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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 production of THE DROWNING GIRLS 
by Beth Graham, Charlie Tomlinson, and Daniela Vlaskalic.

In this guide you will find information about the play, 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. You can hand out pieces of the guide to your students or work 
throughout on a SMART board.

For this production, you’ll find activities that will inform students about the historical background 
of the story, as well as exercises that will utilize some of the storytelling techniques used by the 
authors. We are also featuring a double interview with two of the creators—Beth Graham and 
Daniela Vlaskalic— who will share their thoughts on inspiration, collaborative creation, and the 
evolution of the play.

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.

THE CAST 
 DONNA SOARES Margaret
 JAMIE KONCHAK Bessie
 JAMIE TOGNAZZINI Alice
 

CREATIVE TEAM
 BETH GRAHAM, CHARLIE TOMLINSON Playwrights
 & DANIELA VLASKALIC   
 BLAKE BROOKER Director
 DENISE CLARKE Director
 SCOTT REID Set Designer
 NARDA MCCARROLL Costume and Lighting Designer
 LISA FLOYD Assistant Lighting Designer
 PETER MOLLER Composer/Sound Designer
 JOHANNE DELEEUW Stage Manager
 ERIN BAUER Assistant Stage Manager
 KATE PALLESEN Stage Management Intern
 JANE MACFARLANE Dialect Coach
 TECHART CUSTOM CREATIONS Set Construction
 KEVIN COREY Head of Props
 JESSICA HAYWARD Wardrobe Apprentice
 DAWNA MARK Head Scenic Painter
 LAURA ANDERSON Scenic Painter

TIME & PLACE
1910’s, United Kingdom

Special Thanks
Vertigo Theatre would like to extend a very sincere thank you to Jock Osler for recording our lobby announcements. 

The video and/or audio recording of this performance by any means whatsoever is strictly prohibited.

Vertigo Theatre is a member of the Professional Association of Canadian Theatre and engages under the terms of the 
Canadian Theatre Agreement professional Artists who are members of the Canadian Actors’ Equity Association.

Administrative Offices: 
Suite 161, 115 – 9th Avenue SE, Calgary, AB T2G 0P5

Phone: 403.221.3707   Fax: 403.263.1611
vertigotheatre.com

http://www.nytix.com/Links/Broadway/Articles/etiquette.html
http://www.nytix.com/Links/Broadway/Articles/etiquette.html
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SYNOPSIS & CHARACTERS
SYNOPSIS

Bessie, Alice and Margaret have two things in common: they are married to George Joseph Smith, 
and they are dead.  Surfacing from the bathtubs they were drowned in, the three breathless brides 
gather evidence against their womanizing, murderous husband by reliving the shocking events 
leading up to their deaths.  Reflecting on the misconceptions of love, married life, and the not-so-
happily ever after, The Drowning Girls is both a breathtaking fantasia and a social critique, full of 
rich images, a myriad of characters, and lyrical language.

CHARACTERS

BESSIE

ALICE

MARGARET

True Crime: The Brides in 
the Bath Murders
On August 13, 1915, George Joseph Smith was 
hanged for the murders of Bessie Williams, 
Alice Smith and Margaret Lloyd (pictured L-R 
at bottom). Smith had used assumed various 
names to court the women, marry them, and 
drown them in bathtubs, while giving the 
appearance that they had died accidentally and 
that he was a grieving husband.

The case became known as “The Brides in the 
Bath Murders” and the investigation and trial 
of Smith set a precedent in the English justice 
system. A significant issue in the prosecution’s 
case concerned the method that Smith used to drown the women because there were no signs or sounds 
of struggle. No one was quite sure how he had done it, and speculation even went to the possibility of 
hypnosis as a method, and that Smith was a real life Svengali.

The story of Smith and the women he murdered has 
been written about and dramatized several times since 
it came to the public’s attention. The play by Beth 
Graham, Charlie Tomlinson, and Daniela Vlaskalic 
was written and first performed in 1999, re-written for 
a production at Alberta Theatre Projects in 2008 and 
is now being brought back to Calgary in a brand new 
production.

Svengali - 
In George du 

Maurier’s 1894 
novel Trilby, a young 

artist’s model named Trilby 
O’Ferrall falls under the spell of 
Svengali, a villainous musician 
and hypnotist. Svengali trains 

Trilby’s voice through hypnosis 
and transforms her into a 

singing star, subjugating her 
completely in the process. 

Svengali’s maleficent powers 
of persuasion made such an 
impression on the reading 

public that by 1919 his name 
was being used generically as 

a term for any wickedly 
manipulative 
individual.
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INSIDE VERTIGO THEATRE

We talk to playwrights Beth Graham and Daniela Vlaskalic about 
discovering the story, the creation process, and how they view the play 
nearly 20 years after its creation.

How did the creators of  THE DROWNING GIRLS come together? 

