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Lesson plan 

Staging Top Girls 
Luke McBratney 

This lesson plan includes activities to explore how Churchill’s use of dramatic devices 
shapes meaning and develops themes. 

Objectives 
• To explore how Churchill uses stagecraft to create meaning and effects (AO2). 

• To use the contexts of production and reception to enhance textual understanding 
and aid interpretation (AO3). 

• To consider different interpretations of the text (AO5).  

Introducing the topic: images of characters 
and set  
Divide the students into groups and allow each group to take responsibility for feeding 
back ideas on one image. All students should see all images. 

The images should include: 

• A still of Marlene from a production, such as the one from the Chichester Festival 
performance in 2011 http://www.pjproductions.co.uk/2011/06/caryl-churchills-top-
girls-at-chichester-festival-theatre/ 

• A still of Joyce, such as the one from the Chichester Festival performance in 2011 
http://www.theartsdesk.com/theatre/top-girls-minerva-theatre-chichester 

• Stills of Marlene and Joyce together, such as: 

• http://www.pjproductions.co.uk/2011/06/caryl-churchills-top-girls-at-chichester-
festival-theatre/ or; 

• http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/arts/culture/la-et-cm-top-girls-review-
20140320-story.html 

Students then: comment closely on how the character is presented. If two characters, also 
include how their relationship is shown. Include comments on several of the following: 

• costume 

• hair 

• make-up 

• facial expression 

• posture/ gesture 

• set 

• lighting. 
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Students then: prepare a discussion of the sets depicted in the images. How might the 
sets might reflect the attitudes of: 

a Marlene; or 

b Joyce. 

For a, include comments on the first image on the following review: 
http://www.theartsdesk.com/theatre/top-girls-minerva-theatre-chichester 

Establishing character 

Marlene 
Students reread the opening to the play until the following line from Nijo on page 2 ‘“Let 
the wild goose come to me this spring”’. 

It would also be useful to comment on a specific production. The Open University’s 
programme on the play, including a film version of the 1991 production, directed by Max 
Stafford-Clark, should be available on https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iGWD0r0f9Go 

Note that the chronology of events has been altered in this production, which begins with 
an interview in the agency. Act One in the published text begins at 20:01 minutes into the 
programme. 

Students then answer the following question: 

How does Churchill present Marlene’s character and establish some of the play’s 
concerns? 

Some areas you could comment on include: 

• marlene’s entrance speech and the types of sentences she uses (consider the 
comments on page 27 under the subheading ‘Fine dining, eighties style’) 

• her costume, hair and make-up 

• the set 

• her facial expressions 

• her body language as she interacts with the waitress 

• her body language as she greets the guests 

• her accent and tone of voice 

• the ways in which the guests speak to her 

• what we learn about her lifestyle and attitude 

• what we learn about her family 

Joyce 
Students reread the opening to Act Three until the following line from Joyce on page 76: 
‘She gave me messages from you’. 

It would also be useful to comment on a specific production. The Open University’s 
programme on the play, including a film version of the 1991 production, directed by Max 
Stafford-Clark, should be available on https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LMoY_NthPdI 
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Act Three in the published text begins at 38:21 minutes into the programme. 

Students then answer the following question: 

How does Churchill present Joyce’s character and develop some of the play’s concerns? 

Some areas you could comment on include: 

• Joyce’s accent and tone of voice 

• her speeches to Angie 

• the ways in which Angie speaks to her 

• their gestures, facial expression and body language to each other 

• her costume, hair and make-up 

• the set 

• her language to Marlene, including her use of grammar  

• her body language, gestures and facial expressions towards Marlene 

• any contrasts presented between the sisters on stage 

• (include contrasts suggested by elements such as the sets as well as those 
suggested through dialogue). 

Taking it further 
Some students should: 

Re-read the climax to the argument in Act Three (from Marlene: ‘I think the eighties are 
going to be stupendous’ until the end of the play) and, adopting techniques similar to those 
used above, answer the following question: 

How does Churchill use dialogue and drama to develop the characters of Marlene and 
Joyce and to explore her themes? 

