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The Play 

 
Helen on 86th Street is an adaptation by Nicole Kempskie and Robby 
Stamper of Wendi Kaufman’s short story of the same name published 
in The New Yorker. The first Boston staged reading of this musical 
took place on the Wheelock Family Theatre stage February 12, 2011 
and premiered at the American Theatre of Actors in New York City in 
April 28, 2011. 
 
The world of Helen on 86th Street is the world of every child’s life: 
home and family, friends, school and, like many of you, theater.  All of 
these worlds have their hazards, pitfalls, and disappointments, and 
many things go wrong for Vita, but the play shows that there are 
people who can help guide us through the rough spots and that 
sometimes we find the strength within ourselves.  
 
In Helen on 86th Street, Vita struggles to balance her family and 
school life.  As she struggles with her father’s absence at home, she 
finds herself desperately trying to land the lead in the play at school 
thinking that one will affect the other.  She negotiates a deal with the 
gods to bring her father home to her but learns that sometimes 
wishing is not enough.  She also finds that she can find love and 
support in many different people and places and that she is not alone. 
 
Helen on 86th Street contains a play within a play.  As an actor in this 
show you will be challenged to play more than one character.  This 
study guide will introduce you to Vita’s world: in school; living on 86th 
street in Manhattan; and The Trojan War.   We have also included 
many things you can talk about with your friends and family.  We 
hope you’ll spend some time sharing your thoughts and listening to 
theirs. 
 



Life on 86th Street 

Vita lives in the upper west side of Manhattan, a borough of New 
York City filled with people like you that you see every day.    86th 
street is a bustling street with storefronts and markets, drycleaners, 
banks and coffee shops.  Its residents span the cultural spectrum of 
every city: they are young, old, their families come from different 
countries and cultures and they celebrate different holidays.  
Although Vita’s street address is never revealed, we are thinking that 
Vita lives in the block between Amsterdam and Broadway. 
 
 

• With an adult family member go on-line and visit 200 West 86th 
Street on Google Maps.   Click on “satellite” and zoom in until 
you are at street level.  Roam around the neighborhood and 
see what the people on 86th street see every day. 

• Is the upper west side similar to your neighborhood?   How is it 
the same?  How is it different? 

• Do you see diversity in your neighborhood?  Diversity is not 
always reflected in the color of one’s skin.  How else is diversity 
shown? 

 
 

The Traditional Family 

The Traditional Family is defined as a “middle class family with a 
bread-winning father and a stay-at-home mother, married to each 
other and raising their biological children," Most of us live in 
households that are non-traditional under this definition.  Vita lives 
with Victoria her mom and their two cats – the Keats.  (The cats do 
not appear in the play but are in the original story).  Her father lives 
away from Vita’s home and Vita writes letters to him that she never 
mails.    
 

• Is Vita’s family like your family?   How is it the same?  How is it 
different? 

• If it is similar, do you feel closer to the characters and their 



problems?  Why or why not? 
• Vita and her mom do not always agree in the play.  Does this 

seem like a realistic relationship to you?   Do you sometimes 
have disagreements with your parents?  If so, how do you 
resolve them? 

• Vita’s mom tells her “Beauty is truth, truth beauty” What do you 
think she is saying to Vita? 

 

Helen at School  

Helen on West 86th street is an adaptation of a short story from The 
New Yorker  magazine.  The article can be found on-line at: 
http://www.nexuslearning.net/books/holt_elementsoflit-
3/collection%204/helen%20on%2086%20street%20p1.htm 
As with many adaptations, many characters are added to the story to 
dramatize it.   Nicole Kempski, one of the show’ creators tells us this 
about her play: 
 
“Back in 2003, a friend of mine (Boston actor, Danny Bolton) sent me 
a short story from The New Yorker  magazine called Helen on 86th 
Street, with a note that said, “You should use this with your 
students.”  As a teaching artist in New York City, and the Co-founder 
and Artistic Director of a burgeoning children’s theater in Park Slope, 
Brooklyn, I was always on the lookout for new material to develop 
with students—material that was substantial, that had heart, humor 
and depth, and that would speak to the kids I was working with, and 
their parents.  Seven summers later, I was faced with a group of 19 
fifth-grade females to create an original musical at the Lucy Moses 
Summer Music Theater Workshop in New York City.  In this 
program—which serves 150 students from ages 6-14—professional 
directors, choreographers, composers, and librettists team up to write 
original musicals based around a theme.  
  
That summer, the theme was “New York City.”  Helen on 86th Street 
seemed like a natural choice.  I came to the first day of camp with 
some songs written, and a sketch of the play we would be doing, but 
then we built all the characters as an ensemble using exercises, 



improvisation, and talking about the different types of students you 
might find in a New York City public school drama program. When we 
decided to create a full-length and student edition of Helen, it was 
very important to maintain the full ensemble of young people, and 
really celebrate them. We wanted to share with the audience just how 
magical the act of putting on a show is, and how special it is for a 
group of different types of people to come together to create art.  
  
Each of the Helen “kids” is based on a real-live person who was a 
part of one of the many developmental productions.  As we 
auditioned and met new young actors we wanted to work with, we 
made changes to the script to reflect their personalities and 
uniqueness.  However, we think that the beauty of each of those 
characters is that there is plenty of room for interpretation, and for 
each student to put bring their own uniqueness to the role.” 
 
Read the short story “Helen on 86th Street” with a family member and 
think about these questions: 
 

• Every society creates a social status/hierarchy even within a 
school or club. How does each of the characters fit within the 
hierarchy of their drama club? 

• How do students measure social distinctions within your class 
or school? 

• How does your social status affect how you interact with 
different people in different situations?  Home?  School?  
Friends? 
 



Homer's Iliad / The Trojan War 

The Iliad is an epic poem written by the Greek poet Homer. It tells the 
story of the last year of the Trojan War fought between the city of 
Troy and the Greeks.  
 
Main Characters   
 
Greeks  
 Achilles - Achilles is the main character and the greatest warrior in 

the world. He leads the Myrmidons against the Trojans. 
 Agamemnon - Agamemnon is the general of the Greek armies. He 

and Achilles fight on the same side, but they do not get along. 
 Menelaus - Menelaus is King of Sparta. The Greeks go to war with 

Troy after a Trojan named Paris takes his wife Helen who is 
considered to be the most beautiful woman in the world. 

 Helen - The most beautiful woman in the world, Helen is married to 
King Menelaus. She is taken by the Trojans and is the cause of 
the Trojan War. 

 Odysseus - A Greek hero noted for his intelligence. He is also King 
of Ithaca. 

 Aias the Great - Aias is the second greatest Greek warrior after 
Achilles. He is called Ajax by the Romans. 

 Neoptolemus – Brave Greek soldier and son of Achilles who kills 
King Priam. 

  
Trojans  
 Priam - Priam is the King of Troy during the Iliad. 
 Hecuba - Queen of Troy. 
 Hector - The greatest of all the Trojan warriors, Hector is King 

Priam's son. He is killed by Achilles on the battlefield. 
 Paris - Paris is the Trojan who takes Helen from King Menelaus. 
 Aeneas - One of the greatest Trojan warriors after Hector. 
 Andromache - the wife of Hector 
 Cassandra – the daughter of King Priam who has the gift of 

prophesy 
 
 

 



 
There were several gods who played a role in the story including 
many of the Olympians such as Zeus, Hera, Athena, Poseidon, 
Apollo, and Ares. On the side of the Trojans are Apollo, Aphrodite, 
and Ares. On the side of the Greeks are Poseidon, Hera, and Athena. 
Zeus tries to remain neutral.  
 
General Plot   
The war originated from a quarrel between the goddesses Athena, 
Hera, and Aphrodite, after Eris, the goddess of strife and discord, 
gave them a golden apple, sometimes known as the Apple of 
Discord, marked "for the fairest". Zeus sent the goddesses to Paris, 
who judged that Aphrodite, as the "fairest", should receive the apple. 
In exchange, Aphrodite made Helen, the most beautiful of all women 
and wife of Menelaus, fall in love with Paris, who took her to Troy. 
Agamemnon, king of Mycenae and the brother of Helen's husband 
Menelaus, led an expedition of Achaean troops to Troy and besieged 
the city for ten years because of Paris' insult. 
 
Agamemnon and Achilles Argue   
Agamemnon is holding captive a woman named Chryseis. Her father, 
a man named Chryses who serves as a priest of the god Apollo near 
the city of Troy, offers to pay Agamemnon to release her, but he 
refuses. Then her father prays to Apollo to help him. Soon Apollo is 
attacking the Greeks. Eventually, the Greek leaders, led by Achilles, 
force Agamemnon to release Chryseis. However, in order to get back 
at Achilles, Agamemnon seized a lady named Briseis from Achilles.  
 
Achilles Refuses to Fight   
Achilles becomes very angry with Agamemnon. He refuses to fight 
any longer. Just as it looks like the Greeks are going to lose the war, 
Achilles' best friend Patroclus begs Achilles to fight. Achilles once 
again refused. Patroclus then put on Achilles armor and entered the 
battle. He was fighting well and the Greeks were gaining ground until 
he ran into Hector. Hector killed Patroclus and took his armor.  
 
Achilles Enters the Battle   
Grief stricken over losing his friend, Achilles vows to avenge his 
death. He has the Greek god Hephaestus forge him new armor and 



rejoins the battle. Soon the Greeks have pushed the Trojans back to 
the city of Troy. Achilles and Hector finally face off in battle. After a 
long fight, Achilles kills Hector.  
 
Achilles Dies   
Achilles had one weakness, his heel. When his mother dipped him 
into the River Styx, she held him by the heel. It was the only place he 
was vulnerable. The god Apollo knew about his weakness. When 
Paris released an arrow at Achilles, Apollo guided the arrow to strike 
Achilles on the heel. Achilles quickly died from the wound.  
 
Trojan Horse   
Odysseus came up with an idea as to how the Greeks could get 
behind the walls of Troy. They built a large wooden horse. Some of 
the soldiers hid inside the horse while the rest of the Greek army got 
into their ships and sailed away. The Trojans thought that they had 
won the battle and that the horse was a gift. They rolled the horse 
into the city and began to celebrate their victory.  
 
During the night, the Greek ships returned. Odysseus and his men 
snuck out of the horse, killed the guards, and opened the gates. The 
Greek army entered the gates and destroyed the Trojans. The 
Greeks had finally won the war.  
 
Interesting Facts about the Iliad  
• It is estimated that the Iliad was written around the 8th century BC. 
• At one point Paris agreed to fight King Menelaus in single combat. 

Menelaus was winning until Aphrodite swooped down and 
saved Paris, taking him away and healing him. 

• It had been foretold that Achilles would die in a battle between the 
Greeks and Trojans. 

• The Greeks set sail for Troy on 1,000 ships. After this it was said 
that Helen of Troy had a "face that could launch a thousand 
ships". 

• It was Aphrodite who cast a spell on Helen of Troy to make her fall 
in love with Paris. She did this as a reward when Paris picked 
her as the most beautiful goddess. 

• There is an old saying – “Beware of strangers bearing gifts.” This 
saying comes from the legend of the Trojan Horse.  
 



Characters in the Trojan War (Adjective Worksheet) 
 
Homer used lots of adjectives, called epithets, to describe the characters in his poems. Read 
the synopsis of the Trojan War in this Study Guide and the description of each character 
below, and then think of an adjective that could describe that character. 
 

 

Name Role in the Story My 

adjective 
Achilles Out of all the Greeks, he fought the 

most fiercely. Homer’s Iliad tells 
what happened when Achilles became 
angry and stopped fighting. 

 

Agamemnon He led the Greeks in their war against 
Troy. He was the king of Mycenae in 
Greece. His brother was Menelaus. 

 

Menelaus He is the King of Sparta in Greece, 
who became very upset when the 
Trojan prince Paris carried off his 
wife, Helen. 

 

Odysseus He was another Greek king who 
fought at Troy. He thought very 
cleverly, and the Trojan horse was his 
idea. After the war, he had many 
adventures on his journey home. 

 

Helen She was “the face that launched a 
thousand ships.” The Trojan Paris 
carried her off from Sparta, and the 
Greeks sailed to Troy to reclaim her. 

 

Paris He was the handsome young Trojan 
prince who brought Helen back to 
Troy, causing the Trojan War. He was 
not one of the best warriors. 

 

Aphrodite She was the goddess of love and 
beauty. Paris judged her the most 
beautiful of three goddesses, and so 
she rewarded him by offering him 
Helen. 

 

Hector He was the leading warrior on the 
Trojan side. He was killed by 
Achilles. 

 

 



 

 

Summer Reading List 

Helen on 86th Street is about 12-year-old New Yorker Vita who has 
her heart set on playing Helen of Troy in the school musical. Vita 
holds onto her dreams, and soon it seems that her luck may change. 
Many books have similar situations and plot lines.  Listed below are a 
couple of books you could add to your summer reading if you’d like.  
As you read them think about the following questions: 
 

• How is the main character in the book the same as Vita? How 
is he or she different? 

 
• How are their family relationships similar or different?  How 

about their relationships with their friends? 
 

• What has the main character learned by the end of the show? 
 

• Would the book make a good play?   
 

• Write a scene from the book into a scene from the play.  Act it 
out with family members or friends.  Make sure you write strong 
character descriptions for the characters so your actors will 
know about your characters 

 



Summer Reading List 

 
 
The Accidental Adventures of India McAllister   
Charlotte Agell 
 
The Sisters Club 
Megan McDonald 
 
How I Nicky Flynn Finally Get A Life (And A Dog) 
Art Corriveau 
 
Olivia Bean – Trivia Queen 
Donna Gephart 
 
How Tia Lola Came to Visit  Stay 
Julia Alvarez 
 
 
FOR OLDER STUDENTS  (may contain mature subject mat ter) 
 
Act I, Act II Act Normal     
Martha Weston 
 
Drama 
Raina Telgemeier 
 
Surviving the Applewhites 
Stephanie S. Tolan 
 
No More Dead Dogs 
Teens 
 
Better Nate Than Never 
Tim Federle 



 

Activities 
 

• Complete a HELEN CHARACTER WORKSHEET for each of 
the characters you will be playing in the show 

 

• Take a family outing and take pictures of diversity in your 
neighborhood and have an adult family member email them to 
John O’Neil to post on WFT’s HELEN ON 200 THE RIVERWAY 
AT WHEELOCK FAMILY THEATRE Facebook page.  Visit the 
page and see the diversity in your fellow actors’ neighborhoods.    

 
• Read the original New Yorker story.  Make a list of all the 

story’s allusions – to Greek mythology, to literature, even to 
New York City.   How did you figure out the meaning of each 
one?   (An allusion is a reference made to something that is not 
directly mentioned – have an adult help you with this) 

 
• Complete the Trojan War Quiz Character Adjective Worksheet 

 
• Play the memory game with the characters from the play. Take 

a pack of index cards and write the name of each of the 
characters from the play on 2 index cards.  Place them all on 
the floor face down.  In turn, each player chooses two cards 
and turns them face up. If they are the same character then that 
player wins the pair and plays again. If they are not of the same 
character, they are turned face down again and play passes to 
the player on the left. The game ends when the last pair has 
been picked up. The winner is the person with the most pairs, 
and there may be a tie for first place. 

 
 

 
 



HELEN CHARACTER WORKSHEET 
 

Please complete the following worksheet.  Feel free to use the back to complete your 

answers. 

 

Character’s Name:        Your (Real) Name:  

    

Favorite Color:      Address:     

    

Best Friend:       Age/Birthday:  

    

Favorite Food:      Hobbies: 

 

1.  What is your family like? 

 

 

 

2.  What is a typical day in your life like? 

 

 

 

3.  What would you like to be when you grow up? 

 

 

 

4.  Who is your least favorite person at school?  Why? 

 

 

 

5.  Who do you secretly admire or want to be friends with? Why? 

 

 

 

6.  What’s your favorite place in NYC? 

 

 

7.  What’s your favorite thing to do in NYC? 

 

 

8.  How do you feel about the school play “The Trojan War?” 
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