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T}vis studfj guiclc will be your companion in learning about the “gragile
e]egance of evergdag life” created bg T hornton Wilder. Though written many

years ago, his themes and messages still ring true todag and come to life in a
unic]ue way here in Fhiladclphia. KCCP reading on to get inside g]impscs into this
Plag and this Production at the Arden Theatre Compang. E_rjogl

What's inside:
Summary of the Flay
Who Was T hornton Wilder?
Who|s T errence J. Nolen ?
Welcome to (Grover's (Corners
Welcome to Old City
Christ Church at a Glance

Town Terms: Glossarg

Discussion Questions
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Our ] own, bg Thornton \/\/ilcler }Degins in 1901 ina fictional New Hampshire
town called (arover’s Corncrs. Thc P]ag examines cvcrgdag life in three acts; each
one describing events in the lives not onlg of the People who lived in this small New
England town at the beginning of the twentieth century, but of People todaﬂ and in

towns all over our countrg and the world.

ACT ONE is called “Dai]g | ife”. We first meet the Stage Managcr, who

guidc and narrates the storg. The setis bare and we meet the ’cownspeop]e as theg g0
about their &aﬁ. Dr. Gibbs greets some of his neighbors, and the Plag begins with a

celebration as we learn that he l’lasjust delivered twins in the town.

Tlﬁe children in the town are getting readg for school and we are introduced to

Dr. Gibbs’ Familg ~his wiFe, Mrs. Gibbs, and their children, George and Kebecca‘
We also meet the \Nebb Familg ~ Mr. and Mrs. \/\/ebb and their clnilclrenj Emilg and
Wa”g. AFter the children have rushed off to school, Mrs. Webb and Mrs. Gibbs chat
while theg feed the chickens. Mrs. Gibbs discusses a furniture salesman that offered
her three hundred and ictg dollars for a Piccc of her furniture. Shc tells Mrs. Webb
that she would like to sell it and use the money to go on a vacation to Faris. T he onlg
Prob]em would be getting Dr. Gi]:)bs to agree to it. Mrs. Webb encourages her to sell
the furniture and try to convince her husband to goona trip. She says that she

repeatecﬂg hinted to her husband that she wanted to see the Atlantic Ocean and it
worked for her.

The Stage Manager returns to in’cerrupt the ladies and he introduces
Frogessor Wi”ard who gives us some historical and scientific backgrouncl on the town
of Grovcr’s Comcrs. \/\/e learn that the PopulatiOﬂ of the town is now 2,640
(including the new twins). Then the Stagc Managcr turns the subjcct to town Politics,
introducing Mr. Webb who is Fublisher and [~ ditor of (arovers Comers 5@/71!7’/7@[
the local paper. Mr. Webb describes the town as a “very orclinar3 town” and a little

du”, but one where People who live there seem to like it.



The Stagc Manager asks the audience if tl'ieg have any questions for Mr.
Webb. From the audience’s questions) we learn that there is not much alcohol
consumption in the town. One person asks about awareness of incqualitics and Mr.
Webb replies that Peopie in the town are aware of social inequalities and crjog
gossiPirxg about the ’coPic but in general thegjust go on with their lives and i’]OPC that
one c{ay ti‘sings will even out for them. The last question is about culture in the town.
Mr. Webb tells the audience that there is not much Eeaut\g and culture in an artistic

way, but PeoPle in the town are a]waﬂs recognizing beautg in the nature around them.

Tl’ic Stagc Managcr turns our attention back to the towmspcop]c and as
school lets out for the day, Emi]g Webb and her friends come waii(ing down the
street. George Gibb runs down the street throwing and catci‘niﬂg a baseball. George
and Emilg talk to each other about their school Clay, and George comP]iments Emi]g
on the specci'i she made in class that dag. Jtis clear she is very smart and likes school.
George tells Emi]y about his P]an of becoming a farmer on his uncle’s farm one clag
and suggests that when he gets stuck on a Proi)lem in his math i‘lomcwori(, Emilg
should give him hints out of her window.

