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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 TURN OF THE 
SCREW adapted by Jeffrey Hatcher (based on the story by Henry James).

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.

For this production, we have chosen to Direction and Performance. You’ll find tools that directors 
and actors use to create atmosphere and bring characters to life. And there is a terrific interview 
with director Ron Jenkins about his approach to directing. We’ve also included some writing 
exercises to get your students creating their own ghost stories!

This guide can be used solely by you, the educator, but it is also full of pictures and, 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 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

MYLA SOUTHWARD
BRADEN GRIFFITHS

The Woman
The Man

Creative Team

JEFFREY HATCHER
RON JENKINS
SCOTT REID

DEITRA KALYN
NARDA MCCARROLL

PETER MOLLER
MICHAEL HOWARD

ERIN BAUER
TECHART CUSTOM CREATIONS

KEVIN COREY
CAROLYN DEVINS

KIRA SAMS
DAWNA MARK

Playwright
Director
Set & Projection Designer
Costume Designer
Lighting Designer
Composer/Sound Designer
Stage Manager
Assistant Stage Manager
Set Construction
Head of Props
Wardrobe
Wardrobe Apprentice
Head Scenic Painter

Originally workshopped and developed at 
Portland Stage Company’s 6th Annual Little Festival of the Unexpected.

Originally produced by Portland Stage Company in January 1996, 
Greg Leaming, Artistic Director
Tom Werder, Managing Director

Originally produced in New York City by Primary Stages Company,
Casey Childs, Artistic Director in March 1999.

THE TURN OF THE SCREW is presented by special arrangement with 
Dramatists Play Service, Inc., New York.

The video and/or audio recording of this performance by any means 
whatsoever are strictly prohibited
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THE NOVELLA
The Turn of the Screw by Henry James (1843-1916) 
was originally published as a novella in 1898, and 
has been critically lauded ever since.

This adaptation is one of many, and the story 
has been adapted to nearly every medium 
you can imagine: radio, theatre, film, opera, 
ballet, graphic novel, and has even inspired 
a number of television shows to create 
episodes based on its premise.

One of the reasons for its popularity is 
a dispute over the interpretation of the 
Governess: is she really battling ghosts or is 
she imagining it all? It’s up to the audience 
to decide . . .

For a terrific article about the novel and its 
many qualities, check out the New Yorker 
article Even Scarier: On “The Turn of the 
Screw” by Brad Leithauser.

A novella is a 
work of written, 

fictional, narrative 
prose normally 

longer than a short 
story but shorter 

than a novel.
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SYNOPSIS & CHARACTERS
SYNOPSIS

A young governess journeys to a lonely English manor house—called Bly—to care for two recently 
orphaned children. But she is not their first governess. Her predecessor, Miss Jessel, drowned herself 
when she became pregnant by the sadistic valet, Peter Quint, who was himself found dead soon after 
under mysterious circumstances. Now the new governess has begun to see the spectres of Quint and 
Jessel haunting the children, and she must find a way to stop the fiends before it is too late. But one 
frightening question tortures the would-be heroine: Are the ghosts real, or are they the product of her 
own fevered imagination?

CHARACTERS

In this adaptation of The Turn of the Screw, two actors play all of the characters in the show, as well as 
narrators for the audience. The breakdown is as follows:

THE MAN
 THE UNCLE - A bachelor who lives in London. 
 MRS. GROSE - A servant at the country estate of Bly.
 FLORA - An 8-year old girl.
 MILES - A 10-year old boy.
 And possibly others...NO SPOILERS HERE!

THE WOMAN
 THE GOVERNESS - A 20-year old woman who has been hired to take charge of two   
    children.
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INSIDE VERTIGO THEATRE

Ron Jenkins is the director of  THE 
TURN OF  THE SCREW and 
is renowned for his imaginative 
stagings of plays and musicals. We 
had a few questions for him about his 
job as a director, his approach to this 
production, and how you scare an 
audience.

What’s your all-time favourite scary story? 

I think my favourite scary story of all time is 
The Exorcist. It scared me when I was a kid. A 
demon. Possession of a young girl . . . scary stuff. 

What’s your approach to creating a scary show?

