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WWaarr HHoorrssee
Based on the novel by Children’s Laureate Michael Morpurgo, the

Royal National Theatre’s production of War Horse at the Olivier is 

a fascinating piece of devised theatre, which has evolved over two

years under the directorship of Marianne Elliot and Tom Morris. 

The story, told from the viewpoint of a farm horse, Joey,
revolves around the relationship between a young boy and
his horse, and events as they move separately from life on 
a Devon farm to be reunited on the Flanders battlefields of
World War I. 

With Rae Smith’s set design skilfully lit by Paule Constable, video
wizardry provided by Leo Warner and Mark Grimmer, sound
design by Christopher Shutt and some mesmerising puppetry from
Handspring Puppet Company, there are a great many talents to 
co-ordinate within a single production. 

Puppetry
The general look and content of the production was first
established during a series of workshops, with one of the primary
challenges being how to portray a horse in a dramatically
malleable, yet realistic, fashion. Morris had met Adrian Kohler of
South Africa-based Handspring Puppet Company twelve years
ago when he was Director at Battersea Arts Centre and, more
recently, had been influenced by their production, Tall Horse,
which featured a 5m tall giraffe operated by two men on stilts.
Recognising the dramatic potential of these puppets, Morris
approached Kohler.

“Tom was keen to feature our puppets, and we knew we wanted to
work together,” says Kohler. “It was just a matter of finding the right
project. When Tom first told me about War Horse and how it was
told through the neutral eyes of a horse, my first thought was,
‘How do we do this?’

“At first we workshopped the idea of not using puppets at all,
experimenting with an ‘unadorned horse’ and using people to
simulate the front and back legs. This worked for blocking
purposes but did not allow the introduction of a rider.”

words by Julie Harper

photography by Simon Annand
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