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Face
A Novel by Benjamin Zephaniah 

Stage Adaptation by Benjamin Zephaniah and Richard Conlon

You will need to concentrate on the following: 

1. The historical period and the theatrical 
conventions of the period.

2. The style of the play.

3. Characters – interpretation, motivation, vocal 
aspects, movement and interaction, their use of 
the acting space, their use of props and set, their 
costume, make-up and hair and the relationship 
between the actors and the audience.

4. Staging – the effect of the production on 
different stages e.g. Thrust, Proscenium, Theatre 
in the Round and Traverse.

5. Design – the set and props, costumes, make-up 
and hair, lighting and sound. 

CLASS DISCUSSION TASKS

Before you start to study the drama, you need to 
remember some things that will help you with each 
task.

1. Staging  
There are four main types of stage layouts: 
Proscenium, Thrust, Traverse and Theatre in the 
Round.

 • Make a sketch of each one. 

 • Add where the audience will be placed. 

 • Propose an idea of the kind of set that can be 
used on each stage. 

 • Remember that the floor, the stage and the 
roof are important.

 • The walls behind the audience can also be 
used.

2. Although it is usually the director who makes 
the decisions regarding staging, it is necessary 
to work with the designers.

 • Can you name each designer?

 • What is the role of each designer? 

 • Remember that the designers add to the 
atmosphere of the performance and enrich 
the audience’s experience.

 � (More information and terminology regarding 
designers can be found in the appendix.)

3. You must remember that vocal skills, movement 
and interaction have to be discussed when 
discussing a performance.  Do you remember 
all the different elements which must be referred 
to when discussing each one?

4. You must understand the meaning of the term 
style. Can you explain what is the meaning 
of naturalistic style, symbolic style and 
minimalistic style?
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The background of the play

Face was originally written as a novel by Benjamin 
Zephaniah in 1999. It follows the journey of the 
main character, Martin, after he suffered a terrible 
car accident. It’s set in a varied and multi-cultural 
area of London. Initially, Martin isn’t someone who 
follows societal rules, but gradually his horrific 
experience changes him considerably as a person, 
along with his attitude towards life. The novel was 
adapted into a play in 2008 and it’s an exciting and 
powerful piece of theatre, full of lively dialogue and 
relevant contemporary themes.

Here are some press comments on the drama:

“The thing that hits you immediately when reading 
this play is the wonderful sense of pace that the 
narrative seems to possess.” 

“The story shifts seamlessly between characters and 
sweeps the audience onto the world of the play.”

The original performance

The play would have to be performed on a stage 
which is open to create various locations – the street, 
the hospital, the school – as changing from one 
place to the other happens very quickly throughout 
the play. This change must be fast paced in order 
to avoid slowing down the story. Therefore, this 
is why staging the play with a minimalistic and 
symbolic style is suggested. Lighting will be a 
very important factor as colour and effects such as 
gobos and a screen can communicate a location 
effectively. In addition to this, suitable props and 
pieces of costumes could be used to suggest a kind 
of character, such as the Doctor or the Head Teacher. 
This play has a contemporary feel, and the story 
is an important and powerful one. The audience 
goes on a journey with Martin, and the journey is 
at times an emotional one. The performance could 
be presented on many different kinds of stages, 
and although Martin the Narrator breaks the fourth 
wall and addresses the audience directly, it’s most 
important that the play’s message is communicated 
clearly.

TASKS 

1. Look at the cover of the play and discuss with a 
partner what is being suggested.

 � In your answer, refer to the following:

 • the image

 • the colours

 • the title. 

2. Do some research into the background of 
Benjamin Zephaniah. He’s a multi-talented man 
- a novelist, a poet, a playwright, an actor and a 
musician.

3. Study your own face or your friend’s face. 
Which elements make the face unique? What do 
you like and possibly don’t like about the face? 
Would you like to change something?  

The characters

There are many characters in the play, but some get 
more attention than others. Many of the characters 
are teenagers.

Past Martin

Past Martin appears to be a lively and confident 
character, but a little indifferent. He’s willing to do 
anything in order to be popular and he likes taking 
risks. He doesn’t consider the consequences of his 
actions and he likes playing the fool. Image is the 
most important thing for him. 

