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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 Y Stage’s presentation of Downstage Theatre’s My Family and 
Other Endangered Species by Ellen Close and Braden Griffiths.

In this guide you will find information on the play, information about the creative team and per-
formers, 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.

This guide can be used solely by you, the educator, but it is also full of pictures, so it can be used 
interactively with a SMART Board. We have tried to keep the text and instructions simple and 
straightforward to keep you and your students doing fun things rather than wading through a 
bunch of text.

Sometimes your students might read an unusual word or tidbit, so we’ve included some 
handy-dandy Y Boxes that give definitions. Like this:

Enjoy!

tidbit -  a small and 
particularly interesting 
item of gossip or 
information.
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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.



PG. 5

The show runs approximately 1 hour & 25 minutes.
The video and/or audio recording of this performance by any means 

whatsoever are strictly prohibited
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Phin, Mom & Others
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SYNOPSIS

Phineas William Walsh has an encyclopaedic knowledge of the natural world. What he doesn’t 
understand, though, is why his parents can’t live together – after all, when other mate-for-life animals 
have a fight, it’s not like one of them just packs his bags and leaves the country. To make things 
worse, Phin is worried sick about what humans are doing to the planet. So, when a White’s Tree 
Frog ends up in an aquarium in his fourth-grade classroom, it’s the last straw. My Family and Other 
Endangered Species is a funny, imaginative and moving play incorporating inventive puppetry.

CHARACTERS

The show is performed by two actors who both play PHIN, a nine-year old boy.

PHIN 1 also plays: 

MRS. W - his teacher
BIRD - his best friend
DR. B - his psychologist

PHIN 2 also plays:
MOM 
RENA - his babysitter
GORDON & KAITLYN - his classmates

The play is also populated by a number of puppets, including CUDDLES, a frog in Phin’s classroom, 
and various alien creatures in Phin’s imaginary world of Reull. 
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SYNOPSIS & CHARACTERS
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Y STAGE FEATURE
EVOLUTION OF CUDDLES!

Braden Griffiths on puppet-making and 
the transformation of Cuddles the frog from 
initial sketches to finished puppet.

When Ellen and I began working on writing MY 
FAMILY AND OTHER ENDANGERED SPECIES 
we knew that we were going to be using puppets to 
make the aliens and animals come to life onstage. One of 
the most important animals (if not the most important 
animal) in Phin’s story is, Cuddles, the class frog. 

When we started writing and creating this play I had 
already been building puppets for ten years. That being 
said, the puppets that I had been making were often 
made out of household materials or things that you could 
find at any craft store or Walmart. For example, years earlier, I had to make another frog puppet, 
and, at that time, I made it out of a blue laundry hamper, painted green. The puppets we were 
going to be using in MY FAMILY AND OTHER ENDANGERED SPECIES needed to be 
more realistic, they needed to be able to move in much more complicated ways than my earlier 
puppets could.

Our first plan was to make all of the puppets out of wood. But, as it turns out, carving wood is 
an INCREDIBLY slow process and it is also INCREDIBLY complicated. I did use wood for 
two of the puppets in the show (The Leader and The Scientist) but, those two puppets took a 
combined 600 hours to carve and Cuddles needed to be both bigger and lighter so, we scrapped 
the idea of using wood very early in our discussions around  how to make Cuddles.

One of the people who helped us with this show was a man by the name of Peter Balkwill. Peter 
has been making puppets professionally for over 30 years. He was the one who suggested that we 
use latex rubber for Cuddles. Latex rubber actually looks very much like frog skin and it allows 
for an incredible amount of detail, which helped us to make Cuddles look like a “real frog”. 

I had never used latex to build a puppet before so Pete taught me the process and I got to 
building. The process for building a latex puppet is as follows:

 1) Make a clay sculpture of the puppet. This sculpture needs to be very detailed, 
because the latex rubber will show all that detail eventually. 
 2) Take your clay sculpture and pour plaster (the same kind they use in casts for 
broken bones) all around the sculpture, submerging the whole thing in liquid plaster.
 3) Once the plaster is dry, dig all of the clay out of the plaster mold.
 4) You now have a plaster mold of your original sculpture. Fill that mold with latex 
and after twenty minutes pour out all the excess latex liquid. You are left with a latex skin in the 
shape of your original sculpture.
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 5) Repeat step 4 a couple of times to make the skin ticker.
 6) Let it dry for at least 48 hours.
 7) Pull out the latex skin and you are left with a flexible latex model of your original sculpture.
 8) Attach all the separate pieces and paint.