When Emilg and Gcorgc part ways, E_milg i‘iclps her mother in the kitchen and
tells her all about the sPecch she made in school. Emiig is a teenager and it is obvious

}33 the qucstions that she asks her mother that she is interested in bogs and clatirig.

Agairi the Stage Manager appears. He tells us about the new bank that is
being built in Grover's (Corners and that he is writing this Plag in order to preserve the
i‘iistory of Grover’s Comers and to show future gencrations how ordinarg PeoP!e

lived in the car]g i 900s.

]t iS5 NOwW evening in the town and the town ci‘noir, lead bg Simon Stimson, is
rchcarsing. Ai:ter the rehearsal, three women — Mrs. Gibbs, Mrs. \/\/ebb, and Mrs.
Soames ~gossip about Mr. Stimson who seemed to be drunk at choir Practice that
evening, Ti*ie ladies leave for the nigi'it and around 9:50 pm the town is quiet. Various
townspcople admire the bcautg of the moon and the Stagc Mamagcr announces the
end of the first act.



ACT TWO is called “Love and Marriagc” and takes Piacc three years
]atcr, on Ju!g 7, 1904. |n the Ardcn Thcatrc Production, Act | wois set next door
in historic Christ (Church where George (Gibbs and Emi]g Webb get married. Theg
have bothjust graduatecl from high school and the Stage Manager tells us that this is

a Popu]ar time in (Grover's Corncrs to settle down and get married.

[tis the morning of the wedding and it has been raining in (Grover's (orner.
Mprs. Gibbs goes about her morning and chats with neighbors about the wec]ciing,
receiving well wishes from all of them. Thc two families meet in the kitchenj Mr. Webb
offers advice to George and aithough George would like to go visit Emi]g, the adults
agree that the bride and groom should not see each other until the wedding.

The Stage Managergives us some baci(ground on how this wedding came to
be and takes us back to one afternoon after high school when George asks E_mi|9 to
go out forice cream. As tlﬂcg walked, Emilg candid19 told Georgc that many Peop]c,
inclu&ing hersew, think that he has become conceited since becoming a baseball starin
the town. George aPPreciates E_milg’s honestﬂ and insists that he will chaﬂge‘ As
tl'xcg cat theirice cream, t!ﬂcy discover that thcg both have Fcc]ings for each other and
Georgc decides that rather than going away to agricultural co”ege, he would like to
stay in (3rover’s Corncrs with Emilg‘

We then come back to the dag of the wcdding as the ceremony is about to
begin. lee Stage Manager officiates the wedding and, as the minister, gives a short
spccch on marriage. Mrs. Webb confides in the audience that she is upset about her
daugl‘xter lcaving her home and not knowing what to expect from marriage. When
George appears uPset as we”, he tells Mrs. Gibbs that he feels Pressured to grow up
too quicklg. Mrs‘ Gibbs then also gets uPset about her son growiﬂg up and George

comforts her.

As the choir sings, we realize that both George and Emi]y are nervous about
this marriage. Emiiy rcquircs some comFor’ting from herfather as she becomes anxious
about leaving her Parents’ home. George ensures Emilg that he will love her forever
and the couP!e Proceecls to the Pulpit for the ceremony. During the ceremony, Mrs‘

Soames gossiPs and the minister debates with himself on his views of marriage. Jtis



clear that althoug!n marriage seems to him like a very or&inarg tl‘n’ng, somet!'ling about it

is also very spccial.

ACT TH REE returns to the theatre. ]t is now the summer of 1 913. Thc

stage manager explains that the town has gone through some gradua] changcs but in
genera], Grover’s Comers has not changecl very much. Tl’xe Stage Managcr isina
cemeterﬁ on toP of a hill overlooking the town. He takes us on a tour of the Ceme’cery
and we learn of the townspeoplc who have Passed away since we met thcm, years
carlier: Mrs. Gibbs, Mr. Stimson, Mrs. Soames, and Wa”g Webb, to name a few.
Tlﬁe Stagc Manager Poin’cs out the old and the new graves and calls attention to the
“somei’/ll//zg”that exists within all human beings. He confronts the gravitg of death and

then turns back to the story of the Peoplc in the town, most of whom are attending the
funeral of Emilﬁ Webb, who died &uring childbirth.

