
GREETINGS!
Soon your students will be seeing The Children’s Theatre Company’s

- THE CHILDREN’S THEATRE COMPANY - REELING - 2005-2006 SEASON

2400 3rd Ave. S., Mpls, MN 55404 - 612-874-0400 -
www.childrenstheatre.org

Our goal is that this event is a memorable experience, and that it
supports your curriculum when you return to the classroom. 

Please make sure that EACH CLASSROOM that will be
attending the play has access to the Study Guide

as they prepare to see the show.

Also online: www.childrenstheatre.org
Thank you for making the arts a

priority in your school.

We look forward to seeing you!

by BARRY KORNHAUSER
directed by PETER C. BROSIUS



Soon you and your class will see REELING. at The Children’s Theatre Company, and we want
your experience in the theatre to support your curriculum and

classroom life. This Study Guide is designed to cover a broad age range, so please
glance through, choose what suits your needs and enjoy!
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Imagine a night at the movies...in 1924!
The lights go down, the curtain parts, we
hear the whir of the hand cranked camera
and the lights begin to flicker. On the
screen we read the title and our lips curl in
a smile. Our Hero is a silent movie star, the
Nobody that is Everybody, and we know
we’re in for the story that is as old - and as
new - as the human heart. Slip-on-a-
banana peel funny. A page from
American history.
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In the Classroom
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Each of the following activities builds off of the play and
suggests ways in which it can support the curriculum in your classroom.

When your class sees REELING it will be very easy for them to respond to theatrical elements. Questions
like, “How did they do that!?” are great and worth exploring. The especially wonderful thing about these
questions in the classroom is that they can be used to bridge into asking other kinds of questions.
Questions about “Why” they did that as well as “How.”  Questions like, “Why did they used to make
movies without sound?” Devote some time to tossing around responses to questions which have no right
and wrong answers.

While it may be clear that seeing REELING addresses
Arts curriculum requirements, it may be less obvious
that the experience can be used to support other
areas of the curriculum.

Language Arts: Developing three dimensional characters, story construction, i.e., beginning, middle,
and end, conflict, plus many other ideas for discussions and projects later in the guide, particularly the
pages: Everyman, I Wanna Be In Pictures, and Silence is Golden.

Mathematics: A great deal of math is involved in creating film, constructing a costume, lighting,
sound, and special effects. Topical comparisons can be made between the economy of 1924 and today,
both inside and outside the film industry. (See, for example, the page On a Date...Then and Now.)

Social Studies: Since the play is based on silent movies, a phenomenon from another time, this is a
good opportunity to use it as a springboard into several areas:

History and World relations: Notice especially the pages Silent Movie Stars, The Story 
in the Credits and the studies of communication systems in the activities around Science.

Science: REELING can start investigation into the impact of technology on our ability to communicate
whether through entertainment mediums or otherwise. Suggested topics on the pages Make Your Own
Moving Picture and We’ve Come a Long Way.

The Big Idea
Our hope is that Reeling can present the opportunity to
really think about and look at the development of com-

munication and technology.  IDEA Suggestion: Set up an
area in your classroom and have the students bring arti-
facts, books, and pictures that demonstrate the range of

communication devices and technology we use and
have used in during the long course of history.
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• It has been not even 100 years since silent movies began, but look at how far we've
come both in the advancement of film and in how the world has changed! The advancement of movies is an
excellent way to observe the historical changes in the world. Today, it's easier to e- mail a friend in Poland
than it was to call a friend across town in the era of silent films. The advances in technology and communica-
tion have had immense impact on the way we live today in what, compared to 100 years ago, must certainly
be considered a global neighborhood.  In order to bring a perspective as to how we have reached this global
neighborhood, have students brainstorm a list of methods of communication/advancements in technology that
have been developed over the course of time.  Create a timeline that locates each of the ideas.  The follow-
ing can be used as a sample list:

• What observations can you make after viewing
your time line? What was happening in the world at the time of each these inventions? Do you observe
anything that would make you think this is a true statement:  “Necessity is the mother of invention.” What was
the impact on and change in how we communicated after each of these inventions came into mainstream
usage? What other inventions/technologies were developed as a direct result of these inventions?  On the
other hand have any of these methods or systems of communication become impractical and obsolete?  

