BEHIND THE CURTAIN

A CREATIVE & THEATRICAL STUDY GUIDE FOR TEACHERS
As part of DCT’s mission
to integrate the arts into
classroom academics,
the Behind the Curtain
Resource Guide is
intended to provide
helpful information
for the teacher and
student to use before
and after attending
a performance. The
activities presented in
this guide are suggested
to stimulate lively
responses and
multi-sensory
explorations of concepts
in order to use the
theatrical event as a
vehicle for
cross-cultural and
language arts learning.

ROALD DAHL
Adapted by David Wood

RECOMMENDED FOR AGES 5 AND UP

MAY 3 – MAY 26 STUDENT MATINEE
MAY 5 – MAY 27 PUBLIC SHOWS

Please use our
suggestions as
springboards to lead
your students into
meaningful, dynamic
learning; extending the
dramatic experience of
the play.
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CURTAINS UP ON PUTTING A PERFORMANCE TOGETHER
Every DCT performance you see is the result of many people working together to create a play. You see the
cast perform on stage, but there are people behind the scenes that you do not see who help before, during,
and after every production.
The DIRECTOR
Determines the overall look of the performance.
Guides the actors in stage movement and character interpretation.
Works with designers to plan the lights and sounds, scenery, costumes and make-up, and stage actions.
The DESIGNERS
Plan the lights, sounds, scenery, costumes, make-up, and actions to help bring the director’s vision to life.
There are also designers who work to create the posters, advertisements, programs, and other media for
the performance.
The STAGE MANAGER
Before the performance, they create a cue sheet to guide the crew in getting set pieces on and off the
stage during the performances.
During the performance, the stage manager uses this cue sheet to direct people and things as they move
on and off the stage.
The CREW
Build and operate the scenery, costumes, props, and light and sound during the performance.
The CAST
Includes all of the performers who present the story on stage.
The AUDIENCE
That’s right! There can be no performance without you—the audience. The role of the audience is unique
because you experience the entertainment with the performers and backstage crew.
You are a collaborator in the performance and it is important to learn your role so you can join all the
people who work to create this Dallas Children’s Theater production.

DIRECTOR

DESIGNER

STAGE
MANAGER

ACTOR
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CURTAINS UP ON THE ROLE OF THE AUDIENCE
Watching a play is different from watching television or a sporting event. When you watch T.V., you may
leave the room or talk at any time. At a sporting event you might cheer and shout and discuss what you’re
seeing. Your role as a member of the audience in a play means you must watch and listen carefully because:
You need to concentrate on what the actors are saying.

•

The actors are affected by your behavior because they share the room with you. Talking and moving
around can make it difficult for them to concentrate on their roles.

•

Extra noises and movement can distract other audience members.

IV

E IT A TR
Y

IT

IVE IT
A
• G

A TRY • G

•

Are you ready for your role in this performance?
Check the box next to the statements that describe proper etiquette for an audience
member.

TR

Y • GIVE

q
q
q
q
q
q
q

Try your best to remain in your seat once the performance has begun.

q

Keep all hands, feet, and other items out of the aisles during the performance.

Share your thoughts out loud with those sitting near you.
Wave and shout out to the actors on stage.
Sit on your knees or stand near your seat.
Bring snacks and chewing gum to enjoy during the show.
Reward the cast and crew with applause when you like a song or dance, and at the end of the show.
Arrive on time so that you do not miss anything or disturb other audience members when you are
being seated.

4

IV

E IT A TR

Y

IT

IVE IT
A
• G

A TRY • G

CURTAINS UP ON THE ROLE OF THE AUDIENCE (contd.)
1. Draw a picture of what the audience might look like from the stage. Consider your
work from the viewpoint of the actors on stage. How might things look from where
they stand?
2. Write a letter to an actor telling what you liked about his or her character.
3. Write how you think it might feel to be one of the actors. Are the actors aware of the
audience? How might they feel about the reactions of the audience today? How would
you feel before the play began? What about after the show ends?
4. Which job would you like to try? Acting, Directing, Lighting and Sounds, Stage
Manager, Set designer, Costume designer, or another role? What skills might you need
to complete your job?
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CURTAINS UP ON THEATER VOCABULARY
ACTOR

any theatrical performer whose job it is to portray a character

CAST

group of actors in a play

CENTER STAGE

the middle of the stage

CHARACTER

any person portrayed by an actor onstage. Characters may often be people, animals,
and sometimes things.

