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 About the play
The play revolves around the main character of the Young Woman. The plot is loosely based on 
the trial of Ruth Snyder, who was accused of the murder of her husband. In the play the Young 
Woman is trapped between the expectations of society and her urge to free herself 
from its stranglehold. She takes drastic action to free herself, but is Eventually 
reclaimed by the machine of society.

  Context
Written between the two World Wars, Machinal portrays the 
development of society and the emerging fight for greater 
freedom for women seen in the “flappers” and the immoveable, 
male dominated establishment embodied by business and the 
legal system. 

The play’s style is episodic, being divided into nine episodes; 
each with a clear focus. This took the play away from telling a 
story of a young woman and elevated it to a political discussion 
of her life and choices. Influenced by the “expressionist” 
movement in art, film and literature, Treadwell reflected this in 
her play. The reportage style of language and form along with 
the nightmare-like mental states of her protagonist and tableaux 
described in the stage directions reinforce her chosen style. Her 
choice of “Young Woman” rather than a named character also 
conveys that these events could happen to any woman, thus making 
the play universal rather than personal.

  Main characters
Young woman - The action centres around her trying to break out of the claustrophobic 
world she is born into and the one she dreams of escaping to.

Mother - Enforces a sense of duty on her daughter. She thinks she deserves to be taken care of. 

George H. Jones/ Husband - A successful and arrogant businessman that the Young Woman 
feels obliged to marry and eventually despises. He represents the misogynistic attitude of 
society. 

Man - The Young Woman’s lover.

Ensemble - Represent the “society / machine”- e.g. the Law / the Press / the Church and other 
establishments.

  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 their relationships with others in the play? The stage directions and transitions 

between episodes become important as the play develops. How will this influence 
your ideas? 

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 used 
expressionistic theatre techniques to emphasise the themes in the play. e.g. 

exclamatory actions focus on the attitude and message of a scene. 

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? And 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 of physical levels, the speed of 
movement. How could you perform the voices in the Young Woman’s head?

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 in a scene, and how could you get your actors to communicate this?

 Some themes: Duty, Aspirations vs Reality, The Changing Role of Women in Society, the Individual vs Society, Ideals of Femininity at the time, Physical and Mental Prisons


