
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 Might As Well Be 
Dead adapted by Joseph Goodrich, from the novel by Rex Stout.

In this guide, you will find information about Rex Stout and his creations, Nero 
Wolfe and Archie Goodwin. 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 famous 
literary partnerships, and learning how to work together as a team. We are also 
featuring an interview with playwright Joseph Goodrich, who has adapted Rex Stout’s 
novel for the stage

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:

            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. 

               Vertigo 
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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

STAFFORD PERRY
GRANT LINNEBERG

KAREN JOHNSON- DIAMOND
DAVID LEREANY

ALEX CHEROVSKY
SARAH WHEELDON

ANDY CURTIS
ARIELLE ROMBOUGH

DEVON DUBNYK 

Creative Team

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

HAYSAM KADRI
NARDA MCCARROLL

APRIL VICZKO
ANDREW BLIZZARD

KARL SINE
LAUREN THOMPSON

KRISTIN JONES
JOHANNE DELEEUW

CATHERINE ROULEAU
MILLIE WINZINOWICH

JANE MACFARLANE

 
  

Archie Goodwin
Nero Wolfe
Mrs. Herold/Franny Irwin
Inspector Cramer/Breyer
Peter Hays/Ralph Arkoff
Suki Molloy/Dol Bonner
Tom Irwin/Fritz
Rita Arkoff/Delia Brandt
Pat Degan/ Johnny Keems

 Director
Set and Lighting Designer
Costume Designer
Sound Design and Original Composition
Fight Director
Choreographer
Assistant Costume Designer
Stage Manager
Assistant Stage Manager
Apprentice Stage Manager
Voice and Dialect Consultant
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STOUT, WOLFE and GOODWIN
REX STOUT

Like many writers from the Golden Age of Detective Fiction, Rex Stout (1886-1975) 
got his start writing for the pulp magazines that were popular in the early 1900s. 
Starting in the 1910s, he dabbled in poetry, romance, science fiction, adventure, and 
murder mystery.

               Golden Age of Detective 
       Fiction - a rough period ranging from 
the 1920s to the 1930s, when a host of 
 crime fiction writers produced work                  
that defined many of the conventions                 
              of the modern crime story.

However, unlike many of his contemporaries, he gave up writing for over a decade, 
while he pursued other lines of work. This included the invention a school banking 
system, which earned him a significant income, allowing him to travel extensively 
across Europe with his wife, Fay Kennedy.
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He took up writing again in the 1930's and eventually published the first novel in 
his Nero Wolfe series, Fer-de-Lance, in 1935. The series would carry on for a 
staggering 40 years, with Stout writing 33 novels and 41 novellas and short stories. 
The Wolfe stories were adapted for film, radio, and television, but not for stage 
until 2009 (an Italian production of Christmas Party). In 2014, American 
playwright Joseph Goodrich adapted The Red Box for the stage. Following on the 
success of that production, he adapted Might As Well Be Dead in 2017.

The Nero Wolfe Series

The Nero Wolfe Series was popularly and critically successful, and is also 
considered a landmark in detective fiction. Critic Frederick Isaac said:

Like Sherlock Holmes, Nero Wolfe has an assistant without whom he would be in 
trouble. Wolfe’s Watson is Archie Goodwin, a man who is in many ways Wolfe’s 
opposite. But in their working relationship they complete one another. As with 
Holmes and Watson, Wolfe and Goodwin have some interesting traits and 
eccentricities.

Rex Stout's Fer-de-Lance, then, may be said to have heralded the 
beginning of several eras. It was, first and foremost, the opening of 
one of America's best detective series, introducing Nero Wolfe and 
Archie Goodwin and their world to generations of readers. Second, 
Archie's presence raises serious questions about the possible roles 
that the detective's assistant could and should play in the 
investigative process, some of which remain open even today... 
Third, Wolfe and Archie began to redefine the relationship 
between the two traditions of the Great Detective and the hard-
boiled sleuth ... By identifying both of these strands and 
personifying them in Wolfe and Archie, Stout challenged the 
world of detection to analyze itself. The genre has never been the 
same since.



Wolfe, a private investigator, is a large man, described by Goodwin as weighing a “seventh 
of a ton”. His interests range from fine dining to literature to raising orchids. Perhaps 
Wolfe’s key trait, though, is that he never leaves his book-filled Manhattan home . Wolfe 
is often described as an armchair detective, in that he does his detective work at home—in 
his own mind— and nowhere near a crime scene.

