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From Cathy Bagwell Marsh, Director of Community Services & Chris Perry, 
Archivist and Staff Writer 

Welcome backstage at the Weston Playhouse Theatre Company with our online 
StageNotes. Enrich and expand your WPTC experience as you explore the history 
of the play, read interviews, discover connections and contexts, and learn about 
the playwrights, composers, directors, actors and designers who make your WPTC 
live theatre experience so memorable.  Enjoy the show!   
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From the movie by Alfred Hitchcock 
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THE 39 STEPS  

OVERVIEW  

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 two-time 
Tony and Drama Desk Award-winning treat is packed with nonstop laughs, over 150 zany 
characters (played by a ridiculously talented cast of four), 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 mysteriously in his own apartment. Soon, an 
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!  
Weston’s performance of The 39 Steps will be the Vermont premiere.  

Source:  www.39stepsonbroadway.com/  

 

ABOUT THE PLAY    

In 1995, two writers based in the North of England, Nobby Dimon 
and Simon Corble, came up with a version of The 39 Steps which 
toured with great success to village halls and small theatres. This 
version was based both on John Buchan’s book and on the highly 
reputed 1935 Alfred Hitchcock film version.  (In 1999, the film ranked 
fourth in a BFI poll of British films while in 2004 Total Film named it 
the 21st greatest British movie of all time.) An element fixed at this 
point was the idea of just four actors (three men and a woman) 
playing all the parts.  

Edward Snape of production company Fiery Angel then asked Patrick 
Barlow to adapt the script. Patrick decided that his adaptation would be based on the film 
rather than the book, as the film is more inherently dramatic. After premiering in 2005 at the 
West Yorkshire Playhouse, the show came to the Tricycle Theatre in Piccadilly in August 2006 
and was so successful that it gained an immediate transfer to the West End, where it is still 
running.    

In the U.S., The Huntington Theatre Company premiered the play at the Boston University 
Theatre in 2007.  Billed as !ƭŦǊŜŘ IƛǘŎƘŎƻŎƪΩǎ ¢ƘŜ оф {ǘŜǇǎ, it opened on Broadway in 
a Roundabout Theatre production at the American Airlines Theatre in early 2008. It later played 
at the Cort Theatre and the Helen Hayes Theatre, closing on Broadway early this year after two 
years and 771 performances, "the longest-running Broadway play in seven years" according to 

http://www.39stepsonbroadway.com/
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 Tessa Churchard & Robert Portal 

in the London Production  

Photo from westend.broadwayworld.com 

the writer for Playbill.com. The 39 Steps opened off-Broadway at New World Stages this spring. 
It has also been performed in Australia and New Zealand.  

The show is characteristic of the work of Patrick Barlow, who has been greatly respected in 
theatre since 1980 for his work with his own company, National Theatre of Brent. The brilliance 
of these shows is often in the creation of a lot from very little.  So with minimal set or costume 
(or even cast), complex stories can be both hilariously and movingly told. This is achieved 
through fearless engagement with the audience, and a full embrace of theatricality.   

Often in this style of theatre, things go deliberately wrong; actors come out of role momentarily 
to give the audience or another performer a look.  This is a knowing, self-reflexive approach to 
theatre that says “Look, we know we’re in a theatre, and we know you’re there, so let’s just 
have a good time shall we?” This has strong roots in the theatrical tradition, from the comic 
asides of pantomime, Victorian melodrama and Elizabethan drama, to contemporary television.  
   

Sources:  

http://www.39stepsonbroadway.com/  (see study guide)  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_39_Steps_(1935_film) 

 

THE PLOT  

Richard Hannay’s dull life is traded for a world of murder, espionage 
and beautiful women when he meets Annabella Schmidt. After shots 
are fired during a theater show, Annabella anxiously begs Hannay to 
let her come home with him. He brings her back to his London flat, and 
she tells him her story: She is a spy, tracking foreign agents on the 
verge of stealing secret information from the British air defense. Two 
of these enemy spies recognized her at the theater and have followed 
her to Hannay’s home to kill her.  

Later that night, Annabella is fatally stabbed. Fearing for his life and 
realizing he now might be  Britain’s only hope against its swift-acting 
enemies, Hannay flees his apartment and sets out to complete 
Annabella’s next mission. He must find the man who lives in 
“Alt na Shellach,” a house in Scotland. But, Hannay’s travels 
won’t be easy, especially once Annabella’s lifeless body is 
found in Hannay’s home. With both the police and the enemy spies closing in fast, Hannay must 
race across the United Kingdom to clear his name and to save Great Britain.  

