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Introduction 
 

This pack has been produced to support learning for students at KS3 and KS4 who 
either have seen or are about to see the production of The 39 Steps at the Criterion 
Theatre in Londonôs West End. It includes background notes on the production itself, 
details of the plot and interviews with several people who played key roles in the creative 
process. It also contains bespoke materials for work related to the show in the classroom 
or drama studio. 
 
This pack is commissioned and produced by Mousetrap Theatre Projects, which is 
committed to increasing access for young people to the best of live theatre in London 
and to enabling them to engage creatively with that experience. For more information go 
to www.mousetrap.org.uk   

 

 

 
 

 

 

http://www.mousetrap.org.uk/


 

The 39 Steps Teaching Resource Pack 

4 

 

 
 

Production Notes 
 

This particular production has had a long and fairly complex gestation prior to arriving on 
the West End stage. Back 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 small venues (village halls and small theatres). This version was based 
primarily on John Buchanôs book. An element fixed at this point was the idea of just 4 
actors playing all the parts: 3 men and a woman. 
 
Edward Snape of production company Fiery Angel saw the production, liked the concept 
but felt the text needed a fresh eye, so he 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 a production at West Yorkshire Playhouse 
followed by a four week tour in 2005, the show came to the Tricycle Theatre in London in 
August 2006 and gained an immediate transfer to the West End, where it has been 
running since. The current production is directed by Maria Aitken. 
 
The show is very characteristic of the work of Patrick Barlow, who is greatly respected in 
theatre for his work with his own company, The National Theatre of Brent. The brilliance 
of National Theatre of Brent shows is often in the creation of a lot from very little, so that 
with minimal set or costume (or indeed cast), complex or even epic stories can be both 
hilariously and movingly told. This is achieved through fearless engagement with the 
audience and a full embracing of theatricality. Often things go deliberately wrong and 
actors come out of role momentarily. This is a knowing, self-reflexive approach to theatre 
that says ñlook, we know weôre in a theatre, and we know youôre there, so letôs just have 
a good time.ò This has strong roots in the theatrical tradition, from the comic asides of 
pantomime, Victorian melodrama and Elizabethan drama, through to the more recent 
success of the staged version of the TV skit Acorn Antiques, penned by Victoria Wood. 
In this last production the audience were complicit in a complex joke about bad TV. 
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Synopsis of the Production 
 
What we get is an incredibly fast-paced romp through the story of Hitchcockôs film. It is a 
pastiche, an affectionate and very funny transposition of the film on to the stage. The film 
contains set pieces that are iconic: the train top chase, the Forth Bridge escape, Mr 
Memory at the Palladium, the stockings scene. Much of the joy of the show is in seeing 
these moments recreated through the physicality and vocal talent of the 4 performers.  
 
It is also an evocative tribute to a 1930sô Britain of cold mists (dry ice is liberally utilised), 
steam engines and a clearly demarcated social system where people know their place. 
At its centre, juxtaposed with the comedy, is the story of a manôs personal quest to find 
self-fulfilment. 
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Synopsis of the Plot  

 
(Courtesy Wikipedia) 

There have been three major film versions of the book; Hitchcock's original has been the 
most acclaimed, and remains so today. In 1999 it came 4th in a BFI poll of British films, 
while in 2004 Total Film named it the 21st greatest British movie of all time. 

The story is a classic portrayal of one manôs flight from wrong accusation through a 
series of improbable adventures as he is pursued by the authorities. Romance comes 
from him being handcuffed to a woman, with whom he ultimately falls in love. Finally the 
true villains are exposed and our hero is vindicated. 

Plot 

Richard Hannay is at a London theatre, 
attending a demonstration of the remarkable 
powers of "Mr. Memory", a man with a 
photographic memory, when a fight breaks 
out and shots are fired. In the ensuing panic, 
he finds himself holding a frightened 
Annabella Schmidt, who talks him into taking 
her back to his flat. There, she tells him that 
she is a spy, being chased by assassins out 

to kill her. She claims to have uncovered a plot to steal vital British military secrets, 
implemented by a man with the top joint missing from one of his fingers, head of an 
espionage organisation called the "39 Steps". 

The next day, Hannay wakes up to find her dead, stabbed with his bread knife. He 
sneaks out of the flat disguised as a milkman and takes a train to Scotland, where she 
had told him she was going to find the man. On the train, he sees the police on his trail. 
In desperation, he enters a compartment and kisses the sole occupant, the attractive 
Pamela, in an attempt to escape detection. She however manages to free herself from 
his unwanted embrace and betrays him to the law. He jumps from the train onto the 
Forth Rail Bridge and escapes. 