Students might like to re-read page 28 of the article and to use or develop some of the 
ideas. 

Reception 
• Re-read the section in the article on page 26 from the subheading ‘A different play 

in different times’;  

• Explain how audiences in the early 80s responded to the character of Marlene; 
and 

• Explain how later audiences responded to her. 

Contexts 
Churchill wanted Top Girls to ‘start out looking like a feminist play and then turn into a 
socialist one, as well’.  

In what ways is the play:  

a feminist; 



 

Hodder & Stoughton © 2018 www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 

 

www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 

b socialist? 

As well as finding ideas in the article, research what each term means. For feminism, 
consider, in particular, second wave feminism; research important second wave feminists 
such as Germaine Greer and Gloria Steinem. 

As well as researching socialism directly, it is worth finding more about the kinds of 
changes that Mrs Thatcher brought about. Students might like to research what life was 
like in the 70s and how things changed in the 80s. Here are a few starting points: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-17703483 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/politics/margaret-thatcher/8093961/Margaret-Thatcher-
obituary-The-rise-to-leader.html 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/datablog/2013/apr/08/britain-changed-margaret-
thatcher-charts 

The students should then: reflect on how their increased knowledge of such contexts 
increases their understanding of the play and how knowledge of such contexts helps them 
to engage with critical views. For example: 

Feminism 
Students might note that the historical characters of Act One have a late 1970s/ early 
1980s feel, since they are not the most obvious of female characters to reanimate. Rather 
their presence is akin to the projects of second wave feminists who believed in the 
recovery of women’s stories and women authors whose lives and work had been 
overlooked by the patriarchal worlds of education, publishing and scholarship. For 
example, the Virago Press, a feminist publishing company, founded in 1973, rediscovered 
Vera Brittain and published Testament of Youth in 1978. 

Socialism 
Students might view Marlene as a representation of the evils of capitalism. They may 
consider her as being portrayed as a kind of ‘Mrs Thatcher’ in some productions. As the 
article suggests on page 27, the BBC production of 1991 might be seen to reinforce this 
interpretation. 

Students should consider the alternative responses to socialism and capitalism voiced in 
Joyce and Marlene’s disagreement about Mrs Thatcher in Act Three. How does knowing 
about aspects of contemporary political debate mentioned in the play – such as strikes, 
unions and flying pickets as well as monetarism, conspicuous consumption and ideas of 
individualism and peoples’ attitudes to them – help to shape students’ responses to the 
play’s characters and themes? 

Different interpretations 
Read the article below: 

https://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature/articles/an-introduction-to-top-girls 

1 What do you learn about feminism and how it is presented in the play? 

2 What do you learn about socialism and how it is presented in the play? 
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3 Either quote one of the author’s opinions on the character of Marlene, or 
summarise her overall interpretation of the character. 

4 Either quote one of the author’s opinions on the character of Joyce, or summarise 
her overall interpretation of the character. 

5 In an essay that draws on what you have learnt from the English Review article 
and from the activities and information in this lesson plan, examine one of the above 
views, or overall interpretations, on either Marlene or Joyce. 

Differentiation 
The ‘Taking it further’ task might be reserved for the most able or experienced students. 

The other tasks might be assigned to groups. Groups could be differentiated by ability and 
more or less help could be offered according to the needs of groups and individual 
students. 

Concepts and terminology 
Dictionaries and/ or glossaries of literary terms might be made available to the students. 

Revision of some relevant terminology might take place. For example, students might be 
reminded of definitions of some of the following: critical approaches and concepts: 
feminism, second wave feminism, glass ceiling, patriarchy/ patriarchal society, socialism, 
capitalism; literary/ linguistic terms: imperative, disguised imperative, statement, question, 
minimal response, tone, subtext, paradox, symbol; and drama terms, such as: costume, 
overlapping lines, protagonist, naturalistic, non-naturalistic. 

This resource is part of ENGLISH REVIEW, a magazine written for A-level students by 
subject experts. To subscribe to the full magazine go to 
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 


