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About this guide
This study guide was designed as a tool for teachers to use in order to 
help their students more deeply engage with the questions and themes 
explored in Kate Hennig’s The Virgin Trial. Included in both the pre-  
and post-show units are a series of classroom exercises and discussion  
questions. This guide also includes supplementary information related  
to the content of this play.

This guide was written by Lois Adamson. It is copyright protected.  
Please contact education@gctc.ca if you have any questions about  
the use of this guide.

Synopsis
In this riveting sequel to The Last 
Wife, playwright Kate Hennig  
takes us on a gritty exploration of 
victim shaming, sexual awareness,  
and female empowerment as she  
reimagines the scandalous story  
of young Elizabeth I as a modern 
day crime drama.

Content Advisory
This play explores content related 
to sexual misconduct, discussion  
of abortion, and includes coarse  
language as well as scenes of 
staged violence and torture.

Curriculum Connections
SOCIAL SCIENCES & HUMANITIES

• Gender Studies, Grade 11, University/College Preparation (HSG3M)
• Issues in Human Rights, Grade 12, University Preparation (IDC4U)
• Equity, Diversity, and Social Justice, Grade 11,  

Workplace Preparation (HSE3E)
• Equity and Social Justice: From Theory to Practice, Grade 12,  

University/ College Preparation (HSE4M)
• Dynamics of Human Relationships, Grade 11, Open (HHD3O)
• Challenge and Change in Society, Grade 12,  

University Preparation (HSB4U)

CANADIAN & WORLD STUDIES

• World History to the End of the Fifteenth Century, Grade 11,  
University/College Preparation (CHW3M) 

• World History since the Fifteenth Century, Grade 12,  
University Preparation (CHY4U) 

• World History since the Fifteenth Century, Grade 12,  
College Preparation (CHY4C)  

• Adventures in World History, Grade 12,  
Workplace Preparation (CHM4E)

THE ARTS

• Drama, Grade 10, University/College Preparation (ADA2M)
• Drama, Grade 11, University/College Preparation (ADA3M)
• Drama, Grade 12, University/College Preparation (ADA4M)

ENGLISH

• English, Grade 10, University Preparation (ENG2U)
• English, Grade 11, University Preparation (ENG3U)
• English, Grade 12, University Preparation (ENG4U) 
• Canadian Literature, Grade 11, University/College  

Preparation (ETC3M)
• Studies in Literature, Grade 12, University Preparation (ETS4U) 
• The Writer’s Craft, Grade 12, University Preparation (EWC4U) 

mailto:education@gctc.ca
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Introductory Pre-Show Exercise:  
Getting To Know Elizabeth I
DIRECTIONS

1. Ask students what they already know about Elizabeth I. You may 
wish to create a Know/Want to Know/Learned chart to document 
their existing knowledge and curiosities. 
 
A Know/Want to Know/Learned (KWL) Chart helps students track 
their own learning. Using three columns, one for each, students can 
record what they know (or think they know) as well as what they 
want to discover before beginning their research. Then, as they 
engage in inquiry, they can note what they have learned. This can be 
a shared chart for the whole class to use or can be created and used 
individually be each student.

USE THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS AS A GUIDE  
FOR THEIR INQUIRY

• Who was Elizabeth I?
• What is her legacy?
• Her father, Henry VIII, had six wives. She had no spouse.  

Are marriage and family life important to a ruler? Why or why not?
• Elizabeth was sometimes called The Virgin Queen, Gloriana or  

Good Queen Bess. What do these nicknames tell us about her private  
identity or public image?

• What key events and characteristics mark the Elizabethan era?
• Why might the story of Elizabeth I be of interest to Canadian  

audiences today?
• In your opinion, was Elizabeth I a feminist? Why or why not?
• In what ways did Elizabeth I find power as a leader in her time? 
• How was her access to power limited? Why?

Pre-Show Unit
The pre-show unit introduces students to Kate Hennig’s The Virgin Trial 
through a series of dramatic exercises. Students will begin with an  
introduction to Elizabeth I. They will then have the opportunity to  
look at how gender inequity prevents access to power for all people.  
The unit concludes with an examination of creative artistry in relation  
to leadership, feminism and youth culture. These exercises serve  
as an introduction to the play and lay the groundwork for a deeper  
exploration of themes of responsibility, female empowerment,  
innocence and experience in the post-show unit.

MATERIALS

Markers
Chart paper

PRE-SHOW DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

• Who was Elizabeth I?
• What are the qualities of a good leader?
• What makes the public fascinated by famous figures?
• Is it possible for a young person to be in charge of  

their destiny? Why or why not?

• Do young people know what’s best for them?  
Why or why not?

• Is honesty always the best policy? Explain.
• Are our public and private identities the same?  

