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Introduction
Welcome to the Study Guide for Vertigo Theatre’s production of STRANGERS ON 
A TRAIN by Craig Warner, based on the novel by Patricia Highsmith.

In this guide, you will find information about the journey of Highsmith’s story from 
page to stage, 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 discussing ethical 
questions, and creating mysterious scenes. We are also featuring an interview 
with actor Stafford Perry, who plays the lead role of Guy Haines in the production.

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 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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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	
theatre-goers	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 station 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: When the houselights go down at the beginning of the play, this lets you know that weʼre 
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.

4



The Cast
Stafford Perry 

Nathan Kay
Denise Clarke
Chantelle Han

Kevin Corey
Mike  Tan

Robert Klein

Guy Haines
Charles Bruno
Elsie Bruno
Anne Faulkner
Frank Myers
Robert Treacher
Arthur Gerard

The Creative Team
Craig Warner 
Anita Rochon

Alexandra Prichard
Scott Reid

April Viczko
Malcolm Dow

Karl Sine
Sara Turner

Catherine Rouleau
Eszter Gorombey

Kristin Jones
Jane Macfarlane

Ellen Close
Techart Custom Creations

Meg Thatcher
Leah Macrae

Nicole Logan
Dawna Mark

Wendy Eakins
Rebecca Toon

Aiden Ayers

 

Playwright
Director
Assistant Director
Set & Lighting Designer
Costume Designer
Sound Design 
Fight Director
Stage Manager
Assistant Stage Manager
Apprentice Stage Manager
Assistant Costume Designer
Voice/Dialect Consultant
Intimacy Coach
Set Construction
Head of Props
Head of Wardrobe
Production Apprentice
Scenic Painter
Cutter/Stitcher
Hairstylist
Violin Player
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The Journey of 
STRANGERS ON A TRAIN
Highsmith’s Novel 

Crime novelists often begin their careers in other 
genres. Some were reporters, others copywriters, 
and many started out by submitting short stories to 
magazines. After graduating from Barnard 
College, Patricia Highsmith went into the comic 
book industry and wrote stories about superhe-
roes, soldiers, cowboys, and famous historical 
figures. As a freelance writer, she was able to earn 
a living as she learned her craft.

In 1948, she began work on her first novel, but 
found herself getting stuck. She needed to 
sequester herself somewhere so she could 
concentrate on seeing it through to the end.

She reached out to Truman Capote, then an editor at Harper’s Bazaar, who had 
published one of her early short stories. His letter of recommendation helped her 
gain acceptance at the prestigious Yaddo writers colony. After six weeks, she 
completed the first draft of Strangers on a Train. Her time at Yaddo was so signif-
icant that in her will she left her her entire estate (valued at around $3 million) to 
the colony.

Truman Capote- A celebrated writer 
from the 1940s to the 1960s who wrote 

Breakfast at Tiffany’s (1958) and the 
true crime classic In Cold Blood (1966)

The novel was published in 1950 and, though successful, wasn’t a breakout hit. 
The work that would eventually cement Highsmith’s place among the greats was 
The Talented Mr. Ripley (1955). But Strangers on a Train was noticed by a 
particular reader who had an interest in suspense stories an adapting them for 
film: Alfred Hitchcock.
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Hitchcock’s Film 

Hitchcock’s film of Strangers on a Train was released in the summer of 1951. It received mixed 
reviews, with some finding it far-fetched and others delighted by its premise.

Today, the film is regarded as one of the great works of suspense and among Hitchcock’s best. It 
currently holds a 98% fresh rating on Rotten Tomatoes, and regularly appears on lists of classic crime 
films.

Another mark of its success is that it is frequently parodied. In 1987, Danny Devito and Billy Crystal 
starred in Throw Momma From the Train, a comedic take on the story. Television shows like Modern 
Family and The Simpsons have even made use of its wonderful premise.
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Highsmith’s Novel 
Playwright and screenwriter Craig Warner adapted the novel for radio in 2004 and 
then later as a play in 2013, premiering at the Gielgud Theatre in London’s West 
End. All of the adaptations—whether for film or theatre—change aspects of the 
original novel to make it work for the new medium. It’s an inevitable part of the 
process. But, whatever the form, Highsmith’s compelling  premise still grabs us, 
delights us, and haunts us.

Synopsis
A fateful encounter takes place between two strangers in the dining carriage of a 
train. Guy is a successful businessman with a nagging jealousy; Charles is a cold, 
calculating opportunist with a dark secret. A daring and dangerous plan develops 
from this casual conversation setting in motion a chain of events that will change 
the two men’s lives forever. Based on the celebrated novel by Patricia Highsmith 
made famous by the classic Alfred Hitchcock film, this high-stakes thriller will have 
you on the edge of your seat.

