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PLAY 
A (MINI) HISTORY OF THEATRE FOR KIDS 

 
Ideally suited for: Grades 1-6.  
Performance length: 50 minutes. 
Featuring: Drama, storytelling and moments of music and dance performed by two actors. 
 
“ Who made the first plays in the world? 

Children. ” 
 
Beginning with classic games like tag, 
PLAY: A (Mini) History of Theatre for 
Children is a dynamic introduction to some 
of the world’s most enduring and innovative 
games we call “plays.” Performed by two 
actors — Richard Harte and “Mavis-the-
Sometimes-Cat” (Jessica Salgueiro) — this 
performance guides audiences through four 
exciting periods of drama: 
 

1. Early  
Beginnings 

2. Ancient  
Greek Tragedy 

3. Japanese  
Noh Theatre 

4. Modern  
Theatre 

    
Games 

around the fire (tag) 
“Antigone” by 

Sophocles 
Zeami &  

14th-Century Noh  
Stein, Jarry &  

Beckett 
 

ABOUT THE COMPANY 
“Toronto’s enterprising One Little Goat” (New York Times) is North America's only theatre 
company dedicated to poetic theatre. With over a decade of acclaimed productions for adult au-
diences, the company is thrilled to make its theatre-for-young-audiences debut with PLAY. 
 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
Adam Seelig is a poet, playwright, stage director, and the founder of One Little Goat in Toronto. 
Seelig’s works have been covered in an array of media including the New York Times, Globe & 
Mail, New York Review of Books, Canadian Theatre Review, NOW, World Literature Today and 
Poetry Magazine. He is published by New Star Books and BookThug. Seelig is the recipient of a 
Commonwealth Scholarship for drama, and of a Stanford University Golden Award for his study 
of Samuel Beckett’s manuscripts.  
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LEARNING RESOURCE 
for 

 
 

PLAY 
A (MINI) HISTORY OF THEATRE FOR KIDS 

 
 
 
Dear Teachers: 
 
Since PLAY appeals to audiences ranging from Grade 1-6, this Learning Resource 
does not target specific ages, but is rather a reference for you should you wish to 
provide more information before/after our performance. While preparing your class for 
PLAY is not necessary, we find students get the most out of the performance when they 
know something about it in advance. Please enjoy this guide and use as you see fit. 
 
Please also note that PLAY is in no way a complete history of theatre! Out of thousands 
of moments in dramatic history, it simply presents some of our favourites. 
 
As a charitable organization whose mandate is to engage audiences through innovative 
theatre (specifically “poetic theatre”), One Little Goat Theatre Company welcomes 
comments from you and your students anytime. Please email: info@OneLittleGoat.org 
 
Finally, if you think of other educators who might be interested in bringing PLAY to their 
school, please let them—and us—know. 
 
Thank you for giving One Little Goat the opportunity to share PLAY: A (Mini) History of 
Theatre for Kids with your class. 
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PLAY 
A (MINI) HISTORY OF THEATRE FOR KIDS 

 
What do kids learn? 

• …that the first games in our world, such as tag, were/are invented by kids; and 
that those games are the building blocks for some of the world’s most enduring 
and creative games we call “plays.” Just as kids play games at recess, we in the 
theatre play plays in front of audiences. Our childhood games are theatre’s 
beginnings and inspiration. 

• …that all kinds of plays from all over the world have been performed for 
thousands of years and that many of those plays are still performed today. 

• …that theatre is available to all, boys and girls alike. 
 
How do they learn it? 

• …by watching two actors perform games and plays from different times and 
places (prehistoric games around the fire; Ancient Greece; Medieval Japan; 
Modern France), going in-and-out of character to transition from one game/play 
to the next. 

• …by watching a play with equal weight on male/female roles. 
 
Why is it relevant? 

• …because everybody loves to play games, and it’s fascinating to see how those 
games are elevated by theatre, an art form still practiced today.  

• Theatre is also a strongly inclusive and collaborative art form that often 
incorporates other arts such as writing and poetry, dance and music, as PLAY 
demonstrates. 

• For kids, it’s empowering to witness a performance that honours the natural 
playfulness of childhood, defining it as the springboard to future creativity. Play is 
not only the foundation of theatre, but of lifelong creativity — keep playing! 

