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Instructions and answers for teachers

This Topic Exploration Pack supports OCR AS and A Level Drama and Theatre.
Introduction
Exploring Family Dynamics encourages the actor to analyse, in depth, ways of showing relationships on stage. At A Level, students should be exploring creative ways to demonstrate relationships on stage including the use of semiotics and proxemics. 

A Day in the Death of Joe Egg centres around a normal family raising their only child, Joe, who is severely disabled. Joe has frequent seizures, uses a wheelchair and is unable to communicate in any way. Caring for Joe has been very hard on her parents Sheila and Bri and has put a huge strain on their marriage. The play was written in the 1960s, which gives students a great chance to explore the Social, Cultural, Historical and Political context as the way Joe is referred to by other characters in the play demonstrate a huge contrast between the world in the 60s and the world we live in today.  

Very few marriages are perfect and this one is no different. Sheila and Bri share a sense of humour and often use this as a coping strategy, which brings the element of comedy to the play that is very touching. There is an element of realism in the play and the Family Dynamics within it is based on Nicols’ own experiences of bringing up a handicapped child. 

In this exploration pack, students explore a wide variety of dramatic conventions and rehearsal techniques to allow them to try and imagine themselves in the characters’ shoes. 
A synopsis of the play 
The play opens with Bri having a stressful day at work teaching a class full of very noisy students. He is very distracted with fantasies of making love to his wife, Sheila. Upon his return home he tries to seduce Sheila but this is interrupted with Sheila reminding him that their daughter, Josephine, will be arriving home very soon. 

Sheila explains that she is going to her amateur dramatics rehearsals and tries to persuade Bri to ask his Mum to look after Joe so that he can go along too. He refuses and half-jokingly accuses her of having an affair with Freddie, his best friend from when he was a child. 

Joe, is brought home in her wheelchair and Sheila and Bri begin to tend to her as if like clockwork. As they do this, Joe sits in her chair, unable to communicate with them at all. However, they pretend that she tells them about her day and make self-mocking, dark-humoured jokes. 

Bri and Sheila both talk to the audience at various points and disclose things about their personal thoughts. Sheila explains that she hate Bri’s attention seeking, jealousy and immature sense of humour. Bri explains that he can’t get over a conversation the couple had ten years ago in which they discussed previous sexual partners, Sheila disclosed that she had more lovers than Bri and he has teased her about her promiscuity ever since. 

The couple then role-plays the story of how they learnt of Joe’s condition. Bri begins to multi-role and play different doctors and a vicar using various accents. Sheila confides in the audience that she still has hopes for Joe’s condition improving, whereas Bri has lost all hope of this. 

Sheila gets upset at the rehearsal and asks Freddie to come home and explain to Bri that there is no affair between them. Freddie and his wife Pam bring Sheila home and Freddie tries to reassure Bri. Bri admits that he was just trying to stir up some passion with his wife and never thought the affair was happening in the first place. 

Bri makes a casual remark that he suffocated Joe when Sheila was out at the rehearsal, everyone is stunned and then he admits it was a joke but asks Sheila if she felt relieved at the idea. 

Freddie tries to persuade Bri and Sheila to institutionalise Joe and have a new baby to make them happy. When Sheila brings Joe in for Pam and Freddie to see, they are openly shocked that she “has a rather pretty face”. 

Throughout the evening Joe’s fits and breathing are deteriorating and Bri sneaks Joe out into the cold to try and “shock” her as he wanted to “stop them saving her again”. Everyone tries to find signs that Joe is still breathing (a looking glass, a piece of fluff etc.) the ambulance arrives and takes her to hospital where they save her life. 

The next morning, Sheila suggests that Bri call in sick, so they can spend the day together in bed. In order to save their marriage, Sheila offers to look for a good residential hospital for Joe. Bri says he will go to the callbox to ring the school, but instead he takes a packed suitcase and leaves them for good. The play ends with Sheila oblivious to this fact saying to Joe how lucky they are to have Bri.
Activity 1: Characterisation exploration
The below activities assume that the play has already been read and discussed by students. 

Starter activity: Given circumstances
Place six large pieces of paper around the room (one for each character, including Joe) and split students between them. Give them one minute to add everything they know is a FACT about the character on their sheet. Once their minute is up ask them to move around and spend a minute on each sheet adding to what the last group have put to ensure you have all the facts they can possibly think of. 

Discussion
· Analyse the facts: What do they tell us about the characters? 
· How do they affect the way you might play the characters?

Interpretation: Role on the wall

Now the students should explore further into the characterisation. 

Ask each student to choose one character to explore in more depth and create a role on the wall for that character. This will include the facts they have discussed and will also require them to add their own interpretation of that character. Students should include as much information on their role on the wall as possible. For example: Their character’s feelings about themselves; their feelings towards other characters; their likes and dislikes; their history/background and, their ambitions and regrets.
Practical interpretation: Hot-seating
Hot-seating the characters should allow students to explore their interpretation of their chosen character practically. Encourage them to play around with their voices and movement to explore different voices and physicalities for the characters. 