• From an economical standpoint who generally has access to the newest technologies being
developed? What influences how these technologies reach the main-
stream populations? How does lack of technology effect the poor?  Do
communities of color have equal access to technology? In what coun-
tries are technologies universally available? 

• From a global standpoint how have these technologies
impacted commerce?  How have they brought the world closer?  How
have the methods in which we receive the news of the world changed?
Who controls most of today’s media and determines how  and when we
receive news and information?

• How are inventions created? Who are the people responsi-
ble for these creations? Do you have to be a genius to invent some-
thing? What is the importance of the imagination in creation? How many
of these items were invented by someone who would not be considered
a “trained” scientist?

Printing press
Ballet
Phonograph
“Talkies” (movies with sound)
Computer animation
Radio
Television
ASL

Carrier pigeons
Smoke signals
Shadow puppets
Story cloths
Telegraph
Drums
Pony Express
Newspapers

The Sky’s the Limit!
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The following can be used as the basis for discussion in large or small groups,
as writing and/or research projects, topics for debate, ideas for creating plays

or short scenes, and as a springboard for science demonstrations.  
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Cell phone
Personal Computers
Silent Movies
Telephone
Cameras
Romeo and Juliet (the play)
West Side Story (the movie)
Shrek (the movie)

Harold Lloyd



• The changing face of language:
In the synopsis we refer to the star’s “girl Friday” What does it mean to “break for lunch,” “walk into

the sunset,” or “take a pratfall?” Even though REELING is without dialogue, it does take place in a decade -
and within an industry - that uses very specific jargon. The class can collect examples of the vernacular for
several specific decades (1924, 1950, 2005) and look at how those words have either become a part of
mainstream communication or have become obsolete?

Ask your students to think of what the definition of the word “neighborhood” might have been in the
time of the early European settlers on this continent. How has that definition broadened and expanded over
the course of time? Why is it possible for us to think about the world being one “neighborhood” today?

• Some things never change. Identify some of the things you saw in REELING that remind you that
people are all alike no matter where – or when – they live. Outline the plot and see what happens if you set
the story in various times and places.

• The first step in communicating the idea for a movie to those that will share in the
process or expense of a film is to write a “treatment.” This is often as simple as an outline of the plot with
descriptions of the characters and settings involved.

Together come up with a simple story line and then assign different small groups the task of writing a
treatment for the story in various time periods. For example, the story might be similar to Reeling: boy loves
girl, girl leaves boy, boy wins girl. Assign students to imagine different ways of telling the story in the year
300, 1800, 1920, 1960, 2005, and maybe even 3000! Emphasize in each case the use of available tech-
niques, technologies, and the sensibilities of the audience.

• Research topics:
The world of 1924
Film: an oddity or useful invention?
The origin of the movie industry
Going to the movies in 1924
The world of film:

The importance of music in film
Scenic elements in film different/similar to plays
The science and art of special effects, lighting, sound,

costumes, and makeup
Film as propaganda
Film in other countries

• How does math play a part in film making?
Investigate questions such as: 

If a completed movie is an hour and 30 minutes long how many feet 
of film is used?

How many feet per second does it take to create a live action film?
A sequence in animation? Which takes more film?

What is an “f stop;” a focal length? How is math important in these 
concepts?

How would the budget of a film made in 1924 compare to a film 
today? Which is the more efficient method?

Which is more expensive to use, film or tape?

The Sky’s the Limit Continues
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"Our invention can be exploited for a
certain time as a scientific curiosity,
but apart from that, it has no com-
mercial future whatsoever."
(Quote taken from:
http://www.csse.monash.edu.au/~pringle/silent)
An excellent site for early history of movies:
http://www.tc.umn.edu/~yahnk001/film/cinema.htm

Have your students discuss the idea
presented in this quote. It is a pow-
erful lesson in context.