BETH:  Daniela, Charlie and I met at the University of Alberta. Daniela and I were in the BFA 
acting program and Charlie was teaching there. After we graduated, Daniela and I wanted to 
work together. We were reading plays and were finding it difficult to find a play with two female 
characters that we connected to. So, we decided to write our own play. We began this process by 
interviewing all of our professors about their experience with the creation process. One of these 
professors was Charlie Tomlinson. Charlie had directed us in our final year at the University. He 
had a lot of experience creating new work. I’m not sure how to describe it but ‘things just clicked’ 
with Charlie and he joined the team, as a creator and a director. 

How did you discover the story and how did it find its way to the Edmonton Fringe in 1999?

DANIELA:  Having recently graduated from theatre school in the same graduating class, Beth 
and I were eager to create a show. The Edmonton Fringe festival was a great platform to try new 
and experimental work and we felt it would be a great opportunity to take a chance on something 
new. The creative process began with the prop of the bathtub full of water.  Using improv and 
delving into what we as young female writers and actors had to say, we began to explore the 
nature of male/female relationships, love and our place in the world and how it might differ from 
women of our age  in the past. While I was researching the effects of drowning on the human 
body, (as we were exploring suffocation but literally and metaphorically) I came across the story 
of George Joseph Smith in a case book that explored serial killers. The Brides of the Bathtub had 
been a famous Scotland Yard Case and as I read more about Bessie, Alice and Margaret I felt that 
not only was this a story worth telling but it also fit in with a lot of the elements we had already 
been exploring on our own.

It was re-written in 2008 for a production at Alberta TheatreProjects. What changes did you make and why?

BETH: I think it was Charlie who said, 
“There’s a third character in this play.” We all 
nodded. He said this after we finished a run at 
the On the Waterfront Festival in Dartmouth, 
Nova Scotia in 2000. In the Scotland Yard 
Case, on which this play is based, three women 
are murdered in their baths. We really felt their 
was another voice that we needed to hear and 
so the character of Margaret Lofty was brought 
in and the play changed drastically. Also, we 
had written the original play in a month! None 
of us felt like we were done with it. We wanted 
to revisit it. Eight years later, with Alberta 
Theatre Projects we were given the chance to do 
that. We’re all very grateful for that experience.

This play was written by three people. How does a collaborative process like that work?

BETH:  It happened in a lot of different ways. Some of it was improvised and created on our feet. Some of it 
is from court transcripts. Some of it we wrote sitting at a keyboard together. Some was written individually and 
then re-worked in the rehearsal room by all of us. The play was very much a collective work and created by all 
three of us. It would be very difficult to say who wrote what.

DANIELA:  This play was created by all three of us sitting in a room together. Sometimes in front of a 
computer and sometimes up on our feet, exploring text, movement, props, and water. Everyone has a voice in 
this process and everyone has the power of veto. It requires a very open mind and a willingness to try every 
suggestion before saying no. “Yes” is a very powerful word. 

Do you view the story differently today? That is, 
are there aspects of the story that have taken on a 
different resonance for you today than when you 
first created it?

BETH:  Yes, because I acted in The Drowning Girls 
when we first created it I saw the show from the 
inside. Now that I have seen it in performance with 
other performers it has taken on a different kind of 
resonance that I wasn’t all that aware of when we 
performed it. The show strikes me as a lot creepier 
now and much more disturbing. Perhaps, this is 
because violence against women is still so much in 
the news.

DANIELA: I’ve always been fascinated by Bessie, Alice and Margaret, three very different women in different 
stages of their lives, living in a very different time period and yet their stories are all too familiar.  Many of 
the things these women experienced due to societal norms and expectations combined with their desire for 
companionship, acceptance and love are in many ways the same issues woman continue to struggle against today.
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Preshow Discussion 
Questions and Projects
True Crime

What makes true crime so fascinating? At its best, it can keep a whole country in suspense—the 
first season of the podcast Serial—and at its worst it can be what journalist Charles Graeber 
describes as “pulpy quickies with a tabloid heart and tabloid brains – human tragedy served as 
porno McNuggets.”

Have a discussion about the genre of True Crime. Here are some points to discuss:

 • What are some examples of the genre from TV, books, film, or podcasts?
 • What attracts you to the genre or what turns you off about it?
 • Which is more compelling in a true crime story: gruesome details or portraits of   
  the people involved?
 • Do you prefer stories with a clear solution or where a story is left unsolved?

What excites you about the Vertigo production? 

BETH:  The team of artists working on it.

DANIELA:  It is always exciting to see something that you have created have a life of it’s own and be re-
imagined by such a dynamic group of artists is a plus!

What’s the best piece of advice you’ve ever received about writing or creating theatre?

BETH: I think the best piece of advice is this: write, write, write and then write some more.

Do you have any writing projects on the go at the moment that you can tell us about?

