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AABBOOUUTT  TTHHEE  AAUUTTHHOORR  
Thornton Niven Wilder was born in Madison, 
Wisconsin on April 17, 1897. He was born to Amos 
Parker Wilder and Isabella Niven Wilder. His father 
was the Wisconsin State Journal newspaper owner 
and editor, as well as the United States Consul 
General to Hong Kong and Shanghai. His mother 
was an educated woman who encouraged a love 
of literature, drama and languages in her children.  
From the beginning of his life, Wilder was 
encouraged to write. He had a twin brother who 
died at birth, but also had an older brother, Amos, 
and three younger sisters Isabel, Charlotte, and 
Janet. He went to high school in California, 
attended Oberlin College in Ohio, and received his 
undergraduate degree at Yale and graduate 
degree at Princeton. Wilder had many friends but never any serious romantic relationships, and he 
never married.  
 

His first play, The Russian Princess, was written before he    
graduated from high school in 1913. Upon graduation 
from Princeton, Wilder often taught and lectured at 
Universities and high schools in places like Chicago and 
New Jersey. He also won his first Pulitzer Prize for his novel 
The Bridge of San Luis Rey in 1925. When Our Town 
opened in 1938, he received his second Pulitzer Prize for 
the play. In 1942, Wilder joined the Army Air Force 
Intelligence and he was stationed in North Africa and 
Italy. He received an honorary Order of the British 
Empire, a Bronze Star, and other honors for his service. 
Once he returned to the States, he continued writing, 
but also began acting in his plays. He performed as the 
Stage Manager in Our Town and was Mr. Antrobus in 
The Skin of Our Teeth, for which Wilder won his third 
Pulitzer Prize in 1942. Having experienced acting for the 
first time, he confessed that the hardest thing he ever 
had to do was to  

learn the lines he had written! 
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Wilder wrote two more novels during the last years of his life; The Eighth Day in 1968 and Theophilus 
North in 1973. Both were praised and each received the National Book Award. On December 7, 
1975, Thornton Wilder died in his sleep at his home in Hamden, Connecticut.  
 

  

CCHHAARRAACCTTEERR  BBRREEAAKKDDOOWWNN  
 

Stage Manager:  The Narrator 

 

Emily Webb:    Young lover, bright, hopeful, 

idealistic 

Wally Webb:    Emily’s younger brother 

Mrs. Myrtle Webb:  Emily’s mother, strict but loving 

Mr. Charles Webb: Emily’s father, editor and publisher of 

The Grover’s Corners Sentinel 

 

George Gibbs:    Young lover, energetic, friendly and 

sincere 

Rebecca Gibbs:   George’s younger sister 

Dr. Frank Gibbs:   George’s father, town doctor, 

hardworking, 

soft spoken and disciplined 

Mrs. Julia Gibbs:   George and Rebecca’s mother, believes 

her  

husband is overworked and needs a 

vacation 

 

Simon Stimson:   The church choir director 

Mrs. Louella Soames:   Town resident 

Joe Cromwell:    A newspaper boy 

Si Crowell:    Joe’s younger brother, also a 

newspaper boy 



 

Howie Newsome:   The local milkman 

Professor Willard:   Professor from the State University 

Constable Warren:  The local policeman 

Sam Craig:   Emily’s cousin, businessman 

Joe Stoddard:    The town undertaker 
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AABBOOUUTT  TTHHEE  PPLLAAYY  
 

Act One- The Daily Life  

 
 

 The Stage Manager introduces the 
audience to Grover’s Corners, a small 
town in New Hampshire. The year is 
1901. It is early morning and only a few 
townspeople are awake. The paperboy is 
hard at work delivering papers. The 
milkman strolls by, making his morning 
rounds, and Dr. Gibbs has just returned 
from delivering twins. The Stage 
Manager arranges a few (real) chairs and 
tables. The two families enter and begin 
pantomiming breakfast.  
 
** The original script suggests 
pantomiming, and using very few props 
in the first act. All performances may not 
follow these guidelines.  

Throughout the morning and the rest of 
the day, the townspeople of Grover’s 
Corner eat breakfast, work in town, do 
household chores, garden, gossip, go to 
school, attend choir practice, and admire 
the moonlight.  

Act One ends with the Stage Manager 
telling the audience: “That’s the end of 
the First Act, friends. You can go and 
smoke now, those that smoke.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Act Two- Love and Marriage 

 
The Stage Manager begins and explains 
that three years have passed. It is 
George and Emily’s wedding day. The 
parents lament the fact that their children 
have grown so quickly. George and Mr. 
Webb, his soon-to-be father-in-law, 
awkwardly converse about the 
pointlessness of marital advice. Before 
the wedding commences, the Stage 
Manager wonders, aloud, how it all 
began, both the romance between 
George and Emily and the origins of 
marriage in general. He takes the 
audience back in time a bit, to when 
George and Emily’s romantic relationship 
began.  