Should they be?
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MATERIALS

Chart paper/Chalkboard
Markers/Chalk
Library/Computer access

Pre-Show Exercise: 
Examining Selfie Culture
DIRECTIONS

1. Share the following excerpt from Kate Hennig’s essay “Virgin Power” 
first published in the Stratford Festival program for the play’s  
premiere and included as the foreword to her play. 
 
“I would venture to say that the professed virginity of the second 
queen regnant of England is also a convenient truth. It has extensive 
dramatic possibilities — and we know how this princess loved  
dramatic possibilities. Might we even consider her a creative artist? 
 
What if Elizabeth created a campaign of virginity to distract the  
masses from her dubious integrity? What if this girl who is not-yet 
married was in full control of her destiny even in her teenage years? 
 
... In 1549, Elizabeth was doing exactly what girls and young women 
are doing today: adapting, reinventing her own image, pursuing her 
self as art, utilizing her unique principles and prescient solutions to 
achieve her goals.” 
 
— Kate Hennig (VII-VIII, The Virgin Trial, 2017)

2. Share this 2017 New York Post article:  
The Real Reason Men Hate Women Taking Selfies. 
https://nypost.com/2017/11/11/the-real-reason-men-hate- 
women-taking-selfies/

3. Invite students to discuss the following in small groups or  
as a whole class.

DEBRIEFING QUESTIONS

• Do you agree with the writer’s perspective on selfie criticism?
• Do you think criticism of selfies is generational or cultural?
• Why is gender linked to issues of power when it comes to  

art and leadership?
• In what ways does gender inequity affect everyone? How does  

it particularly impact girls, women, gender-nonconforming and  
transgendered people? 

• Knowing what you now know about Elizabeth I, what do you  
think she would say about the selfie trend among young women?

https://nypost.com/2017/11/11/the-real-reason-men-hate-women-taking-selfies/
https://nypost.com/2017/11/11/the-real-reason-men-hate-women-taking-selfies/
https://nypost.com/2017/11/11/the-real-reason-men-hate-women-taking-selfies/


Introductory Post-Show Exercise: 
Standing In Role
DIRECTIONS

1. Have students line up side by side along a line, real or imaginary. 
One end of the line will be designated as “strongly agree” and the 
opposite end will be designated “strongly disagree”. 

2. Tell students that you are going to read a series of statements 
including lines from the play and they will move along the line, 
responding in role (as if they were one of the characters in the play) 
beginning with Bess.

3. If, as Bess, they strongly agree with the statement, they should move 
to that side of the line. If they strongly disagree, they should move  
to that side of the line. If they have a neutral or ambivalent response, 
they should stand in the middle. Students should stand wherever 
along the continuum best reflects the response of that character.

4. Encourage students to move silently, without discussion about  
their decision.

5. After each response, facilitate a discussion about why students  
have taken the stand that they did, encouraging them to continue  
to respond in role. Help students to notice patterns or differences  
in how they respond and to understand one another’s responses.

6. Cycle through other key characters such as Mary, doing the same 
exercise. You may also choose to have them respond as themselves 
or as other known characters or figures.

Post-Show Unit
The post-show unit builds on the themes explored in the pre-show unit  
of study in the context of the play. With particular focus on the experience  
of the characters in Kate Hennig’s The Virgin Trial, students will look at  
questions surrounding shame, responsibility and power. They will be 
asked to reflect on their own understandings of power and responsibility. 
The unit concludes with an exercise that extends learning begun in the 
pre-show unit focusing on female creative power.

MATERIALS

Space in which to move

STATEMENTS

1. Marriage is always  
about love. 

2. Some people were born  
to be in power.

3. Girls are smart. 
4. When you have no real 

power of your own, you try 
to take it from others.

5. Honesty is always the  
best policy.

6. Sacrifice is part of  
change — the ends justify 
the means.

7. People’s private lives are 
just that — private.

8. I want to be adored by  
average people.

9. The truth is immaterial once 
the public have their story.

10. It’s always possible to  
reinvent yourself.

POST-SHOW DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

• Is Bess trustworthy? Why or why not?
• Bess deals with sexual harassment, unwanted  

pregnancy and manipulation by those meant to  
protect her. Who does she have for support?  
How does she cope with these challenges?

• What is your opinion on the ways in which  
Bess behaves? Do you agree with her actions?  
What do you think is her motivation?

• Would Bess’ experience in the play have been  
different if she weren’t a young woman?  
Explain.

• How does what Bess wants change over the  
course of the play? How do her tactics change in  
trying to get what she wants?

• Why do you think Mary and Bess have such different 
ideas about their place in the world?

• Who is the most powerful character in the play? Why?
• Why do you think Kate Hennig, the playwright,  

decided to feature historical characters, but set  
the play in contemporary, domestic life?

