Blood Brothers paragraph practice booklet

WILLY RUSSELL'S

A booklet with questions you might find linked to the AQA GCSE specification on the play
Blood Brothers with example paragraphs of how you might answer each question. The
example paragraphs should be used as something to inspire you to write your own based on
how you’ve been taught by your teacher. They may even be something you disagree with
and wish to argue against! Each of the example paragraphs focus on ‘bullet point one’ and
you may want to vary your own paragraphs with reference to ‘bullet point two’-’elsewhere in
the play.’ This can be used as a way of practicing how you analyse language but does not
provide sufficient space for you to fully explore your ideas in the necessary quantity required
in a formal exam. Lastly, this booklet does not consider the entire structure of an essay with
formal introductions and conclusions.

All questions used have been sourced from @Team_English1 on Twitter. Since they were
downloaded over a year ago | am unable to credit the teacher who sourced them.



Contents page:

Page Number Question and model paragraph/answer space

1 How does Russell use the characters of Mickey and Eddie to explore
ideas about friendship in Blood Brothers?

2 How does Willy Russell present the theme of superstition in Blood
Brothers?

3 How does Russell present ideas about education in the play?

4 How does Russell use the characters of Mickey and Linda to explore
ideas about relationships?

5 How does Russell use the characters of Mickey and Sammy to
explore ideas about crime?

6 How does Russell present his ideas about poverty in the play?

7 How does Russell use the characters of Mickey and Eddie to explore
ideas about nature vs nurture?

8 How does Russell present ideas about class in the play?




How does Russell use the characters of Mickey and Eddie to explore ideas about
friendship in Blood Brothers?

Write about:
* how Russell presents Mickey and Eddie

* how Russell uses these characters to explore ideas about friendship.

Teacher does:

Russell uses Mickey and Eddie to show that the bond of friendship is special and can
overcome many difficulties. He also shows that friendship will be tested by external
circumstances and that these pressures often decide how friendships will end. When the
boys meet there is an instant ‘spark’ that exists and results in them becoming ‘blood
brothers.” This act takes place after the boys explore the differences in each other, ‘in
the what? The Dictionary. Don’t you know what a dictionary is?...you know the most
smashing things. Will you be my best friend?’ This conversation highlights that friendship
is often built around not caring about differences which exist between you and your
comrade. Indeed, Russell is mocking ‘differences’ and highlighting how trivial and
insignificant things such as upbringing and ‘class’ are. The boy's friendship when they
are children is used to show that we can learn from each other in society. If we listen to
people who say ‘| haven’t got to play with you,’ it will do nothing but embed and reinforce
hateful, bitter stereotypes that foster ignorant beliefs and then actions.

| do:




How does Willy Russell present the theme of superstition in Blood Brothers?
Write about:
*How superstition is presented throughout the play.

*How superstition affects the characters in the play.

Teacher does:

The theme of superstition is used by Russell in ‘Blood Brothers’ to ridicule the way ‘we the
English,” act and think. Russell’s use of superstition, associated with both mothers in this
play, perhaps covers his disdain at how we do not challenge what we are told to believe by
those in control. We allow, and listen to, superstitions and treat these unfounded beliefs as
‘normal’ and ‘real’ whilst allowing the real unbelieving things-poverty, inequality, social
injustices-to go under the radar. Never listening to or challenging these ‘real’ things. Often, in
this play, superstition is linked to religion too. This adds to the absurdity which we allow to
govern our lives. Mrs Johnstone states, ‘Jesus Christ...New shoes on the table, take them
off,” in Act 1 to Mrs Lyons before swearing on the Bible never to tell a soul that she has given
away her son to Mrs Lyons. This superstition is interesting-shoes on a table signify someone
has died or that someone will lose their job. Perhaps this superstition foreshadows the pain
that will enter Mrs. Johnstone’s life very soon. This pain is made all the more ironic as she is
the one warning Mrs Lyons to not have the shoes on the table. The fact this superstition
comes back to haunt the person who warns against it is sad; it shows that if we indulge in
these nonsensical beliefs we open ourselves to being mocked by them. Perhaps Russell
punishes Mrs. Johnstone here for believing in such ideas and not addressing the fact she is
allowing her children to grow up in mass poverty.

| do:




How does Russell present ideas about education in the play?

