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Myth in Mary Poppins

The character of Neleus, son of Poseidon, 
reemerged from the pages of mythology in a 
story called “The Marble Boy” in Mary Poppins 
Opens the Door. According to Greek mythology, 
Poseidon abandons Neleus before he is born. In 
the P.L. Travers story, however, Neleus is part of 
a family of ancient statues overlooking a cliff in 
Greece, and is separated from Poseidon when he 
is packed up and shipped away to a British park. 
There he meets Mary Poppins and the Banks 
children and is magically brought to life:

“What is your father’s name? Where is he?” Jane was almost 
bursting with curiosity.

“Far away. In the Isles of Greece. He is called the King of the 
Sea.” As he spoke, the marble eyes of Neleus brimmed slowly up 
with sadness. 

In the musical Mary Poppins, Neleus’s yearning for 
his far-away father is used to parallel Jane and 
Michael’s longing for their own who has distanced 

himself emotionally from them. With the help of Mary Poppins’s magic, at show’s end, both 
Neleus and the Banks children are happily reunited with their fathers. 

As for how P.L. Travers came up with the idea for Neleus: There is a statue in London’s Hyde 
Park called “Boy with Dolphin” which looks very much as Neleus is described in “The Marble 
Boy.” The statue was sculpted in 1862 and it is possible that Travers saw it whenever she 
strolled through the park.

BEYOND THE STAGE

“Boy with Dolphin” in London’s Hyde Park

Mary Poppins continued to fly to stages across the country on the Mary Poppins national tour. At 
the core of all the incredible stage spectacle is a simple story about the coming together of a family. 
It is this emotional center, along with Mary’s magic, that allows these characters to transcend 
generations – across books, film, and theatrical productions. Associate Director of Disney’s 
Broadway, international, and touring productions, Anthony Lyn explains the enduring appeal of  Mary 
Poppins: “In all honesty, the show is full of heart. It’s about change and the parents, and the children, 
about that bond and imagination. I don’t mind saying so: It moves me still.” 
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BEYOND THE STAGE

Journal Activity: Ask students to reflect on various adaptations they have encountered in popular 
culture across media (books, movies, stage shows, etc.). Which examples were successful, which 
were not, and why? Is the act of adaptation detrimental in any way to the original source material or 
do adaptations breathe new life into old stories?

Musical Storytelling

More than merely ornamental, the music in Mary Poppins is fully integrated into the story of the play. 
In this activity, students will investigate how music serves a dramatic function in Mary Poppins.

Have students brainstorm the general functions of songs in musicals. Gather students in small 
groups and assign each group a different song to examine. Provide students with lyrics from 
the songs, and ask them to do a close textual reading. As groups, they will answer the following 
questions: 

• Does the song introduce us to the world of the play or provide exposition?

• Does the song further the plot or present a dramatic conflict, and how does it accomplish this?

• Does the song help us understand a character’s emotional life, wants, or objectives, and if so, 
how? 

• What atmosphere does the song evoke? 

• Does the song comment upon the themes of the play, and if so, which themes and how? 

Ask one member of each group to share their findings and then listen to a recording of the song as a 
class. Repeat with each group. 

Students should revisit their adapted scenes from the last exercise. Where in their scene might they 
add a song, and how would it function? Ask them to try their hand at writing lyrics for this new song.

Journal Activity: What can music add to a story onstage? Did your close examination of the lyrics 
change the way you felt about the song or how you heard it when it was played aloud for the whole 
class? Did you learn anything new about how the song functions after listening to it rather than just 
reading the lyrics? 
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BEYOND THE STAGE

SOCIAL STUDIES: The World of Mary Poppins

Use this activity to open up the historical world of Mary Poppins and deepen understanding through 
research. 

Ask students to gather information on Edwardian England looking specifically at any two of the 
following topics: social welfare, social class structure, the role of women in society, and parenting. 
Form small groups and allow students to share what research they have gathered. Ask them to 
consider the following: 

• How does Mary Poppins engage with the two social issues they have chosen? 

• In what ways are the topics woven into the domestic drama of the Banks family? 

• How is the play commenting on the issues of the era? 

• Does its story challenge popular ideas of the time or support the status quo of Edwardian 
England? What does the audience learn about these topics through the play?

Ask the students in each group to pick one topic to present to the class through a scene of 
improvisation. For example, they might stage an improv scene between a traditional Edwardian 
nanny and her young charges or between suffragettes at a rally for women’s rights. 

Status Game

Discuss how Edwardian English society was divided into distinct social classes. Use the information 
provided in this handbook as a starting point, and ask students to bring in their own research. What 
are some of the factors that might influence where a person falls on the hierarchy of society (upper 
class, upper middle class, working class, and lower class)? Identify which class each of the characters 
in Mary Poppins belongs to. How does class influence behavior between the characters? Ask students 
to consider how wealth, age, gender, power, and respect are used to define a person’s status, but also 
how those factors set up a hierarchy within each class itself.

