
STUDY GUIDE



Vertigo Theatre is committed to creating a welcoming atmosphere for schools and to assisting 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 Deathtrap by Ira 
Levin. In this guide you will find information about Deathtrap’s legacy as one of the 
most successful stage mysteries of all time. It also includes information about the 
creative team and performers involved in the production, as well as a variety of 
activities to do with your class before and after the show. There are topics suitable 
for class discussion, individual writing 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 get students thinking about how 
to write evocative action and imagery, and exercises that will get your class working 
as a team to bring imaginary circumstances to life. We are also featuring an 
interview with director Jamie Dunsdon, who talks about the challenges of directing 
a stage thriller, working with the design team, and thinking outside of the box about 
the mystery genre.

Sometimes your students might read an unusual word or term and feel some 
vertigo, so we’ve got handy-dandy blood spatters that provide definitions or point 
to topics of interest. Like this:

Vertigo is a medical condition. One 
       of the symptoms 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. Pre-Show
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,”  and“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 live theatre, not the morgue), but keep conversations to 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

MARK BELLAMY 
BARBARA GATES WILSON  

TYRELL CREWS  
KAREN JOHNSON-DIAMOND

KEVIN COREY  

Creative Team

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

IRA LEVIN 
JAMIE DUNSDON    

DAVID FRASER    
HANNE LOOSEN   

ANDREW BLIZZARD 
KARL SINE    

BRIANNA JOHNSTON
PATTI NEICE    

CATHERINE ROULEAU
CHANDLER ONTKEAN

JANE MACFARLANE
KEVIN COREY

LEAH MACRAE
MELONY SALLOW LOVSTROM

 
  

               Playwright              
          Director                                                                              
Set and Lighting Designer
Costume Designer
          Sound Design and Original Composition              
Fight Director       
Assistant Fight Director
           Stage Manager                                
Assistant Stage Manager
Apprentice Stage Manager
Voice and Dialect Consultant                
Head of Props
Head of Wardrobe
Production Apprentice          

Sidney Bruhl
Myra Bruhl   
Clifford Anderson  
Helga Ten Dorp
Porter Milgrim 

SYNOPSIS

Sidney Bruhl is languishing in his Connecticut home, struggling to overcome a bout 
of writer's block that has seen his Broadway success turn to near bankruptcy. but the 
answer may have just arrived when Sidney receives a fantastic script written by his 
former student, Clifford Anderson. Anderson just wants his old mentor's opinion, but 
Sidney will do whatever it takes to get back on Broadway.
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DEATHTRAP's LEgacy

Deathtrap has secured its place in history as one of 
the most successful plays in the stage thriller 
genre. Following a tryout run in Boston, the play 
opened on Broadway in 1978 and ran for just over 
four years—more than 1800 performances!

Marian Seldes, who originated the role of Myra 
Bruhl played the role for every single performance, 
holding the Guinness Book of World of Records 
title of “Most Durable Actress”. It has been 
produced all over the world since that time and 
was also made into a film in 1982 starring Michael 
Caine and Christopher Reeve.

IRA LEVIN

Bestselling novelist Stephen King said that Ira Levin was “the Swiss watchmaker of 
suspense novels, he makes what the rest of us do look like cheap watchmakers in 
drugstores.”

Certainly, Levin has produced a number of memorable novels that have frequently been 
adapted for the big screen. Books such as A Kiss Before Dying, The Stepford Wives, 
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The Boys From Brazil, and Sliver were successful in their own right and often as films. But 
the work that brought Levin the most recognition was Roman Polanski’s film of 
Rosemary’s Baby. Frequently cited as one of the top horror and thriller films of all time, 
Levin had a knack for figuring out how to keep an audience in suspense.   

He was also no stranger to the theatre and had written a number of plays, though none of 
them achieved the success of Deathtrap. The lead character, playwright Sidney Bruhl, was     
supposedly based on Levin himself. Looking at the information about the character, they  
sound very similar. Even blurring the lines between fact and fiction, which the play is also  
famous for. 

