GCSE Drama
WAR HORSE

by
Michael Morpurgo.
Adapted by Nick Stafford

WAR HORSE by Michael Morpurgo.
Adapted by Nick Stafford
The Western Front, stretching 440 miles, from
the Swiss border to the North Sea, was a line
of trenches, dug-outs and barbed-wire fences,
with an area known as ‘no man’s land’ between
them. The line moved very little between 1914
and 1918.

		

On the Eastern Front, the vast eastern plains
and limited rail network prevented a trench
warfare stalemate, though the scale of the
conflict was just as large as on the Western
Front. The Middle Eastern Front and the Italian
Front also saw heavy fighting, while hostilities
also occurred at sea and, for the first time, in
the air.

Historic
Background
“The First World War was a horror of
gas, industrialised slaughter, fear and
appalling human suffering.”
Nick Harkaway, 2012
An estimated 10 million people died in
World War I – a global military conflict
which took place mainly in Europe
between 1914 and 1918.
Militarily, the war in the west began on
4 August 1914, when German troops
swept into Luxembourg and Belgium.

World War I caused the disintegration of four
empires - the Austro-Hungarian, German,
Ottoman and Russian. Germany lost its colonial
empire and states such as Czechoslovakia,
Estonia, Finland, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland and
Yugoslavia gained independence.
The immense cost of waging the war also set
the stage for the breakup of the British Empire
and left France devastated for over 25 years.
War Horse is a stage adaptation of the 1982
novel by Michael Morpurgo. The novel is
based on stories an elderly gentleman from
Morpurgo’s home village had shared with
him of his experience looking after the horses
during the First World War. It is these stories,
along with a picture given to him by his uncle
of horses pulling guns and getting caught up in
barbed wire, that inspired Morpurgo to write
War Horse. He writes about the suffering of
war through the eyes of a horse, Joey, and his
owner, a young boy named Albert.

The United Kingdom, France, Russia,
and later Italy (from 1915) and the
United States (from 1917), headed
the Entente Powers, which defeated
the Central Powers, led by the AustroHungarian, German, and Ottoman
Empires. After its revolution in 1917,
Russia withdrew from the war.
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Original Staging
Conditions