In this flashback, George is the captain of 
the baseball team and Emily has just 
been elected as the student body 
treasurer and secretary. After school, he 
offers to carry her books home. She 
accepts, but suddenly reveals that she 
does not like the recent change in his 
character. She believes that George has 
become arrogant. George immediately 
apologizes and is very grateful to have 
such an honest friend as Emily. He takes 
her to the soda shop, where the Stage 
Manager functions as the store owner. 

There, George and Emily reveal their 
devotion to one another.  

The Stage Manager segues back to the 
wedding ceremony. The young bride and 
groom are both scared about getting 
married and growing up. Mrs. Gibbs 
snaps her son out of his jitters, while Mr. 
Webb calms his daughter’s fears.  

The Stage Manager plays the role of the 
minister. In his sermon he says that out 
of the countless who have gotten 
married, “Once in a thousand times it’s 
interesting.”  

 

Act Three- Death 

 
The final act takes place in a cemetery in 
1913. It is set upon a hill overlooking 
Grover’s Corners. About a dozen people 
sit in several rows of chairs. They have 
patient and somber faces. The Stage 
Manager tells us that these are the dead 
citizens of the town.  

Among the recently deceased are Mrs. 
Gibbs who died of pneumonia while 
visiting her daughter. Wally Webb died 
because his appendix burst during a Boy 
Scout trip. Finally Simon Stimson hung 
himself in his own attic.  

A funeral procession approaches. The 
dead characters comment nonchalantly 
about the new arrival: Emily Gibbs. She 
died while giving birth to her second 
child. The spirit of Emily walks away from 
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the living and joins the dead, sitting next 
to Mrs. Gibbs. Emily is pleased to see 
her but is distracted by the living as they 
grieve. She wonders how long the 
sensation of feeling alive will last; she is 
anxious to feel like the other dead people 
do.  

Emily senses that one can return to the 
world of the living, and that one can 

revisit and re-experience the past. With 
the help of the Stage Manager, and 
against the advice of the dead, Emily 
returns to her 12th birthday. She finds 
that everything is too beautiful and too 
emotionally intense. She chooses to go 
back to the numbing comfort of the 
grave. The world, she says, is too 
wonderful for anyone to truly realize it.  

In the final moments of the play, George 
returns to weep at Emily’s grave. The 
Stage Manager then considers the 
possibility that Earth may be the only 
place in the Universe where life exists. 
He then tells the audience to get a good 
night’s rest, bringing the play to its 
conclusion.  

 

  
OOuurr  TToowwnn::  AA  HHiissttoorryy    

  
“Our claim, our hope, our despair are in the mind -- not in things, not in "scenery." Molière said that for the theatre all he 

needed was a platform and a passion or two. The climax of this play needs only five square feet of boarding and the 

passion to know what life means to us.” 

     -- Thornton Wilder 

 

Written in part at the MacDowell Colony in Peterborough, New Hampshire, a town many believe to be Wilder's chief model 

for Grover's Corners, Our Town had its world premiere at the McCarter Theatre in Princeton (NJ) in January 1938. 

Although well-received by the audience, Variety called the play "disappointing... hopelessly slow." Produced and directed 

by Jed Harris, Our Town opened in New York the next month with Frank Craven as the Stage Manager. This time the 

reception was much warmer. Willa Cather wrote to Wilder that the play was "the loveliest thing that has been produced in 

this country in a long, long time." Lillian Gish called it "the greatest play of our century." 

 

There have been several Broadway revivals since, including one in 1969 starring Henry Fonda as the Stage Manager, 

and in 1989, with Spalding Gray as the Stage Manager, Eric Stoltz as George, and Penelope Ann Miller as Emily (Helen 

Hunt later took over the role). An unorthodox version of the play was presented at the Williamstown Theatre Festival in 

1976, when Geraldine Fitzgerald became the first woman to play the Stage Manager. 

 

The 1940 film version was directed by Sam Wood, with Aaron Copland composing the score and Frank Craven, William 

Holden, and Martha Scott reprising their performances as the Stage Manager, George, and Emily respectively. The most 

striking change from stage to film involved United Artists' request that a happy ending -- letting Emily live -- be substituted. 

Wilder agreed: 

 

“In a movie you see people so close to [you] that a different relation is established. In the theatre they are halfway 

abstractions in an allegory; in the movie they are very concrete...Let her live. The idea will have been imparted anyway.” 

 

Paul Newman first appeared in Our Town in 1955, when he starred as George in a musical version for television, along 

with Eva Marie Saint as Emily and Frank Sinatra as the Stage Manager (warbling the song "Love and Marriage," later the 

theme song for the Married with Children television series). In 1977 Hal Holbrook played the Stage Manager in a 

production at Lincoln Center, later broadcast on public television. 