Characters 

Charles Bruno - A wealthy young man
Guy	Haines	-	An Architect
Elsie	Bruno-	Bruno’s Mother
Anne Faulkner - Guy’s fiancée and eventual wife
Frank Myers- A friend of Guy’s and a fellow architect
Robert Treacher- A friend of Guy’s from college
Arthur Gerard - A private eye employed by the Bruno family
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Inside Vertigo Theatre

 We talk to actor 
Stafford Perry about 

relating to a character, 
the challenges of 

rehearsal, and what 
drives him.

What	excites	you	about	Strangers	on	a	Train?	Were	you	familiar	with	the	
story	from	the	play/book/movie	or	did	you	come	to	it	with	fresh	eyes?

I was fortunate to come to this production with fresh eyes. But once I found out I was 
doing it, I jumped right in. I read the novel, but am planning to watch the film once 
we close. I found reading the novel super useful and inspiring, but I was nervous to 
watch the movie and to get a strong impression of what the character should be like. 
What most excites me about this play is how dark it is. It really explores what people 
are capable of doing in a really creepy and real way. It is a great script! There are 
lots of challenges in this play and this is a great team to tackle those challenges 
with. It is an incredible cast and the whole creative team is really amazing!
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Can you tell us about how you prepare for a role or what kinds of things 
you’re	thinking	about/working	on	in	rehearsal?

The amazing thing about this play is that there is such amazing source material. 
Patricia Highsmith’s novel is amazing. It is so creepy, sad and suspenseful. I am a 
huge fan of another one of her books; The Talented Mr. Ripley and I enjoyed this 
book even more. It is so appealing and repulsive at the same time. Reading the 
book really got me into the world of the play. It really details the inner journey of Guy 
and I found that really useful as an actor. The exciting thing about playing Guy is 
that he is a lot like me. I really enjoy playing big characters on stage, but sometimes 
it is more challenging and fun to play characters that are close to home. This really 
allows me to focus on being genuine and authentic on stage, try to make the story 
feel as real as possible. It can be a more vulnerable place to act from, but super 
enjoyable. But once in rehearsals it all about connecting with the other actors. This 
is an amazing group to work with, so a lot of the work is just playing and listening to 
them on stage and building the relationships and the world together.

Which	aspect	of	Guy	Haines’s	character	do	you	find	relatable?	He’s	a	
seemingly decent man drawn into a dark set of circumstances. Is he an 
“everyman”	or	do	you	think	there’s	a	flaw	in	his	character	that	gets	him	into	
trouble?

I find Guy really relatable. I feel he is a genuinely good person, or at least he tries 
to be. His flaw is that he sometimes lacks courage, he doesn’t stand up for what 
he knows is right and goes along with things without taking a stand. What feels like 
small decisions at the beginning of the play snowball and become huge in his life. 
Choosing not to stand up right at the beginning of the play and staying silent leads 
to his downfall. Guilt has a huge impact on Guy, and in certain ways drives him to do 
what he does. He doesn’t reach out for support when he could and instead isolates 
himself until he feels so trapped that his actions become drastic. He doesn’t think 
that those close to him will understand or forgive him and that makes him dig a 
deeper hole. I connect a lot with Guy’s experience and really feel for him. It makes it 
fun to play because it is pretty close to home.
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What is your favourite part of the rehearsal process and which part do you 
find	the	most	challenging?

Rehearsals are my favourite part of being an Actor. Rehearsals are where you get to 
explore and play, try things out and really dive into the work. I love the first week of 
rehearsals, this is where everything feels so fresh. People are making bold choices 
and really trying to figure out what the play is all about. In the first week of 
rehearsals there are no limitations, it is where you really get to throw things at the 
wall and see what sticks. It is also when you really get to connect with the other folks 
you are acting with, you are thrown into this play together and you have to jump right 
in. The most challenging part of rehearsals for me is the mid-way point. I find it the 
most challenging because you have started to build a solid structure for the play but 
it isn’t fully in the body yet. Also, it is where you start to find ways to do things con-
sistently, so things don’t feel as fresh as the first few times you do it, but you have to 
find ways to make it repeatable and feel like it’s the first time you’re doing it. I also 
love tech week. It is pretty amazing to see all the different technical elements come 
together. Plus, it’s fun to put costumes on!

What are some of your favourite movies, TV shows, books, plays from the 
crime	genre?

