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Historical/
Social/Cultural 
Background 
Orwell, born Eric Blair in India 1903, 
describes his family as “lower-upper-
middle class” - he never felt that he 
fitted in. 

Having frequented several prestigious 
boarding schools in England he 
became to feel oppressed and 
outraged by the schools’ dictatorial 
control over their students’ lives. 

Following his time at Eton, Orwell 

joined the British Imperial Police in Burma but 
grew to hate this job too, unwilling to enforce 
the strict rules of this political regime. He 
returned to England because of ill health and left 
the Imperial Police, intent on becoming a writer. 
 
Orwell filled his life with experiences that 
transformed his beliefs and ideas. After reading 
‘The People of the Abyss’ by Jack London, Orwell 
went to live amongst the very poor in London to 
gain insight and understanding and published 
’Down and Out in Paris and London’ following this 
experience. He gave a few months of his life to 
live amongst the destitute coal miners of North 
England, re-emerging as a devout socialist! But, 
after first-hand experiences of reporting on 
the atrocities of the Spanish Civil War, Orwell 
enhanced his hatred of totalitarianism and 
political authority, writing ‘Animal Farm’ in 1945 
and ‘1984’ in 1949. 

‘1984’ is one of the world’s most powerful 
warnings ever issued against the dangers of 
totalitarianism. Similar to ‘Brave New World’, it 
deals with a dystopian world, where the writer 
aims to portray the most ‘unperfect’ society; the 
worst human society imaginable.  

An important factor to remember is that Orwell 
was writing at the dawn of the nuclear age, over 
sixty years ago when television or the internet 
weren’t fixtures in all British homes. Then, 
Orwell’s fears of a dictatorial country seemed a 
possibility. Fortunately, ‘1984’ remains a work of 
fiction - democracy rules! 

Yet, ‘1984’ remains an important novel as a 
warning against an abusive and oppressive 
authoritarian government but also as a 
forewarning to the psychological power and the 
ways that manipulations of language and history 
can be used to control people. 

A new adaptation created by Robert 
Icke and Duncan Macmillan. 

1984 by George Orwell
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Original Staging 
Conditions 
• The production premiered at 

the Nottingham Playhouse on Friday 
13th September 2013 in a co-production 
with the Almeida Theatre and Headlong.  

• The auditorium of The Playhouse is a 
contemporary design with a seating 
capacity of 750. The stage is End On. 

• It was created and directed by Robert 
Icke and Duncan Macmillan, based on 
the novel by George Orwell. 

• Designed by Chloe Lamford, the set for 
the majority of the play was naturalistic, 
resembling a library with wood panelled 
walls and shelves filled floor to ceiling 
with books. A row of chairs was placed 
at the front where the book club 
members sat. The period of the set 
harked back to the 1940s - the period 
when the original novel was first written. 
This set opened up for the torture scene 
to disclose a stark white walled room, in 
complete contrast to the previous set. 

• Costume, like the set, reflected the 
1940s - naturalistic and functional 
cardigans, lace up shoes etc. all in quite 
earthy colours. 

• Lighting was designed by Natasha 

Chivers, video by Tim Reid and sound 
by Tom Gibbons. All these elements 
were designed to shock the senses and 
take the audience on swift transitions 
between past, present and future. 
The muted lighting of the library gave 
way to stark blinding lights that shone 
out into the audience and then into 
the 3 walled white torture room. Back 
projections continually reminded 
the audience of the presence of Big 
Brother. The intimate scenes between 
Winston and Julia were played out via 
CCTV footage, allowing the audience to 
become an extra layer of surveillance. 
1940s music and monotone voices 
issuing instructions over loudspeakers 
further contributing to the dystopian 
atmosphere.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nottingham_Playhouse
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Almeida_Theatre
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Headlong_(theatre_company)
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Task 

Look at the 5 images below of scenes from 1984:

a)   

b)  

c)   

d)   

e)   
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i) With a partner, choose one of the images. Explain how it creates the atmosphere and 
how and why you think it’s successful in creating the atmosphere. 

ii) Choose one of the images where you think colour is used effectively. Explain the 
reasons for your choice. 

iii) Choose one image where you think set is used effectively. Explain the reasons for your 
choice. 

iv) Choose the image which you think is least effective in creating the atmosphere of the 
scene. Explain the reasons for your choice. 

v) As a designer, create a set for the opening scene using theatre in the round. Explain 
your choice of style, set and props, use of colour and fabric. 



