
STUDY GUIDE



 
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 Nine Dragons 
by Jovanni Sy.

In this guide you will find background information about the play and its historical context, 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 ignite the imaginations of students for the 
world of Kowloon in 1924, as well as exercises that will get your class improvising their way into 
an investigator’s process. We are also featuring an extensive and insightful interview with 
playwright Jovanni Sy, who will share his thoughts on the world of the play, the art of writing a 
mystery, and his advice to aspiring writers and performers.

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)

 JOHN NG 
DUVAL LANG

 SCOTT BELLIS
TOBY HUGHES
 DANIEL CHEN

NATASCHA GIRGIS 

Tommy Lam
Nigel Dunston-Smith/Henderson
Paul Beverley/Johnson
Sean Heaney
Victor Fung/Hong
 Dr. Mary Weir

Creative Team

JOVANNI SY
CRAIG HALL

JENNA RODGERS
SCOTT REID

ANTON DE GROOT
DEITRA KALYN

ANDREW BLIZZARD
JAMIE NESBITT

KARL SINE
MICHAEL HOWARD

RUBY DAWN EUSTAQUIO 
MELANIE CRAWFORD 

 ELIZABETH WELLWOOD 
TIM UNIAC

ZAKK MACDONALD, JOHN MCIVER 
TECHART CUSTOM CREATIONS 

JANE MACFARLANE 
KEVIN COREY

 AIDAN REAVIE
WENDY EAKINS

DAWNA MARK
KIRA BRADLEY

Playwright 
Director
Assistant Director
Set Designer 
Lighting Designer
Costume Designer 
Sound Design & Original Music
Projection Designer
Fight Director
Stage Manager
Assistant Stage Manager 
Apprentice Stage Manager 
Assistant Costume Designer
Projection Assistant
Assistant Fight Directors
Set Construction
Voice/Dialect Consultant
Head of Props
Wardrobe Assistant
Stitcher
Head Scenic Painter
Scenic Painter

TIME & PLACE
1924,Kowloon, Hong Kong

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



PG. 6

The LOWDOWN ON NINE 
DRAGONS' SETTING

Nine Dragons has a rich historical context that touches on topics like the class structure of the 
1920s, Great Britain’s occupation of Hong Kong, the opium trade,other criminal activities of 
the time, and the experience of traditional Chinese culture being bombarded by the West. 
Here are some thumbnail sketches that that will introduce a few of the areas of interest. They 
are also good topics for follow up assignments.

Kowloon

The action of Nine Dragons takes place 
in Kowloon, one of the principal areas of 
Hong Kong. It is located across 
the water from Hong Kong Island. 
Kowloon translates to "nine dragons" 
Legend has it, that in 1278 a 
young emperor noticed eight 
surrounding mountains and decided to 
name the area after these eight 
“dragons”. A member of the court 
piped up and said that the emperor 
was also a dragon and therefore it should 
be nine dragons.

Occupation by Great Britain

Some of the conflict in the play stems 
from the tensions caused by Great 
Britain’s occupation of Hong Kong. Hong 
Kong Island had been a British-occupied 
colony since the end of the First Opium 
War (1839-42), and Kowloon was added 
after being taken by force during the 
Second Opium War (1856-60). The end 
of the First Opium War through to Mao 
Zedong’s proclamation to establish the 
People’s Republic of China in 1949 
comprised a period known in China as 
“the century of humiliation”. The action of 
the play begins in 1924, six years after the 
end of World War I (1914-18).



The Opium Trade

Opium has a long history of medicinal and recreational use in both China and Great Britain. A 
potent and highly addictive drug, the trade in opium rose steadily in the mid-19th 
century. 1906 saw the beginning of an anti-opium initiative that sought to turn the 
public against opium as a recreational drug. Licenses were required for the use of opium. This 
campaign lasted for only a decade before the drug’s use began to rise again. It is during 
this time that the play begins.