 

 
Richard Harte & Jessica Salgueiro in PLAY. (One Little Goat) 



CHAPTER 1 
EARLY BEGINNINGS OF THEATRE 

GAMES AROUND THE FIRE 
 
 
"Games like tag, like leapfrog, the games we play are simple little plays. They're the first 
plays in our lives and the first plays in our world — made up by children." 
 
 

 
 
This work of art is over 10,000 years old! Most of us have traced our hands on a piece 
of paper, and that’s exactly what these artists did thousands of years ago using paint 
and, instead of paper, the rock face of a cave. Doesn’t it remind you of a wild game of 
tag? It’s a great reminder that people have always played games and made art.  
 
Cueva de las Manos, “Cave of Hands,” Santa Cruz, Argentina. (Source: Wikipedia) 
 



CHAPTER 2 
ANCIENT GREECE 

ANTIGONE BY SOPHOCLES 
 
 

 
Summary 
King Creon creates a new law to keep his country safe; 
however, Antigone (pronounced “an-TIG-uh-knee”), his 
teenaged niece, believes the new law is unfair, so she 
breaks it. This classic play about freedom (Antigone) 
versus security (Creon), originally written in the Greek 
language over 2,000 years ago, is still regularly 
performed all over the world today. 
 

Greece (dark green) on today’s map. 
 
Sophocles’ play asks this question: “What is more important: to be safe or to be free?” 
(The answer is: both! They are equally important.) 
 
King Creon thinks it is more important to be safe, while his teenaged niece, Antigone, 
feels it more important to be free. They have opposite opinions, so they argue. 
 

CREON:  My law is here to keep us secure. 
ANTIGONE:  At the expense of my freedom. 
CREON:  You can't just do what you want whenever you want. There is law 

and there is order. 
 
 
 
Sophocles (497-406 BCE, pronounced “SAW-fo-kleez”) was one of the 
greatest playwrights of Ancient Greece. He wrote 123 (!) tragedies, plays 
with sad endings that explore challenging issues. 
 
 
 

Glossary 
Olympics A sporting competition invented in Ancient Greece featuring track and 

field. 
Question Some questions have clear answers; other questions are more 

complicated. When we ask the question, “What is two plus two?” there is a 
clear answer: “Four.” When Sophocles’ play asks us, “What is more 
important: to be safe or to be free?” there is no clear, single answer. That 
explains why Sophocles wrote an entire play about this question. 



Principle What you feel is right and true. Antigone feels everyone should be free: 
that is her principle. Creon feels everyone should be safe: that is his 
principle. 

Citizen A member of a city or country. The actors in PLAY are citizens of Toronto. 
They are also citizens of Canada. 

Inhuman, Barbaric, Ruthless   

 Nasty! All three of these words describe terribly unkind behaviour.  

Decency Proper behaviour. 

Chaos Total disorder and confusion. (This word was invented in Ancient Greece.) 

Tyrant A bully who runs a country. If a prime minister were a bully, we would call 
him/her a tyrant. 

 
 

 
The Ancient Greeks 
built excellent outdoor 
theatres called 
amphitheatres. This is a 
picture of the Odeon 
Theatre in Athens, the 
capital of Greece, 
where Antigone by 
Sophocles was first 
performed over 2,000 
years ago. Even though 
the theatre is outdoors 
and seats many people 
in its audience, 
someone sitting high up 
in the last row can still 

clearly hear the actors way below on the stage, even if the actors are whispering. Many 
of our theatres today are modeled on this Ancient Greek design. (Source: tourist photo.) 
 



CHAPTER 3 
JAPANESE NOH THEATRE 

KOMACHI AT SEKIDERA BY ZEAMI 
 

 
Summary 
 
Komachi, born over 1,000 years ago (c.834), is 
one of the most celebrated poets in the history of 
Japan. Here is one of her poems: 
 
 

 
This abandoned house 
shining 
in the mountain village — 
how many nights has the autumn moon spent here?   
       —trans. Jane Hirshfield 

 
Komachi lived a passionate and exciting life, but by the age of 99 she had become poor 
and lonely, living alone in a hut she built in Sekidera (the name of a place in Japan). In 
the play Komachi at Sekidera, playwright Zeami shows the 99 year-old Komachi 
expressing her wish to live in better conditions, as she had in the past.  
 

