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1 A series of questions posed to famous subjects about their lives, thoughts, values and experiences. The 
name comes from the French writer Marcel Proust (1871–1922), who was asked to fill out questionnaires 
at two social events: one when he was 13, another when he was 20. Proust did not invent this party 
game; he is simply the most extraordinary person to have played it. 
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2 The term used in Quebec for a convenience store. 
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Listen to samples of Herrmann’s Hitchcock scores at 
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000004BR9/ref=m_art_li_15/002-4858323-5324813?%5Fencoding=UTF8&v=glance&n=5174 
Listen to samples of Mancini’s scores at 
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000002WF9/ref=m_art_li_16/002-4858323-5324813?%5Fencoding=UTF8&v=glance&n=5174 
Listen to samples of Bernstein’s scores at 
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B0007XTQ14/ref=m_art_li_1/002-4858323-5324813?%5Fencoding=UTF8&v=glance&n=5174 
Listen to samples from an album entitled Crime Jazz by various artists at 
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00000344Z/ref=ase_martinsfilmnoirpA/002-4858323-
5324813?s=music&v=glance&n=5174&tagActionCode=martinsfilmnoirpA
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1. Students should be familiar with the basic plot line and style of The Wrong Son so they will be 
prepared for the complex structure of flashbacks, the musical genre and the “noir” look of the 
production. Distribute copies of pages 1 and 2 of the Study Guide (“About the Play”) for perusal. 
 
2. To create the “world” of The Wrong Son, playwright/composer Allen Cole wrote a story in the 
style of the pulp thriller novels and B movies of the 1940s and ‘50s and combined it with the jazz 
sounds of the period. The play is a piece of serious musical theatre. 

i) Discuss with the class the choice of adapting a novel/short story or movie to another 
form such as a play, TV miniseries or musical. What are the strengths and weaknesses of each 
medium? Have students use novels they have read in class or on their own and discuss the 
challenges of adapting them to another art form. 

ii) What components of a musical make it different from other forms of storytelling? 
Encourage your students to talk about other musicals they may have seen, perhaps presented 
locally by the NAC or Orpheus, or in movie form such as Chicago, Moulin Rouge, The Lion 
King, or Rent. Have them discuss what they like and dislike about this particular theatrical form. 
Musicals are often cheerful and upbeat with a happy ending. Have them discuss the effect of a 
serious topic for a musical and the power of serious operas. The students can find out more 
about Canadian musicals by consulting page 14 of the Study Guide for Pélagie: An Acadian 
Odyssey, posted on the NAC’s ArtsAlive website: 
http://www.artsalive.ca/pdf/eth/activities/pelagie_guide.pdf. Have any of them seen a Canadian 
musical before? 

iii) Writers use verse or song to accentuate the emotional state of their characters. We 
create poetry or speak in iambic pentameter because simple prose is not potent enough. 
Characters break into song when their love, anguish, hope, etc., is too great to be expressed in 
ordinary speech. Recitative is one step up from prose, and song is another level above 
recitative. Have the students discuss these statements with reference to the excerpt from 
The Wrong Son or to other instances from their literature classes. 
 
3. Distribute copies of the excerpt from Scene 6 of The Wrong Son found on pages 14–16 of the 
Study Guide. (Students should be aware that dialogue shown in bold type is meant to be sung, 
either to a melodic tune or in recitative style. Of course, they need not try to reproduce this 
quality while reading the passage aloud or performing it in class.) Have the students read the 
excerpt aloud in class to become familiar with the rhythm of the dialogue. In poetry, musicals or 
operas, rendering a thought in verse or song serves to elevate and intensify the emotions 
involved. Have the students reread the material and identify why the composer has set certain 
sections to music and left other sections as dialogue. If time permits, divide the class into 
groups of four (or five if one person takes on the job of directing) and have the students 
rehearse the scene, trying to meet the challenge of blocking in the two locations, the police 
station and the waterfront. Are they able to reproduce the intensity of emotions without the use 
of music? 
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4. Distribute copies of Peter Hinton’s bio (page 5) and “Biographies of Selected Cast Members” 
(pages 3 & 4). These artists have worked with theatre companies across Canada. Have 
students use information from the Encyclopedia of Canadian Theatre 
(http://www.canadiantheatre.com) to create a research project on one or more of the following 
companies or venues: the Stratford Festival, Canadian Stage Company (CanStage), the Shaw 
Festival, Theatre Passe Muraille, the Royal Alexandra Theatre, or the National Theatre School. 
Compare the mandates of the various theatre companies, the size of the theatre(s), and the 
importance of the company/school to the existence or progress of Canadian theatre. 
 
5. Distribute copies of the “Proust Questionnaire – Character Study” found on page 17 of the 
Study Guide as a fun method of self-analysis. Friends in the class may like to compare answers 
to learn more about each other. Distribute the answers given by Peter Hinton, the new Artistic 
Director of the NAC English Theatre, and compare similarities and differences to the student’s 
own. Choose a fictional character from a novel or play the students have recently studied and 
try to answer the questions as he/she would. After viewing The Wrong Son, try to fill out the 
questionnaire as Ryle or Peg might. 
 
6. Students may initially find the non-realistic format of the musical genre difficult to accept. 
Have them read page 9 of the Study Guide, “How The Wrong Son Came to Be,” in order to gain 
insight into the playwright’s choices and the amalgam of jazz, film noir and Greek theatre. See 
also page 12 of the Study Guide, “Literary and Musical Influences,” to examine some of the 
inspiration for the musical style. If the classroom is equipped with the appropriate technology, 
samples of movie scores by the various artists can be played (download from the Amazon.com 
website). 
 
