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The Narrator outlines how the play ends. Mrs Johnstone 
has 7 children to look after. She works as a cleaner for 
Mrs Lyons and is pregnant again with twins. Mrs Lyons 
persuades Mrs Johnstone to keep one twin (Mickey) 
and give the other (Edward) to her. The twins grow 
up separately but meet when they are 7 and become 
friends. When Mrs Johnstone and Mrs Lyons find out 
they both try to stop the boys seeing each other. Mrs 
Lyons worries so much she insists that her family move 
away. Ironically Mrs Johnstone then discovers she is 
being relocated and is very optimistic about having a 
new start somewhere else. 
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Mrs Johnstone has relocated and is happy. Edward and 
Mickey are now 14. They meet again and are seen by 
Mrs Lyons who is so paranoid that Edward will learn the 
truth about his birth she finds and attempts to stab Mrs 
Johnstone. When the boys meet next Edward enjoys 
being at university while Mickey has married an already 
pregnant Linda, is unemployed, and has no money. 
Mickey then turns to crime and is sent to prison where 
he becomes depressed and addicted to medication. 
Linda and Edward begin a “light romance” which Mrs 
Lyons points out to Mickey whereupon he takes a gun 
and confronts Edward. Mrs Johnstone tells them both 
they are twins angering Mickey who then shoots Edward 
before the police then shoot Mickey.

Mrs 
Johnstone

A working-class mother of 7 who then 
has twins Mickey and Edward. She is 
superstitious and loves, but is not able to 
control, her children. Her daughter Donna 
Marie follows in her footsteps and has 3 
kids by the time Mickey is 14. She can be 
viewed as a victim of poverty, desperate, 
foolish or naive for giving away her son. 

Mrs Lyons

She is a wealthy, middle-class woman. 
She is desperate to have a child. She is 
terrified that her son will find out the 
truth. She becomes paranoid that he 
belongs more to his biological mother 
than her. She sabotages her own son’s 
happiness and contributes to his death. 

Mickey

Twin brother to Edward. He is cheeky and 
rebellious but shy. He hates his job in a 
factory, is involved in a robbery and goes 
to prison. He becomes depressed, jealous, 
and bitter at the end of the play.

Edward

Mickey’s twin. He is articulate, polite and 
well mannered. He is educated, wealthy 
and becomes a Councillor. He too loves 
Linda. 

Linda

Mickey’s wife and childhood friend. 
Also friends with Edward. Has daughter 
“Sarah” with Mickey and supports him 
through his depression but is also drawn  
romantically to Edward.

Mr Lyons

Married to Mrs Lyons. He is away on 
business at the start of the play, refuses 
to adopt, believes his wife has post-
natal depression and has little time for 
his family. He dictates Mickey’s letter of 
dismissal. 

Sammy

Mickey’s older brother. A poor role model 
as he is unruly, wild, burns the school 
down and involves Mickey in an armed 
robbery. 

Narrator

The Narrator asks the audience to judge 
events for themselves and builds tension 
as the play progresses. The Narrator finally 
asks if superstition or class are to blame 
for the tragedy.

Act

Narrator

Dramatic Irony
Characterisation
Hyperbole

Metaphor

Stage Directions

Simile

Symbolism

Foreshadowing

Interrogative Tone

Exclamatory Tone

Satire

Humour

Listing

Brechtian

Dialogue

Non-naturalistic

Willy Russell’s play was first performed in 
1982. The 1980s were a time of recession 
and high unemployment, particularly in 
Liverpool where the play is set. 

There is evidence of the financial 
difficulties faced by many in the 1980s as  
Mrs Johnstone is visited by “various debt 
collectors” having been living on the 
“never never”. Mickey’s unemployment is 
also “just another sign of the times”.

