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Meet the Cast 
 
 
Allison Leigh Corke is thrilled to be onstage with Georgia 
Shakespeare!  Most recently she participated in the 60th National 
Players tour (1984/Julia, As You Like It/Audrey).  She was also seen as 
Sketchbook in PTP/NYC's production of Scenes from an Execution at 
the Atlantic Stage 2.  Educational credits (Middlebury College) include: 
Jumpers (Dotty), Company (April), The Lifeblood (Mary), and On the 
Verge (Fanny). 

 

 
 

Brian Harrison is originally from the Atlanta area.  He has recently 
performed at New Stage Theatre in Jackson, MS, having played 
Reverend Sykes in To Kill a Mockingbird, and Willie/Young Scrooge in 
A Christmas Carol.  Brian is a graduate of Ball State University. 

 

 
 
Sarah M. Johnson grew up in Lewisburg, WV, a small town with a big 
focus on the arts.  After finishing her BFA at WVU, she moved to DC 
where she toured with The National Players performing in The Tempest 
(Miranda), Twelfth Night (Viola) and The Call of the Wild (White 
Fang).  After that, she moved back to WV where she was in To Kill a 
Mockingbird (Mayella Ewell).  Sarah also enjoys Ben & Jerry’s 
Pistachio Pistachio ice cream.   

 

 
 

Craig Thompson is a recent graduate of Northwestern University in 
Chicago, Illinois.  He has recently performed in productions of Angels 
in America, Accidental death of an Anarchist, and In a Dark, Dark 
House for Northwestern. 
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Synopsis 
 
 After the recent passing of his grandmother, who was an actress and director, 
Brian and his friends find a tree and a large trunk full of her old costumes and props.  
With the help of some imagination and some cheerful holiday spirit, the friends explore 
their ancestry and discover what makes them special and how the holidays bring all of 
them together. 
 In an effort to “decorate” their tree with stories and history, the children dig into 
the trunk and encounter things that remind them of the customs and cultures around the 
world that celebrate the holidays in their own unique ways.  Brian discovers a kente cloth 
and introduces Kwanzaa and its seven guiding principles.  This presentation excites the 
others and compels them to look for more customs to share.  During his search, Craig 
finds a chanukkiah and yarmulke and shares the Chanukah celebration.  After much 
singing, dancing, and fun games, Sarah takes us to the Netherlands and introduces us to 
Sinter Klaas, Swarte Piet, and the customs of the Dutch people.  Not to be outdone, 
Allison presents her Irish heritage to the group and introduces them to Irish folklore, step 
dancing, and Women’s Christmas.  The four friends continue to look through the trunk 
and find even more holiday themes from around the world including Mexico, India, and 
our own celebrations here in America. 
 In the end the friends are united in love and cheer, and each has a better 
understanding of the world at large and how we all play a part in spreading the holiday 
light. 

 
Themes 
 
Global Traditions: Holidays of Light! seeks not only to provide education about the 
varied holiday traditions that take place around the December solstice, but also to 
illuminate the similarities that connect them. Each holiday tradition, though culturally 
and geographically specific, shares common ties with each of the others. 
 
Community: Each tradition discussed in Holidays of Light! involves the recognition and 
celebration of community. This can be the community of family (Western/American 
Christmas, the candle in the window), of a town (wren dance, fiesta de la posada), or of a 
shared cultural heritage (Kwanza, Chanukah). The celebrations provide a reunion and a 
reminder of these ties, often as a way to start the new year with a renewed sense of 
cohesion. 
 



 

4 

 

Light :  Light is another motif among the traditions presented in Holidays of Light!  
Lights, often in the form of candles, are ubiquitous but can nonetheless have a wide 
variety of meanings. Diwali lamps—diyas—are lit in commemoration of ancestors, while 
the Irish leave a candle in the window to broadcast welcome to those seeking shelter.  
Although Chanukah and Kwanza have similar candelabras, Chanukah’s candles represent 
eight nights of divine intervention, while Kwanza candles are lit each night in more 
secular honor of African people and history. 
 
Divinity :  Many celebrations that cluster around the December solstice have religious 
overtones.  Christmas is one of Christianity’s most important holidays, as it honors the 
birth of the Christian Messiah. Chanukah’s story involves divine intervention: God’s will 
allowed the holy oil to burn for eight nights, although there was only enough oil for one 
night.  And, while most Hindus recognize many deities, Diwali is considered a 
celebration of personal divinity--the triumph of good over evil—rather than a 
commemoration of a specific god. 