T he members of the town, incluc{ing E_milg, who have died since the bcgirming
of our story are also in attendance and converse with Emi]y over life and death. Emily
realizes that the living PCOP]C are in the dark about ]hce’sjogs and she decides to go
back and relive a d39 in her life. Mrs. Gibbs warns her not to go back to a c!ay that
was too imPortant. Emi]g chooses to revisit her twelfth birthclag where she watches all
of the townsPeople - her neighbors and Familg ~go about their éailg routines. E_mi19 is
struck ]33 how fast life has changcc} around her and is moved 59 the bcautg of
evergdag life. She says gooc”;ge to what was her own life.



About the Flagwright: T hornton Wilder

Thomton Niven Wilcler was born on APri] 17,1897 in
Mac}ison, Wisconsin. Wildcr grew up with four sib]ings; his
twin brother died shor’clg after birth. T hornton Wilder bcgan
writing as a young child and went on to win three Pulitzer

Prizes; the second of which was for (Dur 7 own. e is the on!y

American author to have the distinct honor of winning the

Fulitzer Frize for both drama and ficition.

A” of the Wilder children were extreme]y successful
and well educated. [n 1906, Wildcr’s gatlnerj Amos Farker Wilder was appointed the
American ConsuLGcneral in Hong Kong and the Familg moved to China where
Thornton Wilder attended }Joarding school.

Tlﬂornton Wi!dcﬁs undcrgraduatc education was interruptcd }33 Wor!d War ]
and he left school for eight months to be a corPora] in the Coast Ar’ci”erg Corps. e
then finished school with a bachelors c{egree from Yale Urxiversitg. Wilder later
joined the Arm9 Air [Torce ]nte”igcnce in World War|J. Throughout his life, writing
and literature were extremelg imPortan’c to him. [Te wrote five novels and eigl'xt Plags
and collaborated on a number of films later in his carcer.

Although Wilder is known for his many contributions to literature as an author
and Playwriglnt, he considered himself a teacher first and a writer second. Wilder
taugh’c at a number of universities inclu&ing The Ur\iversitg of Chicago and [Harvard
Univcrsitg. |n 1924, he met the acclaimed feminist writer (Gertrude Stein who became
his mentor and friend. They remained friends and co“eagues until her death in 1946

and thc man let’cers exchan ed between t}wem have since been co“ec’ced an&
Y 2

ublished.
] Other Plags }39 T hornton Wilder include AnAnge/ 7 hat [ roubled Waters
(] 928), 777@ Woman ofAnc/ros (] 950), 7776 /\//crc/;ant of Yonéers (i 958), T/IC
5£/h ofOur cht;‘; (i 9‘1"2), 771@ Matc/nnaécr(i 954’), The Alcestiad (i 955), and
F/aﬂs for Plecker Street(1962). e also Pcnmcd the novels [ he (Cabala(1926),
777@ Br/'dge ofﬁan [ uis K ey (1 927)) [Teaven’s Mﬂ Pestination{(19%4), 777@
E{gf’m‘; Day (1967), and 77760P/7//u5 North(1973).



About the Director: T errence J Nolen

T errence J Nolen is the Director of Our [ own in
O/G/C/{g as well as the Froducing Artistic Director and co-
founder of Ardcn Tl’zeatrc Compang. ]:avoritc Arden

productions include all-Philadelphia casts of A/ My Sons,
Death of a Salesman, | he (Grapes of Wrathand [Jedda (Gablerand such musicals
as Sweeney [ odd, [acitic Overtures, [alsettos, Violet and (aroline, or (hange.

T erry directed the inaugural production of Arden Children's T heatre,
(Charlotte’s Web. [Te has directed six world-premiere plays by Michael [Hollinger,
three by Dennis Raymond Smeal, and Michael Ogborn's Saby Case. T erry has
been nominated for 18 Parrymore Awards, and was recently honored with awards for
both Qutstanding Direction of a Musical (Winesburg, (Ohio) and Outstanding
Direction of a [lay ((Opus). His short film 7he Fersonal T ouchwas nominated for
an [Cmmy Award. T erry directed Michael Hollinger's (Opus at Primary Stages last
summer.

