
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 THE 39 STEPS adapted by 
Patrick Barlow, and based on the novel by John Buchan and the film by Alfred Hitchcock.

In this guide you will find background information about the play and its historical context, 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 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 adaptations 
work, as well as exercises that will get your class into the fast-paced and very physical spirit of 
the play. We are also featuring an interview with award-winning costume designer Deitra Kalyn, 
who talks about her process, what she loves about the play, and how one designs costumes for a 
show with 150 characters!

We’ve endeavoured to make this guide work for instructors, as well as for students.  Sometimes 
your students might read an unusual word or term and feel some “vertigo”, so we’ve got handy-
dandy blood spatters that give definitions. Like this:

Enjoy!

Vertigo is a medical condition 
one of the symptoms of which is 
the sensation of movement in a 

sufferer who is not moving. Often 
it feels like a spinning or swaying 
movement. Vertigo is the most 

common type of dizziness.
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Top 10 Things to Know about 
Going to the Theatre
Because some of you may be first-time theatre attendees (and some of you more experienced theatregoers 
may need a little reminder), we’ve compiled a Top 10 list of some of New York Show Tickets Do’s and 
Don’ts of Broadway Theatre Etiquette as well as a few of our own:

1. Power Down
Turn off your cell phone, people. Turn. It. Off. And, no, putting your cell phone on vibrate isn’t good 
enough - the people next to you can hear that weird buzzing sound, too. Besides which, the use of cameras 
and recording devices in the theatre is strictly prohibited.

2. Don’t Send Text Messages During the Show
You may think you’re being all incognito, but in a darkened theatre, the light from your cell phone screen is 
incredibly distracting to those around you. And why do you still have your phone on anyway? We just told 
you to turn it off!

3. Eat Your Lunch Before the Show, NOT during it
This isn’t the movies. Eating, drinking or chewing gum is not permitted in the theatre. There is a water 
fountain out in the lobby for your use during the intermission.

4. Unwrap Cough Drops and Candies in Advance
If you anticipate any coughing fits during the show, be sure to unwrap your lozenges before the 
performance starts and have them at the ready. That crinkling sound is like nails on a chalkboard during a 
quiet play. And, no, unwrapping it S-L-O-W-L-Y does not help the situation ... it’s much, much worse.

5. Pre-Show=PreChatter
When the houselights go down at the beginning of the play, this lets you know that we’re starting. It is at 
this moment that the actors and technical staff do their final preparation for the opening moment, so 
please let them do their work by being quiet and respectful.

6. Don’t Be A Disruptive Miss Manners
Sure, it’s irritating when someone’s cell phone goes off, but what’s even worse is when it’s followed by a 
series of annoyed “Tsks,” “Hmphs,” hisses, snarls, and shouts of “Turn it off!” can be just as distracting as  
the original disruption.

7. Zip Those Lips
A quick whisper to your neighbour, or an audible reaction to something interesting that happens on stage 
is fine (this is the live theatre, not the morgue), but keep conversations to the intermission and after the 
show.

8. Stay put, watch and enjoy the play.
If you absolutely must use the washroom during the performance, please exit the theatre quickly and 
quietly. You will be readmitted to the theatre at the discretion of the House Manager.

9. You’re not in your Living Room
Please do not stand up, walk around or put your feet on the seat or stage in front of you. Everyone around 
you, including the actors, will appreciate it.

10.Enjoy Yourself!
Come to the theatre to get swept away into another world. Be sure to thank all of the artists for their hard 
work by applauding during the curtain call. 
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CAST AND CREW CREDITS
The Cast

 TYRELL CREWS   
ANNA CUMMER

ANDY CURTIS
  RON PEDERSON

Richard Hannay
Annabella/Margaret/Pamela  
Man 1 
Man 2

Creative Team

RON JENKINS
ELLEN CLOSE

NARDA MCCARROLL
  DEITRA KALYN 
PETER MOLLER

KARL SINE
SARA TURNER 
CARISSA SAMS
EMMA SLUNT 

  ELIZABETH WELLWOOD
BRIANNA JOHNSTON

TECHART CUSTOM 
CREATIONS

JANE MACFARLANE
KEVIN COREY

JESSICA HAYWARD
WENDY EAKINS

DAWNA MARK
HANNE LOOSEN

LIZ SUTHERLAND
CAROLYN DEVINS 

Director
Assistant Director
Set and Lighting Designer 
Costume Designer 
Sound Design & Original Music 
Fight Director
Stage Manager
Assistant Stage Manager 
Apprentice Stage Manager
Assistant Costume Designer 
Fight Director Assistant
Assistant Fight Directors

Set Construction
Voice/Dialect Consultant 
Head of Props
Wardrobe Assistant
Stitcher
Head Scenic Painter
Scenic Painter
Tailor
Milliner

TIME & PLACE

August, 1935;Various locations in London and Scottland 

The video and/or audio recording of this performance by any 
means whatsoever are strictly prohibited
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The Path of the 39 StepS
The 39 Steps is not a straightforward adaptation. It’s two adaptations stirred into a pot,with 
dashes of comedy and farce, that took almost 100 years to make! Here’s the story of how it got 
to the point to where it is now. 