First of all, why would a moving pic-
ture be considered a scientific
curiosity in 1895? 
Part of that is the science required
to make a picture move.
What does it take to make it move?
To record it? 
To project it?

Second, has this proven to be a true
statement? Why or why not?
Support the discussion with informa-
tion about the movie industry.



A Synopsis of REELING
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Consider sending this page home with students to share with their families.

• SCENE 1: We Meet Our Hero. This is the Little Fellow we recognize, in tie and collar, porkpie hat 
standing by. He never speaks, but we learn all we need to know by reading the occasional title sign. 
In this scene it could read: “He’s poor, but in love.” He is readying himself to deliver a proposal. When
he exits his room we learn a great deal about the impossibly unpredictable world he inhabits. Things 
are not always what they seem: a wall may be a backdrop, or a window a painting! But one way or 
another Our Hero will prevail.

• SCENE 1: The Proposal. We meet the Little Fellow’s Beloved, but his proposal goes awry. She can’t 
marry him. She longs to be a movie star, and she’s headed to the big city. Therefore, he is city bound 
as well, in other words, where she goes, he goes.

• SCENE 2: City Life. Our Hero is a street sweeper. He has a run in with the Big Man, a man in a hurry.
After a cat and mouse routine the Little Fellow escapes - exhausted.

• SCENE 3: Where Is He? Our Hero takes a breather when suddenly the world around him begins to 
deconstruct. Furniture is removed, the wall disappears, where is he???

• SCENE 4: In the Studio. The Little Fellow explores an empty film stage. He encounters everything 
from glue to a wind machine. Then…

• SCENE 5: Lights, Camera, Action. A glamorous film star arrives with her entourage. Lo and behold, 
his Beloved is the star’s “Girl Friday.” Our Hero is mistaken for the director. When the company 
breaks for lunch, the Little Fellow secretly films his 
girl playing a scene. Then…

• SCENE 6: The Director Arrives! The Big Man 
charges in. He is the true director of the film. Hold 
on to your hats! Chaos ensues. It’s a cavalcade of 
confusion. The outraged star walks out and Our 
Hero’s Beloved is chosen to replace her. There is a 
chase sequence that includes every classic pratfall 
in the book plus two, until against all odds we find 
the Little Fellow standing unscathed, all alone giving
the thumbs up to…

• SCENE 7: The Happy Ending.  The Little Fellow 
escapes one last time into the scene he himself 
filmed earlier and at last proposes to his girl. She 
accepts, and they walk into the sunset together as 
only Our Heroes can. The End.
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Theater is an art form that
depends on both the artists and
the audience. Every performance
is affected by the audience - how
people respond and how they act.
When you are the audience, it
depends on YOU. Each time you
come to the theater, it is like mak-
ing a promise to come inside the
world of the play we have made for
you. We agree to create a theatri-
cal world for you to visit, and you
agree to step inside it for awhile.
That agreement is the last step in
the process of making a play come
to life each performance. 

So, when you walk into a theater,
you can feel that sense of impend-
ing discovery. Something impor-
tant is about to happen. It's excit-
ing to be in the room. The stage
holds the secret of what is about to
come to life as you find the seats
reserved for you. Sometimes it is
so thrilling you want to get wiggly,
laugh, and shout. But remember
that once the play begins, every-
body in the theatre has a respon-
sibility. Everybody is part of the
play - including you. You are con-
nected with the other people in the
audience as well as the ones on
stage. They can SEE you, HEAR
you, and FEEL you; just as you
see, hear, and feel them. Your
laughter, your responses, your
attention, your imagination, and
most especially your energy, are
important. They are a real part of
the performance, and the wonder-
ful truth is that the play can be bet-
ter because of YOU.
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IF AT ALL POSSIBLE, SEE A SILENT FILM. THIS IS A RARE CHANCE TO ENJOY VISIBLE HISTORY.
Some videos available through the Hennepin County library system are:
The Art of Buster Keaton, Some of Keaton's earliest features and a number of short films that capture
Keaton's versatility and genius. Most of this material has never been released on video before.
The Chaplin Mutuals. Volume 1-3, Directed and written by Charles Chaplin. Four short silent comedy films
originally produced by Charlie Chaplin in 1916 and 1917. Silent films with music and intertitles.
Young Charlie Chaplin / WonderWorks, The story of Charlie
Chaplin's boyhood with his struggling theatrical family in
London and setting sail for America.