CHOREOGRAPHER

the designer and teacher of the dances in a production

COSTUME DESIGNER

the person who creates what the actors wear in the performance

DIRECTOR

the person in charge of the actors’ movements on stage

DOWNSTAGE

the area at the front of the stage; closest to the audience

HOUSE

where the audience sits in the theater

LIGHTING DESIGNER

the person who creates the lighting for a play to simulate the time of day and the
location

ONSTAGE

the part of the stage the audience can see

OFFSTAGE

the part of the stage the audience cannot see

PLAYWRIGHT

the person who writes the script to be performed. Playwrights may write an original
story or adapt a story by another author for performance

PLOT

the story line

PROSCENIUM

the opening framing the stage

PROJECT

to speak loudly

PROP

an object used by an actor in a scene

SET

the background or scenery for a play

SETTING

the time and place of the story

SOUND DESIGNER

the person who provides special effects like thunder, a ringing phone, or crickets
chirping

STAGE CREW

the people who change the scenery during a performance

STAGE MANAGER

the person who helps the director during the rehearsal and coordinates all crew
during the performance

UPSTAGE

the area at the back of the stage; farthest from the audience
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CURTAINS UP AFTER THE PERFORMANCE
Attending a play is an experience unlike any other entertainment experience. Because a play is presented
live, it provides a unique opportunity to experience a story as it happens. Dallas Children’s Theater brings
stories to life though its performances. Many people are involved in the process. Playwrights adapt the
stories you read in order to bring them off the page and onto the stage. Designers and technicians create
lighting effects so that you can feel the mood of a scene. Carpenters build the scenery and make the setting
of the story become a real place, while costumers and make-up designers can turn actors into the
characters you meet in the stories. Directors help actors bring the story to life and make it happen before
your very eyes. All of these things make seeing a play very different from television, videos, computer
games, or CDs of stories.
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• TEACH

Hold a class discussion when you return from the performance. Ask students the following
questions and allow them to write or draw pictures of their experience at DCT.

TIP • TEA

•

What was the first thing you noticed when you entered the theater?

•

What did you notice first on the stage?

•

What about the set? Draw or tell about things you remember. Did the set change during the play? How
was it moved or changed?

•

Was there any space besides the stage where action took place?

•

How did the lights set the mood of the play? How did they change throughout? What do you think
house lights are? How do they differ from stage lights? Did you notice different areas of lighting?

•

What did you think about the costumes? Do you think they fit the story? What things do you think the
costume designers had to consider before creating the costumes?
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CURTAINS UP ON ADAPTATION
An adaptation is a change made in something so that it can fit a new use. This performance of James and
the Giant Peach is an adaptation of a book, which is meant to be read, into a play, which is meant to be
performed live and viewed by an audience. David Wood worked to take the story written by Roald Dahl and
adapt it so that it could be performed for an audience on stage.
Consider these questions for discussion before you attend the DCT production:
•

What kinds of things did the authors have to consider in writing a script of the story?

•

What kinds of things would Roald Dahl be concerned with about in making a live adaptation of his story?

•

Do you think the performance will be shorter or longer than the book version?

•

What will the characters look like? Will they match their illustrations? What differences can you expect?

•

What about the story? What changes might you expect in adapting it for the stage? Why would these
changes be necessary?

After the performance, consider these questions:
Were there any characters or events that were in the book but not in the play? Why do you think these
choices were made?

•

Did the changes make the story stronger, or was it weaker because of them?

•

What do you think the set and costume designers need to consider when bringing the book to the
stage?

•

What things helped to tell the story on stage?
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•

Use the compare and contrast template on the next page to illustrate the similarities
and differences between the book and DCT’s performance of James and the Giant
Peach.