1984 by George Orwell

5GCSE Drama

Task 

► 3.09
https://youtu.be/O1xuhLHV_fo

Listen to this sound design for the first few paragraphs of 1984.

i) In groups of 4, record a soundscape which could be used for the interrogation scene 
(pages 82-87). Decide at which points it would be played. Write a cue sheet showing 
where it would be faded in/out, the volume etc. to help create atmosphere, location 
and environment. 

ii) Choose a piece of contemporary music or a song which could be used for one of the 
scenes between Winston and Julia. Explain the reasons for your choice. 

iii) Choose a piece of music or a song which could be used as O’Brien’s “theme” and played 
at key moments when they appear. Explain the reasons for your choice. 

Task
a)  Using the template on the next page, design; 

ii) suitable stage makeup for the character of O’Brien in the interrogation scene (pages 82-
87) 

iii) an expressionistic mask design for one of the Torturers.  

b)  Describe a suitable costume you would choose for the character of a Torturer. 
Explain your choice, focusing on: 

• the period in which you are setting your production 

• the style of your production 

• garments the character is wearing 

• colour and fabric 

• two details that make the costume unique for that character, e.g. a small badge of an 
eye to indicate that Big Brother is forever present.

https://youtu.be/O1xuhLHV_fo
https://youtu.be/O1xuhLHV_fo
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Synopsis 
1984 is a play based on the George Orwell 
novel of the same name, written in 1949. 
Icke and Macmillan have adapted the 
well-known novel that tells the story of 
Winston Smith, a low-ranking member of 
the ruling Party in the nation of Oceania. 
Winston’s job is in the Party’s Ministry of 
Truth, where he has to delete the past 
and re-shape it to suit the Party’s needs 
and agendas. Everywhere Winston goes, 
like all the citizens in Oceania, he is being 
watched by the Party through telescreens 
and being ruled by the Party’s leader, 
the Big Brother. The Party are ruling by 
pushing a language called Newspeak that 
attempts to prevent rebellious behaviour 
by eliminating any language linked to it. 
Rebellious thoughts are also illegal, and 
‘thought crimes’ are the worst of all crimes 
in the nation.  

Winston is forever having rebellious 
thoughts. He even buys a diary to note 
these thoughts but then worries that his 
co-workers are spies that will turn him 
in to the Big Brother. One such person is 
Julia. Winston notices her watching him 
and one day she slips him a note saying 
‘I love you’- which is also illegal under the 
Party’s ruling.  They begin a love affair, 
meeting out of town at an old tree and 
then, as the story progresses, they find 
a room above an old antique shop - the 
one where Winston purchased the diary, 
where there are no telescreens (so they 
can’t be watched by the Party). As their 
affair progresses, Winston’s hatred for 
the Party increases and he is always on 
the lookout for more allies, or members 
of the counterparty ‘The Brotherhood’, to 
befriend.  

He is convinced that O’Brien, in his office, 
is a member of the Brotherhood and 
awaits his call. Finally, he receives it and is 
summoned to his house along with Julia. 
He reveals that he is, indeed, a member 

of the Brotherhood and gives Winston a 
copy of Emmanuel Goldstein’s book – ’The 
Manifesto of the Brotherhood’.  Winston 
reads the book aloud to Julia in their room 
above the antique shop. Unfortunately, on 
one occasion, the Party’s soldiers storm in 
and take Julia and Winston to the Ministry 
of Love, separately.  