Komachi: Days go by without a single bowl of food 
  Whom can I ask for one? 
  At night my torn rags fail to cover me 
  But there's no way to patch the holes. 
  Each passing rain 
  Ages the colourful flowers. 
  Oh how I yearn for the days that are gone! 
  What would I do to recapture the past! 

 
 
Zeami Motokiyo (c.1363-1443) was an actor and 
playwright who developed a special style of 
Japanese theatre called Noh. In Noh plays, actors 
play the roles of warriors, demons, ghosts and old 
women. Noh is the Japanese word for “skill,” and it 
takes a lot of skill for actors to achieve the careful 
movements and speaking/chanting techniques of 
Noh. Noh actors often wear masks and use fans to 
play their character, and they make every move on 
stage very carefully. As Zeami expressed it, whether 
an actor plays a warrior or old woman, "it should 



seem as though each were holding a branch of flowers.” Zeami also liked to imagine a 
flower inside every actor. As PLAY explains: 
 

“This is the theatre of Zeami and Noh, with its flower inside the actor, a 
mystery inside the actor that fascinates, even if we don't always know why 
we're fascinated.” 

 
 

Glossary 
Play (verb) When an actor plays a character in Noh, he/she must not merely 

pretend to be that character or mimic what that character is like; he/she 
must feel what it is to be that character. 

Mimic (verb) Imitate. If I change my voice so it sounds like my grandmother’s, I 
mimic her voice. In some kinds of theatre, mimicking is used to make 
audiences laugh; in Noh theatre, however, mimicking is not allowed. 

Fascinate To hold someone’s attention, to charm them. 
Mystery, Secret Sometimes we are fascinated by certain people because we sense 

there is an exciting mystery or secret deep within them. Zeami wants 
Noh actors to fascinate us in that way. 

Mask People have been using masks to amuse or terrify others for 
thousands of years. 

Poet Some poets rhyme, some poets don’t, but what all poets have in 
common is the ability to make words express more than expected. 
There are poets who can express a lot with few words. Komachi is a 
great example of such a poet. 

 
 

 
A drawing of the 99-year-old Komachi. (Source: Chicago Art Institute) 



CHAPTER 4 
MODERN THEATRE 

GERTRUDE STEIN, ALFRED JARRY & SAMUEL BECKETT 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

France (dark green) on today’s map.         Ireland (dark green) on today’s map. 
 
Summary — Four Saints in Three Acts by Gertrude Stein 
Four Saints in Three Acts, written 88 years ago, is actually an opera in which all the 
words are sung, not spoken as in a regular play, but we have included it as a play in 
PLAY because it is playful and delightful and is a brilliant example of Modern Theatre. 
As PLAY explains:  

“Believe it or not, Modern Theatre wants us not to understand. Modern 
Theatre loves it when we don't understand!” 
 

Gertrude Stein achieved this kind of Modern nonsense more ingeniously than anyone: 

To know to know to love her so.  
Four saints prepare for saints. 
It makes it well fish.  
Four saints it makes it well fish.  
Four saints prepare for saints it makes it well well fish it makes it well fish 

prepare for saints.   
 
We love Gertrude Stein’s writing the same way babies love Mother Goose: for its 
captivating rhythm and delightful, often hilarious combination of words and phrases. 
 
Gertrude Stein (1874-1946) was born in the United States 
but spent her life in Paris, France, where she wrote wildly 
clever and often very funny texts in English such as Four 
Saints in Three Acts and the phrase she is best known for: 
“a rose is a rose is a rose.” Her good friend, Pablo Picasso, 
drew this portrait of her.  



 

Summary — Ubu Roi (Ubu King) by Alfred Jarry 
About a hundred years ago (1896), when Alfred Jarry staged Ubu 
Roi, his play about a very-rudely-behaved king with the very-
ridiculous-name of Ubu, the Paris audience was so disgusted by 
what they saw that they stood up, yelled at the actors, and stopped 
the play. The play caused a riot! Years later, however, when it was 
also performed as a puppet show, audiences started to appreciate 
the ridiculousness of Ubu and learned to laugh at (rather than be 
offended by) his outrageous behaviour and his silly expressions, 
such as: 

 
 
“De par ma chandelle verte!”  (“By my green candle!”) 