One thing I didn’t understand before beginning this process was that all of the clay needed to be dug out of the 
plaster mold (Step 3) and so, I actually had to sculpt Cuddles twice. The clay needs to be wet when you cast it in 
plaster, so that it can be dug out, dry clay is very hard to “dig”. My original Cuddles sculpture dried out before 
we cast it and so it had to be thrown away. This was a huge upset for me, but the second Cuddles sculpture 
ended up being both smaller and better made so it was a good mistake to make, in the end. Somewhere, in one 
of Calgary’s garbage dumps, Cuddles 1.0 is resting peacefully.

Though it was a new process for me, Cuddles is the puppet in the show that I am, perhaps, most proud of (some 
days I prefer the wooden Gorachs). We wanted to make a realistic looking frog and the final puppet turned out 
better than I ever could have dreamed. Whenever we’re not doing the show Cuddles sits on top of my bookshelf 
at home and makes my cat (Debra) uncomfortable.

Pictures of Cuddles in Process:

This is the photo that 
we used to inspire the 
Design of Cuddles.

This is my first drawing of what the puppet 
might look like. You’ll see on the right that we 
originally wanted Cuddles’ throat to “expand and 
contract”; this idea went out the window because 
latex was too rigid a material. Blinking also got 
thrown out because, as I later learned, making a 
puppet that blinks is extremely advanced.
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This was a design drawing that explained how 
Cuddles might work if he was made of wood. 
Having made some puppets out of wood since 
drawing this, I now know that this design would 
have been IMPOSSIBLE for someone of my skill 
level to build at the time. Even now it would be 
incredibly difficult to pull off this original design.

The original “dried-out” Cuddles pictured beside 
the newly sculpted Cuddles 2.0. Note how much 
smaller and more symmetrical Cuddles 2.0 is. I was 
a better sculptor the second time around. Practice 
makes perfect I guess.

 All of the clay pieces of Cuddles prior 
to casting it in plaster. Each piece of the 
Cuddles puppet needed to be made and 
cast separately so that the clay could be 
dug out of the final molds. Also pictured: 
a Seinfeld DVD case. I watched the entire 
series of Seinfeld for the sixth or seventh 
time while painting all of the puppets.
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 The final plaster mold for 
Cuddles body. This mold 
probably weighs 60-70 lbs.

Cuddles’ body: unpainted latex skin. Unpainted latex Cuddles with all of  
his arms and legs attached.

Cuddles: primed white for a more 
detailed paint job.

Cuddles: final paint job.
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INTERVIEW WITH BRADEN
Y STAGE: There are so many different styles of puppets.  How do you choose what style to make when 
designing them for a show?

BRADEN: The first and most important question a puppet designer needs to ask is: what does your puppet 
character need to do? If your puppet character needs to talk, then a moving mouth is likely going to be 
necessary. If your puppet needs to be held up by an actor for a long time during the show, it should be made out 
of a light material to avoid fatigue and/or injury. Does your puppet need to fart bubbles? If yes, then your puppet 
design needs to consider that fact.

Functionality always needs to come first. Your puppet might look beautiful, but if it needs to talk and it’s 
mouth can’t move, then all that beauty is wasted. Form (what the puppet looks like) should be your second 
consideration. We liked the idea of latex for Cuddles because latex naturally mimicked the look of frog skin. 

As you said, there are so many different styles of puppets so don’t be afraid to experiment (often, trying what 
turns out to be the wrong answer, will point you toward the right answer) or ask questions of someone who 
might have more experience in puppetry. I would never have known that latex puppets existed if I hadn’t talked 
to Pete Balkwill (my puppet mentor on this show) during my design phase.

Y STAGE: What made you get into puppet making in the first place?

BRADEN: To tell you the truth, I sort of accidently started making puppets. Right after I graduated University 
I started a storytelling theatre company with some people who I attended school with. We would tell versions 
of fairy tales to kids at venues like the International Children’s Festival, Folk Festival or the Public Library. For 
two of our stories we wanted some puppets and because none of my theatre company partners were very gifted 
at visual arts and crafts, I volunteered to make those first puppets. I discovered then that I loved the puppet 
building process and I was quite good at it, so I’ve been making puppets ever since.

All that being said, I have always loved puppets. I grew up obsessed with the Muppets and the films of Jim 
Henson. Puppets have always fascinated me and so making my own puppets is probably just a natural extension 
of that early fascination.
 
Y STAGE: Why do you think puppets work so well for storytelling?

BRADEN: Puppets in all forms are creatures of the imagination. Yoda doesn’t exist, we all know this to be true; 
however, that beautiful puppet (and the equally beautiful performance of puppeteer Frank Oz) make us believe 
that Yoda is a living breathing person/creature. If Yoda had simply been an older gentleman in green make-up, 
I’m not sure we would still be talking about that character close to fifty years later.

