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________________________________________________________________________ 

 
The Plot 

Our Town explores the relationship between two young Grover's Corners 
neighbors, George Gibbs and Emily Webb, whose childhood friendship blossoms 
into romance, and then culminates in marriage. When Emily looses her life in 
childbirth, the circle of life portrayed in each of the three acts of Our Town--growing 
up, adulthood, and death--is fully realized. 

This timeless drama of life in the mythical village of Grover's Corners, New 
Hampshire, has become an American classic with universal appeal. Thornton 
Wilder's most frequently performed play, Our Town appeared on Broadway in 
1938 to wide acclaim, and won the Pulitzer Prize.  

From the very beginning, Our Town has been produced in amateur and 
professional theatres around the world. Wilder offers a couple of chairs on a bare 
stage as the backdrop for an exploration of the universal human experience. The 
simple story of a love affair is constantly rediscovered because it asks timeless 
questions about the meaning of love, life and death. In the final moments of the 
play, the recently deceased Emily is granted the opportunity to revisit one day in her 
life, only to discover that she never fully appreciated all she possessed until she lost 
it. 
 "Oh, earth, you're too wonderful for anybody to realize you," she says as she takes 
her place among the dead.     -  ThorntonWilder.com 
__________________________________________________________________ 
 
TASK: This resource guide for Thornton Wilder’s Our Town  is  

intended to be activated as a group workshop with company 
members before delving into the actual text on in a rehearsal  
process.   I t  can also be used in partnership with the text in a 

classroom sett ing.  
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Thornton Wilder was born in Madison, Wisconsin, and educated at Yale 
and Princeton University.  He was an accomplished novelist and playwright whose 
works explore the connection between the commonplace and the cosmic 
dimensions of human experience.  

The Bridge of San Luis Rey, one of his seven novels, won the Pulitzer Prize 
in 1928, and his next-to-last novel, The Eighth Day received the National Book 
Award (1968). Two of his four major plays garnered Pulitzer Prizes, Our Town 
(1938) and The Skin of Our Teeth (1943). His play, The Matchmaker ran on 
Broadway for 486 performances (1955-1957), Wilder's Broadway record, and was 
later adapted into the record-breaking musical Hello, Dolly!  

Wilder also enjoyed enormous success with many other forms of the written 
and spoken word; among them translation, acting, opera librettos, lecturing, 
teaching and film. 

Letter writing held a central place in Wilder's life, and since his death, three 
volumes of his letters have been published. Wilder's many honors include the Gold 
Medal for Fiction from the American Academy of Arts and Letters, the Presidential 
Medal of Freedom, and the National Book Committee's Medal for Literature.  

Wilder continues to be read and performed around the world. Our Town is 
performed at least once each day somewhere in this country, with his other major 
dramas and shorter plays not far behind. 

-  ThorntonWilder.com 
 

Thornton 
Wilder 

American	  
Writer	  and	  Playwright	  

	  
1897-‐	  1975	  
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Thornton Wilder  
Timeline 

 
1897: Born in Madison, Wisconsin (April 17) 
  
1906: Moves to Hong Kong (May) and to Berkeley, California (October)  
 
1906-10: Attends Emerson Public School in Berkeley  
 
1910-11: Attends China Inland Mission School, Chefoo (Yantai), China 
 
1912-13: Attends Thatcher School, Ojai, California  The Russian Princess, 
Wilder's first play known to be produced, is performed by Thatcher students  
 
1915: Graduates from Berkeley High School; active in school dramatics  
 
1915-17: Attends Oberlin College; publishes regularly   
 
1920: Receives B.A., Yale College (with brief service in 1918 with U.S. Army in 
1918); many publications   
 
1920-21: Attends American Academy in Rome as special student  
 
1920s: Teaches at Lawrenceville School, Lawrenceville, New Jersey ('21-'25, and 
'27-'28)  
 
1924: First residency at the MacDowell Colony, Peterborough, New Hampshire  
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1926: Receives M.A. degree in French, Princeton University The Trumpet Shall  
 
Sound produced in New York Off-Broadway Laboratory Theatre The Cabala (first 
novel)  
 