Plenary task/discussion

Discussion

What have we learnt today about each character? As an actor how does this change the way you would choose to play the character? 
Possible extension task
Improvisation in character. Give the students various mundane scenarios (e.g. You are at a job inverview with strangers; you have forgotten to do something really important and can’t change it now; you are in the que in a supermarket and somebody has pushed in front of you.) The students should work together to act these scenarios out with the various characters exploring their possible reactions and interactions. 

Activity 2: Family dynamics – exploring the theme
Starter activity: Improvisation
Group students into fours or fives. Each should assume the role of a generic family member (Mum, Dad, Brother, Sister etc.) They should improvise an argument at the dinner table. 
Discussion
What might it be about? Why might the tension be high? Is anyone trying to solve it? Is anyone trying to fuel it? 

Seven levels of tension

Introduce students to Jaques Lecoq’s seven levels of tension technique:

1. Exhausted or catatonic. The Jellyfish. There is no tension in the body at all. 
2. 
Laid back – the “Californian”. Many people live at this level of tension. 
3.
Neutral or the “Economic”. It is what it is. There is nothing more, nothing less. 

4.
Alert or Curious (farce). Look at things. Sit down. Stand up. Indecision. Think M. HulotJacques Tati) or Mr Bean. Levels 1 – 4 are our everyday states.
5.  Suspense or the Reactive (19th century melodrama). Is there a bomb in the room? The crisis is about to happen. All the tension is in the body, concentrated between the eyes. An inbreath. There’s a delay to your reaction. The body reacts. John Cleese.
6.  Passionate (opera). There is a bomb in the room. The tension has exploded out of the body. Anger, fear, hilarity, despair. It’s difficult to control. You walk into a room and there is a lion sitting there. There is a snake in the shower.
7.  Tragic. The bomb is going to go off (petrified).

Each should decide on the level of tension for their character in the improvisation and repeat the argument exploring the physical and vocal aspects of this level of tension. 

Students can swap levels and explore what works best for their character and why. 

Discussion
· How did it feel to keep up the same level of tension?

· Which level worked best for your character? Why? 

Exploring the text
Explore the start of Act 2 up until Grace’s entrance (The scene where Sheila brings Pam and Freddie home) and encourage students to spend some time annotating their script with the level of tension they feel would work best for the different characters (this may change quite a few times throughout this scene) 

Students should try to bring this scene to life exploring various levels of tension for their characters.
Activity 3: Exploring physicality to display emotion and subtext
Using the opening of the play from Bri’s first monologue up to Sheila’s line “You were the only one who gave me any pleasure.” 

Starter activity: Considering Sheila and Bri’s emotions in the opening of the play 

Ask the students to consider the strongest emotion of either character in this scene. Ask them to stand individually and do a freeze frame to symbolise that emotion. 
Exploring the emotion practically

Get the students to run this scene with a partner trying to use their bodies to display their characters’ emotion throughout. 

Exploring mime and non-verbal communication

Now ask them to take out all of the verbal communication in this scene and mime it using exaggerated movement for the chosen emotion. 
Identifying successful moments and retaining them within the scene

They should then work together to identify the most melodramatic aspects of this mime such as a large arm gesture or vivid facial expression and retain these when adding their lines back in. This will help to create dramatic tension physically between the characters. It will also help unblock self-conscious movements.

Discussion
· Which moments have you chosen to keep and why? 
· What do they tell the audience about the characters’ relationship? 

Rehearse and polish

Students should take some time to rehearse and polish the scene retaining some of the physicality they explored in the mime element of the lesson.

Sharing the work

Possible extension task: Forum theatre
Ask the students to pair up with another pair to create a group of four and watch each other’s explorations of this scene providing feedback as a ‘spectactor’. In this task students take on the role of the spectactor. They spectate but can say freeze at any moment and give feedback/advice to the other pair e.g. “FREEZE, I think Bri should say the line ‘Let’s go to bed’ in a more childish way” Then the actors can choose to take on that feedback and continue until another person says freeze. 
Activity 4: Exploring the use of semiotics
Starter activity: What is a semiotic?
“Semiotics is concerned with everything that can be taken as a sign,” (Eco 1976). Discuss the quote with students and ask them to list as many examples of semiotics as possible (they can be ones they’ve actually seen in theatre or hypothetical examples.)

Just a chair?

Place a chair in the centre of the space with nothing else around it. 
Discussion
· If the chair were on a stage what could it symbolise or represent? 

· Would a different type of chair create a different meaning? Why? 

· If a cloth or screwed up piece of paper was added what would it change?
· Where could you move the chair to within the space to create a different meaning for the audience? 
Using sound and lighting as a semiotic
Discussion
· How could you use lighting as a semiotic? E.g. Red lighting could symbolise danger; blue lighting could symbolise cold/night and, white lighting could symbolise daytime/naturalism. 

· How could you use sound as a semiotic? E.g. recorded sounds, music, and certain instruments. 

Putting it into practice

Read through the end of Act One/start of Act Two and decide where you could add any semiotics (At the end of Act One Joe comes on skipping and singing – how could you add to this?).
Share and evaluate
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Allow students to share and provide feedback to the work.
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