Present Martin

He’s a contrast to Past Martin. He is now in hospital 
following the accident. He realises that his injuries 
are serious, but he gradually comes to accept this and 
comes to accept his appearance. His external image 
is very different, but Present Martin has changed his 
priorities and becomes more confident. He comes 
to the realisation that the person inside is important, 
not the external shell everyone sees. He’s much 
wiser and more mature by the end of the play. He’s 
stronger, more confident and more intelligent.

1:

2:
3:
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Narrative Martin

This version of Martin looks back on his life 
objectively and sees the transformation he has 
experienced. He explains things to the audience and 
gives them information as a narrator. He’s confident 
and strong and gives us a clear message that people 
can change, develop and mature for the better.

Natalie 

She appears as a confident person, motivated by 
self-image. She is worried what other people think of 
her all the time. She’s Martin’s girlfriend, but by Act 
2, their relationship has come to an end. Appearance 
is very important to her as she’s a model – she 
doesn’t show much empathy or loyalty, and she can’t 
sympathise with or support Martin after the accident. 
She is regarded as a weak and negative person – 
someone who is superficial and fake.  

Anthony 

Anthony is a key character. He’s a symbol of 
someone who has accepted himself, his appearance 
and his image. He’s a positive character, living from 
day to day with his disability. He doesn’t feel sorry 
for himself, and he’s very positive and constructive. 

Although he’s had to have many operations and 
his disability is serious, he helps Present Martin to 
accept his situation. Because of this, he’s a good 
role model who understands the concerns of Present 
Martin. He isn’t afraid of looking at himself because, 
for him, the internal person is the true person. 
This is a quote from page 41 which encompasses 
his personality as he tries to allay the concerns of 
Present Martin:

“People will stare - they will do that for the rest of 
your life. The problem is with them, not with you.”

TASKS  

Look at Act 2, Scene 2 from the part “Martin picks 
up his phone, calls Natalie,” up until “At this Present 
Martin simply turns off his phone, leaving Natalie 
staring blankly at hers.” 

Ideas for short questions:

1. Briefly describe the relationship between 
Present Martin and Natalie in this extract. 

2. Which two practise techniques could the 
director use to help the actors examine the 
relationship between both characters? State the 
reasons for your choice. 

3. Suggest suitable costumes, hair and make-up for 
both characters and explain your choices. 

4. Describe two suitable sound effects you could 
use in this extract. 

5. How would the character of Natalie say the 
lines: “Me? Sort myself out? Sort what out?”. 
Remember to give an explanation for your vocal 
choices? 

6. As an actor, choose one movement, one gesture 
and one facial expression to communicate the 
character of Present Martin in this extract. 

7. Describe two suitable lighting effects you could 
use in this extract. 

8. As a designer, name the props both actors would 
use in this extract. Then, describe the props 
(colour, quality, period) and explain how the 
actors would use them.

Ideas for question 4 in the examination 
paper (10–15 marks) 

1. Describe how you would stage this extract for a 
performance of the play Face. In your answer, 
refer to the following:

 • your choice of stage

 • the style of the production

 • your choice of set and props.

 � State the reasons for your choices.

2. As a designer, explain how you would use a 
Traverse stage to stage this extract. In your 
answer, refer to:

 • audience placement

 • the style of the production 

 • your ideas regarding lighting and sound

 • your ideas regarding the set and props.

 � (You may adapt the shape of the stage and 
choose from Thrust, Proscenium or Theatre 
in the Round.)
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3. Explain how an actor portraying Natalie would 
use physical skills to communicate the character 
to the audience (you may change the character 
to Present Martin). In your answer, refer to the 
following:

 • character motivation in this extract

 • movement and gestures

 • posture

 • facial expressions.

 � State the reasons for your choices.

4. Explain how an actor portraying Natalie would 
use vocal skills to communicate the character 
to the audience (you may change the character 
to Martin Today). In your answer, refer to the 
following:

 • character motivation in this extract

 • tone and tempo

 • pitch.

