
Unraveling the Intricacies of Family and
Business in Alan Ayckbourn's "Small Family
Business"
Small Family Business, a gripping play by renowned playwright Alan
Ayckbourn, delves into the complex dynamics that arise when the lines
between family and business intertwine. This thought-provoking work
explores the delicate balance between personal relationships and
professional success, captivating audiences with its insightful portrayal of
family strife, ambition, and the lengths people will go to protect their
interests.

An Overview of the Plot

The play centers around the Burgess family, a seemingly ordinary clan
running a successful joinery business. However, beneath the surface of
their close-knit facade lies a web of hidden resentments and unspoken
truths. When the family business is threatened by a hostile takeover, the
Burgess family is forced to confront their true nature and decide what
matters most.
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The Burgess Family

Jim Burgess: The patriarch of the family, Jim is a hard-working, dedicated
businessman who has poured his heart and soul into the family business.
Driven by an insatiable ambition, he becomes increasingly ruthless as the
takeover threat looms.

Jackie Burgess: Jim's wife and the matriarch of the family, Jackie is a kind
and compassionate woman who struggles to balance her family's needs
with her husband's relentless pursuit of success.

Sam Burgess: The eldest son, Sam is an idealistic young man who
dreams of following his own path but feels obligated to stay in the family
business to fulfill his father's legacy.

Toby Burgess: The younger son, Toby is a carefree, irresponsible playboy
who resents being forced into the business world. His immaturity and
selfishness cause tension within the family.

Anita Burgess: Sam's wife, Anita is a pragmatic, ambitious woman who
harbors her own hidden agenda. Her presence in the family further strains
relationships and exposes deep-seated insecurities.

Themes Explored

Small Family Business delves into several thought-provoking themes that
resonate with audiences on a universal level:

Family Relationships vs. Business Interests
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The play explores the inherent conflict that arises when personal
connections collide with professional goals. As the Burgess family's
business teeters on the brink of collapse, the characters are forced to
grapple with the ethical implications of their decisions.

Ambition and Its Consequences

Ayckbourn's play delves into the destructive nature of unchecked ambition.
Jim Burgess's relentless pursuit of success blinds him to the impact it has
on his family and friends. The consequences of his actions serve as a
cautionary tale about the dangers of sacrificing personal happiness for
professional gain.

The Importance of Communication

Throughout the play, the lack of effective communication among the
Burgess family is a major contributing factor to their downfall. Hidden
resentments, unspoken truths, and misinterpretations create a chasm
between family members, ultimately leading to disastrous consequences.

Captivating Characters and Compelling Dialogue

Ayckbourn's characters are complex and relatable, each with their own
motivations and flaws. Their interactions are filled with wit, sarcasm, and
moments of profound emotional depth. The dialogue is sharp, incisive, and
often darkly humorous, reflecting the underlying tensions and complexities
of the family's relationships.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Small Family Business is considered a masterpiece of modern theater. It
has been performed countless times around the world, garnering critical



acclaim and numerous awards. The play has been praised for its insightful
exploration of family dynamics, its compelling characters, and its universal
themes that resonate with audiences of all ages.

Alan Ayckbourn's Small Family Business is a captivating and thought-
provoking play that offers a gripping exploration of the complex interactions
between family and business. Through its complex characters, insightful
dialogue, and universal themes, the play delves into the depths of human
relationships, ambition, and the sacrifices we make in pursuit of success.
Small Family Business is a must-read for anyone interested in
contemporary theater, family dynamics, or the human condition. Its timeless
truths and captivating storytelling will continue to resonate with audiences
for generations to come.
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