Goodwin is Wolfe’s live-in assistant. He’s street-smart, a good talker, and a man of action. 
He ventures out into the world to collect evidence, talk to suspects, and engage in derring-
do that Wolfe wants no part in. Goodwin is also the narrator of novels, like his counterpart 
John Watson.
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SYNOPSIS

Eleven years ago, wealthy businesswoman Mrs. Herold tossed her only son Paul onto the 
streets to fend for himself. Now, realizing the error of her ways, she has come looking for 
one last chance to make amends...only to find he's been accused of murder! Mrs. Herold 
needs help, the kind that only detective Nero Wolfe and his stalwart assistant, Archie 
Goodwin, can provide. But the deeper that Wolfe and Archie go, the more tangled the web 
gets. Playwright Joseph Goodrich-writer of the immensely popular CALAMITY TOWN- 
returns to Vertigo with his new adaptation of Rex Stout's beloved character, the inimitable 
Nero Wolfe!

CHARACTERS

NERO WOLFE, a private investigator
ARCHIE GOODWIN, his assistant
FRITZ, Wolfe’s personal chef and butler

INSPECTOR CRAMER, a member of the NYPD

PETER HAYS, a man on trial for murder
ALBERT BREYER, Peter Hays’ attorney

DOLL BONNER, a freelance investigator working for Nero Wolfe 
JOHNNY KEEMS, a freelance investigator working for Nero Wolfe

SUKI MOLLOY, married to victim William Molloy

FRANNY IRWIN, friend of the Molloys
TOM IRWIN, friend of the Molloys
RALPH ARKOFF, friend of the Molloys
RITA ARKOFF, friend of the Molloys
PAT DEGAN, friend of the Molloys

MRS. ARBUTHNOT, an employee of the Metropolitan Safe-Deposit Company 
DELIA BRANDT, a secretary
A MORGUE ATTENDANT
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MIGHT AS WELL BE DEAD is your second Nero Wolfe adaptation. What 
initially brought you to adapting Rex Stout’s work? And is there anything you 
learned from the previous adaptation or something you wanted to approach 
differently with this work?

Nero Wolfe is one of the greatest fictional detectives, and the series of stories 
featuring the corpulent crime-solver and his wise-cracking assistant Archie 
Goodwin is among the most popular and enduring of the Golden Age of Mystery. 
Unlike other giants in the field – Sherlock Holmes most famously – Wolfe had 
never appeared on stage. I asked myself, could it be done? And if so, how? The 
upshot of it all is THE RED BOX and MIGHT AS WELL BE DEAD.

THE RED BOX was first published in 1936; it was logical to use the classic well-
made play of the era as the model for my adaptation. It’s a classic one-set show. 
With MIGHT AS WELL BE DEAD, I wanted to shake things up a bit and not 
merely repeat THE RED BOX formula, so my adaptation is more theatrically 
adventurous, with multiple settings and some unusual narrative devices.

inside Vertigo Theatre

We talk to Joseph Goodrich about adapting a 
novel, Rex Stout, and possible future projects.
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Out of the many Wolfe Stories, what brought you to Might As Well Be Dead?

The time period, for one – it’s set in 1956, twenty years after THE RED BOX. It’s a 
different era in New York City, with a different look and feel. The Great Depression is 
long over and the Beat Movement is making inroads in popular culture…which is why 
I made one of the characters, Delia, a bit of a beatnik. In theatrical terms, MIGHT AS 
WELL BE DEAD also offered the right amount of plot: not too much, not too little.  
I wouldn’t have to trim – or invent – a great deal of material, though I did compress 
and combine certain elements of the story, as well as adding a few of my own. The goal 
is, as always, to remain true to Stout’s conception of the characters. I bring what 
theatrical instincts and savvy I possess to bear on another’s work.

Your adaptations were the first stage adaptations in English of this series. Why do 
you think no one had chosen to do that previously?

Wolfe, like Ellery Queen, has had a checkered dramatic career. Rex Stout was not 
pleased with the film versions of Wolfe in the 1930s, and I think this might have 
warned him away from allowing the character to be brought to life in anything but his 
novels and novellas. (That’s entirely a matter of speculation on my part.) An American 
television version in the early 1980s and the 2001-2002 A & E Series – which was shot 
in Canada, if I recall correctly, were both short-lived; if they’d been more successful, 
perhaps there would have been Wolfean activity in other media. In a larger sense, the 
mystery play, once a staple of any Broadway season, underwent a period of neglect, and 
this has had an effect on the theatrical fate of such crime-solvers as Wolfe and 
Company. I believe the mystery play, broadly defined, is alive and well. Vertigo is one 
its homes (and birthplaces)!   