As a director I think you have to approach a scary story the same way you have to approach any 
play. Although I think you have to make sure that the effects and staging in the theatre are truly 
scary so that you’re not taking away from the audience’s belief that this thing in front of you 
is truly happening...that it is all plausible.  We don’t have millions of dollars in special effects 
budgets so making things truly surprising and terrifying is what I need to keep an eye on as we 
rehearse the play.

Why do you think The Turn of the Screw has endured for such a long time? What makes it so 
compelling?

I think what makes The Turn of The Screw so fascinating and compelling is that it has all the 
elements of a great horror mystery. A young woman is sent to a secluded mansion to care for 
two children she doesn’t know. She arrives at the mansion to care for these peculiar children and 
has to deal with the possibility that she might not make it out alive and that there are things 
happening beyond her control.

Jeffrey Hatcher, who did the adaptation of the story, suggests a bare essentials approach to the 
production. Why do you think that is? How are you working with that concept?

Because I think this is a great psychological thriller as all of the great ones are. I think he doesn’t 
want the stage to be cluttered so that you’re concentrating on the story and this young woman’s 
journey as she descends into this nightmare. Having grand set pieces I think distracts from the 
great storytelling of the original. Plus there are only two actors playing all the parts, which makes 
the show transition from one location to the other seamlessly. What we’re trying to do at Vertigo is 
incorporate all of the elements of The Turn of the Screw and come up with something that is very 
minimal but exciting. I can’t really say anymore because I think it’ll be a great surprise.
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When you first start reading a script to prepare the production, what are the things you look for? What kind 
of things do you prepare before you enter a rehearsal hall?

I try to read the play as much as I can to start. Maybe 10 times. I don’t always get things the first time I read 
a script. It’s the second pass on a script that I really start envisioning how I want to tell a story. What it looks 
like, who I think should play the parts, what it sounds like and what’s the most exciting way to tell the story. 
Once I’ve met with the designers and we’ve arrived at how we want to tell the story, I try to support the actors 
and the journey that they go on as we rehearse it. I like to be surprised and great actors will always surprise you 
in rehearsal. But if I get lost I always go back to the story and how I’ve decided to tell it.

When you’re working with actors in a show where they’re playing a bunch of different characters, how do 
you help them find the individuality of those characters?

I try to tell the actors to give each of the characters their own personality traits. What do they talk like? What’s 
their physicality? How are they different from other people in the play? What makes them unique people?. 

From the first day of rehearsal to opening night, what’s your favourite part of the process? What do you find 
the most challenging?

I love rehearsal. It’s the puzzles that I love.  How do we tell the emotional heartbeat of the story and how do 
I communicate to the actors and how do they communicate that to the audience. I think tech rehearsal can be 
quite challenging. It’s the part I think I love the most but it can be taxing in terms of making sure that you’re 
making the right choices to tell the story. I love and hate opening nights.

What’s a piece of advice you would give to someone who’s interested in a career as a theatre director?

I guess it would be just do it. Try directing. Put on plays. The best experience you can get is from the actual 
doing of the thing you want to do. If that means going to school to learn the process or putting shows on at 
The Fringe I think it’s all in the doing.



What makes for a great ghost story?

As a class, discuss your favourite 
ghost stories. These could be 
campfire stories, urban legends, 
films, books, plays, or even your own 
experience! Which one has stuck 
with you over time? Why do you 
think that is?

What makes a great setting for a 
ghost story? A place that is spooky or 
a place that is seemingly normal?

What makes for great characters in a 
ghost story? Normal everyday people 
or people who are  damaged in some 
way?

The Turn of the Screw is an great 
example of Gothic Fiction. What are 
some modern examples of the genre?
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Preshow Discussion 
Questions and Projects
Ghost Stories and Gothic Fiction

Gothic fiction refers 
to a style of writing that is 

characterized by elements of 
fear, horror, death, and gloom, as 
well as romantic elements, such 
as nature, individuality, and very 
high emotion. These emotions 
can include fear and suspense. 
The settings were often old, 

dilapidated buildings or houses 
in gloomy, lifeless, fear-inducing 

landscapes.
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Riddle Me This...