file:///C:/Documents%20and%20Settings/Jo.Pelly/Local%20Settings/wiki/1999
file:///C:/Documents%20and%20Settings/Jo.Pelly/Local%20Settings/wiki/BFI_Top_100_British_films
file:///C:/Documents%20and%20Settings/Jo.Pelly/Local%20Settings/wiki/2004
file:///C:/Documents%20and%20Settings/Jo.Pelly/Local%20Settings/wiki/Total_Film
file:///C:/Documents%20and%20Settings/Jo.Pelly/Local%20Settings/wiki/London
file:///C:/Documents%20and%20Settings/Jo.Pelly/Local%20Settings/wiki/Theater_(structure)
file:///C:/Documents%20and%20Settings/Jo.Pelly/Local%20Settings/wiki/Spy
file:///C:/Documents%20and%20Settings/Jo.Pelly/Local%20Settings/wiki/Assassin
file:///C:/Documents%20and%20Settings/Jo.Pelly/Local%20Settings/wiki/Scotland
file:///C:/Documents%20and%20Settings/Jo.Pelly/Local%20Settings/wiki/Forth_Rail_Bridge
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He stays the night with a poor older farmer and his young wife who flirts with Hannay. 
The next morning, he leaves in the farmer's Sunday coat, and calls at the house the 
woman had told him of. There he finds the man with the missing finger-joint, the 
seemingly respectable Professor Jordan, who shoots him after a brief conversation and 
leaves him for dead. Luckily, the bullet fails to penetrate the farmer's prayer-book, left in 
a coat pocket, and Hannay flees once more. 

He goes to the police, but they refuse to accept his story, since they know Jordan well. 
Hannay jumps through a window and escapes into the crowd. He tries to hide himself in 
a political meeting, but is mistaken for the keynote speaker; he gives a rousing 
impromptu speech (without knowing a thing about the candidate he is introducing), but is 
recognised by Pamela, who gives him up once more. They are handcuffed together and 
taken away by "policemen". Hannay eventually realises they are agents of the 
conspiracy when they bypass the nearest police station. When the car is forced to stop, 
he escapes, dragging an unwilling Pamela along. 

They travel cross country, and stay the night at an inn, the girl still not believing Hannay's 
story. While he sleeps, she slips out of 
the handcuffs, but then eavesdrops on 
one of the fake policemen on the 
telephone downstairs; the conversation 
confirms Hannay's assertions. She 
returns to the room and sleeps on a 
sofa. Next morning, she tells him what 
she heard, and is sent to London to pass 
it on to the police. No secrets have been 
reported missing however, so they do 

nothing to help. Instead, they follow her to get to Hannay. 

She leads them to Mr. Memory's show at the London Palladium, where the police close 
in on the fugitive. When the performer is introduced, Hannay recognises his theme music 
- it's the annoyingly catchy tune he hasn't been able to forget for days. Hannay puts two 
and two together and realises that Mr. Memory is how the spies are smuggling the 
secrets out: he has them memorised. As the police take him into custody, he shouts out 
a question about the 39 Steps. When Mr. Memory compulsively begins to answer, 
Jordan shoots him and tries to flee, but is apprehended. The dying Mr. Memory recites 
the information stored in his brain, a design for silent aircraft, and Hannay and the girl 
stroll off, hand in hand. 

file:///C:/Documents%20and%20Settings/Jo.Pelly/Local%20Settings/wiki/London_Palladium
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Profile-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 whilst there. His 
career was as a barrister and later a very successful Civil 
Servant in the diplomatic corps. He ended up living in Canada 
as Governor-General and was honoured with the title Baron 
Tweedsmuir. 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 WW1, and therefore at the time of this novelôs genesis, Buchan was a skilled 
propagandist for the British government. He will have been acutely aware of the 
atmosphere of mistrust and double-crossing pervasive during the period. The spy novel 
is the perfect way to express such fears of infiltration by the enemy, a key tool in the 
propagandist armory. In this context, one where the old world order is collapsing and 
where central Europe is fighting the Allied powers, 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).  

For more information on WW1 go to  
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/world-war-one 

For more on spy fiction go to http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/spy-fiction 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/world-war-one
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/spy-fiction
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Profile ð 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 ó20s to the golden age of stars and studios 
in the ó50s and ó60s. His rotund, thick lipped appearance 
became as iconic an image as the films themselves, in which 

he often made a cameo appearance. (It is in tribute to this that he appears in silhouette 
as a puppet in the current production.) He was born in East London in 1899 and died in 
LA in 1980. He was in his lifetime generally known as ñThe Master of Suspenseò.  

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-films  

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/spy-films
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A NOTE FROM PATRICK BARLOW, ADAPTOR 

It all began on a street corner in Soho. Must have been three years ago. Four maybe. I bumped into 
Edward Snape, the producer, in Great Newport Street. Or was it Little? Anyway he said he had an 
interesting script. A stage version of The 39 Steps for three men and a woman. Anything minimal is 
interesting to me, so I had a look. In my National Theatre of Brent, we only have two actors, so four felt 
positively luxurious! 

The script by two guys called Simon Corble and Nobby Dimon was fun and the central idea brilliantð
i.e. the four person thingðbut I felt theyôd missed a trick. Theyôd based it mostly on the Buchan novel, 
whereas I thought The 39 Steps everyone knows is the movie. The novel is actually quite boring and 
fairly bizarre. Hannayôs on the run in the Highlands for a murder he didnôt commit but thatôs about the 
only similarity to the film. He spends most of his time meeting young Scottish men and putting on 
increasingly unlikely disguises. Thereôs no Forth Bridge, no Mr. Memory, no train, no honeymoon hotel, 
not a woman in sight. So I said to Edward I would like to work on it but only if we could make the movie 
our inspiration.  