Write about:
* how Russell presents education.
* how education affects the characters in the play

Teacher does:

Russell’s presentation of education is linked intrinsically to the way in which our two families, the
Johnstone and the Lyons, live. The Johnstone’s, a working class council estate family, are
portrayed as having little to no interest in the education system and the way it can provide
opportunities in life. The Lyons family, clearly well educated and having been fortunate enough to
experience the benefits of a good education, are portrayed as a family which realise the
importance of education. Through the use of both families as symbols for the ‘class’ and that
classes’ ideology with regards to education, Russell is ridiculing the inequalities within the
education system; suggesting that ‘education’ has only become another way in which the
working class and middle/upper classes think differently about each other. The best example of
the difference education has on peoples’ lives is seen towards the end of Act 2. Mickey has
returned from University and wants to party. He says, in an argument with Mickey, ‘Why...why is
a job so important?’ whereas Mickey, who previously detested the monotony of his factory job,
having lost it, claims, ‘I'd crawl back to that job for half the pay and double the hours.” The stark
difference in how both men think about their jobs is because of the education they were afforded
as youngsters. This is not to be confused with the importance of education itself. Rather, Russell
is showing us that education and equality of education affords us the luxury of choice when we
are older. Without education, we will not be given the same range of choices that allow us some
flexibility in how we wish to live.

| do:




How does Russell use the characters of Mickey and Linda to explore ideas about
relationships?

Write about:
*How Mickey and Linda are presented.

*How their relationship changes throughout the play.

Teacher does:

Mickey and Linda are used by Russell to show us that relationships rely on much
more than love. Both are undoubtedly ‘in love’ with each other from a young age.
However this ‘love’ is only so strong. Without other, more practical, components that
are brought to a relationship by both parties then it will be harder to maintain the
bond you have with a partner. This is seen in the argument between the pair at the
end of Act 2. Mickey is addicted to prescription pills and ‘can’t do without them.”’
Linda, emotively, returns that she ‘needs him...but can’t even see,” Mickey when he
is on them. This argument encapsulates how a relationship needs more than love.
Mickey feels worthless and without a purpose as he has no job and is unable to care
for his family. He loves Linda but feels emasculated that he is unable to provide a life
for his family that he is proud of. As a result he turns to drugs to remove himself from
this situation-to be ‘invisible.” Despite being unreservedly loved by Linda it is not
enough to help Mickey get out of his head. All the love in the world will not cure the
internal doubts that Mickey has of himself and brings to the relationship.

| do:




How does Russell use the characters of Mickey and Sammy to explore ideas about
crime?

Write about:
* how Russell presents Mickey and Sammy.

* how crime is presented in the play.

Teacher does:

Russell uses the brothers Mickey and Sammy to show the dangers crime wields to those
who have got nothing better to do or who feel they have no other option to turn to in life.
Sammy, from a young age, is almost destined to a life of crime. As a child he ‘wees
straight through the letterbox’ of his next door neighbours but this ‘harmless’ fun turns
into burning the ‘school down,” before shooting the cashier on New Years Eve. The life
of crime and doing ‘wrong’ or ‘naughty’ things always seems to have been what Sammy
has done and here Russell wants us to explore why this was and how this comes to be
for so many young people. Arguably, Russell is showing us how committing naught acts
that go unpunished as a child will lead to a life of crime. In a way he is blaming Mrs.
Johnstone. Perhaps if she chastised Sammy for these actions as a child he would not
have pushed the boundaries of what ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ behaviour is so far. What is more
likely, however, is that Russell is showing us what happens when there is a disparity
between families and communities in society. If we do not give help to those who need it
most, like Mrs. Johnstone, then perhaps it is us, society, that feeds this cycle of crime.

| do:




How does Russell present his ideas about poverty in the play?

