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WELCOME

Dear Educators, 

Bring Down the House is, quite possibly, the most exciting play this season that people have 
never heard of. As an adaptation of the Henry VI trilogy, it focuses on the War of the Roses, a 
period that I remember studying in my European history class. However, the Henry VI plays 
were written early in Shakespeare’s career and are considered some of his weakest plays, so 
they are rarely produced. Since Bring Down the House is specifically an adaptation of three 
plays into two, it distills down the most important and compelling pieces of Shakespeare’s 
work into a shorter story. 

Also noteworthy, this production features an all-female cast starring in a history play, which 
are more often all male with one or two token female characters. In casting all women for 
this play, we get a different sense of the play and the politics than we might get with a 
traditional cast. As audience members, we also get to witness a showcase of some of the 
best Seattle actresses starring in this story about intrigue, power, and a country divided. 

When Seattle Shakespeare Company first partnered with the upstart crow collective to 
produce this play over a year ago, it felt timely to create a production about the strife that 
can come to a nation when it has a weak leader, resentment brewing in its citizens, and deep 
divisions in its political structure. After a year of the most contentious presidential campaign 
in my memory, this tale from history seems all the more relevant. 

I hope you and your students will enjoy Bring Down the House, parts 1 and 2, and that it 
will spark conversation about both the historical context of the War of the Roses, and the 
contemporary context of today.

Best,
Michelle Burce
Education Director

seattleshakespeare.org/education
206-733-8228 ext. 251 or education@seattleshakespeare.org

PRODUCTION SPONSORS
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PLOT SYNOPSIS: PART 1 CHARACTER LIST
Henry V of House Lancaster has died. As England mourns, the 
dukes of Gloucester, Warwick, and Beaufort lament Henry’s 
passing and fear that his son, Henry VI, will not be able to 
rule during such a tumultuous time. News soon comes of the 
losses of many of their French territories, which the late King 
had fought hard to gain.

Henry VI soon shows himself to be a weak and ineffective 
ruler. Things are thrown into even more tumult when a quarrel 
breaks out between Richard Duke of York and the Duke of 
Somerset. They each demand that the lords choose a colored 
rose as a sign of allegiance to their sides; red for Lancaster and 
white for York. The dukes of Warwick and Salisbury come to 
York’s side and York reveals his belief that he, not Henry VI, is 
the rightful heir to the throne. York then details the history of 
the English monarchy, specifically the deposition of Richard II 
by Henry Bolingbroke, who became Henry IV. York himself is 
descended from Edward III, Richard II’s grandfather, and thus 
believes the throne should be his. The English court soon 
explodes into chaos with York’s followers fighting against 
Henry VI’s supporters. 

As conflict rages both in England and abroad, the Earl of 
Suffolk arranges a marriage between Henry and Princess 
Margaret of Anjou. Suffolk is Margaret’s lover and hopes to 
control the king through her. The pair’s main obstacle is 
Humphrey, the Duke of Gloucester, who is Lord Protector 
and one of Henry’s most trusted advisors. Suffolk, Margaret, 
and Beaufort plot Humprey’s ruin. Humphrey’s wife, Eleanor, 
also has designs on the throne and is manipulated by one 
of Suffolk’s spies to dabble in witchcraft in order to aid her 
plans. She is arrested and banished. Suffolk then accuses 
Humphrey of treason and has him imprisoned. Humphrey is 
then assassinated by Suffolk’s men. Henry banishes Suffolk for 
his actions, despite Margaret’s protestations. Before Suffolk 
can leave the country, he is murdered and beheaded by 
supporters of Humphrey.

York makes his move to turn the people against Henry and 
claim the throne as he own. As he is in Ireland, he hires Jack 
Cade to stage a popular revolt to truly see where the people’s 
loyalty lies. Cade’s rebellion is successful and Henry’s hold on 
throne is in serious danger.