O the collaboration between the Arden and Christ (Church for this
production Nolen says, | have wanted to Procluce QOlur T own at the Arden and
Christ Church ever since we moved to Old Clity in 1995. T his is one of my favorite
plays. |t speaks to those issues that are most important to me: finding meaning in the
lives we lead and in out connection to one another. | heatre and churches have much
in common. \We both value community; we both exPlore the wonder and mysteries of

the living, and we both enjog a good song.”



Wclcomc to Grovchs Corncrs...

Fopulation: 2,642 in 1901

Kcligious Views: 85% Protestant, 12% (_atholics, “rest, indifferent”

Political Views: 86% chublican, 6% Democrats, 4% Socialists

Cul’cure and Ar‘l:s: T]’ICFC is not so much in the way of the arts. Feop!e here have not
heard of many artists or Plays.

Sights of Bcautg: We may not have much art, but there is P]entg to look at. Our
townspeople enjog watching the skg and the beautiful birds that live here. \We find
bcautg in simplicitg.

How we get around: Wc mostlg get around 133 horse drawn carriagc, but we also have
a few automobiles, the first one coming to the town in 1906 was owned bg Banker

Ca rtw right

Filarbermugh, M. M. dss St H2, Masedesck Meitals 1n @ alanss

Wi]der spent some time
in Fetcrborouglﬁ, New
Hampshirc anditis
said to have been the
insPiration for the

fictional town of

Grover’s Comers.
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Welcome to Old Citg, Fhiladclphia...

Fopulation: 22,218 and growing! According to 2000 US Census data, O!d
Ci’ctj’s Population wasjust 8,359 eight years ago.

Rcligious Views: (Christ (Church was founded in what is now Old Cit3 in the

yearl 695 and it was the first Episcopal Parish in Fennsg]vania. Benjamin ]:rank]in’s
tomb is located in the (Christ (Church Burial Ground. Old Cit9 is also the home of
the largest anker Meetinghouse in the world. The land for the Arch Street
Meetinghouse was donated by Wi“iam Fenn himself.

Political Views: Old Citg residents represent a number of Po]itical views and this
ncighborhooc{ is also the Proud home of the National (Constitution (_enter.
Culturc and Arts: We are a neighborhood of art. Everg first Friclag of the month,
ourga”crics open their doors for the Public to crjog. We are also the Proucl home of
Ardcn Tl’reatre ComPangl

Sigl'wts of Bcautg: We are right next to Ferm’s Landing and the Delaware Kiver.
]ndcpcnclcrscc Mall is beautiful at all times oFgcar.

How we get around: We mostlg get around ]33 automobiles but we also have horse
drawn carriages, usua“y ridden }33 out-of-town visitors to our neig!ﬁborlﬁood We have

subwags ancl buses and even an amphibious boat that drives on both ]and ancl water.
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Christ Church in Fhiladclphia
Foundedin 1695

No other church has P!aycc} a more signipicant role in our nation’s birth?,
accorcling to historian David McCu“ougH Christ Church was founded in i 695 as a
condition of William Penn’s Charter. | he current building dates to 1744, and has
been cited as “our finest Earlg American church.” Jts steeple (i 754") is the work of
Kobert Smith, one of America’s carliest architccts; Thomas u Walter, later
architect of the US Capitol, redesigncd the interior of the sanctuary (i 8%2-% 6).
At Christ Church, 25% of Fhiladelphia’s free and enslaved Africans were baptized,
a school was created to educate slaves, and the first black Pries’c, Absalom Jones,
was ordained. During the Kevolutionarg [ ra, Christ Church welcomed the
(ontinental Congresses. Benjamin and Deborah [Franklin and Betsy Koss were
Parishioners. Later, George Washing’con and John Aclams attended services while
theg were the nation’s (Chief [~ xecutives. [ere, the Protestant E_Piscopal Churchin
the (nited States was created from the ashes of the (Church of E_ngland. Christ
Churchis a Private]y managecl historic site that is an official component of

