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Good afternoon Ladies and gentlemen, girls and boys and welcome to the 

Theatre Royal Plymouth for this long-awaited touring production of the 

National Theatre’s epic, WAR HORSE. 

  

I am Veryan your audio describer for today’s performance. 

  

The total running time is 2hours 40. Including a twenty-minute interval. 

Both Acts run for 70 minutes.  

  

War Horse is based on the novel written in 1982 by the former children’s 

laureate, Michael Morpurgo, and has been adapted for the stage by Nick 

Stafford in collaboration with Handspring Puppet Company. Directed by 

Marianna Elliot and Tom Morris with music by Adrian Sutton, designed 

by Rae Smith and the atmospheric lighting by Paule Constable. 

  

 Morpurgo’s book tells the story of the First World War through the eyes 

of a horse called Joey.  The play begins in 1914 in a rural Devon farming 



community situated on the edge of moorland. A long-legged foal is sent 

for auction where a hard-up farmer, Ted Narracott, buys him. This is Joey. 

Later Joey is sold to a yeomanry cavalry division, shipped off to France, 

where he serves first on the British and then, after being captured, on the 

German sides before ending up wounded and wandering in no-man’s land. 

But Joey is pursued by Albert, Ted Narracott’s son who enlists illegally at 

the age of 16 with the express purpose of finding his beloved horse amidst 

the carnage of the trenches. In this stage adaptation, however, the story 

isn’t told by Joey, but through dialogue amongst the humans he encounters. 

  

War Horse the production, is, dare I say it, unique. Unique in that it draws 

on the collaborative genius of spell-binding puppetry, puppeteers, scenic 

artistry, together with actors, musicians and choreography to conjure living 

breathing mountains of horseflesh out of carved wood, translucent gauze 

and leather. 

  

  

THE CAST, COSTUMES, HORSES AND OTHER ANIMALS. 

  

As there is a cast of well over thirty actors I will describe the principle 

characters in Act I now and tell you about the ones who appear in Act II 

during the interval. 

  

As the costumes, with few exceptions, are all much of a muchness, I am 

going to give you a general over view of how the characters are dressed. 

The Narracott family and villagers in the farming community are dressed 

in the same style. The women with long sleeved blouses tucked into ankle-

length homespun skirts in dull greens and beige colours, shawls around 

their shoulders, aprons and stout boots. Their hair is pulled back to the nape 

of the neck and often as not covered by a scarf. The men wear rough 

trousers, with, tweed jackets or waistcoats, open neck shirts and working 

boots. They all have short back and sides beneath either flat hats or brown 

trilbies.  The military personnel wear army uniforms in the style befitting 

their rank, the cavalry officers  with riding breeches, brown boots and 

spurs. 



  

Firstly we meet an accordion playing folk singer, known as THE SONG 

MAN played by BOB FOX. He acts as the narrator before and during 

scenes. He is a well-built older man with a grey beard, dressed in rough 

country clothes including a brown felt hat complete with a feather tucked 

in the brim.   

  

ALBERT NARRACOTT, played by LEE ARMSTRONG, is a 

somewhat reserved gawky teenager, who, in an understated way, 

exemplifies the gritty determination of youth, which he displays not only 

in his training of Joey, but also later as he faces barbed wire, machine gun 

attacks and interminable shelling by heavy gunfire in his dogged search for 

his much-loved horse. He is a youthful sixteen with short dark hair, usually 

hidden beneath a cloth cap.  

  

STEVEN HILLMAN takes the part of TED NARRACOTT, Albert’s 

father.  Ted is a hard drinking farmer struggling to make ends meet on an 

unprofitable moorland farm. He’s middle-aged, somewhat unkempt with 

greying hair and a grisly beard, and tends to wear collarless shirts under a 

shapeless tweed jacket with a battered brown trilby. 

  

ROSE NARRACOTT, Ted’s long-suffering, hard-working wife and 

Albert’s mother is played by KAREN HENTHORN. Rose is an 

uncomplicated honest country woman who personifies the strength and 

grief of all those mothers who saw their sons depart for war not knowing 

if they’d ever see them again. 

  

DAVID FLEESHMAN plays ARTHUR NARRACOTT, Albert’s uncle 

and Ted’s more successful brother. He is better off than most of the 

villagers and wears three piece suits and polished shoes. 

  



PETER ASH plays BILLY NARRACOTT, Arthur’s somewhat highly 

strung son, and Albert’s cousin. Before joining up, he also wears a suit with 

shirt and tie. 

  

Local lads, GREIG and BONE – later troopers are played by KARL 

HAYES and ADAM FOSTER. 

  

LIEUTENANT JAMES NICHOLLS, later a major, wears army officers 

uniform with breeches, a Sam-brown belt, peaked cap, polished boots and 

at times wears a sword. His part is taken by FINN HANLON. 

  

JAMES ALPER plays CAPTAIN CHARLES STEWART. He is 

immaculately turned out in army uniform with slicked back dark hair under 

his peak cap. 

  

SEAN McKENZIE takes the part of SERGEANT THUNDER – later 

Sergeant major. 

  

PRIVATE DAVID TAYLOR is played by, ALEX MORAN. 

  

CARTER – The auctioneer, who later joins up and becomes a sergeant, is 

played by JASON FURNIVA. 