Recommended Reading

An accessible read that touches on some of the above topics is the article  “How Humiliation 
Drove Modern Chinese History” by Matt Schiavenza in The Atlantic (https://
www.theatlantic.com/china/archive/2013/10/how-humiliation-drove-modern-chinese-
history/280878/)

For a deeper read, students might try The Opium War: Drugs, Dreams, and the Making of 
Modern China by Julia Lovell
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(https://www.theatlantic.com/china/archive/2013/10/how-humiliation-drove-modern-chinese-history/280878/)
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SYNOPSIS & CHARACTERS
SYNOPSIS

1920s Hong Kong. Battling racism and his own reputation, Chinese detective Tommy Lam 
investigates the deaths of several women. With a suspected serial killer in his sights, Tommy 
follows clues to the glamorous Nine Dragons nightclub and into the haze of the opium trade. In 
his relentless quest to prove himself and protect his people, Tommy risks losing everything – his 
relationship, his badge, even his life.

CHARACTERS

TOMMY LAM......................... 

VICTOR FUNG .........................

SEAN HEANEY ........................

DR.MARY WEIR...................... 

PAUL BEVERLY ......................

NIGEL DUNSTON-SMITH ...

JOHNSON...................................

HENDERSON............................

HONG.........................................

Raymond Chandler and the 
“Hardboiled” Genre

Chinese. 40's. A Detective Sergeant with the Hong Kong 
Police Force. He speaks excellent English with an American 
accent 

Chinese. He speaks with an aristocratic English accent, the 
result of a highly privileged education and upbringing.

Scottish, early 30s. Detective Inspector and Tommy’s senior  
partner on the police force.

English, early 40s. The Kowloon Coroner.

English, 40s. Detective Superintendent and head of  
detectives. Sean and Tommy’s immediate superior.

English, 60s. Chief Superintendent of Kowloon District.  
Beverley’s immediate superior.

A streetwise enforcer. Played by the actor playing  
BEVERLEY.

An English tailor. Played by the actor playing DUNSTON-     
SMITH.

A Chinese opium dealer. Played by the actor playing  
VICTOR. 
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INSIDE VERTIGO 
 

THEATRE

We talk to playwright Jovanni Sy about 
the inspiration for Nine Dragons, the 
challenges of writing mysteries, and we 
get his advice for aspiring actors and 
writers.

   

.

What was your inspiration or starting point for Nine 
Dragons?

Although Tommy is the hero of my play, Nine 
Dragons actually began with the character of Victor.  I 
was interested in exploring the idea of an ethnically 
Chinese man who goes to extreme lengths to eschew 
all traces of his heritage and identity.  I wanted to 
examine what self-imposed cultural erasure looked 
like.
I think there are two reasons that Victor ended up being a British-educated Chinese man in 1920s 
Hong Kong.  Many years ago, I saw an old black-and-white photograph of an elegant Chinese 
man in a tuxedo smoking a cigarette.  He resembled an Asian Noel Coward.  Though I don’t 
remember exactly where and when I saw this picture, the memory of it stayed with me over the 
years.  So that was the first impulse for Victor.

The second is that I am a closet Anglophile.  When I was a teen in the early 1980s, I was obsessed 
with mini-series like Brideshead Revisited, the RSC’s eight hour adaptation of Nicholas Nickleby, 
and the film Chariots of Fire.  In 1982, I was transfixed by the BBC series Playing Shakespeare 
where John Barton talked about interpreting the Bard with RSC luminaries such as Patrick 
Stewart, Judi Dench, Ian McKellen, Sinéad Cusack, Roger Rees, Ben Kingsley, Lisa Harrow, 
David Suchet, and Peggy Ashcroft.  Not long after, I had the transformative experience of seeing 
Ian McKellen (not yet Sir Ian) perform his one-man show Acting Shakespeare live at the Royal 
Alexandra Theatre in Toronto.