 � State the reasons for your choices.

5. Describe how the actors would use the stage and 
interact in this extract. In your answer, please 
refer to the following:

 • your choice of stage and space shape

 • character positioning in the space

 • distance and proximity of characters in the 
space.

 � State the reasons for your choices.

Important – When studying the role of each 
character in the play, remember you need to consider 
the character’s age, background and social status. 
Also, as you select a specific extract, concentrate 
on the character’s motivation in that extract. Read 
the stage directions carefully in order to get more 
information.

PERFORMING TASKS

Choose a specific extract, possibly one which is very 
important in the play. 

1. With a partner or in a group, discuss what the 
characters’ relationship is with each other in this 
extract.

2. What is the characters’ motivation in the 
extract?

3. How would they use the space, and remember, 
when answering this question, you must 
consider the shape of the stage. Discuss and 
experiment with the movements and the 
interaction in the extract.

4. Consider the proxemics, i.e. the distance and 
proximity between the characters in the extract.

5. Consider your character’s gestures, posture and 
gait. 

6. Consider your use of voice, tone, tempo and 
pitch.

7. Remember that your interpretation is unique, 
but you must fully consider the playwright’s 
intention.

As you practise the extract, you may improvise and 
also use many other techniques e.g. hotseating in 
order to try and get to know the character better. 
Consider the following questions:

 • Who am I?

 • Where am I?

 • When is it happening?

 • What do I want?

 • Why do I want it?

 • How will I get it?

 • What do I need to overcome? 

Perform the extract in front of the class to get their 
response. You may explain the reasons for your 
vocal choices, your movement and the interaction to 
them.
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Other characters in the play

There are many other characters in the play. Actors 
could double up on parts when portraying them e.g. 
Dr Owens, Nurse 1 a 2, Form Tutor, Gym Teacher, 
Head Teacher, Marcia, Officer, Vikki, Pete, Apache, 
Pusher, Margaret, Simon and Reverend Sam.

The Street Voices (6) are a collection of voices that 
act as a Chorus, which provides a link between the 
play and the audience. They remind the audience 
that we can’t predict what’s coming towards us in 
life. 

DISCUSSION TASKS

1. How would you stage the beginning of Act 1, 
Scene 6, when Voices 1–6 address the audience?

 � You may have one person in the group 
responsible for each element of the staging; 
sound, lighting, set and props, costume, hair and 
make-up. Make sure that you as a group have 
decided on the stage shape and the production 
style before you begin.

2. As actors, what are your ideas regarding voices 
and movements for the Street Voices in this 
extract? Perform the extract in front of the class.

Structure 

This play has two acts, and there are many scenes in 
it which include many characters. Many of them are 
cameos, but the main characters are Present Martin, 
Past Martin, Narrative Martin, Natalie and Anthony. 

One of the play’s most important features is that it 
moves backwards and forwards in time and these 
transitions happen regularly, similar to a montage. 
The locations change quickly and actors have an 
opportunity to double up on characters or to create 
a chorus of performers. This of course would be the 
director’s decision, but it must be remembered that 
Narrative Martin addresses the audience directly and 
explains events as the play develops. He seems to 
be relating his life journey to the viewers which is a 
very interesting technique. 

There are three versions of Martin in the play: 
Past Martin, Present Martin and Narrative Martin. 

There is a Brechtian feel to this play, or you can feel 
the influence of epic theatre. Staging Face would 
therefore be a very interesting and creative task as 
there are a number of possibilities and options which 
may be considered. (You will need to understand 
what the Brechtian theatre style is in order to 
understand this.)

TASKS

1. Look at the prologue of the play. As a director, 
what are your ideas regarding staging this 
extract? In your answer, refer to the following:

 • your choice of stage

 • the style of the production

 • your ideas on set and props

 • your ideas on lighting.

 � State the reasons for your choices.

2. Look at Act 1, Scene 9. It’s a sensitive scene 
where Present Martin sees his injuries for the 
first time. How, as a director, would you stage 
this? In your answer, refer to the following:

 • choice of stage

 • the style of the production

 • your ideas on lighting

 • your ideas on costumes, hair and make-up.