There, Winston is greeted by O’Brien, who 
turns out to be a Party spy. Winston and 
Julia are tortured at the Ministry of Love, 
as the Party try to break them and force 
them to live the Party way. Winston will 
not break and is taken to the dreaded 
Room 101, where the torturing becomes 
more intense. He has expressed views of 
his hatred and fear of rats throughout, so 
O’Brien places a mask on his head filled 
with rats that will of course, eat his face.  
Finally, Winston can no longer contain his 
fear and breaks, telling O’Brien to do it to 
Julia instead of him. This is exactly what 
O’Brien wanted.  

The novel ends with Winston being 
released into the outside world, where 
he sees Julia, but no longer loves, or feels 
anything towards her. He has accepted the 
Party entirely and now loves Big Brother.  

In the foreword to the play, Icke and 
Macmillan explain the importance of the 
appendix to the Orwell novel although 
many publishers have discarded it as they 
don’t see its relevance. Icke and Macmillan 
explain how important it is to emphasise 
that the novel is ‘fiction pretending to be 
fact’. It refers to Shakespeare, Milton, Swift 
and Dickens and quotes the Declaration 
of Independence suggesting that they all 
used a form of Newspeak and that the 
last recorded use of Newspeak is 2050, 
way into the future. The playwrights felt 
that this should be the main focus of their 
play – to use voices to differentiate from 
the characters, as if giving the audience 
footnotes before, during and after the 
main events in the play.   
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The play begins in 2050 with voices - a 
mother, father, child, host and waitress 
- who tell us of Winston’s diary that was 
supposedly written in 1984. The things the 
voices say are then reflected in what the 
characters say later in the play. The voices 
also become the characters in the play. It 
then follows a similar plotline to the novel. 
We see Winston and Julia’s love affair 
unfold and see the Party break Winston 
in Room 101. The play comes to a close 
back in the year 2050 where Winston is sat 
at a table in a coffee shop being served 
by a waitress, Julia. He admits that he has 
betrayed her. A father and son are talking 
of the fall of the Party and a fictional 
character called Winston Smith who wrote 
a diary, possibly in 1984, but no one is 
sure; although the things he writes about 
are fact. The child questions whether the 
diary and the fall of the Party are real or 
whether it’s a plot the Party wants us to 
believe before singing the full version of 
the song Oranges and Lemons that has 
been partially sung many times during 
the play. Winston, having listened to this 
conversation, thanks O’Brien who is seen 
watching from the side. 

Key Themes 
THE DANGERS OF 
TOTALITARIANISM 
1984 is a political novel written with the 
purpose of warning readers in the West 
of the dangers of totalitarian government. 
Having witnessed first-hand the horrific 
lengths to which totalitarian governments 
in Spain and Russia would go in order to 
sustain and increase their power, Orwell 
designed 1984 to sound the alarm in 
Western nations still unsure about how to 
approach the rise of communism.  

In 1984, Orwell portrays the perfect 
totalitarian society, the most extreme 

realisation imaginable of a modern-day 
government with absolute power. The title 
of the novel was meant to indicate to its 
readers in 1949 that the story represented 
a real possibility for the near future - if 
totalitarianism were not opposed, the title 
suggested some variation of the world 
described in the novel could become a 
reality in only thirty-five years. Orwell 
portrays a state in which government 
monitors and controls every aspect of 
human life to the extent that even having 
a disloyal thought is against the law. As the 
novel progresses, the timidly rebellious 
Winston Smith sets out to challenge 
the limits of the Party’s power, only to 
discover that its ability to control and 
enslave its subjects dwarfs even his most 
paranoid conceptions of its reach. As the 
reader comes to understand through 
Winston’s eyes, The Party uses a number 
of techniques to control its citizens, each 
of which is an important theme of its own 
in the novel.  

