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By Wes Grantom 

When James Goldman wrote The 
Lion in Winter in 1966, he fully ac-
knowledged he was writing fiction. 
He sat down to imagine a holiday 
weekend at the court of King Hen-
ry II and began with a handful of 
outlandish historical accounts like 
Henry imprisoning his wife Elea-
nor in a tower only to let her out 

for holiday meals. But the details of what these characters actually said 
and did, he just made up. In doing so, he was able to make a dysfunction-
al royal family in 1183 look more like our own dysfunctional families and 
bring us closer to them than any history book ever could.

People often say, “those who ignore history are doomed to repeat it.” 
Looking back to 1183, however, it’s hard to fathom that surviving historic 
accounts of kings and queens are accurate. Written by the victors, these 
stories have traveled a ragged path to us over hundreds of years. They’ve 
been repeatedly reflected and refracted through the lenses of politics 
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and religion like this crazy hall of 
mirrors contorting hearsay into 
fact and hyperbole into legend. But 
upon reflection, perhaps we stand 
to learn as much from the fictions 
as the facts. 

In Act II, Eleanor says to her 
children, “It’s 1183 and we’re still 
barbarians.” Each time I hear that 
line, it makes me reflect on the 
ways in which we’ve progressed as 
a society and the ways in which we 
haven’t. We can voyage to distant 
Mars and create cures for diseases, 
but we still wage morally dubious 
wars and commit heinous acts of 
violence. Hundreds of years from 
now, it would be fascinating to see 
what’s gleaned from the various 
contradictory accounts of recent 
events. Will future historians be-
lieve CNN or Breitbart, or will they 
simply blend the two together to 
write the chapter on the early years 
of the 21st century?

Viewing our history as this mir-
rored funhouse of fact and fiction 
perhaps makes it easier to see that 
the common denominator in all 
of our historic battles and power 
struggles is us. As human beings, 
are we hardwired for violence? Is 
it possible that we as a society are 
well aware of our history and are 
doomed to repeat it anyway? If 
yes, can anything break our cycle 
of treachery and greed? I suppose 
only time will tell. 

Luckily, we have some delicious-
ly wicked, fictionalized royals to 
help pass the time. Perhaps they’ll 
reflect back to us something about 
human progress or lack thereof. I 
like to imagine Eleanor imprisoned 
in 12th century France dropping 
wisdom from her tower with some-
thing wonderfully anachronistic 

like, “Hey, you out there. Yeah, 
you! It’s 2019. Are we still barbar-
ians?”  d

Glossary of Terms
By Catherine Heiner, Dramaturg

Yule log A practice originating with Celtic Brits and Gaelic 
Europeans, the yule log includes a celebration during the 
time of winter solstice. According to tradition, the ritual 
included anointing the log with wine or salt, and then 
burning it. Any remains of the log were used the following 
year. When the Christian Church began celebrating the 
birth of Christ in the 4th century, this tradition also 
became associated with Christmas.

Chancellor A senior state or legal official. Originally the term for the 
court official stationed between the public and the judges 
in legal settings.

To gall To create feelings of annoyance and resentment.

Connubial Relating to a marriage, or the relationship between a mar-
ried couple.

Menials A domestic servant, or a person with a menial job. Typ-
ically associated with work that does not require much 
skill or prestige.

Barons The lowest order of British nobility, referred to as “lord.” 
Associated with individuals who hold lands under the 
designation of a sovereign or overlord. 

Annulling The process of declaring an official agreement invalid. 
Also associated with marriages, to indicate that they have 
had no legal existence. In order to have an annulment, the 
couple must prove one of the following arguments: one 
spouse is of unsound mind, the marriage was the result of 
force or coercion, one spouse engaged in fraud, or that the 
couple could not consummate the marriage due to 
physical impairment.

Rosamund Reference to Rosamund Clifford, one of Henry II’s 
mistresses. It is believed that Rosamund acted as his mis-
tress for many years, but only publically acknowledged 
their relationship after Eleanor was imprisoned. According 
to legend, Rosamund was poisoned by Eleanor. 

Aesthete Someone who loves and appreciates works of art and 
beautiful things.

Poetaster A writer of mediocre verse, a would-be poet.

Yule Log’ by Robert Alexander Hillingford.
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Henry Plantagenet and Eleanor of Aquitaine are married. Eleanor is 12 years 
his senior.

Henry Plantagenet becomes Henry II, King of England.

A son, Henry, is born.
A son, Richard, is born.
A son, Geoffrey, is born.
A son, John, is born.