As a young actor, I dreamed of joining the Shaw Festival where I could let my inner Anglophile 
loose on stage.  That never transpired.  However, in 2010, I did spend a year at The Shaw as their 
resident playwright.  That’s when the idea of Victor started to take form.  I suppose he is the 
manifestation of a kind of character I had always longed to portray but never did.From there, it 
wasn’t long before I conceived the character of Tommy, who is simultaneously Victor’s opposite 
and his kindred spirit.  Since I perceived them as intellectual equals and natural foils to one 
another, the mystery genre seemed like a natural fit.  I saw my two Chinese men – separated by 
class and circumstance – engaged in a cat-and-mouse game of wits.  The mystery genre also 
appealed to me because the procedural aspects of solving a crime could occur while the play’s 
essential mystery – that of Tommy’s identity – would lie under the surface.  Finally, placing the 
action in 1920s Hong Kong would allow the added layer of colonialism to permeate throughout 
the play. These elements formed the genesis of Nine Dragons.
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 Are there any particular connections or parallels you see between the world of the play 
(Kowloon, 1924) and our contemporary society? If so, were you conscious of them as you were 
writing or did you notice in retrospect?

In many ways, Tommy and Victor both represent aspects of myself and my life’s experience as an 
artist of colour in an industry that has traditionally been overwhelmingly Euro-centric.  When I 
began my theatre career in 1992, opportunities for non-white actors were few and far between.  
And without a large canon of Asian Canadian drama back then, my choices were to try to act in 
parts written for white people or to resign myself to the dismal array of stereotypes written for 
people who looked like me.  Basically I could try to ‘whiten myself up’ like Victor or suffer through 
indignities like Tommy.

Although we’ve progressed considerably in the last twenty-five years, Canadian Theatre still 
doesn’t come close to representing the rich diversity of our country.  This has always concerned me.  
To quote a New York Times article written last week, "if people of colour can’t see themselves 
onstage, how long will theatre remain relevant?”

However, if I were to go and write about how hard inclusion has been for artists of colour, very 
few people would give a damn. (Even I would be bored by a play with such a solipsistic focus 
and this has been my life’s struggle.)  So I chose an allegorical approach that would give a 
glimpse of what life on the outside feels like – not just for theatre artists but for anyone who 
belongs to a historically marginalized group.

In writing Nine Dragons, I wanted to dramatize the choice that most marginalized people face: 
assimilate (often through erasing essential aspects of oneself) or be relegated to secondary status.  
Of course, there is a third way: redefine the rules.  This is the path of heroes and saints and I try 
to walk it whenever I can.

I also wanted to find a new way to dramatize the classic Asian Canadian dilemma of feeling 
trapped between two worlds.  In the course of my career, I have seen or been in countless 
variations of the immigrant identity play: Mom and Dad are so traditional and don’t understand 
me, the kids at school make fun of my weird lunch, why can’t I get cast in this role or that?, etc.  
I promised myself I would never write an identity play unless I could find a new way to 
approach the subject matter.  I hope I’ve done that with Nine Dragons.

(By the way, if you’re unclear about what I mean by "feeling trapped between two worlds", just 
click on this article: http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/the-asian-american-awakening-that-
moment-when-you_us_59307537e4b042ffa289e880?utm_hp_ref=asian-voices.  I didn’t choose 
this particular article because I find it especially profound or illuminating.  Quite the opposite: I 
have read literally dozens of essays and articles just like it that speak to the strange state of not-
quite-belonging that many people of colour exist in.)

I’ll share one final insight about how I approached the parallels to contemporary society when I 
wrote Nine Dragons.  I’ve attempted to construct the scenes so that some of the 
microaggressions that Tommy encounters will be readily identifiable to marginalized viewers 
and largely invisible to spectators who enjoy greater privilege.  So it would not surprise me at all 
if some audience members have an easier time identifying with Tommy.  I think as a 
playwright, one of the first things you have to do is decide who you’re writing for.  I decided 
that Nine Dragons was going to be pitched to those who recognize Tommy’s journey as a lived 
experience.  And for the less-woke among us, it could still be a nifty murder mystery.