 

Some elements struck theatregoers as unconventional, if not radical, when the play first premiered -- the absence of 

scenery, the direct address to the audience by the Stage Manager, and the kaleidoscopic use of time. Nevertheless, Our 
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Town has long been considered a classic American play. It is performed today in countless regional and community 

theaters here and abroad, as well as in high schools and middle schools around the country. In 1969 theater critic Walter 

Kerr commented on the timeless appeal of Our Town: 

 

“We bring a curious intensity to our visits to Our Town these days, going to each successive revival in a strangely mixed 

hope and fear that the work will at last seem tarnished. I think we hope it will tarnish so that it will stop affecting us; it does 

affect us; it does make us cry, and we dislike being thought subject to such emotional impress....At the same time we are 

fearful it will turn up tarnished because it is one of our remembered pleasures.” 

 
 
From Masterpiece Theatre of the American Collection on PBS.org   
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/masterpiece/americancollection/ourtown/tg_history.html  

TTHHEEMMEESS  OOFF  TTHHEE  PPLLAAYY  
The Transience of Human Life  

Although Wilder explores the stability of human traditions and the reassuring steadfastness of the natural environment, 

the individual human lives in Our Town are transient, influenced greatly by the rapid passage of time. The Stage Manager 

often notes that time seems to pass quickly for the people in the play. At one point, having not looked at his watch for a 

while, the Stage Manager misjudges the time, which demonstrates that sometimes even the timekeeper himself falls 

victim to the passage of time. 

In light of the fact that humans are powerless to stem the advance of time, Wilder ponders whether human beings truly 

appreciate the precious nature of a transient life. Act I, which the Stage Manager entitles “Daily Life,” testifies to the 

artfulness and value of routine daily activity. Simple acts such as eating breakfast and feeding chickens become subjects 

of dramatic scenes, indicating the significance Wilder sees in such seemingly mundane events. Wilder juxtaposes this 

flurry of everyday activity with the characters’ inattentiveness to it. The characters are largely unaware of the details of 

their lives and tend to accept their circumstances passively. The Gibbs and Webb families rush through breakfast, and the 

children rush off to school, without much attention to one another. They, like most human beings, maintain the faulty 

assumption that they have an indefinite amount of time on Earth. Mrs. Gibbs refrains from insisting that her husband take 

her to Paris because she thinks there will always be time to convince him later. 

The dead souls in Act III emphasize this theme of transience, disapproving of and chastising the living for their “ignorance” 

and “blindness.” The dead even view George’s grief and prostration upon Emily’s grave as a pitiable waste of human time. 

Instead of grieving for the dead, they believe, the living should be enjoying the time they still have on Earth. 

The medium of theater perfectly suits Wilder’s intent to make ordinary lives and actions seem extraordinary, as the 

perspective of the dead souls parallels the audience’s perspective. Just as the dead souls’ distance finally enables them 

to appreciate the daily events in Grover’s Corners, so too does the audience’s outsider perspective render daily events 

valuable. We have never before witnessed a Gibbs family breakfast, and when the scene is dramatized on the stage, we 

see it as significant. Indeed, every action on the stage becomes significant, from Howie Newsome’s milk delivery to the 

town choir practice. 

 

The Importance of Companionship 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/masterpiece/americancollection/ourtown/tg_history.html
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Because birth and death seem inevitable, the most important stage of life is the middle one: the quest for companionship, 

friendship, and love. Humans have some degree of control over this aspect of life. Though they may not be fully aware of 

their doing so, the residents of Grover’s Corners constantly take time out of their days to connect with each other, whether 

through idle chat with the milkman or small talk with a neighbor. The most prominent interpersonal relationship in the play 

is a romance—the courtship and marriage of George and Emily—and Wilder suggests that love epitomizes human 

creativity and achievement in the face of the inevitable advance of time. 

Though romance is prominent in Our Town, it is merely the most vivid among a wide range of bonds that human beings 

are capable of forging. Wilder depicts a number of different types of relationships, and though some are merely platonic, 

all are significant. From the beginning of Act I, the Stage Manager seeks to establish a relationship with the audience, 

which forges a tie between the people onstage and the audience offstage. Within the action of the play, we witness the 

milkman and the paperboy chatting with members of the Gibbs and Webb families as they deliver their goods. The 

children walk to and from school in groups or pairs. Mrs. Gibbs and Mrs. Webb, next-door neighbors, meet in their yards 

to talk. We glimpse Mr. and Mrs. Webb and Dr. and Mrs. Gibbs in private conversation. As Mrs. Gibbs articulates, “Tain’t 

natural to be lonesome.” 