TR
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CURTAINS UP ON THE AUTHOR
ROALD DAHL was born on September 13, 1916 in Llandaff, South
Wales. His parents, Harald and Sofie Dahl, were Norwegians who’d
moved their family to Wales shortly before Roald was born. After
graduating from high school, Dahl went to work for the Shell Oil
Company of East Africa until 1939. At the beginning of World War
II, he joined the Royal Air Force where he served as a fighter pilot. It
is said that he coined the phrase “gremlin” during his stint as a pilot
to describe naughty little men who’d interfere with the aircraft. It
was not until Dahl was reassigned to Washington, D.C. that he began
his career as a writer. And even then, it was quite by accident. C.S.
Forester of the Saturday Evening Post was interviewing him over
lunch when Dahl volunteered to write notes and send them to the
interviewer who was having a hard time writing as he ate. Dahl’s
notes ended up as the story “A Piece of Cake” which was printed
in the Saturday Evening Post, and Dahl was signed to write other
stories. It was soon afterward that his stories were published in other
magazines and Roald Dahl, the writer, was born.
Dahl’s early works were short stories and plays for adults, and it was
not until he began making up bedtime stories for his own children
that he began writing books for children. James and the Giant Peach
was written in 1961 as his first children’s book since writing The
Gremlins for children in 1943 which even Eleanor Roosevelt read to
her children and loved so much she invited him to the White House.
Roald Dahl died on November 23, 1990 in Oxford, England.

CURTAINS UP ON THE PLAYWRIGHT
DAVID WOOD was born in Surrey, England in February of 1944.
Besides writing plays, Mr. Wood is an actor, producer, director,
composer and co-founder of Whirligig Theater, a children’s touring
company. A strong proponent of theater for children, Mr. Wood has
stated that "Children's theatre is the most important theatre… It's
for now. They deserve it now. We need to be giving children great
theatre now, because it's such a great trigger for the imagination."
David Wood was appointed Officer of the Order of the British Empire
(OBE) in the 2004 Queen's Birthday Honours List, for his services to
literature and drama.
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CURTAINS UP ON GEOGRAPHY
Plot James’s Journey From England to the USA
You will need:
• A world map with latitude and longitude markings
•

Map pencils

•

A latitude and longitude ruler

•

List of coordinates

Find these continents, countries and cities on your world map.
1. Europe
2. England
3. Dover (a seaside location where Aunt Sponge and Aunt Spiker may have lived)
4. North America
5. United States
6. New York City
Then, locate these coordinates using the latitude and longitude lines on your map.
• Dover, England 51º8'N, 1º19'E
•

Central Park, New York City 40º47'N, 73º58'W

•

Sharks (the teacher can create coordinates for their location in the Atlantic)

•

Seagulls (the teacher will create the coordinates for their location over the Atlantic)

++ Note whether the location is north or south of the Equator.
++ Determine which two lines the location is between.
++ Is the location more toward the midpoint or on one of the lines?
++ Find the Prime Meridian. Is the location east or west of the Prime Meridian?
++ What kind of time difference would James and his friends experience in their journey?

Once you’ve marked your maps, measure using a latitude/longitude ruler to find the number of miles the
Peach traveled from England to New York.
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CURTAINS UP ON ART
Create a Peachy Papier /Mache Project -James’s Giant Peach and Friends
To make a papier-mache Giant Peach you will need:
•

A Balloon

•

Papier-mache Mix (The Papier Mache construction may also be done by dipping strips of newspaper
(about 1-inch-wide) into a mixture of 1-part school glue to 2 parts warm water)

•

Masking tape

•

Cardboard or a paper plate for a base on which to attach your balloon for construction

•

Sharp scissors (use with adult supervision)

•

Paints and paintbrushes

1. Inflate the balloon and attach it with masking tape to a paper plate or cardboard base to keep it stable as
you cover it.
2. Cover the balloon completely with papier-mache mix or newspaper strips. You’ll need several coats and
will need to let each coat dry completely before applying the next layer.
3. Once the balloon is covered and dried, pop the balloon at the “stem” where it was attached and remove
it from the papier-mache shell.
4. Get help from an adult to cut a “door” in the top of the peach.
5. Use paint to color your peach both inside and out.
6. Once the paint has dried, your inhabitants can ‘move in’ to the peach. Be creative and make furniture
and artwork to decorate the inside of the “peachy” home.
To make James and his creature friends you will need craft items such as:
• Chenille stems
•