 
 
 
Background Info 
 
Kwanzaa in America 

Kwanzaa, founded by Dr. Maulana Karenga in 1966, is a harvest festival 
celebrated from December 26th until January 1st in some African-American 
communities.  The kinara (“candleholder”) holds seven candles, one for each of the 
seven days of the holiday.  There is one black candle, three red candles and three green 
candles.   

There are also seven principals that correspond to each of the seven days of the 
celebration.  The black candle Umojah represents unity of the people and is placed in the 
middle.  The red candles are then placed to left of the kinara.  Kujichagulia is lit on the 
second day and stands for self-determination, the third day Ujamaa is lit for collective 
economics and Kumbaa is then lit for creativity on the fourth.  To the right of the kinara 
are placed the green candles.  Ujima represents collective work and responsibilities for 
the fifth day, the sixth day is Nia for purpose and finally on the seventh day Imani is for 
faith.   
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Chanukah in America 

Chanukah is a Jewish festival lasting eight days and is celebrated from the 25th 
day of the month of Kislev to the 2nd of Tevet.  It is in commemoration of the 
rededication of the Temple by the Maccabees following their victory over Antiochus IV 
and his Syrian army.  When the temple had to be purified after the destruction by 
Antiochus’ army, the Maccabees thought they only had enough oil to burn for one day, 
but it lasted for eight full nights. 

This Festival of Lights is chiefly characterized by the lighting of the chanukiah on 
each night of the holiday.  A chanukiah is a special type of menorah that holds nine 
candles: one for each night, plus a shammus (“helper candles”) in the center to help light 
the other candles.   
 
Christmas in the Netherlands 
 Christmas in the Netherlands is celebrated on December 6 and is also known as 
the “Feast of Saint Nicholas”.  About 1,700 years ago, St. Nicholas (also known as 
Sinterklaas) was patron saint of children as well as a bishop of what is now present-day 
Turkey.  

Sinterklaas is depicted as arriving from Spain on a steamboat in mid-November 
where he then transfers to a white horse and he and his friend, Zwarte Piet, throw candy 
and cookies into the crowd.   On December 5, the children leave hay and carrots for 
Sinterklaas’ horses in their shoes by the fireplace and in exchange Sinterklaas and Zwarte 
Piet replace them with candy and presents if the children have been good.  Children are 
also told that if they have been bad, that Zwarte Piet will either bop them with a 
broomstick or throw them in his present sack and be carried back to Spain.  Zwarte Piet 
then, after a short time period, lets them go back home. 
 
Christmas in Ireland 
 A tradition in Ireland, called the Wren Boy Procession, occurs on December 26 
(also known as the “Feast of Saint Stephen”).   Stories say that Saint Stephen was hiding 
from the Romans when a wren bird landed on his shoulder and started to sing, giving his 
hiding place away to the Romans.  Saint Stephen then became the first Christian martyr.  
On Saint Stephens Day it is customary for boys to dress up in rags and go door to door 
and ask for money to bury the wren.  Nowadays the boys don’t hurt the birds, but instead 
put them in cages and then release them once they have returned home from asking for 
money. 
  
Christmas in Mexico 
 Christmas is celebrated on December 16 and it is tradition for every household to 
have a nacimiento (“nativity”) displaced.  Neighborhood children and adults then, 
carrying candles and singing songs, lead a posada (“procession”) from house to house 
asking for shelter, like Mary and Joseph on the night of the Christ child’s birth.  At each 
house they are turned away until the weary travelers reach their final destination, usually 
a house or a church, where they are welcomed in.   