PSYCHOLOGICAL 
MANIPULATION 
The Party barrages its subjects with 
psychological stimuli designed to 
overwhelm the mind’s capacity for 
independent thought. The giant telescreen 
in every citizen’s room blasts a constant 
stream of propaganda designed to 
make the failures and shortcomings 
of the Party appear to be triumphant 
successes. The telescreens also monitor 
behaviour—everywhere they go, citizens 
are continuously reminded, especially 
by means of the omnipresent signs 
reading “BIG BROTHER IS WATCHING 
YOU,” that the authorities are scrutinizing 
them. The Party undermines family 
structure by inducting children into an 
organization called the Junior Spies, which 
brainwashes and encourages them to spy 
on their parents and report any instance 
of disloyalty to the Party. The Party also 
forces individuals to suppress their 
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sexual desires, treating sex as merely a 
procreative duty whose end is the creation 
of new Party members. The Party then 
channels people’s pent-up frustration and 
emotion into intense, ferocious displays 
of hatred against the Party’s political 
enemies. Many of these enemies have 
been invented by the Party expressly for 
this purpose. 

PHYSICAL CONTROL 
 
In addition to manipulating their minds, 
the Party also controls the bodies of its 
subjects. The Party constantly watches for 
any sign of disloyalty, to the point that, 
as Winston observes, even a tiny facial 
twitch could lead to an arrest. A person’s 
own nervous system becomes his greatest 
enemy. The Party forces its members to 
undergo mass morning exercises called 
the Physical Jerks, and then to work long, 
gruelling days at government agencies, 
keeping people in a general state of 
exhaustion. Anyone who does manage 
to defy the Party is punished and “re-
educated” through systematic and brutal 
torture. After being subjected to weeks of 
this intense treatment, Winston himself 
comes to the conclusion that nothing is 
more powerful than physical pain—no 
emotional loyalty or moral conviction can 
overcome it. By conditioning the minds 
of their victims with physical torture, the 
Party is able to control reality, convincing 
its subjects that 2 + 2 = 5. 

CONTROL OF 
INFORMATION AND 
HISTORY 
 
The Party controls every source of 
information, managing and rewriting the 
content of all newspapers and histories 
for its own ends. The Party does not allow 
individuals to keep records of their past, 
such as photographs or documents. As 
a result, memories become fuzzy and 

unreliable, and citizens become perfectly 
willing to believe whatever the Party tells 
them. By controlling the present, the Party 
is able to manipulate the past. And in 
controlling the past, the Party can justify 
all of its actions in the present. 

TECHNOLOGY 
 
By means of telescreens and hidden 
microphones across the city, the Party 
is able to monitor its members almost 
all of the time. Additionally, the Party 
employs complicated mechanisms 
(1984 was written in the era before 
computers) to exert large-scale control 
on economic production and sources of 
information, and fearsome machinery 
to inflict torture upon those it deems 
enemies. 1984 reveals that technology, 
which is generally perceived as working 
toward moral good, can also facilitate the 
most diabolical evil. 

LOYALTY 
 
In 1984, the Party seeks to ensure that 
the only kind of loyalty possible is loyalty 
to the Party. The reader sees examples 
of virtually every kind of loyalty, from the 
most fundamental to the most trivial, 
being destroyed by the Party. Neighbours 
and co-workers inform on one another, 
and Mr. Parson’s own child reports him 
to the Thought Police. Winston’s half-
remembered marriage to his wife fell 
apart with no sense of loyalty. Even the 
relationship between customer and 
merchant is perverted as Winston learns 
that the man who has sold him the very 
tools of his resistance and independence 
was a member of the Thought Police. 
Winston’s relationship with Julia is the 
ultimate loyalty that is tested by the 
events of the book. Winston tells Julia, “if 
they could make me stop loving you—that 
would be the real betrayal.” In the end, 
the Party does make Winston stop loving 
Julia and love Big Brother instead, the only 
form of loyalty allowed. 
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INDEPENDENCE AND 
IDENTITY 
 