METATHEATRE

One quality the play is known for is its use of Metatheatre. Meta-theatrical elements 
have been used in many plays throughout history and are still in use today. Shakespeare 
used the play-within-a-play in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and Michael Frayn created a 
farce about a group of actors putting on a farce in Noises Off.

Metatheatre:  Theatre which draws
attention to its unreality, especially
by the use of a play-within-a-play. 

As mentioned, Deathtrap is about a writer very much like Ira Levin. A character in the 
play is working on a stage mystery called . . . Deathtrap. There are a number of other 
examples in the play, but revealing them would spoil the mystery.

Why do writers employ these sorts of devices? It can be fun to draw attention to the fact 
that the audience is right there in the room with the actors, sometimes making you 
question exactly what is fact and what is fiction. It can also pull us out of the action, 
sometimes making us feel less and think more.



 

Deathtrap is one of the classics of the genre. Why do you think it has been so 
successful and what do you love about it?

To quote the main character, "Sound construction, good dialogue, laughs in the right 
places." The play is built to delight. And in a thriller, isn't that what we all want? To 
be thrilled?! The first I time I read it, I gasped out loud many, many times. My cats 
were worried.  It's a really well-written script, with twists and reveals that are 
carefully worked up to and earned.

I'm most excited about working with this cast and crew, which is full of people I 
respect and admire and who make me laugh.

What are some of the challenges you foresee in this show?

The biggest directorial challenge in this piece is in setting up dramatic tension and 
dramatic irony effectively.  There are moments in the play where a character is going 
after something they secretly want, but it's important that the audience and the other 
characters don't know it's a scheme until later.  There are other times where the 
audience DO know, or think they know, and we want to let them in on those 
moments as well.  The play has many layers of motivations and schemes and ploys, 
and finding the right balance of when to let the audience in or not is probably going 
to be the biggest challenge.  Thankfully, it's the fun kind of challenge!   

The stage combat in the show is also heavily prescribed by the dialogue, and it’s also 
pretty detailed and a bit unconventional, so I'm really excited to tackle that along 
with our fight choreographer, Karl Sine, who is one of the best in the business. 

inside Vertigo Theatre
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We talk to director Jamie 
Dunsdon about creating 
tension, working with 
designers, and thinking 
outside of the mystery box.



  Can you tell us a little about how design elements like lighting, sound, set, and 
costumes play an important role in the show or in mysteries/thrillers in general?

Design elements like lighting, sound, set, and costumes have a few different roles 
and the role they play can vary from show to show or even scene to scene.

Some design is constructed to convey story and character.  For example, in 
Deathtrap, the set tells the audience we are in Sydney's study and that he's turned  
it into something of a trophy room, which in turn tells us that he's had a history of 
success and is a bit full of himself! The lighting tells the audience what time of day 
each scene is in, which helps them understand how much time has passed. The 
sound tells you it's raining outside, etc.  I can give the audience all of that plot 
information without saying a word.  But design can also be atmospheric, and be 
used to set a mood or a feeling in the audience, and in those cases, I prefer to the 
audience NOT to notice the choices, but rather feel them subconsciously. 

Lighting and sound are really useful in mysteries/thrillers in this way, because we 
can make choices that are so subtle or slow that the audience isn't even aware of 
what we are doing to them, and we can use that stealth to surprise them.  If I was 
doing a horror play with nightmares and monsters, I might use foot lights to 
illuminate the actors from below, because we aren't used to seeing human faces lit      
from below and it triggers something in our brains that says "hey, this is unnatural 
and spooky."   It's part of the "uncanny valley" theory that also explains why many 
people are afraid of zombies and creepy dolls and all of the characters from the 
animated Polar Express, and it's also why we hold a flashlight below our faces 
when we tell ghost stories around a campfire.  We can do the same thing with 
green light, which is also an unnatural light to see on a human face.  In Deathtrap, 
though, we'll be playing more with absence of light than the direction it comes 
from.  The dark allows the audience's imaginations to do more of the work.  

