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eccleshare, thomas. instructions for correct Assembly, dir. Hamish pirie. perf. Mark Bonnar, 
Jane Horrocks, Brian vernel. Jerwood downstairs, royal Court theatre, london. 15th May 
2018. performance (theatre).

Conquering death is a well-worn Science Fiction trope, with the progression of modern 
technology making it a fixed if yet unrealised desire in the realm of empirical science. We only have 
to look at the quasi-scientific field of cryonics – the freezing of a body after death – to see how 
Science Fiction ideas of machine-extended life have begun to intersect with emergent technology, 
offering hope (however desperate and futile) to those near their end. But what role can technology 
play for those left behind? When a loved one is lost to us, can the process of grief and healing 
be sped up, countered, or even eliminated by emergent scientific discoveries? And what are the 
ramifications of technology intruding on such personal and traumatic times? These are the primary 
themes in Thomas Eccleshare’s latest play Instructions for Correct Assembly, which received its world 
premiere in April 2018 at London’s Royal Court Theatre. It continues the Court’s recent investment in 
Science Fiction plays, having championed work such as Jennifer Haley’s virtual-reality crime drama 
The Nether (2015) and Alistair McDowall’s Plutonian horror show X (2016). Commenting on this 
trend, artistic director Vicky Featherstone notes that numerous playwrights “have become more 
interested in using science fiction to imagine a different future” (Sawyer n.p.), resulting in a surge of 
plays interrogating contemporary society via speculative strange frontiers. Eccleshare’s Instructions 
is no exception.

The play follows Max and Hari, a couple whose substance-abusing son, Nick, recently died, 
prompting them to try again. This time, however, as the Court’s marketing explains “they’ve got 
a 30-day money back guarantee and an easy-to-follow construction manual.” This is Eccleshare’s 
satirical vision of parenting in the near future – some assembly required. The result is Jån, a near-
perfect physical representation of Nick, minus the addictions and resultant problems that lead to his 
death. Inevitably, this only further prolongs Max and Hari’s grief, as they wrestle with the dichotomy 
between their late, troubled but altogether human son and the safe, sanitised, and inescapably false 
persona of Jån.

Notions of what it means to be human have been played out across various media, and 
even the theatre – typically behind the curve in Science Fiction – has already tapped this particular 
vein, with Alan Ayckbourn as the most recognisable proponent, mixing the human and the robotic 
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in both Henceforward… (1987) and Comic Potential (1998). No doubt aware of this heritage, 
Eccleshare seems content to remain within the standard comedic/realist template of an Ayckbourn 
domestic drama, and he has fun lampooning ideas of perfection, designer babies, and modern 
parenting. Jån is a cheap, off-the-shelf model, and as such is prone to the odd defect – such as 
spouting far-right ideology and nonchalantly discussing sex with prostitutes over the dinner table 
– but in the perfect world of robotic teenagerhood, Max and Hari only have to press a button to 
make his conversation bland and inoffensive. On stage, this is an amusing and constantly rewarding 
conceit, and Eccleshare contrasts the polite awkwardness of his human characters and the oblivious 
directness of the android figure to great effect, exposing the fault lines in this average British couple 
when problematic subjects such as sex and politics are discussed with such aplomb by the unwitting 
Jån. Furthermore, at the accidental press of the wrong switch, Jån’s whole personality undergoes 
comical rewrites, moving from condescending to camp to cockney geezer – each amplifying the 
comical, boggle-eyed horror of his new parents.

Yet Eccleshare is also unafraid to suggest more disturbing questions. Jån offers a poignant 
reminder to Max and Hari that despite the physical similarity, he is not their son, forcing them 
(and ourselves) to reflect on the intrusion of technology in our daily lives, to the point – as here 
– that it cannot replicate a life lost, and can only lengthen the grieving process. Indeed, as the 
disparity between Jån and his human failings become clear, we cannot help but wonder whether 
his behavioural quirks are merely the result of faulty programming, or whether he functions as 
we perpetually fear that devices like Amazon’s Alexa or Google’s Home might – always listening, 
absorbing our misspoken phrases and implicit biases, and reflecting them back at us. Ultimately, 
Eccleshare pushes us to ask how Jån lives and how he learns – and if he does, what are we teaching 
him?

Perhaps the most intriguing aspect of Ecceleshare’s script – one which the Royal Court 
production chooses to minimise – is Max and Hari’s eventual decision to hack their own bodies, 
bodging together the remains of a now-deactivated Jån with their physical selves. The text is both 
playful and ambiguous here – there is much talk of disabling the sense of smell on bin night and 
toning down the hearing for a more peaceful evening, but no descriptions of exactly how Max and 
Hari go about this post-human transformation, aside from their decision to do it in the bathroom as 
it would be easier to wash away the blood; a moment of domestic sensibility amongst the implied 
body horror. Eccleshare, no doubt mischievously aware of the challenges of staging such moments, 
is thus happy to deputise his director and cast in making the ultimate decisions in performing these 
scenes. It is therefore something of a pity that this production chooses to cut the vast majority of 
the text relating to this section, instead relying solely on one short scene with Max and Hari wearing 
slightly blooded head bandages to convey the innate changes they have chosen to self-administer. 
Intriguing notions around the merits or perils of Posthumanism, and theatrical expressions of the 
cyborg, are thus sadly reduced, though there remains much that could be exploited in future 
productions.

Elsewhere, the production is happy to convey the more Science Fictional aspects of the 
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play with effective if crude theatrical trickery – a desk with angled mirrors allowing the ‘disembodied’ 
head of Jån to talk, a fake hand ‘detached’ from the body, and so on. Such moments are transparently 
stagey – if we were being uncharitable, we would call it gimmickry, and a braver production might 
have found less tangible and more expressive means of performing the non-human (indeed, 
Eccleshare’s script encourages this). However, these scenes are carried off with enough charm and 
a degree of self-awareness to render them amusing as opposed to incongruous. Director Hamish 
Pirie amps up the dissonance between the human and non-human with scene changes featuring 
stereotypical robotic lurching from his cast, and a literal conveyer-belt approach to props and 
furniture – a theatrical reminder of the strange, cyborg insertions into this conventional suburban 
family drama. As Max and Hari, Mark Bonnar and Jane Horrocks capture the subtleties of the couple’s 
trauma as much through their shared looks and small silences as they do through dialogue, while 
Brian Vernel doubles as both Jån and the late Nick, giving a superb performance that by necessity 
vacillates between the human and the robotic, the tender and confrontational, the recognisable and 
the strange. Ample support is offered by Michele Austin, Jason Barnett, and Shaniqua Okwok, the 
family friends who provide a reflection of what Max, Hari, and Nick could perhaps have been, and 
whom Jån can never truly emulate.

Family dynamics, then, form the heart of Instructions, with the robotic Jån offering a 
distinct if not entirely unique angle on the story. Indeed, while this may not be a ground-breaking 
production, it is nevertheless refreshing to see such questions played out on the stage, where the 
liveness and immediacy of the performance allows us to find answers in the smallest of moments, 
be it a shared look between grieving parents, or in Jån’s innocent, perplexed expressions. More 
than the comically disrupted dinner party or the occasional bout of random robotic expletives, it is 
these smaller, tender moments that fully realise the play’s exploration of trauma, tragedy, and the 
role of technology in soothing or exploiting these emotions. In terms of both theatre and Science 
Fiction, then, Eccleshare’s play remains relatively tame in its structure and style, but makes a valid 
and engaging contribution to the growing field of urgent, speculative dramas emerging across 
contemporary performance.
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