventional staging of Our Town forces the audience to use its imagination to envision the setting.

1.  How does the unconventional staging contribute to your overall impressions of Grover’s Corners? 

The lack of staging leaves this town as a blank slate in my mind.  This town could be anywhere.

2.  How does the lack of scenery and props help to create a sense of detachment from the characters and events?

I am a little perplexed by this question.  I suppose the lack of scenery and props prevents me from having strong reactions, such as loving or hating a character’s sense of style.  Wilder has left the town and the characters—as much as possible—a blank slate for the viewer or reader to “fill in.”

THINKING AND WRITING 

Writing About Staging

Imagine that you are a member of your school’s drama club and have been asked to help stage a dramatic adaptation of a short story.  Choose a short story that would be appropriate for a dramatic adaptation.  Then write a memorandum outlining the way in which the adaptation should be staged.  Specify the scenery, props, lighting, sound effects, and special effects that should be used.  When you revise, make sure that your memorandum is clear and complete.