1927: Second Novel: The Bridge of San Luis Rey (Pulitzer Prize)  
 
1928: The Angel That Troubled The Waters (first published collection of drama--
playlets)   
 
1930s: Part-time teacher, University of Chicago  (comparative literature and 
composition); lectures across the country;  first visit to Hollywood (1934); extensive 
foreign travel  
 
1930: The Woman of Andros (novel)  
 
1931: The Long Christmas Dinner and Other Plays (six full one-act plays)  
 
1932: Lucrece (translation of André Obey's Le Viol de Lucrèce) opens on 
Broadway staring Katharine Cornell  
 
1935: Heaven's My Destination (novel)   
 
1937: Adaptation of Ibsen's A Doll's House for Broadway, starring Ruth Gordon 
(Broadway record for this play until 1999)  
 
1938: Our Town opens on Broadway (Pulitzer Prize); performs role of The Stage 
Manager for two weeks  
 
1942: The Skin of Our Teeth opens on Broadway (Pulitzer Prize) Writes 
screenplay for Alfred Hitchcock's The Shadow of a Doubt  
 
1942-45: Military service with Army Air Force Intelligence in North Africa and 
Italy  
 
1948: The Ides of March (novel) Performs in his plays in summer stock The 
Victors off-Broadway (translation of Jean-Paul Sartre's Morts Sans Sépulture)   
 
 
 
1949: Major role in Goethe Convocation in Aspen; lectures widely abroad.  
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1951-52: Charles Eliot Norton Professor of Poetry at Harvard  
 
1952: Gold Medal for Fiction, American Academy of Arts and Letters  
 
1953: On cover of Time Magazine (January 12)  
 
1955: The Matchmaker opens on Broadway with Ruth Gordon (revision of the 
1938 play, The Merchant of Yonkers) The Alcestiad produced at Edinburgh 
Festival (as A Life in the Sun) with Irene Worth  
 
1957: Awarded German Booksellers Peace Prize, first American to receive this 
award  
 
1961: Opera version of The Long Christmas Dinner (music by Paul Hindemith, 
libretto by Wilder) premieres in Mannheim, Germany, December 20, 1961  
 
1962: Plays for Bleeker Street (Someone from Assisi, Infancy, and Childhood) 
performed at Circle in the Square Theater in New York City Operatic version of 
The Alcestiad (music by Louise Talma, libretto by Wilder) premieres in Frankfurt, 
Germany, February 28, 1962  
 
1963: Awarded Presidential Medal of Freedom  
1964: Hello, Dolly! Opens on Broadway starring Carol Channing  
 
1965: Awarded National Book Committee's Medal for Literature  
 
1967: The Eighth Day (novel); receives National Book Award for Fiction  
 
1973: Theophilus North (novel)  
 
1975: Dies in sleep in Hamden, Connecticut (December 7) 
__________________________________________________________________ 

 

-  ThorntonWilder.com 
Biographical and Timeline information  
Provided by www.throrntonwilder.com 
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________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Influential  Historical  Events and Movements 
 

- The Development of the Industrial Revolution (1876- 1915) 
- The Emergence of The Modern Era (1980 -1930) 
 

Influence of Imagery 
 

Photography: 
 

- Stereoscopic Views/ Photography: 
 

The Robert Dennis Collection: 
- This is a collection of over 12,000 photographs (produced in the  
millions between 1890s and the 1930s).  It provides detailed imagery 
of scenes that include buildings, street scenes, small towns, villages, 
and natural landscapes.  It is a great resource to use in creating 
strong stage pictures or for students o work on back-story for their 
character. 

___________ 
 

Dramaturgical 
Information 

 
What was happening  

in the world? 
 

How can we capture  
what it was like then? 

