
THE MIRACLE WORKER PLAY GUIDE: PART 1 – CREATED BY PTAB AND PLAYHOUSE STAFF  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

By William Gibson | Directed by Meg Roe     Co-sponsored by: 

A PLAYHOUSE THEATRE COMPANY PRODUCTION  
 

 

OCT. 10 ς 31, 2009 

 

DOWNLOAD OTHER PARTS (LESSONS, ACTIVITIES, LINKS) AT VANCOUVERPLAYHOUSE.COM 
Created to provide you with explorations and insights into The Miracle Worker beyond the actual performance,  

this Play Guide includes information on its creators and characters, notable quotables and more:  

You can now download suggested practical lessons and activities linked to The Miracle Worker at 

vancouverplayhouse.com!  As a teacher, you can adapt these to your classroom activities before or after your 

performance. As a parent, you can draw on some activities to enhance your child’s theatre experience. And, as a 

patron at large, these activities might stimulate your own exploration or offer a new insight into the production. 

We hope you have fun playing with the facts and ideas we’ve included! 

PLAY GUIDE  
PART 1: HISTORY, GLOSSARY, Q¦h¢9{ΣΧ 

CREATED BY THE PLAYHOUSE TEACHERS  
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THE STORY 
As parents we love our children unconditionally. But what do you do 

when an illness has left your daughter blind, deaf and consequently 

mute? The Kellers have spoiled their daughter, Helen, and showered 

her with pity all her young life. So much so that she has become out 

of control.  Whether out of kindness or guilt, they hire Annie Sullivan 

as governess and teacher to try and tame their wild daughter. But 

Sullivan has met her match. It takes several fierce battles, not only 

with Helen but with her parents as well, for Sullivan to convince the 

Kellers that she needs time alone with Helen in order to make 

progress. For two long weeks she locks herself away with Helen, 

teaching the little girl discipline and language through the use of her 

fingers. And then one day, one glorious day, a breakthrough.  
Photo (right): Helen Keller with Anne Sullivan vacationing at Cape Cod in July 1888 
 

 

HISTORY 
The Miracle Worker was first realized in 1957 as a Playhouse 90 broadcast starring Teresa Wright as Annie Sullivan 

and Patricia McCormack as Helen Keller. Gibson adapted his teleplay for a 1959 Broadway production starring Anne 

Bancroft as Sullivan and Patty Duke as Keller. It won six Tony Awards including Best Play, Best Actress in a Play 

(Bancroft), Best Direction of a Play (Arthur Penn) and the Theatre World Award (Duke). Bancroft and Duke reprised 

their roles for the 1962 feature film, subsequently winning the Oscars for Best Actress in a Leading Role (Bancroft) 

and Best Actress in a Supporting Role (Duke). It was remade for television in 1979 with Patty Duke as Sullivan and 

Melissa Gilbert as Keller. In 2000, another television production was made and the 2005 Bollywood remake entitled 

Black made Time magazine's top ten films of the year list. A 1984 made-for-television sequel, Helen Keller: The 

Miracle Continues, starred Blyth Danner as Sullivan and Mare Winningham as Keller. 

References: wikepedia.com, hki.org 
 

 

SUGGESTED PLAY ACTIVITY [A SAMPLER] 

Type: post-viewing / discussion | Suitability: grade 6 and up | Suggested reading: Act 2  (script: pp. 60-63) 

Suggested by: Dr. Warren McKinnon (UBC Continuing Studies and PTAB Member) 
 

Act 2 describes the family and societal response to the blind and deaf – the family response that exempted Helen 

from family behavioural expectations and the societal response that viewed the blind and deaf as “mental 

defectives” to be housed in an asylum. For discussion: What family and societal conditions put Annie and Jimmie 

Sullivan in an insane asylum and caused Arthur and Kate Keller to consider the same destination for their blind/deaf 

daughter, Helen? How do we treat impoverished families/individuals and the blind/deaf today)  
 

 

FOR A FULL VERSION AND MORE ACTIVITIES  

VISIT VANCOUVERPLAYHOUSE.COM. 
 