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/the-asian-american-awakening-that-moment-when-you_us_59307537e4b042ffa289e880?utm_hp_ref=asian-voices
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Can you tell us a little about the challenges of constructing a mystery? Have you written in 
this genre before?

This is my first foray into the mystery genre and I’ve loved the creative challenges involved.  
Constructing a mystery that holds together is all about the careful regulation of when and how 
information is shared or withheld from the audience.  This is generally true of all effective 
storytelling but it’s particularly important when it comes to the mystery genre.  And in this 
genre, you often have to decide whether to dispense information to the audience that is 
withheld from the detective. Even though this is my first time around the block, I’ve considered 
myself a student of the genre for a long time now.  I drew a lot of wisdom from John Truby’s 
book The Anatomy of Story and his audio series on the detective genre.

What are some of your favourite works in the crime genre (film, television, books)?

My favourite genre films include Chinatown, The Maltese Falcon, and L.A. Confidential.  On 
television, I’ve become a devotee of true crime anthologies like Making a Murderer, and O.J. : 
Made in America.  I love mystery and crime books!  I grew up on Agatha Christie and Ngaio 
Marsh novels.  For Nine Dragons, I drew inspiration from Qiu Xiaolong’s Inspector Chen 
series.  I also loved Erik Larson’s The Devil in the White City.  And let’s not overlook great 
podcasts like Serial and S-Town!

In addition to being a playwright, you’re also an actor, director, librettist, and an artistic 
director. How did you come to wear so many hats?

Partly it’s through necessity, the more you can do, the easier it becomes to keep a roof over your 
head and put food on the table. But also, I have a restless spirit and like variety in my artistic 
practice.

What is the best piece of advice you’ve received about acting or writing—or both?

For a writer, the best advice you’ll ever get can be found in Anne Lamott’s inspirational book 
Bird by Bird.  If you haven’t read it, pick it up today.When it comes to acting, I’ll share the 
advice I like to impart to emerging actors (I’m not sure I ever received it myself, I just sort of 
figured it out over the years): you are not your career.  By this, I mean two things.First, working 
a lot doesn’t make you a better or worthier person.  Conversely, when you’re struggling to find 
work, that doesn’t make you any less of a person.  The people who truly love you today will still 
love you just as much when you’re unemployed tomorrow.  You would think that this would be 
self-evident but you’d be amazed at the number of actors who equate professional success with 
self-worth.

The second thing I mean by you are not your career is that, in this business, people with power 
are usually defining you more often than you get to define yourself.  If you’re tall and good-
looking, you get to play these roles.  If you’re a woman over 40, you only get to play these roles 
(and good luck to you when you hit 60).  And if you’re Asian, don’t worry, Emma Stone or 
Scarlett Johansson can play you on screen.

This kind of pigeonholing can take a toll on a young actor’s psyche.  That’s why I remind them 
you are not your career.  It’s essential (especially for actors of colour) to be acutely self-aware 
and to develop strategies so that they are always defining themselves and not giving that power 
away to others.

Conjuring the Nine Dragons

The title Nine Dragons references the 8 mountains and the Emperor—the 9th dragon—from 
which Kowloon was named (see the beginning of this guide). It’s also the name of a nightclub 
that plays a significant role in the play. Everyone who worked on Nine Dragons had to bring it 
to life. The writer had to imagine what it might look like, the designer had to find a way to 
represent it onstage, and the actors and director had to use their imaginations to create the 
environment and the feeling of the room so the audience could believe in it.
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Pre-show Projects and
Discussion Questions

Conjuring the Nine Dragons

The title Nine Dragons references the 8 mountains and the Emperor—the 9th dragon—from 
which Kowloon was named (see the beginning of this guide). It’s also the name of a nightclub 
that plays a significant role in the play. Everyone who worked on Nine Dragons had to bring it 
to life. The writer had to imagine what it might look like, the designer had to find a way to 
represent it onstage, and the actors and director had to use their imaginations to create the 
environment and the feeling of the room so the audience could believe in it.