When we’re young we spend a lot of time living in our imagination. We play with toys and make them come 
to life in our minds; we have conversations with stuffed animals and hold tea parties with dolls. We use those 
same imaginative fundamentals when we watch or use a puppet. The audience and the performers share in an 
imaginative exercise and that is always a beautiful thing. 

Sometimes a puppet is the best solution for portraying a character. Puppets can do things that people never 
could: like fart bubbles for example. They give the storyteller a whole new universe of possibilities when it comes 
to casting their show with characters. The more possibilities the storyteller has for telling their tale the better.
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PRESHOW DISCUSSION 
QUESTIONS AND PROJECTS
FROM PAGE TO STAGE

MY FAMILY AND OTHER ENDANGERED SPECIES is an adaptation of the novel 
Amphibian by Carla Gunn. When adapting a novel to the stage there are lots of considerations. 
Here is playwright Ellen Close explaining a little about the process that she and her co-writer, 
Braden Griffiths, went through as they worked:

“Our first step was to read the 
entire novel out loud to each other, 
switching back and forth every 
chapter or so. It took us more than 
seven hours so it was clear that most 
of what was in the novel would not 
end up in the play! Then we picked 
sections we wanted to include 
and started writing them out in 
a theatrical form, deciding who 
would be onstage, what they would 
be saying and doing. We changed 
the order of scenes, made cuts and 
added our own lines and moments. 
You’ll probably notice lots of little 
differences between this section of 
the novel and the play.”

Read the following scene from novel and then take a look at the same scene as it was performed 
in the play.

What are the similarities?
What are the differences?
Would you have made the same choices?

In the theatrical version, you’ll find numbers throughout the piece that correspond to Ellen’s 
commentary on the adaptation process.



PG. 13

THE NOVEL (A selection from Amphibian by Carla Gunn)

On Reull there was a small animal called an Ozie that looked like a dog but that was no larger than a rat. The 
Ozie absorbed carbon dioxide through its skin and cleaned the air just like plants do. Its digestive system made 
the carbon dioxide into Ozone, which it farted out all the time. The Ozone farts floated up into the sky and 
healed the atmosphere of Reull. The problem is, there were only two Ozies left – one male and one female.

One day, the last two Ozies went out for a walk and were captured by a Gorach scientist who was hiding in the 
jungle. The scientist put the Ozies in a cage where they cried and cried. He thought about how he could make 
hundreds of Ozies in his lab to heal Reull’s atmosphere. He got more and more excited as he thought about how 
the other Gorachs would love him now that he’d found a solution to all of their problems.

But then later that night, the scientist looked at the Ozies, wondering what they would taste like. They looked 
a bit like a creature he had tasted before – the Coonit. The Coonit was one of the most favourite foods of the 
Gorachs. The richest Gorachs got to eat Coonit every day and the poorer Gorachs were very jealous of this.The 
scientist tried really hard not to think of cooking the Ozie. But each time he heard one of them fart, the more he 
drooled and drooled. Each fart was like the smell of a Coonit to him.

Finally, he couldn’t stand it anymore. He grabbed the screaming and farting male Ozie and killed it and cooked 
it up to eat. It tasted even better than he had imagined –even better than a Coonit. He was so excited about its 
taste that he ate it all in about three seconds.

The scientist still had the taste of the Ozie in his mouth when he killed the female Ozie without even thinking. 
After she was cooked and eaten,the scientist screamed in horror. He had just discovered the Ozie, which could 
have been the solution to many Gorach problems, but then, because of his appetite, he ate the very last one.

THE PLAY (The adaptation by Ellen Close and Braden Griffiths)

PHIN 2 Deep in the jungles of Reull, the Gorach they call The Scientist was on a quest. He was assisted  
  by the Gorach they call... uh, The Assistant. (1) They were seeking the last of the Ohzozos (2), a 
  creature who absorbs carbon dioxide through its skin and cleans the polluted air. 

The OHZOZO puppet appears. It farts bubbles.
The SCIENTIST puppet emerges out of a laundry hamper, searching.

SCIENTIST The Assistant, look! The last Ohzozo!
  Observe - absorption, release. The OHZOZO farts bubbles. Majestic!
  We can clone (3) this creature to heal our atmosphere.
  This Ohzozo smells a bit like a Coonit. 
  Rich Gorachs get to eat Coonit every day. I’ve only gotten to try it once. 

He breathes in their delicious fart smell. 

  So... decadent... 

The SCIENTIST grabs the OHZOZO and eats it. (4) He spits the head out. 