• War Horse was first performed in
October 2007 by the National Theatre
of Great Britain in association with
Handspring Puppet Company.
• It was performed in the Olivier Theatre,
the largest auditorium at the National
Theatre. Built in an amphitheatre style,
the auditorium is a large semi-circle that
surrounds the circular stage.
• The style was minimalistic but with
elements of expressionism. The
designer, Rae Smith, based her design
around the character of Major Nicholls
and his love of sketching. The set design
consisted of a large torn sheet of paper
hung above the stage. 6 projectors were
used to project images from Nicholls’
sketchbook. This helps to create
location and atmosphere quickly and
efficiently. From the idyllic Devon village
with church spires and bunting to the
dark foreboding atmosphere as the
men go to war. And of course, it is a way
of charting Joey’s development. Pieces
of set, e.g. the tanks, ships and barbed
wire further contributed to creating
location and defining the horrors of war.
• The lighting designer, Paule Constable,
commented, “War Horse has a clear
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lighting language”. Both designers,
Rae Smith and Constable, felt for
this “language” to be successfully
communicated they had to collaborate
closely. For the opening scenes,
Constable wanted to create the idea
of a “pastoral idyll”. To create this
sense of nostalgia and the past, warm
sepia colours were used. It was lit like
a landscape picture. In contrast, the
cold, blue lighting was used to create
the idea of a terrible, chemical, artificial
mechanized man-made environment.
Low lighting was used to create this
effect. The horses appear “ghost like” in
the trenches – by lighting them low and
behind. Their gauzy skin and structure
appeared in silhouette making them
appear more vulnerable. Constable
commented:
“The lighting for the show is very
directional – the direction of the light
should help to push you towards the
horses. For instance, if we use diagonals
in the design or where characters are
placed, then the horse should be at
the point of the diagonal. We rarely
make anything very bright in War Horse.
In fact, because it is a piece about
suggestion rather than illustration
we tend to under-light. That said, the
horses are often slightly “hotter” - they
are follow-spotted [a spotlight follows
their movement] from directly above
the thrust stage rather than, as is
more traditional, from the front. The
follow spots run at about 50% of their
strength, they are the same colour
‘temperature’ as the rest of the lights
and they have soft edges, so they don’t
become a show business device! The
eyes, by the way, appear to have life
because they are reflective. Having low
angles for the light means they catch the
light and glint.”
• The sound designer, Christopher Shutt,
commented, “I wanted the sound
to give a broad cinematic feel to the
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production”. As with the lighting, the
sound design helped to create location
and atmosphere. His research helped
him to faithfully recreate the sounds
of a Devon village and countryside in
1912. The sounds of the battle are more
intent on creating an emotional impact
on the audience as opposed to creating
accurate sound effects of the period.
• John Tamms created songs for the
original production. These were based
on original folk songs and adapted to
help create the “building blocks” of the
play. The character of the Songman was
developed to embody the living spirit
of the village and helped to develop the
story further. Not just a story about a
boy and his horse but a story of how
traditional communities were ripped
apart by this war.
• Handspring Theatre Company created
the horse puppets. Two members of
the company, Basil Jones and Adrian
Kohler, were on hand throughout the
rehearsal process to ensure that the
way the actors were dealing with the
puppets helped to make them seem like
real horses.
• Costume design was naturalistic. They
faithfully recreated the period, location
and character status by using accurate
reproductions of garments, fabrics and
colours from the period.
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Task
a) Look at the following images. With a partner, discuss:
• What palette of colours is used in each image? How successful are these colours in
creating atmosphere? If you could add additional colours, which would you use? Give
reasons for your choices.
• Look carefully at images a & e. Describe the effects of the lighting in two sentences.
• Look at image c. What effect does using directed spots on the horses achieve in this
image?
• Look at image d. Although this scene is set in the village, a different palette is used
from other village scenes. Why do you think the lighting designer made this decision?
• Look at image f. Describe in 2 sentences the effect the lighting in this moment would
have on an audience.
a)

c)

b)

d)
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e)

f)

Task
a) Look at the following images. With a partner, discuss:
• How the original set design creates location? Explain the reasons for your response.
• How the original design set creates atmosphere? Explain the reasons for your response.
• How effective is the original set design? Explain the reasons for your response.
a)

c)

b)

GCSE Drama

5

WAR HORSE by Michael Morpurgo.
Adapted by Nick Stafford
b) Design a floor cloth for a production of War Horse that is staged in:
i) theatre in the round
ii) traverse.
c) Design a backcloth for a production of War Horse that is staged on a proscenium arch
stage.

Task
a) Look at Scene TWENTY THREE. Using the template on the next page design suitable hair
and makeup for the character of Karl in this scene.
b) Design a suitable costume for Emilie in this scene. In your design, consider:
• the period of the play
• garments
• colour and fabric
• accessories, e.g. shoes
• hair and makeup
• reasons for your choices.
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The Play

day and says his goodbyes to Joey and his
cousin, Ned.

The play begins on the 5th of August 1912
with foal, Joey, and his mother, Alice, in
the countryside of Devon. Characters then
appear on stage with fences and create
an auction around them. An auction of
stock begins, led by Chapman Carter.
Alice and Joey are separated when Alice
is sold. Ted Narracott is at the auction to
buy cattle, but a bidding war soon breaks
out between him and his brother-in-law,
Arthur Warren, over Joey. Ted, who has
been drinking, wins the battle by bidding
39 Guineas, far above Joey’s worth. When
Ted returns to the Farm with Joey, Rose,
his wife, is furious that he has spent their
mortgage money on a horse. She puts
Albert, their son, in charge of bringing
the horse on so that when he has grown
they can sell him for some profit. Albert
and Joey become very close and their
relationship blossoms.

We follow Joey and Nicholls to where they
have been posted in France along with
Captain Stewart and his horse, Topthorn.
It’s November 1914 and the British spot
enemy infantry and are getting ready
to charge but machine-gun fire breaks
out and Nicholls is killed, and Joey is left
without a rider.

