
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 production of SHERLOCK 
HOLMES AND THE AMERICAN PROBLEM by R. Hamilton Wright. 

In this guide you will find information about the time period the play is set in, 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 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 tell an exciting story, as well as the exercises that will get your class moving 
through the world of Victorian London. We are also featuring an interview with 
fight director Laryssa Yanchak, who talks about a fight director's job, what she's 
looking forward to in this take on Sherlock Holmes, and her favourite fight 
scenes. 
Sometimes your students might read an unusual word or term and feel some 
"vertigo", so we've got some handy-dandy blood splatters that provide definitions 
or point to topics of interest. 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.



PG. 4

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,” “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

In Order of Appearance

 DEVON DUBNYK  
BRADEN GRIFFITHS 

CHARLIE GOULD
KATHRYN KERBES
CURT MCKINSTRY

ARIELLE ROMBOUGH
NATHAN SCHMIDT

GRAHAM PERCY
KEVIN ROTHERY

Creative Team

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

Arnold Crofters/ Ensemble 
Sherlock Holmes  
Phoebe Anne Moses
Mrs. Hudson
Dr. John Watson
Charlotte Lichter/ Maggie Molloy
Mycroft Holmes/ Solomon Moses
The Pinkerton
Major Ramsey/ Dubby Conroy

R. HAMILTON WRIGHT
MARK BELLAMY

JOHN KNIGHT
DAVID FRASER
DEITRA KALYN

ANDREW BLIZZARD
LARYSSA YANCHAK

RUBY DAWN EUSTAQUIO 
CATHERINE ROULEAU

ESZTER GOROMBEY
JANE MACFARLANE

TECHART CUSTOM CREATIONS
KEVIN COREY

LEAH MACRAE
WENDY EAKINS
REBECCA TOON

DAWNA MARK

Playwright
Director 
Assistant Director
Set and Lighting Designer   
Costume Designer
Sound Designer and Original Music
Fight Director
Stage Manager
Assistant Stage Manager
Stage Management Intern
Voice/Dialect Consultant
Set Construction
Head of Props
Wardrobe Assistant
Stitcher
Hairstylist
Head Scenic Painter
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Playwright R. Hamilton Wright mixes historical elements into Doyle's fictional world 
to tell a story of two countries colliding. The play is set in June of 1887 and uses the 
events leading up to the Queen's Golden Jubilee as an intriguing background for this 
original play. 

On June 20,1887, Queen Victoria celebrated her 
Golden Jubilee, marking the 50th anniversary of her 
accession to the throne of England. The six weeks 
leading up to the date were filled with visits by foreign 
dignitaries, large-scale public events, and even saw the 
Queen attending a performance of Buffalo Bill's Wild 
West Show. 

THE U.S. MEETS THE UK
SHERLOCK HOLMES AND THE AMERICAN PROBLEM is a pastiche of the 
works of Arthur Conan Doyle, the creator of Sherlock Holmes. Though Conan Doyle 
didn't write a story or novel that this work is based on, the classic characters, tropes and 
stories are all there. 

Pastiche: An artistic work in 
a style that imitates that of 
another work, artist or period

1887- QUEEN VICTORIA'S GOLDEN JUBILEE
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BUFFALO BILL'S WILD WEST SHOW

William “Buffalo Bill” Cody started his Wild West Show in 1883 to dramatize his real 
life adventures as a soldier. The show featured historical re-enactments, sharp-shooting, 
and rodeo style events. The show was enormously successful and toured throughout the 
United States as well as several tours through Europe. The show was, as you would 
expect, a true spectacle. There were up to 1200 performers per show, many different 
kinds of animals (horses, cattle, mules, buffalo, Texas steers, elk, deer, bears, and 
moose), and a number of famous names from the time including Annie Oakley, 
Calamity Jane, Chief Sitting Bull, and Will Rogers. 

Many Sherlock Holmes stories include the titular 
character’s dealings with Scotland Yard, London’s 
famed detective agency, but SHERLOCK 
HOLMES AND THE AMERICAN PROBLEM 
features an appearance by an American investigator, a 
Pinkerton detective.

The Pinkerton National Detective Agency was a 
private security and detective agency established in the 
United States by Scotsman Allan Pinkerton in 1850. 
The agency made a name for itself tracking down 
famous outlaws such as Jesse James and Butch 
Cassidy, and infiltrating the Molly Maguires, a secret 
society involved in the corruption of labour unions. 
The story of the Molly Maguires and the Pinkerton 
agent who helped bring them down was an inspiration 
for Conan Doyle’s novel The Valley of Fear. Conan 
Doyle also included a Pinkerton Detective in his short 
story The Adventure of the Red Circle.