Even the play’s title—using the collective pronoun “[o]ur”—underscores the human desire for community. Many aspects of 

the play attest to the importance of community and companionship: the welcoming introduction from the Stage Manager; 

the audience participation, through the placement among the audience of actors within the audience who interact with 

those onstage; and the presence of numerous groups in the play, such as the choir, the wedding party, the funeral party, 

and the group of dead souls. 

 

The Artificiality of the Theater  

Wilder does not pretend that his play represents a slice of real life. The events that occur onstage could easily be 

moments in real lives—a milkman delivers milk, a family has a hurried weekday breakfast, two young people fall in love—

but Wilder undermines this appearance of reality by filling the play with devices that emphasize the artificiality of theater. 

The Stage Manager is the most obvious of these devices, functioning as a sort of narrator or modernized Greek chorus 

who comments on the play’s action while simultaneously involving himself in it. The Stage Manager speaks directly to the 

audience and acknowledges our lack of familiarity with Grover’s Corners and its inhabitants. He also manipulates the 

passage of time, incorporating flashbacks that take us—and the characters—back in time to relive certain significant 

moments. These intentional disruptions of the play’s chronology prevent us from believing that what we see onstage could 

be real. Rather, the life we see on the stage becomes merely representative of real life, and is thus a fair target for 

Wilder’s metaphorical and symbolic manipulation. Wilder’s parallel positioning of the realm of the play and the real world 

implies a separation between the two. However, rather than distance the audience from the events on the stage, Wilder 

acknowledges the artificial nature of the stage and thus bridges the gap between the audience and the onstage events. 

This closeness between the audience and the story forces the audience to identify more fully with the characters and 

events. 

 
http://www.sparknotes.com/lit/ourtown/themes.html 
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SSEELLEECCTTEEDD  PPAASSTT  PPEERRFFOORRMMAANNCCEESS  
 

1938 Jan 26, 1938, New York Times - On a barren stage Thornton Wilder's long awaited first play, Our Town, 
had its Boston premiere tonight.  
 

1939 Apr 16, 1939, Chicago Tribune- The play has had a highly successful season In New York. Our Town, 
unique In both conception and form, is the first full length play from Thornton Wilder. Eddie Dowling and 
Muriel Wright appear in Thornton Wilder's Pulitzer Prize play, Our Town in Chicago.  

1940
 
Jun 16, 1940, New York Times - Thanks to an excellent production and an almost literal interpretation of 
the play, Our Town Something New in Our Town, a motion picture derived from Wilder’s play, opens in 
theatres.   

195
1  

 
May 10, 1951, Chicago tribune - Theater clan at Wright Junior college, SM4 N. Austin Av., will present 
Thornton Wilder's Pulitzer prize play, Our Town, tonight and tomorrow night at the college. Miss Dolly 
Tharnstrom is director.  
 

195
3  

Apr 26, 1953, Chicago Tribune - Several southwest siders will appear in a Rosary college student 
production of Thornton Wilder's play, Our Town, at the women’s college in River Forest.  

1955
 
Aug 28, 1955, Chicago Tribune- Frank Sinatra will star in a new musical version of Thornton Wilder's play, 
Our Town, to be in color from 7 to 8:30 pm Monday, Sept. 19, over NBC-TV. Eva Marie Saint will have the 
leading feminine role. Paul Newman’s first appearance as George.  
 

1964 Jul 12, 1964, Los Angeles Times - Performances of the play, Our Town will be presented by El Camino 
College drama class students.  
 

1969 Nov 28, 1969, New York Times- Broadway Revival in order to, “Restore it in its place in American theatrical 
history (and to remove it from those high school auditoriums).” 
 

1972

1977 

Mar 15, 1972, Los Angeles Times- The script of Thornton Wilder's play, Our Town, is to be staged tonight 
and Thursday through Saturday-at 8 and on Sunday at 3 pm in the Rio Hondo College Little Theatre.  
 
May 30, 1977, IMDB- TV Version of Our Town receives 8 Emmy Nominations. Starring Hal Holbrook. 