FAST FACTS  
First Performance: October 19, 1959. Closed: 
July 1, 1961 (719 performances). Playhouse 
Theatre, New York, NY 
 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Helen_Keller_with_Anne_Sullivan_in_July_1888.jpg
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CREATORS AND CHARACTERS                
References: wikepedia.com, dirtyrottenscoundrelsthemusical.com, ibdb.com 

 

WILLIAM GIBSON (1914-2008), award-winning American playwright and novelist, was born in New York City and 

educated at the City College of New York, graduating in 1938. During the early years of his writing career it was 

necessary for him to supplement his income as a piano teacher. As well as a playwright, Mr. Gibson has also 

published poetry, fiction and an autobiography. Of all his writings, Gibson's most famous play is The Miracle Worker 

which won him the Tony Award for Best Play after he adapted it from his original 1957 telefilm script. He adapted 

the work again for the 1962 film version receiving an Academy Award nomination for Best Adapted Screenplay. 
 

HELEN KELLER (1880-1968) was born on June 27, 1880. When she was only 19 months old, Helen contracted a fever 

that left her blind and deaf. When she was almost seven years old her parents engaged Anne Mansfield Sullivan to 

be her tutor. With dedication, patience, courage and love, Miss Sullivan was able to evoke and help develop the 

child's enormous intelligence. Keller quickly learned to read and write, and began to speak by the age of 10. When 

she was 20, she entered Radcliffe College, with Miss Sullivan at her side to spell textbooks – letter by letter – into 

her hand. After graduation, she began her life's work of helping blind and deaf-blind people. She appeared before 

international forums, travelled around the world to lecture and wrote numerous books and articles. Miss Keller won 

numerous honors, including honorary university degrees, the Lions Humanitarian Award, the US Presidential Medal 

of Freedom, and election to the Women's Hall of Fame. In 1999, Keller was listed in Time’s Most Important People of 

the Century and Gallup’s Most Widely Admired People of the 20th Century. 
 

ANNE SULLIVAN (1866-1936) was born April 14, 1866, the oldest of five children. Her parents, Thomas and Alice 

Sullivan, were impoverished cooks who left Ireland in 1847 during the Potato Famine. Her mother suffered from 

tuberculosis and died when Anne was eight years old. Her father was an alcoholic farm hand who abandoned his 

three surviving children after his wife died. When Anne Sullivan was three she began having trouble with her 

eyesight as a result of the eye disease trachoma, a bacterial infection that often causes blindness by scarring and 

underwent a long string of unsuccessful surgeries. In 1880 she entered the Perkins Institution and Massachusetts 

School for the Blind in Boston, where she underwent more surgery, this time, regaining some of her sight. She 

graduated as class valedictorian in 1886. On March 3, 1887, she met Helen Keller for the first time.. 

  

BEHIND-THE-STAGE SP   TLIGHT:  
ALLAN STICHBURY, SET DESIGNER  
The world Helen Keller knows is an abstraction, not fixed and tangible the way we might understand it.  So, in 

creating an environment for the play it seemed appropriate that the set float above a revolving floor and that 

walls move.  The only things that are real are those things Helen can touch.  The set is a very contemporary 

canvas for a story as relevant to us today as it was when it happened.  As such the items the actors touch are all 

of the correct period, but the atmosphere is contemporary.  The set is also an evolving canvas for the director, 

the actors and the other designers as we all share this remarkable quest for knowledge and understanding that 

is The Miracle Worker.  

 

  
  

FAST FACTS  
The Miracle Worker won six 1960 Tony Awards 
including Best Play and Best Direction of a Play 
(Arthur Penn). 
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GLOSSARY 
References: online encyclopedias at answers.com  
                 
Almshouse  

Almshouses or poorhouses were maintained by 

private charity or the community at public expense to 

provide housing and some services for the indigent. 

Parish poorhouses were abolished in England by the 

Poor Law Amendment Act in 1834. In the United 

States, they often housed the elderly and disabled 

and were widespread prior to the adoption of Social 

Security in 1935. 
 

Michael Anagnos (Nov. 7, 1837 ςJune 29, 1906) 

Michael Anagnostopoulos was born in Greece, where 

he met Dr. Samuel Gridley Howe, who had travelled 

to Greece to assist with refugees from the Cretan 

Revolt. He became Howe’s secretary and later his 

son-in-law, and succeeded him as Director of the 

Perkins School for the Blind. During his tenure, he 

established the Samuel P. Hayes Research Library, 

now the largest collection of information on the non-

medical aspects of blindness in the world, and the 

first kindergarten for the blind in the United States. 

He died in Romania in 1906. 
 