One of my earliest movie memories was being taken to the Essoldo Cinema in Granby Street, Leicester 
by my big brother Jeremy. I was a very young 12 and we went together to the last performance which 
was a thrilling thing in itself and the movie was the Kenneth More version of The 39 Steps, and I was 
instantly captivated and fell completely in love with movies as a result. (The actress Taina Elg played 
the Madeleine Carroll part as an Austrian for some reason. Her stocking removal scene was without 
doubt the most thrilling thing Iôd seen in my life ever. Leicester is a very dull place.) The More version is 
based on the Hitchcock, even has many of the same lines. It pales in comparison, of course, but I 
wasnôt to know that then, obviously. Anyway, it has stayed with me, like early movie experiences do. 
And the title alone has always had a special magic. A rather wicked resonance. Something about being 
out with my glamorous brother at a grown-up movie. The knife in the back, the girl on the train, the 
Forth Bridge, the missing finger. Oh yes, and the stockings gliding down the legé  

As soon as Edward agreed, I went off and watched the Hitchcock version which of course is utterly 
brilliant, dangerous and light at the same time, beautifully structured, witty, thrilling and very sexy. I had 
The 39 Steps experience all over again. 

Apparently Hitchcock and his writer Charles Bennett spent six weeks in a boat going up and down the 
Thames to get the screenplay right. They smoked cigarettes and acted it out and ate heaps of smoked 
salmon and drank bottles of champagne. I suggested this to Edward who asked us to go easy on the 
smoked salmon.  

In the meantime heôd asked Emil Wolk to direct our theatre version and Emil asked Ultz to design it. We 
were completely collaborative. We decided to have one actor playing Hannay throughout, our actress 
playing Pamela (Madeleine Carroll), Annabella (Lucie Mannheim) and Margaret the Crofterôs wife 
(Peggy Ashcroft) and the remaining two actors playing all the other parts, the villain, Mr. Memory, 
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policemen, railway porters etc. Emil, with his background in physical theatre, had the brilliant idea of 
making these two into clownsða sort of double-actðcontinually playing off each other. Occasionally 
losing their grip when the stress of playing over a hundred parts got too much. 

It was after I'd written the first draft that something happened that affected everything. The three of us 
were sitting in a cafe in Notting Hill, eating a huge cake I remember, and we were all saying it couldnôt 
just be a ó30s pastiche and wondering what it could be. Ultz was looking at the opening speech Iôd 
written for Hannay, sitting alone and square-jawed in his grim, grey West End flat with a bottle of 
Scotch. Suddenly Ultz said rather quietly "He's actually suicidal, Hannay, isn't he?" And just that gave 
us the whole thing. The whole germ of the plot. That it wasnôt just a pastiche. But a story about a man 
on the verge of killing himself. Who decidesðor is forcedðto save his own life. He starts out selfish and 
heartless and narcissistic but is sent on a journey that changes him into another kind of person 
altogether. He finds love. And through love, he finds he cares. He hates people at the start. But loves 
them by the end. Itôs a proper story I hope. Like a fairy story. Someone lacks something. They go on a 
journey. They find it. They are healed. End. Itôs also very fast and madcap and funny. Or it better be. 

Sadly that first collaboration ended. A West End theatre fell through. Everything stopped. Emil went to 
Australia. A year went by. Then last year, the West Yorkshire Playhouse got involved. Fiona Buffini 
directed a great production. This was very differentðvery pure and stripped-back. Maria Aitken is 
directing this time. With Toby Sedgwick who recently worked on the brilliant production of Tintin at the 
Barbican doing the movement. Maria and Toby are like a double act. They shout ñGood!ò and ñNo!ò and 
ñBetter!ò at absolutely the same time. Itôs quite scary. Iôve just come from a run-through of Act One. Ten 
days to go and thereôs definitely madcap and thereôs definitely moving and thereôs Catherine 
McCormack.  

Thereôs a moment when she kisses Hannay (Charles Edwards) for the first time in the roaring Highland 
express. The rehearsal room definitely stopped for a moment. A memory stirred. From the dark and 
smoky recesses of the Essoldo Cinema, Granby Street, in the very boring city of Leicester. Last 
performance. 

 

Written in July 2006 

First published on www.theatre.com 
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Interviews with Some Key Players 
 
The following interviews were conducted to give an overview into some of the creative processes 
involved in producing a piece of theatre of this type. As well as the insight into the making of the 
production it is anticipated that these transcripts might provide a useful précis of what it is to work in the 
theatre, be it as writer/adaptor, performer or stage manager. There is clearly a PSHE (careers) 
application here. One unanimous observation volunteered by all participants was that this show is very 
well received by young people, irrespective of their familiarity or otherwise with the texts that inform it. It 
will be particularly useful to refer to these materials when conducting the lesson plans in the latter part 
of this pack. For ease of copying, Iôve started each on a new page. 

 
 

 