1988 Dec 7, 1988, USA Today – “50 years after its premiere, Thornton Wilder's Great American Play Our Town 

http://www.google.com/search?q=history+of+the+play+our+town&hl=en&rls=com.microsoft:*:IE-SearchBox&rlz=1I7TSHB&sa=X&tbo=p&num=20&tbs=tl:1,tll:1938,tlh:1938&ei=OtAES8PbNob_nAfv_anGCw&oi=toolbelt_timeline_result&resnum=1&ct=timeline-date&ved=0CBsQzQEwAA
http://www.google.com/search?q=history+of+the+play+our+town&hl=en&rls=com.microsoft:*:IE-SearchBox&rlz=1I7TSHB&sa=X&tbo=p&num=20&tbs=tl:1,tll:1939,tlh:1939&ei=OtAES8PbNob_nAfv_anGCw&oi=toolbelt_timeline_result&resnum=2&ct=timeline-date&ved=0CCEQzQEwAQ
http://www.google.com/search?hl=en&rls=com.microsoft:*:IE-SearchBox&rlz=1I7TSHB&tbo=p&tbs=tl:1&q=new%20york&ei=OtAES8PbNob_nAfv_anGCw&sa=X&oi=toolbelt_timeline_result&resnum=2&ct=timeline-snippet&cd=1&ved=0CCIQ0AEoADAB
http://www.google.com/search?hl=en&rls=com.microsoft:*:IE-SearchBox&rlz=1I7TSHB&tbo=p&tbs=tl:1&q=eddie%20dowling&ei=OtAES8PbNob_nAfv_anGCw&sa=X&oi=toolbelt_timeline_result&resnum=2&ct=timeline-snippet&cd=2&ved=0CCMQ0AEoATAB
http://www.google.com/search?q=history+of+the+play+our+town&hl=en&rls=com.microsoft:*:IE-SearchBox&rlz=1I7TSHB&sa=X&tbo=p&num=20&tbs=tl:1,tll:1940,tlh:1940&ei=OtAES8PbNob_nAfv_anGCw&oi=toolbelt_timeline_result&resnum=3&ct=timeline-date&ved=0CCcQzQEwAg
http://www.google.com/search?q=history+of+the+play+our+town&hl=en&rls=com.microsoft:*:IE-SearchBox&rlz=1I7TSHB&sa=X&tbo=p&num=20&tbs=tl:1,tll:1951,tlh:1951&ei=OtAES8PbNob_nAfv_anGCw&oi=toolbelt_timeline_result&resnum=4&ct=timeline-date&ved=0CCsQzQEwAw
http://www.google.com/search?q=history+of+the+play+our+town&hl=en&rls=com.microsoft:*:IE-SearchBox&rlz=1I7TSHB&sa=X&tbo=p&num=20&tbs=tl:1,tll:1951,tlh:1951&ei=OtAES8PbNob_nAfv_anGCw&oi=toolbelt_timeline_result&resnum=4&ct=timeline-date&ved=0CCsQzQEwAw
http://www.google.com/search?q=history+of+the+play+our+town&hl=en&rls=com.microsoft:*:IE-SearchBox&rlz=1I7TSHB&sa=X&tbo=p&num=20&tbs=tl:1,tll:1953,tlh:1953&ei=OtAES8PbNob_nAfv_anGCw&oi=toolbelt_timeline_result&resnum=5&ct=timeline-date&ved=0CC8QzQEwBA
http://www.google.com/search?q=history+of+the+play+our+town&hl=en&rls=com.microsoft:*:IE-SearchBox&rlz=1I7TSHB&sa=X&tbo=p&num=20&tbs=tl:1,tll:1953,tlh:1953&ei=OtAES8PbNob_nAfv_anGCw&oi=toolbelt_timeline_result&resnum=5&ct=timeline-date&ved=0CC8QzQEwBA
http://www.google.com/search?q=history+of+the+play+our+town&hl=en&rls=com.microsoft:*:IE-SearchBox&rlz=1I7TSHB&sa=X&tbo=p&num=20&tbs=tl:1,tll:1955,tlh:1955&ei=OtAES8PbNob_nAfv_anGCw&oi=toolbelt_timeline_result&resnum=6&ct=timeline-date&ved=0CDMQzQEwBQ
http://www.google.com/search?q=history+of+the+play+our+town&hl=en&rls=com.microsoft:*:IE-SearchBox&rlz=1I7TSHB&sa=X&tbo=p&num=20&tbs=tl:1,tll:1964,tlh:1964&ei=OtAES8PbNob_nAfv_anGCw&oi=toolbelt_timeline_result&resnum=7&ct=timeline-date&ved=0CDcQzQEwBg
http://www.google.com/search?hl=en&rls=com.microsoft:*:IE-SearchBox&rlz=1I7TSHB&tbo=p&tbs=tl:1&q=el%20camino&ei=OtAES8PbNob_nAfv_anGCw&sa=X&oi=toolbelt_timeline_result&resnum=7&ct=timeline-snippet&cd=1&ved=0CDgQ0AEoADAG
http://www.google.com/search?q=history+of+the+play+our+town&hl=en&rls=com.microsoft:*:IE-SearchBox&rlz=1I7TSHB&sa=X&tbo=p&num=20&tbs=tl:1,tll:1969,tlh:1969&ei=OtAES8PbNob_nAfv_anGCw&oi=toolbelt_timeline_result&resnum=8&ct=timeline-date&ved=0CD0QzQEwBw
http://www.google.com/search?q=history+of+the+play+our+town&hl=en&rls=com.microsoft:*:IE-SearchBox&rlz=1I7TSHB&sa=X&tbo=p&num=20&tbs=tl:1,tll:1972,tlh:1972&ei=OtAES8PbNob_nAfv_anGCw&oi=toolbelt_timeline_result&resnum=9&ct=timeline-date&ved=0CEMQzQEwCA
http://www.google.com/search?hl=en&rls=com.microsoft:*:IE-SearchBox&rlz=1I7TSHB&tbo=p&tbs=tl:1&q=rio%20hondo&ei=OtAES8PbNob_nAfv_anGCw&sa=X&oi=toolbelt_timeline_result&resnum=9&ct=timeline-snippet&cd=1&ved=0CEQQ0AEoADAI
http://www.google.com/search?q=history+of+the+play+our+town&hl=en&rls=com.microsoft:*:IE-SearchBox&rlz=1I7TSHB&sa=X&tbo=p&num=20&tbs=tl:1,tll:1988,tlh:1988&ei=OtAES8PbNob_nAfv_anGCw&oi=toolbelt_timeline_result&resnum=10&ct=timeline-date&ved=0CEgQzQEwCQ
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2002