When working on creating a sense of place, an artist has to think in a multi-dimensional way. 
Though our visual sense is the most dominant of our senses, the others play important roles as 
well. Often, when we read a story, the other senses are mentioned and we don’t even realize it. 
A story that doesn’t include the things we hear, smell, feel, and taste tends to fall flat.
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Try your hand at conjuring the Nine Dragons Nightclub. Use the inspirational prompts below 
and write a few paragraphs about someone in the nightclub. See if you can incorporate all five 
senses. What the character sees will still be the most significant part, but try to include the 
other senses in creative ways. And remember that there are a rich variety of descriptors for our 
senses. We could describe something as hard or soft, but, if we go a step further, we could 
describe it as spongy or brittle.

SIGHT — Use the pictures above.

SOUND — Listen to the Irving Berlin Song “What’ll I Do” (https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=TAES7BhzSDg) which is used in the play

TOUCH — How might the floor feel? Is it wood? Is it carpet? How do the chairs or the 
booths feel? Or the feeling of a character’s suit or dress.

SMELL — What might be in the air in a 1920s nightclub? Almost certainly cigarette smoke. 
Perhaps the smell of food that is being served. Or maybe perfume or cologne? What else?

TASTE — What sorts of food and drink might a character taste?



Raw Deal

Tommy, the hero of Nine Dragons, experiences racism and unfair treatment in a number of 
ways in the play. Both in his personal and professional life. The feeling of being treated 
unfairly or cruelly is awful, and that is why it is often a starting point for writers. A powerful 
tool to activate our imaginations is “what if?” In our daily lives, we often play out imaginary 
situations: What if I got a serious illness? What if I won an award? What if somebody 
confessed their love for me? Our minds do it quite naturally. As a writer you can take 
advantage of this.

Write a story about a situation where you could be treated unfairly. What incident sets it off? 
How would you react? What reasons might an antagonist have for his or her actions against 
you? How does the situation escalate? Does it resolve well or badly?

An important thing to remember as you write this is that no matter how badly the antagonists 
act, they have their reasons. They may act out of fear, desperation, or ignorance. A person may 
be wrong by our standards, but from the antagonist’s point of view, his actions are justified. In 
Nine Dragons, there are “good guys” who do bad things, and there are “bad guys” who do 
good things. All people feel justified in what they do.
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A Wave of Terror

*Please note that the content of this exercise is probably not suitable for Junior High. It’s better
suited to High School. Though you can certainly take the spirit of the exercise and adapt it however
you like.

The murderer in Nine Dragons is 
dubbed the “Kowloon Ripper” by the 
press, in reference to the “Jack the 
Ripper” murders in London in 1888. 
It’s common that serial murderers are 
given names by the media. It’s an easier 
way to refer to an unknown person and 
it feeds the public’s imagination. It 
creates a character.

It’s essential to have an evocative antagonist in a mystery or thriller. Sometimes we get to read 
or see things from the antagonist’s point of view, but often we only get to know them by their 
modus operandi. What are the circumstances of the crime and how do they feed into the 
murderer’s mystique? Sometimes the location plays a factor. Or the method of murder. Or the 
sort of clues the murderer leaves behind. 

Modus Operandi:
A particular way or method 

of doing something, 
especially one that is 
characteristic or well-

established.
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Try writing a newspaper article about a series of crimes. It needn’t necessarily be murder. 
Robbers get these kinds of nicknames, as well. What kind of details capture a reader’s 
imagination? Please remember as you do this that just a little bit of gore goes a long way. An 
abundance of gruesome details is often more off-putting than intriguing. A good rule to 
remember in any kind of horror writing is that what your story leaves to the imagination is 
often the most powerful.

Perhaps the greatest example of this is the infamous shower scene in Alfred Hitchcock’s 
Psycho. Though you see the frightening murder of an innocent person, you never actually see a 
knife stab someone. Through a clever series of cuts, Hitchcock puts it all in the audience’s 
imagination. At the time of its release, and even today, people swear they see the character get 
stabbed. But watching the sequence in slow-motion shows that it never happens!