While the Party’s primary tool for 
manipulating the populace is the control 
of history, they also control independence 
and identity. For example, the basic 
traits of establishing one’s identity are 
unavailable to Winston and the other 
citizens of Oceania. Winston does not 
know how old he is. He does not know 
whether he is married or not. He does 
not know whether his mother is alive or 
dead. None of his childhood memories 
are reliable, because he has no photos 
or documents to help him sort real 
memories from imagined ones. Instead 
of being unique individuals with specific, 
identifying details, every member of 
the Outer Party is identical. All Party 
members wear the same clothing, smoke 
the same brand of cigarettes, drink the 
same brand of gin, and so forth. As such, 
forming a sense of individual identity is 
not only psychologically challenging, but 
logistically difficult. Most of Winston’s 
significant decisions can be interpreted as 
attempts to build a sense of identity. His 
decision to purchase a diary and begin 
recording his thoughts is an attempt to 
create memory and history. His decision 
to purchase the paperweight is driven by 
a desire to have something of his own 
that represents a time before the Party. 
Winston’s sexual relationship with Julia and 
their decision to rent an apartment where 
they can spend time together represent 
dangerous crimes in the world of 1984. 
In deciding to pursue a relationship with 
Julia, Winston asserts his independence 
and further establishes his identity as an 
individual who resists the Party’s control. 
Ultimately, though, Winston’s attempts 
to maintain his independence and create 
a unique identity are no match for the 
Party. Winston’s experiences in the 
Ministry of Love represent the complete 
disassembly and destruction of all aspects 
of his individuality. When he is returned to 

society, he has lost all independence and 
uniqueness, and has become part of the 
Party’s faceless collective. 
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Task 
a)  

i) Working with a partner, compile a list of scenes where the theme of control of 
information and history is highlighted.  

ii) Using the rehearsal technique of hotseating, question the characters of Julia and 
Winston about how their relationship could compromise their loyalty to the state. As a 
class, compile a series of questions based on information within the play. 

b)  
i) As a set designer, compile a mood board based on the theme of technology for a 

forthcoming production of 1984. 

c)

i) Working with a partner, choose a scene which illustrates the theme of psychological 
manipulation. Compile a list of sound effects and music you would use to highlight this 
theme.  Explain at which points you would use them to help create atmosphere and 
help underline the theme. 

ii) Using the same scene, compile a list of images which could be used as projections to 
highlight the theme of psychological manipulation for a contemporary production in a 
studio space.

Style and Structure 
Adapting a complex novel like 1984 for the stage was never going to be an easy task because 
there are so many different characters and so many different locations. As a result, the play is 
episodic in its structure.  

The episodic style has an impact on the style, which is Brechtian with elements of 
expressionism.

Task  
a)  Choose one scene from the play and explain how you would adapt it to suit a Brechtian 

staging. Consider choice of stage, set, props, lighting, sound, costume and makeup. 



12

1984 by George Orwell

GCSE Drama

Characters 
Winston  
The main character in the play. It is 
through his eyes and life that we see 
the happenings in Oceania. His hatred 
towards the Party and his questioning 
nature makes him willing to rebel, but his 
paranoia leaves him forever asking, ‘Is it- 
switched off?’ referring to the telecoms to 
reassure himself. We see his courage when 
O’Brien is listing the things that he would 
be willing to do to bring the Party down as 
we see him agree to throwing sulphuric 
acid in a child’s face, commit suicide, 
betray his country and lose his identity! 
But we also see his love towards Julia as he 
refuses to agree to never seeing her again. 
His motives are obviously to bring the 
Party down and to be free but his paranoia 
and fear of rats change this during his 
torture, as he allows for Julia to take his 
punishment and to never see her again - 
he becomes an obedient citizen in Oceania 
and a loyal servant to the Party.  

His movements and voice should reflect 
his paranoia of being caught as well as his 
intrigue of rebelling by maybe looking over 
his shoulder or by keeping his things close 
to him. Whilst being tortured by the rats, 
Winston’s voice and movements should 
show how intense his fear is and by the 
end of the play, he should show that he 
is totally relaxed and content with life, 
especially as he says ‘Thank you’ to show 
that the Party has full control over him.  

Julia  
She is confident and optimistic and 
fearless in her rebellion and is in love 
with Winston. She despises the Party 
and takes part in several rebellious 
acts. The difference between her and 
Winston is that her rebellion is for her 
personal pleasure, drinking real coffee, 
eating chocolate, having sex and a loving 

relationship - whereas Winston’s rebellion 
is more ideological. Her love for Winston 
is obvious when she agrees to go to meet 
with O’Brien, even though she fears that 
he is involved with the Party as she says 
‘This is madness… but I’m coming with you. 
Not for Goldstein or for O’Brien or for the 
Brotherhood. For you.’ Her motives are 
to live the best life possible and to have 
pleasure, however hard that might be to 
find. Her movements and voice should be 
confident in her rebellion and contented; 
she is not worried at all.  