Markers

•

Pom pons

•

Glitter

•

Glue

•

Student scissors

•

Styrofoam balls

•

Craft sticks

•

Googly eyes

•

Scraps of manila paper

•

Tissue paper

Using chenille stems, fashion a skeleton for James. Add tissue paper clothes, yarn for his hair, and draw a face
on a small circle of manila paper. Be creative with other craft items and construct your own “minibeasts” to
accompany him on his journey.
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CURTAINS UP ON PHYSICAL EDUCATION
Centipede Shoe Relay

Divide the class into two teams. Students sit in a single file line and remove their shoes. At “go,” the first
student must put on his/her shoes and tie or fasten them completely. When he/she is finished he/she
stands and the next student in line may begin. Continue until all shoes are on and fastened and everyone is
standing. The first team to put on and fasten all their shoes wins!

Spider’s Web

A very long piece of string, yarn or twine is needed to play this game. The game may be played together or
with students divided into teams. The more students on a team, the merrier the puzzle becomes!
Begin by placing the string in a circle on the floor. Students should stand in a spot around the string. Each
student will pick the string up at the place where he or she is standing and hold it firmly in one hand. Don’t
let go! One by one, students exchange places with one another until the string becomes a very tangled
web. The trick is to untangle the web without dropping the string! This game takes lots of cooperation and
coordination and makes for loads of laughs in the process.

CURTAINS UP ON CREATIVE WRITING
Write a news story with one of the following headlines or create one of your own.
Take it one step further and use the computer to print it as a newspaper story or use a camera to video a
broadcast news piece- “Tonight an exclusive story you’ll see only on Channel X…”
•

“Giant Peach Lands Atop Empire State”

•

“Boy Found Living with Talking Insects”

•

“A Flock of Seagulls Drops Giant Peach on NYC”

•

“Aunts Discovered Flattened—Giant Peach To Blame?”

•

“Philharmonic Opens with First Chair Grasshopper”

•

“Ladybird’s A Hit on Fifth Avenue!”

•

“Spider’s Thread Used To Raise The Titanic”

CURTAINS UP ON LITERARY DEVICES
Personification

The creatures in James and the Giant Peach are brought to life and given human characteristics through the
use of personification. Create a chart listing the human characteristics given to each of the creatures in the
story. Tell why you think Roald Dahl may have chosen the specific human traits he gave each.
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CREATURE

Grasshopper

Centipede

Spider

Earthworm

Ladybird

NATURAL TRAITS

HUMAN
CHARACTERISTICS

WHY WERE THESE
HUMAN TRAITS
CHOSEN?

CURTAINS UP ON LITERARY DEVICES (CONT'D.)
Advertising

The play begins with a tour guide directing a tour of the characters’ Peach Stone house in New York City.
Create your own advertising campaign for the wonderful stop on a tour of New York. Choose one of the
following ideas or create all three for a complete marketing package. Teachers may also choose to have
students work in groups and assign each group a different piece of the full advertising campaign.
++ A ticket design for the “peachy” stop on the tour. (ticket outline below)
++ A poster designed to attract visitors. Include information you learned from the story about the house
and its unique occupants. (poster template on following page)
++ A tri-fold tour brochure* to advertise your exclusive Peachy Tour of New York. Design a creative cover for
the brochure on page 1. Page 2 should give a summary of how the inhabitants of the house ended up
in New York City. Include a description of the house and its occupants on page 3 and on the back page
design your own publishing logo.
*Teachers of older students may require use of advertising strategies they have studied in Language Arts. For
example, ask students to imagine celebrities who can be quoted for endorsements in the brochures and posters.
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NOW SHOWING!

Classification-Beast, Bug, or Insect?