What advice would you give someone who was interested in being a director?

SEE AS MANY PLAYS AS YOU CAN!  When young directors first start 
seeing theatre, they often like everything they see because they are caught up in 
the excitement of the magic of live theatre and they become enchanted.  And 
that's great.  But in order to be a director, you need to cultivate your personal 
artistic taste, and the more theatre you see, the more you'll start to understand 
what you like or value... and what you don't.  You'll start to see how the pieces fit 
together and why a moment works or doesn't.  Go see everything, including 
things you wouldn't normally see. Volunteer as an usher to get into plays for free, 
or go on pay-what-you-can nights if you can't afford it. Most theatres have 
programs for making their shows financially accessible.
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I'd also encourage you to read scripts. In my early days as a director, I read one play 
each day. I'd buy them or take them out of the library or borrow them from mentors.  
It's easy to do, usually takes an hour or two at most - way faster than reading a novel. 
Not only did that widen my understanding of the dramatic canon, I also kind of 
started directing in my head as I read each script, and that's fantastic practice, even if 
only hypothetical.

After that? Just start directing.  The only real way to learn is by doing.  Offer to direct 
your friends' audition monologues.  Do a one act play at a one-act festival.  Cut your 
teeth wherever you can.

In which direction would you point young people who are interested in 
experiencing more in the mystery/thriller genre, either in theatre, film, tv, or 
fiction?

If you're new to the mystery genre, have no fear — most of you have read or watched 
(and loved) more in the mystery genre than you even know, and you might be a fan of 
the genre already without even knowing it.  For example, Harry Potter is essentially a 
mystery series, with Harry serving as the detective — he just uses magic to do it. The 
Jessica Jones series on Netflix lives in the superhero genre, but also in the "noir" genre 
of detective mysteries, and has a really progressive and feminist lens. If you've enjoyed 
the suspense of either of those series, you might be a mystery fan or a detective fan, so 
you might look into the Nero Wolfe series of novels, or come watch Might as Well Be 
Dead: a Nero Wolfe Mystery at Vertigo this spring.

If you're more of a ghost story fan, A Christmas Carol is commonly read or watched 
over the holidays, but it's actually a ghost story and one of the best.  Read the original 
Dickens novel if you haven't already — it's an easy read, actually very funny, and SO 
spooky (much more so than the amazing Muppet version allows).  Or if you like 
something a little more immersive, look up The Weeping Book, which is a really cool 
experience offered by The Mysterious Package Company.  If you purchase The 
Weeping Book experience, they send you letters in the mail and a wooden crate 
containing a diary of a boy who has gone missing.  It's terrifying.  

If you fall in love with Deathtrap, then the thriller genre might be something you 
could explore with films like A Quiet Place or Signs or Memento.  You could read or 
watch Misery by Stephen King. 

And if you like all of that, watch The Woman in Black, which is both a play and a 
movie.  The play is better, but the movie starring Daniel Radcliffe is pretty great too, 
and it fits into all of the above genres — mystery, ghost story, and thriller.  So does 
The Sixth Sense, and if you've never heard of that movie, don't Google it, just watch it 
now before anyone tells you anything.
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Pre-show Projects and 
Discussion Questions

THE STAGE THRILLER

Thrillers and mysteries used to be much more prevalent onstage than they are today. 
They were staples on Broadway and in the West End of London. But with the advent 
of television and film, the genre began to decline on the stage. Vertigo Theatre is 
special in that it is a major theatre company that focuses exclusively on stage mysteries. 

Have a discussion about the difference between seeing a mystery or thriller onstage 
and seeing a thriller on film or television. Why do you think audience tend to want to 
see those styles of story on film? What can film do that theatre can't?