O’Brien   
He is a very complex character. We never 
know if we should trust him. Throughout 
the play, he gives us clues that he is a 
member of the Brotherhood in the things 
he says and does to Winston - ‘We shall 
meet, Winston in the place where there is no 
darkness’. His motives seem clear, which 
is to enrol Winston into the Brotherhood, 
but that all changes when we see him 
interrogate him in Room 101 and realise 
that his main motive is to get Winston to 
give up the only thing he said he couldn’t, 
Julia. His movements and voice should be 
mysterious, especially in the closing scene 
of the play when he is lingering around 
the coffee shop just watching the scene 
unfold.  

Charrington   
He is an old, friendly character who runs 
an antique shop where Winston spends 
a lot of his time. Mr Charrington seems 
to share Winston’s interest in the past by 
sharing old stories of his marriage and of 
London city, and encourages Winston’s 
rebellion by selling him the ‘keepsake 
album’ and renting out an old room that 
doesn’t have a telescreen for him to 
carry out his love affair with Julia. But as 
we discover on page 67, he is one of the 
Thought Police and he is the one who 
hands Julia and Winston over to the Party, 
so his motives, movement and voice could 
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be portrayed as cunning. He also reveals 
that he is actually 20 years younger in 
reality, which further challenges the actor 
in his portrayal.  

Syme  
He works in the Ministry of Truth with 
Winston where he is responsible for 
editing the Newspeak dictionary. We see 
him in the canteen telling his workmates 
of the beauty of the new language. His 
character is part of the play to show the 
mundanity and repetitiveness of life under 
the Party as his lines are repeated time 
and again and this could also be shown 
with the voice and the movements by 
the actor if they’re repeated. During the 
last time the same dialogue is repeated 
between Syme, Parsons, Martin and 
Winston - Syme isn’t present and they talk 
to Syme’s empty chair with Winston being 
the only one to question his whereabouts. 
Parson hints that the Thought Police may 
have taken him. 

Martin  
He is the one associated with the book - 
the manifesto of the Brotherhood - that 
Winston wants to read. He is the one who 
is reading it at the start of the play and 
says that nothing is the same after reading 
it. Martin says this at O’Brien’s house as he 
gives the briefcase containing the book to 
Winston and also at the end of the play as 
he is still reading the book. He is liked by 
O’Brien and is a Party member.  

Martin appears in the past, present and 
future - this makes us question whether 
the diary was really written in 1984, 
whether what we are watching is really 
2050 or whether it’s happening now, in the 
present day.  

Parsons  
An obnoxious character that is forever 
bragging about his children who spy 

on other citizens and turn them in for 
Thought Crimes. It’s obvious that Syme 
doesn’t like him, but this doesn’t faze 
Parsons - he continues to brag about his 
children’s work for the Party. Even at the 
end of the play, when he is about to be 
killed for being a Thought Criminal, he is 
bragging about his children and telling the 
tale of how they turned him in. His voice 
and movements should reflect the pride 
he has in his children and the Party.  

Mrs Parsons  
She is a nervous character who we only 
meet at the start of the play. She seems 
to fear her children who appear to be 
chasing her. She reminds Winston of 
who he is, and ‘smiles nervously’ as her 
child calls him a Thought Criminal. Her 
movements and voice should reflect her 
nerves and the fear she holds towards her 
children and her situation.  

Voices
Host (Charrington), Mother (Mrs Pearson), 
Father (Mr Pearson), Waitress (Julia), Man 
(Syme)  

These are the voices we hear at the 
beginning, during and at the end of the 
play. Their lines reflect the ones other 
characters deliver during the play. They 
also refer to the year 2050. They could 
be seen as voices from the future that 
challenge us to think whether things have 
really changed or not.  

