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THINKING ABOUT THE SELECTION 

Recalling

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

· Horses become more rare.

· Farmers start to use cars.

· The town’s residents begin locking their doors.

· Some people die.

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

He claims we are aware that something about human beings is eternal.

3.  (a) How does Emily die?  

Emily dies in childbirth.

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

She says Emily’s purpose now is to forget the life of the living and to think about, and be ready for, what is ahead.

(c) What day does Emily decide to relive?

She chooses the day of her twelfth birthday.

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

She says that she cannot go on because “it goes so fast.  We don’t have time to look at one another.”

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

She asks if any human beings ever realize life while they live it.

(c) How does he respond?

He says they do not.

Interpreting

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

He is referring to the average person.

(b) What is the answer to his question?

The “something eternal” remains.

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

She learns that they live in blindness and ignorance and do not truly appreciate the wonderfulness of life around them.  

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

She makes this comment, because she herself could not make this realization until after her death.

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

Suggested Response:  Simon Stimson’s remark reveals that he is still cynical and bitter.

Applying

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

Suggested Response:  The living need to have more appreciation for seemingly minor events.

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.

Suggested Response:  It means that life is full of potential if we take advantage of the opportunities it presents.

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?

Suggested Response:  They fill their lives with a great deal of regularity and repetition, but they are blind to the significance of ordinary things.

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

Suggested Response:  The details of life change all the time, but the true essence of life remains the same.

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?

Suggested Response:  His comments about the existence of something eternal reflect this theme, as does his comment that the dead are waiting for something important and great.

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

Suggested Response:  His comment about how people are “straining away” reflects this theme.

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

Suggested Response:  At the beginning of the act, he points out all of the changes that have taken place, then he comments that things really do not change much.

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…”

Range: a row, line, or series

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

Stones: markers indicating where people are buried (gravestones)

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.”

Indifferent: not concerned

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

Identity: the condition of being a specific person

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.