Source:  http://repassets.s3.amazonaws.com/studyguides/the_39_steps_sg.pdf   
(Repertory Theatre of St. Louis study guide for The 39 Steps.  Visit this site for information on “Who’s 
Who?” in the production, with particular emphasis on Richard Hannay.) 

   

 

http://www.39stepsonbroadway.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_39_Steps_(1935_film)
http://repassets.s3.amazonaws.com/studyguides/the_39_steps_sg.pdf
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Ψоф {ǘŜǇǎΩΥ ¦ƴƭƛƪŜƭȅ .ǊƻŀŘǿŀȅ Survivor  
By Patricia Cohen, August 17, 2009, New York Times 

The 1,000-watt celebrities have either gone home or on vacation. The enriching revivals from 
canonical playwrights have finished their runs, and the Tony winners have packed up their trophies. 
{ǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ aƻƴŘŀȅ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ƻƴŜ ƴƻƴƳǳǎƛŎŀƭ ƻƴ .ǊƻŀŘǿŀȅΥ ά!ƭŦǊŜŘ IƛǘŎƘŎƻŎƪΩǎέ ¢ƘŜ оф 
{ǘŜǇǎΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ƨoyously wacky four-person show has endured cast changes, runs in three different 
Broadway theaters and a recession, outlasting pretty much every other straight play without the 
benefit of elaborate sets or well-known stars.  

Read the entire article at: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/08/17/theater/17steps.html?_r=2&ref=theater  

   
 

Weston Rehearsal Photos 

Top Left: Jason Collins & Liam Craig 

Top Right: Liam Craig 

Bottom Left: Matt Schmidt 

Bottom Right: Kathleen McElfresh 
Photos by Stuart Duke 

AWARDS AND NOMINATIONS  

The play won the Olivier and What’s on Stage Awards  for Best Comedy in 2007. The 2008 
Roundabout Broadway production won the 2008 Drama Desk Award for Unique Theatrical 
Experience and Outstanding Lighting Design (Kevin Adams). It won two Tony Awards in 2008 
for Best Lighting Design and Best Sound Design.  It was nominated for four other Tonys: Best 
Play, Best Direction of a Play (Maria Aitken), Best Scenic Design of a Play (Peter McKintosh) and 
Best Costume Design of a Play (Peter McKintosh).    

  

 

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/08/17/theater/17steps.html?_r=2&amp;ref=theater
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ABOUT THE WRITER/ADAPTER  

Patrick Barlow (born March 18, 1947) is an English actor, comedian and playwright.  His 
comedic alter ego, Desmond Olivier Dingle, is the founder, Artistic Director and Chief Executive 
of the two-man National Theatre of Brent, which has performed on stage, on television and on 
radio.  
   

Interview with Patrick Barlow [Taken from The 39 Steps study guide]  
   

The following interview was conducted on 18th December 2006, giving 
an overview of some of the creative processes involved in producing a 
piece of theatre of this type.  
   

Were you adapting the film or the book in this piece?  

It’s the film. That was decided before I’d say yes to doing it. Definitely 
the film. It’s the film and me and a tiny bit from the opening of the 

book.  
   

Do you have any comments to make about genre with regard to the piece?  

Well the film is comedy thriller I suppose.  
   

Talk us through the adaptation process from film to stage version.  
Well, there is no published screenplay so I watched the film lots of times and scribbled it down. 
That was a blueprint but I gave myself lots of liberty to change. So I just took the film and then 
added things that make me laugh. So the stockings scene is the same but I added in the 
sandwich, and the kind of mad argument between them. Because that relationship fascinated 
me, between Pamela and Hannay. The repression of it. Repression is very interesting for a 

writer to look at. It’s very like Brief Encounter, it’s that world. The Hitchcock film treats the 
relationship quite lightly, so I added a lot to it.  
   

What are the things you add to make it funny or to make it pastiche?  

Well doing things really fast seems to work, so the dialogue in the train with the underwear 
salesmen would not be funny at normal pace, but really fast it works.   
 
Is it easier to write from scratch or to adapt?   