Time shifts to July 1914 and Ted finds
himself making a bet with Arthur that Joey
will be able to plough a furrow. The stakes
are high as Arthur will pay Ted 39 Guineas
if he succeeds, but if not, Ted must give
Arthur the horse. Ted tries to collar Joey
but he kicks him and Ted reaches for a
gun. Albert stands in the way and says that
he will train Joey to plough. Albert trains
Joey by introducing him to the collar, the
bridle, the reins and the plough, and after
7 days Joey eventually pulls the plough and
Ted wins the bet.
It is now August 1914 and a peal of church
bells announces that war has begun. The
enlisting men are in the village and Ted,
who is still angry at Joey for kicking him,
sells Joey to Nicholls for £100. Albert is
heartbroken by what his father has done
and tries to join the army, but at the age of
16 is too young and turned away. Nicholls
promises to care for Joey and that he will
do his best to keep him safe. Albert swears
to Joey that they will be together again one
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The play then jumps back to Devon for
Christmas day 1914 at the Narracott farm,
where Albert has been given a bike, which
he fears was paid for with the money his
dad got for selling Joey. Arthur brings a
parcel that he picked up while at the post
office, Major Nicholls’ sketchbook. Joey is
thrilled with the sketchbook as it is filled
with sketches of Joey but is saddened by
the news that follows as his mother reads
the letter with the sketchbook, announcing
that Nicholls was killed in action. Albert
realises that he must have been riding.
Just before the noted interval, the British
are back in battle and Joey and Topthorn
keep charging.
The second half begins in France, March
1915, after Nicholls is killed in action. Ned
Narracott, Albert’s cousin, is told to ride
Joey into battle. As the battle begins, the
other horses run into barbed wire but Joey
and Topthorn keep going and run into the
German side. Both horses and their riders
Billy and Captain Stewart, are captured
by the Germans and Billy is killed with his
own knife. The horses are taken to the
Farm of Paulette and her daughter Emilie,
occupied by the Germans, and Emilie
begins to care for them. Captain Müller
then decides to take the uniform and
identity of a dead Ambulance Orderly and
Joey and Topthorn are used to pull the
ambulances. Meanwhile Albert has joined
the Yeomanry and arrived in France, only
to discover that it has been disbanded, so
he has to be in the infantry.
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Time jumps again to Christmas 1916 and
Emilie and Müller, still taking the identity
of the Ambulance Orderly, make a pact to
try and keep the horses safe. The scene
changes to see Albert and his comrade,
David, preparing for battle where David is
killed.

The drama ends with Albert and Joey
returning to the Narracott farm in Devon
to be greeted by Albert’s parents and the
family goose!

Returning to Paulette’s farm, we see
that it has been destroyed and Paulette
decides to flee with Emilie, Müller and the
two horses. On their travels, they pass
a German fleet who have a huge gun
being pulled by two exhausted horses.
Müller recognises the Lance Corporal
and knows that he is not to be trusted.
He too recognises Müller and questions
his identity (as the Ambulance Orderly)
and calls him a traitor and demands that
Joey and Topthorn pull the gun. Topthorn
can’t cope with the load but Joey, with this
ploughing experience, leads him on.
By November 1918 Topthorn is weakened,
he and Joey have been overworked, and
he collapses and dies. Müller is killed by a
British tank, and Joey once again flees, this
time alone. Meanwhile, Albert meets Emilie
on the battlefield and tries to save her with
his own gas mask in a gas attack. Joey, still
running, finds himself tangled in barbed
wire in No Man’s Land. A German and a
British soldier wave white flags and free
Joey. They toss a coin to see which side
will keep him. Geordie, the British soldier,
wins.
It is the 11th of November and Albert is
being treated for blindness after the gas
attack but is told that he will see again and
that all will be well. Joey is brought to be
inspected by the vet who is preparing to
shoot him. Albert is telling someone how
he came to find his horse Joey, and Joey
reacts. Albert repeats his name and call
and the two are reunited. The bell chimes
11 times signalling the war is over.
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Themes
Family
The plot evolves because of the feud
between Ted Narracott and Arthur Warren
and their need to outdo each other. Ted’s
actions and behaviour have implications
for his relationship with his wife and
ultimately lead to Albert running away to
war. The play looks at the wider definition
of family. Joey, although a horse, is family
to Albert. Joey and Topthorn’s relationship
is portrayed as brothers in arms. The
mother and child bond between Alice and
Joey is also carefully explored in a very
brief but poignant scene. The men of the
platoon rally around to protect Albert, one
of their own, exactly as a family would. The
play also deals with the effect war has on
the family.