 � State the reasons for your choices.

3. Look at the end of Act 1, Scene 13 – from “Past 
Martin and Mark climb in - Matthew exits” 
up to the end of the scene. As a director, what 
are your ideas on staging this extract. In your 
answer, refer to the following:

 • your choice of stage

 • the style of the production 

 • set and props

 • sound and music.

 � State the reasons for your choices. 

4:
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Themes  

Self-image/Identity

Face is mainly a play about identity and self-image. 
Martin and his friends are a group who enjoy going 
to clubs, to drink and dance. The words of Narrative 
Martin in Act 1, Scene 10, summarises it all.  

“Crowd clapping. Nat looking proud, yeah dead 
proud, and me just moving like on the gym mat… All 
eyes on me and me in some other place somehow - 
distant.”  

This summarises the importance placed on image, 
and also the pressure to be cool and taking risks 
without thinking about the consequences. Before 
the accident, when Martin is with his friends, all the 
emphasis is on the external and the superficial – they 
live in the moment. However, after the accident, 
things are very different. Martin has had to face his 
condition and injuries, and now his friends find it 
difficult to do the same, as the character of Simon 
says in Act 2, Scene 2.

“I didn’t say you were minging - I said you look 
minging”

Natalie, Martin’s girlfriend, cannot cope with 
Martin’s injuries, and is keen to be friends and 
nothing else. When Present Martin tells her that 
people should not be judged according to how they 
look, her response is that it’s a part of human nature 
to do so and that it cannot be changed. 

DISCUSSION TASKS

How important is image to you? Do you worry about 
your image and other people’s opinion of you? Is 
there too much emphasis on this today? Do social 
networks put too much pressure on people to appear 
perfect?

Acceptance 

Another theme which is very central to the play 
is coming to accept who we are and being happy 
with that. Martin has had to do so in a very difficult 
way. He is surprised by experiences following the 
accident, and how others regard him. He says in Act 
2, Scene 3...

 “… some people may think I’ve got some disease 
that they can catch, or that the way I look makes me 
disabled, or stupid. So I have to tell the people to 
look beneath my face and see me, the real me, don’t 
I?”

The person inside – the internal person – is the 
true person, the person behind the external mask. 
This is an all-important theme and it’s critical for 
us to accept it today in a world full of false images. 
There is now so much emphasis on appearance, 
how you look and external perfection. So much so 
that sometimes we lose perspective on the whole 
individual. At the end of the play, Narrative Martin 
says:

“You have to look beyond the face

To see the person true, 

Deep down within my inner space

I am the same as you…” 

Prejudice 

How people judge others, especially those who have 
a disability or a physical impairment, is also an 
important theme. After the accident, Present Martin 
is called a ‘freak-show boy’, ‘bogey man’ and an 
‘ugly man’ by a crowd of ten-year-old children, and 
he is deeply hurt by this. This is interesting because 
it raises questions about the behaviour of very young 
children towards people with a disability. In the play, 
it’s suggested that children’s prejudice comes from 
their parent, as the character of Dr Owens suggests 
in Act 2, Scene 6. 

“Some children on the other hand think that someone 
who looks different is someone to laugh at, someone 
to insult.”

In the end, the Doctor’s advice to Martin is to learn 
to cope with the situation and to try and be strong 
and ignore the insults when they come. 

DISCUSSION TASKS

Of course, there are a number of sub-themes which 
can be considered as well, such as friendship, 
lawbreaking and support. Can you think of anymore? 
Discuss this in class.

5:
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Are these themes relevant to young people today?

TASKS   

1. Work with a partner and make a list of  
scenes where the themes of self-image and 
prejudice are evident.  

 � You may experiment by performing a specific 
extract, concentrating on the characters’ voice 
and movements. 

 � You may use different practise techniques to 
develop the characters e.g. hot seating, levelling 
to demonstrate power, improvisation, dividing 
the extract up into units to discuss character 
motivation, mime work and freeze-frames. 

