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ABOUT THE PLAYWRIGHT   

“These stories are our stories of American History. I wanted to give a gift back.” 

- Vogel on A Civil War Christmas 

 

 

Paula Vogel was born on November 16, 1951 in Washington D.C. She has written 10 plays, 

including: 

 

- The Baltimore Waltz (Obie Award) 

- How I Learned to Drive (Pulitzer Prize, New York Drama Critics Award, Obie 

Award, Lucille Lortel, Drama Desk, Outer Critics Circle and many more.) 

- A Civil War Christmas  

- The Long Christmas Drive Home 

- The Mineola Twins,  

- Hot ‘N’ Throbbing 

- Desdemona: A Play About a Handkerchief 

- And Baby Makes Seven 

- The Oldest Profession 

- Indecent (Her Broadway debut)  

 

Vogel has taught at both Brown University ( 1984 - 2008) and Yale University 

(2008-2012). Some of her students include Sarah Ruhl, Lynn Nottage, and Nilo Cruz. 

One of Vogel’s sources of inspiration for The Baltimore Waltz (especially) and many 

other works is her late brother Carl, who died of AIDS in 1988. Part of her motivation 

for writing A Civil War Christmas came from her brother’s comment of, “I want you to 

teach the children of our family history, they have to know where we came from.” 
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ABOUT THE PLAY 
 

Paula Vogel says that part of the reason for writing this piece stemmed from a question of: 

“Why are we doing a Christmas Carol about Victorian London poverty? Where is the American 

Carol?!” The original production of A Civil War Christmas had its world premiere at the Long 

Wharf Theatre in New Haven, CT. It was directed by Tina Landau. Vogel’s intent was to 

ultimately create a piece that could be taken on by a community. 

 

Other notable productions include: 

- Huntington Theatre Company, Boston, Ma (2009) 

- TheatreWorks, Palo Alto, CA (2009) 

- Northlight Theatre, Skokie, IL (2010) 

- New York Theatre Workshop, NY, NY (2012) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Production at Long Wharf) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Production at New York Theatre 

Workshop) 
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DIFFERENT “TYPES” OF PERFORMANCE 
 

Vogel has taken on a series of performance styles within a single play. This task, while 

impressive, is also cause to consider how these forms are deconstructed and commented on. 

 

 

PAGEANT PLAY 

 

Because these plays were generally accompanied by great ceremony 

and showmanship, pageant has come to mean also any lavish 

production, whether indoors or outdoors, without regard to any 

specifically religious content.  

 

 

CHRISTMAS PLAY 

 

Also known as “Nativity plays”, are often retellings of the birth of 

Jesus.  

 

 

 

CIVIL WAR REENACTMENT  

 

The reenactments as we know them today have been said to have 

started in the 1960’s. However, “reenactments” also went on during 

the war “Known as ‘sham battles,’ ‘mock battles’ or ‘mimic battles,’ 

these battles were enacted for a variety of reasons: entertainment, 

practice and to demonstrate to civilians back home what happened 

during the war.” (Smithsonian.com). A lot of the times, these “shams” 

were performed during the holidays, although it was mostly a northern 

event. These performances entail major battles of the war being 

re-creating the appearance of certain battles 

 

STORY THEATRE 

 

“The dramatic presentation of 1 or more stories told by a group of actors who play multiple 

roles and provide narration. Scenery is simple and costumes are suggestive pieces” 

- As defined by Elizabeth Van Dyke 
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CRASH COURSE: CIVIL WAR  
 

 

When did it start?: April 12, 1861 (Battle of Fort Sumter) 

 

When did it end?: May 9, 1865 (Battle of Palmito Ranch) 

 

Who was fighting?: Union (Northern) and Confederate 

(Southern) soldiers 

 

Who won?: The Union (North) 

 

Who was president?: Abraham Lincoln 

 

A brief run down:  

 

The Civil War has had slogans such as “the war between the states” and “brother against 

brother”. The main reason it was fought can be attributed to outrage over the Confederate 