SCIENTIST Meh! Not as good as Coonit! (5)
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PHIN 2 The Scientist! What have you done?

SCIENTIST Hmmm? He realizes his mistake and screams in horror. Nooooooo! 
  He hides the body of the Ohzozo. 
  … Oh well. 

The OHZOZO’s soul light floats into the sky. We barely hear a long high pitched mournful drone.

PHIN 2 The other creatures of Reull are very to-infinity sad about the extinction of the Ohzozo. One 
  more string of the web of life has been torn away forever. There can only be a few more destroyed 
  before the whole planet falls into space. 

(1) One of the big changes we made was adding the character of the Assistant. This character acts as an 
equivalent to Phin in the world of Reull and helps connect those fantasy scenes to events in his real life.

(2)    We changed the name from the creature from the Ozie to the Ohzozo after doing a public reading 
of the play… it turned out that spoken out loud, Ozie sounded a lot like Aussie (as in Australian) and that 
confused people.
 
(3)    We knew we could only have one Ohzozo onstage because there was only one actor free to manipulate 
the puppet. Then we ended up adding the detail about cloning since there would only be one individual of the 
species left.

(4) We compressed time in a lot of the scenes, so instead of the scientist thinking of eating the Ohzozo 
“later that night”, it occurs to him a few seconds after smelling it. This usually works better on stage rather than 
jumping to a scene in the future.

(5) In the play, instead of the Ohzozo tasting even better than he imagined, the scientist is disappointed by 
the taste. We thought it was both funnier and more tragic if he caused the extinction of a species just for a not-
very-tasty snack.

STREAM OF CONSCIOUSNESS

One of the most charming parts of the play is the unique voice of the main character, Phin. As he narrates the 
story, we get to see his view of the world and his perspective on what he sees. As a writer, you want to find what 
is unique about your own voice. What sometimes gets in the way is the feeling that we need to judge what we’re 
writing before we get it out.

The following exercise will help to find flow in your writing and catch a glimpse of your “voice”, or your 
particular take on the world.

So, grab a pencil and a piece of paper. Have some sort of device to time yourself.

Start by choosing a topic or a place or object to observe. Anything will do, really. Now set your timer for a 
minute or a minute and a half. When you hit go, start writing whatever comes into your mind.
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Write whatever you like! For now, there are no rules about content, grammar, spelling, or punctuation! The 
only rule is that your pencil can’t stop moving for the allotted time. If you don’t know what to write, write “I 
don’t know what to write” until something else comes out. Or repeat words. Doesn’t matter. But if you do have 
thoughts pop into your head, you have to write those down, not ignore them. That’s your creative spirt, your 
subconscious, and it’s your greatest ally.

When the timer sounds, stop. You don’t have to show this to anyone if you don’t want to. But maybe there are 
parts you like. Or parts that you could edit to make into something you like.

How was the experience? Did you find it difficult or freeing? Did you like what you wrote? If you didn’t like 
the whole thing, were there parts you enjoyed? Were you surprised by what you wrote? Did you want to keep 
writing or were you eager to stop?

YOUR BURNING QUESTIONS

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?



THREE THINGS!

In MY FAMILY AND OTHER 
ENDANGERED SPECIES, Phin will 
often hear or see something that will 
generate a list of thoughts in his head. 
They are his stream of consciousness 
thought and ideas about things. They 
are unfiltered, so they are hilarious and 
unusual. “Three Things” is an exercise that 
will help you learn to generate similar 
unusual ideas.

Instructions:  

1. Have the group stand in a circle.
2. One person points to another and says (for example), “Three types of clothing”
3. The person who has been pointed to has to name three things that come to mind. And 
the group counts them off.
4. Then the person who has named three things points to a different person and it repeats.
5. Here’s an example:

Person 1: (pointing to Person 2) Name three types of clothing.

  Person 2: T-shirt.

  Group:  One!

  Person 2: Socks.

  Group:  Two!

  Person 2: Bell Bottoms!

  Group:  Three!

  Person 2: (Pointing to person 3) Name three types of fruit.