THE PINKERTONS
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CHARACTERS

A consulting detective 

Sherlock's friend and colleague 

Their housekeeper

A young American woman 

An American mining engineer 

Sherlock's older brother

An American detective

An American criminal

An army tutor

SHERLOCK HOLMES  

DR. JOHN WATSON 

MRS. HUDSON  

PHOEBE ANNE MOSES  

CHARLOTTE LICHTER  

MYCROFT HOLMES 

THE PINKERTON  

 MAGGIE MALLOY 

MAJOR T. I. RAMSEY 

VARIOUS KILLERS 

VARIOUS VICTIMS  

Raymond Chandler and the 
“Hardboiled” Genre SYNOPSIS & CHARACTERS

The year is 1887, the occasion is Queen Victoria's Jubilee and American 
performer Anne Moses (a.ka. Annie Oakley) needs the help of the world's 
greatest detective. But the simple case of missing brother quickly leads to 
extraordinary inventions, robbery and murder.
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We talk to fight director 
Laryssa Yanchak about what her 
job entails, the fighting style 
"Bartitsu", and her favourite 
film fight!

Though it may seem obvious, what is a Fight Director is responsible for? Are 
there any parts of your job that might surprise people?

The Fight Director is responsible for quite a few things. The most important is 
keeping the actor's safe while continuing to tell the story and move the plot 
forward. The fighting we see on stage is a kind of choreographed dance that 
creates the illusion of violence. It needs to be convincing to the audience, 
repeatable for the actors and it must prevent the actors from causing any physical 
(or psychological) damage to themselves or others in the cast. When fights happen 
between characters, it is usually because there are no more words left. The 
characters still have a point to get across and they turn to physical action to make 
that point. If the violence isn’t driven by appropriate motivation then it’s just 
gratuitous and can become unpleasant to watch. We have to be responsible for 
making the violence convincing so the little details like body positions, masking 
the “tricks”, selling the hits are important details to consider.

What are you most looking forward to about the fights in "SHERLOCK 
HOLMES…”? And are there any particular challenges you’re anticipating?

I love the challenge of having large group fights- it’s a fascinating puzzle to piece 
together. Everyone has some particular connection to other characters and the 
stories need to keep progressing. Each character has a maze to work through and 
each action should be justifiable for that character and to the plot.

The mix of continental fight styles is an extraordinary opportunity to explore. We 
have Sherlock and Watson working with "bartitsu" which is the gentleman's art of  
self-defense. It is an amalgamation of of Jujitsu, Scottish back sword and English 
Queen's Boxing. The Americans (Pinkerton, Oakley and thugs) use a brash, 
unarmed "old west" fighting style. To top it off I was able to mix in a little Irish 
knife fighting to get a totally delicious bubbling stew of mayhem. 

inside Vertigo Theatre

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rd06mzZ7Omk


Can you tell us a little bit about your process and how you help in the 
storytelling?

The violence in any given show must tell the audience something of the characters’ 
nature. When the verbal communication between the characters breaks down, but 
they still have points to make, the story becomes a physical one. Where we see 
character growth is in the lengths characters will go to make their points.  Are they 
content to just poke someone? Or do they need to break someone’s face? The level 
of violence usually correlates with how unhinged someone has become or how 
tenacious people can be regarding their point of view. 

How did you get into fight direction?

In theatre school we were encouraged to find a “niche”. Stage combat became that 
for me. I really enjoyed performing the fake violence. I could be “tough” without 
actually hurting anyone, I could fight, without hurting myself. There were very few 
shows that had women as fighters, that was a little tricky ... But I pursued the 
study where ever I could. When I started this journey, there were fewer women 
represented in the discipline. I wasn't driven to become the first woman to do this, 
I pursued it because it was a subject I thoroughly enjoyed. Now, I am glad to see 
many more women take up the discipline. What draws me now are the modern 
weapons and the psychology behind the fight, those are the stories I love to 
explore.

There are many great fight scenes in films, can you tell us about a few of your 
favourites? Or maybe tell us why one in particular is great?