2. As a set designer, create a model of the different 
locations in the play. What kind of set would 
you use to symbolise these places e.g. the street, 
the night club, the school and the hospital? 

3. As a costume, make-up and hair designer, 
create ideas on how you would dress the three 
characters – Present Martin, Past Martin and 
Narrative Martin. Consider colour, material/
fabric, quality, period, style of hair, make-up 
and jewellery. You might choose to link the 
three characters with an element of colour or 
piece of costume. 

4. As a lighting and sound designer, select a 
specific extract which concentrates on the 
accident i.e. Act 1, Scene 13 from “Past Martin 
and Mark climb in - Matthew exits” up until “…
Present Martin watches”. 

 � You can discuss the type of sound or 
music which would be suitable to create an 
atmosphere in the extract and also the types 
of lighting: gels, lanterns, on-screen images, 
special effects, gobos, intensity and colour.  

5. As a director, how would you go about showing 
the passing of time and the changes between 
locations in the play? Concentrate particularly 
on the set and the stage equipment. You may 
choose a scene which moves consistently from 
one place to the other, e.g. Scene 2, Act 2. 

6. As a director, would you choose a realistic style, 
a symbolic style or a more minimalistic one 
when staging this play? State the reasons for 
your choice and refer to a few scenes.

Contemporary productions    

No professional productions have been staged to 
date, but keep your eyes peeled in case one is being 
prepared. 

TASKS

Experiment with different kinds of stages e.g. Thrust, 
Proscenium, Theatre in the Round or Traverse and 
decide, in your opinion, which style and which stage 
appeals to you most.

Ideas for question 5 in the examination 
paper – 15 marks

1. With reference to a key extract of the play, 
how would a designer choose to use lighting 
and sound to communicate the mood to 
an audience? In your answer, refer to the 
following:

 • the mood of the extract  

 • your ideas regarding lighting 

 • your ideas regarding sound. 

 � State the reasons for your choices.

2. With reference to a key extract of the play, 
explain how you would communicate the role 
of any one of the characters to the audience. In 
your answer, refer to the following: 

 • character motivation

 • voice

 • movement

 • interaction. 

 � State the reasons for your choices.  

6:
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3. With reference to a key extract of the play, 
explain how a designer would use a set to 
communicate mood to an audience. In your 
answer, refer to the following:

 • your ideas on the shape of the stage and the 
style of the production

 • your ideas regarding a set.

State the reasons for your choices.

4. With reference to a key extract of the play, 
explain how a designer would use costumes, 
hair and make-up to communicate mood to an 
audience. In your answer, refer to the following:

 • your ideas on the style of the costumes, their 
colour, their quality and the time period

 • your ideas on hair and make-up.

 � State the reasons for your choices.

5. With reference to a key extract of the play, 
explain how the actors would interact to 
communicate their relationship to an audience. 
In your answer, refer to the following:

 • the acting style

 • actors’ movements

 • actors’ gestures and posture 

 • actors’ facial expressions.

 � State the reasons for your choices.
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APPENDIX

Terminology
Vocal skills

Pitch 
Tone 
Tempo 
Pause 
Accent  
Voice level 
Clarity 
Emphasis 

Physical skills

Gesture  
Posture 
Facial expressions – eyes 
Movement – gait  
Stillness 

Interaction

Proxemics – distance and 
proximity  
Positioning on stage  
Physical response

Costume, make-up and hair 
design  

Material  
Quality 
Colour 
Time period 
Hair style 
Wigs  
Make-up  
Jewellery 

Sound design 

Music 
Sound effects  
Live sounds  
Recorded sounds  
Volume  
Echo  
Microphones  
Sound sources  
Instruments  
Live band 

Lighting design 

Intensity 
Focus 
Angles 
Special effects 
Colour – gels 
Gobos  
Different lanterns 

Set design 

Shape of stage 
Flats  
Backcloth / back drop  
Cyclorama  
Colour  
Rostra  
Exits, entrances  
Levels – blocks  
Floor  
Curtains  
Ceiling  
Stage equipment  
Furniture e.g. table  
Stairs 

Personal props

Handheld  
Portable props, e.g. chair or box 