HOUSE LANCASTER

Henry VI, King of England

Margaret, Queen of England

Prince Edward, son of Henry and Margaret, Prince of Wales

Humphrey, Henry VI’s uncle, Duke of Gloucester, Lord Protector 

Eleanor, Humphrey’s wife, a Duchess of Gloucester

Suffolk, an Earl (and later a Duke)

Old Clifford, a lord

Young Clifford, Old Clifford’s son

Buckingham, Duke of Buckingham

Beaufort, Henry VI’s great uncle, Exeter’s brother, a Bishop (and 
later a Cardinal)

Somerset, an Earl (and later a Duke of Somerset)

Exeter, Henry VI’s great uncle, Beaufort’s brother, Duke of Exeter

Basset, a Lancaster supporter

HOUSE YORK

York, father of Edward IV, George, and Richard III, Duke of York

Edward IV, York’s son, an Earl, (later Duke of York, then King)

Lady Grey, Edward IV’s wife, (later Queen of England)

George, York’s son, Duke of Clarence

Richard III, York’s son, (later Duke of Gloucester, then King)

Rutland, York’s youngest son

Salisbury, Warwick’s father, Earl of Salisbury

Warwick, Salisbury’s son, Earl of Warwick

Vernon, a York supporter

Jack Cade, a commoner and rebel

OTHERS

King Louis XI, King of France

Lady Bona, King Louis’s siter

John Hume, an English priest



Illustration of the father and son tragedy in Act 2 by H.C. Selous (1830).
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PLOT SYNOPSIS : PART 2 
Having led a successful rebellion against the crown, Jack Cade 
sets himself up as mayor of London. But Henry sends Old 
Clifford to parley with Cade and he successfully turns Cade’s 
followers against him. Cade is killed. 

York arrives in England with an Irish army, declaring he has 
arrived to protect the King from the two-faced Somerset. On the 
fields of St. Albion, he is met by Buckingham and swears he will 
disband his army if Somerset is arrested for treason. Buckingham 
swears Somerset is already in prison, but his lie is exposed when 
Margaret arrives with Somerset at her side. The King arrives and 
York is placed under arrest. York’s supporters free him, calling 
him the legitimate heir to the throne. The two sides join in battle, 
and during the course of the fighting, York kills Old Clifford and 
Somerset is killed by York’s son, Richard. With York victorious, 
Margaret, Henry, and their supporters flee for London.

York and his supporters reach London, and York seats himself 
on the throne. Henry, Margaret, and their supporters enter 
and confront York as to who is the rightful king. Henry uses his 
direct bloodline, while York uses his tie to Richard II. Desperate 
to end the fighting, Henry names York his heir and swears that 
after his death the crown will pass on to the house of York. 
This act disinherits Henry’s own son Edward, and is met with 
anger by Margaret and his supporters, who promptly abandon 
him. Margaret declares war on the Yorkists and is supported by 
Young Clifford, who wishes to avenge the death of his father, 
and the Duke of Buckingham.

Margaret and her forces attack York’s castle in Wakefield, and 
the Yorkists suffer a devastating loss. During the battle, Young 
Clifford kills Rutland, York’s twelve-year old son. York himself 
is captured and tortured by Margaret and Young Clifford. 
Margaret gives him a handkerchief soaked in Rutland’s blood 
and puts a paper crown on his head. York defies them both 
and is executed by both Clifford and Margaret. York’s remaining 
sons, Edward, George, and Richard, are visited by Rutland’s 
ghost, who bears news of their father’s death. Warwick comes 
in bearing news that Margaret’s forces are on the attack to finish 
the house of York at York itself.

At the Battle of Towton, Henry and Margaret’s forces face off 
against York’s sons and their supporters. During the battle, Henry 
sees the deaths of fathers by sons and sons by fathers, as the war 
has split the country so severely that family members are fighting 
each other. The Yorkists are victorious and Margaret, Henry, and 
Prince Edward are forced to flee. Young Clifford dies. Edward is 
crowned king and he makes his brother George the Duke of 
Clarence, and his last brother Richard the Duke of Gloucester. 

The newly crowned Edward IV gives an audience to Lady 
Elizabeth Grey, whose lands have been taken from her following 
the death of her husband. The king, smitten by her beauty, 
resolves to marry her, even though Clarence and Gloucester are 
against it. News arrives that Henry has been captured. Alone, 
Richard of Gloucester expresses his desire to gain the throne.

In France, Margaret and her son, Prince Edward, have flown to 
the court of Louis XI. The Earl of Warwick meets them, wishing 
to switch his allegiance to Henry again. As a sign of his good 
faith, he proposes a marriage between Prince Edward and his 
daughter, Anne. Margaret agrees, and they make for England 
to take back the throne. The two sides meet on the field of 
Warwickshire. In the battle of Tewksbury, King Edward kills 
Warwick. Margaret rallies her forces, but to no avail: she is 
defeated and captured along with Prince Edward. The prince 
is executed by Edward IV, Clarence, and Gloucester before 
Margaret’s eyes. 