We could also argue that these are 
the characters that we have just been 
watching, as they’re played by the same 
actors, only that they’ve been ‘prepared 
to lose their identity- forgo who they are’. 
They have all been tortured and lost their 
identity for being Thought Criminals. 
This makes us question again if this is all 
happening in the present. 
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Task  
a)  Look at the diagram below which explores the positioning of characters and the semiotics 

of that position: 

b)  Look at the scene on pages 82-87 with a partner. Practically explore where you would 
position Winston and O’Brien to explore the changing relationships and atmosphere 
within the scene. 

c)  As a director, choose 2 rehearsal techniques you would use to explore the relationship 
between Winston and O’Brien within the scene. 

d)  Look at O’Brien’s speech (p82-83). With a partner, experiment performing it using different 
vocal expressions, e.g. angry, ominous, loud etc., tempo and volume. Compile a list of 
which vocal expressions are the most effective in conveying these lines. 

e)  With a partner, improvise a scene between Winston and Julia. Discuss where the scene is 
set, the relationship between the characters, character motivation and the mood of each 
of the characters within the scene. A third member records the scene which will eventually 
be played to O’Brien and used as further evidence against Winston.  

DYNAMIC

WARMER HOT COOLER

Dominating/
Threatening

Strong/Formal/
Authoritative

Coldest/Most
Remote/Disturbing

Warmer/Most
Intimate/Stronger

Strongest/Intimate Cooler/Weaker/
Less Intimate

FORMAL REMOTE

UP-LEFT UP-CENTRE UP-RIGHT

DOWN-
LEFT

DOWN-
CENTRE

AUDIENCE

DOWN-
RIGHT
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f)  Choose one of the interrogation scenes within the play. Find a suitable piece of music and 
choreograph the scene, focusing on movement, gesture and facial expression to convey 
character relationships and mood. 

g)  THOUGHT CRIMINAL   
 
It is difficult to imagine what it must be like to not be allowed to speak or even think your 
mind.   
 
Part 1   
 
Ask a volunteer to talk about a subject they feel passionately about. Once they have 
decided on the subject, have the group brainstorm words associated with that subject. 
Pick your top five and write them on the wall. Now ask the volunteer student to talk 
for 2 minutes on their subject without using any of the listed words or even giving the 
impression they are thinking of those words. If they do, the other students must sound 
a buzzer or shout ‘THOUGHT CRIMINAL’. How did that feel for the volunteer? What was it 
like to not be able to speak freely? What did it make him/her want to do?   
 
Part 2 – Extension   
 
You could extend this exercise by creating a physical representation of protest. Place a 
chair at one end of the room. Have the group decide what the protest is about. The chair 
now represents this. Ask for a volunteer. The aim for this person is to reach the chair, 
stand on it, and shout aloud what they are protesting about. Now ask the other students 
(the censors) to create different obstacles to physically stop that person from getting to 
their destination. No touch allowed. Does the person succeed? What tactics did they use? 
How did they find this? How did they feel if/when they were eventually heard? Remind the 
students that protest doesn’t have to be in the form of a march – in the play, Winston uses 
the power of writing and free thought as a medium to share his views.

h)  Imagine the Child and a friend meet up a few years after the events of the end of the play. 
Base your improvisation on key events that happen throughout the play. Consider how 
society might have changed. 

i)  Compile a Role on the Wall for Charrington based on his character throughout the play. 

j)  Create a digital “diary” for Winston. Take a photo of 10 items that he feels would be 
important in showing future generations the kind of society he lived in. Create a short 
video explaining why he selected the items and why he thinks they represent life during 
that time. 

k)  Winston and Julia both act impulsively given the society they are part of. But what would 
have happened if they had thought their decisions through first? Choose a significant part 
of the play and create a conscience corridor for them. One student will play Winston and 
the rest of class will create a corridor, i.e. 2 lines facing each other. One side will advise 
caution, the other side will urge him to go with his plan. Winston must walk down the 
corridor to seek advice. As he passes, each student must give advice. At the end, Winston 
must make a decision. 
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Task 
a)  With a partner, look at the images below showing how the character of O’Brien was 

portrayed in different versions of 1984.  