Mrs Johnstone is compared to Marilyn 
Monroe an American actress and 
iconic sex symbol. Her personal life,  
relationships  and marriages were also 
much publicised. She suffered from 
depression and died in her mid thirties 
from a drug related overdose. 
Superstition is a key theme in the play. 
Breaking mirrors, new shoes on the 
table, spilling salt and seeing a single 
magpie all bring bad luck. Repeated 
reference to the ‘devil right behind you’ 
and ‘bogeyman’ are used to build tension 
until the truth is finally exposed.
The notion that “if either twin learns 
that he once was a pair, they shall 
both immediately die” becomes a self-
fulfilling prophecy.

Fate (chance or destiny) seems to bring 
together:
• pregnant Mrs Johnstone and child-

less Mrs Lyons 
• Mickey and Edward when they meet 

at different points in the play. 
• The two families both relocate to the 

same area.
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Read, understand and respond to texts. Students should 
be able to:
• use textual references, and quotations, to support and 

illustrate  interpretations.
• maintain a critical style and develop an informed 

personal response.
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2 Analyse the language, form and structure used by a 
writer to create meanings and effects, using relevant 
subject terminology where appropriate.
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3 5 marks are allocated for accuracy in spelling, 
punctuation and the use of vocabulary and sentence 
structures in Section A.

Class Childhood  Growing up
Crime Family Mental health
Wealth Injustice Motherhood
Poverty Superstition Fate

Written in two 
Acts, each 
containing a 
number of short 
scenes. The play 
begins as it ends.

The first act ends 
optimistically 
but also creates 
dramatic irony 
as both families 
relocate. 

The play is also 
structured by  the 
boys ages when 
they meet at 7, 
14, 18 and as older 
adults at the end 
of the play. 

 □ Support points with reference  to 
characters and events and refer back 
to the question set.

 □ The provided extract can be useful for 
language analysis (AO2).

Plot

AO1, AO2 are equally weighted for this question

BLOOD BROTHERS 
Characters Context

Assessment Objectives

Structure
and FormThemes

Tips

Vocabulary



Exemplar response 
Mrs Lyons is presented sympathetically at first as a middle-class woman who seems 
to have everything apart from the child she longs for. Russell shows how she becomes 
increasingly unstable, vindictive, malicious and contributes significantly to the tragic 
deaths of Mickey and Edward at the end of the play.
 At the beginning of the play Mrs Lyons is presented as a housewife living in a 
home described as a “palace”. However, she feels alone because her husband is  away 
for long periods of time on business, she has been unable to have children,  and he 
refuses to adopt. Russell presents her as  opportunistic as she is quick to offer her 
cleaner Mrs Johnstone the chance to provide a better life for one of her twins. She is 
presented as very persuasive and manipulative as she tells Mrs Johnstone that a child 
given to her “wouldn’t have to worry where his next meal was coming from” and would 
have a “bike with both wheels on”. She successfully convinces Mrs Johnstone to make  
a legal sounding  “binding agreement” which is sworn on the bible. Mrs Lyons also 
quickly creates a superstition to use to her advantage that if the twins find out about 
each other “they will both immediately die”. She does everything possible to secure a 
deal to have Edward.
 By the end of Act 1 Mrs Lyons has become increasingly insecure, paranoid and 
overly protective of Edward. She sacked and bribed Mrs Johnstone with fifty pounds to 
ensure she has no contact with her child once he had been given away. She prevents 
Edward from having contact with his brother Mickey when they fatefully meet. She 
convinces her husband to move away as he begins to fear she is depressed. The 
extract from Act 2 reflects her change from rational to irrational as she “appears” in 
Mrs Johnstone’s kitchen, accuses her of following her and confesses that she feels she 
never felt Edward was hers  because she “never made him mine”. The repetition of 
“thousands” reflects Mrs Lyons’ desperation to be rid of Mrs Johnstone. The final simile 
of the extract compares Mrs Johnstone (and the secret they share) to a “shadow” that is 
always hanging over her. The stage directions later go on to show Mrs Lyons’ continued 
desperation as she violently  lunges with a knife attempting to stab Mrs Johnstone for 
“ruining” her. Mrs Lyons has changed so much she is presented as a witch-like figure 
who “curses”  Mrs Johnstone, also supported by the Narrator’s description of her as “a 
mad woman”.
 Mrs Lyons is then absent from much of the rest of the play although her husband 
is instrumental in sacking Mickey who then turns to crime and becomes depressed. At 
the end of the play Mrs Lyons spitefully “points out” Edward and Linda’s “light romance” 
to a vulnerable Mickey leaving Mrs Johnstone to tell the boys of their true relationship 
and then witness their tragic deaths.
 Russell’s play highlights the tragic consequences of Mrs Lyons middle class 
attempts to exploit others and use her influence, position and wealth to get what she 
wants. Her deceitful and manipulative actions ultimately punish all concerned.