There are so many great ones! The crime genre is one of my favourites. An amazing 
crime TV series that I have been watching recently is a series called Mindhunter. It’s 
a Netflix series that looks at the creation of the Behaviour Sciences department at 
the FBI. It focuses on the people who first started studying serial killers. It is super 
dark but really compelling. I watched a lot of it during rehearsals for this show, which 
was useful. I also love the True Detective series. I would love to one day be a part of 
a show like that. When it comes to movies, I have always loved the classic 
Hitchcock films. I think my favourite is Rear Window, with Jimmy Stuart.  

What	is	a	great	piece	of	advice	you’ve	received	about	acting	or	the	business	
of	acting	that	you’d	like	to	pass	along?

I had an acting teacher once share with me the difference between being ambitious 
and driven. Being ambitious can sometimes put a lot of focus on being successful, 
getting the lead part, seeking validation and attention, and being driven is about 
focusing on the work you get the opportunity to do, and trying to do the best work 
you can. I think both drive and ambition can be useful, but I focus more on being 
driven. I find being driven in the work and truly loving what I get the opportunity to 
do is what has lead to more and more exciting opportunities. I have also learned 
that acting is about loving and truly being curious about people, and for me that has 
been a great way to live. 
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Pre-show Projects &
Discussion Questions

Plato’s Horses 

“The human soul can be likened to a pair of 
horses, one white, one black, each pulling their 
driver toward a different path. The white horse 
is good, the black,base; and the driver, through 
his days on earth, labours ever to steer the two 
horses on a single road.” - Plato; Phaedrus

The hero of Strangers on a Train, Guy Haines, reads the above selection to Charles Bruno when they 
first meet. They discuss Plato’s idea (known as the Chariot Allegory) and their discussion 
foreshadows their future together.
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Plato- An ancient Greek philosopher 
and student of Socrates. Well known 

works include Apology, Phaedrus, 
Symposium and Republic.

 Have	a	discussion	about	the	following:

 • Do you agree with Plato’s idea? Do we have a good side and a base  
  side in each of us?

 • The horses are considered to be good and bad impulses, and the 
  charioteer is reason. Why do you think some people have difficulty   
  steering their chariots?

 • Which force is more powerful: our impulses or our reason? 

          • Can you think of a time where you found your darker side taking over?  
  What was it like to try and control your impulse? Why is it sometimes so  
  difficult to do so?

A Vivid Description

Charles Bruno provides Guy Haines with a detailed description of how to get in to 
his house and to his father’s room. He describes distances in paces and offers key 
information so that Guy will have no issues. The details are painstaking, but Bruno 
knows there is little room for failure.

We all know that giving instructions isn’t always easy. What seems simple and 
straightforward to one person can seem complex or ambiguous to another. Precise 
language is important, as well as the ability to try and imagine the reader’s 
experience of the text. This is vital for instruction manuals, but all writing is 
ultimately about clarity. Can we clearly express our thoughts, feelings, and images 
so someone will understand them?
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Try writing out a set of instructions about how to do something in your classroom. 
Don’t state what the objective is. Work only with the steps and see if someone can 
clearly follow them. Now, you could make a task like this really easy, but challenge 
yourself to come up with something complex. Going to the door and opening it is 
easy. Getting someone to find a specific sentence in a specific book located on a 
shelf that isn’t alphabetized is more challenging.

Unseen Characters

Many plays, films, and TV shows have what are known as “unseen characters”. 
They are characters who are spoken of, sometimes heard speaking, but never 
seen. Sometimes they are peripheral to the plot and sometimes they play a vital 
role. Some famous examples include: Niles Cranes wife Maris on Frasier, Bob 
Sacamano on Seinfeld, or Mrs. Wolowitz on The Big Bang Theory.

Writers have a particularly challenging job writing unseen characters for drama 
because sometimes no actor will ever play them. They exist only in the audience’s 
mind, which is part of the fun. But dramatists need to make the audience care about 
them and find them intriguing.
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In Strangers on a Train, we never see Guy Haines’s first wife Miriam, but we hear a lot about her and 
how she has treated Guy. We feel like we’ve met her even when we haven’t. We fill in the blanks. This 
works because the writer provides enough information for the audience to get an impression, but not 
so much that it dictates everything.

Create your own unseen character. Try writing a monologue that a character will speak. Does he/she 
have an accent or particular way of speaking? Does he/she use big words or simple language? What 
kind of emotional energy does he/she have (aggressive, gentle, sad, etc.)?

Write and perform the monologue using the character’s voice. Have the rest of the group close their 
eyes and try to picture the character. Have everyone give their impressions about what this person 
might look like (face, clothing, etc). Is there a consensus or do people have different ideas?

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
 Strangers on a Stage
In this exercise, students will get a chance to put a story on its feet without knowing 
exactly what it’s about. You never know who you’ll meet or what effect they’ll have 
on your life.