BETH:  There is always something on the go! 
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List Poems

In an early section of The Drowning Girls, the three women use single words or short phrases to describe their 
husband before and after their marriages to him. It’s powerful because each word alone doesn’t tell us a lot, 
but together the words create a strong sense of what the relationship was like. The beginning section (before 
each woman has married him) uses words like: funny, brave, dashing romantic, good teeth, athletic build, etc. 
Then they get to the word “husband” (the event that changes things) and the section that follows uses words to 
describe him after marriage. Words like: controlling, unfeeling, coldhearted, etc.

Create your own Single Word poem centred around an event. It can be any moment in your life where you have 
felt something significantly change. Here’s an example about a basketball game, starting with words prior to the 
event and then after it:

pumped
excited
proud

clean hair
nervous
fidgety

loud cheers
Losing the game

deflated
sweaty
heavy
sad

silence
depressed

Try to use single words, but a short phrase is still suitable. Think about using all your senses. And try to create a 
significant contrast between the words prior to the event and after it.Try your hand at keeping a dream diary for 
a few nights. It will help if you keep something to write with beside your bed, so you can record your dreams as 
soon as you wake up.

After you have some material, write down your answers to a few questions:

 • What do you think your dreams mean?
 • Are they connected in any way?
 • Is there anything that might inspire a story?

Rashomon

Akira Kurosawa’s film Rashomon (1950) has a very intriguing structure that has had a significant influence on 
storytellers ever since its creation. It examines one event from the perspectives of several different people. Each 
telling of the story is a little different because of the needs, biases, and personality of that individual. We never 
get the actual story. We have to decide what to believe and what not to based on the storyteller.

THE DROWNING GIRLS makes use of a similar concept. Though their stories are very similar, the three 
women see things a little differently and have slightly different relationships with the same man. Any one of the 
women’s stories would have been interesting, but the use of three perspectives makes for a more complex and 
emotionally compelling result. The way each story is told tells us about each woman as much as the actual story 
content does.

Using this concept, try writing about the same incident from three different perspectives. You could use 
something from your own life and imagine how the other people around you saw the same event. Or you could 
make up a situation and decide on three people who could describe it. Try to make each person’s perspective very 
different.

Share the stories and discuss how this style of storytelling is different than stories told from a single perspective.

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
Sharing a Story

In THE DROWNING GIRLS, Alice, Bessie, and Margaret tell their stories together, so that 
their three stories sound like one. Though their stories differ in the details, the arc of each story is 
the same. Try this exercise that requires multiple people to tell the same story.

Conducted Story

Instructions: 

1. Have three people line up facing the audience.
2. Choose a fourth person to be the conductor.
3. Select a place, theme, or character to tell a story about.
4. The person the conductor points to first starts to tell the story.
5. At any moment, the conductor points to a new person, and that person takes over the same 
story from exactly where the previous person left off. Even if it’s in mid-sentence!
6. The conductor keeps switching until he or she decides the story is over.
7. The conductor should try giving the storytellers both very brief and very long opportunities 
to tell the story.

Discussion: 

1. Was this easy or difficult?
2. What did you have to do to be successful at the exercise?
3. How was the story different with five people telling it than with one?

Jamming with words

THE DROWNING GIRLS is often fast-paced with words and images flying between the 
women very quickly. When the writers were creating the piece, they would’ve had to jam with 
words and images, so here’s an exercise for you to try that might help you with your own writing 
and creating.
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Free Associating

Instructions: 

1. Have the group stand in a circle.
2. Going clockwise, one person looks to the person beside him and says the first word that comes into his 
mind.
3. The person who has heard the word then says the first word that comes into her mind upon hearing that 
word. There’s no right or wrong words, as long as you’re responding honestly to what you hear.
4. The sequence repeats, moving around the circle from one person to the next.
5. Encourage the group to go quickly. No thinking.
6. Make sure each person is responding to the word that was said to him/her, not responding to words said 
earlier in the exercise.
7. Once you have mastered it with words, try it with images. That is a noun and an adjective like Green 
Frog, Busy Street, etc.

Discussion

1.  Did you find it difficult or easy?
2.  Did the story go to a more or less interesting place when person B called for a new choice?
3.  How did you feel when you were forced to adapt your story to the new choice?
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Post Show Discussion 
Questions

1. The story is actually made up of three different stories told at the same time by three different 
characters.  What did you think of this style of storytelling?

2. We know who the murderer is early in the story. It’s not about trying to figure out who did it, 
so what is the mystery element? What is keeping us in suspense?

3. What did each of the women see in George Joseph Smith? What did they find attractive 
about him or what did he fulfill in their lives?

4. Why did the women ignore the warnings of their friends and families?

5. Why are the women re-telling their story to us now? What are they hoping to find together 
that can’t be found separately?

6. Why is this story, that is over a hundred years old, still so compelling to us today? 
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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!

http://www.theguardian.com/stage/theatreblog/2012/oct/04/theatre-criticism-cat-hot-tin-roof
https://twitter.com
https://twitter.com/Vertigotheatre
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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: 