7. Students may not be familiar with the film noir style of the 1940s and ‘50s, although a few 
recent movies have experimented successfully with the style. Have the students read the essay 
on “The Film Noir Style” on pages 10 and 11 of the Study Guide. Several movies are listed on 
page 17, “Suggested Movies, Books and Websites,” and a list of the top 50 films noirs can be 
found on the Internet Movie Database website at http://www.imdb.com/chart/filmnoir. Many of 
these movies can be found at popular video outlets, and most can be rented from Glebe Video 
(613-237-6252, 779  Bank Street, Ottawa), which has an extensive collection of film noir 
movies. Playing a few scenes from any of these movies in class will give the students a sense 
of the dark mood of this style, particularly the lighting and choice of locations. 
 
8. Any trip to the theatre should also involve the students being made aware of proper 
theatre etiquette while at the NAC. See the handout on page 22. 
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After Seeing the Play 
 
9. The teacher could conduct a class discussion on the following topics: 

• Style of acting chosen for this show; 
• Effect of music on the impact of the play; 
• Production aspects such as costume/set/lighting design; 
• Relevance of this material set in 1949 to today’s audiences. 

 
10. While the play is still fresh in their minds, give students the assignment of writing a review of 
The Wrong Son. Have them read reviews of other plays in the Ottawa Citizen or X Press to give 
them an idea of the standard approach to theatrical criticism. A suggested outline for writing a 
review can also be found on page 21 of this Study Guide. Another excellent guide to writing a 
review can be found on the Theatre Ontario website at 
http://theatreontario.org/content/play_reviews.htm. Students can find complete production 
information for their reviews from the house programs distributed at the matinée, or they may 
refer to page 3 of this Study Guide (“Who Helped Put the Production Together?”). The review 
should cover the following areas, in general and more specifically when merited: all design 
elements (lighting, sound, set and costumes), the performance of the actors, the direction, the 
basic narrative, the dialogue, and the central theme(s) of the script. 
 
11. Have your students suggest another medium (e.g., comic strip, TV show, etc.) for the story 
of The Wrong Son. Do they feel that the musical form best served the telling of the Nova Scotia 
story? Why or why not? Did the “noir” style help or hinder? 
 
12. “Ideas for Designing a Set” can be found online on page 12 of the NAC Study Guide for 
Earshot at http://www.nac-cna.ca/en/allaboutthenac/publications/education/earshot_guide.pdf. 
Many more ideas on designing sets, costumes, lighting, etc. can be found on the ArtsAlive 
website, http://www.artsalive.ca/en/eth/design. Examine these pages and the colour pages of 
designs found in this Study Guide and then have the students discuss choices made by the 
director or designers for The Wrong Son. Discuss use of colours, lines, shapes, or motifs in the 
set design and costume styles. 
 
13. Playwright and composer Allen Cole uses a variety of jazz styles throughout the musical 
The Wrong Son. Have the students discuss the sounds chosen for each character or situation 
and decide if they were effective in portraying character, setting and mood, or giving meaning to 
the situation. 
 
14. Check out the story board created by set/costume designer Dany Lyne by visiting 
artsalive.ca http://www.artsalive.ca/en/eth/design/storyboard.html . The story board is a scene-
by-scene compilation of photos of Dany’s model or maquette in its various “looks.” Discuss how 
the artists involved in the production of The Wrong Son might benefit from the existence of this 
creative “tool.’ Artsalive.ca stresses the collaborative nature of theatre. How many ways could a 
story board be part of a collaborative process? 
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How to Write a Play Review (See Activity 10) 
 
The review may take different approaches depending on the grade level. At the lower 
levels the focus could be largely on relating the story and making observations on 
aspects of the production. At higher levels the focus could be more comprehensive, and 
could include a critical analysis of the effects of the choices made by the director, 
designer(s), composer and actors. 

 
Here is a suggested content outline for a play review: 
 

Paragraph 1: Identify the production: give information about the play title, 
playwright, company, venue, run dates of the show. It’s also helpful to provide 
the names of some of the important people on the creative team, such as the 
director, the designer, and several actors. 
 
Paragraph 2: Provide a brief plot synopsis of the play(s), giving the sequence of 
events. (If students have been given material from the NAC’s Study Guide, they 
should be encouraged to put the synopsis into their own words. They may wish 
to reveal the surprises, plot twists and events that conclude the play.) 
 
Paragraph 3: This paragraph should include detailed observations about the set, 
costumes, lights, and music—in other words, the technical aspects of the 
production. It may also include comments on how the various elements worked 
together to achieve an overall effect, such as creating a mood and atmosphere. 
What was the overall “world” of this production, and how effectively was it 
conveyed? All judgments or opinions should be backed up with reasons for that 
decision. 
 
Paragraph 4: Share your observations on the acting and directing. Describe the 
actors’ use of voice and movement and their methods of characterization, and 
the choices made by the director to create an overall concept for the play. 
 
Paragraph 5: Summarize your overall impression of the play and how well it 
achieved what it set out to. Did it accomplish what the playwright intended? 
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The National Youth and Education Trust 

Investing in young Canadians through the performing arts: as young audiences, through 

professional training and in classrooms across the country. Supported by Founding 

Partner TELUS, SunLife Financial, True Energy Inc., Michael Potter and Véronique 

Dhieux, supporters and patrons of the National Arts Centre Gala, and the National Arts 

Centre Foundation Donors’ Circle. 
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Costume Designs for The Wrong Son – Designer: Dany Lyne 

Peg Tremble 
 

Ryle 
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View of Maquette for The Wrong Son – Designer: Dany Lyne 