Henry VI has been imprisoned in the tower of London and is 
visited by Gloucester. Henry predicts that the conflict has yet 
to be truly over and that Richard himself will be the source of 
the chaos to come. Richard kills him. Later, Edward IV sits on 
his throne with Queen Elizabeth and their son. Margaret has 
been banished to France. Peace seems assured, though Richard 
privately resolves to take the throne for himself.
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ROYAL FAMILY TREE  

John  
of Gaunt

Edward the 
Black Prince

Richard II

Edward III

Henry IV

Henry V Humphrey

Beaufort
Henry Beaufort

Exeter
Thomas Beaufort

Somerset
Henry/Edmund Beaufort

Eleanor

Henry VI Margaret

Prince Edward

John 
Beaufort

Edmund 
Beaufort

Bring Down the House really is a family fued. In fact, only six of 
of the play’s twenty-six named characters aren’t connected by 
blood or marriage. 

In order for this family tree to show how characters are related 
clearly, it had to be drastically simplified. For example, just four 
of King Edward III’s nine recognized children are represented. If 
all parents, siblings, and offspring were represented, this family 
tree would look more like a tangled web with branches split 
and merged through the interbreeding of noble houses. 

Even Suffolk (William de la Pole) is a distant relative of Old 
Clifford (Thomas Clifford) and Young Clifford (John Clifford) 
through the House of Mortimer. Old Clifford is actually the 
grandson of Henry “Hotspur” Percy, King Henry V’s esteemed 
rival in Shakespeare’s Henry IV plays. 
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ROYAL FAMILY TREE  (CON’T)

Edmund of 
Langley

Thomas of 
Woodstock

Anne of 
Gloucester

Katherine 
Swynford

Buckingham
Humphrey Stafford

Edward IV

Cecily Neville

Richard           
of Conisburgh

Salisbury
Richard Neville

York
Richard Plantagenet

Lady Grey
Elizabeth Woodville

Rutland Richard III

Joan 
Beaufort

Anne
Neville

Warwick
Richard Neville

George



SOURCES AND DATES
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Bring Down the House is an adaptation of William Shakespeare’s 
three plays of Henry VI. Shakespeare used two sources for 
the trilogy: Edward Hall’s The Union of the Two Noble and 
Illustre Families of Lancaster and York, published in 1548, and 
Ralph Holinshed’s Chronicles of England, Scotland and Ireland, 
published in 1577. Much of what Holinshed wrote about the 
War of the Roses was heavily influenced from Hall’s work, but 
it seems Shakespeare used both texts as there are scenes 
dramatized in Holinshed that do not appear in Hall’s work.

In October of 2016, it was announced by the Oxford University 
Press that their newest edition of the Complete Works will 
include Christopher Marlowe as a co-author on the Henry VI 
plays. This is the first time that a major publishing house has 
formally named Marlowe as a co-author on any of Shakespeare’s 
plays, despite an ongoing controversy about Shakespearean 
authorship. According to NPR.org, “Much of the authorship 
analysis is quite technical because it involves analyzing every 
word of entire plays, looking for patterns and clues.” Despite 
the similarities between Marlowe’s work and the prose of 
Henry VI, the NPR article does admit, “The addition of Marlowe’s 
name to the Henry VI plays does not settle the question of 
Shakespearean authorship.”

Scholars go back and forth about when the plays were written, 
as this was very early in Shakespeare’s a career.  There are 
records of Henry VI, Part 1 being printed in 1594. However, 
there is evidence that the plays may have written several years 
before.  In 1592, Robert Greene, a writer, mocked Shakespeare 
in his pamphlet Greene’s Groats Worth of Wit, saying Shakespeare 
was “an upstart crow, beautified with our feathers, that with his 
‘tiger’s heart wrapped in a player’s hide’, supposes that he is 
as well able to bombast out a blank verse as the best of you.”  
Greene is quoting from Henry VI, part 3, which indicates that 

the play had been performed during that year.  As the three 
plays are part of a whole trilogy, it is reasonable to guess that 
Shakespeare wrote these plays between 1591 and 1592.