The 39 Steps has been adapted for film many times, but the 1935 Hitchcock film is certainly the 
most significant version. Hitchcock worked in collaboration with two other screenwriters, and it 
differs from the novel in a number of ways. It has some added characters, action sequences, and a key 
plot point adjustment that’s one of the first instances of Hitchcock’s concept of the MacGuffin (see 
p. 17). The film was a critical and popular success, and in 1999, the British Film Institute ranked it 
as the fourth best British film of the 20th century. It holds a 98% fresh rating on Rotten Tomatoes.

First a Novel 

John Buchan (1875-1940), wrote The 39 Steps near 
the end of 1914, while he was in bed recovering from 
an ulcer at a cottage in Broadstairs, England. He had 
written other novels, but The 39 Steps was his  
breakthrough work. It was an immediate success 
upon its publication, and is still in print today. It’s 
considered an early example of the “man-on-the-run” 
thriller, though Buchan described it as a “shocker”, 
and said that “the incidents defy the probabilities, 
and march just inside the borders of the possible.” 
Regardless of its classification, though, it captured 
the imagination of the reading public, and, in 
particular, an up-and-coming filmmaker named 
Alfred Hitchcock.

Then a Film 
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Then a Play 

The theatrical adaptation had a very modest 
beginning: a £1000 arts grant to a small theatre 
company in northern England. Playwrights 
Simon Corble and Nobby Dimon envisioned an 
adaptation of THE 39 STEPS that could 
be performed with four actors, a set made up 
of ladders and a giant sheet, and a whole lot 
of theatrical ingenuity. The production 
toured village halls and small theatres, 
picking up momentum until it was getting 
interest from significant theatrical producers. 
With the prospect of a larger scale production, 
producers brought in comedian and writer, 
Patrick Barlow, to revise it. The production, 
which retained the original lo-fi theatricality of 
it’s original incarnation, ran in the West End of 
London for nine years, making it one of the 
the most successful productions in West End 
History.
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SYNOPSIS & CHARACTERS
SYNOPSIS

Mix a Hitchcock masterpiece with a juicy spy novel, add a dash of Monty Python and you have 
THE 39 STEPS, a fast-paced whodunit for anyone who loves the magic of theatre! This 2-
time Tony® and Drama Desk Award-winning treat is packed with nonstop laughs, over 150 
zany characters (played by a ridiculously talented cast of 4), an on-stage plane crash, handcuffs, 
missing fingers and some good old-fashioned romance!

In THE 39 STEPS, a man with a boring life meets a woman with a thick accent who says she's 
a spy. When he takes her home, she is murdered. Soon, a mysterious organization called "The 
39 Steps" is hot on the man's trail in a nationwide manhunt that climaxes in a death-defying 
finale! A riotous blend of virtuoso performances and wildly inventive stagecraft, THE 39 
STEPS amounts to an unforgettable evening of pure pleasure! 

CHARACTERS

RICHARD HANNAY 

ANNABELLA SCHMIDT/ PAMELA/MARGARET

CLOWN 1 *

CLOWN 2* 

Raymond Chandler and the 
“Hardboiled” Genre

*In the script, the two characters referred to as Clowns 1 and 2 are two actors who play about 150
characters, including men and women, good guys and bad guys, and even inanimate objects.
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INSIDE VERTIGO 
 

THEATRE

We talk to award-winning costume 
designer Deitra Kalyn about why she’s 
come back to a show that she’s worked on 
twice before, as well as her advice for 
aspiring designers.
What interests  you about designing costumes 
for THE 39 STEPS?

I've designed the show twice before, so it's always a fun 
challenge to have another crack at the can! This show in 
particular has so many tiny moving parts that need to tell a big 
story, and its fun to try and figure out the best way to tell that 
story. 

There are over 150 characters in this play. What do you have to consider in your designs 
when you’re working on a show like this?