States of America, a group of 11 Southern States who seceded and formed their own country 

in order to preserve the institution of slavery. The United States was outraged by this, and 

tensions were high. The war itself began at Fort Sumter. While the south had seceded, there 

were still a few Southern forts that were manned by United States soldiers. While the 

Confederacy demanded the forts be surrendered, The U.S. refused and President Lincoln 

attempted to get the soldiers supplies by sea. This prompted the Confederate soldiers to 

attack the fort, ultimately leading to the U.S. surrendering it. This was the beginning of what 

would be a Four-year war that sought to preserve the rights of the sides fighting. For the 

North, they wanted to preserve their nation as one entity. For the South, they wanted to 

preserve their right to own slaves.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(An image of the Battle of Gettysburg, the bloodiest battle during the war) 
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LIFE FOR CIVILIANS 

 

Life during the time of the Civil War Was… 

 

DIVIDED 

 

Families across both sides were affected by the war. It took all male 

figures out of the picture for a moment in time. Women, if they 

were not at home, would serve as nurses on the battlefield. 

 

UNCERTAIN 

 

Glimpses of the war were seen through magazines and pictures of 

battlefields. The images could be grotesque, and anxiety was high in 

terms of welfare of loved ones.  

 

REBELLIOUS  

 

Rebellion was a part of life for those not directly in the war. In the North, Groups such as the 

Knights of the Golden Circle and Order of American Knights were caught opposing the draft, 

causing Lincoln to set forth outlines for punishment if one was found guilty of treason.  

 

ECONOMICALLY UNSTABLE 

Both the North and South had economic issues that stemmed from funding the war. The low 

salary of soldiers also created a problem for Northern and Southern families in terms of 

provision. However, the North had an economic advantage seeing as it had more factories, 

tariffs (taxes on imported goods that went to the government), and more railroads. The 

South’s economy was heavily influenced by slave labor, and secession weakened their power 

even more.  
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LIFE FOR SLAVES  
 

THE PROCESS OF ABOLISHING SLAVERY 

 

April 16, 1862: Slavery was abolished* in Washington D.C. a year after the war’s beginning.  

* masters who were loyal to the Union and affected by this abolition were 

compensated $300 per slave 

 

September 22, 1862: Lincoln issued a preliminary Emancipation Proclamation set to go into 

effect if the Confederation did not cease rebellion by January 1, 1863. 

 

January 1, 1863: The Confederation did not yield, and the Emancipation Proclamation was 

solidified. This freed* all slaves in the Confederacy. 

* Slaves in states that were loyal to the Union were not included. 

 

December 6, 1865: The 13th Amendment was put into 

place, abolishing slavery in all of the U.S. at the end of 

the war.  

 

THE UNDERGROUND RAILROAD 

 

The Underground Railroad was a network of people 

that operated to help escaped Slaves from the South. 

The ways it worked was: A “conductor” guided the 

fugitive slaves to safe spaces, or “stations”. These 

spaces ranged from houses, churches, or schools, and 

were watched over by “stationmasters”. The 

destination for most slaves was to get to free states 

(Such as D.C.) or Canada.  
 
“THE AFRICAN VILLAGE”: SLAVES AND THE WHITE HOUSE  

 

All of the presidents before Abraham Lincoln, as well as Lincoln himself and Ulysses S. Grant, 

were slave owners during their time as president or had owned slaves.  

 

Life for enslaved men and women in the White House included living and working there, with 

rooms located in the basement. Their living spaces were open at ground level on the south 

end, but had windows facing only the kitchen at the north end. This was to control the 

movement of the slaves. 
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CIVIL WAR PRISON CAMPS 
 

"As we entered the place, a spectacle met our eyes that almost froze our blood with 

horror…before us were forms that had once been active and erect—stalwart men, now 

nothing but mere walking skeletons, covered with filth and vermin…Many of our men 

exclaimed with earnestness, 'Can this be hell?'" 

- Robert H. Kellogg, a Union soldier 

 

To name a few: 

 

Confederate Prison Camps  Union Prison Camps 

- Salisbury (North Carolina) 

- Belle Isle (Virginia) 

- Andersonville/Camp Sumter (Georgia) 

- Alton, Camp Douglas (Illinois) 

- Elmira (New York) 

- Point Lookout (Maryland)* 

*Maryland was a border state that never formally seceded from the Union 

 

These camps held over 400,000... 