The plays are based on the the War of the Roses, fought in 
sporadic episodes between 1455 and 1487. All the characters 
in the plays were actual people and the events Shakespeare 
maps out are fairly accurate to history.  It is important to note 
that Shakespeare did need to walk a fine line in telling this story 
as Elizabeth I was queen at that time and was granddaughter 
to Henry VII, who defeated Richard III and was descended from 
the house of Lancaster.  However, Shakespeare does present 
characters like York, Queen Margaret, and Richard of Gloucester 
as fully formed characters rather than simple villains.  He does 
not shy away from Henry VI’s ineffectiveness as a leader, yet 
does give him sympathetic characteristics.

Bibliography
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Richard III reimagined as a kind, benevolent ruler in Blackadder, 1983.

SHAKESPEARE’S HISTORY PLAYS
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William Shakespeare was a great adaptor of historical events, 
using them as inspiration for many of his plays. Bring Down 
the House is also an adaptation of the Henry VI trilogy of plays 
written by Shakespeare sometime in the early 1590s.  The 
actual Henry VI ruled England from 1422–1461 and then from 
1470–1471, so Shakespeare was writing these plays roughly 
120 years after the historical fact. The Henry VI trilogy is part of 
a continuous sequence of 10 history plays that cover English 
history from the 12th to the 16th centuries, though Shakespeare 
did not write the plays in sequence (King John, Richard II, Henry 
IV Parts I and II, Henry V, Henry VI Parts I, II and III, Richard III and 
Henry VIII). Each play is named after the King who was ruling 
at the time. The final play in the sequence, Henry VIII is written 
about the father of Queen Elizabeth, the queen whose reign 
lasted much of Shakespeare’s theatrical career. 

Shakespeare’s history plays are unique for several reasons. 
Most significantly, they have come to define many historical 
characters in the modern popular imagination, even though 
some of these representations have little to do with their 
historical reputations. There is no historical evidence to 
suggest that Richard III was sinister, or that Queen Margaret 
was as wicked as she appears in Bring Down the House. 
Similarly, there is no evidence to suggest that Henry VI was 
as pious as portrayed in Bring Down the House, or the Duke 
of Suffolk so duplicitous. Shakespeare also portrays Queen 
Margaret as being in love with Suffolk, which seems unlikely 
as he was 48 and she 16 at the time, and there is a lack of 
historical evidence that she ever carried around his severed 
head. Shakespeare’s influence is such that we simply believe 
these representations to be accurate. 

Though Shakespeare was writing about medieval societies, 
scholars have noted that he was really using theatrical 
representation to comment on events during his own time. 
In the same way that recent historical motion pictures like 
Lincoln or Schindler’s List have had implications for modern 
audiences, Shakespeare’s history plays were meant to address 
contemporary issues; age old tensions between Britain and 
foreign enemies, revolts within the government, and the 
larger debate about the role of the British Empire in the world. 
Shakespeare also wrote characters from many different social 
strata into his plays, from Kings, Queens, and Lords, to soldiers, 
knights, and even commoners, making his plays relevant and 
appealing to a wide variety of theater goers.

Finally, Shakespeare needed to be careful about how he chose 
to portray certain events. Shakespeare’s career and theatre 
troupe were dependent on Queen Elizabeth’s blessing and 
patronage, and so there was a strong bias in his work to show 
her direct ancestors as being protagonists, and her ancestors’ 
enemies as antagonists. The “War of the Roses,” which figures 
prominently in Bring Down the House, is said to have been 
a largely Tudor propaganda invention during the reign of 
Henry VII to promote the concept of British solidarity. Queen 
Elizabeth was the last member of the Tudor Dynasty to rule 
England. This is another example of how Shakespeare utilized 
and adapted history to suit his own dramatic needs. 



QUEEN MARGARET
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“She-wolf of France, but worse than wolves of France, 
Whose tongue more poisons than the adder’s tooth!”