_____________
________ 
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These are some other strong images not from The Robert Dennis Collection 
from the time period that can also help explore the ascetic of small town life 
in America during the setting of the play. 
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Film Inspiration: 

 
 

Our Town (1940, 1977 and 2003) 
1940 film- was nominated for Academy awards and also 
                 stayed true to the original text 
2003 film- starred Paul Newman, premièred on Showtime 

      and was then aired on PBS Masterpiece Theatre. 
                 Newman was nominated for both SAG and Emmy 

       awards for his performance 
 

 

Four Daughters (1938) 
Academy award nominated film about a small town family 
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MUSICAL INSPIRATION 
 
Popular Styles of Music in the early 1900s:  
 
Vaudeville, Ragtime, the Blues, and Tin Pan Alley Songs (song publishers 
located on 28th Street between 6th Avenue and Broadway) were all popular 
styles of music at the time. 
 
Popular Published Songs of the period: 
 
Down by The Old Mill Stream 
I Wonder Who’s Kissing Her Now 
In The Good Old Summertime 
 
Popular Entertainers of the period: 
 
George M. Cohan (Give my Regards t o Broadway, Yankee Doodle Boy) 
Florenz Ziegfeld ( Zeigfeld Follies) 
Irving Berlin (Alexander’s Ragtime Band, There’s No Business Like…) 
 
How did People l is ten to music? 
 
Most music was listened to in groups as entertainment through gramophones, 
later record players, then radio.  The first radio station hit the airwaves in the 
United States in 1921. 
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Essential  Questions and Ideas to think 
about that wil l  help build 

Grover’s Corner 
 

Here are some essential topics/questions you may want to explore and 
address during your process like to address: 

 

 (1) Community 
(2) Family 

(3) Living in the moment. 
 

In dealing with the idea of community, you would maybe ask questions like:  
 

“What is  a community;  who makes up a community;   
What are roles people take on/ or are assigned in a 

community?”   
You could also ask the same three questions about family.   

 

One could also compare and contrast the two concepts of  
Community vs.  Family and ask questions like:  

 
“Is a community a family,  or is  a family a community,  or both… 

how and why?”  
 

There are many possibilities for discussions and activities with these two 
themes.  For the theme of “l iving in the moment” I would draw upon a 

few famous quotes from the play itself:  
 

"So… people a thousand years from now…this is the way we were in the 
provinces north of New York at the beginning of the twentieth century. 

This is the way we were: in our growing up and in our marrying and in our 
living and in our dying."! 

 
All the greatest people ever lived have been telling us that for five 

thousand years and yet you’d be surprised how people are always losing 
hold of it. There's something way down deep that’s eternal about every 

human being."! 
 

"Do any human beings ever realize life while they live it? —Every, every 
minute?"! 
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ACTIVITY ONE:  

 
Exploration of the role of  

THE STAGE MANAGER/ Narrator 
 

 
 

This activity is designed to aid students in exploring the motif of having a 
metatheatrical guide throughout the play. 

_____________________________________________________________ 
 
1) The facilitator will choose a short story or fable with a moral and read it to 
the class 
 
2) Students will then be broken up into groups to re-tell the story using an all-
knowing narrator who would also have to take on a few roles in the story 
 
3) The students could also have the choice of the narrator intervening in the 
story because he know what the outcome will be 
 
4) There could also be an opportunity for a reflective discussion at the end as 
to why or why not the students chose for the narrator to “get involved” or to 
“stay out of it” 
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ACTIVITY TWO 

 
Journal Exploration:  

Revisiting A Past Experience  
With a different perspective 

 

 
 

This activity is designed to help students explore active l iving and l iving in 
the moment.  It may require students to use sense memory.  If they are not 

comfortable pulling from their own lives they can write as the character the 
wish to start working on. 

_____________________________________________________________ 
 

Facilitators should feel free to explore different journal activities that would 
mirror/ reference Emily revisiting her twelfth birthday after she had died in 
childbirth.  For Emily, It was the little things that struck her the most, her 
mother busy in the kitchen and the booming sound of her father’s long 
unheard voice. 
 