Write down each of the different Edwardian classes on separate index cards and shuffle them. 
Allow participants to draw cards to determine their class, but ask them to keep their selections to 
themselves. Ask them to pretend they are now on a street in Edwardian England acting in character 
according to their status. Ask the student audience to take note of interactions between the student 
actors. After a few minutes, ask the audience to line up the actors from highest class to lowest before 
asking the actors to reveal their cards. Did the student audience get it right? What observations 
helped the audience identify class? Did any stereotypes of class emerge? How is gender performed in 
each class? How did the actors use their status to inform their character? 
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BEYOND THE STAGE

Journal Activity: Ask each student to write a diary entry as a member of one of the classes in 
Edwardian England. What are some of their everyday activities? Who might they encounter from 
different classes, and how would they interact? What do they do for fun? What pressures do they 
face? 

SCIENCE: Let’s Go Build a Kite

Property designers often make scaled drawings of the objects that will be created for use onstage 
during a show. With the construction and aesthetic specifications mapped out on paper, the design 
can be fabricated in the scene shop. In this activity, students will design their own kites by creating a 
scaled and colored drawing.  

Discuss different designs for kites: diamond, box, sled, delta, and so on. Ask students to research 
these designs and then create their scaled drawings. Simple kite designs utilizing easy-to-find 
materials can be found all over the Internet. Ensure that they list measurements, specify materials, 
and give thought to how the kite will fly. In the end, their drawings should be so detailed that 
someone can pick up the designs and craft the kites. 

Though the kites onstage in Mary Poppins fly with the help of rigging, kites flown outside are subject 
to a number of scientific forces. In order to send a kite soaring, its design and construction must be 
carefully considered. As a heavier-than-air object, a kite relies on the lift created when wind moves 
across its surface area to stay aloft. Though the kites that the students create will look different, 
each one is subject to four forces that affect flight: lift, drag, weight, and thrust. Discuss and define 
these forces. Once the students have completed their kites, pick a windy day to take them on a test 
flight. 

Advanced: Once their kites are off the ground, ask your students to determine the altitude of their 
kites by drawing upon their math skills. Detailed instructions on how to determine a kite’s graphical 
maximum altitude can be found on NASA’s website:  
www.grc.nasa.gov/WWW/k-12/airplane/kitehigh.html 
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BEYOND THE STAGE

COMMUNITY CONNECTIONS

After spending hours in the rehearsal room, it’s finally time to share your creative team’s production 
of Mary Poppins with audiences of all ages. Further the show’s impact by inviting area elementary and 
middle school students to your performances and consider adding supplemental public programing. 
There are many benefits to reaching out to your local community. These can include cultivating 
leadership skills in your cast and crew, introducing younger students to the themes of the play and 
the creative process of theater itself, as well as fostering a community that is engaged more deeply 
and personally in the arts.

Community Outreach Ideas:

• Schedule a student matinee and invite local elementary and middle schools.

• Schedule a “family night” with special pricing or activities for families. For example, set up a 
“build a kite” station in the lobby with supplies for audience members to construct mini kites, 
or provide pictures of kites for younger kids to color.  

• Consider asking your creative team to make a study guide for elementary and middle school 
students attending the play. What should they know before seeing the show, and how can 
dramaturgical information (cultural and historical context) deepen their experience of the 
play? 

Some contents of the guide can include:

• A glossary of British terms and historical references used in the play. 

• Background information about Edwardian England and social classes. 

• Classroom activities exploring the themes of the play. For example, the status game in this 
handbook can be modified for a middle school classroom.

Coordinate a visit to elementary and middle school classes that will attend the show. Student 
actors can share their enthusiasm for performance as well as answer questions about the 
artistic process of staging Mary Poppins. Workshop visits can include participatory elements 
such as teaching a short dance step to students while explaining the art of storytelling through 
movement.  

Set up an informative lobby display that highlights dramaturgical material about the world of the 
play. To further engage younger audience members, consider creating an interactive element 
in the lobby. For example, members of the cast can greet and engage spectators in character, 
shedding light upon the time period and the class system of Edwardian England before the show.
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RESOURCES

AUDITION RESOURCES

Games for Jane and Michael

Here are a few examples of what was devised for the Jane and Michael Broadway auditions:

• An ordinary object (like a highlighter) is passed around. Each child is asked to mime something 
with the object while the rest of the children guess what it is. 

• The children are divided into two teams. They are given the following instructions: “If I was 
in an airplane flying overhead, this is what I want to see.” Then something is named – for 
example, a giant capital “N.” The children then lie on the ground and create that image. This is 
an excellent test to see which children have good leadership skills. 

• The children are assembled in teams of two. The first child observes the second child for 30 
seconds, trying to notice everything about her. Then, both are told to stand back-to-back 
while the second child changes three things about his appearance. Once the adjustments are 
made, they turn to face each other again. The first child is then asked to tell everyone what 
has changed. This exercise determines how much information each child can retain as well as 
how observant she is. 