• What are the connections between personal and  
political power?
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Post-Show Exercise:  
Bess Selfies
DIRECTIONS

1. Invite students to find images of portraits of Elizabeth I. You may 
choose to draw upon the UK’s National Portrait Gallery for examples 
or to share this excerpt: 
 
“One of the key ways Elizabeth consolidated her power was  
through the commissioning of elaborate, highly symbolic portraits. 
She successfully built her status as an icon by playing with  
the conventions of royal portraiture and images of femininity.  
Her features are recognisable to this day: the curling red hair, 
faultless pale complexion and ageless beauty. As the ‘Virgin Queen’, 
Elizabeth has been seen by some as a Mary-figure: virgin and  
mother to a protestant nation. But in addition to this obvious  
maternal appeal, Elizabeth often appears fierce and striking.” 
 
from the Royal Museums Greenwich blog.

2. In examining the portraits, encourage students to note common 
elements or noticeable differences.

3. As a class, consider these comparisons.

4. Discuss the intended effect or actual impact of these (e.g. the jewels 
and fans signified gifts from visiting courtiers, etc. and would signify 
classical learning and importance).

5. Next, give students time working independently to design a  
modern-day portrait of Elizabeth in the style of a Bess selfie. 
 
What is her intended effect (e.g. to signify innocence, to commu-
nicate wisdom, to portray beauty, to demonstrate strength, etc.)? 
Why? At what point in the play do you imagine her taking this? 
 
How would Bess be dressed? 
 
Which elements would she include and why?

6. Give students time to either sketch or stage and take  
these photographs.

7. Invite students to share their Bess selfies with each other,  
discussing their intention and the impact of their images.

DEBRIEFING QUESTIONS

• Would Elizabeth I’s public image have been the same had she  
lived in our time? Why or why not?

• Is it important for us to be in control of how others view us? Explain.

MATERIALS

Chart paper/Chalkboard
Markers/Chalk
Library/Computer access

DEBRIEFING QUESTIONS

• Were there any responses that surprised you? In what ways?
• Which character’s ideas were most in line with your own?  

Why do you think that is?
• Did any of the characters’ opinions or values change over  

the course of the play?

https://www.npg.org.uk/research/programmes/making-art-in-tudor-britain/case-studies/the-queens-likeness-portraits-of-elizabeth-i
https://www.rmg.co.uk/discover/behind-the-scenes/blog/young-female-and-powerful-was-elizabeth-i-feminist#vBC46j4jTuXrxueM.99
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Sources & Resources
THE PLAY

Hennig, Kate. The Virgin Trial. Playwrights Canada Press, Toronto, 2017.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT

“Elizabeth I.” BBC History, 2018,  
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/people/elizabeth_i

“Elizabethan age.” New World Encyclopedia, 2 October 2011, 
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Elizabethan_age

“The queen’s likeness: portraits of Elizabeth I.” National Portrait Gallery, 
https://www.npg.org.uk/research/programmes/making-art-in-tudor-
britain/case-studies/the-queens-likeness-portraits-of-elizabeth-i

“The real reason men hate women taking selfies.” Jennifer Wright,  
New York Post, 11 November 2017,  
https://nypost.com/2017/11/11/the-real-reason-men-hate-women- 
taking-selfies/

“Young, female and powerful: was Elizabeth I a feminist?” Kate Wilkinson, 
Royal Museums Greenwich, 16 November 2017,  
https://www.rmg.co.uk/discover/behind-the-scenes/blog/young-fe-
male-and-powerful-was-elizabeth-i-feminist

THE ONTARIO CURRICULUM

The Ontario Curriculum — The Arts

Grade 10 
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/arts910curr2010.
pdf

Grades 11 and 12 
www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/arts1112curr2010.pdf

The Ontario Curriculum — Canadian and World Studies

Grades 11 and 12 
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/2015cws11and12.
pdf 
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/interdisciplinary-
1112curr.pdf

The Ontario Curriculum — Social Sciences and Humanities

Grades 11 and 12 
www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/sstudies1112curr.pdf

The Ontario Curriculum — English

Grade 10 
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/english910currb.
pdf

Grades 11 and 12 
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/english1112currb.
pdf

http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/people/elizabeth_i
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Elizabethan_age
https://www.npg.org.uk/research/programmes/making-art-in-tudor-britain/case-studies/the-queens-likeness-portraits-of-elizabeth-i
https://nypost.com/2017/11/11/the-real-reason-men-hate-women-taking-selfies/
https://www.rmg.co.uk/discover/behind-the-scenes/blog/young-fe-male-and-powerful-was-elizabeth-i-feminist
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/arts910curr2010
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/arts1112curr2010.pdf
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/2015cws11and12
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/interdisciplinary-1112curr.pdf
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/sstudies1112curr.pdf
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/english910currb
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/english1112currb



