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NTHE VIRGIN TRIAL
BY KATE HENNIG
WORLD PREMIÈRE COMMISSIONED BY THE STRATFORD 
FESTIVAL
DIRECTOR ALAN DILWORTH

Grade recommendation
Suitable for Grade 9 and up

Student matinée dates
September 8, 12, 19

About the play
Drawn to subjects that give women a greater historic 
content and context for their cultural lives, Kate Hennig 
has now written the fi rst two plays in a trilogy that off ers a 
contemporary feminist imagining of the Tudor queens.
 Last season, the Festival premièred The Last Wife, a 
story featuring the last wife of Henry VIII, Katherine Parr. 
This year, The Virgin Trial focuses on the princess destined 
to become Elizabeth I. The third companion piece will 
centre on Mary I.

Synopsis
Following the death of King Henry VIII, the crown has 
passed to his son by Jane Seymour, the nine-year-old 
Edward VI (Eddie). The boy king’s uncle Edward Seymour 
(Ted) eff ectively rules the country as Lord Protector.
 Now Ted’s brother, Thom Seymour, has been arrested 
after barging into Eddie’s bedchamber with a gun. He is 
accused of attempting to abduct or murder the young king 
in an attempt to seize the throne on behalf of Princess 
Elizabeth (Bess), Henry’s daughter by Anne Boleyn.
 Rumours of an improper relationship have long swirled 
around Bess and Thom. The latter had married Henry’s 
widow, the now deceased Katherine Parr, who had taken 
a warm interest in Elizabeth, welcoming her into their 
home as her own daughter. Now Ted and his co-inquisitor, 
Eleanor, are probing into that domestic arrangement for 
salacious details to support the allegation that Bess and 
Thom were lovers and that Bess was the instigator of 
Thom’s treasonous actions. Bess’s governess, Ashley, 
and secretary, Parry, have also been arrested and are 
questioned under torture.
 As these interrogations proceed, the events leading up 
to Thom’s arrest emerge in fl ashback. We see Thom and 

Bess hinting at a political and romantic alliance soon after 
Henry’s death; Thom even makes a marriage proposal 
to her by letter, only to subsequently break her heart by 
announcing his marriage to Kate instead.
 Bess still sees Thom as useful to her, however, and she 
allows the intimacy between them to grow as they develop 
a plan to depose Eddie, circumvent Bess’s Catholic sister, 
Mary, and rule England together: she as queen and he as 
her consort.
 But Ted is tipped off  about the plot. Confronting Thom, 
he urges his brother to admit that Bess is its true instigator. 
Drunkenly, Thom goes to Bess’s room at night, demanding 
to know if she has betrayed him. He rapes her at knifepoint 
before going to Eddie’s room, where he shoots the young 
king’s pet dog before being arrested.
 Bess confesses her plan to Mary, and admits that she 
was setting Thom up. Once he had helped her attain the 
throne, she would have disposed of him by accusing him of 
treason. But his rashness in making an impetuous assault 
on Eddie has now placed them both in grave danger.
 From their interrogations of Elizabeth, Ashley and Parry, 
Ted and Eleanor amass suffi  cient evidence of impropriety 
between Bess and Thom to create a public scandal. What 
they do not have, however, as Bess points out to them, is 
evidence of actual treason. Only one person can provide 
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that: Thom. And Bess is pinning all her hopes on his refusal 
to implicate her, even at the cost of his own life. 
 Meanwhile, she is pregnant with his child, a 
circumstance at odds with the destiny she will one day fulfill 
as England’s fabled “Virgin Queen.”

Content advisory for students
Some sexual innuendo/scenes and violence

Curriculum connections and links
1. All grades: Language/English (Listening to Understand, 

Speaking to Communicate, Reading for Meaning)
2. All grades: Drama, Music, Visual Art
3. Grades 9–12: Health and PE (Healthy Living: Bullying 

and Abuse)
4. Grades 9–12: Health and PE (Human Development and 

Sexual Health: Emotional, Social Impact; Understanding 
Healthy Relationships; Conflict Management)

5. Grade 11: Dynamics of Human Relationships (Healthy 
Relationships; Making Decisions)

6. Grade 11: Gender Studies (The Social Construction of 
Gender; Power Relations, Sex and Gender)

7. Grade 12: World History Since the 15th Century (Social, 
Economic and Political Context – 16th-Century England)

Themes and motifs
•	 Rules and order
•	 Women and empowerment
•	 Reason vs. irrationality
•	 Consequences
•	 Power and corruption
•	 Dysfunctional families
•	 Sex

Enrichment
Study Guides for certain productions are available at 
stratfordfestival.ca/studyguides.

Private workshops and post-show chats may be arranged 
by calling the Education Department at 519.271.4040, 
ext. 2354.

Festival Theatre and Costume Warehouse tours may be 
arranged by calling the Box Office at 1.800.567.1600.

Additional classroom activities and ideas for engagement 
with the text can be found at stratfordfestival.ca/
teachingmaterials.

Let us take care of lunch!
Picnic lunches are available anytime but must be ordered 
two weeks in advance. Student deli lunch buffets 
are another option (subject to availability). For more 
information, ask the Groups and Schools Department when 
placing your ticket order.

Theatre etiquette
Please respect the actors and your fellow patrons. When 
the lights dim, it is time to be quiet and engage with the 
actors on stage. Be sure to turn off all mobile devices and 
refrain from texting, talking or eating, as this is disrespectful 
to the actors who are telling the story.
 Respond to what you see through laughter, tears, 
smiles, giggles or captivated silence. The actors feed off 
your presence and response to their work on stage. Don’t 
respond by talking to your neighbour; please wait until after 
the performance to discuss your thoughts.

*Tools for Teachers sponsored by

The Tools for Teachers program includes 
Prologues, Study Guides and Stratford Shorts 

Booking Information
Online
You can order your group tickets online at any time 
right from your desk. You can even select your seats! 
To start planning your trip, go to stratfordfestival.ca/
schools.

Email
groups@stratfordfestival.ca

Phone
1.800.567.1600 or 519.273.1600

Mail
Stratford Festival
Attn: Groups and Schools
P.O. Box 520
Stratford, ON   N5A 6V2

facebook.com/StratfordFestival
twitter.com/Stratfest
youtube.com/StratfordFestival

Support for the 2017 season of the Studio Theatre is generously provided 
by Sandra & Jim Pitblado

Production support is generously provided by Karon C. Bales & Charles E. 
Beall, by Sylvia D. Chrominska and by Dr. Robert & Roberta Sokol