has a splendid production by Lincoln Center at the Lyceum. ... As always, Our Town is done on a bare 
stage, but it's performed with such clarity and elegance, it seems like a different play.”  
 
Nov 22, 2002, Playbill- First Broadway revival in 14 years, Our Town performs at the Booth Theatre.  
 

2003 Aug 15, 2003, IMDB- “OT: Our Town” a film is created and shown in LA directed by Scott Hamilton 
Kennedy. PLOT: After 20 years of having no performances, Dominguez High School performs Our Town 
with no budget of any sort.  
 

2006

2009

Aug 21, 2006, New York Times - “Are any of these new operas towering masterworks that will alter the 
course of music history while winning the hearts of millions? The melancholy Americana of Thornton 
Wilder's play Our Town has long fascinated American composers.” Our Town Opera Opens. 
 
Feb 22, 2009, Chicago Sun Times- Lookingglass ensemble performs Our Town starring David Schwimmer 
and David Cromer.   

RREEVVIIEEWWSS  
 

Our Town 
By BROOKS ATKINSON  
Published: February 5, 1938 

Although Thornton Wilder is celebrated chiefly for his fiction, it will be necessary now to reckon with him as a dramatist. 
His Our Town, which opened at Henry Miller's last evening, is a beautifully evocative play. Taking as his material three 
periods in the history of a placid New Hampshire town, Mr. Wilder has transmuted the simple events of human life into 
universal reverie. He has given familiar facts, a deeply moving, philosophical perspective. Staged without scenery and 
with the curtain always up, Our Town has escaped from the formal barrier of the modern theatre into the quintessence of 
acting, thought and speculation. In the staging, Jed Harris has appreciated the rare quality of Mr. Wilder's handiwork and 
illuminated it with a shining performance. Our Town is, in this column's opinion, one of the finest achievements of the 
current stage. 

Since the form is strange, this review must attempt to explain the purpose of the play. It is as though Mr. Wilder were 
saying: "Now for evidence as to the way Americans were living in the early part of the century, take Grover Corners, N.H., 
as an average town. Mark it 'Exhibit A' in American folkways." His spokesman in New Hampshire cosmology is Frank 
Craven, the best pipe and pants-pocket actor in the business, who experimentally sets the stage with tables and chairs 
before the house lights go down and then prefaces the performance with a few general remarks about Grover Corners. 
Under his benign guidance we see three periods in career of one generation of Grover Corners folks-"Life," "Love" and 
"Death." 

Literally, they are not important. On one side of an imaginary street Dr. Gibbs and his family are attending to their 
humdrum affairs with relish and probity. On the opposite side Mr. Webb, the local editor, and his family are fulfilling their 
quiet destiny. Dr. Gibbs's boy falls in love with Mr. Webb's girl-neighbors since birth. They marry after graduating from 
high school; she dies several years later in childbirth and she is buried on Cemetery Hill. Nothing happens in the play that 
is not normal and natural and ordinary. 