Eleanor presides over her own court in Poitiers without her husband. She de-
velops a culture of chivalry, literature, music, poetry and folklore.

At the age of nine, Alais Capet, daughter of French King Louis VII, is be-
trothed to Richard. As part of this arrangement, Henry II is given French terri-
tories. She is sent to live in Henry II’s court until she is old enough to wed.

After concern regarding the line of succession arises, Henry is prompted to 
crown his son Henry. His son is known as “the young king.”

Henry the young king is joined by Richard, Geoffrey, John and Eleanor of 
Aquitaine in rebelling against Henry II. 

Eleanor of Aquitaine is captured and taken to Winchester. She is held prisoner 
by her husband indefinitely.

Henry II forgives his sons for turning against him. He organizes how his lands 
will be divided among the four of them after his death. Additionally, Henry II’s 
mistress Rosamund Clifford dies under suspicious circumstances.

Louis VII’s son and Alais Capet’s brother Philip Capet becomes King of 
France. 

Henry the young king attempts to stage another rebellion. He dies of dysentery 
during a revolt.

Henry II hosts a large Christmas gathering. It is attended by his sons Rich-
ard, Geoffrey, John and Eleanor, who has been released for the holiday. While 
Christmas merriment is expected, meetings and arrangements regarding suc-
cession and the throne are also anticipated.

TIMELINE OF HENRY II AND ELEANOR OF AQUITAINE
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AND YOU 
THOUGHT YOUR 

FAMILY WAS 
DYSFUNCTIONAL

By Cate Heiner, Dramaturg

The Christmas celebrations in 1183 
were not the first time King Henry 
II faced conflict and opposition 
during his reign. Henry was known 
as a leader with strong opinions 
and a fierce temper, already having 
conquered a number of nearby ter-
ritories and wielding far-reaching 
power, but found many of his most 
difficult challenges within his own 
home. 

Ten years prior to the events in 
The Lion in Winter, tensions were 
already roiling among Henry’s 
family. His sons Henry the young 
king, Richard, Geoffrey and John 
had joined with their mother, El-
eanor of Aquitaine, in 1174 in an 
attempt to overthrow Henry. When 
this rebellion failed, Eleanor was 
captured and taken to Winchester, 
where she was indefinitely held 
as prisoner by her husband. Hen-

Eleanor was one of the most 
powerful women of the Middle 
Ages. Duchess of Aquitaine in her 
own right, she would go onto be-
come Queen-consort of France and 
later Queen of England.

Eleanor was the elder daughter of 
William, Tenth Duke of Aquitaine. 
The exact date of her birth is un-
known, but she was raised in one of 
Europe’s most cultured courts and 
given an excellent education. She 
later became an important patron of 
poets and writers.

The death of Eleanor’s only broth-
er, and of her father in 1137, left 
her with a vast inheritance. At just 
15-years-old, she had suddenly 
become the most eligible heiress 
in Europe. That same year she 
married Louis, heir to Louis VI 
of France, who shortly afterwards 
became King as Louis VII. The 
couple had two daughters.

In 1147, Eleanor accompanied her 
husband on the Second Crusade, 

ry eventually forgave his sons in 
1176, and outlined how his lands 
would be divided among the four 
of them after his death. However, 
this division would never be real-
ized. By 1183, Henry the young 
king attempted to stage another 
rebellion, but died of dysentery 
during the revolt. Henry’s plans 
for the throne after his death are 
dashed—without his oldest son to 
carry out his legacy, he must decide 
which of his remaining sons will 
take the throne. Richard, the eldest, 
had the most impressive military 
experience, but his allegiance to 
Eleanor makes him distrustful of 
Henry. John, the youngest, had the 
least qualifications, while Geoffrey, 
the middle son, seemed willing to 
go any lengths for power. 

Playwright James Goldman dra-
matizes this moment in Henry’s 
history as the entire family gathers 
under one roof for the Christmas 
holiday. While negotiating among 
three scheming sons, Henry is also 
faced with brokering a marriage be-
tween France and England in hopes 
of settling conflict with the French 
King Philip. Not only that, but his 
estranged wife Eleanor seems to 
be waiting for him around every 
corner, ready to match him blow-
for-blow in a game of wits, strategy 
and manipulation. Alliances are 
forged, broken, shifted, and rekin-
dled, displaying the very human 
side of this royal family. After all, 
what family doesn’t have their ups 
and downs?