Ulysses S. Grant  

(April 27, 1822-July 23, 1885) 

A Union hero of the Civil War, 

Ulysses S. Grant served two terms 

as President of the United States 

(1869-1877). Grant served with 

distinction in the Mexican War, but 

failed as both a farmer and businessman in civilian 

life. When the Civil War broke out, he joined the 

Union Army. In February 1962, he won the first major 

Union victory of the war at Fort Donelson, earning a 

the nickname “Unconditional Surrender” Grant. Given 

command of all Union forces in March 1864, Grant 

accepted the surrender of Robert E. Lee at the 

Appomattox Courthouse on April 9, 1865. He handily 

won two presidential elections, but his administration 

was marred by scandal.  

 

 

 

Dr. Samuel Gridley Howe  

(Nov. 10, 1801-Jan. 9, 1876) 

Physician and reformer, Samuel  

Gridley Howe was a pioneer in the 

education of the blind. In 1831, he 

was asked to open a school for the 

blind in Massachusetts. He served as the director for 

the Perkins School for the Blind for 44 years and 

helped establish schools for the blind in other states. 

In 1843, he married Julia Ward, a poet and activist 

who composed “The Battle Hymn of the Republic.” 
 

Stonewall Jackson  

(Jan. 21, 1824-May 10, 1863) 

Confederate general Thomas J. 

Jackson earned the nickname 

“Stonewall” for his staunch defense 

at the First Battle of Bull Run. A 

graduate of West Point, he served with distinction in 

the Mexican War and taught philosophy and artillery 

tactics at the Virginia Military Academy, before 

joining the Confederate Army. On May 2, 1863, he 

launched an attack at Chancellorsville that routed the 

Union right flank. Returning from a scouting mission, 

he was shot by his own soldiers. His left arm was 

amputated and he died a week later from 

complications. 
 

Robert E. Lee  

(Jan. 18, 1807-Oct. 12, 1870) 

Robert Edward Lee served as 

commanding general of the Army of 

North Virginia from 1862 and 

general-in-chief of Confederate 

forces at the end of the Civil War. Although offered 

command of the Union army at the outbreak of war, 

he resigned his commission to serve his home state 

Virginia. He won a series of brilliant victories, but his 

devastating defeat at Gettysburg marked a turning 

point in the Civil War. He surrendered to General 

Ulysses S. Grant in April 1865. He became president of 

Washington College (Washington and Lee University) 

in Lexington, Virginia. 
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John C. Pemberton (1814-1881) 

A Confederate general in the Civil War, 

John Pemberton was born in 

Philadelphia and attended West Point. 

He served in the Seminole and 

Mexican Wars, but when the Civil War broke out, he 

resigned his commission to join the Confederate 

Army. He was assigned to defend Vicksburg and the 

Mississippi River, but was forced to surrender his 

army to General Ulysses S. Grant on July 4, 1863. 

Discredited, he resigned his commission and accepted 

a new commission as a lieutenant colonel to continue 

serving the Confederacy. 
 

Perkins School 

The Perkins School for the  

Blind was established in 

Boston in 1829 as the first 

school for the blind in the  

 

 

 

 

 

United States. Novelist Charles Dickens wrote about 

the school’s success with Laura Bridgman, the first 

known deaf-blind person to be educated. Years later, 

Kate Adams Keller read American Notes, and on the 

advice of Alexander Graham Bell, contacted the 

school about her deaf-blind child, Helen, perhaps the 

most famous student to be taught at Perkins. 

Vicksburg  

A city in Warren County, Mississippi, Vicksburg was 

the objective of a major campaign in the Civil War. 

The last major Confederate stronghold on the 

Mississippi, Vicksburg played a key role in the battle 

for control of the river. After a series of unsuccessful 

assaults between May 1962 and April 1863, Union 

General Ulysses S. Grant marched his army thirty 

miles south of Vicksburg and transported it across the 

river to Bruinsburg, cutting Confederate forces in two. 

After a six-week siege, the city finally fell on July 4, 

1863, marking a turning point in the Civil War. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FOR A LIST OF FUN AND RELEVANT  

BOOK AND ONLINE LINKS VISIT 

VANCOUVERPLAYHOUSE.COM/ EDUCATION-OUTREACH 

THANK YOU TO  
our PTAB Members: CHERYL Causley / Crofton 

House School, CHRISTINA Cuk / Crofton House 

School, DAN Adrian / Moscrop Secondary, ERIN 

McGinley/ Moscrop Secondary, HEATHER 

Robbie / David Thompson Secondary, JOSH 

Weiss / Tamanawis Secondary, KIM Bothen / 

Capilano University, WARREN McKinnon / UBC, 

Continuing Studies, YVONNE Price / Cloverdale 

Learning Centre, MEREDITH Elliott, JOHN 

McHenry and STASA Andric / Playhouse 

Theatre Company who play an integral role in 

the creation of our 2009/2010 Play Guides. 