— Richard Plantagenet, Henry VI Part III act 1 scene 4 

Queen Margaret in the Henry VI trilogy represents perhaps 
the strongest and most determined female character that 
Shakespeare ever wrote. She is also one of the most constant,  
one of only two female characters to appear in four of his plays 
(the other is Mistress Quickly). Over the course of the trilogy, she 
becomes deeply involved in the political maneuverings going 
on around her and confronts her enemies head on. In part 3 of 
the trilogy she enters the battlefield and stabs the Duke of York 
to death after taunting him with a cloth soaked in the blood 
of his dead son. She reappears in Richard III as a prophetess of 
doom, though the real Margaret had long been since exiled 
to France. While Shakespeare takes several dramatic liberties 
with history there is ample evidence to support the fact that 
the historical Queen Margaret was one of the most powerful 
women of the medieval era. 

The real Margaret of Anjou was born in March 1429 in Lorraine 
France. Because Margaret was a native of France, and Henry 
of England, their marriage was arranged as part of a truce 
between the two countries. As part of the bargain, King Henry 
ceded the French provinces of Maine and Anjou back to 
France. When they were married, Henry was 23 and Margaret 

just 16 years old. Though Shakespeare alludes to a forbidden 
romance between the queen and the duke of Suffolk, there 
is no historical evidence that such a relationship existed. 
Margaret was classically educated, literate and talented and 
quickly assumed a dominant role in the partnership. The real 
Henry VI was a passive, ineffectual leader and suffered from 
bouts of mental illness. Margaret compensated by making 
decisions and forging alliances in his absence.

Margaret also fostered  rivalries, including one with her 
husband’s chief political enemy, the Duke of York (father 
of Richard III.) She struggled unsuccessfully to be declared 
Regent over York (or head of state) when Henry suffered a 
bout of mental illness in 1453. Around this time Margaret also 
gave birth to a son, Prince Edward. Soon after Henry recovered 
and ousted the Duke of York. This act inflamed the rivalry 
between York and Henry leading to several armed conflicts, 
the death of Henry and Edward and the eventual exile of 
Margaret to France. Prior to her exile and defeat, Margaret 
raised several armies in the defense of the crown. In 1460 
her army defeated the Duke of York and ordered his severed 
head (wearing a paper crown) to be publicly displayed.  
Unfortunately, due to an ever shifting set of political alliances 
and personal agendas, Margaret was ultimately unsuccessful 
in her many brave and valiant attempts to regain the throne.  
Whether attempting to lead the kingdom during the absence 
of her husband, raising great armies to challenge the Duke of 
York, or forging international alliances in an attempt to restore 
her crown, Margaret of Anjou was a powerful and inspirational 
leader and in an era dominated by men.

Margaret of Anjou, detail from the Talbot Shrewsbury Book circa 1444

Sophie Okonedo as Queen Margaret in the BBC’s The Hollow Crown, 2016



Director, Rosa Joshi, speaks at first rehearsal.

ROSA JOSHI ON POWER AND GENDER
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Power and Gender
I have always been interested in the dynamics of power and 
political power (I am a House of Cards and The West Wing 
junkie). The inner machinations of political power have always 
fascinated me. I also really enjoy the subversiveness of saying 
“We’re gonna take those plays on”— a ton of women taking 
on these macho plays . . . I think when you look at power 
in the political arena, and you think about gender and you 
think about ways in which masculinity in that world affects 
relationships and affects what happens, I think it’s really 
interesting to turn it on its head and have a bunch of women 
play these roles.

This now being my third [all-female] production, when people 
ask “Why all women?” I’m pretty political about it. I sort of used 
to be more neutral about it, like “I’m interested in these plays 
and it happens to be all female.” And [now] I say, “Because 
they’re damn good actors and they don’t get opportunities 
and they should get them. And that’s why all women. Because 
we’ve seen a lot of men onstage, you know, and I think these 
are amazing women.”

To me, it is about a balancing the scales. It is about creating 
opportunities for an underserved population of artists. I am 
more clear about that as a political stance than I was originally 
when I first started doing the work.

On relevance for contemporary audiences 
This is not our history, so it doesn’t play the way it does 
in England, or even in Europe, where there’s a history of 
monarchy. So I’m always thinking about what is relevant about 
these medieval plays for American audiences today. And, yes, 
they’re universal. They’re classics. But I just really believe that 
you have to not only be topical but relevant. 

