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?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

(b) How does her mother respond?

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

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

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

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

Interpreting

7.  How does the Stage Manager shape your impressions of the town of Grover’s Corners and its inhabitants? (answers will vary)
8.  How does the discussion of Simon Stimson’s problems help to emphasize the orderly nature of life in Grover’s Corners?
9.  (a) How does the address recited by Rebecca make Grover’s Corners and its inhabitants seem small and insignificant?

(b) What other effect does it have?

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

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?

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?

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

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? 

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

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.
Act Two p. 1006

THINKING ABOUT THE SELECTION 

Recalling

1.  According to the Stage Manager, what happens just after high school commencement?

2.  Why is Mrs. Gibbs concerned about how George will get along after he is married?

3.  Why does Mrs. Webb refuse to let George see Emily on the morning of the wedding?

4.  What scene do George and Emily re-create for the audience before the wedding?
5.  (a) About what does George complain immediately before the wedding?

(b) About what does Emily complain?

Interpreting

6.  (a) How does  the Stage Manager make marriage seem like part of a natural process in his opening comments?

(b) How does he make marriage seem inevitable?

 (c) To what other inevitable event does he refer in his discussion of marriage?  

7.  How do the parents’ reminiscences about their own weddings reinforce the depiction of marriage as a part of the natural cycle?
8.  What is the Stage Manager implying about life in Grover’s Corners when he quotes Edgar Lee Masters?

Applying

9.  How have people’s attitudes toward marriage changed since the time in which the action of Our Town occurs?

ANALYZING LITERATURE

Understanding Characterization

Characterization is the means by which a writer reveals a character’s personality.  Most playwrights must develop characters solely through dialogue and action.  In Our Town, however, Wilder uses the Stage Manager to provide important details about the characters and to comment on their behavior.  
1.  Find three details about the characters that the Stage Manager provides in the first two acts.
2.  What does the conversation between George and Emily during the engagement scene reveal about each of their personalities?

3.  What does the behavior of George and Emily at the altar reveal about each character?

CRITICAL THINKING AND READING

Understanding a Character’s Motivation

In addition to developing a character’s personality, a writer must provide a motivation, or a stated or implied reason, for the character’s behavior.  In Our Town, for example, George and Emily’s decision to marry is clearly motivated in part by their affection for each other.

1.  What additional motivation for their decision is suggested by the Stage Manager’s comments about marriage?

2.  How is this additional motivation reflected in the fact that Emily and George never actually declare their love for each other in the engagement scene?

3.  What is the cause of their feeling s of panic at the altar?

UNDERSTANDING LANGUAGE

Completing Word Analogies

Word analogy items on vocabulary tests ask you to see the relationship between words.  Two common relationships are similarities and differences.  Synonyms are words that have similar meanings; antonyms are words that have opposite, or different, meanings.  

Identify the relationship in the first pair of words in each item below.  Then complete the second pair in each item with a word expressing the same relationship.  

1.  flutter: quiver   ::   commencement : ________________
(synonyms)
a. beginning
b.  decision
c.  ending
d.  festival

2.  intermission: break   ::   contriving : __________________
(synonyms)

a. developing
b. pleasing
c. scheming
d. continuing

3.  hurling : catching    ::    gangling : ____________________
(antonyms)
a. stocky
b. lanky

c. athletic
d. healthy

4.  reluctantly : eagerly   ::   alacrity : _______________________
(antonyms)
a. liveliness
b.  hesitation
c. surprise
d. clumsiness

alacrity means “liveliness and eagerness”
5.  abrupt : sudden   ::   muse : _________________
(synonyms)
a. conclude
b. write

c. disorder
d. ponder
THINKING AND WRITING

Writing a Dialogue

Write a dialogue that reveals the personalities of two or more characters.  Start by listing the traits that each of your characters will possess.  When you write your dialogue, focus on making it seem natural and realistic.  After revising your dialogue, share it with your classmates and have them comment on its effectiveness.
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THINKING ABOUT THE SELECTION 

Recalling

1.  What changes take place in Grover’s Corners between Act II and Act III?

2.  According to the Stage Manager, what do “we all know”?

3.  (a) How does Emily die?  

(b) What reason does Mrs. Gibbs give Emily for not returning to the living?

(c) What day does Emily decide to relive?

4.  (a) Why does Emily ask to return to the dead?

(b) What does she ask the Stage Manager just before she returns?

(c) How does he respond?

Interpreting

5.  (a) To whom is the Stage Manager referring when he addresses “Mrs. Smith”?

(b) What is the answer to his question?

6.  (a) What does Emily learn about the way people live their lives when she returns to the living?

(b)  Why does she say, “Oh, earth, you’re too wonderful for anybody to realize you”?

7.  What comments do the dead people make that indicate that they still possess many of the attitudes they had during life?

Applying

8.  What can you learn about life from the observations of the dead?

9.  The French playwright Jean Anouilh has written, “Life is a child playing around your feet, a tool you hold firmly in your grip, a bench you sit down upon in the evening, in your garden.”  Discuss the meaning of this quotation.
ANALYZING LITERATURE

Understanding Theme

Although Our Town focuses on life in the small town of Grover’s Corners, the play expresses a number of universal themes, or insights about life in general.  One of these themes is that people’s lives are part of an eternal and universal cycle.  Controlled by nature, this cycle is moving toward the eventual perfection of the human race.

1.  What insights does the play offer about the ways people typically live their lives?

2.  What does the play reveal about the ways in which the world changes and the ways in which it does not change?

CRITICAL THINKING AND READING

Interpreting Theme in Drama

In drama, themes are revealed through the character’s comments and actions.  For example, the Stage Manager expresses the idea that people’s lives are part of the natural cycle that is moving toward perfection when he remarks, “Every child born in to the world is nature’s attempt to make a perfect human being.”

1.  How do the Stage Manager’s comments at the beginning of Act III reflect this theme?

2.  How do his comments at the end of the play reflect this theme?

3.  What comments does the Stage Manager make that express the theme of change of lack of change?

UNDERSTANDING LANGUAGE

Fitting the Context

In English words generally have more than one meaning.  When you read you must choose the meaning that fits the context, or surrounding words.

Read each sentence below.  Look up each italicized word in a dictionary.  First tell how many meanings you find for each word.  Then choose the meaning that fits the context.

1.  “You come up here, on a fine afternoon and you can see range on range of hills…”

2.  “Over there—[Pointing to stage left] are the old stones—1670, 1680.”

3.  “And they stay here while the earth part of ‘em burns away, burns out; and all that time they slowly get indifferent to what’s goin’ on in Grover’s Corners.”

4.  “And what’s left when memory’s gone, and your identity, Mrs. Smith?”

THINKING AND WRITING
Responding to Criticism

Another noted playwright, Arthur Miller, has commented that “Wilder sees his characters in this play not primarily as personalities, but as forces.”  Write an essay in which you discuss Our Town in relation to Miller’s comment.  Use passages from the play to support your argument.  When you revise, make sure that your essay is organized in a logical manner and that you have used transitions and other linking devices to connect your ideas.