 
 
 
Alfred Jarry (1873-1907) was born in France. 
Playing pranks and being ridiculous were an 
important part of his life and plays, especially his 
best known play, Ubu Roi. Jarry had a pet owl and 
loved to ride his bike and go fishing.  
 
 
 
 
 

Summary — Waiting for Godot by Samuel Beckett 
Didi and Gogo wait by a tree for a character named Godot (pronounced “GOD-oh”), who 
never shows up. Huh?! Then two other characters show up to make matters even 
stranger: one, named Pozzo, leads the other, named Lucky, by a leash, while Lucky 
utters such gibberish as: 
 

“what is more for reasons unknown in spite of the strides of physical 
culture the practice of sports such as tennis football running cycling 
swimming flying floating riding gliding skating tennis of all kinds dying 
flying sports of all sorts autumn summer winter winter of all kinds hockey 
of all sorts…” 

 
In sum, Waiting for Godot, written about 60 years ago (1953), is a play in which “nothing 
happens” in the oddest and sometimes funniest of ways. 
 
 
 



Samuel Beckett (1906-89) was born in Ireland and moved to Paris 
as an adult. Even though Beckett was raised speaking English in 
Ireland, he also loved the French language, so he decided to write 
all of his plays in both English and French! (He would have felt at 
home in bilingual Canada, n’est-ce pas?) Waiting for Godot was 
also written in French with the title En attendant Godot. 
(Portrait by Avigdor Arikha.) 
 
 
 
 

Glossary 

Modern Today we use the word modern to describe things that strike us as new 
and exciting. The CN Tower, for example, struck people as being very 
modern when it was first built, and it still looks modern today. The people 
who made the word modern popular were writers like Gertrude Stein (and 
artists like Stein’s friend Pablo Picasso) whose art struck people as new 
and exciting.  

Nonsense Nonsense may be the opposite of sense and meaning, but it is no less 
important, and is even more interesting and fun. Gertrude Stein, Alfred 
Jarry and Samuel Beckett all loved to use nonsense in their plays.  

Ridiculous Silly, funny, hilarious, amusing, droll, preposterous, ludicrous, laughable, 
nonsensical, comical, outrageous, absurd! People have created a 
category for plays like Waiting for Godot: “Theatre of the Absurd.” 

Waiting The action of staying where you are until something else happens. 
Essentially, waiting is the action of inaction! Have you ever sat by a tree, 
or in the hallway, or on the stairs, or in a classroom, and waited for 
someone? Most of us grow impatient or bored when we have to wait in 
those situations, but maybe waiting is more interesting than we think. 
Beckett definitely thought so, which is why he wrote Waiting for Godot. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 



THEATRE VOCABULARY 
Play A game in which people (called actors) play different roles (called 

characters) and interact with each other. 
Playwright A writer who writes plays. 
Comedy A play with a happy ending. 
Tragedy A play with a sad ending. (E.g. Antigone by Sophocles.) 
Tragicomedy A play that is part tragedy, part comedy, and ends in a way that is neither 

happy, nor sad, but a combination of the two. (E.g. Waiting for Godot by 
Samuel Beckett.) 

Game Games like tag are the first plays in our world — made up by children! 
Script When a play is written down (not all plays are, by the way), it is called a 

script. The script allows the actors to memorize what their characters will 
say in the play. 

Mime  A special theatre skill of pretending an object exists. If I pretend to hold a 
glass of water and drink from that “invisible glass,” I am miming the action 
of drinking water. Most people mime something nearly every day without 
even realizing they are using this special theatre skill. (In PLAY, when the 
actors pretend to have a sword fight without holding actual swords, they 
are miming.) 

Dialogue When two or more people talk in a play, we call it dialogue. 
Audience People who watch a play. 
Drama Another word for theatre. 

 
Richard Harte & Jessica Salgueiro in PLAY. (One Little Goat) 