Riddles play an important part in THE TURN OF THE SCREW. Here are three famous riddles. Try to 
solve them as a class or split up into 3 groups and see who can solve their riddle first. Here they are:

1.  There is a house. One enters it blind and comes out seeing. What is it?

2.   What walks on four feet in the morning, two in the afternoon and three 
at night?

3.   Voiceless it cries/Wingless flutters/Toothless bites/Mouthless mutters.

Bonus! Why not try your hand at creating a riddle. Here are some great 
tips on creating one from WikiHow.

Answers

1.  A school 
2.  A person (the cycle of life from a baby on all fours, to a man on two feet, 
to an old man with a cane) 
3.  The Wind

A Mysterious Death

Most ghost stories revolve around a mysterious death. Sometimes it’s recent and sometimes it’s way in the 
past.

Choose one of the following four images and use it as inspiration to come up with a story about a 
mysterious death. Here’s a short example:

“Back in the 1950s there was caretaker named Fred Worthington who spent most of the summer by himself 
cleaning the school from top to bottom before classes resumed in the fall. He was a lonely man who lived by 
himself and had no real friends. In early July, while on a ladder, cleaning a book case in the library, the shelf 
toppled over and landed on top of him, pinning him to the ground. He called for help, but there was no one 
around to hear. When the principal finally came back in late August, he found Fred Worthington’s skeleton 
pinned under the bookshelf, his boney arm outstretched grasping for freedom. Now, during the summers, 
when caretakers are in the library they’ll sometimes hear a voice calling out for help.”

On the following pages are your images. Have fun and let your imagination run wild!
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Great writing packs a lot into the fewest possible words. In THE TURN OF THE SCREW there are 
some wonderful images that the characters create in our minds through their evocative descriptions.

Micro or Flash Fiction has been a popular style of writing in the last couple of decades, perhaps made even 
more prominent after the invention of twitter. Ernest Hemingway is renowned for creating this six-word 
story:

   For sale, Baby shoes, Never worn.

Though short, it packs a lot of punch and makes us imagine a story. And in the last few years, the “Two-
Sentence Horror Story” has risen to fame. Here’s an example by horror legend Stephen King:

   Five years after Timmy’s sister drowned, he found her standing in his closet. 
   Her eyes were full of water.
 
For more great examples, take a look at this.

Now try your hand at composing one of your own. 
The basic structure is:

Sentence 1:  a seemingly normal set up or a hint at 
something scary

Sentence 2:  a twist on what we thought was 
happening.

Have fun!
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Two-Sentence Horror

Micro or Flash 
Fiction is fiction 
that is extremely 

brief, typically only 
a few hundred 

words or fewer in 
its entirety.

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?
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Preshow ACTIVITIES 
TO GET YOU UP ON YOUR FEET
MULTIPLE CHARACTERS

The actors in THE TURN OF THE SCREW face an interesting challenge: they must 
portray six believable characters despite the fact that there are only two actors in the show! The 
following exercise will help you develop ways of creating many different characters by changing 
your voice and physicality.

Have the students walk around the space neutrally (how they might move as themselves 
down the street, down the hallway, etc). Next, call out the qualities below to see what kinds of 
characters begin to emerge: 

BODY:
Leading from their Centres:
Choose different body parts that their characters lead from when they move.  Do they lead with 
their nose? With their belly? With their pelvis? With their knees? Do they seem to be pushed 
through space? Pulled through space?

SPEEDS and SIZES
Starting at neutral again, call out the following size and speed combinations to see what kinds 
of characters come to mind by moving in these different ways.  Have the students commit every 
ounce of their body movement to it (it may feel exaggerated but that’s okay)
: BIG and FAST
: BIG and SLOW
: SMALL and FAST
: SMALL and SLOW
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ACTING OUT A DREAM

In the play THE TURN OF THE SCREW, there are moments that are supernatural and surreal — just 
like our dreams often are. Dreams are fascinating as they are links to our greatest wishes or deepest fears.  
Here’s a chance for your students to bring some of their dreams to life and sneak a peek into each other’s 
subconscious minds! Get into groups of 4 or 5.  Each person shares a recent dream or a recurring dream 
or nightmare. Choose one of the dreams and re-create it using only ONE WORD as dialogue. That word 
may be used as dialogue as many times as they like, in whatever context they like, but only that one word. 
(This may be repeated however they like to express the emotion of what is happening - faster, slower, 
louder, quieter, etc). Choose how many people you need to act out the dream and the other students may 
make sound effects, act out objects, etc, to help clarify the dream for the audience. Practice this a few times 
to get it familiar and then present it to the audience. 
 
