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Mrs. Hayes
Act One Commentary

Thornton Wilder seems to stress the ordinary over the extraordinary, the typical over the unusual. He concentrates on the Gibbs and the Webbs, both of whom seem to live routine and conventional lives.

There are a few hints of unusual events in the play. For instance, Mrs. Gibbs says she may sell an antique and take a trip abroad; and Simon Stinson, the church organist, apparently has been drinking (he says because "some people ain't made for small town life"). His drinking is a protest against commonplace routines, and yet, ironically, his drinking has become a routine.

Routine, then, seems to be the word that best describes the events in Act One of Our Town. There are reminders of other routines. A rooster crows at daybreak, a school bell calls children to school, and a whistle calls workers to the factory. The act begins just as an ordinary day would, with the rising of the sun, and the act ends just as an ordinary day would, with the setting of the sun. 

Act I: “A Day In the Life”
The first part of Our Town, and the longest part, follows the inhabitants through a day, from sun-up to sun-down.

Answer the following questions as you read.
1. The Stage Manger is the host/narrator of this play.  How is his role different than most other plays?  (Hint: What time is the Stage Manager in?  What time are the players in?)
     2.  What does the Stage Manager say about the tombstones?

3.  What does Doc Gibbs ask everyone?  What does that tell you about the town?

4. What information does the Professor give?  What time frame is all the information? What point is the playwright making?

5.  What are Emily's dreams?  How will they change?

6. Why does the Stage Manager want to preserve a copy of this play for eternity?

7. The moon gets mentioned several times. What do you think it is symbolic of?

8. What is the address on the envelope Rebecca mentions?  What do you suppose that address signifies? 
As a literary expert, comment on Act I:
Act Two Commentary

Early in Act Two the Stage Manager tells us, "The first act was called “Daily Life.” This act is called “Love and Marriage." He assumes that we expect the third act to be entitled "Death." 

The Stage Manager tells us what he thinks is behind the whole experience of life. "Nature's been pushing and contriving," he says, implying that marriage is a natural process as erosion or gravity. "Most everybody in the world climbs into their graves married," he goes on, and by associating marriage with death (the grave) he again stresses the inevitably of both events.
Act II: Love and Marriage

Having introduced the town and given an overview to life, Wilder now undertakes the main point of his play - the relationship of George and Emily.

1. When do most of the young people get married? Why do they get married at this age? Do you think it is better to get married right out of high school or in your twenties?

2. How does this act begin?  Why would the author want to begin it this way?

3. Complete the quote " Everybody has a right to _________________"   Explain it.

4. What does George want to do? Why is that a bad thing? 

5. What advice does Mr. Webb give George?  What is the true advice he gives George?

6. What is their first date?  Why is that a good idea for a first date?
7. Why is Emily crying?

8. Where does George want to go?  Will he go there?

9. What don't George and Emily say to each other?  Why do you suppose their romance was so easy?  Is that a good thing?

10. Complete the quote "People were made to live ________"   What does this quote mean?

11. Why is the "whole world wrong"?

12. Is Emily scared? Quote a line to support your answer.  What convinces Emily?

13. Who speaks through the whole service?  Why is she happy? What does she see in the couple that makes her so happy?
As a literary expert, comment on Act II:
Act Three Commentary

After her death, Emily Gibbs discovers that the living really have time only for themselves. The insight seems a true one: certainly we remember the dead as the living persons they were and we find it difficult if not impossible to conceive of them any other way. 

However, Wilder suggests that death, like birth, love, and marriage, is a further participation in a kind of process. The Stage Manager tells us that "there's something way down deep that's eternal about every human being." 

When George Gibbs throws himself on his wife's grave, we see that he cannot grasp the eternal aspect of life. 

The inability to see life beyond death seems ironic for a town whose central activities seem to focus on church.
Act III: Death

This Act is one of the most controversial and the most well-written dramatic acts in the history of the American stage. It is well crafted, thoughtful, and not particularly cheery nor depressing.

The dramatic set-up has all the dead, sitting on chairs near their tombstones, watching life without judgment. Imagine a cemetery on Nantucket, where the dead are doing just that.

1. What familiar characters are among the dead?  How do they speak?

    2.  What are the dead doing? What great thing is coming? Why doesn't he say it? Why does the Stage Manager address the audience?

3.  How did Simon Stimpson die?  Explain why.
4. Complete the quote: "My wasn't life ________________________"  How does that apply to life in Our Town?

5. What is Emily's emotion, when she joins the dead?  Why does she feel this way?  What feeling does she want to go away?
6. What does Emily want to do?  Why shouldn't she?  What else will Emily see, when she lives a day over?

7. What day does she choose? Why?

8. How does her birthday start?  What point is the playwright making?

9. Emily says "She can't bear it" What can't she bear? 
10. Complete the quote "Mother, just for a moment, ________________"

     Why does she want to "look at one another?"  What does she think they missed?

     Why can't she go on?

     What should human beings realize?

11. How does the play end?
As a literary expert, comment on Act III:
