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Vertigo Theatre is committed to creating a welcoming atmosphere for schools and to assist teachers and parent 
chaperones with that process. It is our wish to foster and develop our relationship with our student audience 
members. It is our intention to create positive theatre experiences for young people by providing study guides 
and post-show “talk backs” with our actors and theatre personnel, in order to enrich students’ appreciation of 
theatre as an art form and enhance their enjoyment of our plays.
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Introduction
Welcome to the Study Guide for Vertigo Theatre’s world premiere production of Raymond 
Chandler’s THE BIG SLEEP, adapted by Aaron Bushkowsky.

In this guide you will find background information on the play, information about the creative 
team and performers, as well as a variety of activities to do with your class before and after the 
show. There are activities suitable for class discussion, individual projects, as well as games and 
exercises that get students moving around and learning on their feet.

For this production, you’ll find activities that will help students delve into Raymond Chandler’s 
“hardboiled” world and capture some of the rhythms and stylistic devices of that genre. We are 
also featuring an interview with actor Graham Percy, who is reprising his role as Philip Marlowe, 
which he performed in Vertigo’s production of FAREWELL, MY LOVELY (also adapted by 
Aaron Bushkowsky) in the 2014/15 season.

We’ve endeavoured to make this guide work for instructors, as well as for students.  Sometimes 
your students might read an unusual word or term and feel some “vertigo”, so we’ve got handy-
dandy blood spatters that give definitions. Like this:

Enjoy!

Vertigo is a medical condition one 
of the symptoms of which is the 

sensation of movement in a sufferer 
who is not moving. Often it feels 

like a spinning or swaying 
movement. Vertigo is the most 

common type of dizziness.
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Top 10 Things to Know about 
Going to the Theatre
Because some of you may be first-time theatre attendees (and some of you more experienced theatregoers 
may need a little reminder), we’ve compiled a Top 10 list of some of New York Show Tickets Do’s and 
Don’ts of Broadway Theatre Etiquette as well as a few of our own:

1.  Power Down
Turn off your cell phone, people. Turn. It. Off. And, no, putting your cell phone on vibrate isn’t good 
enough - the people next to you can hear that weird buzzing sound, too. Besides which, the use of cameras 
and recording devices in the theatre is strictly prohibited.

2.  Don’t Send Text Messages During the Show
You may think you’re being all incognito, but in a darkened theatre, the light from your cell phone screen is 
incredibly distracting to those around you. And why do you still have your phone on anyway? We just told 
you to turn it off!

3.  Eat Your Lunch Before the Show, Not DURING It 
This isn’t the movies. Eating, drinking or chewing gum is not permitted in the theatre. There is a water 
fountain out in the lobby for your use during the intermission.

4.  Unwrap Cough Drops and Candies in Advance
If you anticipate any coughing fits during the show, be sure to unwrap your lozenges before the 
performance starts and have them at the ready. That crinkling sound is like nails on a chalkboard during a 
quiet play. And, no, unwrapping it S-L-O-W-L-Y does not help the situation ... it’s much, much worse.

5.  PreShow=PreChatter
When the houselights go down at the beginning of the play, this lets you know that we’re starting. It is 
at this moment that the actors and technical staff do their final preparation for the opening moment, so 
please let them do their work by being quiet and respectful.

6.  Don’t Be A Disruptive Miss Manners 
Sure, it’s irritating when someone’s cell phone goes off, but what’s even worse is when it’s followed by a 
series of annoyed “Tsks,” “Hmphs,” hisses, snarls, and shouts of “Turn it off!” can be just as distracting as 
the original disruption.

7.  Zip Those Lips
A quick whisper to your neighbour, or an audible reaction to something interesting that happens on stage 
is fine (this is the live theatre, not the morgue), but keep conversations to the intermission and after the 
show.

8.  Stay put, watch and enjoy the play. 
If you absolutely must use the washroom during the performance, please exit the theatre quickly and 
quietly. You will be readmitted to the theatre at the discretion of the House Manager. 

9.  You’re not in your Living Room
Please do not stand up, walk around or put your feet on the seat or stage in front of you. Everyone around 
you, including the actors, will appreciate it.

10.  Enjoy Yourself!
Come to the theatre to get swept away into another world. Be sure to thank all of the artists for their hard 
work by applauding during the curtain call.
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CAST AND CREW CREDITS
The Cast

(In order of appearance)

GRAHAM PERCY
JESSE LYNN ANDERSON

MABELLE CARVAJAL
CURT MCKINSTRY

STEPHEN HAIR
JOEL COCHRANE

KATHERINE FADUM

Philip Marlowe
Carmen Sternwood
Vivian Regan
Rusty Regan/Joe Brody
Detective Nulty/The General/Customer 1
Eddie Mars/Customer 2
Mona Mars

Creative Team
AARON BUSHKOWSKY

CRAIG HALL
JENNA RODGERS

SCOTT REID
DEITRA KALYN

BEAU DIXON
JAMIE NESBITT
HAYSAM KADRI

MICHAEL HOWARD
RUBY DAWN EUSTAQUIO

MEREDITH JOHNSON
TECHART CUSTOM CREATIONS

KEVIN COREY
CAROLYN DEVINS

STEPHANIE WOODS
CATHLEEN GASCA
JESSICA HAYWARD

DAWNA MARK

Playwright 
Director
Assistant Director
Set & Lighting Designer
Costume Designer
Composition & Sound Design
Projection Designer
Fight Director
Stage Manager
Assistant Stage Manager
Apprentice Stage Manager
Set Construction
Head of Props
Head of Wardrobe
Cutter
Stitcher
Wardrobe Apprentice
Head Scenic Painter

TIME & PLACE
1940’s Los Angeles, California

THE BIG SLEEP was originally commissioned by Vertigo Theatre (Calgary, AB during the 2016/17 Season)
The video and/or audio recording of this performance by any means 

whatsoever are strictly prohibited



PG. 6

Raymond Chandler and the 
“Hardboiled” Genre
Raymond Chandler (1888-1959) was one of 
the most influential crime writers of the 20th 
century. Along with Dashiell Hammet and 
James M. Cain, he lifted the pulp stories of 
the 1930s and 40s from their status as cheap 
thrillers knocked off quickly to some of the 
greatest and time-honoured works of the crime 
genre.

Chandler’s is best-known for the novels The Big 
Sleep (1939), Farewell My Lovely (1940), The 
Lady in the Lake (1943), and The Long Good-
Bye (1953), which feature his protagonist Philip 
Marlowe. When we think of the stereotypical elements of the Private Investigator story that we know and 
love—the alcoholic investigator wearing a trench coat and fedora, the femme fatales, and the rain-soaked 
city—we have writers like Chandler to thank. 

His novels have been adapted for the stage and screen many times, though most notably with Humphrey 
Bogart playing Philip Marlowe. Chandler was also a screenwriter and collaborated with Billy Wilder on 
the adaptation of the multiple Academy Award nominated film Double Indemnity (1944) and with Alfred 
Hitchcock on Strangers on a Train (1951).

The “Hardboiled” Genre

When we hear the word hardboiled we think of an egg, and that is exactly where the crime fiction genre 
got it’s name. If crime stories that feature “cozy” settings in well-ordered country houses, gentlemen 
detectives, and crimes committed by the gentry are considered to be “soft”, then stories that are set in a 
gritty world, with imperfect blue-collar investigators, and corrupt and broken characters are classified as 
“hard”.

These stories reflected the 
harsher aspects of Chandler’s 
time and presented a worldview 
that was decidedly pessimistic. 
The black and white distinctions 
of good and evil were replaced 
with a wash of grey to create 
a world where the good guys 
weren’t so pure and the line 
between victim and criminal 
began to blur. The clear-headed 
intellectual approach of the 
suave sleuth gave way to the 
gin-soaked, burnt-out detective 
trying to sort out his values in a 
world that followed no rules.

Pulp — run-of-the-mill low 
quality literature, named for 
the cheap paper magazines 
in which these stories were 

printed.
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SYNOPSIS & CHARACTERS
SYNOPSIS

A millionaire is being given the squeeze by a blackmailer and he wants P.I. Philip Marlowe to make 
the problem go away. But with the old man’s two wild daughters prowling LA’s seedy backstreets, 
Marlowe’s got his work cut out for him — and that’s before he stumbles over the first corpse.

CHARACTERS

PHILIP MARLOWE - A private investigator.

THE GENERAL - A man in his 70s. Ex-military.

CARMEN STERNWOOD - The General’s younger daughter. A wild party girl and an addict.

VIVIAN REGAN - The General’s elder daughter. A stunning beauty with brains.

RUSTY REGAN - Vivian’s husband.

JOE BRODY - A small time crook.

DETECTIVE NULTY - A member of the Los Angeles Police Department.

EDDIE MARS - A Casino owner. A smooth and dangerous man.

MONA MARS - A Marilyn Monroe wannabe.

A NIGHTCLUB SINGER

Raymond Chandler and the 
“Hardboiled” Genre
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INSIDE VERTIGO THEATRE
 Graham Percy reprises his role as 
legendary private investigator Philip 
Marlowe. We spoke with him about 
Humphrey Bogart, how he approaches a 
role, and his advice to young actors.

What is it like stepping into the shoes of such an 
iconic character?

It is not so easy for me to be honest.  I worry 
sometimes that the audience is hoping for Bogart to 
step forward, and when it is only me there is a bit of 
a let down.  But still, it’s important to be brave and to 
try and win them over bit by bit.  Of course you can’t 
please everybody, but you do what you can. 

Have you seen Humphrey Bogart play Marlowe?

I have never seen Bogart do anything other than the odd youtube clip.  I probably won’t until this 
over to avoid the temptation to imitate, but I hear he is wonderful.  

Were you familiar with Chandler’s work before you were offered the role?

I was basically familiar with the genre, and the hard-boiled detective, but I hadn’t read anything 
by Chandler prior to FAREWELL MY LOVELY.

Did you learn anything from the last time you played Marlowe that you’ll be bringing to THE 
BIG SLEEP?

Hopefully I learned a bit of what not to do.  In a way there were three versions of FAREWELL 
MY LOVELY; one with a healthy Marlowe at Vertigo, one with a sick Marlowe when I lost my 
voice, and one in Vancouver.  I can say they each taught me something about myself, but sadly I 
felt the character stayed a step away from me in all of them.  Maybe this time I will get closer. 

How do you prepare for a role?

I am trying to lose some weight to change my silhouette, and I’m doing quite a bit of research – 
reading the novels and exploring the world a bit more.  I will also spend a lot of the time with the 
script before we begin, but once rehearsals start I will just try to see and hear my scene partners, 
which really is the hardest thing to do, and let the performance come from that.
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What do you love about rehearsal and what do you find challenging?

I love working with my fellow actors, and making unexpected discoveries.  I really enjoy the liveness of theatre, 
and those rare moments that help me feel more fully alive.  

As for challenges, I am generally a shy person, with a healthy dose of stage fright, so I always need to do a 
some mental and emotional gymnastics to be able to perform.  That can be tricky sometimes. 

What’s a piece of advice you’d give to your younger self about acting or an acting career?

I think I would remind myself to stay flexible in body, heart, and especially lifestyle.  This is an unpredictable 
profession and it is important to be resilient and adaptable.

What is your favourite mystery novel or film and why is it your favourite?

I would say two of my favourite films of all time are The Big Lebowski and Blade Runner.  While not really 
mysteries, they both owe a lot to Chandler and THE BIG SLEEP in particular.

Photo Credit:  Citrus Photography | Jesse Lynn Anderson, Graham Percy
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“It was raining again the next morning, a slanting gray rain 
like a swung curtain of crystal beads. I got up feeling slug-
gish and tired and stood looking out of the window, with a 
dark harsh taste of Sternwoods still in my mouth. I was as 
empty of life a Scarecrow’s pockets.”

“Vivian Regan. She was worth a stare. She was stretched out 
on a chaise lounge with her slippers off, so I stared at 
her legs in the sheerest silk stockings. They seemed to be 
arranged to stare at. The  calves were beautiful, the ankles 
long and slim and  with enough melodic line for a tone 
poem.”

Preshow Discussion 
Questions and Projects
Chandler-ize Your Writing

Raymond Chandler is famous for his first-person narration, which brought to life the thoughts 
and perspective of his hard-nosed Private Investigator Philip Marlowe. Have a look at these two 
examples from THE BIG SLEEP:

Notice how Chandler never has Marlowe state his feelings by saying “I was depressed” or “I was 
in love with her”. He uses the way Marlowe describes something to evoke the character’s feelings. 
The way the character sees something is the way he feels.
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“Kill Your Darlings”

The following piece of writing advice has been attributed in one form or another to a number of writers over the 
last one hundred years, but here’s a contemporary writer’s take:

Try this out in your own writing. Start by writing a description of what the start of your day was like or write a 
description of a person or object. Try to describe your subject in a simple, objective way. For example:

My white car was sitting out on the driveway and it was pretty dirty.

Here is the same description “Chandler-ized”:

My car was abandoned in the driveway, its pristine white canvas now painted 
with the mud and grime of the city streets.

Give it a try!

For discussion: What are the techniques Chandler uses to bring his writing to life? How can you use them in 
your own writing?
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What King means, and what Chandler and many other writers had to learn over the years, is that great writing 
should communicate the maximum with a minimum amount of words. To tell a clear story, you have to take out 
the unnecessary stuff.

Take the following paragraph and see if you can cut it down so it reads more clearly:

The tall, ugly man with a bushy moustache who was wearing a tattered brown 
trench coat, swung his gun up quickly towards my head. My hands darted sharply 
up and in a frightened voice I screamed loudly, “Okay, I’ll do what you want!”

Here’s one version of how it could be done:

The ugly man with the moustache, who was wearing a tattered trench coat, swung 
his gun up to my head. My hands darted up and I screamed, “Okay, I’ll do what 
you want!”

For discussion: Why is the second version better? What types of words were cut?

A Hardboiled World

Raymond Chandler usually set his stories in Los Angeles, which is a setting used by a lot of crime writers. It has 
some wonderful seedy places that inspire interesting stories. But equally, Los Angeles is a glamorous place to live 
and has many beautiful locales. The truth is that all cities have nice places and not so nice places. It’s more about 
what we choose to see.

If you were going to write a crime story set in Calgary, what kinds of locations would you choose? What scenes 
do you imagine in those places?

Here’s a picture of the old Cecil Hotel, which had an infamous history.  It would be a great setting for a crime 
story. But a modern location might be just as inspiring.
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Google pictures of locations in Calgary and find the ones that would spark your imagination if you were to 
going to write a crime story set in Calgary. Try making the pictures black and white, so it makes them look a bit 
darker or sinister.

Create a collage of these pictures and attach short paragraphs that describe the setting, characters, or plot that 
you imagine when you see the picture.

There will be a question and answer session after the show. What questions do you have about putting on the 
play? What have you always wanted to know about theatre? What do you want to know about being an actor?

Your Burning Questions
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Preshow ACTIVITIES 
TO GET YOU UP ON YOUR FEET
Getting into Genres

To figure out what the Hardboiled genre—or any genre—is like, nothing beats diving right into it.

The Genre Game

Instructions: 

1.  Brainstorm a list of genres including “hardboiled”. E.g. Romance, action, musical, horror, etc.

2.  Set up a scene to improvise. Select two or three people. Give them relationships to each other. 
Give them a setting, and perhaps even give them some issue or problem to deal with. Keep the 
setting and style like everyday life, with no particular genre.

3.  Ask them to improvise for about one minute or so or until you have a reasonable amount of 
material.

4.  Now ask them to improvise the scene again, but this time playing it in the style of one of the 
genres.

5.  The basic plot elements and characters should stay the same, but the dialogue, the pace of the 
scene, the stakes, and the qualities of the characters can all change to suit the genre.

6.  As soon as you finish one genre immediately start with another genre from the top of the scene. 
on for as long as it takes to get a good sense of the scene. Then you can start a new one or use one 
of the variations.

Discussion: 

1.  What makes each genre unique?
2.  What qualities changed with each genre?
3.  Which genres were the easiest to capture and which ones were the most difficult? Why do you 
think this was?
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The Rhythm of Crime

A important  part of rehearsal is figuring out how you play the dialogue. Actors often work from the “inside out” 
by figuring out a characters intentions and then speaking the lines to get what they want. Another approach is 
“outside in” where you can figure out how you say something and see how it conveys meaning or makes you feel.

The following is an excerpt from Aaron Bushkowsky’s adaptation of The Big Sleep. Have a read.
 VIVIAN: Expecting trouble from me?
 MARLOWE: Lady. Your smile is trouble.
 VIVIAN: But I haven’t smiled, have I?
 MARLOWE: Not enough for my liking.
 VIVIAN: Well, I’m a little shy.
 MARLOWE: You’re a little liar.
 VIVIAN: Oh go to hell, Mister Marlowe.
 MARLOWE: (Holds up a glass) To lasting impressions.
 VIVIAN: Happy trails.

Split your class into partners and give copies of the dialogue to your students. You can have one partnership 
try each of the following instructions in front of the class or by themselves. Have them read the scene in the 
following ways.

 1. At a medium speed, without much expression.
 2. At a slow speed, with pauses between the lines.
 3. At a fast speed, with no pauses between the lines.
 4. One partner going fast, the other slow. Try with each character.
 5. Whispered. But still audible!
 6. Loud. But not screaming!
 7. With every word articulated very clearly. Hit the consonants.
 8. In an over-the-top dramatic fashion.
 9. In a casual manner. Like two people just chatting.
 10. Any other combinations or versions you or the class think of!

Discussion: 
1.  After you try each variation, ask the people watching or the participants how they felt watching or how the 
dialogue sounded (ie. What the character seemed to mean or feel.)
2.  Which variation or combination worked best for the scene as you would imagine its in performance?
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Post Show Discussion 
Questions

1.  The General says, “In the end we are all faced with a dilemma: do what’s right or do what’s expect-
ed.” How do Marlowe’s actions in the play reflect this? Which side is he on?

2.  What did you think of Rusty being brought to life in Marlowe’s mind? What was the purpose of 
this theatrical device?

3.  On the dock, Detective Nulty asks Marlowe “What’s out there?” To which Marlowe answers, 
“Despair, Nulty. Despair.” What does this say about Marlowe’s worldview? Are their any glimmers of 
hope in this play?

4.  A classic character in the hardboiled genre is the “femme fatale”, who is an attractive woman that 
seduces the detective or pulls him into a dangerous situation. Who was the femme fatale? Was she a 
two-dimensional or a three dimensional character?

5.  BONUS QUESTION: The death of the chauffeur (and offstage character), Owen Taylor, is never 
fully explained. A famous anecdote from old Hollywood has it that the filmmakers of The Big Sleep 
asked Raymond Chandler who had killed Owen Taylor, to which Chandler responded, “damned if I 
know.” So . . . who killed Owen Taylor?
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The Art of the 
Theatre Review
Now that you’ve seen the production, it’s time to write a review. But how do you do it? Where do 
you start? The Guardian Theatre critic Lyn Gardner suggests:

A traditional theatre review often begins by giving the reader some background 
about a production, a brief outline of plot and themes, a sense of what the staging 
looks (and sounds) like; it offers an evaluation of the writing, the production and 
the performances and concludes with a summing up.

But, most importantly, she says that:

The first rule is that there are no rules – you’re writing a review to express your 
thoughts and feelings about a theatre show, not taking an exam. There are as many 
ways to write a review as there are personal responses to any production. There is 
no right or wrong. Allow yourself to develop your own distinctive voice, and be 
honest about what you really think about a production: convey your enthusiasm 
for it or explain why you disliked it. Don’t worry about going out on a limb. A timid 
theatre review is often a dull read. The hardest reviews to write are not about the 
shows you passionately loved or hated, but about ones that were just so-so.

To begin, jot down what stuck with you in the production.
• What do you remember the most?
• Which performances did you love and why?
• What did you think of the costumes, the set, the lighting, the sound?
• Did you like the story?
• Did the production make you feel something?

This last question is perhaps the most important. Kenneth Tynan, one of the most celebrated 
critics of all time said the following about that very topic:

If a play does anything—either tragically or comically, satirically or farcically—to 
explain to me why I am alive, it is a good play. If it seems unaware that such 
questions exist, I tend to suspect that it’s a bad one.

By “explain to me why I am alive”, Tynan is suggesting that a play should speak to you about 
some aspect of your life. Some other questions you could address are:
• If you lost interest, where did the production go wrong?
• Was there a part of the story that you had difficulty accepting? A performance you didn’t 
      believe? A twist in the story that didn’t make sense?
• Would you recommend this play to others? Was it worth your time?

Bonus Activity!
Can you summarize your review in the length of a tweet? You get 140 characters. This includes 
spaces!

If you’re on Twitter, tag Vertigo with @vertigotheatre, so we can know what you thought!
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ABOUT VERTIGO THEATRE

We are a professional, not-for-profit charitable organization with a dual artistic mandate. 

Our mission is to be a leader in developing, producing and presenting plays based in the mystery 
genre, and plays for young audiences, while providing a performance home for other 
organizations. 

Our vision is to create exceptional entertainment experiences. Vertigo Theatre occupies a unique 
place in Calgary’s cultural landscape as: 
•  The only professional theatre in Canada producing a series of professional plays based in the 
mystery genre 
•  The only theatre in Calgary presenting a full series of theatre for young audiences either 
produced by Vertigo Theatre or on tour across the country and beyond
•  Providing a performance home for other arts and arts education organizations
•  Committed to mentorship and training in all areas – artistic, production and administration
 
Vertigo Theatre is a member of the Professional Association of Canadian Theatres and engages 
under the terms of the Canadian Theatre Agreement professional Artists who are members of the 
Canadian Actors’ Equity Association. 

EDUCATION & OUTREACH 
PROGRAM STUDENT MATINEES 
BD&P Mystery Theatre Series 
Vertigo is the only professional theatre company in Canada that produces a full season of plays 
based in the mystery genre, encompassing classical and contemporary work that stimulates, 
entertains and engages the audience. 

Y Stage Theatre Series 
Features plays that have been created specifically for young people by Vertigo Theatre or other 
professional theatre companies on tour from across Canada and beyond. The Y Stage Theatre 
Series separates itself from other child-oriented arts programming with plays that are socially 
relevant and thought-provoking as well as entertaining, reflecting issues and concerns that 
children face every day such as bullying, self-acceptance, cultural diversity, tolerance and the value 
of friendship.
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NOTE FROM THE Y STAGE 
THEATRE SERIES PRODUCER
Life is a beautiful adventure, full of ups and downs, twists and turns.  Each of the characters you will 
meet this season are, in their own way, embracing life to the fullest.  The 2016-2017 Y Stage season is 
a celebration of what it means to be alive.

Poetry brought to life through rollicking song for our youngest audience members; a clever, deeply 
moving play for teens about anorexia; a magical display of world-class puppetry and an epic micro-
adventure that has been described as pure genius; there is truly something for all ages and tastes. 
Join us for an exciting season of masterfully created  
theatre from around the world and let your heart and imagination soar.

Nathan Pronyshyn
Y Stage Theatre Series Producer

ACCESS FOR YOUNG 
AUDIENCES (AYA) PROGRAM 
Theatre for young audiences is an exceptional art form that, over and over again, has proven to be 
a significant contributing factor in the development of children. Studies have shown that 
sustained exposure to the performing arts at an early age develops an appreciation of music, dance 
and theatre that lasts a lifetime. 

The Access for Young Audiences program offers a much-needed resource to schools and 
community groups that represent children and teens who are considered ‘high needs’ by providing 
low-cost or free tickets to productions in our BD&P Mystery Theatre Series and our Y Stage 
Theatre Series. The AYA program levels socio-economic backgrounds and allows kids to be kids, 
and teens to relate to each other on a deeper, more meaningful level. Children and teens are 
exposed to positively positioned real-life issues (bullying, drug-addition or racism), and the 
concept and impact of empathy for others. Most importantly, the AYA program is a tool to 
incubate the next generation of artists and arts supporters. 

Proudly sponsored by: 