If it’s just you involved, adapting is a joy. But generally there are others involved, producers 
etc., who may differ from you, and that can be miserable. Writing your own stuff from the 
heart is a joy, so I guess it is easier. I mean, for anyone who wants to know about the 
nightmares for a writer of adaptation, there is a great book called Adventures in the Screen 
Trade by William Goldman, which says it all.  
   

So is this pastiche?  

It is pastiche, but it is very important that there is a real story going on. It’s about a man who is 
lonely and lost in his heart … really a powerful story. And emotionally there is a journey- 

http://www.bookrags.com/studyguide-the-thirty-nine-steps/
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Joe Grifasi, Director 
Photo from Broadwayworld.com 

otherwise I wouldn’t be interested in doing it. I mean for Pamela, too, as well as Hannay. She’s 
very uptight, repressed.  
   

Any comments on how the audience has received it?  

It’s been fantastic. They get into the spirit. I couldn’t ask for more. Kids love it. They haven’t 
seen the film or read the book ... even a seven year old; they just know it’s funny.  
   

Does anything get lost in the laughter?  

Sometimes some of the love story goes, but that is to do with the actors driving it for laughs, 
which they have to do.  
   

Any comments on linguistic choices you make in the piece... how the language of the early 
20th century differs to our own?  

‘Crumbs’, ’crikey’, ’golly’, ’absolutely beastly’. You had to be really careful... all the language has 
to be of the period and of the genre. In fact there is a line near the end I noticed the other day. 
Hannay says, “Hang on, this is a hymn book”… and that ‘hang on’ just isn’t quite right. It’s more 
recent.  
 
Why do we like pastiche/spoof?   

I don’t know, but there’s clearly a lot of it. It’s like when French and Saunders do their things. I 
have no idea.  
 

 

5Lw9/¢hwΩ{ bh¢9  

I like to think that I am an aficionado of classic films, but in truth I’m just 
a sucker for them. I simply can’t call it work to be given the assignment 
to direct The 39 Steps. What makes the job even sweeter for me is the 
coupling of a signature Hitchcock thriller with the comic nonsense of the 
British music hall. My two biggest tasks were to adapt the British comic 
style to appeal to an American theater audience, and to recreate the 
edginess of the psychological movie thriller on stage. My approach to 
the comedy was to shift it a bit to accommodate the American taste and 
tradition. To de-emphasize the British campiness which typically 
plays more directly to the audience with a nod and wink that says 
“let’s all have a good laugh at this silly business.”  Instead I chose 
to find the laughs in the actors’ dilemma of having to portray dozens of parts - and move all the 
furniture, too! The way Chaplin or Keaton might be saddled with problems like getting a piano 
up a flight of stairs or climbing out of a manhole during rush hour. The attempt to overcome 
these difficulties is usually where the humor begins. Americans laugh at, and root for, the 
underdog. While directing the romantic thriller segments in the play, I endeavored to adhere to 
the essential ingredients of the genre, which include a mood of suspicion, an ever-present 
sense of danger, and potent sexual energy. Although no attempt by me could ever rival the 
results of the master of the form, Mr. Hitchcock himself.  
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CONNECTIONS AND CONTEXTS  

The Novelist -  John Buchan 

The writer John Buchan was born the son of a clergyman in Perth, 
Scotland in 1875.  He attended Glasgow and Oxford Universities, and 
started to publish his fiction while there.  His career was as a barrister and 
later a very successful Civil Servant in the diplomatic corps. He wrote his 
stories primarily for his own entertainment, and The 39 Steps was begun 
during an illness in 1914 and completed in 1915.  Richard Hannay, hero of 
The 39 Steps, went on to feature in  many later novels. 

During World War I, and therefore at the time of this novel's genesis, Buchan was a skilled 
propagandist for the British government.  He would have been acutely aware of the 
atmosphere of mistrust and double-crossing pervasive during the period, and the spy novel was 
the perfect way to express such fears of infiltration by the enemy.  In this context, the novel The 
39 Steps can be seen as a straightforward battle between Good (the allies as represented by 
Hannay) and Evil (Germany and the Ottoman Empire as represented by professor Jordan).  

Source:   The 39 Steps Study Guide http://www.39stepsny.com/study.html 

 

Alfred Hitchcock  

Alfred Hitchcock was and remains the consummate director of 
the thriller genre.  His films (The Birds, Dial M for Murder, 
Vertigo, Rear Window, Psycho) are enduring classics of world 
cinema. His career spanned from the inception of talking 
pictures in the late 20s to the golden age of stars and studios in 
the 50s and 60s.  His rotund, thick-lipped appearance became 
as iconic an image as the films themselves, in which he often 
made a cameo appearance.  He was born in East London in 
1899, and died in LA in 1980.  He was in his lifetime generally 
known as “The Master of Suspense”. 