  

  

  

The horse JOEY. We first meet Joey, when, as a nervy, skittish half-

thoroughbred foal he’s taken for sale by auction. He’s a bright chestnut, 

long-legged colt who snorts and starts suspiciously at everything around 



him. With the passing of time he transforms into a magnificent bucking, 

rearing horse of around 16 hands. 

He and all the other truly fabulous horses are part machine part sculpture 

created out of hinged skeletal bamboo frames, leather and gauze and 

activated by the balletic precision of several trios of physical performers. 

These life-sized equestrian symbols with their twitching ears, flaring 

nostrils and swishing tails become as real as the skilful athletes who 

manipulate them, leading us, the audience to become as emotionally 

involved with them as if they were living breathing creatures, not only with 

personalities, but leaving us in no doubt that they, like their puppeteers, 

also have souls. 

  

TOPTHORN is a mighty, towering 17-hand thoroughbred black horse, 

who after an initial stand–off with Joey, becomes his comrade and friend.  

  

There are several other, less complex horses, two known as COCO and 

HEINE. 

  

An ever-present, over eager goose patrols Ted and Rose’s farmyard, chases 

people and given the chance, pecks their calves. He’s propelled on a wheel 

by an actor.   

Swallows fly overhead and later on carrion crows will appear amongst the 

carnage left by war. 

  

Although the team of brilliant actor-puppeteers who operate Joey and 

Topthorn with such agility and sensitivity are visible, they are totally un-

intrusive to the point that one hardly notices that they are even there.  

  

  

  

  



SETS AND SCENERY 

  

The opening scenes take place in rural Devon a couple of years before the 

start of World War I. 

  

The stage is bleak, dark and sombre in its simplicity, curving around at the 

back and forwards into the auditorium making it appear almost circular. 

The rough ground and surrounding walls are blackened while floating 

above the back of the stage is a curving screen shaped like a thick band of 

ragged cloud.  

During the play images are superimposed upon the screen including pages 

torn from Lt Nicholls sketchbook – these pencil drawings map the shifting 

action and changing atmosphere of what is taking place below. At times, 

the sketches are replaced by projections including hazy images of the 

village square, the farmhouse, open countryside, battlefields, the docks at 

Calais or stylised images of exploding shells. In Act II uncompromising 

coils of barbed wire are seen stretching across a barren shell-shattered 

landscape, and charred branchless trees rise skeletal from the rutted mud 

and mire of the desolation known as no-man’s-land.  

  

The Narracott’s farm is depicted by little more than a rough wooden door 

on the left that opens into the farmhouse, and a small window to its right. 

A goose patrols the yard and birds fly overhead in this peaceful country 

setting on the edge of open moorland.   

  

Long poles held by actors create fences, stables and the auction ring. 

  

Great battles are evoked simply by blinding flashes of light, the roar of a 

cannon or an interlude of slow-motion action clouded in smoke. In one 

scene a British tank rolls menacingly across the battlefield like an armour-

plated behemoth dwarfing the battle weary horses and men. 

  



There is no curtain and the stark, dimly lit set is in full view. During the 

performance there will be loud noises and flashes of bright light. The 

sounds of exploding mortars, fired from artillery guns, ring out over the 

battlefields, while at other times single gun shots will be heard.  On several 

occasions there will be intense and penetrating lights shining directly at the 

audience. I will try and warn you before this happens.  

  

 The dimming of the auditorium lights is accompanied by a rustling breeze, 

a swallow calling, a fly buzzing and the distinctive sound of a foal 

sneezing, followed by a whinny. 

  

A spotlight comes up on a folk singer. 

  

ACTII 

  

In this half we meet some new characters. 

  

CAPTAIN FRIEDRICH MULLER, a good horse-loving German played 

by MARTIN WENNER. 

  

PAULETTE, a Frenchwoman and owner of a farm in occupied France 

played by EMILIE ASTON. 

  

EMILLE, Paulette’s young daughter – NISA COLE. 

  

A German soldier called, SCHNABEL played by JOSEPH 

RICHARDSON. 

  



KLAUSSEN, a feisty German soldier is played by PAUL SIMPSON. 

  

A COLONEL STRAUSS and DOCTOR SCHWEYK. 

  

Sergeant FINE. 

In the trenches at no-man’s-land we meet:- 

GEORDIE, an English soldier played by GAVIN SWIFT. 

and 

MANFRED, a German soldier played by SIMEON TRUBY. 

  

The action moves from Calais to Paulette’s farmhouse in the Somme valley 

– this has been commandeered by the German army as a first aid 

post/clearing station for their wounded soldiers, and is again depicted by 

little more than a door and small window. 

  

Finally, at the clearing station for the wounded behind British lines, we 

meet:-  

MATRON CALLAGHAN played by HELEN MACFARLANE, 

REBECCA KILLICK playing ANNIE the nurse who tends to Albert. 

And a veterinary officer called MARTIN, also played by KARL 

HAYNES 

  

  

When Act II opens it is March 1915. Calais. 

  

meet:-
meet:-


Projected overhead is the dockside at Calais with large cranes in the 

foreground and ships out at sea. A large wooden farm cart loaded with 

shovels stands on the left.   

  

 