● Soldiers 

● Spies 

● Political prisoners 

 

An estimated 56,000 prisoners died due to... 

● Unsanitary Conditions 

● Overcrowding 

● Malnutrition 
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LIFE OF SOLDIERS 

WHAT A SOLDIER LOOKED LIKE: 

● Most Soldiers who enlisted were slim young 

men with brown hair and blue eyes. They were 

around 5’8” and were typically Christian 

farmers. 

● Over 2 million of these soldiers were 21 years 

old or younger. It is estimated that only  

about 10% were over 30. 

● The soldiers who were over 30 probably had  

past fighting experience and either filled 

special roles in the war, or were officers at 

camps. 

● Recruitment techniques targeted areas of specific  

race. This is why companies were either all white  

or very diverse 

 

 

 

HOW A SOLDIER LIVED 

● There was a high risk of falling ill for new 

recruits. Illnesses  during this included: Typhoid 

fever, Malaria, Pneumonia, Tuberculosis, 

Smallpox, Chickenpox, Scarlet Fever, Measles, 

Mumps and Whooping cough. 

○ Dysentery killed more soldiers than 

enemy bullets 

● Campsites became mud pits due to thousands of 

soldiers and horses walking over the grounds. 

This also was a factor of the weather.   

● Soldiers never had down time. They were always 

training, always on watch duty, or performing 

other tasks at their camps. When they were not 

performing a task, they were sleeping.  
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UNITED STATES COLORED TROOPS  
● The United States Colored Troops (USCT) made up 10% of the 

Union troops and 25% of the Union Navy. Only 1% of the 

Northern population was black. 

● On September 27, 1862, the first USCT regiment was officially 

brought into the Union army and the Louisiana regiment had 

African American Captains and Lieutenants of African descent. 

● A month after initiation, the USCT Captured Donaldsonville, 

Louisiana. 

● Before the Emancipation Proclamation was put in place, there 

were two more regiments from Kansas and South Carolina. 

After the Proclamation, The USCT began publicly recruiting 

African Americans.  

● The 54th Massachusetts Infantry was the first regiment to be raised after the public 

authorization of recruiting African Americans.  
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MOSBY RAIDERS 
 

John S. Mosby, nicknamed “The Gray Ghost,” was a Small town lawyer in Virginia who joined 

the Confederate army when the state seceded. He put together the 43rd Battalion Virginia 

Cavalry. He was so valuable to the confederacy the union tried to capture him multiple times 

and failed. He had a bounty on his head after the war, but was pardoned by Ulysses S. Grant. 

After the war he became a republican who tried to repair the union, but was shunned and 

threatened by those who took this as a form of betrayal. He was forced to leave Virginia and 

move to D.C. to practice law and work as a diplomat 
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CHRISTMAS AND AMERICA 

Christmas did not become an “official” American holiday in the U.S. until President Ulysses S. 

Grant declared it as one in 1870 (5 years after the Civil War). In fact, in the 1600’s, Christmas 

was banned in Boston for a time by Puritans who did not align with some of its connections to 

Paganism.  

 

However, a new wave of European immigrants brought about the end of the ban in 1681, 

causing a resurgence of celebration. Some opted to view the holiday in a primarily Christian 

way, while others viewed it as a time to gather, eat and drink. Alabama was the state to 

recognize Christmas as a holiday in 1863. Other states slowly followed as well. 

 

Holiday traditions during this time didn’t differ much from what we do today. Traditions 

included: giving gifts, sending cards, singing Christmas carols, and decorating Christmas trees.

     

 

 

 

   (1689 public notice about  

the ban) 

 

 

(Post card) 

AND ABOUT CHRISTMAS TREES… 

 

For many years, any plant that remained green year-round was considered 

to have special properties when it came to warding off witches and evil 

spirits. The existence of these trees was also linked to the Winter Solstice 

and served as a reminder that summer would soon return.  