For more information on the spy Film genre and its lineage 
from Hitchcock through to the modern James Bond, go to 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spy_film 

Source: The 39 Steps Study Guide http://www.39stepsny.com/study.html 

Other Hitchcock Resources: 
http://hitchcock.tv/   (Biography, Filmography, Quotes, Essays, etc.) 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alfred_Hitchcock    

 

http://www.39stepsny.com/study.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spy_film
http://www.39stepsny.com/study.html
http://hitchcock.tv/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alfred_Hitchcock


OTHER RESOURCES  

 
http://www.bookrags.com/studyguide-the-
thirty-nine-steps/   [Study Guide by John 
Buchan]  

http://www.alleytheatre.org/Alley/Patrick_Barl
ow_Biography_EN.asp?SnID=2  [Barlow 
biography]  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Patrick_Barlow    
[Barlow biography]  

 

REVIEWS  

http://theater.nytimes.com/2008/01/16/theate
r/reviews/16steps.html   

http://www.newyorktheatreguide.com/reviews
/39steps08.htm      

 

VIDEOS  

http://abcnews.go.com/Video/playerIndex?id=
5947043  - “Good Morning America” interview   

The 39 Steps (2008) - Rupert Penry-Jones, Lydia 
Leonard, David Haig, and Patrick Malahide 
(DVD - 2010)  

The 39 Steps (Criterion Collection Spine #56) - 
Peggy Ashcroft, Ivor Barnard, Wilfrid Brambell, 
and Madeleine Carroll (DVD - 1999)  

 

FILM INFO  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_39_Steps_(19
35_film)  

http://www.archive.org/details/The39Steps    

 

PODCAST  

http://shnsf.com/shows/the39steps   

 

OTHER  

http://www.huntingtontheatre.org/season/070
8/39steps/abouttheplay.aspx  

 

BOOKS  

Alfred Hitchcock: A Life in Darkness and Light by 
Patrick McGillifan, 2004 

The Art of Alfred Hitchcock: Fifty Years of His 
Motion Pictures by Donald Spoto, 1991 

The Dark Side of Genius: The Life of Alfred 
Hitchcock by Donald Spoto, 1999  

Hitchcock (Revised Edition) by Helen G. Scott 
and Francois Truffaut, 1985  

The Four Adventures of Richard Hannay: The 
Thirty-Nine Steps/Greenmantle/Mr. 
Standfast/The Three Hostages by John 
Buchan. 1994  

Richard Hannay Collection (Richard Hannay: 
Secret Agent) by John Buchan (Kindle 
Edition - 2008)  

The Thirty-Nine Steps by John Buchan (Kindle 
Edition – 2006)  

The 39 Steps by Patrick Barlow and John 
Buchan  (paperback - 2009)  

http://www.bookrags.com/studyguide-the-thirty-nine-steps/
http://www.bookrags.com/studyguide-the-thirty-nine-steps/
http://www.alleytheatre.org/Alley/Patrick_Barlow_Biography_EN.asp?SnID=2
http://www.alleytheatre.org/Alley/Patrick_Barlow_Biography_EN.asp?SnID=2
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Patrick_Barlow
http://theater.nytimes.com/2008/01/16/theater/reviews/16steps.html
http://theater.nytimes.com/2008/01/16/theater/reviews/16steps.html
http://www.newyorktheatreguide.com/reviews/39steps08.htm
http://www.newyorktheatreguide.com/reviews/39steps08.htm
http://abcnews.go.com/Video/playerIndex?id=5947043
http://abcnews.go.com/Video/playerIndex?id=5947043
http://www.amazon.com/39-Steps-Criterion-Collection-Spine/dp/0780021967/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&amp;s=dvd&amp;qid=1269350294&amp;sr=1-2
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_39_Steps_(1935_film)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_39_Steps_(1935_film)
http://www.archive.org/details/The39Steps
http://shnsf.com/shows/the39steps
http://www.huntingtontheatre.org/season/0708/39steps/abouttheplay.aspx
http://www.huntingtontheatre.org/season/0708/39steps/abouttheplay.aspx