At the center of the Henry VI plays, is a massive civil war 
that’s fought for personal political gain, a war that’s fought 
by people and political personalities grasping for power. 
The plays are about dynasties and though Americans don’t 
believe we live in the world of dynasties, we do. There is 
an aristocracy, a political elite that rules. As a warning also, 
this play shows you what can happen in a moral, political 
vacuum. And how that can create the environment where 
an autocrat like Richard III can come into being. The political 
maneuverings, the family politics and dynamics are all very 
relevant for contemporary audiences.

On Game of Thrones and parallels with Henry VI
I started watching Game of Thrones and it was research — I 
had to watch it. Of course, then I got hooked. I did learn from 
watching Game of Thrones, which is the thing that I took back 
into the adaptation, is that this is about family . . . what really 
draws me to the history plays is that it’s not just about who 
wears the crown now. The play is about brothers and sisters 
and father and mothers and what they will do for power. 
What they will do to each other and what they will do to the 
common people for power. It’s about revenge also. If you look 
at the play, every individual death that occurs in the play is 
“Because you killed my father, I’m going to kill you. And I’m not 
just going to kill you, I’m going to torture your son before I kill 
him.”  That is the horrible human story but a human story that 
people can grab onto.

On the complexity of characters
I do love in this play that the most despicable of characters 
like Margaret have moments of real empathy, when she loses 
her son. They have moments when they’re genuinely human. 
That’s the challenge for us, to really pull that off. That allows it 
to not just be “there are evil people in the world,” and realizing 
that we are all capable of really terrible things, and that it lies 
within us all, and therefore how we conduct ourselves is really 
important. We’re not off the hook as individuals, as a society. 
There aren’t just these sections of people who are bad people 
or evil people, we all have the capacity for this in us.
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PLACING THE PRODUCTION
Rosa Joshi had a hand in adapting this play, and is also the 
director. Here she talks about her vision for the show, what to 
expect in terms of style and design, and why she has made 
these decisions.

Period and Setting:  I tend not to put work in a specific 
identifiable period, my approach is more theatrical in an 
abstract post-modern vein -- so the world feels modern and 
contemporary without being identified as WWII or 1950’s or 2016 
etc. As a director who loves classical works, I’m always thinking 
about what these plays have to say to us today and my goal, 
especially with history plays, is always to have the world and 
therefore the issues in the play resonate for a contemporary 
audience.  The visual world of BDH will be abstract, modern, 
minimalist.  The set is a world of angled metal poles and hanging 
swaths of fabric.  The ensemble will use tables and chairs to 
create all locations from battlefields to palaces.   I think the power 
of theatre lies in imagination and the powerful alchemy that can 
happen when an audience actively engages their imagination 
to transform piles of chairs into a a battlefield.  Clothing will be 
modern in feeling.  There’s a strong sense of an ensemble of 
actors telling a story -- so there will be actors visible changing 
clothes, transforming the space, manipulating lights.  

At the core this play is about a massive civil war fought for 
personal political goals -- so I think of how personal ambitions 
of ruthless, cynical politicians impact everyday people, how the 
personal vendettas, ambition and and drive for power of the 
people with political power (the ruling classes) creates a world of 
chaos and destruction in which ordinary citizens lose their lives.  
And then how the power vacuum created by immoral leadership 
creates the space for the rise of a despot like Richard III.

Taiko Drumming: We hit upon using taiko as a way to 
choreograph battles in a non-realistic way.  I was inspired by 
an all-female taiko troupe that performed in an arts festival at 
NWAAT when I was working there in the late 90’s.  The physical 
power of the women drumming, has always stayed with me.  
And so having a group of women demonstrate their physical 
power through drumming as a way of capturing ‘battle’ began 
to work on my imagination.  Again I’m interested in making 
theatre ‘theatrical’.  The style of taiko drumming we’re using is 
particularly martial -- I’m working with composer Bill Blauvelt of 
Aono Jikken and taiko player Lika Siegal of Seattle Kokon Taiko.  
(FYI: there’s more ‘drumming as battle’ in part II than I)

Our adaptation  of Henry VI follows the same story of war, 
family, betrayal, vengeance, politics and power, from the 
original play.  At the crux of this story is the rivalry between two 
hostile factions of English aristocracy who both lay claim to the 
throne.  King Henry VI, supported by his warrior wife Margaret 

and the nobles of the House of Lancaster, is pitted against the 
Duke of York, Richard Plantagenet supported by his sons and 
the nobles of the House of York.  