Some of the characters personified in James and the Giant Peach are insects while others are bugs.
Can you tell the difference?
First, find the three main characteristics of all insects. Make a chart listing these distinguishing
characteristics and each of the mini-beasts who shared the magical journey in the peach with
James. Compare and contrast their characteristics to those of an insect. Which are bugs and
which truly are insects?

A Peachy Keen Comparison
You will need:
• Peaches
•

Nectarines

Provide students with a peach and a nectarine. Encourage them to compare and contrast the
fruit. Observe their skin, color, seeds and taste, and create a Venn diagram to illustrate your
findings. What similarities and differences can you find?
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CORNER

CURTAINS UP ON SCIENCE

Peaches

Both

Nectarines

COMPARE AND CONTRAST

CURTAINS UP ON MORE…
If you liked James and the Giant Peach, you might try…
Other works by Roald Dahl: available from Puffin and Puffin Novels
Charlie and the Chocolate Factory
Charlie and the Great Glass Elevator
Matilda
The BFG
Fantastic Mr. Fox
The Twits
Danny, Champion of the World
The Giraffe, The Pelly, and Me
The Vicar of Nibbleswicke
George’s Marvelous Medicine
Esio Trot
The Witches

Fantastic websites you might try…
www.roalddahlmuseum.org – This is the site of the Roald Dahl Museum in England. It has loads of
information about the author, including a virtual visit to his Writing Hut where you can view actual notes
and items Dahl used in his work.
www.roalddahl.com- “The Official Roald Dahl Website” has lots of fun facts, games, and ideas for students
and teachers alike.

And for more fascinating facts about the author try…
What’s Their Story-Roald Dahl published by Oxford University Press- This biography is written specifically
for children and is full of interesting tales of the remarkable author, boxing champ, fighter pilot and even
inventor! Find out just how Roald Dahl was inspired to write Charlie and the Chocolate Factory after testing
chocolate bars! A really scrumdiddlyumptious story from Dahl’s childhood through his later life.
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T.E.K.S. SATISFIED BY JAMES AND THE GIANT PEACH
117.4 - Theatre, Kindergarten.
		 K.5 - Response/evaluation. The student responds to and evaluates theatre and theatrical
		performances.
			 A - Begin to identify appropriate audience behavior.
			 B - Respond to dramatic activities.
			 C - Demonstrate awareness of the use of music, creative movement, and visual components in
			 dramatic play.
			 D - Observe the performance of artists and identify theatrical vocations.
117.7 - Theatre, Grade 1.
		 1.5 - Response/evaluation. The student responds to and evaluates theatre and theatrical
		performances.
			 A - Identify appropriate audience behavior.
			 B - Respond to and begin to evaluate dramatic activities.
			 C - Identify the use of music, creative movement, and visual components in dramatic play.
			 D - Observe the performance of artists and identify theatrical vocations.
117.10 - Theatre, Grade 2.
		 2.5 - Response/evaluation. The student responds to and evaluates theatre and theatrical
		performances.
			 A - Identify and apply appropriate audience behavior.
			 B - React to and begin to evaluate dramatic activities.
			 C - Employ music, creative movement, and visual components in dramatic play.
			 D - Observe the performance of artists and identify theatrical vocations.
117.13 - Theatre, Grade 3.
		 3.5 - Response/evaluation. The student responds to and evaluates theatre and theatrical
		performances.
			 A - Evaluate and apply appropriate audience behavior consistently.
			 B - Evaluate simple dramatic activities and performances.
			 C - Incorporate music, movement, and visual components in dramatic play.
			 D - Observe the performance of amateur and professional artists and begin to compare vocations in
			 theatre.
117.16 - Theatre, Grade 4.
		 4.5 - Response/evaluation. The student responds to and evaluates theatre and theatrical
		performances.
			 A - Identify and apply appropriate audience behavior at performances.
			 B - Define visual, aural, oral, and kinetic aspects of informal play-making and formal theatre and
			 discuss these aspects as found in art, dance, and music.
			 C - Compare and contrast the ways ideas and emotions are depicted in art, dance, music, and
			 theatre and select movement, music, or visual elements to enhance classroom dramatizations.
			 D - Compare theatre artists and their contributions.
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