Now flip that question around. What do you think is effective about presenting these 
stories onstage? Although mysteries aren’t seen as frequently on major stages, they are 
still there. Two of the longest-running plays in West End history (that aren’t 
musicals) are The Mousetrap and The Woman in Black. Both are mysteries and have 
been running for 66 years and 30 years respectively!
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A SETTING FOR MURDER 

An evocative setting can greatly enhance the atmosphere of a mystery play. A play 
might take place in an old hotel, a snowed-in cottage, a sleazy bar, or a run down 
apartment. Each setting promises a different kind of mystery and it ignites our 
imaginations.

In Deathtrap, Ira Levin sets the scene with a wink. The lead character Sidney Bruhl is 
a writer of stage mysteries. The walls of his country home are decorated with weapons 
that were used as props in the previous productions of his plays. Because we know 
going in that we’re about to watch a mystery, we feel almost certain that at least one of 
those weapons will get used, which is a nod to a theatrical principle known as 
Chekhov’s Gun.

    Chekov's Gun 
"One must never place a  

               loaded rifle on the stage if it isn't 
     going to go off. It's wrong to make promises you 
don't mean to keep. " The playwright Anton 
   Chekov meant this both literally and 
   figuratively. A gun could also be a promised 
event or any detail in a play that makes a 
                  promise to the audience of an

                      action or follow-up. 

As an exercise, create the setting for a mystery play. It can be anywhere you like. Use 
the following questions to get you started.

Is it inside or outside? Old or new? Clean or dirty?

Is it a living space or a working space?

What is the lighting like? Lots of shadows? Or bright sunlight?

What sort of furniture is around?Are there any unusual objects on display?

Does the environment seem pleasant or menacing?



SILENT ACTION SCENE 

Deathtrap, like many plays in the mystery genre, contains scenes of silent action, 
where you see a character by himself dealing with some sort of a problem. These 
scenes are fun to write and even better to watch. Without dialogue, the audience is 
required to fill in exactly what’s going on inside the character’s head.

In a mystery play, a character might be hiding a dead body, disposing of evidence, 
breaking into a house or safe, or setting up a scheme.

Try your hand at writing a “Silent Scene”. It’s easiest with one character, but two will 
also work (it’s just doubly hard to keep track of what’s going on!). You don’t have to 
have the whole story figured out. Simply think of something the character can do that 
he or she wouldn’t want another character to see. It could be one of the actions 
mentioned in the previous paragraph or it could be something else. What matters is 
that the task is important for the character.

Now imagine a setting (it could be the one you created in the previous exercise). 
With a clear setting in mind, describe the character’s actions. Here’s an example:
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An office. The workspace is cluttered with 
stacks of books, paper and files all over 
the floor and desk. 

Ted enters as silently as possible, but 
the door squeaks. He winces as he shuts 
it. He moves quickly but silently, trying 
to avoid knocking down the stacks of books 
and files on the floor. He starts lifting 
up small piles, scanning the documents. He 
doesn't seem to be finding what he's 
looking for. He sighs and backs up into a 
chair, which bumps a nearby stack.

The stack falls. Ted freezes, listens. 
Then quickly starts trying to replace the 
stack of paper as it was originally. 

PG. 14

As you can see from the example, it’s most effective when you put the character in 
trouble, under a time limit, or with some sort of disadvantage. Actors and directors 
refer to this as “raising the stakes”.

(**See the Pre-Show Activities section for a game related to this exercise.)

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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Pre-show ACTIVITIES          

PHONE CALLS AND PREMONITIONS

Part of an actor’s job is sometimes to imagine sights and sounds and make the 
audience believe that they’re happening for real. In Deathtrap, there are several 
phone calls where the actor has to “create” the person on the other line. There’s also 
a psychic character who “sees” the future. This exercise will get students imagining 
and manifesting the unheard and unseen.