The animosity between the warring factions in these plays 
reminds me of the polarization in modern day American politics 
in a way that makes this story of medieval kings resonate with 
a contemporary audience.  I’ve always been interested in how 
the personal and the political shape human desire and action.  
The adaptation reveals the cynicism of leaders who are driven 
by personal ambition and the brutal consequences of their 
manipulative tactics on the larger public: on everyday people, 
on families, on women and children.  Henry VI is also a story 
about family – how mothers, fathers, husbands, wives, sons and 
daughters are pitted against each other in the pursuit of power.  

Cast members practice form during a Taiko workshop.

Next page: Inspirational images, costume sketches (by Christine Tschirgi), and scenic model 
(by Shawn Ketchum Johnson). 
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PLACING THE PRODUCTION
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PRE-SHOW REFLECTION QUESTIONS

P0ST-SHOW REFLECTION QUESTIONS

In this play, Henry is depicted as a young and inept 
leader. In fact, historic Henry VI was a baby when he 
became king. Either way, he did not provide strong 
leadership. What do you imagine will happen when the 
absolute monarch of a country cannot lead?

This two-part play focuses on the War of the Roses. 
What do you already know about the War of the Roses 
in English history?

This play is full of political intrigue, bad advice, and 
outright lies. Have there been times in your life that 
someone has given you bad or misleading advice to get 
what they want? How important is honesty in politics, 
versus getting the outcome you hoped for? Can you 
think of ways that misleading information, bad advice, 
and lies have played a part in American politics?

At the end of this play, Richard III gives a monologue 
about taking power. Following the long civil war, 
there are not very many strong political figures left 
alive, so there is a vacuum of power. How can nations 
/ societies protect themselves from tyrants taking 
over? Can you think of other times in history that this 
has happened? 

How do the citizens of England and France fare in this 
play? Are their wishes represented? Do they matter in this 
struggle? Are they at all hurt by the power plays made 
by various people, or does this sort of political unrest not 
have much impact on someone’s everyday life?

How did the all-female cast affect how you heard 
and understood the play? Was it unexpected to see 
women “playing politics” and grabbing for power? 
Why or why not? 

Discuss the use of Taiko drumming in the battle 
scenes. Did the drums add to the feeling of a battle? 
Did these battles seem different than other theatrical 
battles you’ve seen staged? How effective was it in 
making the battle scenes emotional? Realistic?

What are the advantages of a hereditary monarchy? 
What are the disadvantages? 

These questions will help students to think about some of 
the big ideas behind the play before watching it. 

The following questions are to help lead a discussion with your 
class after seeing the play. For all of these, there are many possible 
answers and student responses will vary. There is no wrong 
answer, as long as students use examples from the play to back 
up their opinions. Some possible responses are provided.
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ACTIVITY: PASS THE CROWN
Materials Needed: A crown, representations of a white 
rose and a red rose

INSTRUCTIONS 
Teacher divides the classroom into two “houses” those of Lancaster 
(Red Rose) and York (White Rose) Teacher selects House of 
Lancaster “characters”: Henry V, Henry VI, and Henry Tudor, (later 
Henry VII) and characters from the house of York: Edward IV, Richard 
III, possibly the two princes and their sister Elizabeth of York.

Teacher reads script passing crown back and forth as indicated 
in the teacher script. As each house is crowned, both houses 
should cheer when a member becomes king, or jeer the other 
house (possible inclusion of Shakespeare insult generator 
here-every student generate one insult for the other house). 
Whenever a character is crowned, they must read the line 
included below to describe their character. 

TEACHER SCRIPT
Henry V’s son, Henry VI is from the house of 
Lancaster and becomes the King when he is only 
one year old. When he is old enough to rule, he 
does it badly. He dislikes fighting, loses wars 
against the French and is a weak ruler. He also 
suffers from periods of madness. Henry VI’s distant 
cousin, Edward from a rival family called the House 
of York claims he should be the king, He is a strong 
and capable leader and defeats Henry VI in a fierce 
battle. The crown passes to him and he becomes 
Edward IV in 1461.
Teacher passes the crown to Edward IV

Edward IV rules England for ten years but some 
nobles become angry at his arrogance and 
laziness. He is thrown off the throne in 1470 and 
Henry VI becomes King again.
Teacher passes crown back to Henry VI