In this journal ask students to go back to an event in their life big or small and 
try to describe in a grandiose way.  Ask students to use words and imagery if 
they were painting a picture.  Each moment, movement, color and sound 
should be savored. 
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ACTIVITY THREE 

 
Building Character 

 

 
 

This activity is designed to help actors/ students create fleshed out character 
that could live in the world of Thornton Wilder’s OUR TOWN.  In a 
classroom setting this activity should be facilitated after the class had read the 
piece. 
_____________________________________________________________ 
In a rehearsal setting this activity would be a great way to kick start the Process 
Drama of “Creating Own Town; Building Grover’s Corner.”  If it is going to 
be used at the beginning of a rehearsal process, I would suggest actors with 
assigned roles (principle characters) work on their specific part.  Ensemble 
members should be able to organically create their character.  Inspiration 
should be provided to them through pictures etc. Each actor should also be 
asked to find his or her own sources of inspiration through research. 
 
The following handouts should help actors/ students chart their character 
back-story, physical attributes and lifestyle. 
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Our	  Town:	  Building	  OUR	  Community 
	  
Actor:	  	  ________________________	  

	  
Character	  Name:	  	  	  	  ___________________________________________________________________________	  
	  
Age:	  	  	  	  	  _________________________________________________________________________________________	  
	  
Education:	  	  ___________________________________________________________________________________	  
	  
Occupation:	  	  	  _________________________________________________________________________________	  
	  
Physical	  Features:	  	  ___________________________________________________________________________	  
	  
Place	  of	  Birth:	  	  	  	  	  ______________________________________________________________________________	  
	  
Home/	  Family	  Life:	  
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________	  
	  
Social	  Life:	  
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________	  
	  
Spiritual	  Life:	  
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________	  
	  
Hobbies:	  
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________	  
	  
Passions:	  
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________	  
	  
Dreams/	  Goals:	  
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_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________	  
	  
What	  is	  my	  role	  in	  my	  family?	  
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________	  
	  
What	  is	  my	  role	  in	  my	  community?	  
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________	  
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Character	  Name:	   	   	   	   	   	   	   Actor:	  
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Character	  Name:	   	   	   	   	   	   	   Actor:	  	   	  
	  

Use	  this	  space	  to	  create	  a	  family	  portrait	  or	  home 
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ACTIVITY FOUR 

 
Building Family 

 
 

This activity is designed to help actors/ students present and share their 
characters as an ensemble.  It also allows students to become editors and 

playwrights themselves as they are asked to process who characters/ people 
are, what their roles may be in a family setting. 

_____________________________________________________________ 
 

Facilitator should have students join together as one group after they are 
finished working on their characters and back-story.  Everyone will be asked 
to participate in s group sharing.  This will not only give stuents to opportunity 
to present their work but work on the skills of being a great audience member. 
 
After eeveryone has presents, students will be asked to brainstorm on which 
characters to pair up together to create families to live and exhist in Our 
Grover’s Corner. 
 
Encourage students to stay true to how families were structured during this 
time period.  That is not to say some of these characters may have their own 
“skeleton’s in the closet.” How would that affect their family life? 
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ACTIVITY FIVE 
 

Building Community 
 

 
 

This activity is in the vein of the last activity “Building Family.” This exercise is 
designed to help students/ actors explore roles people take on in their 

community.  There should be a focus on maintaining the idea of small town 
living and what the upsides and downside of that lifestyle are. 

_____________________________________________________________ 
 
After actor/ students have established their families and the roles each 
character must take on in that environment Facilitator should ask everyone to 
regroup.  Students should present their families in and share what they have 
decided as their back-story and what role each individual takes on in the 
family (example: Who is the bread winner? / Who is the caretaker?). After 
each family is presented students should decided how each family fits into the 
community and what those relationships are (example: Who is the town 
gossip? / Who is a religious zealot? / Who is the town bully?). 
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MOVING INTO THE TEXT 

 
THE NEXT STEP 

 

 
The next step on the ladder is really up to you… 

 
The possibilities are endless… 

 
An Idea for a Full Process Drama: 

 
Create a full Process Drama and have actors/ students explore a day in the 
life in Grover’s corner.  What happens to their characters and families?  
What are the conflicts in the town? How do they get resolved? Do they get 
resolved?  Where do the characters in the play fit in to this life?  What is our 
character’s role in the lives of the character’s written by Thornton Wilder?  
Why do you think Thornton Wilder Chose to write these specific characters?  
What can we in our families and communities learn from them? 