Can you tell us a little about your process for adapting a novel?

Turning a book into a play involves the deepest kind of study and sympathetic magic. 
One becomes a literary safe cracker, seeking the combination that unlocks a book’s 
secrets and transposes them into another medium. In practical terms, I must know the 
book inside out and upside down. I read the novel in question time and time again. I 
make notes – on paper and in the book itself – as I go along. At a certain point, usually 
after a dozen or so readings over the course of several months, I move to the keyboard 
and begin writing, referring constantly to the book. 
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One of the challenges with the Wolfe stories is that they’re told in the first person; the 
indefatigable Archie Goodwin is the narrator. How to turn the subjective first person 
into the objective third person – how to change “I did” into “He does” – is essentially 
the dramatist’s task. The balance between narration and action is a fine one. I use 
narration sparingly but, I hope, effectively. Another big challenge:  a spectator can’t 
turn the page back to check on a detail or a statement. Plot and character must be clear 
in the moment – yet the play must always stay one step ahead of the audience. For the 
playwright, the technical demands of the mystery play are enormous.

You’ve brought Ellery Queen to Vertigo, now Nero Wolfe. Do you have any other 
classic (but perhaps not as well known) characters in mind that you think would work 
well in stage adaptations?

Nigel Strangeways springs immediately to mind; he’s the amateur detective in Nicholas 
Blake’s series of detective novels. Blake was the pseudonym for Cecil Day Lewis, Poet 
Laureate of England and the father of Daniel Day Lewis. Thou Shell of Death, an early 
Strangeways title, seems ripe for adaptation. I hear that the BBC plans to adapt Blake’s 
classic The Beast Must Die, I’m sure there are any number of classic sleuths who might 
enjoy a bit of time in the limelight…

For aspiring mystery writers out there, is there a piece of advice you can offer?

Read widely in the genre (and in general) and write constantly. And don’t give up. 
Rejection is the writer’s lot. Persistence is – on occasion – rewarded.
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Pre-show Projects and 
Discussion Questions

DYNAMIC DUOS

Though less famous than Sherlock Holmes and John Watson, Nero Wolfe and Archie 
Goodwin are well known to mystery enthusiasts as one of the great teams in crime 
fiction. It’s a popular concept to have a mis-matched duo solving crimes or getting 
into adventures. Popular culture is full of examples: Batman and Robin, Butch Cassidy 
and the Sundance Kid, as well as countless “buddy cop” films like Lethal Weapon, 
Rush Hour, or Men in Black.

Have a discussion about great duos in crime fiction or in any other genre. 
• What are some examples?
• What makes this particular set-up so fascinating to us?
• What are the general qualities that each person has to possess?
• How is an investigation different with two people rather than one?
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The setting of a crime story will tell you a lot about what to expect from it. Different 
times and places lead to different kinds of crimes and styles of investigation. And a 
writer often uses the crime as a device to examine social and historical issues of his 
day.

In Rex Stout’s Nero Wolfe series, each story is set in the year that it’s written, 
although the characters stay the same age. If the characters aged with the novels they 
would be very old by the time series ended!

Playwright Joseph Goodrich (see the Inside Vertigo interview) was excited by the 
prospect of examining the New York of 1956, a culture vastly different from when 
the series began in the mid-1930s.

1950s MANHATTEN

Find out what was happening in New York in the mid 1950s to learn about the 
setting of the play. You might find out things like:

• What music and films were popular?
• What was the Beat movement?
• What were the gender roles at the time?
• Were they changing? How so?
• What were the major world events of the 1950s?
• What was crime like in New York?
• What was the new technology that was available?



FOOD! 