War
This is one of the key themes. War
Horse shows vividly the horrors of war
and the effect it has on individuals and
communities. It shows the futility of war
and how every thing, man and beast is
forced to play its part. The play clearly
illustrates through the character of
Friedrich that whatever side people fight
on, human beings are exactly the same
in spite of their nationality. The kindness,
compassion, comradeship and bravery
that inevitable flourishes in times of war
are also key within the play.

tremendous courage in the face of terrible
adversity. But the bravery of the ordinary
person is also highlighted through the
characters of Paulette and Emilie.

Duty
Every character within the play has an
acute sense of duty. Sometimes they
are unable to fulfil their duty, e.g. Ted
Narracott’s ability to stop drinking and look
after the family - he clearly understands
what he should be doing. Both men
and horses know what their duty is and
endeavour to carry it out. The community
knows it is their duty to send their men to
war and take “the King’s shilling” (scene 7)
and this is willingly done.

Friendship
The key relationship within the play is the
unique friendship between Albert and
Joey. The friendship is developed from
the beginning and charts its development
in spite of loss and adversity. The
development of this friendship transcends
language barriers and explores the unique
bond between humans and animals. The
play’s climax revolves around the possible
loss and reunion of a relationship that is
the ultimate friendship. The friendship and
bond between animals is explored through
the relationship between Topthorn and
Joey.

Courage and Bravery
The play focuses on the courage and
bravery of humans and animals, both on
and off the battlefield. Rose shows courage
in consistently standing up to her husband,
Ted, and trying to understand the motives
behind his behaviour. The men and
horses, both British and German, show
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Task
a) Find 2 contrasting scenes in War Horse which explore the positive and negative aspects
of family. With your group, discuss how the actors could use voice, movement and
interaction to show the atmosphere of these scenes to an audience.
b) Research a suitable song or piece of music which you think successfully illustrates the
theme of war. Find a scene where your choice could be played to create atmosphere.
Decide where the music would begin, where it could be faded out and where you would
use it to underscore the words for maximum effect.
c) Look at Rose’s monologue on page 21. As a director, discuss:
• voice
• movement
• interaction
you would want the actor to use in this speech.
d) Look at scene 7. How would you stage this scene on a Thrust stage? In your design
consider:
• style
• set/props
• colour
• lighting
• music.
Explain the reason for your choices and make specific references to the scene to help
illustrate your choices.
e) Explore two scenes from the play that explore the relationship between Joey and Albert.
As a director, explain how:
• character motivation
• voice
• movement
• interaction
could be used to show the relationship to an audience.
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The Main
Characters

he is weak and frail. This must become
obvious in his movements and gestures.

The Puppets:

The Goose adds light relief to the play,
and always seems to be under the other
characters’ feet. The Goose clearly runs
the Narracott Farm! The movements and
speed of the Goose should vary, to add to
the humour of the Character.

Joey
We see the play through the eyes of
Joey and although he doesn’t have any
verbal lines, a large proportion of the
written script is stage directions for the
puppeteers playing Joey. It is noted at the
beginning of the script that these [stage
directions] barely indicate the detailed
relationships between horses and human
that need to be plotted to tell the story. A full
description of the horses’ movements and
reactions would be a script in itself.
It is important whilst reading and studying
the text to keep this in mind, to see how
the character develops. We see Joey grow
from a foal that is nervous of humans, to
be willing to follow a complete stranger
out of No Man’s Land. It is important
to remember the importance of the
ploughing scene when Albert teaches him
not to fear the collar, as this makes him
less nervous when Müller gets him to pull
the Ambulance. Joey touches the lives of
many of the other characters in the play
and this should become obvious in his
movements and reactions to the humans.