Interested in joining our PTAB?  

Call 604 637 3094.  

. 

http://moscropsecondary.com/
http://moscropsecondary.com/
http://dt-online.vsb.bc.ca/
http://www.tamanawis.com/
http://www.capilanou.ca/home.html
http://www.cstudies.ubc.ca/
http://www.cstudies.ubc.ca/
http://www.sd36.bc.ca/cloverdalelc/
http://www.sd36.bc.ca/cloverdalelc/
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NOTABLE QUOTABLES 
 

BY HELEN KELLER 
“Although the world is full of suffering, it is full also of the overcoming of it.” 

“Everything has its wonders, even darkness and silence, and I learn whatever state I am in, therin to be content.” 

“I do not want the peace which passeth understanding, I want the understanding which bringeth peace.” 

“One can never consent to creep when one feels an impulse to soar.”  

“The best and most beautiful things in the world cannot be seen or even touched. They must be felt within the 

heart.” 

“When one door of happiness closes, another opens; but often we look so long at the closed door that we do not 

see the one which has been opened for us.” 

 

BY ANNE SULLIVAN 
"I am beginning to suspect all elaborate and special systems of education. They seem to me to be built up on the 

supposition that every child is a kind of idiot who must be taught to think."  

"I have thought about it a great deal, and the more I think, the more certain I am that obedience is the gateway 

through which knowledge, yes, and love, too, enter the mind of the child."  

"Children need guidance and sympathy far more than instruction." 

 

BY… 
“What matters deafness of the ears when the mind hears? The one true deafness, the incurable deafness, is that of 

the mind.” Victor Hugo 

“Who is so deaf or so blind as he that willfully will neither hear nor see?” English proverb 

“A pessimist sees the difficulty in every opportunity; an optimist sees the opportunity in every difficulty.” Winston 

Churchill 
“Difficulties strengthen the mind, as well as labour does the body.” Seneca 
“If there is anything that we wish to change in the child, we should first examine it and see whether it is not 

something that could better be changed in ourselves.”  Carl Jung, Integration of the Personality 

 

FROM THE PLAY 
“Pity? For this tyrant? The whole house turns on her whims, is there anything she wants she doesn’t get? I’ll tell you 

what I pity, that the sun won’t rise and set for her all her life, and every day you’re telling her it will, what good will 

your pity do her when you’re under the strawberries, Captain Keller?” Anne Sullivan 
“She did fold her napkin.  She learns, she learns, do you know she began talking when she was six months old?  She 

could say ‘water.’ Not really – ‘Wahwah.’  ‘Wahwah,’ but she meant water, she knew what it meant, and only six 

months old, I never saw a child so – bright, or outgoing – Miss Annie, put up with it.  And with us.” Kate Keller 
“Cleanliness is next to nothing, she has to learn that everything has its name!  That words can be her eyes, to 

everything in the world outside her, and inside too, what is she without words?  With them she can think, have 

ideas, be reached, there’s not a thought or fact in the world that can’t be hers.” Anne Sullivan  
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ABOUT THE COMPANY  
The Vancouver Playhouse Theatre Company is British Columbia’s premier regional theatre company, producing 

engaging plays of the highest calibre since 1962. Our mandate, as it has evolved with the region’s cultural needs, is 

to be a vital cultural leader in the theatre ecology, describing and shaping our community’s perspectives by engaging 

a wider audience in significant theatre experiences. Our repertoire is contemporary and classic, Canadian and 

international, reaching deep into our community, across our country and beyond. 
 

We ask that you note the following guidelines to help keep the theatre experience an enjoyable one for all.  

 
 

THEATRE ETIQUETTE FOR ALL AGES 
 

Thou shalt not arrive late. 
This is an insult to performers and annoying to those on time. 
 

Thou shall sit in an assigned seat. 
When in doubt, speak with an usher or refer to your admission ticket. 
 

Thou shalt not talk during the performance. 
You’re not at home watching television. 
 

Thou shalt not rattle candy wrappers.  
Sound effects for this production have been chosen by the designers. 
 