REELING presents an excellent opportunity for online
research. Here are some basic questions and sites which
can help answer them:

What are silent movies and who made them? 
http://www.csse.monash.edu.au/~pringle/silent 

Who is Buster Keaton?
http://www.sensesofcinema.com/contents/direc
tors/02/keaton.html

What more can I find out about silent movies?
http://www.csse.monash.edu.au/~pringle/silent
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READING ABOUT SILENT MOVIES AND THE PEOPLE WHO MADE THEM:
Buster Keaton Remembered, by Eleanor Keaton. Includes hundreds of photographs (many rarely, if ever,
seen in public) and a look at each of Keaton's films, along with a biography and other materials.
Charlie Chaplin : genius of the silent screen, by Ruth Turk. Traces the life of the legendary film star, from
his impoverished childhood in England through his years of success in motion pictures in the United States to
his exile in 1952.
Mack Made Movies, by Don Brown. A simple biography of the director whose silent films immortalized such
slapstick clowns as the Keystone Kops, Charlie Chaplin, Fatty Arbuckle, Mabel Normand, and Ben Turpin.
Silent Echoes: discovering early Hollywood through the films of Buster Keaton, by John Bengston.
Many photos of where Keaton worked in old Los Angeles. A peek at the time in which his movies were made.

THESE BOOKS ARE REMINDERS THAT STORIES ARE OFTEN TOLD WITHOUT WORDS - AND THAT THE WORLD IS OFTEN
PUT TOGETHER DIFFERENTLY THAN YOU EXPECT:

Bamboozled, by David Legge. A young girl on a visit to her granddad feels that there is something out of the
ordinary but can’t quite figure out what it is. (any age)

Look-Alikes, by Joan Steiner. A miniature metropolis is meticulously, ingeniously crafted from everyday
objects. Not what it seems at first glance! (ages 5 to 105)



MM AA II LL   TT OO ::     THE CHILDREN’S THEATRE COMPANY/2400 3RD AVE. SO. / MINNEAPOLIS, MN
55404-3597/AT T N: EDUCATION DEPT. OR EMAIL: gsmith@childrenstheatre.org
The Children's Theatre Company, which was awarded the 2003 Regional Tony Award for sustained artistic excellence, is nationally
and internationally acclaimed as America's flagship theatre for young people and families. Each year, The Children's Theatre Company's
public performances, school matinees, regional tour performances, and Theatre Arts Training Programs serve nearly 330,000 people.

Peter Brosius, Artistic Director    Teresa Eyring, Managing Director    Gregory Smith, Director of Education

This Study Guide was developed and written by Chris Kliesen Wehrman and Gregory Smith, 2005.

Illustrations are from websites mentioned throughout the Guide.
Copy or use of the materials for any but the intended classroom activities is strictly prohibited.

FEEDBACK
AS we work on re-conceptualizing our study materials
we would greatly appreciate your taking time to
register your feedback. Thank you.

I. Did using this Study Guide add to your theater experience?
Yes Some No

2. How much of the Study Guide did you use?
Didn’t have time About a quarter     All

3. Did you have easy access to the Study Guide in time to prepare?

Yes No

Comment____________________________________________________

4. What sections of the Study Guide did you find most important/helpful?
__________________________________________________________________________

6. How did the experience of preparing for the play impact you students?
_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

7. Did you spend more time working with the material BEFORE or AFTER the play?
Before After About the Same

8. Which of the following best describes you?
I teach: middle school   high school    home school

other_______________________________________________________________

Other Comments: _________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________
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