One of the great supporting characters in the Wolfe stories is Fritz Benner, Wolfe’s 
personal chef and butler. Every Wolfe novel contains numerous menus that Wolfe 
consumes, and Joseph Goodrich’s adaptation opens with one such example of one of 
Fritz’s preparations:

The lightest, goldenest fried chicken with gravy, home-made 
corn bread hot from the oven, raspberries in sherry cream for 
dessert, a crisp white wine.
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Far from being just a list of menu items, these sorts of details can serve as a vital part 
of storytelling. Writer Miranda Carter, in a 2016 Guardian newspaper article on 
crime fiction and food, said:

These moments of digression let air into the plot. They give 
a necessary beat, a breath, a lull. They pull back from the 
blood and chaos. They re-establish the world around the 
crime. They even create more suspense, as the reader is 
diverted and waits for the next breakthrough. I wonder too, if 
there is not some similarity in the rhythms of good crime 
writing and good food writing.
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Another part of what makes these moments so wonderful is the great detail involved. 
It’s not just a burger and fries. The details of the menu help us buy into the world.

Come up with a fictional detective character and give him or her a hobby, quirk, or 
interest. Choose something that you have personal knowledge of. Maybe it’s video 
games, gangster movies, or styles of Pizza. Write a speech (a dramatic monologue 
written in the first-person viewpoint) given by your detective character about this 
subject.

Is your character precise in her descriptions? Passionate? Perhaps the subject might 
relate to an investigation. Perhaps, it’s just as Carter says, “a necessary beat.” Don’t 
worry about creating a whole story. This is a slice—to use a food analogy—of life. 
One of the thrills of reading is learning about subjects that somebody is passionate 
about. How can you make the reader care about your area of interest?

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          

THE PERFECT TEAM

Nero Wolfe and Archie Goodwin work seamlessly as a team. In order to do that, they 
have to pay attention to what the other is doing, sometimes taking the lead, and 
sometimes being a follower. The following exercise will help students appreciate the give 
and take that comes with working as a team.

The Mirror Game

One student mirrors another’s movements. This classic theatre game’s rules are very 
simple, but the finer points of the game are what make it interesting.



Tips

As mentioned, it’s the finer points of this game that make it interesting. Here are 
some things to try out or think about:

1. Once the partners get used to the game, have them try switching leaders without
the instructor calling it out and without stopping the game. Can they find a way
to switch seamlessly without verbally signalling their partners? You can discuss
afterwards how changes work when they’re done wordlessly.

2. Have the group watch one pair from the outside. Is it possible for the pair to do
the exercise without the audience figuring out who is the leader and who is the
follower?

3. Have the pairs play with speed and complexity. How far can they push things
before it becomes too hard to follow. Have them find the perfect amount of
difficulty: challenging, but accomplishable.

4. This isn’t a game of winning. It’s a game of working together.

INSTRUCTIONS

1. Pairs of students stand facing one another, about 4-5 feet apart.

2. One partner is designated as the leader. The other partner is designated as the
follower. The leader’s job is to start a simple movement and the follower’s job is
to mirror it exactly. The leader continues to try different movements.

3. At some point, the instructor calls out “switch” and the leaders become
followers and the followers become leaders.
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SPOTTING A LIAR

In any crime story, the challenge for the detective—and for the audience—is to figure 
out who is telling the truth and who is lying. In this game, students will have a chance to 
try to lie and spot liars.

The Line Up

Five people in a line up each tell a story. One of them is lying. Can the audience figure 
out which one?

1. Select 5-7 students. Give them a topic like early childhood memories, the best
trip you ever went on, the scariest moment of your life, etc. The group goes out
and they select one person to lie and the rest to tell the truth.

2. The group returns and one by one they tell their stories.

3. The audience then has to vote on who is lying and who is telling the truth. The
group then reveals the liar.

4. To make it even more interesting, you can have one or two other members of
the group tell partially true stories where they mix fact and fiction. This will
muddy the waters and probably make it more difficult for the audience.

5. Another variation is to have everyone lie and only one person tell the truth.
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Questions for Discussion

• How do you spot a liar? Was it the content of the story that tipped you off? Was it
their physicality? The way their voices sounded.

• Was it more difficult when people were partially telling the truth?

• How does the game change when almost everyone is lying?



PosT-SHow Discussion
QUestions 

1. What makes Archie Goodwin and Nero Wolfe’s partnership work well? What
are the strengths and weaknesses each possesses?

2. Though Archie narrates the story, Delia Brandt is given a bit of narration as
well because of a special circumstance. Why do you think the writer chose to do
this?

3. A frequent character in crime stories is the cantankerous detective who is often
at odds with the private investigator. What purpose does Cramer, who fills that
role, serve in this story?

4. Wolfe decides to bring a group of people over to reveal the identity of the killer.
Why does he choose this approach?

5. Was the mystery satisfying to you? Why or why not?
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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 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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