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Topic Exploration Pack

Theme: Family dynamics
The House of Bernarda Alba – Frederíco Garcia Lorca
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This Topic Exploration Pack supports OCR AS and A Level Drama and Theatre.
Introduction
The family dynamics at work in The House of Bernarda Alba are fascinating. This text is rich in opportunities for students to explore the way characters relate to each other, their interactions, reactions, tensions and traditions. The play is less about narrative and plot driving the action than the atmosphere the situation has created. Creating the right atmosphere in performance is a key challenge in this performance text.
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The House of Bernarda Alba is one of Lorca’s many great plays for women and also his last. It was written in 1936 before his murder two months later. It is often referred to as part of the ‘rural trilogy’, along with Blood Wedding and Yerma. Inspired by his own childhood growing up in villages in Spain, The House of Bernarda Alba explores a family living under the rule of Bernarda and her very firm ideas about how her family should behave. There are no male roles in the play at all; Pepe, although discussed, is never seen on stage. The focus is on how the women interact with each other in the household.
The play
The play is set in Bernarda’s house in a village in Spain. After suffering the loss of her husband, Bernada imposes an eight-year period of mourning on her daughters, in which she insists they isolate themselves from the outside world and men in particular. This provides challenges to her daughters for a number of reasons. Adela, the youngest daughter, is free spirited, and is accused of having an affair with her elder sister’s suitor, Pepe. La Poncia, throughout the play, initiates gossip among the daughters and is instrumental in raising the tension between Angustias, Bernada and Adela about the actions of Pepe. Adela is also worried about the events that have happened to a local woman. She is to suffer capital punishment after murdering the child she had out of wedlock. Adela sees herself in the woman. In the end Bernada wishes to take control and attempts to murder Pepe. Martirio tells Adela that he has been murdered and, even though Martirio is lying, Adela hangs herself.
The family dynamics extend across three generations and this creates an intense and eventually, deadly atmosphere. Bernarda’s five daughters have a variety of responses to the tyranny they live under, with Adela giving the most convincing attempt to free herself from the family home which has become like a prison.
Key characters
Bernarda Alba

A sixty year old widow who is a dominant mother. Bernarda insists that her family obeys her traditional, old fashioned expectations and rules. She is both aggressive and threatening in order to control her daughters. As a wealthy woman, she is well aware of the class distinctions in the village and exerts superiority over her staff and neighbours. 

Adela

Bernarda's youngest daughter, at just 20 years old, Adela is the only daughter who openly flouts Bernarda's rules. For example, she wears a green dress after her father's funeral; a symbol of jealousy and her individuality. She has an affair with Pepe and is led to believe he has been shot. Unfortunately this has tragic consequences for her.
Martirio

Martirio is 24 years old. She suffers with depression and has a physical disability described as a hunchback. She steals a photo of Pepe from Angustias and is jealous of her sisters. This is probably because she was once engaged but this was called off by her mother who did not approve of the man. 
Amelia

Amelia is 27 years old. She obeys her Mother’s instructions and is frightened of her. She is keen to gossip about others though, a trait she shares with her mother.
Magdalena

At 30 years old, Magdalena is the second-eldest daughter. She is very upset at the death of her father. She is realistic and aware of the restrictions on their lives. She understands how repressed they are and therefore hates both herself and how trapped she is. 
Angustias

The eldest of the five daughters, Angustias is thirty-nine years old. She defies her mother by wearing makeup. This causes an aggressive scene with her mother, which is interrupted by her senile grandmother. She is miserable and unattractive, however, she gets engaged to Pepe el Romano between Act two and Act three. She is very wealthy as she inherited a lot of money from her father (Bernarda’s first husband) and stepfather. The eight year mourning period does not apply to her, hence why she is keen to marry Pepe. 
Themes
Lorca uses a range of themes in the story of this family. These include:

Tradition
Bernarda is intent on upholding tradition at all costs. She sees the reputation of her family as paramount and is protective to an extreme degree. In her opinion, women should be in the home as that is their place in the world.