Topthorn
He is larger than Joey and leads the way
into battle. He is a courageous horse and
Joey follows his lead when they are first in
France. As the play continues, we see him
lose confidence and he is scared under
the hands of the Germans. He is more
reluctant towards the collar but follows
Joey’s lead. The tables turn and he is now
following Joey, who has become his closest
companion. Towards the end of the play,
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Goose

The People:
Albert Narracott
He is the son of a farmer and the one
given the responsibility of rearing and
training Joey. He forms a special bond
with the horse and is devastated when
his father sells him to the Army. When he
receives Major Nicholls’ scrapbook and
a telegram to say that he was killed in
action, Albert runs away to join the army
and find Joey. He does his best to stay alive
and the goal of finding Joey keeps him
going during the war and fighting. When
he begins to lose hope, he is reunited with
Joey. The relationship between human and
puppet are paramount to the success of
the play.

Ted Narracott
Albert’s father. A farmer who tends to
drink too much. He often finds himself in
bets that he’s not likely to win or trying to
get one over on his brother-in-law, Arthur,
but losing out in the long run. He and Joey
don’t get on too well, and after Joey kicks
him, he wants rid of the horse and sees
the opportunity to make some money and
do so by selling him to the Army. He is
prone to not to think before he acts.
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Rose Narracott
Albert’s mother. She obviously loves her
husband but gets frustrated with him for
getting himself in difficult situations. She
becomes very distressed when Albert goes
to war. The relief must be obvious when
Albert returns at the close of the play.

Major Nicholls
He is fascinated by Joey when he first sees
him and takes great pride in riding him
next to Captain Stewart and Topthorn.
He promises Albert that he will take good
care of him. Although Nicholls is killed
quite soon after we meet him, his sketches
of Joey become an integral part of the
play, as this is what makes Albert go to
war and uses the sketch on his search
for Joey. Although he is a Major and yells
commands at everyone, his gentle way
with Joey shows his softer side.

Müller
His character shows us the suffering and
the hardship of war from the German side.
We see that the Germans faced similar
losses and had similar problems in war
as the British. He is a peaceful man and
does all he can to avoid the front line, by
posing as an Ambulance Orderly. He, Joey
and Topthorn become very close and he
does all he can to keep them safe, until
he is recognised and deemed a traitor.
He is one of the characters most touched
by Joey and this must be portrayed in his
movements and actions towards him.

However, she is apprehensive to let
Müller and the horses join them, but then
realises how much Joey means to Emilie
- this should be reflected in her voice and
actions.

Emilie
Emilie is Paulette’s daughter. She falls in
love with Joey and does her best to keep
him and Topthorn safe whilst on the farm,
and even makes a pact with Müller to
make this happen. She is devastated when
they are split up and does her best to try
and find him but finds herself in No Man’s
Land. Her gentle touch and innocence
show the love she has for Joey which gives
her the courage to try and find him. The
French, female version of Albert.

Villagers/ Soldiers / French
Farmers
These are the Chorus in the drama, they
help create tension and also sing the
musical numbers, which are referred to
during the play and are printed in the
back of the script. The minor characters,
such as Manfred, Geordie, The Veterinary
Officer and Auctioneer, are all part of the
chorus too.

Paulette
A French farmer. Her farm has been
sequestered by the Germans, and she
does all she can to keep her and her
daughter, Emilie, safe. She worries for
Emilie’s safety and when her farm is
virtually destroyed, she flees with Emilie.
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Task
a) Look at the diagram below which explores the positioning of characters and the semiotics
of that position:

DYNAMIC

UP-LEFT

FORMAL

REMOTE

UP-CENTRE UP-RIGHT

Dominating/
Threatening

Strong/Formal/
Authoritative

Coldest/Most
Remote/Disturbing

Warmer/Most
Intimate/Stronger

Strongest/Intimate

Cooler/Weaker/
Less Intimate

DOWNLEFT

DOWNCENTRE

DOWNRIGHT

WARMER

HOT

COOLER

AUDIENCE
b) Look at scene FIVE. In groups of 3, practically explore where you would position Ted, Rose
and Albert to explore the changing relationships and atmosphere within the scene.
c) As a director, choose 3 rehearsal techniques you would use to explore the relationship
between Albert and Ted.
d) With a partner, discuss how the stage directions in scene ONE give the director and
puppeteers a clear idea of the relationship between Joey and Alice and what should be
conveyed to an audience in a production of War Horse.
e) Look at Friedrich’s monologue on pages 58-60. How would an actor use physicality to
show his character to an audience? Consider:
• character motivation
• posture
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• movement and gesture
• facial expressions.
Make specific references to the speech when explaining your choices.
f) In the original novel by Michael Morpurgo, the character of Joey narrates his experiences.
As a group, hotseat the character of Joey and question him on his journey throughout the
play.
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Staging the Play

Puppetry is the key to the success of this
play. The horses and other farm animals
need to appear real for the audience to
engage and believe they affect the lives of
the humans. The Puppeteers will have to
have researched how horses move when
they’re being fed, groomed, mounted,
forced to wear a collar and so on. They
should never be completely still, unless
they have died.
The location of the play jumps from
the Narracott’s Farm in Devon, to the
Trenches, to Paulette’s Farm in France
throughout the play which suggest that the
set should be minimal. The fact that the
puppets are such a presence on the stage,
and are life size horses, also suggests that
minimal set would be best for a production
of the play. Perhaps gates to represent
the farms and barbed wire fences for the
trenches would be sufficient. The floor of
the performance space could be a sand or
mud like texture that would represent the
farm space and the trenches well, and it
would be possible to create the ploughing
scene by actually ploughing and leaving
marks on the floor. The fact that the
dates are stated in the script shows their
importance to the play and its narrative
and could be projected onto a screen or
curtain. The fluidity of locations in the
play, and the use of puppetry and songs
suggests that this could not be staged
naturalistically.
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This gives the teacher the opportunity to
experiment and introduce the learners
to different theatrical styles, genres,
techniques and practitioners. Physical
theatre, such as Frantic Assembly, has a
role to play in the staging of the play with
the death of Nicholls, as he is blown off
the back of the horse in battle. The use
of music and song gives the opportunity
to study musical theatre and the use of
multiple roles, technology and puppetry
lends itself to a Brechtian style of acting.
The staging of it
could work well on
a thrust stage - as
the audience would
trap the actors
from the tree sides
- with a screen in
the background to
project the dates
and sketches that
Nicholls draws.
This would increase
the intensity of being trapped by war.
It would also bring the audience closer
to the characters and to the puppets to
see the realness of them. On the other
hand, this could make the puppeteers’
work impossible as some of the magic
of creating the realness of the horses
has to come from the movement of
actors. The original production in 2007
used a Proscenium stage so that the
audience were looking in on the lives of
the characters. This would eliminate the
problems with the puppeteers.
The use of lighting in the play is important.
There are numerous battles in the play
and the use of flashing lights would
represent guns firing well. Lights would
also help give the illusion that the horses
are running a long distance and cantering
for miles by being dimmed and flashing
like strobe lights. The farm scenes should
be much brighter than the battle scenes
as they are happier times and in the open
air, rather than the gloomy trenches. Floor
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lights would help create shadows and
gloom in the trench scenes.
Because of the battle scenes and use of
song, sound is an important factor to
consider whilst staging the play. As the
horses won’t be completely silent, it’s
important to time and incorporate horse
SFXs throughout the play. The pupils can
decide whether they would like an
orchestra for the songs or recorded tracks
but will need to incorporate the orchestra
into their stage designs. The battlefield
scenes will without a doubt be enhanced
by the use of explosion sound effects
especially the scene where Müller and Joey
are faced with the British tank.

Useful Background
Research
• https://www.tes.com War Horse
• https://www.warhorseonstage.com
• https://www.nationaltheatre.org.uk
War Horse

It is no mean feat to stage a production
of War Horse, but if the pupils begin to
understand the importance of the puppets
and how important it is that the actors
react to the movements of the puppets
and vice versa, the battle is almost won!
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