Additional Option: once each group is finished performing the dream, ask the audience to explain what 
they think they saw happening in the dream. 

Tips for Success! – have the students tell their dreams EXACTLY how they remember them, even if 
some details are missing or foggy.  It will be more exciting for the audience to see the inner workings of 
the subconscious mind rather that the conscious mind that has made up the details to piece it together in a 
logical manner.

VOICE:
Now have the students play around with different vocal qualities – speaking fast, slow, intonation up or 
down, monotone, sharply articulated, mumbly, etc. 

CREATE CHARACTERS: Once the students have explored the physical and vocal variations, have 
them create two different characters by combining two or three of the qualities (no more than three per 
character). 

Additional Option: place a screen or partition of some sort at the front of the room and have the students 
“do a scene with themselves”, playing both characters.  One character comes out from behind the screen, 
says something to the “other character” and goes in search around behind the screen (the conversation can 
continue behind the screen) until the “second” character emerges from behind the scene, responds, then 
continues behind the screen, and so on.

Tips for Success!  – The more specific the students are with regards to the physicality and vocal quality, the 
easier it will be to tell the two characters apart. 

Discussion:
 a) How did moving fast or slow, big or small make you feel as you moved throughout the 
space? Did taking large, slow steps indicate a certain type of character? Small, quick gestures, etc?
 b) What qualities lend themselves better to older characters? Younger characters?
 c) Could you see different types of characters come to life even before hearing them speak?
 d) Which qualities (both vocal and physical) were the easiest to achieve? Hardest? 
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Discussion:
 a) Once acted out, did the dreams seem less scary or strange as they did in your head or 
were they more scary? Why do you think that is?
 b) What was the main theme or key emotion of each dream?
 c) Could the dreams have taken place in real life? What consequences might there be if 
they had?
 d) Can you find the metaphor for what your dreams might mean? Or what they might 
relate to in your life?
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Post Show Discussion 
Questions

1.  What does the title mean?

2.  Turn of the Screw is a good example of a story that used a device called an unreliable narrator.We 
usually assume that we’re getting the truth but what if we’re not?

3.  Ghosts are often haunting the living because of some transgression or mistake or unusual circum-
stance that causes their death.  Why are Jessell and Peter Quint haunting the estate?

4.  Who is being haunted in the play? The governess? The kids? Both?

5.  Do you think the ghosts were real or just in the Governesses head?

An unreliable narrator is a 
narrator, whether in literature, film, or 

theatre, whose credibility has been seriously 
compromised. Sometimes the narrator’s unreliability 
is made immediately evident. For instance, a story 
may open with the narrator making a plainly false 
or delusional claim or admitting to being severely 
mentally ill, or the story itself may have a frame in 

which the narrator appears as a character, with clues 
to the character’s unreliability. A more dramatic use of 
the device delays the revelation until near the story’s 

end. This twist ending forces readers to reconsider their 
point of view and experience of the story. In some cases 

the narrator’s unreliability is never fully revealed but 
only hinted at, leaving readers to wonder how much the 
narrator should be trusted and how the story should be 

interpreted.
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The Art of the 
Theatre Review
Now that you’ve seen the production, it’s time to write a review. But how do you do it? Where do 
you start? The Guardian Theatre critic Lyn Gardner suggests:

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

But, most importantly, she says that:

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Y Stage Theatre Series 
Features plays that have been created specifically for young people by Vertigo Theatre or other 
professional theatre companies on tour from across Canada and beyond. The Y Stage Theatre 
Series separates itself from other child-oriented arts programming with plays that are socially 
relevant and thought-provoking as well as entertaining, reflecting issues and concerns that 
children face every day such as bullying, self-acceptance, cultural diversity, tolerance and the value 
of friendship.
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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: 