 

Germany is where the tradition of Christmas trees as we know it came to 

be. In the 16th century, Christmas pyramids would be built out of wood and 

decorated with Evergreen and candles. Eventually, small Evergreens were 

used. The ban of Christmas due to its Pagan link stopped this tradition from 

initially catching on in America. However, in 1846, Queen Victoria was 

shown with her husband and Children around a Christmas tree. Because of 

her popularity, these trees became fashionable worldwide. From there on, 

the rise of the Christmas tree took off as a staple in many homes.  
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CHRISTMAS AND THE WAR 
 

Below are pages from the published edition of the script:  
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MUSIC AND THE WAR 
Below are pages from the published edition of the script: 
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CIVIL WAR INSTRUMENTS 
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HISTORICAL FIGURE GLOSSARY 
 

ABE LINCOLN 

16th President of the United States. Born Feb 12, 

1809 in Hardin County Kentucky. Married Mary 

Todd and had four sons (Only 1 lived to 

adulthood). Assassinated on Good Friday, April 14, 

1865 in Ford’s Theatre by John WIlkes Booth 

 

JOHN WILKES BOOTH 

Assassinated President Lincoln. An actor who 

thought he was helping the south by assassinating 

the President. Born May 10, 1838. In the 1850’s 

joined the know-nothing party. Was killed April 

26, 1865 

 

 

MARY TODD LINCOLN 

Born on December 13, 1818, in Lexington, 

Kentucky. Married Abraham Lincoln on November 

4, 1842. After Abraham’s death she fell into a 

deep depression. Her son, Robert Todd Lincoln, 

had her temporarily committed. Died in 1882 

 

 

JOHN HAY 

Abraham Lincoln's private secretary. Promoted the 

“Open Door” policy in China. Developed a strong 

interest in poetry while studying at Brown. 

 

 

 

JOHN SURRATT 

Confederate Servant agent. Carried messages to 

confederate boats on the potomac river. Part of 
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the conspiracy to abduct Lincoln.Fled to canada 

after learning of the presidents assassination. 

 

WILLY MACK LEES 

Born a slave. His master was Robert E. Lee. During 

the war accompanied his master as a cook. Sustain 

shrapnel wounds to his head and hip. 2 years prior 

to the war, he became an unofficial preacher. 

 

 

WALKER LEWIS 

Successful barber. Grand Master of African 

American Lodge #1. Helped organize the 

Massachusetts General Colored Association 

(MGCA). His home was a stop in the underground 

railroad. Converted to the Church of Jesus Christ 

of Latter Day Saints. Was the third black man 

known to hold the Mormon Priesthood. 

 

 

DECATUR BRONSON 

A combination of James H. Bronson and Decatur 

Dorsey. Both were African Americans who received 

the Medal of Honor for the Battle of Crater and 

The Battle of Chaffin's Farm. Both born into 

Slavery.  

 

 

 

JAMES WORMLEY 

Was a successful restaurant owner and Hotel 

Owner (Wormley House). Persuaded Congress to 

fund the first public school for Washington’s  

African Americans. His Hotel is most known for the 

secret meetings between the Republican and 

Democratic Representatives for Candidates 

Rutherford B. Hayes and Samuel J Tilden. They 

came to a compromise which led to the removal 

of the south's federal troops. 
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WALT WHITMAN 

American Poet. Was a volunteer nurse during the 

civil war. Joined after seeing a listing of fallen 

soldiers which he thought referenced his brother. 

Wrote many poems and books about the war. 

 

ROBERT E. LEE 

Commanded the virginia armed forces. Became 

General In-Chief of the confederate forces. After 

the war became president of Washington College. 

 

 

 

WILLIAM T. SHERMAN 

Union general. Stationed in Georgia and SOuth 

Carolina. Fought in the Second Seminole War in 

Florida. Lost at the First Battle of Bull Run, but 

was praised for his actions and promoted to 

brigadier general of volunteers.  

 

MARY SURRATT 

Owned the boarding house where it's believed 

John WIlkes Booth devised his plot to assassinate 

Abe Lincoln. Arrested for allegedly being part of 

the conspiracy. First woman executed by the U.S. 

government. 