However Henry VI lasts only one year. Edward IV 
builds up an army, defeats Henry VI again in a 
battle and has Henry VI  killed. Edward IV is now 
king once more.
Teacher passes crown back to Edward IV

Edward IV rules successfully for 12 years and is 
an excellent King. He dies in 1483 and everyone 
expects the crown to pass to his young son. 
However his evil brother Richard locks Edward 
IV’s two sons, the two princes in a prison and has 
himself crowned Richard III.
Teacher passes the crown to Richard III

Rumors start to swirl around the country that 
Richard III has killed the two princes in prison so 
that he could be the unquestioned king. People 
are appalled and start to want some other person 
to become king. A member of the rival House of 
Lancaster called Henry Tudor raises an army in 
1485 to challenge Richard III. He kills Richard in a 
famous battle called the battle of Bosworth Field. 
Henry Tudor is crowned Henry VII.
Teacher passes the crown to Henry VII

Henry is desperate for all of the killing and wars 
to be over. He therefore marries Elizabeth of York 
from the rival House of York, to unite the two 
families and end the Wars of the Roses 

LINES FOR EACH CHARACTER
Henry VI: A faint hearted and degenerate king, in 
whose cold blood no spark of honor bides.

Edward IV: And full oft came Edward to my side, 
with purple falchion, painted to the hilt in blood of 
those that had encounter’d him.

Richard III: Love foreswore me in my mother’s 
womb, to shrink mine arm up like a withered 
shrub, to make an envious mountain on my back, 
where sits deformity to mock my body.

Henry VII: He cherished justice above all things, 
and vigorously punished violence, manslaughter 
and every other king of wickedness whatsoever. 

The Two Princes: Why are you taking us to the 
Tower of London Uncle Richard?

Elizabeth of York: I (heart) Elizabeth of York!
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Mission Statement
With the plays of William Shakespeare at our core, Seattle Shakespeare Company engages our 

audiences, our artists and our community in the universal human experience inherent in classic drama 
through the vitality, immediacy and intimacy of live performance and dynamic outreach programs.

Seattle Shakespeare Company is the Puget Sound region’s 
year-round, professional, classical theatre. The company’s 
growing success stems from a deep belief in the power and 
vibrancy of the time-tested words and ideas of Shakespeare 
and other classical playwrights along with a commitment to 
artistic excellence on stage. The results have been provocative 
performances that both challenge and delight audiences while 
fostering an appreciation for great stage works.

Our combined programs — which include indoor performances, 
free outdoor productions, regional tours, educator and youth 
programs — reach across barriers of income, geography, and 
education to bring classical theatre to Washington State.

In-School Residencies, Matinees,         
and Workshops

• In-School Residencies bring active, customized 
curriculum into schools across Washington State. 
Professional teaching artists plan with teachers to tailor 
each residency to fit the needs and objectives of the 
classroom. Seattle Shakespeare Company residencies 
inject vibrant, active exercises into lessons that unlock 
the text, themes, and actions of a Shakespeare play.

• Student Matinees bring over 3,000 students annually to our 
mainstage productions in the Seattle Center. Teachers are 
provided free study guides, and student groups are invited 
to stay after the show for a free Q&A session with the cast.

• Pre-show and post-show workshops can be booked to 
accompany mainstage matinees. These workshops include an 
introduction to the play itself, student activites, and insights 
into direction and design choices of our specific production.

Touring Productions
• Fresh and accessible 90-minute productions tour across 

Washington State each Spring, reaching more than 14,000 
students and adults. These nimble productions perform as 
easily in school gymnasiums as professional theatre facilities.   
Teachers are provided free study guides and students enjoy 
free post-show Q&A sessions with the cast.

• Schools have the opportuniy to book accompanying in-school 
residencies with touring productions, led by members of the 
touring cast and additional teaching artists. 

Camps and Classes
• Our summer “Camp Bill” series in Seattle and Edmonds offers 

young actors a variety of camps to choose from or combine. 
Camps range from a One-Week Introduction to a Three-Week 
Production Intensive, with many options in between.

• In our Fall and Spring after-school “Short Shakes” programs, 
young actors develop their skills and gain hands-on 
performance and production experience. 

• Seattle Shakespeare Company occasionally offers adult classes 
and workshops to our community featuring guest artists who 
work on our stage. 
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