Crowd Reaction

A small group of students makes the audience believe they are watching a great 
sporting event or listening to an amazing concert.
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Instructions

1. Students get into groups of 5-7.

2. Each group chooses or is secretly assigned an event that their group is
watching or listening to. This could be a political speech, a football game, a
rock concert, a fight, or any kind of event that a group of people could witness
and react to. Usually something with fairly high stakes (eg. Stanley Cup Final)
is better than something low stakes (eg. a recreational lawn bowling game).

3. Each group figures out what the event is like to watch and what sorts of
smaller events happen within the larger event.

4. Their job is to make the audience believe that the group is actually seeing
something happen.

5. Some things to think about: who are the people watching? Are they rivals or
are they aligned? How important is the event? Where is everyone looking?
How does each individual react to major events? (A group doesn’t have to all
respond exactly the same. Groups are, after all, made up of individuals.) How
does each person’s body respond? (Often we don’t realize what are bodies are
doing when our attention is fully engaged.) How do they respond with their
voices?

6. Present the scenes for the class without saying what the event is or where it’s
happening.

Discussion Questions

• Were you able to figure out who the people were, where they were, and what
they were watching?

• Did it seem like how a crowd responds at that sort of event? If not, what would
you change?

• If you want, challenge them to do the scene again with a different given
circumstance (ie. It’s late at night or early in the morning, it’s hot or cold
weather, etc.) How does that change the scene?



PG. 17

DANGEROUS SILENCE

Acting is of course about action. And though we’re often concerned with what people 
say, it’s just as important to see what people do. This exercise follows on from the Silent 
Action Scene in the pre-show projects and activities. If you haven’t read it yet, do so and 
come back to this.

Silent Scene

Performers create a silent scene that they perform for the class. 

Instructions

1. Find a partner. Using the scripts you created as per the previous exercise (on p. 14),
set up one of the locations. One partner is the director and the other is the
performer.

2. Stage the scene using the stage directions.

3. If you’re the performer, think about keep an “Interior monologue” in your head.
That is, match thoughts to action. For example:

An office. A cluttered workspace with 
stacks of books, papers, and files all 
over the floor and desk. 

Ted enters as silently as possible 
(“Okay, the coast is clear. I’ll just 
quickly slip in.”), but the door squeaks 
(“Shoot! Stupid door.”). He winces as he 
shuts it (“I’ll close it nice and 
slowly.”). He moves quickly but silently, 
trying to avoid knocking down the stacks 
of books and files on the floor (“Gotta 
hurry up and find it. Boy, this place is 
a mess.”). 
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5.Present the scenes to the audience.

Discussion Questions
• Did you understand what was happening? Try to guess what the situation was.

How close were you?

• Were there times you were unclear or where the action didn’t seem important?
How would you change it?

4. If you’re the director, try to watch carefully and see if the story is clear. Does each
movement make sense? How can you adjust the movements to raise the stakes or
make the action more clear? You can think about: fast and slow, calmly or panicky,
silently or noisily, big or small, movement and stillness, etc.
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PosT-SHow Discussion
QUestions 

1. What did you think of the meta-theatricality in the play? Why do you think
the playwright wanted to comment on the play itself and on the conventions of
mystery theatre?

2. What was the nature of Sidney and Clifford’s relationship? Did they ever really
have feelings for each other? Or was everything for pretend?

3. What did you think of the ending? Why did the writer choose to have the final
scene between Helga and Porter?

4. Lights and sound play a huge role in making a scene thrilling or scary. How did
the director, lighting designer, and sound designer create the right atmosphere for
the play?

5. Deathtrap is one of the most successful plays of its genre. Why do you think it
was so successful? Compare and contrast it with a modern television or film
thriller.



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 thrill, entertain and challenge by creating theatre that        
ignites the curiosity of our community. We are dedicated to the revitalization of 
the Mystery Theatre genre and to inspiring and mentoring the next generation of 
arts leaders. 

Our vision is to be a premiere cultural institution in Calgary. 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 Actor's Equity Association.
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