 

 

PHILIP READ  
Born a slave in Charleston, South Carolina. 

Purchased by ironworker Clark Mills. Only known 

slave to work on the Statue of Freedom. 

 

MOSES ELIAS LEVY 

A Jewish American businessman in Morocco. Moses 

Immigrated to Florida in the 1820’, where he 

purchased 50,000 acres to develop the Pilgrimage 

Plantation. His intent was for this area to become 

a refuge for persecuted European Jews. 
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LOUIS J. WEICHMANN  
Started attending the seminary at St. Charles 

College in Ellicott City, Maryland at 17 where he 

met John Surratt. He was a chief witness for the 

trial of Abraham Lincoln’s assassination. 

Weichmann had been a suspect due to his 

association with the Surratt’s family.  
 

MRS. ELIZABETH KECKLEY 

A slave woman who bought her freedom. She was 

the personal modiste and confidante of Mary Todd 

Lincoln. She became a successful seamstress for 

wives of the government elite. 

 
MRS. ELIZABETH THOMAS 

Lived in Brightwood, which was a free black 

community. Thomas had 88 acres of land that was 

taken during the Civil War by the Union Army to 

build Fort Stevens. She did not leave like the 

others. She stayed, cooked, cleaned, and assisted 

in battle. 

 

HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW 

An American poet. First American to translate 

Dante Alighieri's Divine Comedy. He was one of 

the Fireside Poets from New England. Some of his 

works include: Paul Revere’s Ride, Evangeline, 

and Song of Hiawatha. 

 
ULYSSES S. GRANT 

A colonel of the 21st Illinois Volunteers. Abraham 

Lincoln made him a Brigadier General. Major 

victory in Tennessee when his troops captured 

Fort Donelson. After the war, he was considered a 

national hero.  

 
 

WARD HILL LAMON 

President Lincoln’s bodyguard. He was absent on 

the night of Lincoln’s assassination due to being 

sent to Richmond, Virginia. 
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LEWIS PAYNE 
Attempted to assassinate United States Secretary 

of State William H. Seward on April 14, 1865.He 

was a confederate soldier and served in the 

Mosby’s Raiders. 

 
 
MINISTER BINGHAM 
One of the prosecutors in charge of the Lincoln 

assassination trial. 

 

 

ANNA SURRATT 
Mary Surratt’s daughter. She was taken into 

custody with her mother for suspicion of taking a 

photo off the mantle of their boarding house that 

had a hidden photo of John Wilkes Booth. 

 
 
JOHN NICOLAY 
German born immigrant. Nicolay moved to the 

states when he was five and grew up to serve as 

Lincoln’s secretary. He Co-wrote a biography on 

Abraham Lincoln with John Hay.  

 
 
 
CLARA BARTON MULE 
Remembered as the founder of the American Red 

Cross. She traveled to the Union Army to provide 

care to wounded soldiers on many battlefields. 
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GLOSSARY 
 

Christ Church (pg 17): A Church located in Alexandria, Virginia. 

*Aide-de-camp (pg 17): A military officer acting as a confidential assistant to a senior officer. 

Edward’s Ferry (pg 20): Used as a river crossing for the Union Army.  

Medal of Honor (pg 21): Established during the Civil War era, this is the highest military 

decoration a soldier can receive. To earn a Medal of Honor, one must execute an exceptional 

act of valor.  

The War Department (pg 22): Located where the current Eisenhower Executive Office 

Building is. The head of this was the Secretary of War (a position abolished in 1947). The War 

Department’s purpose was to make sure the U.S. Army was organized and maintained, and 

was ultimately commanded by the President. The Department also aided with war-related 

efforts, such as the eventual Reconstruction of the South post-Civil War. 

Battle of Fort Pillow (pg 23): Also known as the Fort Pillow Massacre. The battle took place 

on April 12, 1864 in Tennessee. Confederate troops attacked the fort, causing the Union 

soldiers to surrender. Instead of capturing the soldiers as prisoners of war, 300 were killed. 

This was an especially controversial action given that the majority of these soldiers were 

black.  