One of the most famous of my generation and in the stage combat community is 
the sword fight scene between Inigo Montoya and the Man in Black from The 
Princess Bride. This fight was choreographed by Bob Anderson, a famous British 
fight choreographer, who started out as an Olympic fencer. There are lots of 
references to real fight schools and techniques in the text and it’s really fun. 
Another one of my personal favourite films is called “the Duellists” with Harvey 
Keitel and Keith Carradine, from the early 70's. It was choreographed by William 
Hobbs and follows two soldiers that can not let go of their hate for each other. 
They have multiple duals throughout their lifetime. It's very interesting to see the 
character development and how their fights change over time. 
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Pre-show Projects and
Discussion Questions

In the play, Watson describes his experience seeing Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show. 
This is what he says:

BRINGING AN EVENT TO LIFE

WATSON: Pow! Pow! Pow! Oh Holmes - you should have 
seen it! I thought I’d seen great horsemanship in Afghanistan 
when those mad Pashtuns played their wicked polo with a 
goat’s carcass, but these fellows! The cowboys tearing along 
with the stampeding bison, and the magnificent Indians on 
their spotted ponies, flying by so close you could reach out and 
touch them! Absolutely cracking! Buffalo Bill himself, 
resplendent in his buckskins and chaps, astride his faithful old 
warhorse Charlie - such a striking figure. Oh, but best of all - 
Little Sure Shot, Queen of the Sharpshooters: Miss Annie 
Oakley! What a talent, Holmes! Such a lovely young woman 
in her fringed skirts, a pistol in each hand, standing in the 
stirrups and shooting glass balls out of the air as she galloped 
around the arena smiling all the while! Splendid! Such 
marksmanship! Thrilling! 
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This is pre-mobile phone and pre-Youtube, so if you wanted to convey the 
experience of an event, you would have to describe it vividly. It’s also what 
writers nowadays, in all genres—from journalists to novelists—have to 
develop as a skill. So what are the techniques writers use to bring events to 
life? Perhaps the most significant one is using powerful and evocative verbs. 
Take a look at this sentence from Watson’s monologue with the verbs 
bolded:

The cowboys tearing along with the stampeding bison, and 
the magnificent Indians on their spotted ponies, flying so close 
you could reach out and touch them!

Let's see what happens if we replace those verbs with blander versions:

The cowboys riding along with the running bison, and the 
magnificent Indians on their spotted ponies, riding so close 
you could reach out and touch them!

Only three different words, but the sentence feels completely different. 
Now, think of an event that you witnessed, whether sad, joyous, scary, or 
action-packed. Try to describe it using powerful verbs. If you need some 
verb inspiration use a thesaurus or look up lists of powerful verbs. Read your 
description out loud and see how it feels. Does it convey the emotion of the 
event? Are there any verbs you can punch up?

ANAGRAMANTICS

In the play, Sherlock and his brother Mycroft play a game they call 
"Anagramantics". Whenever they meet someone for the first time they try 
to come up with anagrams of that person's name. So what is an anagram? 

Anagram: A word, phrase, 
or name formed by rearranging 
the letters of another, such as

cinema, formed from
iceman.   
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Anagrams have been widely uses in literature. Here are some examples:

In the Harry Potter series, JK Rowling uses Tom Marvolo 
Riddle and I am Lord Voldemort

In Dan Brown's puzzle-packed The Da Vinci Code he uses 
O, Draconian devil for Leonardo Da Vinci and Oh, lame 
saint! for The Mona Lisa.

Matt Groening creator of The Simpsons says he came up 
with Bart because it was an anagram of brat. 

Torchwood, the spinoff series of Doctor Who, is an 
anagram of the original title. 

Writers use anagrams in their work to create clues (as in a mystery) or just 
simply to be playful with language. Sometimes the anagrams are revealed 
and sometimes they are hidden. Anagrams challenge us to think outside of 
the box with language, and also to remind us that writing is malleable and 
not just a set of rules.

There are anagram generators online, but try your hand at creating your own 
anagram. Start with your name. You could also try a favourite song or book 
title. Create some anagrams and then give them to someone else to solve!

"YOU SEE BUT YOU DO NOT OBSERVE"                                        
A signature moment in virtually every Sherlock Holmes story, whether in 
books, films, or television, is when the great detective deduces details about 
a stranger’s life. This could be things like their jobs, where they grew up, 
their habits, hobbies, and all manner of details that one seemingly couldn’t 
glean from a first encounter with any random person.
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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?

Holmes accomplishes this through his powers of observation. Maybe he 
notices ink on someone’s fingers and deduces that he’s a newspaperman. Or 
perhaps a telltale scent clings to someone’s clothes and suggests that the 
person smokes a particular brand of tobacco not common in England. This 
suggests to Holmes that the person is wealthy or has travelled. As he says to 
Watson in A Scandal in Bohemia, “You see, but you do not observe.”

Careful observation is one skill that makes Sherlock Holmes good at his job, 
and it is also a hallmark of great writing. You might describe someone as 
having “brown hair and blue eyes”, but how much more vivid is it to say that 
someone has “dusty brown hair and droopy blue eyes”? Which paints a 
clearer picture of the subject?