‘Blood Brothers’ Sample Exam Question

Commentary 
The opening sentence shows a clear 
focus on the question and addresses 
the character. The candidate brings in 
relevant points and discusses Russell’s 
purpose in writing the play. Each 
paragraph keeps the focus firmly on 
Mrs Lyons. The response makes some 
clear AO2 points about technique – e.g. 
the Narrator, stage directions. There 
are appropriate direct references from 
the extract and other parts of the 

text, used to support the candidate’s 
astute points. Overall this response 
shows assured understanding of the 
demands of the task and covers all the 
Assessment Objectives in a sustained, 
integrated way. The response also 
gets high AO4 marks for spelling, 
punctuation and vocabulary. 

Blood Brothers
You are advised to spend about 45 minutes on this question. 
You should use the extract on the opposite page and your knowledge of the whole play to 
answer the question. 

Write about Mrs Lyons and how she is presented at different points in the play. 
In your response you should:
• refer to the extract and the play as a whole
• show your understanding of characters and events in the play.        [40]
 
5 of the question’s marks are allocated for accuracy in spelling, punctuation and the use of vocabulary and sentance structure.

MRS JOHNSTONE is lilting to the ‘We Go Dancing’ line as MRS LYONS appears in the kitchen. 
MRS JOHNSTONE gets a shock as she looks up and sees MRS LYONS there. The two women stare at each other.
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(eventually nodding): Hello. 
How long have you lived here? 
Pause 
A few years 
Pause
Are you always going to follow me? 
We were rehoused here ... I didn’t follow ...
Don’t lie! I know what you are doing to me! You gave him that locket didn’t 
you? Mm? 
MRS JOHNSTONE nods. 
He never takes it off you know. You’re very clever aren’t you? 
I ...I thought I’d never see him again. I wanted him to have a ... picture of me ... 
even though he’d never know. 
Afraid he might eventually have forgotten you? Oh no. There’s no chance of 
that. He’ll always remember you. After we’d moved he talked less and less of 
you and your family. I started ... just for a while I came to believe that he was 
actually mine.  
He is yours, 
No. I took him. But I never made him mine. Does he know? Have you told ....
Of course not! 
Even when - when he was a tiny baby I’d see him looking straight at me and 
I’d think, he knows … he knows. (Pause.) You have ruined me. (Pause.) But you 
won’t ruin Edward! Is it money you want? 
What?
I’ll get it for you. If you move away from here. How much? 
Look ...
How much? 
Nothin’ ! Nothing. (Pause) You bought me off once before ... 
Thousands ... I’m talking about thousands if you want it. And think what you 
could do with money like that. 
I’d spend it. I’d buy more junk and trash; that’s all. I don’t want your money. 
I’ve made a life out here. It’s not much of one maybe, but I made it. I’m stayin’ 
here. You move if you want to. 
I would. But there’s no point. You’d just follow me again wouldn’t you?
Look I’m not followin’ anybody. 
Wherever I go you’ll be just behind me. I know that now ... always and forerver 
and ever like, like a shadow ... unless I can ... make ... you ... go ...