But by stripping the play of everything that is not essential, Mr. Wilder has given it a profound, strange, unworldly 
significance. This is less the portrait of a town than the sublimation of the commonplace; and in contrast with the universe 
that silently swims around it, it is brimming over with compassion. Most of it is a tender idyll in the kindly economy of Mr. 
Wilder's literary style; some of it is heartbreaking in the mute simplicity of human tragedy. For in the last act, which is 
entitled "Death," Mr. Wilder shows the dead of Grover Corners sitting peacefully in their graves and receiving into their 
quiet company a neighbor's girl whom they love. So Mr. Wilder's pathetically humble evidence of human living passes into 
the wise beyond. Grover Corners is a green corner of the universe. 
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With about the best script of his career in his hands, Mr. Harris has risen nobly to the occasion. He has reduced theatre to 
its lowest common denominator without resort to perverse showmanship. As chorus, preacher, drug store proprietor and 
finally as shepherd of the flock, Frank Craven plays with great sincerity and understanding, keeping the sublime well 
inside his homespun style. As the boy and girl, John Craven, who is Frank Craven's son, and Martha Scott turn youth into 
tremulous idealization, some of their scenes are lovely past all enduring. Jay Fassett as Dr. Gibbs, Evelyn Varden as his 
wife, Thomas W. Ross and Helen Carew as the Webbs play with an honesty that is enriching. There are many other good 
bits of acting. 

Out of respect for the detached tone of Mr. Wilder's script the performance as a whole is subdued and understated. The 
scale is so large that the voices are never lifted. But under the leisurely monotone of the production there is a fragment of 
the immortal truth. Our Town is a microcosm. It is also a hauntingly beautiful play. 

 

 

 

Paul Newman & Co. Welcome Broadway to Our Town 

By Robert Simonson 
22 Nov 2002  

Playbill.com 

The first Broadway revival in 14 years of Thornton Wilder's American classic, Our Town, begins a nine-week limited run 
Nov. 22 at the Booth Theatre. 

The show is doubly an occasion due to the identity of the actor playing the Stage Manager — Paul Newman, who here 
returns to the Broadway stage after a 38-year break, during which time he solidified his status a Hollywood legend in such 
films as "Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid," "The Verdict," "Absence of Malice," "The Color of Money" and more.  

The Broadway cast largely mirrors that of the Westport Country Playhouse, where the production originated last summer. 
Newman's wife, actress Joanne Woodward, is artistic director of the historic WCP, which is the sole producer of the 
limited Broadway run. Among the residents of the fictional town of Grover's Corners are Jeffrey DeMunn and Jane Curtin 
as Mr. and Mrs. Webb, Frank Converse and Jayne Atkinson as Dr. and Mrs. Gibbs, Stephen Spinella as Simon Stimpson, 
Maggie Lacey as Emily Gibbs, Ben Fox as George Gibbs, Mia Dillon as Mrs. Soames, Jake Robards as Howie Newsome, 
and John Braden as Professor Willard. James Naughton—a Westport favorite, Tony winning actor (Chicago, City of 
Angels) and experienced Broadway director (The Price)—pilots the effort.  

Paul Newman's return to Broadway is prompting the box office for Our Town to boom, with the advance sale at more than 
$3 million (meaning WCP has recouped its $1 million capitalization). A show spokesman said the play was 91 percent 
sold out, as of Nov. 19.  

"We're absolutely thrilled," Westport's executive director, Alison Harris previously told Playbill On-Line. The revival, she 
said, was not created as a Broadway-bound project, and was expensive to mount even in Connecticut last summer. The 
play was programmed into the summer season because, after 9/11, artistic director Joanne Woodward thought it was the 
right time to return to what the play had to say about people.  

"She felt it spoke to the mood of the time," Harris said. "It has a wonderful history here in Westport. Thornton Wilder 
appeared on stage at the Playhouse, he got his Equity card here. As [Woodward and James Naughton] began to put the 
production together, and more and more people signed on from the Fairfield County area, and Connecticut, it became Our 
Town in our town and it had a really special feeling to it."  

The play is performed on a bare stage and narrated by a stage manager, who introduces characters and actors and sets 
the scenes. The action focuses on the mundanities of everyday life in Grover's Corner, NH, 1901-13, in the three acts: 
"Daily Life," "Love and Marriage" and "Death." Like other Wilder plays, it embraces the idea of living richly and fully, and 
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recognizing the tiniest moments — and the interconnectedness — of human existence. A staple in high school English 
classes and educational, stock and amateur theatres, the play is considered by some to be corny, but was revolutionary in 
its day (and continues to be). Even in amateur stagings, its cradle-to grave view of human foibles and frailties tends to 
pack an emotional wallop.  

"It's one of these shows we all did in high school and have seen occasionally, but it was a remarkable production," Harris 
said. "It's not just a star turn for Mr. Newman, though it is huge role. But it's not just a chance to see Mr. Newman on stage 
for the first time in 40 years, but also the fact that it was such a strong company — the depth of the company." How good 
was the show last summer? Harris said the photographers at the photo call during the final dress rehearsal were crying.  

 

 

 

A 'Town' of Their Own 

by Hedy Weiss 
Chicago Sun-Times  
February 20, 2009 

Lookingglass ensemble puts down stakes in Wilder's complex classic  

At any given moment, in every possible corner of the theatrical globe, it's a good bet some group of actors -- whether high 
school neophytes or top notch professionals -- is transforming itself into the population of the fictional town of Grover's 

Corners, New Hampshire.  