HISTORY OF 
ELEANOR OF 
AQUITAINE 
(C. 1122 – 1204)
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travelling to Constantinople and 
Jerusalem. The Crusade was a fail-
ure and relations between Eleanor 
and her husband, already poor, 
deteriorated even further. Eleanor’s 
failure to produce a son contributed 
considerably to this tension, and in 
1152 they were divorced.

Two months later Eleanor married 
Henry of Anjou, who in 1154 be-
came King of England. The couple 
had five sons and three daughters. 
For nearly two decades, Eleanor 
played an active part in the running 
of Henry’s empire, travelling back-
wards and forwards between their 
territories in England and France.

In 1173, two of Eleanor’s sons 
involved her in a plot against their 
father, and as a result Henry im-
prisoned her. After Henry’s death in 
1189, his eldest son, Richard I, 
ordered his mother’s release. 
Despite her age (now in her 
mid-sixties, which was considered 
elderly in the 12th century) Eleanor 
became very closely involved in 
government. In 1190, she acted as 
regent in England when Richard 
went to join the Third Crusade. She 
even played her part in negotiations 
for his release after he was taken 
prisoner in Germany on his way 
home.

In 1199, Richard died and was 
succeeded by Eleanor and Henry’s 
youngest son, John. Eleanor’s role 
in English affairs now ceased, al-
though she continued to be closely 
involved in those of Aquitaine, 
where she spent her final years. 
She died on 31 March 1204 and 
was buried in the abbey church at 
Fontevrault next to Henry II.

http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/historic_fig-
ures/eleanor_of_aquitaine.html

MAP OF ENGLISH AND FRENCH TERRITORY

Map courtesy of George Hartmann as included in Devil’s Brood by Alfred Duggan.
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OUR EQUITY CAST
WES GRANTOM (Director) directed The Comedy of Tenors last season at PTC, 
as well as the world premieres of Beep Boop create with physical comedian Richard 
Saudek and Civics and Humanities for Non-Majors by Jeff Talbott.

MARYAM ABDI* (Alais) has largely worked abroad as a Fulbright Scholar, as well 
as a company player at Red Tape Theatre in Chicago, where she was Nanna in the 
Jeff-nominated piece Round Heads & Pointed Heads. This is her Pioneer Theatre Com-
pany debut.

AUSTIN REED ALLEMAN* (John) debuts at PTC. Off-Broadway he has been seen 
in The Skin of Our Teeth and Daniel’s Husband. Regionally he has been seen in Trea-
sure Island (Cincinnati Playhouse in the Park), Nikola Tesla Drops the Beat (Adiron-
dack Theater Festival), Romeo and Juliet (New Orleans Shakespeare Festival), Cymbe-
line (New Orleans Shakespeare Festival), Spring Awakening (Southern Rep) and Miss 
Julie (Access Theater).

CELESTE CIULLA* (Eleanor) returns to Pioneer Theatre Company after performing 
in Clybourne Park, A Midsummer Night’s Dream and Macbeth. In addition to stage 
work, she has narrated over 50 audio books for Recorded Books, receiving an audio-
phile award for best ensemble cast for the narration of Nicole Krauss’s book, Great 
House.

WILLIAM CONNELL* (Richard the Lionheart) was last seen at Pioneer Theatre 
Company in One Man, Two Guvnors. His Broadway credits include A View From the 
Bridge and The Coast of Utopia. His TV and film productions include “Manhattan 
Love Story,” “Blindspot,” “Blacklist,” “Madam Secretary,” “Bull,” MA, “Smash,” 
“Not Fade Away,” “Gossip Girl,” “Law & Order” and “Guiding Light.”

GRAYSON DE JESUS* (Philip, King of France) performed in the Broadway tour of 
War Horse. This is his PTC debut. TV and film performances include “High Mainte-
nance” on HBO, “Sneaky Pete” on Amazon, “Conviction” and “Forever” on ABC, as 
well as Kate Can’t Swim and Tasmania.

ESAU PRITCHETT* (Henry II) enjoys his PTC debut. He has performed on Broad-
way in A Free Man of Color and on television in “The Blacklist,” “Chicago PD,” 
HBO’s “The Night Of,” Netflix/Marvel’s “Iron Fist” and “Orange is the New Black” 
and in the “Law and Order” franchise.

DAMIAN JERMAINE THOMPSON (Geoffrey) PTC debut. Off-Broadway: Little 
Rock, The Anthem, Around the World in 80 Days, Fly, By The Dawn’s Early Light and 
The Madwoman of Chaillot. Film: English Vinglish. TV: “The Player,” “The Story of A 
Gun,” among others.
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(Geoffrey) * Denotes member of Actors’ Equity Association


