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Discussion Questions
courtesy Masterpiece Theatre, PBS

"It goes so fast. We don't have time to look at one another....
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?"  Emily, Our Town

Before Seeing the Play 

1. Explain to students that Our Town takes place in a small New Hampshire town around the turn of the 20th century. Have students brainstorm what they imagine daily life was like in such a town. Who might have lived there? What were their values and customs? You may want to begin with a list of topics such as climate, transportation, institutions (school, church), occupations, population, stores, etc.

2. Have students think about their own hometown. How would they categorize it: small, medium, or large? Is it urban, suburban, rural? What are its other characteristics? What do students like best about their hometown? What do they like least? As a class, compile a list. Ask students whether they think they will remain in their hometown after they graduate from high school and/or college.

3. Some might consider Our Town an "old-fashioned" play, yet it's never really gone out of style. As a class, brainstorm a list of other plays or films that students think are "timeless" and have them explain why. Write the list on the board to review after seeing the film.

4. Tell students that Our Town features some dramatic elements that were considered unorthodox in 1938, when the play was written, such as using a character called the Stage Manager who speaks directly to the audience. As they watch the play, ask students to look for other features that they think might have been unusual at that time.

5. As they watch, have students take notes about the Stage Manager: What is his role in the play? What tone does he set? You may want to extend this activity by asking students to choose one of the six other main characters (Dr. Gibbs, Mrs. Gibbs, Mr. Webb, Mrs. Webb, George, Emily) and follow their progress as they watch the play. What happens to each of these characters during the film?

After Viewing 

1. Use the list about small towns that students developed before viewing. Add what students have learned about Grover's Corners. Ask, would you like to live in Grover's Corners? Why or why not? Why do they think Wilder set his play in this particular town? Would the play work as well in a big city or a suburb? Why or why not?
2. Have students compare their own town or neighborhood to Grover's Corners. How are the two alike or different? Use a Venn diagram or other graphic organizer to illustrate the students' list of similarities and differences. You may want to extend this activity to link Our Town to other works that take place in small towns, such as My Antonia, Pleasantville, The Majestic, All the Right Moves
American Graffiti, Groundhog Day, Footloose, It's a Wonderful Life, La Bamba, Sounder, That Thing You Do, The Truman Show, Dawson's Creek, Everwood, The Gilmore Girls, or Smallville. In addition to comparing the works, consider how the small-town setting is important to the work.

3. Have students examine some of the characters' regrets and complaints: Mrs. Gibbs laments never having been to Paris; the Stage Manager regrets Joe Crowell's death in World War I ("All that education for nothing"); Simon Stimson is an unhappy alcoholic. Why did Wilder include these sentiments? Does it make the play realistic or just gloomy?

4. Examine the three questions asked by the "audience" members, about drinking, social injustice, and culture. What's the purpose of these interruptions? Do they add or detract from the play? If you were updating the play, would these questions change? If so, how?

5. Ask students to refer to the notes they made about the Stage Manager. What did they observe about him? Sometimes he's in charge of the action, telling the other characters what to do. But often he reacts to events like they do and is seemingly not in control. Ask, Who do you think the Stage Manager is? Is he realistic? Human? Divine? You may want to reread some of his monologues so that students can support their answers with incidents or lines from the film.

6. Emily's lament in Act III is often quoted as symbolizing the meaning of the play: "It goes so fast. We don't have time to look at one another....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." Ask students, What do you think Emily means? Does she capture the essence of the play? If not, what is the play's message? Have students consider the seemingly contradictory statements Emily makes in Act II ("The moonlight's so terrible," and soon after, "The moonlight's so wonderful.") and Mrs. Soames's words in Act III, "My, wasn't life awful -- and wonderful." How do these seemingly contradictory statements express or enhance the meaning of the play?

7. Thornton Wilder's stage directions are simple: "No curtain. No scenery. The audience, arriving, sees an empty stage in half-light." Ask students what they think of the set, props, and costumes in the film. Does the bareness of the staging add or detract from the play? How? Why do they think Wilder wrote the play this way?

8. When Our Town was revived in 2002, Donald H. Wolfe wrote in The New York Times, "Thornton Wilder's play [Our Town] may have more to say to a contemporary audience than it did when it opened in 1938." What do you think he meant? In the same article, Paul Newman commented that the play was "appropriate in these times." Considering recent world events, do you agree or disagree? Why or why not?

Ferndale Repertory Theatre

Discussion Questions

Before viewing

1. Is the Stage Manager like the other characters in the play? How is he different? What is his function?

2. What is Grover’s Corners like? What seems to be the attitude of its residents? Use textual examples.

3. How does Professor Willard describe Grover’s Corners? How is his description of the town different/similar to the Stage Manager’s or Mr. Webb’s description? What is its significance?

4. Why are the names of the acts so important? What was the name of Act I? Act II? The title of Act III is never directly mentioned. What do you think the implied title of Act III is? How does it connect to the first and second acts?

5. What is the function of the flashback in Act II? Why do you think Wilder chose to show it out of order and not as it happened?

6. What is the Stage Manager’s explanation for death and its effects? What has this to do with the play?

7. What are the differing views of life related to Emily by the dead? Why do they tell her to pick an “unimportant day” to go back to?

8. Discuss the Stage Manager’s final monologue. How does his speech take us back to our own time and lives?

After viewing

9. Thornton Wilder once said, “Many plays—certainly mine—are like blank checks. The actors and directors put their own signatures on them.” How was this philosophy of Wilder’s reflected on the stage? Did the stage look like a “blank check”? Did you use your own imagination to create scenery and the layout of the town as the Stage Manager was describing it in Act I? If you had been the director, what would you have done differently?

10. How did you feel about the absence of props and scenery? Did it add or detract from your theater experience? Did the actors clearly pantomime their actions so you could tell what they were acting out? Would you have liked the show better with or without props and scenery? Why?

11. Did you enjoy the interaction between the actors and the audience? For example, how did you feel about the question and answer session with Mr. Webb at the beginning of Act I? Did it take you out of the story or put you further into it? Did you feel as though you were part of the town, or did you feel like an outsider looking in?

12. Was it difficult to follow the story with all the jumps in time, as you were watching it? Would you have preferred Wilder to give the story a more substantial plot and a more concrete timeline? Why do you think Wilder didn’t do those things? 

6. Who were your favorite characters? Why did you like certain characters more than others? Did any of the actors or actresses performances stand out to you? Why?

Ann Arbor Civic Theatre

Discussion Questions

1. In 2001, Dominguez High School in Compton, CA, an underprivileged area of minorities and immigrants, put on its first show in 20 years: Our Town.  In a documentary called OT:Our Town, the documentarian follows the journey of this production.  If possible, view this film after watching the play.  As a show about American life 100 years ago, in a privileged New England town, how could it relate to the students of this school?  In what ways are Grover Corners in 1901 and Compton in 2001 different?  The same?  How might Our Town relate to people of other countries, cultures, and ages?

2. The original working title of the play was M Marries N.  In what way do the students think the wedding is central to the message of the play?  If it isn’t, what is the central event?  Why?  

3. CS Lewis said that there is realism and presentational realism in art.  As an example, Star Wars is not realistic, but it has a presentational realism in that there are certain ways in which the world which Lucas created operates.  In the world of Our Town, certain groundrules are also set regarding sets, props, lights, costumes, and sound. Given that the show is giving us a ‘presentational’ reality vs. an actual reality, what are some of those rules?  Do the author or the director break those rules.  Why?