Choose a stranger to observe on the bus, the mall, a coffee shop or another 
public place (but make sure you don’t creep someone out or be weird about 
it!) Have a look at that person’s face, clothing, posture, grooming, etc. Now 
try to describe that person in as much detail as you can, seeing if you can 
accurately capture that person’s essence. And keep in mind another cardinal 
rule of writing: show us, don’t tell us. For example, we could say that person 
is wearing “an ugly sweater”, but rather than judging (telling us), you might 
say “a frayed wool sweater that looked as though it had been washed a few 
too many times” (showing us).
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Pre-show ACTIVITIES

THE GREAT CHASE 

One of the challenges of the theatre is creating a “chase scene”. The problem is that 
there’s not really anywhere to go. There’s a “chase through the streets of London” in 
the script of SHERLOCK HOLMES AND THE AMERICAN PROBLEM. 
You’ll have to come see the show to see how they do it, but here’s a way to create 
your own epic chase onstage and challenge your imagination.

THE RUNNING GAME

On stage it often works best to use your imagination and the audience's to create 
the setting rather than feeling like you have to put something physical in front of 
them. Here's a fun exercise to show how this can be done. 
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 INSTRUCTIONS

4.Now start playing with the environment. Have them jump over things (a wall),
duck under things (a tree branch), balance precariously (on a log over a chasm), slip
and slide (on a frozen lake), or squeeze through a crowd of imaginary people.

5.You can have the audience call things out randomly or give the performers a
setting like a jungle or Times Square.

6. An extension of this game would be to have each group create their own short
scene to present to the class.

1. Get 3-5 performers to line up onstage side by side with a bit of space between
them. They will basically stay in the same spot for the exercise and always face
towards the audience.

2. Get them to run on the spot. This is the convention. They will always run on the
spot, always facing the audience, so it’s like we have a camera looking at them. In
this way, the audience imagines the world moving rather than the performer.

3. The key to this exercise is that the actor has to feed the audience’s imagination.
So try having them run in different ways:

• slow/fast
• exhausted
• frantically
• as if running away from someone or something (where

they may be looking behind themselves at all times)
• trying to catch something or someone (where they may be

reaching out or trying to get someone's attention)
• rotate on the spot to show right or left turns
• back peddle to reverse.

THE BIG BRAWL

There are fights and scuffles and shoot-outs aplenty in the play, but the 
performers have to make sure the violence is performed safely and in a way 
that’s repeatable. This takes many hours of work with a fight director.
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2. The partners will have a slow motion, non-contact fight with each other. They
can punch, slap, kick, choke, knee, etc. But will always be moving in slow motion
(“like you’re moving through molasses”) and will never get close enough to make
contact.

3. The key to this game is receiving what you’re given. Don’t do a generic reaction.
Where is the slap directed? Is it hard or wimpy? Is it expected or unexpected? Since
there isn’t any physical hit, the performers will have to maintain eye contact and
sense the moment when the strike hits.

4. The partners take turns giving and receiving the violence. They should play with
their actions and reactions. Some things they might think about are: has my
character ever hit or been hit before? Am I in good shape or exhausted? Am I
confident or scared? What injury have I received? Does the hitter hurt herself?
What is the follow-through of the reaction (ie. does my character stumble, fall, or
recover quickly)?

An important aspect of making a fight look realistic is paying attention to 
the give and take—that is, listening with your body. A stage fighting 
punch will look boring and unrealistic if there’s no emotion behind it and 
if the person who is struck doesn’t react. In the absence of working with a 
professional Fight Director, try this safe exercise.

 SLO-MO FIGHTING

1. Have each person in the group find a partner and face that partner with at least
6-8 feet between them. They must not be able to make physical contact or even
come close.



Post-show Projects and
Discussion Questions 

1. SHERLOCK HOLMES AND THE AMERICAN PROBLEM is an
original Sherlock Holmes tale. If you are familiar with the character and his
adventures, did you feel the the story captured the classic tropes? If this was your
first Sherlock Holmes experience, are you curious to learn more about the stories
or other adaptations? Why or why not?

2. Sherlock Homes has a brilliant mind, but Watson suggests that he has a “death
wish”. Do you agree with Watson, or do you think there are other reasons for
Holmes' erratic behaviour and drug use?

3. How would you describe the relationship between Holmes and his brother
Mycroft? How is it similar or different from his relationship to Watson?

4. THE AMERICAN PROBLEM shows a clash of cultures - the English and
the American. How would you describe their different styles?

5. What makes Holmes and Watson a good team? What are their strengths and
weaknesses? How do their skills and abilities compliment each other?

PG. 17
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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!

https://twitter.com/Vertigotheatre


PG. 19

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.

EDUCAT
PROGRAM STUDENT 

 

ION & OUTREACH 
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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