In some ways this show is like any other. I take the script and break down the characters and number 
of costumes, but there is a slightly different element to this one in that the costumes need to be able 
to be used quickly and sort of fit two actors at any given moment. I need to consider 'timings' of 
changes and how certain pieces can be worn and how fast they need to come off or be put on.

Can you tell us a little about your process?

Because I've done the show a couple of times, I have a bit of a shorthand with this particular show. 
Typically, I read the script and pull out any of the costumes that are mentioned in the script. I take 
this information and do research on the period the show is set in and what the style might be. I'll 
then chat with the Director about their vision and how they might see the show’s setting/tone/feel. 
Here we will collaborate and come to an agreed upon 'look/feel' for the show. On this particular
show, Ron Jenkins, (the director) and I just giggled a lot to each other about how funny each of 
these cast members were going to be in their roles and talked about how we couldn't wait to get 
started!
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 Where do you get your inspiration from?

This is always such a loaded question. I think any designer or creative person will tell you that 
they take inspiration from everywhere! During any creative process, I am gathering images that 
I find interesting or compelling . . . sometimes these images are for shows that I'm currently 
working on and sometimes they are just banked images that I'll pull out later for an upcoming 
project and sometimes I just find images that I like for no other reason than I'm drawn to it. 
The invention of Pinterest has greatly helped my hoarding of images.

 What is your favourite  time period to design costumes for?

I love to design any period show! I would say that I take equal parts pleasure in the research 
portion of any period show and the actual designing of costumes for those periods! The joy of 
working at Vertigo is that they do such a vast array of periods and I can play around a whole lot. 
Also geography plays a role in how certain periods are designed in that a show set in the 30's in 
London is going to look slightly different than a show set in America....it's fun to find these 
nuances and let that inform my design. It's also fun to keep learning about clothing and the 
history of it....it's like free education.

 What is a piece of advice that you would give to your younger self?
Trust that the path that you're on is the right one! I know at times it may seem like the work 
you're doing is for not, or not going to get you anywhere, but know that it all is building to 
where you will go! Everything is a lesson and it's all worth trying!



PG. 11

Pre-show Projects and
Discussion Questions

Book Vs Film 
As previously mentioned in this guide, The 39 
Steps is not your average book-to-play 
adaptation.

Have a discussion with your class about 
adaptations. What are some examples of 
novels that have been made into films? A few 
good examples familiar to a lot of people are 
Harry Potter, The Hobbit, and A Series of 
Unfortunate Events.
How did the films compare to the books? Do you have a preference? What are the different 
requirements of books and film? Why do people frequently say that the book is better? Is it 
even possible for a film adaptation to be completely true to the book?

SHOW! DOn't Tell! 
Get your students to adapt something they’re reading. For example,you could take a scene 
from a novel or a short story, preferably one that has a reasonable amount of dialogue. 
Although it could be an interesting challenge to adapt something that has very little dialogue!
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Here are some guidelines:

1. The dialogue in most novels is far more drawn out than what appears in a play or
screenplay. Novelists don’t have the benefit of actors to fill in the tone of the dialogue.

2. The description in a novel is far more than is required for a screenplay, and especially too
much for a play. In a play, we often ask the audience to fill in the visual details by merely
suggesting a location.

3. One of the golden rules of storytelling: Show, don’t tell. How much can you
communicate by words without explicit stating something. Here’s an example:

A novelist might say . . .

Stan snapped the gun from his coat pocket and levelled it at Lamar’s face. 
"Do you really expect me to believe that? Do you take me for a fool? I've been 
on to you since the very beginning. And you're not getting away with it 
anymore." 

A screenwriter or playwright might reduce that to . . .

STAN: (drawing gun) I'm no fool. I know what's going on. And you're not
getting away with it. 

A similar idea is conveyed, but the demands of the medium are different.

Mr Memory! 

The Musical Hall performer Mr Memory (who appears in the film and theatre versions only), is 
able to memorize a startling amount of information. Memorization is a skill that is dying in 
our smartphone age. We will show you a fun system to memorize a list of information 
and at the same time see examples of what goes into powerful storytelling. 



1. Read this list of random things out to your students and ask them to memorize it.

 2. Pickle, comb, typewriter, frog, ambulance, carjack, raisin, hairspray, pillow, boot, 
motorcycle, doorknob.

 3. Typically, students might remember five to seven, but probably not all 12, and certainly 
not in order. There’s a method to memorize these 12 objects in their correct order and 
recall it hours later.

It’s called the mnemonic linking system. The idea is to create vivid images of the objects 
interacting in your mind. The stranger the better! Our minds are far better at memorizing 
images than words, and especially images that are unusual.