Once “innkeepers” let them inside, the group kneels at the nativity scene and 
prays.  Then they have a fiesta (“party’) where they break open piñatas, sing carols and 
have a feast. 
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Diwali in India 
Diwali is a five-day festival in India that occurs sometime between the end of 

September and early November.  Also known as the “Festival of Lights”, Diwali is 
derived from the word Dipavali that literally translates as to a “row of lamps”.  It is 
traditional for people to light small clay lamps filled with oil to signify the triumph of 
good over evil within an individual.   
 The first of the five days is known as Dhanteras.  This day marks the beginning 
of Diwali and everyone shops for festival supplies and bathe in perfumed bathes at sunset 
to honor their gods.  The second day, Choti Diwali, marks the celebration of the victory 
of the God Krishna over the demon Narakasur, making the world free from fear.  As a 
part of its celebration, people massage their bodies with oil to relieve tiredness.  Main 
Diwali, also called Lakshmi Puja, is on the third day and people worship the Goddess 
Lakshmi, who is believed to be associated with good luck, wealth and prosperity.  The 
house is thoroughly cleaned and the family members get together to offer prayers.  The 
fourth day, Padwa, celebrates the coronation of the great King Vikramadiya, also on this 
day puja (i.e. praying) is performed and husbands give their wives a gift.  Bhaiya Duj, the 
final day of Diwali, is for brothers and sisters.  The sister applies vermillion on the 
forehead of her brother and prays for his long life. The brother then presents a gift to his 
sister and blesses her that she may get the best things in life. There is also a focus on 
seeing the good in everyone on the last day of the festival -- even in one's enemies. 

 
Christmas in America 
 Christmas is celebrated on December 25 in America.  Children put milk and 
cookies out for Santa Claus (a name derived from Sinterklaas in the Netherlands).  Santa 
Claus is said to ride from house to house on a flying sleigh led by eight reindeer.  He 
lands on the roof of the house and comes down the chimney where he leaves presents 
under a Christmas tree and in stockings hung by the fireplace.   
 Christmas was not declared a federal holiday in America until 1870.  Up until that 
point, many in America disapproved of Christmas.  It was actually banned in Boston for 
twenty-two years.  However, popular books like ‘Twas the Night Before Christmas 
helped make it a popular holiday across the country. 
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Q&A with the Cast 
 
Q: How much research did you have to do to prepare for this play? What did you 
learn that surprised you? 
 
ALC: Many of these traditions I had heard of, but I didn’t know very many details.  It 
was a lot of fun learning more about how people celebrate different holidays—or the 
same holiday, in different ways!—around the world.  I was surprised to learn about 
Women’s Christmas in Ireland...I think I’ll have to start celebrating that tradition 
immediately!  Nollaig na mBan! 
 
BH: Kwanzaa is relatively new holiday tradition, so it took some researching for me to 
learn exactly how it is celebrated. As in any play I am in, I did lots of research to make 
sure that I knew as much as I could. I was surprised to learn that in Holland they fill their 
shoes with hay instead of cookies for Santa. 
 
Q: What do you do to get ready for each performance? 
 
BH: First, I make sure that I am mentally prepared by going over the story in my head 
and reviewing my blocking. Next, I warm up my voice and then my body. Finally I check 
my props and make sure my other actors feel prepared. Then I hit the stage! 
 
SMJ:  I like to take a minute and wake up my body.  By stretching and shaking out my 
limbs, I get rid of any muscle tension I might have.  Then I get my voice warmed up by 
going over lines in the show.  Sometimes I even sing a little bit, just for fun. 
 
Q: In the play, you have your real-life name and personality.  Is acting like a totally 
different character easier or harder than acting like yourself?  
 
ALC: It’s easier in that you don’t have to create a backstory, or spend time before the 
show getting into character.  However, it’s sometimes hard to act like yourself but still 
say things that are written in a script. 
 
CT: In many ways it’s easier: for a different character, you have to work to disassociate 
yourself, so that the audience sees the character and not you. In this show, I don’t have to 
do that. On the other hand, though this character is “Craig,” it can never quite be me. 
What I would say in these situations is inherently different from what I say in the script – 
so in that sense, you get a glimpse of the real Craig, but not the whole Craig. 
 
Q: What’s the most fun part about working for Georgia Shakespeare? 
 
SMJ:  Honestly, one thing I find the incredibly fun is that I get to do what I love for a 
living.  I get to act in shows, teach workshops and travel with my friends every day.  And 
while touring can be stressful sometimes with long hours, I still wouldn’t want to do 
anything else.  I love my job! 
 