]ndepcn&ence Nationa] Historical Far‘( (]NHF)

E_very year 250,000 tourists visit Christ Church and its
s Buria] (Ground, Putting it among the ten most Frequcntlg
visited sites in the Fhi]adelphia regjon. Wi’ch seven
& signers of the Dcc!aration of ]ndcpendence and five

! signers of the Constitution buried here, (Christ (Church
is a national shrine open to all, regarc”ess of creed, giving
insPiratior\ and hope toclay as it did to the f:ounding
[Fathers centuries ago. Cl’mrist Church is not a museum

or historical house, but an “authentic site?, still doing

what it began doing 511 years ago. This Provides a
Particular resonance, linking car]g American lives with
the interests of visitors. Stories about “religious tolerance” and “freedom of re]igion”

have real meaning for visitors sitting in the pews of George Wasiﬁington, Berjamin

Kush and Sany Frani(lin Baclﬁe.
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Town T erms

BCIOW arc a 1ch terms and Phrases USCCI or reFerred toin

Our [ own that may be unfamiliar to you.

“Board of Selectman”: T his is the executive branch of town government in many
New England towns. Historica”g, the towns would choose a small group of men to
make decisions about laws and budgets and other imPortant toPics agecting the town.
This system is still in Place toclag (a]tlﬁough the role of selectman varies from town to

town) and the board of selectman often includes both men and women.

“Fincc Nez”: a stgle of

egeglasses that was Popular in

“Highbog”: this is the Piece of .
furniture that Mrs. (Gibbs is the 19 century. Tlﬁeg did not

considering sc”ing. [tis a tall shelf hook onto the cars; instead the

that PCOP]C kccp o a Iiving coom wearer would Pinch them tight to

or bec]room, h:s or her nose so that theﬂ

would stay in Place. The termis
I:rcnch for “Pinchedﬂﬂose.”

Eclgar Lcc Mastcrs: Wilder refers to Masters in Our Town as “...one of those
Midc”c West Pocts” Hc quotes Masters as sagiﬂg “You’vc got to love life to have
life, and you've got to have life to love life.” An American poet, Masters lived 1869 to
1950 and is best known for his book of Poetry called 5/900/7 K/’verAntﬁo/ogy
(1915), which described life in a small fictional town called Spoon River.
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Qlur T own Discussion Questions

. What role does time P]ag in Our | own and how does | hornton

Wilder use 53mbolism to call attention to time?

. What was the signhcicance of Mrs. Gibbs and Mrs. chb’s
conversation about 5e”ing the highbog and trave]ing to Paris? What
does this tell us about (Grovers (Corners and how does this
contribute to the main themes of Qur | own?

. Why might Wilder have chosen to include so few props in the show?
In your oPinion, would more Prominent props and set design add to

or detract From thc 5how?

. What decisions do the characters strugg]e with in this Plag on a
large level and on a more minute evergdag level? What do their

decisions teach us about them?

. Discuss the role of the tage manager. What does this character
teach us about theatre and whg might Wilder have chosen this

character ins’ccad omc havimg a townsperson act as the narrator?
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|nformation collected from:

htt,p://www.tcni.eclu/~wilder/biog;ra,p}“:q/xcrame.html

}'Att’p://www.’pbs.org/wgbl'l/masterpiece/americanco”cction/our’cown/ei wilderhtml

http://www.librarq.qa]c.ec{u/beimcckc/orient/mocl9.htm

htt,p://www.ol&citqdistric’c.org/indexFlasH’phP

%tt’p://homespointl.com/Ncighborhoo&/US/Fcnnsqlvania/Flniladelp}wi&
Countq/Fhiladelphia/OchCithemograPhics.as,px

ht’t’pz//www.clﬂristclﬁurch’phi]a.org/r_‘]istoric Christ Churclﬂ/Church/ﬁ 8/
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