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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Pre-SHOW ACTIVITIES

 MAKING CONNECTIONS 
In Nine Dragons, Tommy Lam and Sean Heaney are required to take unusual and sometimes 
random bits of evidence and find connections between them. Often clues can seem to have no 
connection at all, but upon further investigation they often do connect.

The following game will get students exercising their minds and making connections.

CONVERGENCE

1.Have the group stand in a circle (you could play this game sitting, but standing is better for 
engaging the group).

2.One random person in the circle says “One”. Another person says, “Two”. Then both of 
those people make eye contact and simultaneously say, “one, two, three” followed by a random 
word that they improvise in the moment. (Eg. Trailer and Broccoli.)

3.The point of the game is to find one word that connects those two words.  Without 
discussion, when a different person in the circle thinks they have an idea of a word that 
connects, they would say “One”, and a second person, when he thinks he has a connecting 
idea, says “Two”. Then they both say “One, two three, _____” saying their words together. 
(Eg. To connect Trailer and Broccoli, one might say “farm” and the other “gross”, depending 
upon how they see the connection.)

4.This sequence repeats until two people say the same word at the same time, finding a
“convergence”.



QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

Was it difficult to get to the same word or was it easy?

Were you surprised at how seemingly random things could connect?

What was the flow of the exercise? Did it get steadily narrower or did words become more 
random before narrowing in?

How did it feel when you struggled to find a connection?

Detective Tommy Lam interviews a number of people during his investigation, particularly the 
mysterious Victor Fung. The following game is about hunches and reading another person. 
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DOLPHIN TRAINING

When dolphin trainers work with dolphins, they often use a clicker to let a Dolphin know 
when it is doing something right—a piece of positive feedback. This game does the same 
thing, but with people!

1.Send one person outside of the room.

2.Place a chair at centre stage. Have a member of the group in the room go onstage and make a
statue shape. It may or may not involve the chair. The group all memorize the image.

3.The outside person returns and has to figure out what the shape is by trying different
possibilities.

4.If the person is getting closer to the shape, the audience says “ding”. If the person is getting
further away, the audience does nothing. Through this trial and error system, the person works
toward the solution.

5.When the person gets the exact shape, the audience goes “Ding! Ding! Ding!” Success!

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

Can you figure out the final image in your head or can you only solve it by experimentation? 
(Note: this may seem like an obvious question, but often you will see participants thinking 
instead of experimenting)

Were all “dings” the same or did they have different qualities? What could you tell from the 
quality of the ding?

Could everyone be trusted to “ding” appropriately? What did you do with inconsistent 
information?

What did it feel like being the person onstage?

What did it feel like being the person in the audience?



POst -Show Discussion 
Questions

1. Detective Superintendent Beverly says, “you think your blind justice makes you honourable?It 
makes you a fool. Why do you think you’re stuck where you are after all these years? Hm?Why 
were we made sergeants at the same time and, now, I’m two ranks ahead of you? . . . It’s because 
you won’t play the game!” Do you agree or disagree with Tommy’s ideals? Should a person stick 
to his ideals? Or does everyone need to “play the game” to get ahead?

2. The play references the parallel myths of Ng Gong and Sisyphus. As punishment, Ng Gong 
is forced to keep chopping down a tree that constantly regrows, while Sisyphus is forced to keep 
pushing a boulder up a hill only to have it always roll back down. How do these myths relate to 
the characters in the play?

3. How does Tommy feel about Victor? Is he critical of him? Does he admire him? How are the 
two characters similar? How are they different?

4. In the end, Tommy pushes Mary away. Does he do it solely to protect her or does he truly 
not see a future with them together?

5. The story ends on a dark note. How did that make you feel?Why did the writer choose to do 
this? What is he saying about Tommy and his world? 
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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, 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
• 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. 
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WORKshops

Annual workshop programs are offered to support theatre arts and school curriculum's 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 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 . 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: 
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