CT: It’s difficult to pin down just one fun part. In the end, though, it comes down to the 
people. Great co-workers make a great working environment. That’s the best thing you 
can ask for.
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In-Class Activity  

 
Lead your students in their very own procession!  Whether it’s burying a wren to start the 
new year off right or trying to find shelter for a weary family, holiday processions come 
from specific needs and involve specific customs.  Design your very own holiday parade 
using the following rubric: 
 

·  What causes your procession?  What do you need? 
·  How do you feel in the parade?  Are you joyful or worried? 
·  What do you wear in your parade? 
·  Who leads your procession?  How is that person chosen? 
·  Do you have a chant or song that goes with your march? 
·  How does your procession end? 

 
 
Follow up with a discussion of your parade.  Have the students accomplished their goal in 
marching?  What is more important: achieving the goal or the experience of the 
procession? 

 
Discussion Questions 
 

1. Discuss with your class the different meanings of light.  How is light used in each 
of the countries that were shown?  What does it mean to different groups of 
people? 

 
2. Even within each holiday, there are many ways to celebrate.  How does your 

family celebrate during the holiday season?  What are some special traditions that 
make your family unique? 

 
3. How do holidays bring us together? 

 

Writing Prompts 
 

1. The celebrations we saw today were all very different, but they still had many 
similarities.  Think of the winter-time holiday that your family celebrates, and 
then pick a holiday tradition that is very different.  Compare and contrast the two 
holidays. 

 
2. Kwanzaa is a very new holiday, although it is based on ancient traditions.  Dr. 

Karenga based the seven days of celebration on different principles from the 
Swahili language.  Pick one of the principles and write about how it is important 
in your life during the holiday season, and year-round! 
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Holiday Activity  

 
Many holidays use candles to celebrate important cultural themes or customs. Think of nine 
things that are very important to you, your family, or your community, and write them in each 
branch of the candle-holder.  Next, color in the candles to match each theme.  Are the candles all 
the same color? Are they different? What does each color mean to you, and to your traditions? 

 
 
 



 

10 

 

Glossary  

Kwanzaa in America 

fila (pronounced “fee-lah”)- A round, box-like hat for males in Africa.  

dashiki (pronounced “dah-shee-kee”)- A colorful male garment in Africa that covers half 
the top half body, there are formal and informal versions.   

kaftan (pronounced “kaf-tan”)- A pullover woman’s robe in Africa.  

ashante (pronounced “uh-shahn-tee”)- “Thank you” in Swahili.  

kwa heri (pronounced “kwah hee-ree”)- “Goodbye” in Swahili.  

 
 

Chanukah in America 

gelt (pronounced “gelt”)- “Gold” in Yiddish. 

nun (pronounced “noon” with the “oo” as in “book”)- take nothing 

gimmel (pronounced “gim-muhl”)- take all the gelt 

hey (pronounced “hay”)- take half the gelt  

shin (pronounced “shin”)- add a piece of gelt to the pot  
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Christmas in the Netherlands 

bedankt (pronounced “bed-dahnk-t”)- “Thank you” in Dutch.  

ja (pronounced “ya”)- “Yes” in Dutch.   

Vrolijk Kerstfeest (pronounced “froh-luck kairst-faist”)- “Merry Christmas” in Dutch.  

tot ziens (pronounced “tote zeens”)-  “Goodbye” in Dutch.  

 

Christmas in Ireland 

Erinn go Bragh (pronounced “air-in goh brah”)- “Ireland Forever” in Gaelic.   

Nollaig shona dhuit (pronounced “no-lig ho-nuh gwich”)- “Happy Christmas” in Gaelic.  

Nollaig na mban (pronounced “no-lig nah mahn”)- “Women’s Christmas” in Gaelic, a 
day celebrated in Ireland on January 6 when women take the day off, give men all the 
household duties and then get together and celebrate.   
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Christmas in Mexico 

Feliz Navidad (pronounced “fell-eece nah-vee-dahd”)- “Merry Christmas” in Spanish.  

nacimiento (pronounced “nah-see-mee-yen-toh”)- “Birth” in Spanish.  

pesebre (pronounced “pehs-ebb-ray”)- “Manger” in Spanish.  

posada (pronounced “poh-sah-dah”)- “Procession” in Spanish.   

 

Diwali in India 

sari (pronounced “sah-ree”)- the traditional garment for females in India that is draped 
over the body in various styles.  

dhanyavaad (pronounced “dah-hahn-yuh-vahd”)- “Thank you” in Hindi.] 
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