Here’s what you do:

1.Take the first object: a PICKLE. Now imagine that a pickle wearing a mini skirt is combing
its green stringy hair with a gigantic pink COMB. That’s a pretty memorable image!

2. Now imagine that the COMB pulls out hair that flies through the air and lands on a
TYPEWRITER page.

3.On that TYPEWRITER, a FROG wearing glasses and a top hat is dancing from key to
key.

4.As you can see, you continue finding strange and ridiculous images to create a little movie in
your head. (You can do this as a class or have each student create his own.)
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Mnemonic: A device such as 
pattern of letters, ideas or 
associations that assists in 
remembering something. 
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5. Then you go back and “play” the movie. Like magic, the images appear, each one linking to
the next. You can even play the movie backwards and still get all the objects!

6. Try it out. Was there an improvement in recall?

Now here’s the big question: what does this have to do with storytelling? What does an 
audience remember and what do they tend to forget?

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

 3 THINGS

1. Stand in a circle.
2. One person points to another and says, “Three_____” and fills in the blank with any sort of 
thing they like. An example might be “Three hobbies”
3. The person who has been pointed to starts to list of three hobbies. Whichever hobbies they 
like. And as quickly as they can.
4. After each item on the list, the group enthusiastically counts off the number (ie. One, two, 
three).
5. After the person names the third thing, she points at someone new and it begins again with 
a completely different list. 

In THE 39 STEPS, Richard Hannay has to think on his feet in order to catch the bad guys 
and stay one step ahead of the law. Here’s a great introductory improv game to get students 
thinking on their feet.

Instructions 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

When was it difficult to come up with items?

Did you learn anything about how people’s minds work?

Which was more interesting: things that anyone could name (eg. three hobbies) or things 
that were personal (eg. three things on your bucket list)?



Much of the fun of the play comes out of the physical comedy inherent in bringing a movie to 
life on stage with only basic props and set pieces. To learn about physical acting onstage try 
out this exercise.
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9 ACTIONS

1.  One person comes onstage. She performs an action from life. Say, chopping up vegetables. 
She does it specifically enough that it’s easy to understand what she is doing. If it isn’t obvious, 
ask her to be more specific. Then she sits down.

2.  The next person comes up and does the same action, then adds on something of his own. 
So, perhaps he chops up the vegetables, then lifts them off the cutting board and into a stew 
pot which he stirs. He sits.

3.  A third person gets up, chops the vegetables, lifts them off the board and into a stew pot 
which he stirs, and then puts on gloves, opens an oven and takes out a casserole. He sits.

4.  This continues until you get nine actions. This, of course, gets more challenging the further 
on in the sequence you are.

5.  Encourage students to let each other figure it out without prompting. 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
Was this easier or harder than you expected?

What made a step easy to remember? What made a step difficult to remember?

Was it enjoyable to watch someone struggling to figure out what came next? How did it feel to 
be the person struggling?



POst -Show Discussion 
Questions

1. What did you think of the theatricality of the production? Did you enjoy seeing the actors 
playing many characters? What did you think of how they made the big action sequences come 
to life?

2. The play is predominantly comedic in tone, but it has moments of seriousness, too. What was 
Hannay struggling with at the beginning of the play? Did his outlook change? Why?

3. John Buchan’s granddaughter, Debora Buchan, when commenting on the play, said that her 
Grandfather wrote the story partly to show that “evil comes in very attractive forms, making it 
harder to resist.” How is this demonstrated in the play? Do you agree with this statement?

4. Alfred Hitchcock became famous for his use of the “MacGuffin” (see below) and THE 39 
STEPS was an early version of this technique. What is the MacGuffin in this story and why is it 
so effective? 
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MacGuffin: a plot device in the form of some 
goal, desired object or other motivator that the 

protagonist pursues often with little or no 
narrative explanation. The MacGuffin's 
importance to the plot is not the object 

itself,but rather its effect on the characters and 
their motivations. The most common type of 
Macguffin is a person place or thing (such as 

an object of value). 
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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
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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 Actors’ Equity Association. 

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



PG. 23

ACCESS FOR YOUNG 
AUDIENCES (AYA) PROGRAM 
Theatre for young audiences is an exceptional art form that, over and over again, has proven to be 
a significant contributing factor in the development of children. Studies have shown that 
sustained exposure to the performing arts at an early age develops an appreciation of music, dance 
and theatre that lasts a lifetime. 

The Access for Young Audiences program offers a much-needed resource to schools and 
community groups that represent children and teens who are considered ‘high needs’ by providing 
low-cost or free tickets to productions in our BD&P Mystery Theatre Series. 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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