  Etc.
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Preshow ACTIVITIES 
TO GET YOU UP ON YOUR FEET
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TIPS

1. Encourage lots of commitment and energy in the speaking. The person naming things should be excited 
about each thing. The group should be excited as they count. The person suggesting the three things should be 
excited.
2. Encourage the person naming things to say the first thing that comes to mind. Don’t worry about being 
correct. If the person can’t name three of something it’s perfectly acceptable to say what does come to mind (eg. 
A: “Name three presidents of France” B: The old guy, the guy with grey hair, and the guy who speaks French.”) 
Often this is more interesting than what’s correct. Having said all of this, the point of the game isn’t to stump 
the other person. A cardinal rule of improv is “make your partner look good”
3. Once the group is comfortable with the basics of the game, ask them to make the suggestions more 
personal. (Eg. “Name three places you’ve always wanted to visit”, “Name there things under your bed”, “Name 
three times you’ve been disappointed”). This is a far more interesting and revealing version of the game.
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ANYTHING CAN BE A PUPPET 

We’re all familiar with the much loved traditional “Muppet” style of puppet, or the marionette string puppet, 
but there are many, MANY varieties of puppets that are made out of a wide range of materials, and depending 
on their form and intended use, can be extremely complex or very simple in their construction.  One easily 
recognizable type (and easy to make) is the HAND puppet.  So let’s try our “hand” at some, shall we? (snicker, 
snicker)

puppet -  A puppet 
is an inanimate 
object animated or 
manipulated by a 
puppeteer.

They’re called Muppets because Jim 
Henson liked the sound of it. He 
told journalists that the word was a 
combination of puppet and marionette 
because it sounded more professional 
and plausible than the truth!

1. Sock and Paperbag Puppet – for this exercise, have your students choose to make a puppet out of paper 
bags (could be lunch bags, or any large paper shopping bags) or a sock puppet (or both). They can decorate them 
by simply drawing faces, gluing items on, etc. The sky’s the limit! To assist in making the sock puppet, here is a 3 
minute video tutorial to have fun with: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-KA1hfcLfHE
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2. Object Puppets – these can be made out of anything! A clenched fist, a hat on a hand, a face on an old 
wooden spoon, or even just found everyday objects! 

Challenge your students to find an object in the classroom that can become a puppet. The easiest way to turn a 
familiar object into a puppet is to add eyes. Googly eyes or construction paper will do, although there’s no limit 
to the fun ways you can add eyes to an object. Beans, buttons, stickers, get creative! 

Once you have created your puppets, practice finding your puppet’s focus.  The students can help their puppet 
look at the window, look at a book, look at the door. This focus will give the puppet life. 
Once you have focus, find a distinct way that your puppet moves. Does it bounce? Slither? Stomp? 
Finally, add a voice to the puppet. Congratulations! You are now a puppeteer!

BONUS EXERCISE: have the puppets interact with each other.  What kinds of personalities are revealed? 
Did the puppets behave like you expected them to? What was the trickiest part in bringing your puppet to life? 
What was your favourite part?
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Post Show Discussion 
Questions & Activity

QUESTIONS

1.  What are your greatest fears about the future and what actions do you take to address those fears?

2. How prevalent are these sorts of anxieties among youth? 

3. What was the significance of the story within the story (Reull)?  

ACTIVITY: ANIMAL LETTER

Phin’s “Victim Impact Statements” are an effective way for himself and others to share their feelings. 
Here are some examples from the play:3. What was the significance of the story within the story 
(Reull)?  

Dear humans,
I am an elk. When you came, I closed my eyes tight and 
tried not to listen to the yelps and the screams and the 
shrieks from around me. When finally there were no nois-
es, I opened my eyes. What I saw gives me bad dreams every 
night: I saw big open wounds, broken trees, flattened  
land and the blood of the dead. And then all of a sudden, 
something else I’ve never seen before happened – the floor 
of the earth gave a deep, sad sigh and thousands of souls 
floated up, up  into the sky, toward the sun.
 Yours truly,
 Elk

Dear humans,
I am a rabbit. When it all began, I flicked up my tail and 
ran with my baby as fast as I could away from the sounds 
of the great toothed beasts and the cries of animals being 
torn and shredded and buried alive. I can’t even describe 
how afraid we were. Then I heard the sound of her body hit  
something big and fast and hard. My baby is dead. This is 
my pain. 
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Write your own Victim Impact Statement from the perspective of an animal. Here are some things to think about 
as you start writing:
 • Try to imagine the details of what an animal’s life is like. How do things from our world appear to 
  them? A car isn’t necessarily scary to us, but a deer might find it very frightening.
 • Make your writing emotional. A Victim Impact Statement is about communicating how you feel 
  more than what you think.



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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WORKSHOPS

Annual workshop programs are offered to support theatre arts and school curriculums by creating 
structured, interactive workshops that encourage dialogue and spark young people’s imaginations. 
Pre/post show or stand-alone workshops with an artist-educator are available for all BD&P 
Mystery Theatre Series and Y Stage Theatre Series productions. Vertigo Theatre’s workshop 
program assists teachers in expanding the theatre experience with hands-on activities specific to 
each production. 

Proudly Sponsored By: 

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: 