The Battle of Gettysburg (pg 24): A battle that lasted from July 1 - 3, 1863. It is regarded as 

the most important and most bloody battle of the Civil War. The battle was a result of Robert 

E. Lee’s attempt to bring his troops to the North with the goal of invasion. However, after an 

estimated 51,000 casualties, the Union turned out to be victorious. This battle is also 

speculated to be the turning point of the war, putting the odds of winning in favor of the 

Union.   

The Drinking Gourd (pg 25): A code name use to refer to the Big Dipper constellation by 

those who were part of the Underground Railroad. Part of the constellation contains the 

North Star, which slaves and “conductors” used as a guide for where to travel  

Emancipation Paper (page 27): When Hannah says, “...we can’t go up the road without a 

paper”, she is most likely referring to Emancipation Papers given to freed slaves to prove 

their freedom. 

Kid gloves (pg 34): Gloves made out kid leather, which is produced from the skin of a young 

goat. 

Army of Northern America (pg 34): The Confederacy’s primary military force. 

Moiré (pg 36): silk fabric that has been subjected to heat and pressure rollers after weaving 

to give it a rippled appearance. 

Inaugural Ball (pg 40):  The ball held to celebrate the beginning of a new presidential term. 

Long Bridge (pg 42): The bridge that connects Washington D.C. and Arlington, Virginia.  

“Original Sin” (pg 49): An idea developed by St. Augustine. Humans have a tendency to sin 

that was inherited from Adam, the original man. 

Northern Abolitionists (pg 70): Abolitionist participated in the movement to end slavery. 

Congdon African Baptist Church (pg 71): The oldest African American Baptist Church. It is 

located in Providence, Rhode Island.  
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West Point (pg 76): The United States Military Academy, which was established in 1802. 

Seder (pg 88): A Jewish ritual service and ceremonial dinner for the first night or first two 

nights of Passover. 

Shiva (pg 88): A mourning period of 7 days (3rd stage in the mourning process. During this, 

you can’t sit on chairs, can’t shower, can’t do work. People bring you food. At end, the loved 

one you are mourning is buried in a Jewish cemetery. 

Kaddish (pg 89): A prayer that is said as often as you can during shiva. You start by syaing it 

once a day through the following year, gradually saying it less and less. Afterwards, it is said 

on birthdays, anniversaries of the death. It is also said in synagogue. 

Ford’s Theatre (pg 89): Opened in 1863 in Washington D.C. This is the location of Abraham’s 

Assassination at the hands of John Wilkes Booth. 

Sockdologizing (pg 90): No official term, but is associated with abuse. It is best known for its 

role in the assassination of Abraham Lincoln. The line containing “sockdologizing” in the play 

he was in attendance at was the cue used by John Wilkes Booth to time the assassination, as 

the resulting laughter covered Booth's actions. 

Inaugural Address (pg 94): A speech given at the beginning of a new presidential term. This 

speech serves as a declaration of the president’s intentions and goals for the term.  

Blue Room (pg 97): The center of the State Floor of the White House. 

The Cox House (pg 98): A safe-haven for fugitive slaves in the D.C. area during the Civil War.  

Adage (pg 100): An expression of a common truth. 

“Eminent Domain” (pg 103): Found in the 5th Amendment of the Constitution, which states, 

that the government cannot take away anyone's private property for public use without giving 

them just compensation in return. 

Fort Stevens (pg 103): A military defense installation at the mouth of the Columbia River. 

The Battle of Fort Stevens took place between Confederate and Union troops by the fort. 

Lincoln watched the battle from Fort Stevens, and was taken aim at as a result. This battle 

resulted in a Union victory.  

Wilberforce College (pg 110): Established in 1856 in Xenia, Ohio. It was the first private 

black college in the U.S. 

Plowshares (pg 120): Main blade of a plow. 
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MAP OF THE WASHINGTON D.C. AREA DURING THE CIVIL WAR ERA 
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CONCLUSION 
 

Some thoughts/themes to consider… 

 

● The nation is at war, and war is something that impacts everyone in the play. 

However, they’re not all impacted the same way due to their place in society (class 

differences, race differences, etc.) 

 

● What does it mean to reenact history onstage? 
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