• The children are asked to walk or run. Then, they are asked to change directions (as well as to 
walk or run) and then to change directions again. This can be done for several minutes, to see 
how well and quickly they take instruction. 

DIALECT RESOURCES

When learning a dialect, the Internet provides a wealth of material. How-to videos for just about any 
accent in existence can be found on YouTube. Listed below are some helpful websites:

•  British Library Sound Archive: http://sounds.bl.uk/Accents-and-dialects  
Contains audio clips and oral histories from five different archives, including the Survey 
of English Dialects and BBC Voices. Scroll down to “View by” for access to hundreds of 
recordings sorted by county, date, or as clickable options on a sound map.  

•  IDEA (International Dialects of English Archive): www.dialectsarchive.com 
Created by a dialect coach in 1997, this website contains dozens of samples of dialects from 
all over the globe – over 90 examples from England alone.  

It is also extremely useful when learning an accent to stay in character during the length of rehearsal. 
For the Broadway and touring companies of Mary Poppins, the longer everyone maintained their 
accents, the more solid they became.
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RESOURCES

MARY POPPINS-RELATED RESOURCES 

MTI ShowSpace: www.mtishowspace.com
A free online forum that allows show licensees to share advice, photos, design ideas, and more. 

Mary Poppins Education Series: www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL90E7F7094B88D11F
This 10-part series on YouTube covers everything from the literary inspiration for the Broadway 
musical, its music, movement, and characters to playing Jane and Michael Banks. It should be the first 
stop for research. 

P.L. Travers’s Mary Poppins series: Read the books that were the inspiration for the film and 
Broadway show. The musical was adapted from the first three of the eight books in P.L. Travers’s 
series. Here is a list of them all: 

Mary Poppins (1934)
Mary Poppins Comes Back (1935)
Mary Poppins Opens the Door (1943)
Mary Poppins in the Park (1952)
Mary Poppins From A to Z (1962)
Mary Poppins in the Kitchen (1975)
Mary Poppins in Cherry Tree Lane (1982)
Mary Poppins and the House Next Door (1988)

Anything Can Happen If You Let It: The Story Behind the Journey from Books to Broadway: Brian Sibley 
and Michael Lassell’s book contains a wealth of images and stories about the creation of the Mary 
Poppins books, the Disney film, and the stage productions.

The Secret Life of Mary Poppins: www.youtube.com/watch?v=aai-fqmH0IE
An hour-long documentary about P.L. Travers.

Mary Poppins, She Wrote: The Life of P.L. Travers: Valerie Lawson explores Travers’s life and the 
mythological and literary influences on her writing in this 2013 book.
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RESOURCES

HISTORICAL RESOURCES

Every Woman’s Encyclopedia, Vol. 6: https://archive.org/details/everywomansencyc06londuoft
This fascinating source of material about women’s life from 1910-1912 contains a wealth of 
information on everything from clothing, hair, furniture, children’s dances, and etiquette to an article 
entitled  “Married Women Who Earn Money,” which discusses arguments for and against the idea of 
married women earning a living. Chockfull of photos and illustrations, this encyclopedia is a valuable 
glimpse into the mindset of the Edwardian woman. 

LongAgo.com: www.longago.com/edwardianwomen.html
If you a looking for patterns for women’s clothing (including corsets) of the Edwardian era, check out 
this website. There is also a link to Harper House Bookstore, which sells books on costuming of all 
eras. 

Edwardian Promenade: www.edwardianpromenade.com
Novelist Evangeline Holland has a website dedicated to this era in history, as well as a portal for the 
popular television shows Downton Abbey and Mr. Selfridge, which partially take place during this era. 
Use the search function on the right side of the page to locate specific topics of interest, such as 
Edwardian women’s or men’s fashion. The Resources page has a section on Edwardian era-themed 
films. 

Glamor Daze: http://glamourdaze.com
Looking for the perfect hairstyle for Mrs. Banks? This comprehensive website breaks down fashion, 
hair, and makeup by decade.

Fashion Era: www.fashion-era.com/the_society_hostess.htm
This site has a great deal of information on Edwardian fashion – the S-bend corset, the cut of 
Edwardian skirts, dressing for a society dinner, and ladies’ maids. 

Bricks and Brass: www.bricksandbrass.co.uk
On this website dedicated to period British houses, a search for “Edwardian” will turn up many useful 
results, complete with images and historical information, of particular relevance to your set and 
props designers and actors. 

Edwardian England: A Guide to Everyday Life: Evangeline Holland’s clearly organized catalogue of life 
in Edwardian England.

Nanny Knows Best: A History of the British Nanny: Katherine Holden explores the centuries-long 
tradition of nannies and how their role has changed over the years.
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RESOURCES
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