Repression and rebellion

Bernarda’s daughters yearn for freedom from their mother’s tyranny. Bernarda insists her daughters observe a period of mourning and refuses to allow them to express their individuality as they wish. Some of the daughters rebel, while others seem institutionalised by her. 

Class

In the village, the Alba family are (or believe they are) richer than other families. Bernarda treats other as though they are below her and the family. La Poncia has a much more realistic view of the family’s wealth relative to others outside the village.


Sex and love

Angustia’s and Adela’s relationships with Pepe are a key driver to the tragedy at the end of the play. The daughters being repressed and not allowed to express their sexuality is also one of the ways Bernarda asserts control over her daughters.

Suggested activities

This topic exploration pack’s activities explore the play using Stanislavski’s Given Circumstances, and conventions including hot seating, improvisation, monologues and flashbacks. 

More information about Stanislavski’s work can be found in OCR’s Stanislavski Topic Exploration Pack.
Activity 1
Discuss the opening section of the play ending with the line ‘Where you always drink the water fearing that it’s poisoned.’ 

This section serves as a good introduction. The characters express clear opinions about Bernada. She also shows her matriarchal and firm personality in the way she speaks to her maids and the women of the village. 

Ask the class to complete a ‘Given Circumstance’ activity for Bernada Alba, using this section of the play. Discuss how the other characters speak about her, and ask for evidence from the text to support their ideas. 

In groups of three, allocate each student the characters of Maria Josefa (Bernarda’s eighty-year-old, senile mother), Poncia (Head maid) and Antonio (Bernarda’s dead husband.) Use an improvised interview or hot seating activity to find out how these characters really feel about Bernarda. 

Students will need to use their imaginations when exploring the characters. This should give them some freedom to create each character's history, explore the family dynamics and give some subtext to lines spoken when performing the play. They can use information from other scenes in the play, or just the opening section.

Discuss what has been learnt about the character of Bernarda. Create a short monologue where she honestly speaks about her feelings towards her mother, daughters and in response to her husband's death. Ask students to consider the subtext. Perhaps her character is much more than just the tyrant she appears to be? 

Extension task

Discuss what kind of man Antonio may have been? As the head of the family, did he also live under Bernarda's tyrannical rule or was he even more of a dictator? What impact might his death have on the family dynamic now?

Create a eulogy of his life from the viewpoint or either Bernarda or one of her daughters.
Activity 2
Create a character profile for each of Bernarda’s daughters. Consider the following:

· How are they different or individual?

· How have they reacted to Antonio’s death?

· What is their relationship with Bernarda like?

· What is their relationship with their sisters like?

Create a living family tree including Bernarda and her five daughters. Explore their relationships using body language and proxemics to show the nature of their relationships. Photograph (or record) the images created and evaluate which are more successful and why.

Devise a scene where the daughters are young children. Was Bernarda as strict with them, or has she changed over time. Perform and evaluate the scenes focusing on how the children react to Bernarda’s behaviour. Repeat the scenes showing Bernarda behaving differently. She could be stricter or more forgiving. What effect does this have on the actions of the children?
Activity 3

The play ends in tragedy with the suicide of Adela who is under the impression that Pepe is dead. 

Discuss what events led up to this action by Adela. Create a timeline of the key events which led to Adela’s suicide.

Discussion

Often in tragedies, there is a moment of climax in the story which is ‘the point of no return’. After this event, the conclusion becomes inevitable. 

· Could Adela’s suicide have been avoided? 

· What would need to change in the play for a different outcome?

· Which moment of the play can be called the climax, where no other outcome is likely to occur?

Ask students to justify their decisions, carefully considering the motivations of the characters. 

In small groups, create an extra scene that occurs at the end of the play. This could either carry straight on from how the script ends, or set some time later. Consider the following?

· How have the family dynamics changed since the death of Adela? 

· How have the other sisters reacted to her suicide? 

Does anyone blame Bernarda?
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