INSTRUCTIONS

1. With a partner, get a sheet of paper and write down 10-12 actions that           
 involve two people.

2. Call them A & B (or something similar). No names or descriptions.

3. Use actions and adverbs to tell a story. No emotions. Example:

 - A walks quickly into the room and slumps down on a chair.

 - B takes one slow step into the room.

 - A sits bolt upright, not looking at B.

 - B walks slowly up to A and puts a hand gently on A’s shoulder

 - A touches B’s hand.

4. Don’t worry about being too specific about what is going on. Leave it open, or  
 even make it deliberately vague. Have fun with creating interesting actions.

5. When you’re done, swap the list of actions with another pair.

6.  Each pair must now act the piece they were given. Take time to rehearse so  
 you can perform the actions accurately from memory.

7.  Bonus: have each pair write dialogue for the scene they received. They can  
 write it as if it is two strangers meeting, like the play. Or they can write it as  
 two people in some sort of relationship.

Stage Direction Story

DISCUSSION

-	Was	it	easy	or	difficult	to	write	only	in	actions?
-	Were	you	able	to	figure	out	what	was	going	on	in	the	scenes?
-Which	were	more	compelling:	actions	that	told	a	specific	story	or	ones	that	
left	more	open	interpretations?
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Strangers at a Bus Stop
This is a game about observation and learning how subtly drama can be created.

Silent Tension
INSTRUCTIONS

1. Set up a bench or put three or four chairs together to make a bus stop bench.

2.  Three people will do the exercise. The	whole	exercise	is	silent. The first 
 person comes on and sits on the bus stop bench. The actor’s job is to be   
 alive, but not worried about “showing” us anything. Just be present and alive  
 like you would be in real life (no phones!).

3.  After some time has passed, actor number 2 comes on. He or she can sit on
  the bench or stand nearby or far away. Whatever he or she likes. They
 should each look at each other at various times. In life, eye contact might   
 only be fleeting, but for the purpose of this exercise, the actors can hold eye  
 contact for longer. They can change position if they feel like it.
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4.  The actors needn’t try to make a story happen. One will naturally    
 develop. Get them to notice what is already happening. How does each   
 character’s body language and thoughts impact the story? The instructor or  
 director will almost certainly need to ask everyone to do less. The exercise  
 works best with simplicity.

5.  After some time has passed, a third actor comes on. How does this person  
 sit or stand in relation to the others? Does this person sense tension or   
 something else going on between the other two?

6. Now three people are onstage. How do they move around and relate to   
 each other?

7. The exercise can be stopped by the instructor, or each person can, in turn,  
 find a reason to leave.

DISCUSSION

-	What	story	did	the	audience	see	emerging?
-	Was	it	better	when	the	actors	did	less	or	more?	Why?
-As	an	actor,	how	could	you	tell	what	was	going	on	with	the	other	actors?	
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Post- show 
Discussion Questions

1. How has keeping the secret affected Guy’s 
life? How has it affected the people in his life?

2. What were Bruno’s feelings for Guy? Why 
did he feel such a connection even though his 
feelings weren’t reciprocated?

3. Do you agree or disagree with Gerard’s 
choice to forget about the case and not turn 
Guy or Bruno in? Was their own suffering truly 
punishment enough?

4. Anne seemingly fogives Guy for his 
actions. If you were her, would you forgive 
Guy?

5. Early on in the play, Bruno’s idea seems like 
the perfect murder. Do you think it would have 
worked if not for Bruno’s mistakes? Is there 
such a thing as the perfect murder?  
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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 performance did you love and why?
-What did you think of the costumes, the set, the lighting, the sound?
-Did you like the story? Was it clear?
-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:

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 productions 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 reccommend this play to others? Was it worth your time?

Bonus Activity! 
Can	you	summarize	your	review	in	the	length	of	a	tweet?	If	you’re	on	Twitter	tag	Vertigo	
Theatre  @vertigotheatre, sow we can hear 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 Calgaryʼs 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 un-
der the terms of the Canadian Theatre Agreement professional Artists who are members of the Cana-
dian Actorsʼ Equity Association.

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, enter-
tains and engages the audience.

Access for Young Audiences
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 needsʼ 
by providing low-cost or free tickets to productions in our BD&P Mystery Theatre Series. The AYA  
program levels socio-economic backgrounds and allows kids to be kids, and teens to relate to each 
other on a deeper, more meaningful level. Children and teens are exposed to positively positioned 
real-life issues (bullying, drug-addition or racism), and the concept and impact of empathy for others. 
Most importantly, the AYA program is a tool to incubate the next generation of artists and arts 
supporters.
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