Guided by that droll, mock-pedantic, fourth wall-shattering narrator called only "the Stage Manager," their characters, all 
part of Thornton Wilder's 1938 Pulitzer Prize-winning play, "Our Town," will move through the simplest yet most profound 

experiences, from adolescence and first love, to marriage, death and grief.  

Chicago theaters have certainly championed Wilder's play in recent seasons. Writers' Theatre staged a winningly lyrical 
version in 2003. The Hypocrites enjoyed immense success last year when director David Cromer, who also assumed the 

Stage Manager role, created a minimalist version with maximum impact. (A new edition of that highly acclaimed 
production is now in previews at Off Broadway's Barrow Street Theatre, with Cromer reprising his dual jobs.)  

Meanwhile, Lookingglass Theatre, in many ways its own self-contained "small town" of a company, is about to open its 
take on Wilder's play, with co-directors Jessica Thebus and Tony Award-winner Anna D. Shapiro (of "August: Osage 
County" fame), overseeing a vast cross-section of the company's ensemble, including David Schwimmer (of "Friends" 

fame) and Joey Slotnick.  

"I've read this play many times over the years but have never seen it, and I think that's an advantage," said Schwimmer, 
who last performed with his Lookingglass pals in their 1998 production of "The Idiot." (Schwimmer will play the role of 

George Gibbs, the doctor's son, with ensemble member Laura Eason as his high school sweetheart, Emily Webb, 
daughter of the newspaper editor.)  

"My biggest anxiety about this production has been the age thing," the actor confessed. "We're all about 40 now, and I 
thought if we did this show we'd have to decide not to play age, but to really dig into the language and never be too 'twee' 
or folksy. And Wilder gives actors this great device for doing just that because we all come out on stage early on and are 

named. So right off the bat the audience is told these are not really the people whose lives they are about to invest 
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themselves in. Plus we make no attempt to physicalize or vocalize as 16-year-olds. The goal is just to be absolutely 
present and vulnerable."  

And, Schwimmer noted, while many high school and college students perform this play "there really is no way a teenager 
can possibly understand its full meaning. I'm 42 now, so I've had a broken heart, and I'm closer to mortality, and I think all 

those things help greatly here."  

The irony, as the actor notes, is that "Our Town" was "exactly opposite of the kind of play Lookingglass started out 
thinking it would do."  

"We've been dedicated to original work or fresh adaptations," Schwimmer said. "But I think this play is a great vehicle for 
focusing on our acting --one reason we have two directors. And they work together so seamlessly, with Anna [Shapiro] 

homing in on motivation and character, and not letting us get away with any tricks, and Jessica [Thebus], the person who 
can so quickly fix things when something doesn't quite work."  

Thebus said she "has always loved the play," and taught it at the University of Chicago and Northwestern University. But 
staging it for Lookingglass has been something special.  

"As Anna and I saw it, here was a company of people who have known each other so well and for so long, that they really 
are a town of their own," said Thebus. "I also recently saw two very different versions of the play, each with amazing 
moments -- one, a large scale outdoor version at Oregon Shakespeare, and the other Cromer's pared down, highly 

focused one --so I wanted to try my own. And the chance to have 13 actors all from 'inside' Lookingglass, with such a 
shorthand about the way they work, is fantastic. There is such a playfulness in the room as a result of that deep 

knowledge."  

"Aesthetically, 'Our Town,' which Wilder specifically imagined as having no scenery, was truly revolutionary in 1938, even 
if that is a familiar notion now," said Thebus. "But the question becomes: 'What is nothing? And how do you tell the story 

with such physicality and boldness that the play really occupies the space?"  

For Laura Eason, a director and playwright as well as an actress, Wilder's magic lies in his ability to solve two problems 
simultaneously.  

"People think this show is simple when actually it is very complex and so beautifully constructed," Eason said. "One thing 
that always bedevils me as a writer is how you balance the big idea or question you have in mind with the attempt to make 
your characters real. 'Our Town' is a perfect manifestation of striking that balance, capturing the very particular aspects of 

life, but also suggesting that these have been part of existence for millions who came before you, so that a specific 
character's feelings echo throughout the universe."  

Thinking beyond "Our Town," the Lookingglass ensemble plans to update its early landmark production -- an adaptation of 
"The Jungle," Upton Sinclair's muckraking novel -- to reflect more contemporary issues of immigration.  

Schwimmer also hopes to direct "Trust," a stage version of a screenplay he has been working on. It tells the story of what 
happens to a closeknit family after the 14-year-old daughter is groomed by an Internet predator and is subsequently 

raped.  

"At this point I'm not sure which will happen first, the movie or the play," said the actor.  

 