Write about:

*How poverty is presented.
*How poverty affects the characters in the play.

Teacher does:

Russell shows us how ‘poverty’ has a huge influence on the way people are able to
live their lives in his play Blood Brothers. Through the Johnstone family we see that
poverty traps the children from having access to basic necessities in life (such as
milk) as well as to other, enviable, ‘luxuries’ like ‘a bike.” The Lyons family do not live
in poverty and whilst they are not necessarily any happier than the Johnstone family,
they at least have the means to help them solve their problems in a way the
Johnstone family do not. Amongst all this Russell shows that the government
perpetuate the problem of poverty by allowing those who reside in it to dig deeper
into it, never offering a sustainable and long term solution to the problem of poverty.
The solution to this would be quality education that would provide the opportunity for
the kids to have more choices as they grow up but this did not, and arguably has not,
ever fully materialised.

| do:




How does Russell use the characters of Mickey and Eddie to explore ideas about
nature vs nurture?

Write about:

» how Russell presents Mickey and Eddie.
* how the characters are affected by their environment.

Teacher does:

Russell uses the twins to show that our nature and how we are nurtured are both significant
in the life we lead and, | feel, shows how ‘nurture’ has more of an impact on this than nature.
| think this because despite Eddie clearly inheriting the same nature as his twin, ‘Adolf
Hitler!...I'd much rather live here,” and having a desire to be like Mickey he eventually takes
advantage of the opportunities afforded to him because of how he was nurtured. We of
course cannot blame him for this, it is human instinct, who does not want a ‘better’ life or to
avail of ‘better’ opportunities? But by Eddie returning from University with his laissez faire
attitude to life and the value of money, ‘live like a bohemian, tilt my hat to the world and say
‘screw you’,” we witness that our nature can eventually be moulded to fit the environment we
wish to take part in. In a way this is sad. In Act 1 the friendship the boys develop shows how
nature wins over nurture. However this romantic idea is dashed by Russell in the end, and it
was important that it was dashed. It shows us that yes, our nature is vital in determining who
we are in life but how this is nurtured will determine whether or not we develop this how it
was intended to be.

| do:




How does Russell present ideas about class in the play?

Write about:
*How class is presented.
*How the characters are impacted by their class.

Teacher does:

Through the characters of Mrs Lyons and Mrs Johnstone we see Willy Russell had strong convictions
about the stereotypes of working class and middle class people and the lives they should lead. His
portrayal of these characters, something enhanced by his own working class upbringing in Liverpool,
as a reflection of their class with stereotypical characteristics (impoverished, uneducated for Mrs
Johnstone and the well spoken, sophisticated Mrs Lyons) is underpinned by a shared sense of
desperation and loneliness. This suggests how Russell felt that regardless of the class you ‘exist in’
we all, as humans, crave a sense of belonging and purpose. Indeed, throughout the entire play
Russell only ever portrays Mrs Johnstone in a manner which gains pity and nothing more; which is
unfortunate given her circumstances. Rather than being left with a burning passion to save this self
destructive character, | am convinced an audience would have been left feeling angry at how she was
representing the ‘working class’ as it was often these characteristics she displayed (particularly in Act
One) which did nothing for the reputation of those that were in fact looking for work. Her inability to
pay the milkman on time, ‘Next week, next week! Next week never arrives around here!” as well as
getting into debt and trouble with collectors (coupled with her seemingly inability to appropriately and
responsibly conceive and bring children into the world) are examples of how an audience would have
been left feeling angry. Russell is using these instances to mock the government and their decisions
rather than using them to mock the working class. It is a message to say this will be the result of your
short sighted decisions and in many Northern Cities especially, we see this to be true.

| do:




