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 About the play
The play initially focuses on Joe Schofield, a journalist who in 1989 was in an hotel room 
overlooking Tiananmen Square. He was able to take the famous picture of the ‘Tank Man’- 
the student protestor who stood in front of the Chinese army tanks. After a cryptic 
message is left in a Beijing newspaper in 2012, Joe decides to discover the 
identity of the man in the photograph.

  Context
Kirkwood wrote this play over a six-year period. Its first production 
was at The Almeida theatre in May 2013.

The play is told in 5 Acts with 39 scenes. It combines a close focus 
on history and parallels with contemporary life. It is serious, 
chilling and comic. The word ‘Chimerica’ was first used to 
describe the economic relationship between China and America.

The historical context of the play is very specific yet the mutual 
suspicion between the East and West still pervades our lives 
today. The challenge is how to make these events relevant.

The structure of the play poses further difficulties. How can the 
locations and time frames be conveyed, and how can the action 
and pace of the play sustain an audience’s engagement? These 
issues need consideration when selecting the production style of the 
play.

  Main characters
Joe Schofield - He takes the Tank man picture and tries to discover the man’s 
identity.

Mel Stanwyck - Older than Joe, he is a colleague and friend who embodies

stereotypical masculine behaviour.

Tessa Kendrick - A forthright market researcher who has a relationship with Joe.

Zhang Lin - Joe’s main contact in China. We see the two main time frames of his life.

Liuli - Zhang Lin’s fiancé killed during the protests.

Zhang Wei - Zhang Lin’s brother. He believes in the Communist Party unlike his brother.

  Design
When approaching the text as a designer, here are some things to consider:

Concept: What is your concept? Production style? Chosen historical period? Research this 
and how it might influence your design ideas.

Themes:  How are they going to be expressed in your design ideas for the whole play and 
from scene to scene?

How can your ideas help to communicate what you know about the characters and 
relationship with others in the play? How will you meet the challenges of a large 

cast, 39 scenes different time periods and locations?

Design skills include:

Set & props e.g. Stage space & shape, location, set construct, furniture 
and large props

Costume e.g. style, historical period, colour, texture of fabric and 
embellishments

Hair and Makeup e.g. style, colour, accessories, body makeup

Lighting e.g .type of lighting, position of lanterns, colour and 
intensity

Sound e.g. type of sound (music, sound effects or soundscape), 
intensity, length of cue and use of effects on the sound

. Acting
When approaching the text as an actor, here are some things to 

consider:

Research the character throughout the play and before its action.

Acting style - This could be naturalistic, but versions of the play have 
other theatre styles to express the themes of the play e.g. physical theatre.

Explore the relationships between characters in the given circumstances of 
the play and each scene.

What are the motivations of the character to behave the way they do? Do they change? Why?

What do they really mean when they engage in dialogue or are silent? - Subtext

How do they communicate this to an audience?

Vocal skills e.g. pitch, tone, rhythm, pausing, emphasis

Physical skills e.g. facial expression, posture, gesture, the use physical of levels, the speed of 
movement

Directing: [in the exam the element of directing will focus entirely on the relationship a director has with the actors.]

What type of acting style will be used? What are the conventions of this style and how might you use them in rehearsal with actors?

How might they move in the space? What do the proxemics between characters convey about their relationship? How could you as a director show the relationship between characters in the way 
they interact physically and vocally? How important is their entrance or exit from a scene and how could you get your actors to communicate this? How might you address scenes that could be 

played simultaneously or are in the past?

 Some themes: East vs West, Political Ethics, Individual vs the State, Power of the Media, Journalistic Ethics, Capitalism vs Communism, Ecology