¢Ƙƻǳ ǎƘŀƭǘ ƴƻǘ άǎƛƴƎ ŀƭƻƴƎέ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŜǊǎΦ 
Save that for after the show. 
 

Thou shalt not consume food or drinks inside the auditorium. 

Performers can hear you just as much as you can hear them. 
 

Thou shalt not place feet on the seat in front, or tap out a rhythm. 
The back of the seat in front does not belong to you. 
 

¢Ƙƻǳ ǎƘŀƭǘ ƴƻǘ Ǝƻ άǘƻ ŀƴŘ ŦǊƻέ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘȅ ǎŜŀǘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜΦ  
This disrupts the show for everyone. 
 

Thou shall turn off all that goes beep, ring or buzz. 
Accompaniment provided by orchestra only.  
 

Thou shall turn off all texting devices. 
We love to twitter, facebook or blog, too, but save it for before or after the performance.  

 

VISIT VANCOUVERPLAYHOUSE.COM/BLOG 

[BEFORE OR AFTER THE PERFORMANCE]  

THEATRE 

ETIQUETTE 

FAST FACTS  
Anne Sullivan used a method of touching the 
lips of others as they spoke. This method is 
called Tadoma, named after the first two 
children to whom it was thought: Winthrop 
“Tad” Chapman and Oma Simpson. 
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PLAYHOUSE EDUCATION AND COMMUNITY  
 

PRODUCTION CENTRE TOURS As a group, you can book a complimentary guided tour of the 25,000 

square foot Production Centre and explore scenery and prop shops, the wardrobe department and rehearsal halls. 

We recently moved into a new facility on East 2nd Ave., which will be our home until 2011. Call 604 637 3094. 

E-STAGE: PLAYHOUSE YOUNG PLAYWRIGHTS 2010 High school students from across British 

Columbia collaborate with professional directors and playwrights to develop an eight-minute scene, which is then 

performed by professional actors on the Playhouse stage. 2010 submission deadline is December 1, 2009. Email 

submissions are preferred. Contact Meredith Elliott at 604 629 2097 or melliott@vancouverplayhouse.com.  

TALKBACKS An excellent way to enhance your experience as actors return to stage to offer insights on the show 

and their work. Select Monday and Tuesday evening performances. The Miracle Worker: OCT. 19, 27, 2009.   

SALON SATURDAY Informative and fun, Salon Saturday is presented in the Playhouse Salon at 1pm (show at 

2pm). This series brings the audience together with a notable speaker to explore some of the underlying themes of 

the play that follows. Held on the third Saturday of each production. The Miracle Worker: OCT. 24, 2009.   

PAY-WHAT-YOU-CAN MATINEE This matinee is instrumental in bringing live, professional theatre to 

everyone in our community regardless of income level. The Miracle Worker: OCT. 17, 2009.    

RUSH TICKETS Available 15 minutes before show time and subject to availability, rush tickets are only $20 for 

regular performances and $30 for the season's musical (Dirty Rotten Scoundrels). 

PREVIEWS Be the first! We stage four preview performances (not yet media-reviewed), which offer dramatic 

savings on regular tickets (preview tickets: $30-38). The Miracle Worker: OCT. 10, 12, 13 14, 2009.   

TEA MATINEES These lively, social matinees are extremely popular with our audiences (especially seniors and 

students) and provide a unique afternoon theatre experience. Complimentary tea, coffee and biscuits are served at 

1pm, show at 2pm. The Miracle Worker: OCT. 21, 28, 29, 2009. 

RENTALS In addition to our own production work, we share our rehearsal halls, production workshops and props 

and costume inventory with the community as a whole, providing badly needed resources to other arts 

organizations and community groups that otherwise wouldn’t have access to a venue, shop space or heavily 

subsidized props and costume rentals. Call 604 872 6622. Rehearsal: x 224. Prop: x 250. Costume: x 320. 
 

VISIT VANCOUVERPLAYHOUSE.COM 
 

We welcome your feedback and questions regarding our Play Guides!  

You can also request a copy of a script (for educational purposes). 

Contact: Stasa Andric at 604 637 3094 / sandric@vancouverplayhouse.com 

or Meredith Elliott at 604 629 2097 / melliott@vancouverplayhouse.com.  
 

SEE YOU AT THE PLAYHOUSE! 

DEDICATED  

STUDENT  

MATINEE  

OCT. 14, 

2009, 1pm 

http://www.vancouverplayhouse.com/current-season/2009/dirty-rotten-scoundrels.php