i) Which image is closest to your own ideas of how the character of O’Brien should be 
portrayed on stage? Explain the reasons for your choice. 

ii) Which image challenged your ideas of how the character of O’Brien should be 
portrayed on stage? Explain the reasons for your choice. 

iii) Explain what you think the character of O’Brien represents within the play and their 
function.  

iv) Using the internet, find an image of O’Brien from a production of 1984 which you think 
successfully portrays the character. Explain your choice.

a) b)

c) d)
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Staging the play 
The location of the play is fluid as well as 
the timescale, which suggests that the set 
should be minimal. The use of technology 
is also compulsory as the telescreens are 
a focal part of the play. The only locations 
mentioned and are clarified in the stage 
directions are the antique shop, the 
canteen at work, the countryside (where 
Julia and Winston’s love affair begins), 
Room 101 and the Café (at the end of the 
play). This suggests that the play could not 
be staged naturalistically. 

This gives the teacher the opportunity to 
experiment and introduce learners to 
different theatrical styles, genres, 
techniques and practitioners. There are 
Artaud elements in the play, especially 
with the torture scenes and there is scope 
for the use and teaching of physical 
theatre. But the most obvious practitioner 
to study is Brecht using his 
‘Verfremdungseffekt’ techniques such as the 
telescreens, multiple roles and interaction 
with the audience are the key to the 
success of ‘1984’. 

The staging of it could work well on a 
thrust stage – the audience would entrap 
the actors from all three sides, with the 
screen in the background a collection 
of telescreens. This would increase the 
intensity of Big Brother watching. There 
could also be telescreens behind and 
above the audience to engulf them and to 

Thrust Stage

make them feel even more claustrophobic 
by Big Brother and the Party.  

The idea of being watched and trapped 
could also lend itself to performing the 
play in the round. It is crucial that the 
audience feel a part of the action and 
that the actors engage with them directly 
from time to time, especially with stage 
directions stating on page 78 that the 
houselights are lifted and ‘Winston is aware 
of us watching him’. This also reflects that 
this is ‘the place where there is no darkness’ 
where O’Brien and Winston are to meet 
again.  

This shows the importance of lighting in 
the play. Light and darkness are used to 
symbolise knowledge of the truth and 
hiding from it. The stage directions refer 
to an office lamp that illuminates the diary 
throughout the play that Winston switches 
on and off - it’s as if he is experimenting 
and trying to decide whether what he is 
reading is truth. Charrington and the Host 
also play with light - they’re also linked 
with the past, showing and hiding the 
truth. Lights are also used to change the 
scene - learners must pay close attention 
to the stage directions.  

The use of sound is also important in 
the play as various sounds, such as 
klaxons, train whistles and the hum of 
the telescreens are all used to change 
location or to remind the characters, 
and the audience, that they’re being 
watched. Silence is only used once in 
the stage directions; ‘O’Brien turns off the 
telescreens. The first real silence of the play’. 
It is important that there is a dull sound 
throughout the play, apart from this 
moment.

One production in the past used a 
proscenium stage with the screens on the 
back wall above the characters, giving the 
feeling of being watched constantly. They 
also used a minimal set of school desks 
and wooden chairs with floor lights at the 
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front of the stage to create shadows on 
the characters’ faces, therefore 
emphasising change in features and 
reflecting the loss of their identities. 

With its varied and challenging 
opportunities for directors and the 
challenge of multiple roles, different 
theatrical styles and techniques for the 
actor, there is no surprise that Orwell’s 
novel has successfully transposed to a 
play. 
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Task 
Choose 2 scenes and experiment how you would stage them using the following styles: 

• Naturalism 

• Expressionism 

• Minimalism/symbolism 

• Brechtian. 
 
Consider:  

 ° the acting area you would use for each style 

 ° position of the audience  

 ° set and props 

 ° lighting and sound 

 ° colour and fabric. 

Explain, giving 3 specific reasons, which style you consider the most effective for a 
contemporary production of the play.


